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Foreword

With the writing of this book, I have dropped the last shackles that have held me prisoner since I was liberated from the concentration camps in Europe. At last I have complete freedom - in body, mind, and soul.

In these, the later years of my life, I am full of hope that OUTCRY will help to honor and memorialize all the millions of people who lost their lives in the Ghettos, Work Camps, and Concentration Camps throughout Europe. It is surely important to each and every one of us that they will never be forgotten.

Sharing my story has helped me to put into perspective LIFE. I was allowed to come to the U.S. and serve my adopted country during the Korean War, during which time I met my wife. Together we have three children, two grandchildren and four great grandchildren. In the end, I am a Winner.

Manny Steinberg, 2014

The following pages recount my real-life experiences
and memories, but the names in my story have all
been fictionalized.
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SUNSHINE

Today, May 3Ist, is my birthday. I was born in 1925 in Radom, Poland. As I look at my lovely wife and children celebrating the occasion, my mind begins to wander. How my life has changed since the six endless years, from the ages of thirteen to nineteen, that the concentration camps of Europe were my home, many times escaping death merely by chance.

Starting in 1939, I lived through the Nazi horrors in the Jewish Ghetto section of Radom. It is only through the mercy of God and my brother Stanley that I have survived to tell you my story.

The presents have been opened, the cake has been cut and the good wishes have all been said. It's now bedtime for my children, Anita, Gary and Julie. Reluctantly the goodnight kisses are given, for in a few moments, there will be a dark stillness which will open up the memories that creep up to the surface and continue to haunt me. Sitting at the table with the moonlight casting shadows against the wall, my mind drifts back to my childhood and family…

I am the oldest of three brothers. Stanley was born in 1927 and our younger brother Jacob in 1934. Our mother died giving birth to Jacob. I recall the sadness in our house and my comforting Stanley, but I refused to let myself feel sorrow. I’ll be strong, I told myself.

I do remember that the miracle of birth was made rather obvious to me. I was too young to understand much about it and yet it gave me much to wonder about.

One night when I should have been asleep, I recall overhearing a conversation between my parents. “What are you going to name the baby? Come, tell me, Chaim,” Mama teased Papa. I thought to myself, a baby! I was so excited to think that we would have another brother or sister to eventually sit at our table, share our food, play with and someone to love. What a thrill this would be.

Our neighbors had a daughter and for a long time I had envied them and had longed for a sister. Perhaps now my wish would come true. I wanted to get up and talk to Mama and Papa about this great event, but I knew Papa would scold me for not getting my sleep so that I would be rested for school the next day. I resolved to ask Papa about the baby in the morning as I drifted off to sleep, dreaming of my new little sister.

The next day, I had to confess to him that I had been listening to them talk the night before and had heard about our new baby. Papa was very forgiving and with a proud smile he said he and Mama were trying to decide on a name. “You see Mendel,” Papa explained, “It is the custom of the Jewish people to name their children after a family member that has passed away. We honor and perpetuate the name that way.”

“Will it be soon?” I asked. “Yes son, we will have a new baby very soon.” I skipped off to school with a great feeling of joy and anticipation.

Our apartment consisted of one large room in which we ate, led our social life and our father conducted his tailoring business. Adjoining this area was one bedroom and a small kitchen. We all slept in the one bedroom and I remember so well the two large beds on the opposite side of the room.

The night Jacob was born is a vivid recollection. My lessons were completed and I had just finished my hot milk before it was time to go to bed. I had only been asleep for an hour or two, when I was awakened by a commotion in our room. Someone had hung a blanket on a rope that stretched from wall to wall dividing the room in half. I couldn't see my parents’ side of the room.

Confused and a little frightened, I laid in bed listening to my mother's anguished moans. After several minutes, what seemed to be hours, I sat up in bed and peered through the opening in the blanket. There was a congregation of women: my grandmother, aunts, cousins and a few neighbors. I knew something important was happening.

Suddenly, the moans from Mama were now screams. What was happening? Should I go to Mama? Does she need me? I was too terrified to move. I glanced over at Stanley. He was sitting in the corner of the room holding his blanket tightly. I moved beside him placing my arm around his shoulders. “It's OK Stanley, I’m here.”

We sat quietly, watching the small window fog up from the heat in the room. Several more hours passed, then silence.

All of a sudden, our neighbor Mrs. Guttman yelled for more hot water. “Hold her feet and get something to wipe her forehead,” she snapped. “You're supposed to be her favorite cousin, Rachel, so help!”

“How much longer will it take?” Rachel pleaded.

“I think just a few more minutes,” Mrs. Guttman replied. “It's a little boy. What crying! He must have good lungs.”

I heard my grandmother say ‘Mazel Tov’, which in Yiddish means ‘Good luck’ and add, “May the child be blessed in the house of Israel.”

In the middle of the night I crawled back into bed and thought about the agony my Mama went through, the strange stillness and the first cries of the newborn infant. I wondered about life, our family and Papa.

I whispered to Stanley, “Go to sleep, we'll see Papa, Mama and our new baby brother in the morning.” I awoke to an unfamiliar silence. Something must be wrong I thought. The blanket dividing the room had been taken down and Mama's bed was empty. My happiness turned to fear. Where were my Mama, Papa and new baby? I rushed out of the room only to find a neighbor lady in charge. “Where is my Mama?” I cried. I always wanted her more than anyone else in the world.

The lady was kind and tried to console me. She held my hand and told me that Mama had become quite ill after the baby was born and needed to go to the hospital. She assured me that Mama would be home in two or three days and that I was to be a good boy and very soon our family would all be together again.

She continued to explain that the baby would stay with my Grandmother for a few days until my Mama could get better and come home. “Then, when you get back from school today, your Papa will be here to greet you,” she said.

Reassured and happy, I went to school without a care in the world.

It was very hard to concentrate on my studies. I was so excited about my new brother. I don't even know his name or how he looks like. Maybe he looks like Mama, I imagined.

My thoughts were interrupted when someone knocked on the classroom door. The teacher stepped into the hallway for a few moments. Then, when he returned, he had a curious look on his face. He walked over to my desk and softly asked me to get my belongings together.

He said I was excused from school and I was to go home with the neighbor. Perhaps they need me to care for the baby or maybe there's a celebration. Arriving home, the first thing I noticed was that the mirrors had been covered. I thought it strange, because they only did this when someone died in the family. Stanley, who was just six years old, was sitting in the middle of the floor playing. Nothing seemed to be wrong but my heart began beating very hard.

Papa walked over to me with tears streaming down his cheeks, “Your Mama had died.”

We cried together. There would be many times in the future when we would cry together.

He took my hand and walked me into the bedroom. There, lying on the floor, feet pointed towards the door, lit candles at her head and covered with a sheet, lay my darling, wonderful Mama.

I stood there for a few moments, unable to grasp this awful thing that had happened to us. With a loud cry I turned to my Papa, who cradled me in his arms and rocked me until, worn out from crying, I finally fell asleep.

The next day Mama was buried. In the old country at that time caskets were not used. Instead, a wooden container was built into the ground and the body placed inside. A lid was secured to the top and then covered with dirt. It was a time of great sadness for us.

We said Kaddish, our prayers for the dead, that evening and every night and morning for an entire year.

Since Mama was gone Papa let me help him decide a name for the baby. Between us, we chose Jacob. That year without Mama was very difficult. My grandmother kept Jacob with her and Papa worked all the time to earn a living. Stanley and I missed Mama very much, her loving care and concern for us. The neighbors were kind and brought cakes and pies sometimes for Stanley and I to eat. But most often, we were left alone and had only each other.

One morning, after helping Stanley get dressed for school I walked into the kitchen where I found a strange woman preparing a meal. She smiled at me and said, “Good morning, Mendel. I'm your new Mama.”

I stood silent for a minute.

“Are you and Papa married?”

“Yes Mendel. Last night. Now we can bring little Jacob home from your grandmother's house and I will take care of you and your brothers.”

The thought of having Jacob with us made me very happy and since it seemed she was responsible for this, I ran to her and gave her a big hug.

“You are happy then?” she asked. I nodded my head, suddenly feeling shy. Should I ask her name or should I call her Mama?

She was so different from my own Mama, the one I had known and loved. My Mama was pretty with beautiful dark, expressive eyes and a dainty trim figure. She wore pretty dresses and always smelled so clean to me. Mama had been an only child and my grandparents would indulge her with frivolous things my father could not provide. But, Papa loved her very much and always made sure she had all the necessities plus a little extra.

My new mama was very different. She was a large woman with rather a plain face. But because Jacob would live with us now, I thought we would all be happy again.

My father watched us anxiously those first few days to see how we would accept our new mother. To help us understand, Papa explained that first of all he had observed the year of mourning as followed in the Jewish tradition and then went on to tell me that he needed someone to look after us. I do not know if there was any real deep love between them, but for all of us it was a convenient arrangement.

Stanley accepted her at once even calling her ‘Mama’ from the start, but there was a period of several weeks before I could adjust to this new situation. Having Jacob at home helped. He seemed to be a very smart little baby and as the older son I spent much time taking care of him. I would give him his bottle and rock him when he cried. I wanted to help in every way that I could.

When I look back at what our family went through after Mama died, I think perhaps it was a blessing. I can't imagine my mother suffering the pain of having her children ripped from her arms or the horrifying indecencies and degradations that my step mother had to eventually endure at the hands of the Nazis.

I don't think my step mother, not able to have children of her own, was fully aware of the tremendous responsibility she was assuming when she married my Papa. The burden of the ready-made family, over the next several years, proved to be a heavy one. Nevertheless, she was a good mother to us and we grew to love her, although it may have been a devotion that came from gratitude.

Cleanliness was next to godliness with her. I recall her examining our hands and ears each morning before school, making sure we had combed our hair and that our clothing was in order.

My schooling at the time consisted of classes from eight to twelve at the public school and from two to four o'clock at Hebrew School. Stanley was a pupil at the parochial school. This came about because they had limitations in the number of pupils that could attend each grade. Walking to school was always fun. I had an instinctive interest in everything and sometimes let my curiosity get the best of me. One Thursday, which were the market days, I played hooky from school so that I could go into town.

There seemed to be an endless parade of the German and Polish farmers bringing their produce, butter, cheese, and cattle to the market for sale. They had a special way of making butter and cheese and their reputation for this art was known far and wide. I found by listening to them speak that their language was very much like my own Jewish language. Before long, I could converse with the younger boys and girls who helped their parents in the small vegetable stands. I made many friends and they invited me to over to their homes. What friendly people with such big hearts! How would these same people become my enemy one day?

The building we lived in had four floors and was considered a tall building for Radom. We occupied the top floor, which was shared by two other families. On the second and third floors there were four apartments and then the street floor was a restaurant and winery.

There were eleven families living in this building. We shared our joys and sorrows; and collectively everyone seemed like one big family.

The restaurant was a fine, well-established one, having been in the owner's family for several generations and patronized by many of the well-to-do people of Radom. The proprietors had one child, a son, Itzrock, born to them late in life, and they showered him with love. He was their pride and joy and also my best friend from the time I can remember. Over the years, I have to admit, there were times when I was jealous of the attention he got from his parents and envious of his toys and new clothes. But he always made me laugh and our friendship, I was sure, would be a lasting one.

Many times, Itzrock and I walked to Temple and spent Friday nights observing the Sabbath together with each other's families. As we watched the candles being lit, my step mother would cover her face and silently pray. We thought it was a wish for a baby but we never knew.

One Sabbath morning, which is observed on Saturday, Itzrock and I were dressed in identical sailor suits, patent leather shoes and berets for synagogue. We did as we were told, but we thought it was silly.

The Sabbath was a day of rest for the whole family and we devoted it to God as well. My step mother did not cook on this day, but I well remember our dinner on those Saturday evenings so long ago. It was always the same: A tasty stew with meat and vegetables made at the bakery shop close-by. It had been slowly simmering since Friday night and on Saturday morning early; our mother was there to get a large pot of it for the family.

After we had eaten, I remember my Papa always asked Stanley and I how we were doing in school. We always said, “Good, Papa.” There was never a time when we had to say “Bad, Papa.” Then, the rest of the afternoon was spent visiting our grandparents, aunts, uncles and friends.

My Papa was full of plans for me and my brothers. He wanted a better way of life for us. He had hopes that we could get as much education as possible and go into a profession.

During those years the Polish government had put limitations on professional careers for Jews. They could not get the necessary education to become professors, doctors, scientists or engineers. There was one semi-professional field open, a dental technician, so this was what my Papa had in mind for me. His eyes would light up with pride when he talked with me about it. To envision his son, a technician would surely be a dream come true.

Sometimes parents’ wishes and hopes for their children don't come to pass. Usually this is because the children have their own dreams and aspirations. Of course, we could not know that neither of these would be our case, because no one could have imagined what would occur in the near future.

Radom, at the time I was growing up, was a city of approximately 75,000 people with about forty percent Jews. The others were a mixture of Poles, Ukrainians and Germans. Our little city was an industrious one, with all kinds of leather goods being manufactured, especially shoes. Cigars and cigarettes were also made in our town as well as a significant production of ammunition and guns.

Radom had a fine historical background too. Many of the Polish royal family resided there from time to time. We also had records of many victorious battles over old enemies. There was much beauty in Radom with its pretty parks, statues, museums and broad tree-lined avenues. We were proud of our little town.

One of my earlier memories is of the Polish women in their long dresses with scarves tied about their heads sitting at the entrance to the parks with their boxes of flowers to sell. I often noticed that their hands were red and chapped during the cold winters and yet they sat there calling to all, “Please buy a flower for your girl.” I longed to help them.

While my brothers and other boys would go into the park to play, I would stand off to the side and watch these poor women and their attempt to make a few pitiful pennies so that their families would not starve. I realized there are people who are really poor.

My father had a tailoring business which was set up in the main room of our apartment. He made a fair living and at times would employ as many as five people to assist him with alterations.

From the ages of eight or nine, both Stanley and I helped out with the home expenses by getting odd jobs after school. It gave us a good feeling to think we were helping Papa in any way.

My brother Stanley was always an enterprising boy. He liked to earn his own money so that he could go to a picture show, buy a book, candy or just to give a gift to someone in the family or a dear friend. If he wasn't selling bagels on the street corners, he would help travellers with their suitcases at the depot or carry water to the horses. He always kept busy.

There was once a time when a wealthy person felt sorry for little Stanley carrying the weight of all the suitcases, so he rewarded him with a healthy sum. My brother brought home bagels and gifts for everyone. He was always generous and good-hearted.

My work consisted of odd jobs in the restaurant on the ground floor of our building. I liked working there and although most of my afternoons were spent in the kitchen, there were times when I was sent into the dining rooms to take in clean dishes, pick up trays of used china or change table-linens. It was at these moments when I could see how people with money and advantages lived. The women were so beautiful in their long evening dresses and how the candles flickered in the soft lights which reflected images of the sequined gowns against the wall. The orchestra played such lovely music while the aroma of flowers and fine food filled the air.

When I grow up, I thought, I too will eat in a fine restaurant, dance and enjoy Life! I will work hard, be a good boy, go to school and then one day I will take care of Mama and Papa.

We were not a family of privilege but our father made sure to buy us a piece of thick chocolate or juicy orange every evening. He would come in late from being with his friends and make sure he did not awaken us. No, indeed! He knew that growing boys needed their sleep and instead he would place the wrapped candy or fruit by our pillows. When we opened our eyes in the morning we saw the treats. Sometimes, the chocolate was a bit melted, but we didn't tell Papa. We would dance with joy and hugged and kissed him for being so good to us. His small gifts reminded us again and again that we were loved and that our Papa was the best Papa in the world.

Our home life was a happy one. We had our friends, always enough to eat, plenty of warm clothing in the wintertime and always enough money to pay for the coal so that our apartment was warm and cozy. We were healthy, had our jobs, attended school and above everything else, a complete trust in God.

As Stanley and I grew up, the brotherly bond became a strong one. We were close in age, had similar interests and enjoyed the same activities. On the other hand, physically we were completely opposite. I had brown eyes, dark hair and olive skin, while Stanley was fair skinned, had hazel eyes and light hair. It proved to be a blessing from God that the difference was so apparent for it surely saved our lives during the prison years to come.

The section of Radom where we lived was entirely Jewish. Here were the small shops where the tailors, furriers, and the boot makers held forth and where general merchandise was sold. Many Christians from the other sections of the city came to our part of the town to have clothes or shoes made to order.

In my early years, I don't recall noticing anti-Semitism. In fact, anti-Semitism was a word Stanley and I had never heard of or experienced. However, we did live in the Jewish part of the city and therefore were sheltered from the outside prejudice.

As the months passed, it was obvious that the times were changing. There was an undercurrent of threatening rage against our religion. We heard of Polish boys sneaking up behind the elderly Jewish men and pulling their beards or rocks being thrown at women and children. The word ‘Jew’ appeared on walls and store front windows throughout the city. The madness was escalating like a breeze into a tornado.

Why are they throwing this word ‘Jew’ in our faces? What have we done? Why are we being singled out to be targets of such abuse?

Then it happened, one day Stanley came home crying from school. I remember that my father at first could not get an explanation from him. “Stanley, tell me what happened! Please, how can I help you unless you tell Papa what is making you cry this way?”

“I cannot tell you Papa. I only know that I am not going back to school ever again.”

“Come now, Stanley,” said Papa surely, “You trust me and we can work this out together.”

Stanley refused to talk so my father thought it best to leave him alone for a while. My brother attended school with Christians and up until now there hadn't been any incidents that would indicate differences between religion, race or creed. All the children typically got along together. Stanley always enjoyed his teachers, classmates and school, but then the day came when reality reared up and pierced Stanley as if it were a blade.

“Papa, what is this word bastard? Yesterday, at recess, one of the boys called me a Jew bastard. I knew it was something bad, because the other children were laughing at me. I got mad and I hit him in the head. We only fought for a few minutes, but I won. I’m sorry Papa, are you angry with me?”

Papa's eyes filled with tears. His expression was of pain mixed with fear.

“I have a note from our principal for Mama to go to the school and talk about me. I was afraid to give it to you, Papa.”

“Never be afraid of your parents, Stanley,” I heard Papa say, “Mama will go to school with you and we will get this all straightened out.”

“But, they don't want me there! I've had this feeling for a long time.”

Then, Stanley continued with his story about how the Christian children have been mistreating the Jewish children for sometime now. Stanley, always a friendly fellow, had for a long time greeted the principal when he saw him with a cheery, “Goodmorning sir,” followed by a nice smile and “Goodmorning son,” in return. One day the Principal took notice that someone called Stanley by his last name Steinberg and it was after this, that the salutations stopped. Stanley tried to continue the greeting, but to no avail. He began to avoid the tall man rather than be ignored. No doubt, he wondered, like I did, WHY was this happening? The fight incident brought it out into the light.

Mama went to school with Stanley the next day, but when he was confronted by the principal, he was too ashamed to repeat the dirty word he had been called in front of Mama. The principal was cold and uncaring. Stanley begged to be released from this school. My parents made the decision for Stanley to be enrolled in public school where they thought things were not quite as difficult.

But now it seemed there was hardly a day without insults. At least Stanley and I will be together. Things were getting worse by the day. I continued to question the cruelty and accusations hurled at us on a constant basis. I prayed and thought deeply about our hardships, but couldn't find the answer within myself, so I turned to Papa for his guidance and explanation. I carefully examined his face as he searched for the right words. Perhaps he was wondering if he should tell me the awful truth or maybe keep secret for as long as possible, the frightening reality of what may come and therefore ending the innocence of my childhood.

He sighed deeply, placed his hand on my shoulder and with a strained expression, he began to explain. “Son, I suppose it's time for you to know what is happening to our people and help you to understand what we must do to prepare ourselves for what is ahead of us. For some time now, there a program against the Jews and according to the latest news something terrible is going on in Germany. A man with a great hatred has come into power and has declared his plans for the complete extermination of our people. You know what the word, extermination means, Mendel?”

I nodded my head to show I understood. A tremendous chill passed through my body.

My knees were shaking and I had a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. My thoughts were in utter confusion as I listened to Papa's voice. “Why? Why does someone want to kill us? Mama, Stanley, Jacob, Itzrock? What have we done wrong?”

“Hatred and jealousy, Mendel, are the reasons. But, this is a good world and someone will surely come to our rescue before they can go too far.”

That night I lay in bed thinking about what Papa had said. What is the reason someone wants to kill me? I have obeyed my parents, I believe in God and I have always said my prayers.

Knowing that my family and friends might be killed in a short time became a horror to me that crept into my thoughts each night. Some evenings I cried, sometimes I became angry, whatever my feeling, it was the first thought of the day and my last thought at night for a long time.

Time passed, and now I noticed everyone had a worried or sad look on their face. Laughter and joy seemed not to exist. The world's depression and turmoil was to leave a mark on the rich and poor alike. Business in Radom was falling off and I recall that our way of life was changing rapidly. We began to feel the lack of money, the shortage of food and we were cautioned to save our pennies.

Each day, another little shop displayed a ‘gone out of business’ sign. My father, with a breaking heart, was forced to let his employees go, one by one. His business had gone down so much because there was little or no work at all. These were the times when people could not afford to buy any suits or have them made and so our tailoring business declined. Even altering and mending didn't bring in much work.

After school everyday, Stanley and I would change into our old clothing to save our better clothes for synagogue. Our meals were made up of the cheaper foods and the lack of nourishment caused us to go to bed hungry some nights. No more did we enjoy Sabbath holiday stew because we could no longer afford this now. A sense of impending doom surrounded our household at times, no matter how hard we tried to stay positive.

On the mornings that Papa would take in a little work, we would have fresh hope and a hot meal at supper. Our belief in God prevailed and our strength held fast as we lived through those trying years. As the depression got worse, it comes to mind that on nights when we were without food, my step mother would fill one or two pots with water and let them boil on the back of the stove. Should a neighbor stop by, she didn't want them to see our desperate situation. Such was her pride for our family.

The fine restaurant where I had worked now did very little business. The customers disappeared for the most part and the time finally came when they had to close their doors. I felt sorry for Itzrock. He, who had been used to so many of the good things in life, now had to go without even some of the necessities. The depression was the great leveler of mankind.

Out of this I learned a lot about human nature. With survival uppermost in each person's mind, jealousy, envy and cowardice became apparent in our small community.

Soup lines had been set up for the town's people by the Jewish population. Those few who had managed to save a little money tried to help others, but if someone thought they were getting less or more than someone else, tempers arose and friendships were broken. Desperation and the will to survive overwhelmed our natural fellowship.

Being the oldest son, it was my responsibility to stand in line for our soup ration. It had taken a lot of talking on the part of my Papa to convince my step mother that we had to accept this help.

And, it was hard for me to do this because the weather was so cold at that time. I would make a game of it and run as fast as I could, to get the soup home while it was still hot, but I never did.

During these depression years there was the lighter side, too. In spite of our circumstances, we managed to have some little pleasures now and then. We were all in it together and troubles shared are always easier to bear. I grasped the few times of happiness during those years and felt fortunate to lead somewhat of a normal boy's life, even if it was for a short time.

The shadows were darkening and soon I would go from boy to man. One of my happier recollections is of the winter nights when we had friends come to join us.

Somehow, my father managed to keep our coal supply up, preventing us from suffering the cold. Others in the building were not as fortunate, however, our home was open to all who cared to come and enjoy our warmth and what little food we could, at times, share with them.

These were the evenings when we sat by the big clay stove that had an opening for roasting food. Even if the only food we had at the time were potatoes. Mama would throw them on the hot coals and while they roasted we sang songs, recited poetry and the adults talked while the children listened. Just being together as a family and with our friends brought a great deal of comfort to us.

Often someone would ask Papa for a story. He spoke about the time he served with the Polish Army in the First World War and how he was a patriot during the Revolution in 1920. From the tales he told, we learned of the war and how we came to love our adopted country and its people.

Papa travelled a great deal in his youth. At one time, he considered Argentina to be his home. He liked to talk and his stories to us were like tales from the Arabian Nights. We learned that he had met my mother in Radom during his travels. After he returned to South America, they continued to correspond through letters and post cards. Father tried many times to persuade her to come there, marry him and make Argentina her home too.

But my mother was an only child and couldn't bear to leave her parents, let alone travel such a great distance. It was very common in those days to move away and perhaps never see your family again.

And so it was that my father eventually returned to Radom, married my mother Milka and started his family. No one would have ever thought that this happy, carefree life would take a turn for the worse in just a few short years.

Fate had indeed stepped in to play a part in my birthplace. Perhaps with a little more persuasion from my father, my mother would have joined him and my life would have been a far different one. But, there are no answers to the ‘ifs’ in life. The puzzle had been cut and now the pieces were slowly but surely falling into place.

My parents taught us that all men were created equal in the sight of God. That color and creed shouldn't make a difference in the character of the man. It is the way a person is inside that's important, not the color of his skin. My Papa was a good man and lived by his convictions.

Our family did not have the means to travel and so it was seldom that we came in contact with or even saw someone of another race.

Papa told us about the dark-skinned people that lived in South America. He also spoke of the passengers on the ship he travelled on and how they would throw coins in the harbor. The young black men would dive for the coins, bringing them up in their teeth every time. This was all so fascinating to me. It wasn't until I was eleven years old, that I had the opportunity to see a dark-skinned man.

There was a commotion at the end of our street one day. People were laughing out loud at the sight of a man up on stilts. I ran down the road to join my friend Itzrock, who with his mouth wide open, watched in awe as the black man passed his tin by second story windows. This was such a fantastic site to see. Little Jacob, who was old enough to run about, came to see what was happening. When he saw the dark man so tall above us, he became frightened and started to cry.

I remember when the Chinese people came to our town too. I watched as they set up their beautiful rugs they intended to sell. They wore colorful dresses made of silk. I wanted to talk to the children, but I was too shy.

As early as I can remember, I've always loved music. A happy memory that I will cherish from my youth was that of listening to music concerts the fire department gave on warm summer nights. I assumed they had much time to practice, because I don't recall any fires in our town. My family spent many an evening enjoying their fine music. They always paraded down our street on their way to the city hall where the concerts were given. The instruments glistening in the fading sunlight, their uniforms starched and pressed.

After the musicians passed by, the boys and girls would follow behind and then came the dogs in all shapes and sizes barking and running alongside the children.

Our home was in the business section, so as part of our playground we also had the wonderful world of shop windows. Stanley and I would spend hours gazing into the windows looking at all of the beautiful merchandise displayed. Everyday there was something new in one of the shops for us to see. It was a never-ending source of pleasure and a feast for our eyes to behold.

A couple of blocks away, not far from where we lived, there was a little café that we could go to and watch the elegant people dine and dance. Here came the beautiful ladies with their escorts from the sections of Radom where the wealthy people lived. It was here that the real society and the intellectuals gathered. Itzrock, Stanley and I, with Jacob on my shoulders, would quietly stand for hours, just watching the gaiety. In the background we could hear the wonderful gypsy music, played by real gypsies with their long earrings and brightly colored clothes. I can still hear those violins play. They would start-out sad and slow and then become loud and exciting.

To this day when I listen to violins, my thoughts go back to my boyhood days when Life was good and seemed one adventure after another.

During the summer months when we were free from school, my Papa would take us for long walks in the beautiful countryside. We would take a lunch and find a shaded spot in which to picnic. Sometimes, we would stop at a farm and the farmer would give us milk to drink, still slightly warm from the cow. I can still remember the taste of the milk. Those Polish and German farmers were our friends.

Along with growing up came many lessons in life. I became aware of other people's misfortunes and troubles from my forth grade teacher, whom I remember so well. He was very tall and so thin that you could almost count his ribs through his shirt. He had large ears and wore glasses with thick lenses. He had a way of being over-emphatic in his remarks and would shake his head and his ears would flop back and forth. With his scarecrow appearance he was the target for much jesting and ridicule among the students. But he was a good teacher with a deep religious feeling which he tried to impart to his class.

It was the custom then to address the teachers by their family name, using the term “teacher.” So, to us he was “Teacher Wergersky”. It was also at that time considered an honor to be asked to help with the cleaning up of the classroom after school each day. My heart filled with pride when it came time for me to help with the chores. The blackboard needed washing, erasers to be dusted, waste baskets to be emptied and floors to be swept. I always enjoyed the aroma of the special oil mixed with sawdust that was used on the floors to keep down the dust. I would spread it around and then sweep it up two or three times. One day, after school was over, I was alone in the classroom with our teacher and I began to talk to him. “Teacher Wergersky, you always look so sad. Is it because some of the boys tease you, or are you ill?”

He turned around from the blackboard where he had been writing the next day's lessons and looked at me. With a small, thin smile and kind eyes, he answered, “No, I’m not sick Mendel, but my mother is and it is she I am worried about.”

“Why don't you get a doctor for her or take her to the hospital?” I asked.

His eyes filled with tears, “She is dying, Mendel. She has been in the hospital but has been sent home to die. There is no more help for her. The doctors can do nothing further and besides, her room at the hospital was needed for someone else, someone who could be cured.”

I felt my heart swilling with pity for him, “Do you have a wife, Teacher Wergersky?”

“No Mendel, I don't. You see, my mother has been ill a long time and I never felt that I could ask any girl to take on such a burden. And now I am too old. Had my father lived, I could have had a life of my own, but he died when I was young and I have had to take care of my mother for most of my adult life.”

He seemed to want to talk as I asked him, “Where do you live?”

“We have a small apartment on the outskirts of Radom.”

This indicated a great distance and I had not noticed a horse and buggy or bicycle, so I questioned “How far is it from here?”

“I walk three miles here every morning and three miles home every afternoon.”

I thought how much of a hardship this must be for him and that when he finally did reach home there was only his dying mother to greet him. I found I had to fight back the tears. I felt very sorry for him. It was then that I made up my mind that I would from now on do everything possible to try and made his hours spent in the classroom a little easier. I would talk to the other students and get their promise to behave better and to show him more respect and to obey his directions.

On my way home from school that day I thought about him and his great troubles and I compared his life to the good life that I enjoyed. How fortunate I was to have my parents, my brothers, sufficient food and clothing and all the other good things. From that day on, I never took these things for granted. I thought about them and found myself appreciating my life and thanking God for my family.

My brother Stanley and I were not model boys by any means and my father was a believer in “spare the rod and spoil the child.” So, from time to time, we received this punishment. But I’m sure it was a just one.

There has always been some juvenile delinquency even in the days when I was growing up. However, compared to later years, I would consider it just childhood mischief.

We would ring someone's doorbell and then run and hide to see what would happen. We always enjoyed this more if the person came out on the porch and looked around or even better if he went down the front walk to the street and looked up and down. How we laughed when they would scratch their head and then go back inside as if they were hearing things.

I remember our good neighbors Mr. and Mrs. Guttman. Mrs. Guttman had been the midwife for Mama when Jacob was born and was so good to us those first few weeks after Mama's death. They lived in one of the apartments on the third floor of the building and I recall Mr. Guttman, at that time a man of fifty-nine, coming home from work.

He would sit down for a few minutes on each of the landings, and then Mrs. Guttman would call in a loud voice: “What are you belly-aching about, Meyer? All these years we have been married and every night you do this same thing. All the men I know work and they don't carry on like this!”

“Yes, you are right, my wife,” he would say, “All men work and as far as I am concerned, I won't even have time to die.”

With that, he would get up and they would go into their rooms with arms about each other. Poor Mr. and Mrs. Guttman; their daughter Sarah was going out with a young man she wanted to marry. But, he wasn't the working type and it was more than likely they would be moving in with her parents, or at least until they could become established on their own as a young married couple. This was the custom after all, when a couple cannot afford to be on their own in the beginning they move in with the parents.

There was just one problem. They had already given that assistance to two other daughters and sons-in-law, to say nothing of the dowry that must go with each daughter. They had to go without everything themselves in order to provide for their daughters, but that was the tradition of the Jewish People. I hoped there would come a day when they could enjoy life a little and Mr. Guttman could take it a little easier. And, also there was the thought that when I grow up and get married, that I would have sons and not daughters!

Our family could not afford to buy a radio but there was a neighbor in our building who could and for a while I was almost a permanent member of their household. How I loved the great orchestras from Hungary, Rumania and our Poland. I would do my school lessons so quickly those days and then spend the entire evening lost in this wonderful world of music. Sometimes my mother would give me a pie or cookies or part of a cake to share with my friends in exchange for this great enjoyment.

The years flew by and gradually we became accustomed to the changes in our life. Business picked up a little bit and that meant there was more money for food and necessities.

My father's worried look softened with the knowledge that there was little he could do but to work and provide the best home possible. After Mama died, Papa made sure to pay once a week for insurance. Papa always told me, “If something happens to me, you, Stanley and Jacob will be provided for.” Our life began to improve. Perhaps now he could also put away money for an emergency and he and my mother could once again be proud of our family.

Life could have been wonderful and happy for us because no matter what, we were together. Danger seemed to be everywhere. Now I fear not only for my family, but for the entire Jewish population. What shall become of us as the evil shadow looms above our small town.
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Milka, Manny’s mother - in the camps, Manny kept this photo in his shoe
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Stanley, Milka, and Manny
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Stanley, Manny, and their father, Chaim at Milka’s grave
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Stanley, first grade (S) and Manny, second grade (M), below
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Chaim and Genia, the boys’ step mother
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Jacob, 5 years old
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Jacob and Manny, before the war
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Manny, Chaim, Jacob, and Stanley, in the Ghetto


SHADOWS

I was approaching the age of thirteen, which according to the Jewish tradition is the Bar Mitzvah. I was on the threshold of manhood. Now would come the time for me to shoulder some of the responsibility for my family, to earn money and perhaps to have a steady girl. I would learn to dance and in general enter the wonderful world of adults. This would be the time to mature, stop pulling the girls’ pig-tails at school, and stop throwing spit-balls. Mosty, I'd have to clean up my appearance, tuck in my shirt tails and comb my hair.

I was tall for my age with brown eyes, dark hair and good strong white teeth. I was told I had a nice smile and a friendly manner. Many times I was taken to be older than my actual age of 13. This always made me happy. I wanted to grow up all of a sudden. Part of this was due to a girl I had been noticing for several weeks. She was a pretty girl with beautiful blonde hair to her waist. Her blue eyes were a big as marbles and in her little pierced ears she wore earrings with a ring to match on one of her fingers. She was always dressed so neatly and I yearned to get to know her.

She lived with her parents in our neighborhood and day after day, I watched for her after school. I would wait to see her walking home. I imagined myself to be her protector and perhaps she would let me, one day, carry her books. For a long time, I didn't know her name because I was too shy to ask. I would stand across the street behind a large tree so she wouldn't see me.

Then, the day finally came when I could gather enough courage to approach her and introduce myself. At least, I thought I was going to speak to her, but when I opened my mouth, to inquire her name, my voice cracked and I ended up standing there, staring into those beautiful eyes. “Do you live near here?” she asked. I nodded.

“Do you have a name?” I nodded again.

“My name is Eva.” “So, what is your name?'' she asked once more.

Finally, a word came out and I heard myself say ‘Mendel’. This was very strange because it had always been so easy for me to talk to most people and now I found myself tongue-tied. We just stood there looking at each other. I finally said, “I must go now as I have work to do.”

“I will look for you tomorrow on the way to school, Mendel,” she said and with that she ran into her house.

Turning toward home I felt my heart beating hard and fast. I dreamed about her that night and awakened with a feeling of great excitement.

The next morning when I left her at school and continued on my way, instead of counting my steps, one, two, three, four, as I did so much of the time, I found myself saying, “Eva, Eva, Eva”. I had fallen in love.

Bursting with this beautiful new emotion, I felt the need to tell someone about it. My brother Stanley, so close to me in age, seemed the likely person. I don't recall his facial expression. However, I do remember he went right to Papa and said “Mendel has a girlfriend.” Papa called me to him and with his arm about my shoulders we had a man-to-man talk and he handed me my first allowance, twenty cents for the week. My happiness was overflowing.

Now more than ever, I decided I must hurry and get through with school so that I could be in a position to support a wife and family. I must hurry the time when I could assume the responsibilities and duties of a man. I began my waking hours thinking about Eva and going to bed saying her name before I slept.

Little did I know that Eva would be my first broken heart. However, not as you might expect for a boy of my age, but a wound so deep, that perhaps, not even an experienced man could bear this pain. And yes, it would be one of many tragedies that I would come to know in my young life. But, I’m getting ahead of myself in the story.

Each morning, when I left for school I would always have a cheery greeting for the neighbors. I studied hard, minded my manners and I tried in every way to improve myself. I found my heart overflowing with love for Papa and my step mother and brothers. Where did all this come from? Hadn't I always loved my family? But, this was different, because it was so intense and there was so much of it.

I wanted to help everyone; my heart ached for the misfortunes of other people. I was growing up. I was in love.

As each day passed, the hand of the monstrous madman grew closer in my direction. I tried not to think too much about it, after all, as I was in love and happiness would be mine.

How could I have known it was only a matter of time before I would experience abuse, pain, and terror in the concentration camps?

Up until then, my Papa had been making plans for my Bar Mitzvah. But, as it turned out, my 13th birthday would pass by without the celebration.

One of my favorite places to loiter was the town news-stand. I would stop and look at the headlines on the papers and also I loved the covers of the magazines. I had an overwhelming desire to read as much as I could. I also must admit I envied the people that could afford to buy periodicals and other published works. When I felt this jealously I promised myself that I too would be able to purchase books and papers one day. The news-stand was operated by an individual from World War I. He was given this concession by the Polish government. In addition to his papers, he also sold tobacco, cigarettes and pipes.

One morning, as I had done many times before, I greeted him with a cheerful “Hello, how is the news today?”

“Bad son, very bad, they have mobilized young men and reservists by the authority of the Polish High Command.”

“Does this mean we are going to war?”

“I’m sure of it.” He sighed and shook his head, “Soon war will be declared.”

I tried to read as much as possible, but people were grabbing the papers anxious to read about the menacing news. Everywhere there were groups of men discussing this frightening thing that was happening to our country.

I continued on my way to school, but when I arrived, I found our school closed. I immediately ran home concerned about my family. When I opened the door, many neighbors and relatives were inside with Papa. They were talking the situation over and trying to come up with a plan for our families. I wanted to participate, but a few of the men ushered me outside. I felt a sense of desperation, but didn't understand exactly why

I decided to go to Eva's house. She might be alarmed and may need me. It took me a while to get to her house. Her street was very dark. I quietly walked up to a side window and peered inside. Dishes were on the table and a chair lay on its side. It was obvious that no one was there. Confused and scared I ran towards town.

The main street in our city, buzzed with excitement. Recruiting stands had been set up on each corner with lines of men waiting to sign up for war duty. Young women were kissing their sweethearts goodbye, parents were hugging their sons, children were crying as their Papas went away.

Stanley, Jacob and I were too young to enlist and my Papa too old. I felt embarrassed because secretly I was thinking how lucky we were not to be eligible..

I continued searching for Eva the rest of the night as the evening progressed, everything seemed different to me about our city. Radom changed that night, never to be the same again.

I wandered around the streets the next day, still a free person, still searching for Eva.

It was cloudy and dark that day in Radom with an air of great foreboding. The sun disappeared and I was sure it would never shine again. It was as though a hurricane was about to hit the city with full force, not with wind and rain, but with bombs.

I had my head buried in my arms as I sat against the huge, old tree across from the news-stand. I became startled when a squadron of special police rounded the corner. A fear gripped my heart when I saw who they were. I ran as fast as I could to reach my family and home.

When I opened the door, I heard my step mother say through sobbing words “Chaim, can't we get away from here? Must we stay and all be killed?”

My father looked pale and his mouth was trembling. Very sadly, Papa said “Hush dear, don't alarm the children before we have to.”

“But, Chaim, this is the end. We might still have a few hours. Let us escape. There must be some way!”

“How?” my father asked. “We have no transportation, the borders will all be watched and the trains are all being guarded. We are caught in a trap and the only thing left to do is to stay here and pray to God that help will arrive in time to save us.”

My step mother dropped to her knees and with Stanley, little Jacob and myself clinging to her apron, we prayed. As we heard the bombs dropping in the distance they were an ominous background to our prayers.

Had we known what we would be facing in just an hour or two, we would have eaten much more and prepared ourselves better. But of course we didn't know what to expect. We were very frightened and food wasn't our first thought so we ate very little and just waited and waited and waited.

Mama was rocking Jacob and Stanley was sitting on Papa's lap. I sat on the floor and rested my head on Papa's knee. It was about 8 pm when a strong knock was heard on the door. Mama and my brothers ran into the bedroom. Papa answered the door. It was one of the special Polish police. He ordered us to go to the cellar in our building. That was all.

The shadow grew darker now as the Nazis, like locusts were covering our country, leaving only destruction and death behind.

In haste, my Papa and Mama herded us together, shoving blankets, food and small supplies in our arms. Mama sobbed as she took one last look around our small apartment and then gathered a few belongs. She knew this could be the last time she would ever see her cherished treasures.

We carried as much as possible and headed for the refuge to join the many other families who had already taken shelter. We had received only the order to vacate. No other information. I was familiar with this cellar. Many times we boys had peeked into it through the one small opening. It was terrible place and I trembled at the thought of being closed in there, but of this I said nothing.

We got down to the street, to the tiny entrance of the cellar, only to find it filling up fast. Some of the faces we recognized, but most of them were strangers. No attempt was made to keep families together. A policeman stood by to try and keep some order.

As I stood in line I thought of this miserable place. I had even seen huge rats running around it. There was no flooring, just dirt. It was more like a pit. As these thoughts passed through my mind, it was now my turn to slip through the small opening. As I dropped, Papa caught me and helped me to stand erect.

“Come with me, Mendel. I have Mama and the boys close by in a corner,” he said.

But when we moved in the direction of them, we got lost in the dark and from the pushing and confusion; we found we were on the opposite end of this pit. When we tried to force our way across the dirt floor, we were just pushed more and finally Papa decided in desperation that we should wait until morning and daylight and then we could find our way to where he had left our family.

Such a terrified, sobbing, crying mass of humanity and an innocent one, too! I shall never forget them. I remember most of us had to stand as it had become so crowded. There was no ventilation and soon the air became putrid and I felt I would suffocate. The darkness made our being there even more frightening and I prayed that the morning would come soon. And always the crash of bombs. After each hit there would be a moment of stunned silence. Then again the cries, the moans and groans would start.

Early on the next day, as dawn broke, a small shaft of light penetrated into the cellar. Now I could fully realize our pitiful situation. The first thing I noticed were the rats staring at us with their evil eyes, teeth bared and ready to attack us. We were their enemies. We had invaded their territory. To this day I can still close my eyes and hear the cries of the infants and little ones. Not only cries of hunger, but of terror, which are even more heart-breaking to have to listen to. They never ceased.

Now there was a general movement toward the opening to get air, but this only resulted in a screaming and pushing mob. Forgotten were friends and family. Only one thought was uppermost, that of survival. Papa and I finally made it through this sea of people to where Mama and Stanley and Jacob were.

As the hours dragged by our hopes dwindled, as we were terrified of the night ahead. All we could think of was the frightening darkness. I watched the devout Jews trying to get close to that one little opening, to get light enough to read their Bibles and prayer books. I remember one man who was a topic of conversation in our neighborhood. He was a known atheist. Now he not only joined in with praying, but asked to borrow a book of prayers, devoting all his time to reading the bible. The Lord works in strange ways his wonders to perform, I thought.

Each person had a few possessions with them: a book, a Bible, a picture and perhaps some letters from a relative or close friend. These belongings became very precious because they were the remaining link to their life.

An attempt was made to bring a little order to this miserable mass of people so a leader was chosen as well as two messenger boys. I was selected with another boy about my same age. One of our jobs was to bring water into the cellar for drinking purposes only. We had to be very careful when to sneak out of the building for the water, as the bombs were still falling without warning. Also, if the Germans discovered that we still had drinking water, they would have dynamited the source. So, we brought in leaking buckets filled with mud. The mud would settle after a while, and then we would pour the water off the top. Although, it was dirty, it was better than no water at all. At least it kept us from dying of thirst and helped to keep our lips moist so that we could speak. What did a little mud matter?

The people lined up with their cups and the water was doled out, a half cup to each person.

Toilet facilities had to be arranged too. This consisted of several buckets placed in one corner for everyone to use. The stench was unbearable and there were many people who could not tolerate it. Vomiting was constant, which only added to the misery and the agonizing hours.

On the third night of our enforced stay in the cellar, I noticed a small-framed girl huddled in the dark corner. She had her face buried into her knees. I asked if she would like some water. She weakly reached up to grasp the cup and when she did, I saw her beautiful face. I leaned closer to see if this scared young girl with uncombed hair and dirt smudged upon her face was my Eva. I couldn't believe I had found her. I bent down on my knees and held the cup of water to her mouth and stared into her eyes as she slowly drank sips of water. She was in a dazed condition, but she knew me and tears trickled down her face as I helped her. “I went to your house and searched for you,” I whispered to her.

Calling to someone else to take my place giving out the water, I filled her cup again and guided her to where my family was gathered. I was determined that I would watch out and protect her. I had been thinking about Eva a great deal, but took comfort in assuming that she was with her parents who would care for her.

As she swallowed the miserable muddy water, I wished I could get her a glass of cold, clean water. No flowers, no candy, no little gift, just a glass of cold and clear water. Papa had made an area for us with just enough space to sit with legs outstretched and there we sat together, so very close. The feeling of her arm touching mine and her body close filled me with a strange sort of happiness I had never known before. In spite of the circumstances, I was happy to be sitting there with Eva.

It was as if we were on an island because I barely noticed our surroundings or if anyone was there. I was consumed with her presence, or so it seemed to me. No longer was my mouth shut, I spoke steadily, without hesitation and thinking we are really here together. Perhaps I can do something for her, help her find her parents or at least I can help her to survive this terrible situation. Maybe there WILL be a future for us?

Yes, a future!

I held her small hand in mine and squeezed it gently. Did Eva feel the same about me? My mouth was dry as I nervously asked her if she would like me to stay and care for her. Did we have a mutual feeling?

I was about to pour my heart out to her when she interrupted my thoughts.

“Oh, Mendel, it was awful! Mama and Papa had no idea anything like this would happen. They went next door to the neighbors to see if they could find out what was going on so that we could make some arrangements. Suddenly the soldiers were at our door. I pleaded with them to let me go to my parents and stay with them, but the soldiers would not let me, so I ran away. He chased me until I reached your building and entered the cellar.” She started to sob again.

I put my arm around her and gently patted her shoulder.

“Don't cry, Eva. We will get out of here and I will find your parents for you. I know how you must miss them. But please Eva, try not to cry. You will make yourself ill. Papa will help us too, and at least you have my family to help take care of you.”

“I know Mendel, but I want my Mama and Papa.”

I held her onto her all night. My poor little Eva! I, at least had my family. Another feeling inside me came about that night too. A feeling of hatred… I had not known what it meant to hate before. Soon it may consume me and outweigh my other emotions.

Eva finally stopped crying and after a while had fallen asleep in my arms. I knew what I felt for her must be love because when my shoulder supporting her became cramped, I suffered the pain rather than remove my arm from around her. The more she could sleep, the better it would be for her and less time she would have to be aware of this horrible nightmare of this inhumane treatment.

The tremendous thuds of the falling bombs continued. Each one, I thought, will be the one marked for our destruction, but as the nights wore on, we were spared. And spared for what? It was a good thing we didn't know. Our minds were filled with fear as we waited for our certain death. To smell hundreds of unwashed bodies pressed together, have no fresh air, vomit stench throughout, inadequate toilet arrangements, no food and without water, we waited. Through the tears and moans, I knew this must be Hell.. I could never imagine that I would someday consider this hardship mild compared to what we were yet to experience.

My good friend Itzrock was there too, with his mother and father who emptied the restaurant above us of all the food and handed it out to these friends, neighbors and strangers. They would bring the bits of food in little by little as the bombs were falling frequently and it was dangerous to leave the cellar. And with hundreds of people to be fed, it did not last very long. There was nothing left at the end of the second day and from then on it was agreed that any more food to come in would be rationed out sparingly. With the hunger came anger and the desperation.

But we hung on to Life with all the courage and strength we had, not knowing what to expect. We lived from day to day and prayed for an end to this madness. I remember overhearing some of the older people saying that they would rather leave this living hell and take their chances, but still they stayed, courage failing them at the last minute.

To Live, that was all that mattered.

Finally, on the fifth day at about five o'clock in the afternoon, a patrol of motorcycle policemen arrived. We could hear the noise their engines made as they came to an abrupt stop. They were the German Nazis, the real enemies of the Jews. An order came and now it was time to leave the cellar, this place which had been our shelter for five days and nights. People rushed to the opening so they could once more see the light of day and breathe fresh air again.

I guided Eva outside and kissed her tenderly on the cheek. She looked at me for only a moment with those beautiful eyes, and then broke away from me, running in the direction of her home and parents. I stood there watching her until I couldn't see her anymore.

As the people emerged, many of them were like wild animals that had been locked up in cages. They trampled on each other, pushed and shoved and kicked and there were cries of agony and pain, mingled with those of relief. Now, for the first time, we will meet our cruel and evil enemy. I was struck with disbelief as I realized that among these German police were several familiar faces. They were the same people I had come to know at the marketplace and the farmers who had always been so good to us. They were the ones who had taken me into their homes, shared their food and had been my friends. Now I see them wearing the armbands with the Swastika and looking at me with hatred in their eyes. Why? I also saw for the first time the weapons of war.

Huge black tanks manned by German military dressed in black shirts with red swastikas on their armbands, large green trucks filled with German soldiers with rifles drawn and lastly the convoy of motorcycle policemen roaring down the streets in our section of the city. The noise alone was terrifying and I found myself trembling. It seemed to go on forever. I stood and watched all this with fear and sadness. I was not quite thirteen, a boy no longer and yet far from a man.

The streets were lined with people watching the parade of tanks. I thought the German government must surely have sent all their soldiers and equipment to our city to make it understood to us that, unless we allow them to brutalize and humiliate us, they will crush us like insects beneath their feet.

In the middle of my thoughts, an order was given for them to halt. My heart racing, I wondered what was going to happen next. My first impulse was to run for home. But there were so many people around me, I felt protected somehow. So, I stayed to see what would happen.

The business section was several blocks long and this included several buildings in which one was where I lived with my parents. The businesses had all been closed for the five days that the merchants were incarcerated in one of the shelters with their families.

And now the looting started. The soldiers left their weapons of death and destruction and began breaking into these places of business. They broke the fine plate glass windows and doors, the same ones Stanley and I had enjoyed daydreaming into, taking merchandise that had been abandoned when the owners fled for their lives. I watched as they took bundles and boxes of whatever they chose and returned to their trucks sneering at our people as if to say, “What can you do about it?” The answer was easy: nothing… We stood helpless.

When the looting and devastation finally ceased and the soldiers could no longer be seen, the violated Jewish people sadly left the streets and returned to their homes.

I walked towards my building and slowly turned around to take one last look at the broken shop windows where once had been the pretty dresses, lovely furs, sparkling jewels, and children's clothing and shoes. The bookshops were destroyed too. Reading materials were thrown into the streets, and then run over by the large tanks. Then there were other soldiers who not only poured kerosene on any fresh meat but also stepped on and crushed any vegetables or fruit. German soldiers guarded the entrances to these stores so that the shop owners would not attempt to salvage any of their produce or shop items. As I made my way back to our building I could not control my tears at what I had witnessed. How much more can a boy of thirteen take?

But as I found out in years to come, the human mind and body can endure the most unimaginable hardships.

Deep in thought I continued towards home. I began to realize that this destruction from the Germans would mean that all business would stop. There would be no jobs for our people and no wages to be paid. The commerce in our section would end. They had taken away our liberties, earning potential, and dignity. The next step would be our lives. It was my opinion that the Jewish population made the best merchants in the world. It was as if the Jews had an inherent gene that created salesmanship. Now, there will be nowhere to purchase goods, buy supplies, or even buy food. “Oh God, what will become of us?” I cried to myself.

When I reached home, there was no need to tell my parents what I had seen. They had watched the soldiers at work from our front windows and were grief-stricken with this terrible travesty. Both my parents seemed pale and trembled with fear, not knowing what to expect after the events of the day. And of course, the Nazi beasts had not finished with our small town. There would be much more horror to inflict.

Mama tried to help us by preparing a warm meal, which would be one of our last. There was little talk at that table that night. The silence was broken when Papa said that without a means to make a living we were entirely at their mercy. Their evil plan was working; we shall all perish.

Then a sound so horrible, that it caused me to gasp and jump from my seat. We ran to the window and were witness to the most savage and cruel sight I thought I could ever see in anyone's lifetime. The screams were chilling and I became nauseated as I saw the young Polish girls with their legs tied apart. Their bodies exposed in the most humiliating and degrading way. The soldiers were raping, mutilating and subjecting these women to unbelievable acts of sadistic torture.

I knew a little about love and sex, because Papa had talked to me about these things. But, this, wasn't beautiful or tender… this was ugly and very frightening!

Several trucks slowly traveled up and down the streets carrying these hysterically sobbing teenage girls. The men were of all ages and were acting like animals. I could see the lust in the men's faces and the girls' pain and horror. After they had brutalized, beaten and used these young women, they saturated their helpless victims with brandy and then threw them onto street. Clothing torn, their bodies abused, left for dead. It is impossible for me to find words to describe my feelings as I watched this despicable terrorism.

The streets were muddy from a recent rain and stagnant pools of water were everywhere. There, these innocent victims lay, moaning, crying or lifeless. To be consumed with the terror, disgrace and shame of what these soldiers had committed, I secretly thought that maybe it would be better for these girls to die than live with this horrific memory.

I lay in bed that night, scared to fall asleep. Minutes seemed like hours. I knew if I closed my eyes, the nightmares would come. I would scream out in my sleep and each time Papa would come in and try to comfort me.

“Try to sleep, Mendel, tomorrow is another day and after what we have gone through these past few days, it should be enough for us to suffer,” Papa told me.

How wrong he was … it was only the beginning.

The next day we discovered that we had not, by any means, seen or felt the full wrath of the Nazis. For now came the SS troops in their black uniforms with the insignia of a death-head skull on their caps. How appropriate and fitting for them as their prime interest was death to the Jews.

During the first hour of their occupation, under orders from the mad-man, they began taking our people and killing them. First went the leading citizens, the Rabbis, teachers, intellectuals and any strong young men. Without leadership they knew it would be difficult for us to organize and the likelihood of resistance would diminish. Without rationale, our leaders were sentenced to death and shot in front of their families. Justice was not a word in the vocabulary of the Nazi command. Nor did they recognize the word in any other language.

Many people who were sick, ailing, or aged were also exterminated at this time. Nazis considered Jews to be inferior human beings; to be disposed of like rubbish.

For some unknown reason, they spared the lives of a few Rabbis. Perhaps, in their sadistic way of thinking, the idea of ‘torture first’ was responsible for this decision? For there came a time when these holy men were grabbed, held down and gasoline poured on their beards and then set afire. The Nazis watched with leering smiles as these men of God writhed in agony, some of them burned to death while others lay dying from excruciating pain. In some cases the final act was a shot to the head and then the body was left in the road where it had fallen.

Our days and nights were filled with endless terror. Corpses lay everywhere on the streets, covered with large sheets of paper. Family members searching for their missing son, father, daughter or mother would roam the streets to find their relatives by picking up the corner of these paper sheets, then shaking their heads in pity and going on to the next one. They wanted to know only what had finally happened to their loved one.

I’ll also never forget the day that a group of German soldiers with not much else to do decided to gather, for their enjoyment, a group of young Jewish boys and girls. The Germans broke bottles and anything they could find to make a large pile of glass and to this they added small sharp tacks. They rounded up these children like cattle and then forced them at gun-point to dance in their bare feet and perform sexual acts upon each other on this bed of torture. When they were no longer amused, they shot all the children. The Nazis were in charge and there was no one who could stop them.

As the days went on, few people would venture onto the streets. We were gripped with terror night and day. Any sense of security that we might have had in our homes was false. We would always lock ourselves in at night, huddle together, and sit tense; always with the thoughts of the enemy coming to kill us. Sleep was frightful. I would often awake, soaked in sweat and trembling with fear. There was no relaxing, no restful sleep. My mind was constantly overflowing with the visions of the terrible things I had seen that day and again and again I went back to the questions of WHY? and HOW CAN THE WORLD LET THIS HAPPEN?

I thought of our beloved Rabbi, who had been tortured and killed. He was my Hebrew School teacher and taught me well. The Old Testament I knew by heart and I had a good understanding of the Bible. He had put his heart and soul into his teachings, not only religious subjects but how to behave, how to grow up to be a good Jew and also the Golden Rule. He had devoted his whole Life to teaching and now it was over and again I wondered, WHY? I prayed, “May God have mercy on his soul and all the rest of our innocent people who have been subjected to the murderous and bloody hands of the Nazis.”

Every morning was the realization that we would again suffer new atrocities, new fears, and new propaganda. We could only live day to day. Fear was in epidemic proportion. We clung together hoping to get through one more day. With each hour that passed, we would learn of another family's demise. I became certain that soon will be our turn to die. I was once a happy, care-free youngster only to change into a bitter and resentful young man. I had only one desire; revenge against these German tyrants.

Near starvation, my family with three growing boys was forced to live on a half loaf of Bread and one can of soup daily. Stanley was almost twelve years of age and little Jacob was six years old by this time. Because tomorrow might never come, we never saved any of the bread for the future. We could be taken away and killed that day.

I would stand in a line for a minimum of three to four hours waiting to get our supply of daily bread at a bakery that was allowed to operate under the German Command. The line moved slowly and finally it might happen that the window would close when I would reach it. “No more bread and soup today, come back tomorrow.” Another day without food and perhaps tomorrow we would be too weak to make the trip, to stand hours in line. They would say that since the Germans could not spare any more flour for bread, there was no more soup either. They would make us disperse and go home. The tyrants did not want people outside the Ghetto to see the bread lines.

Their inhumanity was to be a secret to the outside world. There were those times when a Red Cross truck would come into the Ghetto filled with loaves of bread. They would hand out these loaves to the Jewish people and have pictures taken of this, in order to show how good we were being treated. Once the pictures were taken, the loaves were taken from us and put back on the truck and it moved on. They wanted the outside world, beyond the wire fence to see how just and humane their government was handling the occupation.

Such deceptive propaganda and there was nothing we could do to protest this lie or reveal the awful truth.

In addition to the high wire fence around our Ghetto, which housed some thirty thousand Jews in an area of approximately six city blocks, with SS guards at the entrances, they now installed loud speakers so that we were subjected to their orders, threats and commands throughout every day. Always there were those guttural voices with their deadly messages. How I yearned one hour of complete silence.

One day I heard that the purpose of establishing this Ghetto was that the Germans had this idea to keep as many Jewish people as possible in a small, contained area and then without warning, set fire to this place and burn everyone alive. Another great fear we lived with. My hatred grew stronger and deeper.

Then there began a general exodus. Relatives, friends and neighbors started disappearing. We heard some were taken to other Ghettos while others were sent to prison camps. That was a time when people were sent to the gas chambers hourly for quick extermination. Families were separated constantly and then strangers would be brought in to keep the population in over-crowded quarters. Although things were terrible, I always kept in mind that we at least were together and had the privacy of our apartment. Behind our closed doors we could talk and say what was in our hearts. We could still eat and sleep when we chose, but now that was to be taken away from us too.

A check was made of the number of inhabitants in each apartment and soon there were sixteen people in our three rooms where there had previously been five. First assigned to share our living space was a young couple with a year-old baby, a little girl I remember so well. She was such a pretty baby, but she cried almost continuously. I realized at that time, babies cry when they're hungry. It was strange to me, because this family still looked rather healthy when they arrived and I could not understand how this could be. They looked like people from another planet. They had real flesh covering their bones, a good color in their faces. Soon, we would understand why.

They had been hiding with a Christian family in another part of Radom, outside of the Ghetto. When they saw the posters in the streets promising a reward to anyone who would reveal the hiding place of a Jew, they felt they could hold out no longer, possibly endangering the lives of their protectors, so, before they would bring harm to these people they decided to turn themselves into the Gestapo. They had come to the gates and asked for refuge and were admitted without questioning. The Germans seemed not to care where they came from; here were three more Jews caught in the net for future extermination.

The reward for turning in a Jew was soon changed to a threat of death to anyone harboring or giving sanctuary to a Jew. And, the reward in exchange for a Jew was a bottle of Vodka and a bag of sugar! That was our value at that time, but then it progressed to no reward, only death to anyone who tried to help us.

A family of five then came from the outskirts of Radom. I recall they had three children, two boys ages four and six and a little girl aged two. After six weeks with us, they were taken away and shipped to an unknown destination. We never heard of or saw them again. And so it went on, as soon as one family was disposed of, another one took their place. It seemed that just about the time we could begin to know each other and learn how to live together, the Germans would make a change and so we had to start all over again with new strangers. We had to make room for these people regardless of their age or gender.

Many times arguments would come about because of sleeping space or the question of who would perform the daily tasks necessary to sustain our living conditions. Some of these people arrived half insane from fear and hunger, and because they were desperate souls, they would rob the others in our apartment of food and personal belongings. The quarreling was endless. Always among us, was the hunger, worry, fear and crying. All of these emotions everyday and a constant effort just to survive.

The day my friend Itzrock and his parents disappeared was very sad for me. One day we had been talking together and the next day he was gone. The German soldiers had come into their room at night and then the next day we learned that he had been sent to one Ghetto and his parents to another. Haven't he and his parents suffered enough? The Nazis had closed their restaurant after ruining it, had taken their furniture and belongings and were now moving strange families from other sections of Poland into their empty home.

I could well imagine the struggle that took place as Itzrock was taken away from his mother and father. He was the only reason they continued to survive. Such cruelty! My Papa heard later from a reliable source that Itzrock's mother and father were sent to the gas chambers. I felt so much pain in my heart for poor Itzrock, now all alone in the world without family.

When the large green trucks came into the Ghetto one afternoon, I was sure this would be the end of us. Without any thought as to age, condition of health or other circumstances, the German soldiers herded the Jews like animals in these trucks and took us to various areas for clean-up detail. It was only necessary that you be a Jew. Women were forced to remove their under drawers and use them as cloths with which to clean out toilets and the bloody evidence of shootings. The German beasts tortured wherever they could. Old Jewish men with long beards were made the butt of their fiendish imagination.

Picture, if you can, an old man with one side of his beard cut off, and just that one side of his face painted in a bright color and with paint poured over his clothing, and then made to walk up and down the streets as an example of what the Nazis could do to us.

To rebel against the Nazis would mean certain death.

I remember when posters were nailed on buildings around our city warning that all Jews must wear an armband with a large Star of David on it or a yellow patch on the back of our clothing. Yellow was considered the color of cowardice but we were not cowards. We just could not fight back because we hadn't any weapons or training. We had always lived in peace so, when the Germans came, it was all we could do just to save our lives.

My brother Stanley and I grew into men overnight it seemed with a childhood barely remembered. Our hearts became cold and hardened as the months and then years went by. All the happiness of our youth was gone, never to return.

One icy November day, the order came through the loudspeaker that all Jewish men from the age of eighteen to forty were to report to the main gate of the Ghetto, and then they were to be transported to an unknown area for work detail. No questions were asked. If you looked old enough to be eighteen, you were included. There was a rumor that these men were given extra rations for this work, and since I was big for my age, I decided to try to get in this group and perhaps then be able to bring food home for my family. At this time of year, it was bitter cold with a temperature below zero.

On the way to the work area we were forced to sing songs or pay the penalty of a slap across the head with a leather strap. My first work detail was at an airport that the Polish Air Force had used before the war. It looked like a vast white plain covered with some three and one-half feet of snow and in this condition it was not usable. One German officer who was in charge yelled at us to line up in rows of five abreast. Then we were ordered to dance and perform for this sadistic man's amusement. Finally we were told what to do by another officer I will never forget. He was a stocky, short man with a large belly and a huge double chin. His well-fed appearance was revolting to me as I thought of the thousands of our people starving to death. He had fierce, squinting eyes and I thought of the injustice that we, who were without food, or with very little, had to take orders from this fat and arrogant German. What happened to the Golden rules they taught us? Was everything I learned a lie?

Then he shouted to us, “I have a big job for you. You see the German Reich has many airplanes, but we cannot land them here, too much snow. Since we do not have the machinery here with which to remove it, you can enjoy the day dancing and stamping on it to press it down to make a hard, even surface so it can be used. It is seven A.M. and I am going for breakfast and for a visit with my girl. I am leaving you in the hands of my comrades. Killing all of you, or just one of you, would be to them the same as for a Chinaman to eat a bowl of rice. I shall return later in the day and will expect to find the airport in usable condition. For this you will receive a bowl of soup. I expect a job well done for our German Reich's cooking.”

Each word became etched in my memory with hate and loathing.

We spread out, three hundred and fifty men and boys across this large field and hour after hour we danced, stamped and packed the snow slowly, inching forward little by little. The physical labor wasn't hard for me as I was young and strong but my mind remained in a state of confusion.

To be subjected to this treatment by a country I had been taught to hold in the highest admiration… Germany had the greatest scientists; her musicians and composers were among the most talented in the world and German schools and universities ranked among the best. The intellectual level of the country was considered high so how in God's name could this situation prevail? It was beyond comprehension.

There were many casualties that day. The men who fell from hunger and fatigue were kicked out of the way and left to die. If they were able to survive the bitter cold, they were hauled home with us that night. Some were beaten for no apparent reason. Noses were broken, arms were fractured and two Jewish men were beaten to death for reasons unknown.

We made it through the first day, but we were bone-tired, cold and disillusioned after just one day of work under the German occupation. It was dark and lightly snowing on the ride back to the Ghetto. The silence was deafening. Tired and hungry, the uppermost thought in many of our minds was what has happened to our families and loved ones while we have been away. How many had been killed that day, how many beaten, how many young girls and yes, even old women, had been raped and subjected to the tortures of our German conquerors? I prayed, “Oh God, help us. Hear my cry, oh God. Attend unto thy children of Israel. From the end of the earth I will call unto Thee for help. Help us, for now is the end of the earth.”

We were surprised and relieved to see some of our relatives, friends and families waiting for us to return from this work detail. This had been a day of anxiety for all concerned. They didn't know if we would really return or if we had we been taken away for good, maybe to the gas chambers? We learned early on that we could not trust the Nazis. I saw the faces light up with joy as we exited off the back of the trucks. My Papa and brothers were there to meet me. I remember that Papa asked quietly,

“How was it, Mendel? How did it go? Did you get something to eat?”

“We had soup, Papa, and it wasn't so bad.”

Why add to his misery and worries, I thought, and spared him the details. He made sure I wasn't injured or beaten then hugged me. We walked the couple of blocks home not saying too much to each other and then Stanley asked if he could come with me next time. After our supper of bread and soup I mercifully fell asleep.

The days wore on. More families were became separated and strangers were sent in to take up their living space. There was hardly a complete family in the Ghetto except for our family and a few others. We managed to stay together, at least for a while more. Our luck was holding out, but it seemed as though the German Nazis had gone mad in their attempt to annihilate the European Jews.

The Department of Death was busy these days. When a Jew was shot, the body had to remain where it fell with just a sheet of paper thrown over it. Soon large bugs and other vermin were seen crawling over them. The death work-detail had been ordered not to touch them for at least a few days. The Germans figured that the bodies would start to decompose and that an epidemic would occur causing the end of Jewish lives in another ghastly way. Jewish men, women and children would begin to die from the disease and infestations, thus relieving the Germans of this tedious job and save some of their ammunition. Strange as it seems, as time went by we found ourselves growing stronger and we seemed to become adjusted to this world of misery. From the earliest days of our history we have been an oppressed race, but God in his mercy has also made us a strong and self-reliant people with great love of family, and so we continued to stay alive.

When I was not consigned to a working crew, my brother Stanley and I would meet with friends that were still living in the Ghetto with us. We would take the tunes of popular songs and make up words of hardship and sing them and that would be our recreation. The new verses would curse the Germans and tell what we would do to them when or if the chance ever came. This was not something parents would be proud of if they knew what was in the minds of their children. I felt I could not hold a decent thought again.

There wasn't a day we were not subjected to scenes in which screaming and sobbing families were separated, and death was always there with us. There was no medicine for the sick, no doctors or medical care or milk for the young mothers and their babies. The mothers had so little nourishment and I remember Mama talking about their breasts drying up so that they could not feed their babies. I was almost afraid to think of these things, afraid I would lose my sanity.

I wanted more than anything else to hang on to life so that if ever the day came when we were liberated, I could take part as a witness for the prosecution in the trials of these criminals; to insure that justice would be served by denouncing these Nazis to the world. Their quest to destroy the Jewish population would be known by all. It was hard for me to comprehend that the world knew of the Jewish plight and our desperate situation and yet allowed the slaughter to continue. Not this mass murder…

As I lay awake at night, unable to sleep, I wondered about these Germans. What kind of children had they been that they should grow up to do these things? My parents had taught me to respect others, to be kind to people, honor my elders and believe in God. I was told that if I would follow these rules I would receive the same treatment in return. But then I would fall asleep, and my last awareness was that of hunger and my first thought when awakening, of food. A growing boy needs food, but there was never enough to satisfy this pain.

Looking out from our windows, I could see into a section where the non-Jews lived. How freely they walked about and how comfortably it seemed they lived with warm clothing and enough food to eat. I knew they were subjected to the Germans too, but it didn't look as if they were suffering like the Jews. Why is it just the Jewish people? Why are they abusing, torturing and killing just our people?

I have never been able to answer these questions, not even today.

For all intents and purposes our Ghetto was a prison. With the high-barbed wire fences, machine guns guarding the gates and the high lookout towers with German soldiers watching our every move, we lived in our caged world.

There were also the German guards with the huge, vicious looking police dogs that would walk along the inside of the barbed wire fences. Although these dogs were on leashes, the guards for pure enjoyment, would drop the leather straps and the dogs would attack without provocation at any given time. They would yell ‘Jew’ and the poor soul wouldn't stand a chance. I watched a little Jewish boy, maybe five or six years old, a friend to Jacob, murdered this way, when he walked over to the fence and asked a Polish man on the other side for a piece of bread. We had been forbidden to make contact with anyone on the outside, but what did this child know about taking an order? All he knew was that he was hungry. The guard saw him, said the word ‘Jew’ and in an instant, the beast was devouring him. He jumped for his thin little neck, and with one bite of his sharp teeth, the head and body were separated. There was blood everywhere. His small, lifeless body lay on the dampened ground. I became ill and vomited.

Morning, noon and night the blaring loudspeakers called for all able Jews to report to work. I can still hear them in my sleep to this day. After the experience at the airport, I didn't want to ever go back, but I was afraid that someone would report me if I was noticed me hanging around the compound or streets during the day. I was one of the stronger boys and able to work so my appearance would stand out. Also, the thought of some extra food for my brothers, especially Jacob who was very frail at this time, made me decide to try again.

Along with twenty-six young men under the command of three German soldiers we were loaded onto a truck once more. We were not, of course, told where we were going. With two of them guarding the back of the truck and the other man driving, we were on our way. After being imprisoned in the Ghetto for weeks at a time, within a radius of six blocks, it was good to be out in the city again, regardless of what was waiting for us at our destination. Always, in the pit of my stomach, fear was with me, even before we left the gates. The soldier guarding the group I was with was mean and like so many other soldiers, a Jew hater. He carried a long whip, swore at us continually and used his whip without mercy. Each time we left the gate, he would yell to his comrades, not to worry, every Jew will feel his wrath today. There was another guard that would take us out to the fields for work at different times and would also yell to the gate soldiers that he would be torturing us too. However, as we all learned, this particular man was with the Wehrmacht, the regular German Army, and was sorry about the way we were being treated.

During the day he was as kind and considerate to us as he could be without attracting attention and then, as we approached the gate at night, he started in again with the curses and threats. I realized at that time, there were Germans that lived with fear too.

One time, our job was to clean up an abandoned camp that was later to be used for German officers. Everything had to be in a spotless condition. I was chosen to work in the flower garden, one little pleasure I could enjoy. I liked working with the soil and flowers and found that I could do a good job. A German soldier took notice of my efforts and started a conversation with me. I remember feeling almost like a human being again. He began by asking my name. I had studied the German language for the past three years and when he found that I could speak and understand his language, he poured out his heart to me.

“How old are you, Mendel?” he asked.

I had to stop and think. There had been no birthday celebrations in our family for such a long time.

“I am fourteen,” I answered.

“My daughter Greta is your age. How I wish I could get home to see her and my wife. It is almost two years now since I have been home.” He sighed.

“Do you think this war will ever be over?” I asked.

“Yes, but who knows when. I feel very badly for your people, Mendel. I am forced to stay in the army, but I will not be a part of all these terrible things they are doing to you.”

For the first time since the Germans had taken over, I felt a flutter of feeling, perhaps even of compassion for this German soldier. I could not imagine that out of the many thousands of soldiers that I had grown to despise, I had met someone who cared for his fellow man.

“Mendel, I am ashamed of our fatherland. Please know that I am under orders and if I don't obey them, I will be shot. I only just want to live and get home to see my family again. You understand, Mendel, don't you?”

“Yes,” I answered.

He was very kind to me on the days, during those months he had been ordered to guard us. And, because of his kindness, I wanted to do something for him before his assignment would change. I thought maybe, if he would permit me, that I could give him a gift for his daughter whom he had spoken so frequently about. When that day finally arrived…

“What is it you could possibly give to me, Mendel? They have taken everything away from you and your family.”

But already I had planned what I would do for this gentle person. A sterling silver spoon had been given to me when I was born which was the custom in those days. It had always been a great treasure to me so I buried it in the back of our building, hoping to keep it safe. I dug it up one afternoon and polished it and took it my Papa's friend who was a silversmith. He melted it down and fashioned it into a ring with a tiny heart placed on top. This I took with me the next morning to give to my friend. Never was a gift given with more gratitude and affection. He asked me where it had come from and I told him. His eyes were filled with tears and it was plain to see his deep and sincere appreciation.

He thanked me, and said, “I want to do something for you and your family too. Perhaps, if I could get you a revolver, it would help you and your family in some way? There is a strong underground movement going on and maybe if you had a weapon, you and your family could make your way to their headquarters and get away.”

“No, Schmidt. We are too carefully guarded and I cannot take the chance of having my family caught and killed. I have heard that there are ways, if you have enough money, but we are penniless. We have been for a long time. Thank you for the offer of a gun, but it would take more than that. We will just have to wait and trust in God to help us to live through this hell.”

With that he walked over to a locker and took from it a large slab of bacon which he handed to me and told me to slip it inside my shirt.

“I know you will share this with your family.”

I couldn't answer him. My mouth was trembling, my throat was dry, I was fighting away the tears.

“And there is something else I have for you which I've hidden under the bench in the truck. There you will find a sack wrapped in newspaper and rags. I will order you to throw out the garbage when we arrive back at the gate. But, take this sack home.”

When I got home that evening, I found inside that he had given me a whole loaf of bread, some barley and a few potatoes. This gift was better than anything he could have given us. I was overwhelmed with happiness. To think this German would be so good to me! For the first time in many weeks we all went to bed with full stomachs. We also knew that God would forgive us for eating the bacon.

Schmidt was transferred to another detail, but he was still able to help on occasion. This good German, the only one I met in my many years of persecution and imprisonment, helped us many times, risking his life for my family. When I told him that my father was a good tailor, he found a place for him at this base where he worked on the soldiers' clothing, mending, patching, and making alterations. For those few months, we were three families who for the moment, felt a little safer and had some additional food. Papa and I worked on this job for nine weeks, and in that time we gained weight and there was a small bit of gladness in our hearts. Schmidt managed many times to give Papa small amounts of food to take home for our family. It was as though the doors had been opened for us and that the sun was shining again. It was so good to have something in our stomachs other than emptiness, to be able to sleep at night and not have to awaken with hunger pains.

Time is so long when there is suffering and so short when there is happiness.

We didn't expect what happened to us. Our appearance began to improve and was noticed by some of our Jewish neighbors. They had noticed that we looked healthier, that there was a spring to our walk and we seemed more positive in our nature. They informed on us and so we were watched and spied upon and soon, unknown to us, the source of our food was discovered and our savior Schmidt was tied to the gate and shot.

As for us, they punishment was starvation. We were not allowed to work anymore and therefore extra food was impossible. How we missed Schmidt! We felt like lost children, even Papa didn't know what to do. We had come to depend on our German friend for our very existence and now there was no one to help us. As our friendship developed between Schmidt and my family, he felt more comfortable with us and began confiding his hatred for Hitler and his contempt for what Hitler had done to his country. He could not bear to listen to that man's voice, and usually found a way to avoid hearing him on the radio. All his sympathy was with the Jews and then we found out he secretly worked for the underground, risking his life daily.

I remember it was Schmidt who had warned us originally about Hitler's plan for the extermination of the Jewish people…

Once again, we were subject to rations that would barely feed one small child, let alone three families. It was not too long before we began losing weight and looked like everyone else again. We were surely the forsaken… most of us appeared to be living skeletons, and not a day passed without people dropping dead on the streets from lack of food. There we sat, waiting like cows before the slaughter.

In the warm weather, bugs and rodents infested our streets due to the lack of sanitation and corpses. When people would venture out of their homes into the streets, they would return with bites from all of the insects. At times I looked as though I had a terrible skin disease and of course there weren't any ointments to relieve the terrible itching.

I remember a day in the Ghetto, while eating my meager portion of soup that I noticed a piece of meat in the bowl, I couldn't believe my eyes, so I picked it up with my spoon and smelled of it. It had a meat odor but then I saw it wasn't meat for a human to eat. There was, in my spoon, a part of an ear and a short whisker. It was a part of a small rat. I tried not to vomit up my food because I didn't know when we would eat again but I was very sick the rest of the day. Some other people with this same experience had the courage to complain about it the next day. We were told that the soup the previous day had been prepared with dead rodents; a good joke on us. It had been done many times before too, but this time they had been careless, leaving the parts of the chopped up rats to be discovered.

Other times the guards would punish us, was when the German forces had suffered a set-back by the Allies, or that their home towns had been bombed. They would always blame us for it and became more cruel and aggressive than ever — if that could be imagined. To retaliate and express their anger they would shoot Jews as if for sport.

Our Synagogue had been dynamited, our Rabbi killed and so there wasn't any place to gather for worship even if it were possible. Mama and Papa tried their best to keep our faith alive by reading to us from the bible on our Sabbath. But with the daily scenes of horror, we felt our faith slowly slipping away.

Afterwards in the concentration camp and for most of the time in the Ghetto, there was a Jewish police force, who worked directly under the SS guards. These Jews made our lives a living hell. These were the low-class Jews, the hoodlum type who would swear to everything, make accusations that were outright lies and do practically anything to carry favor with the Germans just to save their own necks.

We were not allowed to fraternize with each other. As soon as a small group collected, there would be these Jewish police to tell us to “break it up” and in most cases we got a swing of their club to hurry us on our way.

Before Eva was shot, I wanted so many times just to be able to sit, talk and hold her hand. But I was afraid that if I did succeed in meeting her, it would mean her life or maybe someone in our families. So, I tried to protect her and her parents by staying away. So many times I relived the few days we had together in the cellar. How special those few hours had been to be near her in spite of the circumstances. Through careful inquiries I knew she was living close-by in the neighborhood and was still alive until that awful day. It was warm that morning, so I went to open the window for some air. A platoon of German soldiers had surrounded one of the buildings across the street. I pressed my cheek up against the window hoping to see what was happening on the street. My heart stood still as I watched men, women and children being shoved into the center of the road. They were ordered to form a line and to start walking towards the town. When they passed by my building, I saw Eva and her parents among this group. My mind was racing. How will I find her, where will they take them? I wanted to run down to the street, to pull her from this line and hold her. Instead I stood there frozen, unable to move. As she slowly walked by, she looked up in my direction and smiled at me. I quickly turned and started for the stairs. Before I could reach the first floor I heard a succession of shots. My heart sank. I knew my Eva was dead. I wanted to scream and cry out, “Where is God? Why doesn't He send someone to help us…? Please dear GOD. Help us!”

Papa tried to console me, but it was no use. I wanted to die. My Eva was gone. I had nothing to live for anymore. This injustice was gnawing away at my mind, heart and soul like a cancer. I became more embittered each day. I was filled with hatred and could only think of revenge. A desire to kill consumed my every waking hour.

Several days had passed and I refused to speak or move from the corner where I sat despondent and withdrawn. Papa became angry and mustered up enough strength to yell at me. But, his words were not of frustration or grief, they were of love, “Mendel, PLEASE stop this now, we need you! We love you!”

Stanley and Jacob kneeled down beside me. Little Jacob buried his head into my hands. Stanley rested his head against my shoulder and weakly pleaded for me to come back to them.

Once very strong and able to pass for an older boy, I now became frail and my body began to break down. From the lack of solid food, my teeth and gums ached. I had a great urge for something with substance to bite down on, so in desperation one day, I tore off the sole of an old shoe, bit off a piece and chewed on it as if it were a piece of the finest filet. It felt so good to use my jaws. Jacob, who was then just five years old, noticed me chewing and thought it could only be food. So, he tugged on my arm and begged me to open my mouth. He called me names and cried for me to share with him. So, I shared that piece of old shoe leather sole with him and before he could walk across the room he had swallowed it. His stomach was so empty that he could not control himself. He started to cry and I took him in my arms to comfort him.

I began talking to him about his first haircut. Mama had cut his hair because Papa thought it was time. But Mama wasn't happy about it. Jacob had a beautiful head of blonde curls and before the war, when our circumstances were normal, people would stop us on the street to admire Jacob's hair. Jacob liked the attention he received from the strangers but was embarrassed that it was about his blonde curls. He was quick to agree with Papa that it was time for him to get a boy's haircut. We were so happy in those days.

Stanley and I used to take Jacob to this open grassy park-like area just outside of town. There were benches there and all the birds would gather hoping to be fed. We would bring a bag of breadcrumbs and feed the pigeons from our hands. Jacob would dance up and down in delight and laugh out loud, scaring the birds. Stanley could whistle like the birds and at times I thought they could understand each other. After we gave out the crumbs, we would all play hide and seek. I remember hiding near the clock that hung on the side of our social hall. It had been working a long time and would cause much discussion among the adults as to how long it would continue. It worked right up until the time Jacob was tall enough to reach it while standing on a box. It became a town mystery; that one day, out of the blue, the clock had stopped.

Our miserable existence in the Ghetto finally ended in June of 1942. What happened next could never have been expected or believed.

The German soldiers, great numbers of them, came in the early morning, just as the sun was rising. They came with their tanks, trucks, machine guns and dogs. You would think they were invading a territory of a powerful enemy rather than of helpless, innocent, unequipped, and starving people. Even though there were a few guns and rifles in the possession of a few people, no one had enough strength to pull a trigger or fight for our defense.

I woke from a deep sleep to hear Papa saying, “Come, Mendel and Stanley. You must get up and get dressed right now. Something is happening, the streets are full of soldiers. Be quick.”

Jumping out of bed, the first noise I noticed was dogs barking. Then, I could hear and feel the heavy armor moving slowly through the streets. The loudspeakers began blasting orders. I ran to the window and it looked to me as if the entire Ghetto was surrounded by German soldiers. They were everywhere as far as I could see. The noise was intensely loud and it looked as though everything was in utter confusion. People were crying and screaming to their families as the Germans rounded up the individuals and separated everyone into groups.

Stanley and I dressed hurriedly and then with Jacob, Papa and Mama, we knelt down to say a prayer together. “Dear God, if it is within your power to help us through this suffering and we are granted our lives, if we should become separated from each other, please help us to reunite again one day. Amen.”

We all cried and held on to each other. There was nothing else to be said. We knew this day would eventually come and now it was here. We could hear the heavy footsteps of the soldiers in our building, the heavy knocks of the rifle butts on the doors and the harsh commands in the guttural language.

Then, the hard knock on our door and the command, “Get out, Jews! We will give you ten minutes!”

How generous of them. We stood there, our family, Papa, Mama, Jacob, only six years old, Stanley, thirteen, and myself just turned fourteen, with our arms around each other. Our tears were flowing uncontrollably. We kissed each other goodbye for we knew there was little chance of our family remaining together. Always break up families and friends because the Germans knew that's where our strength would be found. One last hug, a last kiss, the last time to hold my Papa’s hand. We slowly descended the steps to the street. We were considered fortunate to be leaving this building at all. I stumbled many times going down those three flights of stairs. There were dead bodies lying in the halls and on the stairs with their heads beaten. It was hard trying to get down the steps and not slip on the brains and blood. These victims no doubt did not move fast enough and suffered the consequences from these German murderers. In shocking disbelief and horror, a soldier threw an infant up into the air and used her for a target. Her mother screamed in excruciating agony and was then also shot. Will we ever wake from this living nightmare?

When we reached the street, we saw the soldiers pushing the people around and forming them into lines. There was the smell and sight of death all around us. Families were torn apart, literally. I shall never forget the anguished cries from the children: “Mama, Papa don't leave us.” How can my heart keep breaking when I have nothing left to feel?

“How old are you, Jew boy?”

Startled, I answered that I was nineteen. I thought that if I would be taken to a slave labor camp to work, I would have a better chance to survive if they thought I was older. I was ordered to go across the street and join the group of men that had formed there. There were many boys among them, so I felt I could get away with the lie about my age. I remember that I had been holding on to little Jacob's hand. Before I could kiss him goodbye again, or Mama, Papa or Stanley, a soldier grabbed my arm and then pushed his rifle into my back that almost knocked me off my feet. I regained my footing and reached the line of men. I MUST stay alive so that some day I will see my family again. I made this promise to myself.

I had no idea of what was in store for me. So many times in the camps, I asked myself why I didn't just give my right age and could have been gassed with the rest of the children. God had a different plan for me because I continued to hang on to life. Seeing Mama pulled away from Jacob that day was something I can never forget. If there is an after life, this I shall remember even then. Mama was thrown into the line of women. Stanley and Jacob were put into the children's line and Papa was directed into the same line where I stood. I had a peculiar sense of relief knowing Papa was in my line. Maybe I can die with my Papa? Yes, everything was done in an orderly and efficient manner. It had been well planned.

I could see Papa up ahead of me, but I couldn't do anything to draw his attention. I was afraid that if our relationship was discovered, we would have been separated immediately. They would have found another means to dispose of us, perhaps death for Papa, since I was young and could be used for free labor. I saw many of the old Jewish men reaching out their hands to pray to God for help. It reminded me of Moses on the Mount. Unlike Moses’ prayers, God did not answer ours.

We were counted and then chained together, put on trucks and taken to a concentration camp that had been set up about twenty miles from Radom, close to an ammunition factory. As we rode towards our destination, I thought of Papa on the truck just ahead of the one I was in and this somehow consoled me a little. My grief for our broken family was almost unbearable. My Mama was sent to one place and my brothers to another. I seethed with hatred and at the same time I was so afraid. I fought back the tears knowing that I must not cry. They will discover that I am younger than I had said. I must be brave in spite of what happens to me now.

Arriving at the prison camp, we were first stripped of our clothing and then given a blue and white striped uniform. We were also given a number. I would from then on be known as 27091 and Mendel Steinberg no more. I was just a number. My thick black hair was shaved off with the exception of an inch wide of hair left down the center of my head. This was another way the Germans could determine that I was a Jew.

The soldiers who were in charge were making their selections of the Jews as if they were purchasing animals for the slaughter house. Divided were the young from the old, the healthy from the sick, the weak from the strong. As if the haircuts and uniforms were not enough identification, our numbers were stenciled on the uniforms. On our jackets was sewn a piece of red material in the shape of a triangle with the large letter ‘J’ in the center. We were made to feel as though we were the scum of the earth.

The old, the ailing, the sick and some of the younger boys were formed into a line. They were given shovels and told they were going to be shot. Therefore, if they wanted to be buried and not lay on the ground for the vultures, they would have to dig their own graves. The shock of this was more than some could bear and they dropped to the ground, dead. Slowly and sadly they performed this chore outside of the camp while the guards continually beat and kicked them as they dug their own graves. It wasn't long after they began, that we heard a continuous echo of shots as this mass murder was then carried out.

Everyday, I prayed to God for help and strength. Surely I have done nothing so wrong in my brief fourteen years that I should be punished like this. I also relived the horror of that terrible day over and over again when Papa, Mama and my brothers were separated. These Germans are monsters and one day they will pay for their crimes against the Jewish. I dwelled on this thought, hoping to burn it into my soul.

This day in particular seemed to have been the longest day in my life. I was sick from hunger and thirst. It had been many hours since I had any food, or water. I had been through so much that day, my body must have gone into a state of shock. I dimly recall someone pushing me along and helping me go through a door. I was in a daze, but I remember being told to find a place to lie down and to keep quiet. And then I blacked out.


DARKNESS

I awoke that first morning in the prison camp after hours of torturous sleep filled with nightmares to an unforgettable scene of despicable surroundings. Fourteen years of age, lying on a bed of damp and dirty straw, my entire body soaking with perspiration, my hands cold and clammy and of course the extreme hunger pains. I could only think of the anguished hours preceding this moment. Much to my disbelief, I was in this horrible place. Still fresh in my thoughts were the sounds of my baby brother Jacob and step mother, screaming and crying as they were torn apart from each other. The agonizing screams of friends and relatives being divided from their families to be taken to camps and places for extermination.

As I opened my eyes fully to look around, I noticed, in the half-light coming from one small window at the end of the room, a series of bunks. Actually, they were just wooden boards in several tiers around the entire area of the room, covered with straw, with men of all ages in various positions of sleep. There was loud snoring, painful moaning and sobbing with an occasional crying out for help. There was a bad smell that came from the unwashed bodies of these prisoners. Gradually, the realization became clear to me that I too, was a prisoner among prisoners and in the hands of our torturers, the Germans. My first thought was to run away.

But then the sobering consciousness came that if these adult men and thousands like them couldn't break out, how would a young boy of my age possibly find a way to escape. I lay there very quiet, and as the room became lighter, I noticed that my arms were covered with small black spots. I tried to stay quiet, hoping no one would notice me, but when I saw the spots, I thought I had come down with some serious disease and I started to yell out, “PLEASE, someone call a doctor, quick! HELP me please! I’m dying; I have black spots all over me!”

A face leaned down from the bunk above, “Be quiet boy.”

A kind looking but skeleton-like man spoke in Jewish, whispering softly, “You are not sick son. These spots do not mean disease. They are just body lice and you will soon learn to live with them. They will keep you busy, too, night and day. In fact, killing lice will become your only way to pass the time.”

I stared at him in disbelief.

“Raise your arm up here, Lolek,” he said.

“My name is not Lolek. It's Mendel.”

He glared at me with a wild-eyed expression and then said, “You are my son, Lolek.”

“No, I am Mendel, Mendel Steinberg,” and I drew my arm away quickly, thinking this man must be insane.

He leaned over and looked at me again and then, “Don't you recognize me? I'm your father.”

“You are not my father!”

Several seconds passed, and then with a sigh, he realized his mistake and began to tell me about what had happened to them. He told me about his only son who was just about my age, about the strong physical resemblance and the way in which they had been separated, “I worry and think of him every minute,” he said in a shallow voice. To know that his son was also in a prison camp going through the same torture he said was unbearable. From time to time, during this story, his eyes would wander off and he would become silent, deep in thought. From that time on, I answered to Lolek when he spoke to me.

“Now give me your arm and I will show you how to kill these lice.”

These insects must have liked my young and tender flesh, for they stuck to it like glue. After each one was picked off and killed, a large inflamed spot remained in its place that nearly drove me wild with itching. It also seemed that as fast as I’d kill one, there were two more to take its place. I was so infected with these lice that I was sure my entire body must be crawling with them. I didn't have enough hands and fingers to keep them under control. I could find no relief.

As I pinched the life out of each one, I pretended it was a German guard, the enemy, and this gave me pleasure in killing the lice. My new-found friend explained that everyone in the camp was infested with them and they would do nothing medically or otherwise to get rid of them. It was just another thing I would have to endure during this unjust incarceration. We talked quietly for a while and then I became tired and was able to sleep for a while.

When I woke up, I was sick with hunger and asked my friend if we would get some food or something to eat soon.

“Did you get any rations when you came in last night Mendel?” he asked me.

“No,” I answered, “We were just pushed in the door and told to find an empty place and to lie down and keep quiet.”

His hollowed eyes looked at me with pity and then he explained, “You remember, don't you Lolek, we get our rations of bread and coffee at six o'clock at night and from that we have to save enough for the breakfast meal, otherwise we have to wait until twelve o'clock noon for more food.”

I realized it would be hours before having anything to eat and I began to cry. He leaned over, patted my shoulder and said, “Hang on, son. Perhaps when others are awake I can find a piece of bread for you. It may be difficult because many people eat their entire rations the same night. Who knows if we will be alive the next morning, so why save it? But when the men wake up, I'll ask around and see what I can get for you. Who knows, maybe there will be one optimistic soul in this hellish place. Close your eyes now and try to get a little more sleep.”

With the thought and promise of food, I fell back to sleep. It seemed like only a few minutes of blessed oblivion when I felt something hit my back. I turned over and opened my eyes in panic. A well-fed man in some sort of uniform glared down at me with his ugly face. He stood there with a club in his hand yelling, “Get up you and get outside into the line to be counted. And be quick about it.”

I jumped up and stood on the wood splintered, dirt floor. I felt dizziness come over me and I fell back onto the straw bed. The torture, the separation from my family, the continuous hunger.. I don't care anymore, I thought. I have suffered as much as any human can, and now I have no more to give. My courage has run out and I cannot find it in my heart to stay alive any longer. But it didn't matter, for as much as I suffered, cried and begged to die at times, I continued to survive. God only knew how….

The trustee of our barracks returned to my bunk and found me lying back in a dazed state. After one hard, swift swing of the club across my legs, I found myself on my feet with the word ‘Get!’ ringing in my ears. I felt a gentle prodding at my back, gently pushing me until soon I was across the room and outside with the rest of the men. I didn't have to look to know that it was my friend who had helped me. He later told me that if I hadn't shown up for the count, they would've shot me. The trustee would have called it insubordination.

So, once again God was looking out for me and intervened. As time went by, there were many other instances where an unseen hand or some improbable incident kept me among the living.

I then faced the first of thousands of line ups and countings. We would be called at all hours of the day or night for this counting. We stood in the broiling heat of summer, the coldest winds of autumn and snows of winter for a minimum of an hour or as much as eighteen hours. We stood silent and in fear that we would be told to step out of line. This generally only meant one thing. It was our time to be exterminated. The slightest infraction of a rule noticed by the guards was a sentence to death. If they saw that we were ill, this also could mean we would be killed. You were allowed to ail for a few days only, but after that they considered you to be of no value and therefore sent before a firing squad.

That first morning I had been without food for twenty-four hours and I feared I might faint in the hot sun but somehow with my friend's help I lasted through the count and at noon, after a bowl of weak soup and a slice of bread, in complete exhaustion, I finally went into a deep sleep which lasted until we had to line up for our night rations.

This first of the prison and concentration camps that were to be my home till the end of the war was located about ten miles from Radom. We were located near the small village of Szkolna where a large ammunition factory was in operation. The camp itself was about two miles from the factory and many of the prisoners who were able to work provided slave labor there. In exchange, they were given extra rations of bread, but only enough to give them the energy they needed to do a full day's work. I would also begin to work there and eventually become involved with the Polish underground.

As the days wore on with nothing to do but pick lice and stand in line for the count, I had plenty of time in which to think. My thoughts went around in a seemingly never-ending circle with one question always remaining at the end of the day… WHY?

The camp also had its own underground, a way for news to get through to us. A detail of men were taken each day to work on the railroad tracks and took this opportunity to talk with the Polish railway employees. They were allowed only to take the train loads of prisoners to a certain point. Then another crew took over and this arrangement made for a certain amount of secrecy for this inhuman operation, the transfer of thousands of innocent people to the gas chambers and the crematoriums.

Some of the Polish men working on the trains were in sympathy with the Jews and passed information on. They told of how a kind of chlorine smelling chemical would be sprinkled inside of the cars and then, when the prisoners urinated, a deadly gas formed that suffocated them to death.

Everyday, every hour, I would think about my family and wonder what has happened to them. Are they suffering, being beaten, starving, sick? Do they stand in lines for hours on end? Perhaps they have been put to work? Will I ever see them again? Then the day came when my friend told me he had news of my step mother and brother Jacob. With compassion and sadness, he placed his arm around my shoulders and told me it was almost with certainty that my brother and step mother had been killed in the gas chamber at Treblenka.

“Do you have proof of this?” I asked him.

“Do you really want to hear the details, Mendel?”

“Yes,” I said, “I want to hear it all.”

“One of my friends who work on the railroads told me that the destination of the train from Radom, on which your brother and mother were placed, went to Treblenka. He paused, and then explained that they do not keep prisoners there. It is a place for extermination, with only the facilities for mass murder. He told me how thousands of people died on the trains from starvation, poisonous gases and from just plain suffocation because of the crowded conditions. And, that by the time the death train arrived at Treblenka, there was only about forty percent of the transported people left to be delivered to the gas chambers and crematorium.”

I stood silent for a moment and then my body began to shake. I began to cry uncontrollably. My friend was afraid that the trustee would hear me and so he begged me to stop crying and be quiet.

“Stop crying, Mendel,” he said. “You will get us both in terrible trouble. I will not tell you more if you cannot hold in the crying!”

“No, no!” I pleaded with him. “Please go on. I must know everything. I will never forget what these German Nazis have done to my family! My hatred grew deeper and deeper. I wiped my nose on my sleeve and tried to swallow down the lump in my throat. I choked back my tears with all of the strength in my body and prepared myself to hear more of the gruesome details.

“My friend continued and told me that everyone on the train from Radom either died on the way or was killed at this extermination camp. He had a relative who was part of the working crew that completed the run into Treblenka and he told him about the horrible things that had happened. I don't know if I should tell you more Mendel.”

“Please, I have taken this much, I want to hear it all.”

“Well,” he took a deep breath, “When this trainload of innocent men, women and children arrived at the outskirts of Treblenka, they were thrown and herded into shallow ditches that had been dug by a detail of Germans and Ukrainians. These graves were so shallow and there were so many dead that their blood seeped through the thin layer of dirt covering their bodies and formed a sea of blood. He said the stench of stale blood and rotting flesh could be smelled for miles and lasted in this area for several weeks.

He stopped for a minute.

“There is more, Mendel.”

I nodded for him to go on.

“For those that had survived the train ride from Radom, they were taken off the cattle cars and moved inside the camp. They were told they were going to have a bath after that dirty train ride and then after they were cleaned up, they would be given work orders. The children were given a small piece of candy and told they would be able to be with their mamas and papas after their baths and they should make sure to breathe deeply when they go into these showers. In their weakened condition and confused state of mind, the people willingly obeyed the orders. My God Mendel, to be killed only because we are Jewish. But mark my words, the day will come when we will be delivered as that has been the history of our people. All I ask God is to allow me the strength to stay alive until that day happens. Oh God, I pray this day will come!”

“Thank you for this information,” I said in a soft voice.

It was over and they were dead! My baby brother Jacob, whom I had loved so much and helped to bring up, was dead. He had been such a major part of my life because it was this baby that helped me cope with Mama's death. He had been so little and took much of my time away from thinking about losing our mother. I often thought that I needed him more than he needed me. And now my sweet step mother was gone too. She had always been so good to us, trying in every way to be a good mother for me and my brothers. I was overwhelmed with grief and remorse. Perhaps, I could have helped more or maybe I could have been more loving? I cried for hours then fell asleep, once more to have my recurring nightmares. Always killing and killing was on my mind. People killing us and I in return killing them in revenge for my beloved family.

I knew Papa was in the same camp with me as I had seen him from time to time. We dared not to let anyone know that we were related. That would mean death or removal of one of us to another camp. But we were aware of each other and my heart would skip a beat when I occasionally got a glimpse of him during the countings. Just knowing Papa was there gave me courage. How I yearned to get close to him, just to hug him or say a few words, but we both understood our critical circumstance and played this game of not knowing one another. We kept our relationship quiet and abided by the German rules. I continued to worry about Stanley for no one had seen him or had any information. Had he been killed with Jacob and my step mother?

Then, one day I heard through a connection that Stanley had escaped the train that carried Jacob and my step mother to their death. I thought about how smart and resourceful Stanley was and somehow I knew in my heart he must be safe. He had to be and one day, we will be together again.

Each barracks had a trustee in charge, that we called a KAPO, short for concentration camp police. The majority of these KAPO’s spoke only German. They were men of low moral character and very sadistic. They had been chosen specifically because they had a special talent for the abuse, cursings, and beatings which they gave in excess. The one in charge of our barracks disliked me intensely. I had been told that he had a son my age that had been killed. To see me still alive, regardless of the dire circumstances, caused his jealousy to overflow and he often expressed this feeling by finding the dirtiest jobs for me to do. He also kept his evil eyes on me for long periods of time. I could not talk or even move without him being right there to use his club on me.

Toilet facilities were crude. They consisted of a large deep pit with boards across it. Twice a week chloride was thrown into this pit and when it was filled, the terrible mess had to be dug out and loaded on a truck or wagon and hauled away. I was constantly on this work detail, filling the pails and buckets. The stench alone from this area was so sickening that I spent the entire day vomiting and gagging. My loathing for these German monsters hardened.

We had nothing! Not even light, except for the daylight from one small window. There was no heat, no bedding, no decent drinking water, no newspapers or magazines, no change of clothing, no cigarettes, no radio, no music, no writing paper, no outside information. A board covered with straw to sleep on, a uniform to cover our bodies, and just enough food to keep us alive for one more day to endure the hardships.

I recall it had been a long time since I had seen a reflection of myself in a mirror. I wondered if this misery had changed my face. Maybe, I didn't look the same any longer? Perhaps, I looked like an old man. I knew I had lost a considerable amount of weight so I was curious to find out. Then one day while eating my noontime soup I glanced down and noticed in the clear watery soup, my image. I stared at my face in the soup which reflected back someone who was pale and thin with large, hollow brown eyes. This face was gaunt and old, speckled with lice. Yes, I've changed. That was the last time for a long while that I would look to see my face again.

One night when the bugs were particularly active and I could not sleep, I got up and sat on the ground and started picking off the lice one by one. I was so engrossed in getting these insects off of my skin, that I did not notice the KAPO until he was actually standing over me. In a harsh voice he yelled, “You, get back into your bunk before I kick your guts out.”

“Alright, alright. ..I was just…”

With that he slapped me hard across the face. The tears that ran down my cheeks stung the welted area under my eye. I fell asleep repeating in my head, he slapped me for killing the lice, he slapped me for killing the lice, he slapped..

I couldn't stop thinking about Stanley. Where could he be and what was he doing? Had he joined the underground? Was he warm, fed and clothed? Was there someone to befriend him? Does he know Papa is alive? Does he know I'm alive? Does he know Jacob is dead?

And then one of my prayers was answered.

I was standing in line to be counted and for some reason. I lifted my head and looked slightly to my left. I could only look for a moment, but my heart began to pound. Did I see Stanley or were my eyes playing tricks on me? I looked again for a second and saw him moving his hands. Can it really be Stanley? This is unbelievable! The excitement of seeing him was almost too much for me. Tears of joy flowed down my face. I was sure I would drown in my own tears of sheer happiness while standing in line. My mind was in complete turmoil. I must see him and talk to him. Where has he been and how did he get here? Has he been here the whole time or did he just arrive? I need to see him, to make sure this is real and my eyes haven't deceived me.

The day seemed endless as I waited for the line-up to be announced again.

I had to know for certain this was my brother. Standing in line, carefully making sure I kept my head bowed for several minutes, I would then glance up for a few seconds and scan the groups of men for my brother.

I saw him and then knew for sure Stanley was alive and together in this camp with Papa and me. I schemed for hours trying to find a way to make contact with him. I figured by the group he stood with that he was living in the barracks next to mine. So near and yet so far! Two days later, it was at night and very dark outside. I heard the door creak open and saw a stumbling person's silhouette being pushed toward a vacant bunk. One of our people had been killed that day so an extra bunk was available. About three hours after seeing the new prisoner dragged to the empty bunk, I was awakened by a gentle push and a low, hurried “don't talk.”

It was Stanley bending over me. I grabbed his arm and pulled him to me and hugged him. It was almost impossible not to cry out or to speak to him, but we knew better. He whispered, “I’m ok,” then quickly returned to his bunk. For the first time in many weeks I went to sleep with a happy thought. Tomorrow I would be with Stanley. Good things can still happen. Maybe, now that we are together, we can escape. Stanley always had such good ideas. Perhaps we could even take Papa with us, and if not, we would find a way to come back for him. With the three of us together we could lick the world and make a Life for ourselves once more. And on this wishful thinking I drifted into a dreamless sleep. The next day we had our opportunity to talk. We pretended we were strangers to each other and since we were the two youngest in the barracks, it was only natural that we would want to commiserate together, so none of the prisoners suspected our relationship. Stanley told me first that he had known for sometime that I was close by, but had to plan a way to get transfer red.

“How in the world did you do this, Stanley?”

“Well, I first of all did little things for the KAPO. He's not as mean as some of the others I have noticed. I shined his shoes and sewed buttons on his uniform, little things like that. I think he took pity on me because I was younger than everyone else. Then I saved part of my bread rations for three days and gave it to him and asked him if I could be sent to the next barracks.”

“What reason did you give for this, Stanley?”

“I just told him I had seen some boys my age and asked if he could arrange it, I would like to be with them.”

“Maybe he felt sorry for you.”

“Well, whatever, here I am.”

And what happiness was now ours! As the days passed we found it more difficult not to betray the fact that we were brothers. Little by little I heard the details of his escape from the death train that took Jacob and my step mother to the extermination camp. He had survived only through the goodness of a few Polish people who could not turn down the pleadings of a twelve-year-old boy, alone in the world and with his family gone. It was a very risky business for these Poles to give any aid to Jews because if found out, they would be shot on the spot. Stanley told me how he slept in cemeteries, under bridges, in fields, any place he could hide out, and that he was in constant fear that he would be found. How he had to beg for every bit of food and went hungry for days at a time. There were many people who were afraid to help him. As the war went on, he grew tired of this existence and became more frightened and lonely. He thought that if he could just see Papa and me again, he would take his chances on what would happen to him, so he watched from outside the camp to see if we were here. When he saw Papa one day in the compound, Stanley turned himself into the guards at the gate.

He told me, “Mendel, I was so lonesome for Papa and you that I didn't care if they killed me, just so that I could see you both once more.”

“Have you made contact with Papa yet?” I asked him.

“No, he hasn't seen me. At least I don't think he has. But some day soon, I hope to have a chance to talk with him so he will know I am here.”

I waited a long time before I could bring myself to tell him about Jacob and our step mother. He took the news very bravely. Poor Stanley, he had been through so much in his young life, that this was just one more terrible thing. I don't think he even shed a tear.

My first and only friend here became ill and died shortly after Stanley was transferred into our barracks. I always thought he died of a broken heart from missing Lolek. When his bunk was no longer occupied Stanley took possession of it. Nothing was said about this and now we were really together and had many whispered conversations during the dark evening hours. It was wonderful to have Stanley there with me.

Our KAPO continued to hold his grudge against me and as the days went by he called on me to do the most disgusting and horrible tasks. Among these, I had to pull the teeth from the dead bodies. Specifically those teeth that had gold fillings. The guards would prop open the mouths of those killed very soon after death, they did this so that rigor mortis would not set in, making the job of extraction more difficult. They wanted that gold because of its value. Another job was to shave off the hair from the female dead, which was then sent to a factory where mattresses were filled with this hair for softness. But now that Stanley was close to me, I no longer cared about these jobs. I just did what I had to do knowing I would be with my brother later that night. At least now I had someone I could trust, someone I could pour my heart out to and my feelings of hatred. I confided in Stanley, that if I lived through this, I would somehow get revenge. I also thanked God every night, for bringing Stanley back to me.

For some time I had felt that sooner or later our identities would be revealed in some way and now that time had come. Always on the lookout for some way in which to curse me or beat me, our KAPO found me again out of my bunk one night, killing lice. This time, without saying a word, he started to beat me. I could not control my cries of pain nor could Stanley overcome his feelings of brotherly protection for me. He took off his wooden shoe and with one fierce blow he hit the KAPO on the top of his head. This made him very angry and he reported us to his superior at once. Hitting a trustee, or any kind of insubordination, was in most cases a death sentence. We waited, holding each other's hand tightly. We were anticipating the worst. When the KAPO returned we were both taken to solitary confinement. This was a hut with no windows, an earthen floor and no bunks. We were held without food or water until the following day. But for the first time there was no one with us and we could talk together without fear. And we did.

The following day, when they released us we were taken to an area where there were row upon row of prisoners. The guards pushed us into a roped off area where there was a platform on which stood a small table. All around us, as far as we could see, there were men facing this platform. Over the loudspeaker the men were told that they would now see something very special. They were told to spread out so that each man could get a good view. There must have been ten thousand of them. We were then escorted by two guards over to the platform and told to remove our clothing. At the time, Stanley was a boy of twelve and I was fourteen.

Stark naked, we were tied with rope and ordered to lean against the table. Then the prisoners were told to start counting, one, two, and three and so on to one hundred. With each count we were whipped with a heavy leather strap. During this beating, I'm sure I heard Papa calling to me. “My sons, My sons!” I felt Mama's hand on my cheek and asking me to wake up for school and I heard Jacob crying too. After the final count the ropes holding us were removed and we fell to the ground, a mass of wounded and bleeding flesh. In my agony, I found enough strength to open my eyes and look at Stanley. Was he still alive? I saw his hand move and I passed out. These monsters were not finished with us yet as further torture awaited. After the beatings, our bodies, a mass of open wounds, were dragged over to a barrel and immersed in iodine. It was one quick dip, but it was enough to send us into a delirium of frenzied pain. Blood gushed from my head wounds and into my eyes and mouth. Near death, it was several hours before I woke up from this state of unconsciousness. The first words I heard were from Stanley.

“Please don't give up, Mendel, don't give up! Hang on with all your strength. They still don't know we are brothers. Please stay alive, I need you.”

My reply was a series of groans. I couldn't move my lips to speak. They were swollen and bloody and my mind was still in a daze. I lay there, trying to remember what has happened to me. When it came flooding back into my thoughts, the cruelty that we had suffered, I became desperate for something or some way to get Stanley, Papa and me out of this horrible place. Papa! It came back to me how I had heard him cry out and then I began to worry about what might have happened to him. Was it real or just in my imagination? I reached my hand up to Stanley and he leaned towards me suffering in great pain himself. I managed to ask, “Did Papa really cry out for us? For sure I heard him. Did you hear him?”

“Yes, I heard him, Mendel, and while you were asleep, I asked a couple of prisoners about it. They, too, had heard someone calling out, but they said the guards thought it was the ranting of an old man so they kicked him in the stomach and took him back to his barracks.”

Laying there, deep in thought, I asked myself how is it. They expect to win this war by beating, gassing, torturing and killing innocent people? I thought of Jacob, my step mother, neighbors, members of our family whose lives had been taken, and at this moment I envied them. Their struggle to survive in this awful world had ended, while they left the rest of us to suffer these atrocities.

About a week after our beating, during the count, when the prisoners were selected to be killed or shipped away, they called my number. My heart stood still. I could only think that I survived the cruel beating, only now to be killed. I stood there trembling with fright. Stanley pressed my hand and whispered one word, “Courage.” I held my breath trying not to break down and cry. But my time had not come. I was only ordered to step out of line for a work detail. Just another atrocious task and with that thought I sighed in relief.

An SS officer ordered me to follow him. I was taken to where there were five other boys and we were told about our job. We were to work at the ammunition factory. We would be escorted there every morning and back again at night by soldiers with rifles. I was told by the other prisoners that we had been selected because they thought we seemed to be more intelligent and could carry out the orders with minimal explanation. I was happy to be included in this group because now I could get away from cleaning the sewage in the toilet area. Also, we were to be given extra bread rations for this work and I thought I could give part of the extra bread to Papa. And, of course, share it with Stanley.

We started off with the guard and after a walk of about two miles we arrived for our first day of work. It was a large plant and as we were led through it, I was aware of the Polish civilians working. They looked so well fed and well dressed - the only respectable looking people I had seen in a long time. I thought at once that maybe in time, I could talk with them and find out how the war was progressing or how things were changing on the outside of the prison. I even recognized a face or two, people I knew from Radom, since this factory was not far from there. It was difficult for me not to rush up and greet them.

We were put to work cleaning the premises and moving new machinery from the warehouse to the factory. The grounds were heavily guarded, so even though we had some freedom in moving about, we were in prison uniforms, and had no way to escape. We would have been noticed at once had we tried to run away. At night we lined up near the gate for the long walk back to the concentration camp. I looked forward to this, knowing that Stanley would be there and then during that evening we could talk and I could tell him what had happened that day.

In spite of the extra bread, I never had enough to eat. I was growing and constantly there was that everlasting hunger. Sometimes, instead of sharing with Stanley, I would eat the little extra ration myself. I felt like an animal and then I felt very guilty for not sharing. I would put some aside in the pocket of my shirt thinking “This will be for Stanley.” But before the end of the day, before I realized what I had done, the small extra piece was eaten. Then, once in a while, Stanley would save a piece of bread for me and even though I knew in my heart that he should eat it, I could not resist taking it from him. When he confided in me one day, that he had eaten a small piece that he had put away for me, I told him that I had done the same thing. We both choked back our tears.

Working in the factory opened up a whole new world for me. I enjoyed the privilege of coming and going between the factory and the warehouse. It was a pleasure to be able to talk to someone from the outside world. The majority of these Poles were afraid to be seen conversing with a prisoner, but in any group there are always a few bolder than the others. They were interested in our life behind the barbed wire. When I told them about some of the cruelties I had gone through, their hearts were softened and, at the risk of getting into trouble, now and again they would hide a little extra food for me. One day, I found bread and sausage wrapped in a cloth and hidden under my work station. How wonderful that tasted! I managed to save a part of it for Stanley, but there was no way we could get a piece of bread to Papa.

The leader of our small work group was a young man about nineteen years old. He told us he had been ready to graduate from a high school when he was picked up and taken to this camp. His name was Abraham; and I recall he was smart, aggressive and always scheming. He told me of his plan to help the resistance movement that he knew was operating among some of the factory workers.

I was sweeping up around the garbage cans one day when I heard my name called in a low, quiet voice. I turned around. He was there, crouched on his knees.

“Go on sweeping, Mendel, but listen carefully to every word I have to tell you. Keep an eye out for the German guard and warn me if one comes this way.”

I answered him with a nod, “What is it?”

“I have had a chance to talk with the leader of the underground and there is a way we can help. You want to help, don't you, Mendel?”

“Yes, of course. I’ll do anything in this world to help.”

“Pay attention to what I say.”

Then he went into detail as to what I must do. Each boy in our group was given this same instruction. Since we had free access to the warehouse, we were to steal any parts of revolvers or small arms we could and deliver these pieces to a resistance leader at a designated place inside the factory. It was extremely dangerous, but here we had a chance to finally work against our enemies. After, the small parts were delivered we were given a piece of bread for a job well done.

The parts were sewn and bidden in the clothing of the agents, taken to the outside and at a secret place assembled into a complete weapon and passed along where needed. The thought that one piece I carried, plus another and another would eventually in time make a gun to kill a German was satisfying enough to make me determined to do this dangerous task. Risks were forgotten. Dead Germans were the only incentive that inspired me in continuing to perform this treacherous job.

We had been cautioned not to bring parts for large guns. These could not be hidden or passed by the guards. In time I came to know who the main leader was and once in a while, when no one was watching us, our eyes would make contact. I was proud to be a part of this conspiracy and to know I was doing my share to help our people. The bread I received was like icing on a cake. It was such good bread, too, and fresh. Not like the stale and often worm-ridden bread we got at camp. There was plenty to take back to Stanley, too, and I could have had enough for Papa if there had been a way to get it to him. I always worried about Papa not getting enough to eat. I was happy for the first time in a long while because my outlook was more positive with each day.

I was helping to fight the enemy; I went to sleep without hunger pains and Stanley was safe and there beside me. I had some freedom during my days and each day I grew stronger with the extra food I earned. Then too, I was so tired at night after the busy day and the long walks to and from the factory that I found it easier to fall asleep at night. Gradually, the nightmares that had possessed me subsided and were almost a thing of the past. Life, even at this level, was tolerable.

But, as it were, all good things must come to an end.

After a few weeks of my new routine, while carrying out my mission one of my wooden shoes broke completely in half. Rather than slow down on my important job, I slipped off the other shoe and continued to work in my bare feet. During that Afternoon I was finishing up my job when suddenly I felt a stabbing pain in the back of my foot. When I looked to see what had happened, I found a piece of rusty tin had cut a small gash in my heel. I was afraid to report it, because any disability could be grounds for extermination. So I limped around in pain for two days when finally the infection became so bad that my foot was three times its normal size and had turned every color in the rainbow, not to mention the terrible odor. A doctor at the camp noticed it as it was winter now and my injured foot became very visible against the white snow. He took me to the dispensary, cleaned out the wound and held me overnight. It occurs to me that this injury may have caused my death if this doctor had not treated me when he did but as it turned it was my injury that saved me.

The next morning, without asking his permission, I took off for the factory, anxious to do my bit for the cause. As I neared the grounds, I could see from a distance bodies lying in blood-stained snow. They were scattered in various positions on the ground, surrounded by the splattered blood that contrasted against the newly fallen white snow. I recognized them as my five co-workers. Someone had informed on our group and now the plan had been discovered. My time to die was today, about an hour ago I estimated.

Had I been there when the discovery was made, I too would have been with that pile of dead bodies lying face down in the snow. But, once more a miracle or the hand of God has stepped in and saved my life. This time, it was a small sliver of tin that intervened. My mind was racing now because I knew I must do something to escape being identified as one of the group members. So, I immediately tore off the number sewn to my uniform shirt and buried it deep in the ground. Lucky for me there was a new guard on duty. He stopped me when he noticed the missing number. I thought, this is it, I’m dead. He asked me where my number was. I told him I had lost it and was on my way to repair it right now. He said “Make sure you do”, and he let me pass. I decided not to return to the factory and if I was questioned about it, I would use my sore foot as an excuse. For several days I lived in constant fear. Each time the door of the barracks opened, I thought they must be coming for me. I grieved for my friends and I missed the extra bread! But I was afraid to go back to the factory.

After a while, the incident was forgotten. Stanley and I figured that maybe they thought they had killed all of us or perhaps the mass execution was enough lesson to anyone who might be working along with this group. If there was any suspicion on the part of the guards regarding my participation, nothing was said or done about it and the case was closed.

Around this same time, hundreds of prisoners were pouring in daily from Holland, France and Greece and among them for the first time we could see women and children. They were assigned to their own hastily contrived quarters to be held there only until it was their time to be put to death by either firing squad or gas chambers. The Germans were busy sending these poor women and children to the crematoriums. After of course, the women had suffered the humiliation of having their hair cut off and heads shaven.

I finally heard through the prison grapevine, our only source of news, that my friends were betrayed by their own civilian leader in the resistance movement. He had been followed and watched closely for several days and finally the Gestapo arrested him and he revealed the whole plot, hoping to save himself. But he wound up with a bullet in his head. And so, for a while, there was a set-back in operations and many of the patriots working for the underground would no longer help in any way.

The dreadful days and nights passed slowly again. Without the extra bread and bits of sausage I now began to lose weight. Then came a loss of strength and soon I lay in my bunk with no energy to move except to urinate, go out for the head count or to get my rations. How one person could be filled with so much hatred, I do not know? But it was there, every waking moment of the day. There was really little else to think about. We were constantly subjected to daily scenes of beatings. The gaunt faces and emaciated bodies of the prisoners were living proof of the lack of food. Terror engulfed our bodies and horror filled our eyes. We all lived in fear with every day an uncertainty if we would see night again for each day someone from our barracks was taken away, never to return. My only solace was Stanley. With his help and constant encouragement, I kept up the will to live. Sometimes we would talk for hours about the time that was sure to come when we would be liberated. And, we would talk about growing up and having a family like Papa and Mama, how many children we would have and where we will live. Many of the people wanted to go to Israel after the war and many wanted to travel to America. I just wanted to be safe and have freedom again.

I remember the day when our KAPO rushed into the barracks and shouted that a lot of stealing was going on in the camp, mainly of food, and that even if everyone had to be killed they would get to the bottom of it. Stanley and I, as well as all the other prisoners were secretly glad to know that this was going on, and that someone was giving these cruel keepers something else to worry about. For several weeks, it seemed, the shelves in the kitchen were being cleared each night of flour, bread, salt and other food supplies. It had become a big mystery in the camp. No one knew anything about it and everyone swore they were not involved. We wondered why they didn't put a guard in the kitchen to see who was stealing this food. The day we discovered the answer to the mystery, it filled our hearts with joy.

It was an ordinary day, nothing special except that it had been raining more than usual. Part of the compound was still muddy from the weather. We stood in line as we had every day. But, on this day the wagon that picked up the sewage from the latrines would travel around the normal route to avoid getting stuck in the mud. When they did this, one of the huge wheels sunk down into the ground. We were ordered to help dig the wheels out of the mud, but the more we dug the deeper the wagon sunk. The guards were watching us very closely these days because there was a rumor going around the camp that a group of five men and one woman had actually escaped from the prison. At least we knew they had all disappeared and we were under the impression that they had escaped. How happy we were for them! It was the main topic of conversation, and we were wondering how they did it. If we could only find out perhaps we could also do what they had done and reach the outside.

This escape, the talk of the camp, only made the guards more alert than ever and they began counting and recounting. At odd times of the day and night we were called out for the count. No one else was going to get away, and our every move was monitored. The question in our minds however, was how anyone could possibly escape this well-guarded prison. We knew it had to be a miracle from God. The mystery would be solved in a most extraordinary way.

We dug around the wheels of the wagon but still we could not get it to budge. The guard on duty called for some extra men from our barracks to help push or lift the wagon out of the mud, as the wheels continued sinking deeper, like the mud was quick-sand. At last it was free but just beneath the mud, one of the guards happened to notice that some tightly packed, fresh sand was showing. This puzzled him so he called for the German Police dogs to the scene, to smell around for signs of human flesh. They suspected something and put us to work at once digging further.

After just a few minutes more of concentrated digging we broke through the ground into a tunnel. I shall never forget the anxiety I felt at the moment we broke through. Now would be revealed the whereabouts of the prisoners who had been missing and the mystery of the food that had disappeared. We were told to stand aside and two guards dropped into the tunnel. In a few minutes the five prisoners were climbing out, pale and trembling, with fear in their faces. As we later learned, they were just a few yards from the main gate, from freedom and all it would have meant. My heart ached for them. So near to escape, only to be discovered. Another two weeks of work and they would have had their Liberty.

We were certain they would all be shot, or sent to the gas chambers, but for some reason they were only beaten in front of the assembled prisoners to teach them a lesson. The group was broken up and assigned to different barracks. One of them was assigned to my barracks and it was finally through him that I heard the whole story.

The projected escape had been going on for many months. The barracks they were in was built about four feet from the ground with a floor of boards, a real luxury. They too, slept on straw and this was used as a cover-up in their work. Their plans were long and involved and included much thought and scheming. They must have an abundance of food, clothing, light to work by and power tools in case they came to rock formations. They also needed shovels and many of these, so that worn-out ones could be replaced. The first step was to loosen two floorboards under one of the men's bunks and start digging. There was a four-foot drop and this space provided an ideal place for the dug-out sand. As soon as the other inmates of the cell were quieted down and asleep they would start digging. One man at a time dug while another watched for anyone that may show up. When he tired, another person would take over, so the labor was always fresh and vigorous.

One of the men had a sister in the camp and he was determined she would join them. She had been ailing for some time, this much he knew, and he felt she could regain her health if she could only get away from the prison life. But how to get word to her, how to know just where to route the tunnel so she could be freed? Then with God's help, the opportunity came. Unable to bear up under the rigors of prison living, plus the food shortage, she wasted away until the prison doctor felt she would surely die. Being somewhat humane, he agreed to let her have a few minutes' visit with her brother at her bedside. Her brother told her to please hang on. Within a couple of weeks, with good luck, they would have their tunnel dug to where she lay and the escape could be made. He glanced around the interior of the cell block and mentally drew an outline of the exact spot where her bunk was situated. Fortunately, it was the lower one. Then he set up a plan whereby she would listen for two knocks on the floorboards. She would then know that the time had come when the tunnel was beneath her building and she would then be able to join her brother and his accomplices.

The first tunnel was in the direction of the kitchen, where they not only dug up the floorboards to get food, but also found a way to get electricity. Then to the supply house where they obtained, in the same manner, all sorts of tools, electric wiring and the other necessary items with which to provide themselves with light, as well as with an electric drill and clothing. Then on to the woman's block where finally after many months the one prisoner was re-united with his sister.

I shall never forget how pale they all were from constantly living in the tunnel. They had enough food, but living underground had taken its toll. We all felt so sorry for them. This had been a tremendous job and day after day they had lived in great fear of being discovered. And then, with their goal almost in sight, they were found out; their dream of freedom was gone. Even the Germans had to admire their strength, their fortitude and the cleverness of their almost perfect plan. When the gaping hole was exposed in which the Germans could see down into the empty area, they realized the tunnel ran the length of the compound and ended within yards of the barbed wire fencing. The Germans’ expressions were of complete shock and disbelief. The tunnel traveled beneath the barracks and directly under the middle of the kitchen. The floorboards in the kitchen had been carefully removed and replaced each night allowing these people an opportunity to take small amounts of food. When the German guards pulled the people from the tunnel, they were ghostly white. The five men and one red-haired woman had worked nights for almost two years tunneling and living beneath the earth. All the prisoners were in awe of these courageous individuals, as were the Germans who were amazed at their ingenuity and perseverance. I found out that the German commander ordered some guards to take pictures of the inside of the tunnel and to examine the reinforced structure. After several days, our daily routine returned to normal and soon little or no mention was made of the incident. Trying to survive was the main interest. The guards made our lives hell.

They were determined that no other prisoner would get away. Their brutality became more intense. There were more beatings as they took out their embarrassment and feelings of hatred on us.

The Germans at last were being beaten by the Russians and needed every man they could possibly spare to send out to strengthen their armies.

To reinforce their manpower now was more important to them than the provisions that had been taken and so the threats to anyone trying to escape came to an abrupt stop. There just were not enough guards to go around. What relief and joy we began to realize as the Germans began suffering defeat after defeat! Our hopes began to rise and our every thought was of eventual freedom.

As the days went on, the Germans were getting weaker on the Russian front. They were being pushed back with great losses to their armies. Our guards at the concentration camp were now being replaced by older men. They needed the younger and stronger men at the front. Their losses were made known to us in the way of extra beatings and punishments. That was the only way we had of knowing what was going on in the outside world.

On the other hand when they had some, even small, success they celebrated it by singing and dancing and so that news came to us as well.

The nights were filled with bombings. I could see through the one window in our barracks that in the far distance was the fiery-red flash from the guns and the great billows of smoke that remained in the sky after each explosion. My heart filled with renewed hope. I was sure the Russians were getting closer to us, but how close, I couldn't know. Deep inside me I rejoiced. I had no idea what my fate and Stanley's or Papa's would be at the hands of the Russians, but at least the hated Germans were being killed and crippled and I took comfort in knowing that thousands would never see their families again either. These German families would know some of the sadness and pain of parting that they inflicted upon us.

The bombings increased in number and came closer. Then the day finally arrived when the German Commandant ordered the evacuation of the camp.

Three long years had been spent in this prison camp and now I was to leave it, destination unknown. I had reached the age of seventeen, and although I would have still been considered a boy in age, my experience of living through this hell had aged me considerably.

Our food rations, the little that we received, had been reduced. The troops needed this extra food at the front we were told. Let them all starve like we have, I thought. I had become a living skeleton with no strength. If it had not been for Stanley's help, I would never have lived through this next chapter in our lives.

We were ordered out into the night for a final count and while we were there, we were told that the Russians were only seventy miles away and that they were coming in great force. Joy went through my body, like a symphony of beautiful music, a feeling of exuberant happiness. Weak as we were, Stanley and I grabbed each other's hands and held tightly to one another.

We left the camp at dawn. Thousands of prisoners moved slowly through the gates and beyond the barbed wire fences and walls. Where we were going, we did not know. The German guards were on horseback and used their whips to keep the long line of men moving forward.

For miles we walked until we reached the outskirts of Radom. Marching down the streets of my once beloved little town brought back so many memories. I saw the familiar landmarks of my youth: my school, my family, my relatives. As I managed to put one foot in front of the other I thought about all of the plans I had made for my future, of Eva, of Itzrock and of all the cruelties.

I lifted my head wearily and saw our building, the building where my Mama died. The window I stared out of too many times to count, watching the men play their music on the way to town. I looked at the steps that Mr. Guttman would sit on and complain about his daughters living with them and the restaurant where I worked and helped Itzrock's family. The buildings looked different somehow, smaller than I remembered and worn down. But then, I thought about how different I looked and how worn down I had become. I noticed many of the Polish population watching us from their windows. I wondered what they must be thinking seeing this starving, bone-thin, ragged mass of people being herded barefooted along their streets. Did they see the injustice and inhumanity before their eyes and become angry? Were they frightened and terrified that they too could one day become victims at the hand of a madman?

I looked over to Stanley, who was slightly ahead of me. His mouth was open and his eyes seemed to be closed as he dragged his bloody feet along the road.

During this death march we were taunted by the Germans all along the way. They would stop the horse they rode upon and ask in a sickly nice voice: “Are you tired? Are you too weak to go on? Would you like to ride?” And then laugh in sadistic glee. No answers came, none were expected. Then the guards would pull out their pistols and shoot some poor soul. There were also those who were strapped to trees and shot for being too slow or falling down in line. The Germans would yell to the dead bodies ‘good riddance’ as they galloped forward along the group. Hundreds of prisoners lost their life in this manner, after everything they had already suffered behind the barbed wires.

That journey happened during the hot summer months and I remember the thirst that almost drove me out of my mind. Sweat-caked dirt on my entire body, the difficulty I had breathing from the heat and dust and how my bare feet ached and burned. My feet had blister upon blister and my ankles and legs felt as if they were broken. Not an hour went by that I didn't thank God for letting Stanley be near me.

“We'll make it, Mendel. You don't want to be shot. We will make it.”

I thank my brother Stanley for getting me through that awful time because I was ready to give up.

Occasionally, when the horses needed tending to, we were permitted to stop for a short rest on the side of the road. I saw a puddle of muddy water and crawled on my hands and knees to it and drank small gulps of this filthy water. I had to push aside the dead bugs and scum that had formed on top, but at least it was moist and soothed my parched and sore throat. There was no saliva in my mouth and the stagnant water proved to be a Godsend. We were given some stale bread along the way but I remember it was almost impossible to swallow without the help of saliva. The small pieces stuck in my throat and began to form a hardened lump. Then finally, in desperation and fear of choking to death, I managed to get it down.

After four days and four nights of this torturous journey, we arrived at a little town named Tomashow. Here we were guided into a large building that had once served as an airplane hangar. Weak, sick and hungry, we stayed like animals inside this building. Everyone going inside this building was terrified, fearful that now we would be gassed. As we were shoved and pushed through the doors, I thought about the building that housed the gas chamber. It was smaller than this one and had a glass roof. The guards and officers would stand on top of the roof and witness the agony and suffocation of the helpless Jews. These Germans must be insane or not human. Once we were all inside, no one moved. The silence was deafening. Our time had come, we will now die. I looked up and noticed the small spigots along the top of the roof, I figured that will be the way they will pipe the poisonous gas into the hangar.

All of a sudden panic broke out and people began screaming and crying for help. Everyone dropped to their knees praying and begging for their life to be spared. From exhaustion, pain and hunger, I fainted. Stanley dragged me over to the edge of the building, afraid that I would be trampled upon. He shook me until I aroused and then urged me to sit up.

“Mendel, please wake up, we have to find Papa! I cannot go alone, I will not leave you,” he cried.

“I can't do it Stanley, I can't do it.”

He tightened his hold on me and held me up. Through his tears and raspy voice, he kept urging me to walk. It was complete chaos, a scene of madness. Then a German officer in charge stood on a chair and began shouting to us. Gradually, he began getting the attention of the screaming crowd.

“You must be quiet. We do not want to alarm the Polish townspeople. This building is not what you think it is. You are here only for a few hours until the train arrives to transport you to a safer place. This is not the end for you. If you do not trust what I am telling you, I will stay here with you until you leave.”

With this assurance, nerves calmed and people began sitting down in small groups. We were held there for approximately twenty-four hours and in that time, we were fed three times. They gave us soup, bread and coffee. With this food, I began to feel better and get some of my strength back. We were then able to get a few hours of sleep and rest. I thought, maybe this German unlike the other hundreds I had come in contact with could be trusted. I remembered Schmidt, who had been so good to me while I was still in the Ghetto. Two out of the hundreds, and then I fell asleep.

The next thing I knew, I awoke to a loud voice announcing that the train had arrived for our transportation and we were to get to our feet and be ready to move on. We were lined up five in a row, and marched out, only to see that the train consisted of cattle car after cattle car. We were treated like animals and traveled like animals. Locking arms with Stanley, we shuffled our way towards the train.

After the cattle car door was slammed shut, it was almost complete darkness inside with the exception of a few small cracks and a tiny window at the rear of the car which was covered with strands of barbed wire. I questioned, in my mind, why these Germans would place barbed wire on this small window. How could anyone possibly escape from one of these cars? We were packed in so tightly there wasn't even enough room to turn around. Before long, people began to die from lack of air and the crowded condition. The dead bodies were left in their place of death and then stood upon in an effort to make more room in the car. After a while, we were able to stack the bodies and use them as a ladder to break the small window for additional air. Everyone took his turn climbing upon the bodies to take a breath of fresh air. Again, there was no food or water for hours and hours. I suppose we didn't travel like animals, but worse. With no toilet facilities and the stench from the dead bodies, it was surprising anyone lived through the trip at all.

There was a man, Mr. Levi who gave me a second chance to breathe the fresh air.

“I had three sons Mendel. You and Stanley, remind me a great deal of them. They were beautiful boys. They looked like their Mama. Breathe deeply. Here, let me hold you up.”

And that extra breath of air was another chance to live.

I thanked him for his help and for giving me this air. He looked at me sadly and told me that once he had been very successful and made sure he always helped the less fortunate. Now, the only thing he could give was air.

After several hours more, Mr. Levi's body was also used to climb to the window.

I gazed out the window for a few minutes while I received my turn to breathe the air and noticed the wonderful colors of the world. A world I had not seen for three years. The fields were green, trees were full and flowers blossomed. It gave me strength and made me want to live more than ever. A new determination to stay alive came to me once more. Stanley and I bowed our heads and prayed for freedom to come to us soon.

We were in this car like a bunch of animals on the way to where? The slaughter house perhaps, another camp, where? As I listened to the other prisoners talk, trying to figure out the destination and what possible plans the Germans had for us, their voices became like sharp instruments piercing my heart. I wanted to yell at them to stop but I didn't have enough strength.

Never in all of our travels or changes in camps were we told where we were going. And so, without knowing, everyone would spend these hours traveling in fear that this time for sure we were on our way to be exterminated. So many hours were suffered thinking they were our last hours of life. With each of these travels, someone would ask, “Oh God! Why hast Thou forsaken us?”

Before the train would stop, it seemed it was always a sudden decision to do so, because all of a sudden, the brakes would be applied causing a horrendous screeching noise and all the men in the car would be thrown against each other. As the train would come to this sudden halt, we stumbled and trampled all over the dead bodies.

One time when I fell down and was pinned against one of the corpses, I spoke to the dead man and told him he was better off now. But yet, I must not really have believed that, because I still fought to stay alive. The mind is so curious. I could tell myself I wanted to die but something unconscious took the decision away and made me live on.

After days, we finally reached our mysterious destination. It was Auschwitz, the most infamous of the concentration camps. Here the gas chambers were said to work day and night to keep up with the mass murdering. Hope was gone again. In its place was another threat of death.

As we emerged from the stench and filth of the cattle cars we were ordered to line up, ten in a row with three feet of space between the rows.

At the gate to Auschwitz was a group of German doctors. They were wearing white aprons spotted with blood. They resembled butchers in a slaughter-house and that is exactly what they were. Only the meat now was human instead of animal. I noticed their bloody hands and thought of the Jewish people they had tortured, killed, mutilated and experimented with. They had no feelings about us. We were just another group of Jews to be sorted out again. The young from older, well from sick and then another gas lever to be pulled for the unfortunate ones selected to die.

We were told to remove our clothing and lay it in a pile at our feet so that a physical examination could be made. I heard someone addressed as Dr. Mengele and I knew this was our end. We had heard that he was Eichman's main collaborator and I knew that we now would possibly be subjected to the most extremes in torture. I prayed for Stanley and Papa and myself to be strong.

He started walking slowly to the rows where Stanley and I were standing. Because Stanley was small for his age I knew he wouldn't have a chance so I slid my foot over and so did the prisoner next to me. Stanley stood on top of our feet which made him appear taller. He was almost the same height as me then and would perhaps be over-looked for selection to be gassed. The Doctor passed us by and we lowered Stanley to the ground.

At the conclusion of this physical we were ordered to step out of line, to the left or to the right. One group would be exterminated. And the other group. Who knew? I tried to see where in line my Papa might be. It was impossible to see him as the lines stretched endlessly. I began to wonder if he had lived through the death march and the train ride. Please let him be alive, God, I begged. Stanley and I once again, had our life spared.

The group had been divided and now they would be sent to death. I held my breath as the doctors turned away from us and motioned to the guards to take the other group.

To drown out the screams of crying and agony of those people on their way to the crematorium, a group of naked gypsy women banged on drums. The sounds were terrifying as they accompanied those on their way to their death. From these scenes of agony going on all around us, I knew my sanity was at stake. I dug my nails into my skin, trying to keep from screaming and then bringing the attention to myself.

After standing naked in line for a few hours we were issued new uniforms. Our old ones were in tatters. Then we were given a portion of bread with a slice of sausage. This was a real treat. We had not had any food for several days. I ate this quickly, as did all of us. Then I noticed the German guards were laughing, as if something terribly funny had just happened.

“How did it taste, what you have just eaten?” I heard one ask.

“Good,” he was told by one of the prisoners.

“That is wonderful. You have just eaten human flesh.”

The man vomited. I turned my head away. The camp was surrounded by high barbed wire fencing which was electrified. There were warning signs that stated that the electric voltage was so high that anyone coming within six feet of the fence would be electrocuted. And, I knew it was true because I saw someone die this way.

A small girl who looked about seven years old was wandering around the camp that day. I didn't know who she was because I had never seen her before. No one seemed to be watching her either. There weren't ever any children to speak of, so I watched her with interest. Perhaps she was hungry and disoriented. Maybe she couldn't read? She wasn't paying attention to where she was going and then suddenly her body seemed to be lifted off the ground and pulled toward the fence, where she became attached, spread-eagle style against it for a moment, and then released. The powerful voltage went through her tiny body and then she fell lifeless to the ground. I had wanted to call a warning to her, but she was too far away and then I worried that I would be shot.

This place we were in was a large railroad terminal. Many trains pulled in throughout day. Those awful cattle cars transporting our people from all parts of Europe: Austria, Holland, France, Greece, Hungary and Poland, bringing more and more people to be killed. The gas chambers and crematoriums were constantly in operation as the Germans tried to keep up with the overflow of transported victims. There were others too, that were killed because their ancestors had been of the Jewish faith. Some of the murdered victims claimed they hadn't even known about their heritage.

For the first time I saw the tall chimneys with the reddish smoke billowing out from the top. They were the crematoriums. As fast as people would arrive from the cattle cars, they were removed from the lines and taken to the gas chambers. For older people too weak to walk or the young children who had not learned to walk yet, they were thrown onto dump trucks. These trucks had hydraulic lifts. The trucks would drive over to the crematorium, back up to it and then use the hydraulic lift to make the people slide into this fiery death.

Prisoners were also given a piece of soap and told that we could take a bath if we wanted to. This would have been a great treat, but of course we were afraid. We knew that this was a preliminary for thousands, just to lure them into the gas chambers. I’ll never forget, on the soap were the letters ‘RJF’. The ‘R’ was for the word ‘Rein’, German for pure, the ‘J’ for ‘Jew’ and the ‘F’ for ‘Fett’, German for flesh. The letters or words combined meant that this soap was made from pure Jewish flesh. The dead bodies had been rendered and then mixed with lye to make this soap. I had worked on pulling teeth from the Jewish dead, those that had gold fillings and also cutting the hair from the women who had been killed. And now I found their flesh was also being used.

After a while, again it was time for us to board the cattle cars for another unknown destination. Maybe there will be something better ahead for us because nothing could happen that would be worse than this, unless of course it was death. Now we have seen the worst possible abomination to mankind.

When we got into the cattle cars, Stanley and I were still alive and together we cried. We also cried for our Papa. We had not had even a glimpse of him in many weeks. It had been impossible to find him through the thousands of people. We felt that if we could just see him or to know he was alive, we would feel better. We knew he had started out with us, as the entire camp had been evacuated. But had he been able to withstand the torturous train ride, the long hours standing in line, the tiny bit of food rations? We just didn't know.

Once again the train's whistle blew and moved out of Auschwitz. We were ill and frightened at all we had seen during those long hours. Then one of the prisoners started to sing. Little by little others joined him and before we realized what we were doing, we too, Stanley and I, added our voices to the “Eli Eli.” Tears streamed down our cheeks as we joined in with the song. The singing helped to keep the awful events we had witnessed from driving me out of my mind, but it was only temporary. When the singing stopped a great depression came over me and I sank to the floor. I felt again that I couldn't take anymore and with that I would close my eyes and die. I was afraid that if I lived, I would forever be haunted by my past and the events that I was a witness to.

Stanley grabbed my arm and roughly pulled me to my feet.

“Mendel!” Stanley yelled, “I’m not ready to die! If you die, I won't have a reason to live any longer!”

These few words were what I needed to arouse myself and get a new grip on my senses. I prayed for my sanity and my life.

Again, we had no food, no water, no toilet facilities, no air and always that horrible stench of unwashed bodies. It had been dark when we boarded this train and now, after a few hours of restless sleep, I awoke to find the sun shining through the usual little rear window. It actually made me feel better, that little ray of sunshine, even though it made me aware of the awful interior of the cattle car. A prisoner looking out of the window observed that we were in Germany. He told us there were German signs everywhere.

I turned around to check on Stanley and noticed a slight crack in the wooden panel of the car. A small crack but large enough to look through and see the outside. It was a new country to me, but its evil people I had come to know very well. The countryside seemed so beautiful which made me question, do these German citizens really know what is going on in this war? Can they possibly be aware of what their brothers, husbands and sons are doing to the people in their occupied countries? Do they know what kind of leaders they have? It was impossible to believe that they did.

There was much evidence of the recent warfare. Many streets had been bombed where nothing was left standing, just rubble and debris. But then, there were areas where the homes were intact and had an outstanding appearance of cleanliness and neatness with their manicured lawns and beautiful architecture. That was one thing known about the Germans: their reputation for being clean and neat in their country.

The train came to an abrupt halt as a convoy of trucks needed to cross over the tracks. Each truck was filled with wounded German soldiers on their way to hospitals returning from the war front. It was a terrible sight, but I was numb to their pain. The pity I should have felt was replaced by hate instead.

As our train proceeded, my mind was filled with visions of Auschwitz and the millions of innocent people that had been the object of their cruelty. I just thought to myself, that they deserved what they are getting and if there is a God, they will pay for eternity. The bitterness and anger fused together in my heart and I vowed that if I lived, I would spend the rest of my life making these people pay for their sins to humanity.

Another sudden stop, but this time the large sliding door opened and we were ordered to hit the ditch alongside the tracks; an air raid began to sound. The guards began hitting us with clubs to make us move faster and away from the train. I was covering my head and trying to shield Stanley, when I saw Papa a few yards away. In an excited low voice, I told Stanley to look: there is Papa! He almost forgot where we were because he started to run to him. I held his arm tightly and warned him that Papa would be killed if they see you run to him. A club came down hard upon my head and reminded me to move along. With Stanley by my side, blood dripping down the side of my head, we held fast onto each other and made our way with the crowd looking to take cover from the planes that would soon drop the bombs.

Just seeing Papa, knowing he was still alive, gave me the incentive again to live. Stanley and I found a deep hole and threw ourselves in it and waited for the planes to pass overhead. As we lay there, I thought of our Papa. He was once considered a very nice looking man. He was always well groomed and dressed neatly because he said he was an advertisement for his tailoring business.

I hardly recognized Papa in his pitiful condition. He looked like an old man to me. He was dirty, unshaven, ragged and was holding his hands up to the guards, begging for something when I noticed him. I imagined that he was perhaps begging the guards for an opportunity to run into the field to be killed. There were some direct hits by the planes on the prisoners. The dead were left there for the buzzards to feast and once more we boarded the train.

A new feeling came over me knowing Papa was still with us. I will stay alive another day so that I can see Papa once more. Maybe, Stanley and I will make a good life for ourselves and we can help Papa forget about all these terrible years of suffering. With that thought in mind, I began scheming and day dreaming about how I could get to Papa without letting on that we know each other. I eventually fell asleep.

As the train began to slow down I woke Stanley so that we could prepare ourselves for what we might be facing in this new place. This prison camp was called Vaihingen.

It was different from the other prison camps in that it was only an isolated piece of land with high barbed wire fencing. There wasn't a shed or shack to protect us from the weather. There was one shabby building off to the side, no doubt for the guards and those in charge of the camp. For the first few nights we slept on the bare ground with only the moon to keep us warm. Once daytime arrived, we worked on putting together lean-tos and shacks with the available lumber lying around. We worked endlessly throughout the days hoping to finish the shelters. We just needed anything to keep us dry and to get us out of the hot sun. Although we were weak from lack of food, we all pitched in and soon everyone had a place of protection from the elements. Rations here were less then what we had been used to which was eating bits of bread and having watery soup two or three times a day.

Here we received one thin slice of bread per day and two cups of a weak black coffee. I began to eat grass and it tasted so good. I found a small bag to which I attached a piece of wire and hung it around my neck. I kept my bread ration in it where it would be safe and doled it out to myself in small mouthfuls. I tried to make it last for the whole day. My heart ached for Stanley and Papa. They both looked so thin, pale and weak. There was nothing I could do though. I was living like a hungry animal myself.

It was weeks before I could get near Papa. We knew approximately the location of where we each worked during the day, but it was difficult to make any contact. In the daytime I carried stones from one place to another even if I wasn't assigned a duty, I needed to keep moving. I was afraid to sit down and give in to my exhaustion, for I feared I would never wake up. I seemed to be in some kind of a stupor, almost zombie-like. The only thing that would catch my attention was if I noticed a prisoner on the verge of death. I would make a mental note of this prisoner's condition and then at night, I would creep over to see if they were still breathing. If not, I would search them for bread or crumbs or anything they perhaps hid away to eat. Staying alive became first and foremost within me. At the count, along with another prisoner, we would hold the dead man up, supported between us with his cap low over his dead, open eyes: so there would be an additional ration of bread that day. The amount handed out was based on the number of bodies they counted. Only after the count and the bread divided, did we report the man deceased. I was becoming vicious and cruel like a hungry animal. I hated the world and even turned against Stanley accusing him of stealing my portion of bread.

When I finally would have the opportunity to talk to Papa, I wasn't sure how I would feel now. Should I curse him for bringing me into this wretched forsaken world? Would I sneeringly ask him for some food for his starving son? Then the day came when I was able to walk over to him; my fists clenched and bitterness throughout my body, I gritted my teeth and seethed with hatred.

I starred for a brief moment and then he wrapped his arms around me, not caring who would see this union of father and son. My body went limp as my Papa held me. I began to shake in my entire body and hyperventilate while choking back my tears. Papa kept repeating my name over and over “Mendel, my son.”

My heart melted and I knew I would die, but from happiness.

He walked with me as if he were just another old man being careful now not to expose our relationship. He would glance around to see that we were not being observed and then talk to me again with pools of tears in his eyes.

“Mendel, Mendel, how are you, son?”

He reached out to touch me, to see if I am really alive but I said, “Don't Papa. Someone might see us. I don't trust anyone here except Stanley.”

“Where is Stanley?” Papa asked with a worried expression.

“Stanley is fine, Papa. He has just been selected to do some mending and darning of officers' socks and is working in the office. This is his first day.”

“Thank God. Only God knows how I have grieved, prayed and worried about you and Stanley.”

“Yes, we know. It has been the same with us. Now we must try and stay alive so that we can be together again. The war will come to an end one day.”

Then the German guard interrupted with “No loitering”, and so we had to part and watch and wait for another chance to talk.

When Stanley joined me that night I shall never forget how we ate, how we feasted. Stanley had filled his pockets with old bread, raw potatoes, orange peelings, lumps of sugar and bits of meat, all taken from the officers' dining room and from their garbage cans. There was actually enough of this luxury to divide with some of the other prisoners. Stanley was the hero of the day. This big break went on for three whole weeks. Each night Stanley brought something different. I managed to keep something for Papa too, and slipped it to him when I could.

Then it happened, the guards were changed. These new guards were old men with gray hair and rounded shoulders. Some were even crippled or lame from the war. This was a good sign to us because we knew the younger men were now needed again as replacements on the front. These old men were bitter and disillusioned and were probably tired and fed-up with the conditions in the world. The turn of events that were now obvious regarding this war was an embarrassment to the German people and soldiers. I must admit that they began to treat us in a more humane way and the discipline was relaxed somewhat. Life became a little more tolerable; we were not receiving death threats on an hourly basis.

The changing of the guards brought about Stanley's release from his duties and so the extra food went too, and we were back to the miserable small rations and the constant hunger. Again, it seemed now that our future was dim and we just existed from one day to another.

A new transport of prisoners arrived at Vaihingen one morning. The men that got off the cars were a sad looking bunch of colorless, thin, dirty and sick individuals. I especially noticed their eyes… No expression… A dead look. It was surprising to me they were actually alive and breathing. They stood near the gate, waiting to be assigned to a shack. Among them was a young man who attracted my attention and I was pleased when I found he had been sent to share our quarters. I immediately went to him and we began to talk.

He told me he had been born in Holland and that his name was ‘Jan’.

“What kind of a Jewish name is ‘Jan’? It sounds more like a Christian name,” I told him.

“No, Mendel, it isn't. Actually it's a Dutch name, but we take these names in Holland.”

It was good to have someone to talk with.

“How long have you been in this camp, and what kind of a place is it?” he asked.

“I have been here only a few weeks. But actually it isn't too bad. They are all bad, of course, but so far there hasn't been as much cruelty and beatings as I have seen in other camps. Where have you come from?”

“Dachau,” he replied.

One of the largest and most cruel, I had heard. In spite of everything I had experienced and endured, I thought this boy has been through more than I had and I felt pity for him.

“Tell me, Jan, have you heard how the war is coming along? We are like dead people here living in a different world. It has been a long time since we had any news. The last I heard was several months ago when we were held in Radom overnight, then evacuated. The Russians at that time were supposed to be only a few miles away. But there have been no changes as far as we know. I feel there will never be an end to this and never a chance of liberation or freedom.”

“Stop right there, and let me tell you what I have heard.”

At last I was to hear something from the world outside and yet, as Jan talked, I wondered where he had gotten his information.

“The American and English combined armies have made a gigantic invasion of Europe and they are coming in great force. The Germans will not be able to withstand this assault for very long. It may be only a matter of weeks before we will be liberated, if we are lucky enough not to have been exterminated first. Now are the crucial days and we must hang on. We must be strong and keep fighting for our lives. The end is in sight, Mendel, and the day of liberation is not too far away. Believe me.”

“Tell me Jan, where have you heard this fantastic news?” I asked sarcastically.

“Listen to me. On my last work detail at Dachau, I was assigned to cleaning up the house of a German officer. He had a short-wave radio. At first I was afraid to touch it, but one day when no one was around, I turned it on. Just for a few minutes. The news said that the Allies under the command of Eisenhower and Montgomery were meeting with great success and being told to the world in a variety of languages. That's how I know.”

“My God, Jan, it must be true then!”

“Yes it's true, but promise me that you will tell no one about this news. You know what they will do to me if they find out I was passing this kind of information around.”

I was eager to hear more, but we had talked long enough without attracting attention and I knew there would be another time. This kind of talk was even more important to me than food. I couldn't wait for another chance to talk with Jan, to hear more. Just the thought of freedom was intoxicating.

I recall that I could not sleep that night. It was all too exciting. Several times during the night I wanted to get up and go over to Jan's bunk and ask him to tell more, but of course that was impossible. I hugged this great secret to me. I longed to tell Papa and Stanley, but a promise was a promise. The very thought of freedom became an obsession. I thought how wonderful it would be to wear a suit again, a pair of shoes and a tie and to be able to take a bath and to shave and, above all, to have enough to eat. I cried softly.

It seemed that daylight would never come so that I could be with Jan again, my friend. But by the time the 4:30 am count came I hadn't slept at all; I couldn't keep from staring at him. He seemed like a liberator to me, that he was personally responsible for what was to come which would be our liberation. I admired him for his great courage in telling me about the news. It came just at a time when I was ready to give up again. I was at the end of my endurance and was having thoughts of suicide.

As we talked, I found out that he was very educated. He had been attending a music conservatory in Holland before the war. His family for generations had lived in Holland and there hadn't been any anti-Semitism to his knowledge before the war. He had spent a normal, happy life except for his only brother being killed racing on a motorcycle. His parents hoped he would eventually become a violin teacher. His father had been a well-to-do and trustworthy pharmacist with a regular trade for years. They were first to be arrested mainly because they were considered in their community as aristocrats of the Jewish faith. His parents were sent away to Auschwitz and there they were exterminated by the Germans as many others had been. Because Jan was young and could work, his life was spared.

The time came when I had the chance to introduce him to Stanley. I didn't tell him Stanley was my brother. That name of ‘Jan’ still worried me. I had never heard of anyone of the Jewish faith called Jan and I did not have enough confidence in him as yet to let him in on our relationship. Who knows, he may be a spy. And, after all I had been through; I had very little trust left. Always, I was suspicious of everyone and their potential to do me harm.

The day came when there was a terrific explosion. The whole camp lit up like a ball of fire. Flash after flash followed and in the distance we could see billowing smoke.

“What is it, Jan?” I asked, “What is it?”

“From the smoke, I would say a plane has fallen.”

“Let's hope it isn't an Allied plane,” I said.

A work detail of some seventy-five men was ordered to the scene, which was about three miles from the camp. I thought, my God we almost got it that time. And he was right. It was an American plane that must have developed engine trouble. None of the crew had survived. Their bodies tossed around like pieces of a jig-saw puzzle in the wreckage. It was an awful and bloody sight. It was at that wreckage, that for the first time in my life, I saw a package of cigarettes with USA on them. I picked them up and put them in my pocket.

German farmers in the vicinity gathered around and I heard them saying it was good riddance to these airmen. How I hated these Germans. I could barely control the urge to grab them around their necks and strangle the life out of them. They cursed the Allied forces. It was well these brave men had been killed on impact. Had there been even a spark of life left in them, these Germans would have gladly finished the job. Afraid to show any emotion or disgust towards these farmers, I managed to keep my feelings under control. Freedom, perhaps in the near future would keep my anger in check.

Finally a Red Cross truck came and picked up the bodies and we cleaned up the area. During the march back to camp, I thought about how it was strange sometimes that the human eyes and ears can observe and relay messages while the mouth stays closed. It was understood between the prisoners that a time and an opportunity would come to avenge ourselves with these Germans, if only we lived through the war.

The American cigarettes came in handy. I had hidden them on my person and when I got back to camp I was able to trade them for an extra bread ration.

The original group I had been with began dying like flies. Diarrhea and other diseases were rampant. There was no need to shoot prisoners. They died fast enough from disease, malnutrition and from just plain giving up. Their strength and fight to live had given out and death came as a welcome release in many cases. But, because each day or so new prisoners were being transferred into the camp, the quota was kept up.

Then, I started to become bloated; my stomach first and then my hands and feet. I could barely walk, and I also began to lose bowel control. I was afraid I would not last long enough to be liberated. The lice no longer bothered me. There was no healthy flesh to feast on. At times I wanted to die because I thought even if I were to be liberated, I probably will never regain my strength again. Stanley was in another shack now and it was Jan who took his place and gave me the encouragement I needed to stay alive. I would beg him to tell me again and again about the news he had heard on the radio. Then I would think that he must have made this story up. No one was coming to our rescue. The guards didn't show any signs of being afraid of the prisoners, or what they might do to them once our liberation came. The cruelty continued and prisoners were still being sent to different camps for experimentation and extermination. Many of the prisoners that were having these tests performed on them were actually being sterilized. With their manhood mutilated or gone, they seemed like walking shells of men to me.

I longed to see Papa and Stanley. Weakness gave way to tears as I was slowly but surely starving to death. Still, with God on my side, I managed to stay alive.

The days dragged on, but I did notice a change in the air raid attacks. At the beginning of the war, the planes were few in number but now there were very few hours of the day and night that we didn't hear the planes. They came in waves except between the hours of 12 and 2 a.m. It was a joke among the prisoners that this must be the English taking time out for a cup of tea. When the United States entered the war, there was a definite increase in the planes coming over and now the bombings were continuous. So, I found that Jan was right in what he had told me about the war coming to an end before too long. The thought that the Germans would soon be beaten and a stop put to their madness filled me with joy and helped me to make the supreme effort to stay alive.

I began thinking of Germany as a huge log being chipped away splinter by splinter by the Allies, and if I was to be one of these splinters and killed, it would be worthwhile if this tyranny could only be broken up and the Germans defeated. I continued to pray that eventually these barbarians would be punished for all of their brutalities that they had inflicted on our people and the thousands of other innocent victims throughout Europe.

The nights were very cold and long. I had nothing to cover my body except for the thin uniform I wore. My only belongings were a small pillow and my wooden shoes. I lay on the straw board at night, listening for hours to the bombs dropping on the surrounding areas. I feared one of the bombs would be marked for us and then we would all die in a single explosion. But for some reason it never came.

Every morning, in the cold wet mist, the count went on. The KAPOs were always screaming for the prisoners to straighten up but many were too weak or their minds too dulled by misery to obey the demands, until a quick, brutal swing of the club brought these men back to their senses or to their ends. The German Commandant of the camp would show up to receive the report of how many prisoners were still alive. I can still see him standing in front of the prisoners. He wore a monocle on his eye and had a deep, ugly scar from just above his right eye down to his lips. He carried a riding crop in his left hand as his right hand was crippled. He was always accompanied by three German guards. He would approach each KAPO with that militaristic step to receive the daily reports. Arrogance and hatred consumed this soldier.

After sometime, it seemed to me his demeanor demonstrated a change. I detected he was trying to conceal a concern for the turn of events in the war. Not wanting to show any weakness to the prisoners, but his uniform would give him away from the stains of his perspiration. It could only mean one thing I thought. The Germans will be defeated soon. But when will it happen?

The next morning after the count he called all the KAPOs together for a meeting. They had gathered close to him where I stood in line and I could overhear what was being said.

“I need three-hundred prisoners in the next hour for a clean-up detail. Stuttgart is in complete ruins from the bombs. We must start digging for people and try to get some order there. I will have trucks ready to pick them up and there will be a special unit of guards to see that no one gets away.”

“They will return here tonight for the count I promise you,” one KAPO said.

“Give them coffee and an extra portion of bread before they leave. You will be with them at the railroad station in Stuttgart.”

“Jawohl, Herr Commandant, your orders shall be carried out.”

Stuttgart in ruins! This must be the beginning of the end.

No special selection of men was made. The first three lines were chosen and Stanley, Jan and I were among the group who went on this mission. Even in my weakened condition, from somewhere came a renewed surge of strength and I looked forward eagerly to seeing the sight of a German city in ruins and the suffering this would bring to its people.

We were pushed onto trucks, packed in like sardines and then covered with a huge canvas. Our jailers did not want their remaining citizens to see what condition we were in; dirty, ragged, pale, thin and almost subhuman. It was a long trip, about sixty miles, and as we rode along, I remember that for once in a long time I was actually warm, but now I was being suffocated by the exhaust fumes. Because of the general gasoline shortage the Germans used wood as fuel and this created a steam-like vapor that we were forced to breathe. But it didn't kill us and we stayed alive and finally arrived at our destination.

We were unloaded at the site designated by the Commandant, the railroad station. What a sight! The depot was in complete ruins. Train cars were piled on top of each other like cracker boxes. Tracks were torn and twisted. Bodies were everywhere, many of them in pieces. At last, I thought, they are getting their just rewards.

I noticed as we walked around one car which had been broken open by an explosion that it seemed to be filled with jewelry and silver carafes, platters and beautiful miscellaneous pieces. Thousands of wedding rings, watches and bracelets, all confiscated from the Jews lay scattered about the smoking ruins of the train car. I heard that this train had been on its way to deliver this fortune to the German State Bank. Two other cars contained flour and coffee beans. I managed to be included with the group that worked near the car with the flour. I took a hand full and mixed it together in a puddle of water and then licked the pasty substance off my hands. It was more valuable to me to keep my empty stomach filled and my hunger-pains quiet, than to work near jewelry, which I could not trade or eat.

We worked here for several days, but always had the long ride back to the camp at night, tired and hungry. I surprised myself one night when I began to feel sorry for this town and its people. I, who had imagined that revenge would be sweet, was feeling a great sorrow deep inside me for the innocent victims of this once beautiful city. Their home, all the things they had loved, their children, were buried in the ruins; hunger and starvation now faced them too. It occurred to me that imbedded deep into my heart must be my father's teachings from when I was young; a love for all mankind.

I wanted to discuss my feelings with Jan, but I could see there was no pity in him. His eyes seem to gleam with pleasure at all this misery, sorrow and destruction and so I kept my thoughts to myself. I, who had been through so much, felt a strong sense of sympathy now for these poor human beings.

Another day I shall never forget was the day Stanley suddenly appeared by my side. I was busily shoveling when he quickly shoved two large slices of bread with meat inside it into my hand. I looked around to see if we were being watched, thrust it into my pocket and then my first question was a natural one.

“My God, Stanley, where did you get this?”

His eyes lit up like a Christmas tree. And he said, “Just up the street, I saw two Catholic nuns coming towards me so I dropped to my knees as they approached and I made the sign of the cross. I begged the sisters to help me. I told them I was a Catholic and starving to death.”

“And, they helped you?” I asked.

“No. One of the guards noticed me and immediately came over and hit me on the head and told the nuns that I was a Jew. They walked away but returned a few minutes later and dropped a package at my feet. Inside were good sandwiches, enough for you and I and I have even saved one for Papa which I hope I can give to him tonight.”

“Stanley, Stanley,” I said in amazement, “You are always the one with these crazy ideas.”

We laughed together and enjoyed ourselves and these sandwiches for the first time in a very long time.

That was my first taste of meat in many months. The last had been the human meat we were given at Auschwitz.

As I gazed at the destruction around me, I imagined how other German cities were being completely destroyed and how many Germans must be going through this same panic. Fires continued to burn and smolder; there was hardly a building left intact. The Allies had done a complete job, obliterating the city into ruins. Unexploded bombs were lying about in the streets and there was a great deal of danger everywhere. Even after the city was in shambles, still the bombers came, again and again, to finish off, down to the last detail, this mass destruction. I should have been happy, but I wasn't.

When we returned to the camp at night and went to our barracks, the other prisoners would crowd around, anxious to hear what the day had been like. How they welcomed news from the outside world, especially any news about the German losses which could only mean that we were getting closer to the time of Liberation and freedom. Their sorrow was our joy. They hung on to every word. It was difficult for them to imagine that an entire city, the size of Stuttgart, could be nothing but ruins. “Thank God, thank God!” was heard over and over.

We won't be here much longer, I overheard one prisoner say and I agreed with him. Vaihingen wasn't too far from Stuttgart and the Allies were doing a thorough job, one spot at a time. And then a change in the KAPOs treatment of the prisoners became noticeable. The once frequent beatings and killings were happening less often. They adopted a way of just leaving us to ourselves, except for the counting; there had to be some discipline given. This gave me long days in which to get better acquainted with Jan. There was also a general air of calmness in the camp among the prisoners. The relationship between the prisoners and guards began to change. Our jailers were beginning to know the feeling of defeat and to realize what that would mean to them.

With Jan and Stanley around me much of the day, we spent hours talking. Like all boys, we exchanged talk about girls. I told him the sad story of Eva. My first and only love and how it survived such a short time. I also told him about our Life with Papa, Mama and Jacob and how Stanley and I were fortunate enough to remain together, keeping our brother relationship secret for years. Jan told us about his Carla. How they had grown up together, going to the same schools until it came time for college, of the expectations they had for a future Life together. He told us that his parents had not approved of Carla. They felt she came from a middle-class family while they were considered of the aristocracy. Her parents did not have the means to send Carla to college, but to Jan, who had always been accustomed to the privileges money can bring, the fact that her family was not rich made very little difference. She was, from his description, beautiful, had an outstanding personality and was a brilliant conversationalist. These characteristics more than made up for her personal status, or lack of a dowry. She had been taken away with the thousands of Dutch Jews to Auschwitz and that was the end as far as he knew. His eyes filled with tears as he finished telling us about Carla. Stanley and I sat silent, too.

“Well, Mendel, tell me more now about you.”

“Actually, there isn't too much to tell. My life in Poland was completely different from what yours was in Holland. You see, there were many limitations for the Jewish people in education as well as where we could live and work. Also, there wasn't too much in the line of work that our people could be educated or trained for, so the majority of the Jewish boys just followed their parents' trade. My father though was ambitious for me and wanted me to become a dental technician, as that was one profession a Jew could study for. He had his heart set on my being something different from a baker, a tailor or a shoemaker. And Stanley, Papa had different plans for him as well.”

“I understand,” Jan replied, “From what I have read and have been taught, the situation in Poland was very different from that in Holland. For hundreds of years, the Poles, the majority of them, were illiterate and led a life of peasantry. They were under the control of the land barons and actually lived on a feudal basis. Furthermore, they say, there has always been a strong feeling of anti-Semitism in Poland and it didn't take too much to bring this into the open. Then, once Germany became under the leadership of Hitler, that sadistic maniac, the whole situation of Jewish hatred erupted like a volcano and will go down in history as one of the world's greatest tragedies.”

“Yes, you are right,” I answered, “And who is this Hitler anyway? He must be a real tramp to be so cold and ruthless. He is nothing but an ego-maniac with delusions of grandeur and power.”

The guard came by and ordered us to our bunks and so the barracks were quiet once more.

Finally it happened and now came a new time of sadness. I would be separated from Papa and Stanley. All through the years and the horrors of the camps, the thought that Papa and Stanley were nearby had sustained me and given me the will to survive. But one evening after the count, a convoy of trucks arrived at the camp. Jan and I were among the prisoners rounded up and hauled away. It was so sudden that I didn't even have a chance to find Papa and Stanley to say goodbye. For the first time, I was completely alone. A great fear took possession of my mind. My insides were screaming for Stanley and Papa, the two people in the world that I loved. The only family I had left were now gone too. I couldn't hold back anymore, I began crying uncontrollably and then came a deep melancholy knowing that I would probably never see them again.

As we traveled through the night, our destination unknown, Jan and I talked. He was a great comfort to me.

“What do you think will happen to Papa and Stanley now?” I asked.

“Don't worry,” Jan tried to reassure me. “Your Papa and Stanley have been through so much and they will get through this as well. For now, you must think of yourself only. The war will come to an end soon and then we'll all be free.”

“Do you think we are on the way to be exterminated?”

“No, I don't. The war is going to be over soon and now these Nazis will try to treat us a little more like human beings so that their punishment for these crimes will be less severe. Only keep one thought in mind, Mendel…to live! Wouldn't it be a terrible thing, after all you have been through, that you should give up hope and die when liberation is so close?”

This reasoning made sense to me and calmed me for a bit but I began thinking about Papa and Stanley again. I was scared that they were doomed for the extermination camps and I started visualizing the horrible scenes I had witnessed at Auschwitz; the gas chambers and the crematoriums where they would end up as ashes in the wind. And then, if they did survive, would we ever find each other again? Would we be reunited at some future time? My thoughts were flopping around like fish out of water.

Then the thought of suicide came to me again. Where could I find a tool, a rope, a gun? Anything, any means to end this torment!

After a few hours, I opened my eyes to find that we had arrived at yet another prison camp, Unterexigen; and the same routine. Again, we stood in lines for hours to be counted, had very small rations, dull deadly days, one after another. Always the same. Here we were assigned the task of carrying stones and rocks from one place to another. It was unimportant work, just something to keep us moving, to keep us exhausted so that we should not get any ideas of an uprising or a general rebellion. Even though we might have had plans along these lines, we would not have had the strength to carry them to a successful conclusion. We also dug ditches. We never knew what for except something else to keep us busy. My mind was never on this work. My thoughts were always with Papa and Stanley. My God, how I missed them! I was grateful to God every day for giving me a wonderful and true friend like Jan. But I worried about him more every day. I began to notice that each day that passed, the strain of what we were going through has turned him now into a living skeleton. I imagined myself looking about the same. He was never too sick or too tired to listen to me and always there was something he would say to encourage me or to reassure me about Papa and Stanley. Just to talk about them, to mention their names, helped me get through another day.

After inquiring around, I found out there were no prisoners here from Radom. So, with no one else to talk to and knowing that there wasn't anyone else who would know me or my family the world seemed very big and I felt very alone.

We had been in this camp for about two weeks when one evening after the last count Jan came to my bunk and said, “Move over, Mendel. Let me sit here a minute, I want to talk with you.”

I realized Jan was wasting away and very sick by this time. I clasped my hands around his hands to keep them warm; those once talented hands that had brought the beautiful music of the violin to enrich the lives of his proud parents, his Carla and his fellow men. I gently squeezed his now scrawny fingers. They were like claws and there was no answering pressure now. They had been strong hands but now he was too weak to make any response.

“Yes, Jan, please sit down.”

“I have a favor to ask of you,” he said in his quiet and weakened voice. “If I don't make it and you do, I want you to try and find out if Carla has survived the war and then help her in any way that you can. You know how much she means to me.”

“Yes, you know I will do my best.” That was all the assurance I could give him at this time.

“There is more I want to tell you, Mendel, but that will have to wait until tomorrow. I feel weak. I must get back to my bunk.”

I recall how he could barely get across the room. I wanted to go over to see if he was alright, but then a guard came in to look around and I fell into an exhausted sleep. When I woke up the next morning, my first thoughts were of Jan. I feared he did not have long to live. His body was so thin and frail. His cheekbones stood out like in a skull and his eyes, sunken deep in their sockets, had the look of death. I prayed for him that God would either take him now to end this suffering or that the war would end and he would be liberated and could get some medical care.

It had been a habit of mine that each morning I would go over and wake Jan so that we could stand in line together for the count. Perhaps, a miracle will happen and he will remain alive for another day and then he will start to get better. That morning when I shook Jan and urged him to wake up so that we could get outside for the count, he didn't move. He just lay there motionless.

My dear friend had died in his sleep and I was alone now to grieve his death. I felt that God had deserted me now. A great weakness came over me and I knew at this point, there was nothing to live for. I managed to go outside for the count and then I returned to my bunk and cried the entire day. This was too much sorrow to bear. I did not know where Papa or Stanley were and now Jan has died. The cruelties I had suffered for the past five years returned with a vengeance to haunt me. Now, all I could remember were the beatings, starving and the death that filled my every waking hour. Everywhere there was death. I begged to God to please let me die in my sleep and free me from this hell.

Worn out emotionally, the next morning I saw that Jan's bunk was empty. They had taken his body away during the night. As I lay in my bunk waiting for the KAPO's whistle to blow, I wondered what this day would bring. What new torture do these Germans have in store for us today? Perhaps this is my day to be exterminated, I smiled to myself. I had begun to start each day now with this thought in mind.

The sun would be coming up soon and my thoughts went back to the time when Stanley turned himself into the camp to be with Papa and me. I remember how hard it was to do a simple thing like go to the toilet. Everyday, someone would fall into the sewage because it was a large hole over some boards with nothing to hold on to for balance. We had to straddle this hole and many times the prisoners were just too weak to hold their stance. Stanley and I would take turns holding each other’s arms, so that we didn't fall into this pit of filth. In the middle of the night, it was too dangerous to go to the toilet so we would use our food bowl and then wipe it out for our soup the next day.

As I walked through the aisle in the barracks, I overheard from one of the bunks a low and intense groan. I stopped to see what had happened and found a prisoner whom we all called the ‘Professor’ in great agony. He was writhing and twisting in pain and large drops of sweat were running down his face. I immediately took off my cap and tried to wipe the sweat from his forehead. I wished I had some knowledge of first aid so that I could do something for him. I talked to him in a soothing tone of voice, but there was a language barrier so he could not understand me and we had no one to translate. But just the sound of a human voice must have helped, because he quieted down for a few minutes.

He was a man in his middle forties and had been in concentration camps for two years. He impressed me with his appearance and seemed to me to be a man of great intelligence and refinement. I wanted to know him better, but there was always the language barrier and I must admit that I felt intimated by his presence. For some reason, I had an overwhelming need to help this man. So I called another prisoner over to assist me. But the man I called to come over was only concerned with himself and his own survival, so he refused to help me.

I grabbed him by the collar and pleaded with him, “We can't just let him die. Not like this!”

I was so hostile and angry towards this man about someone I hardly knew. Whose life was I really fighting for?

“You're a foolish boy! If we report him, he will just be shot. You know there is no medical treatment or care here for anyone.”

“Perhaps the guard might do something. Maybe, there is a camp physician that can save this man?”

“It's a million-to-one chance, boy, but we can take it if you insist. Just pray they don't shoot us for asking!”

With that we went to the guard on duty and reported the matter.

I should have let the poor professor die a natural death. As it turned out he was dragged outside and killed that night. I found him the next morning, face down in a pool of his own blood. I reached into his pocket to feel for any crumbs of bread.

The guards that were assigned to this camp were among the cruelest men in the German military, as they had been serving time in German detention facilities for murder, rape and other heinous crimes. The SS purposely recruited these criminals because of their ability to abuse and kill innocent people. Needless to say, they were the perfect selection to carry out the orders of mass killings and torture for the SS and German hierarchy. These guards always seemed to get pleasure out of being cruel and finding new ways to torture us. They too, wore a colored triangle on the upper part of their uniforms with one large letter that signified their crime. My triangle bore the letter ‘J’ in bright red, meaning political Jew. That was my crime. But, what did I know about politics? I was only thirteen years old when I began my life of hell in the prison camps.

These criminals, these guards, were now stealing rations from the prisoners and reduced our food supply to such a small amount of bread or soup that more people died from starvation than from being shot. Among the prisoners now were the ‘political prisoners’ of war who occasionally received Red Cross packages of food from their homelands. I made friends with a few and stuck like a leech to them hoping that I would receive a small portion of their food from time to time. Without this little extra food, I too would have died from starvation. But with their kindness in sharing and my prayers once again answered I managed to live on.

This camp was much different in that there were very few Jews. Most of the prisoners were Christians of different nationalities who had been arrested in their homelands for protesting and fighting against the German regime. There were numerous Catholics imprisoned in this camp. Many Priests, Bishops, and even a Cardinal shared this camp with me. Somehow, I felt a little safer by having these Christian people integrated among the Jewish prisoners. I always thought we would have a greater opportunity of survival and welcomed this desegregation. But, I was still exposed to anti-Semitism, by some of the prisoners and often wondered how this could be? We are all here in this hell hole and yet they still carry their bigotry and biases.

I did, however, become acquainted with a young Christian fellow who had been captured by the Germans on the Russian front. He was a Russian boy by the name of Serge. He had been living in different camps for many months and apparently had been able to adjust to this way of life. His way of thinking and expressing himself moved me deeply. He had never lost his courage and was always making plans for when he would return home and to his schooling. His plans were that he would take up his science studies again and go back to his life before the war.

I wished that I too could look ahead and make some plans for my future. How and then why should I do this? My family is dead and I have no desire to return to Radom. Should the time ever come when I would be free, where would I go? I had known too much cruelty and suffering in Radom and Germany was out of the question. I might go to Israel I thought. My Uncle Herman had once promised to take me there. But Israel was not a state yet and to go to America might be difficult as well. I would not only need a visa, but someone to sign an affidavit as a sponsor and then be responsible for me. Serge at least had his homeland to which he could return. I had neither a place nor anyone to go to. I continued to fight each day to stay alive. I thought that, since the beginning of time the Jewish people have been without a homeland and yet they have always found a way to live life and prosper. I too will find a way to live, a new place, new friends and in time, my own family.

Serge was an excellent carver and he managed to carve a set of dominoes out of rock and then taught me the game. We would play for hours. He was a fine chap and always optimistic. He taught me to believe in destiny. That what is meant to be, will be. He would always say that I should not look at the negative side, but always the positive side and to look for the best in people and not the worst. Sometimes, I would joke with him and ask if he knew my father. He never discussed his home life though. When I asked him about it, he told me this would only make him lonely and heartsick and would lower his potential for survival. Self-pity was an emotion in which he refused to indulge, and thinking of the time before he was taken by the Germans only added to that feeling of negativity.

“Don't dwell on the past, Mendel. Think only of this day and the hope of tomorrow, that we may be liberated and have life again.”

What a good philosophy, I thought, and it helped me to put in the days and keep my sanity and stay alive. Our association only lasted a few weeks, maybe nine or ten, but he was the best teacher I ever had.

And now the cold dismal winter weather was setting in again. I remember those cold frosty mornings, routed out of my bunk while it was still dark to stand outside, with always that interminable shivering, only to be counted again. I couldn't remember what it felt like to be warm. I always felt that penetrating icy cold. Oh God, how I longed to be warm just once! Sometimes, it helped to think back about our cozy, warm apartment in Radom. I tried to visualize the fire and pretend the warmth was near. My feet were especially cold and no matter how hard I tried to imagine them warm, it was impossible. Finally, one day in desperation I gathered some dried leaves and packed them into my make-shift sandals to help keep a few of the icy blasts of wind out. I did this until the guards noticed me picking up these leaves and assumed that I was drying them to be used as tobacco and then traded for food. He took what I had and ordered me not to gather more. So I was left without my potential socks.

It was now January 1945 and roughly seventy-five percent of the prisoners had died. We were practically living skeletons walking around aimlessly and waiting for each day to end so that another day would begin. The information and conversations going on among those still breathing was that Africa had been taken, France had regained its independence, Belgium had its King back and the Russians were not far from Berlin. New prisoners coming into the camp brought us this hopeful news and we prayed it wouldn't be long before we were given our freedom.

Finally the spirit of the German people was gone. The will to fight for their fatherland was no more. The Germans at long last had realized the enormous consequence of their aggressive actions and now their country will pay. Disillusioned, tired and sick, there would be no reprisal or revolution, only fear that their once-great country would now be taken over by the Allies.

Since Serge had been transferred to another camp, again I began to feel very alone.

I was standing in the snow and muddy slush one morning, waiting for the usual senseless countdown and for the camp commander to arrive. Since I was not permitted to walk about or get out of line I hopped from one foot onto the other, in place, to keep from freezing in the early dawn. My thin body looked like one long thin piece of human ice-berg. Rations would come later and at this point my hunger was so immense, I knew I could not survive it. Suddenly, a scream rang out in the cold, frosty air.

“Look up, boys, look up.”

There, passing over us, was a plane flying very low as though the pilot and crew were observing the territory. I could see that it bore different kind of insignia than German… it was American, thank you God, it was American. Then another prisoner yelled out in a language foreign to me, but from his way of shouting, we knew it was something to be excited about.

I whispered to the prisoner next to me, “What is he saying, what language is this?”

The man next to me said quietly, “It's Flemish, a language they use in Belgium.”

We were forbidden to talk when in ranks and disobeying this order could mean death. But, I was so excited to hear what he was saying.

“Please, tell me what he said.”

The prisoner interpreted for me. He shouts “Why are you taking so long? Five years we wait for you to come! How much longer until you kill these German @*!!@*! **! Please help, before they kill the rest of us!”

I listened and nodded my head in agreement. It has been far too long. Who knows, it may be too late to save us now, I thought.

In his excitement, the man had forgotten everything, including the order not to talk in ranks and before he could realize his actions, the commandant approached him, drew his personal revolver and shot the Belgian man in the neck. Two guards walked over and dragged him away, leaving a trail of blood on the icy ground. One man less to savor the sweet taste of revenge; to see the tyranny of the Reich taken down to its knees.

In the camps we never knew what would happen. This man was alive and shouting one minute, then dead the next. There was nothing to identify him or anyone that knew him. He was unknown and now there shall be no word of his death sent to his family or homeland.

His family, if he has one, shall never know what happened to him. And this was the case for thousands of slain victims; to die and be forgotten without records or testament to their life.

He will be buried in a shallow grave with other people's remains without virtue of a cross or Star of David.

I wondered if the world would ever know about the countless victims who suffered the brunt of the Nazi regime during the years of 1933 to 1945, but not just in Germany, in all of Europe.

One day a group of German officers arrived in camp and began making a special selection of prisoners. We were given a medical examination and I was one among some six hundred who were loaded on trucks and hauled away. As always, to where, we did not know.

One thing I did know, we were all sick. Some of us were skeleton-thin, others had an unhealthy bloated appearance, but all were under-nourished and in rags. A sad sight we were. We were all sure we were on the way to be exterminated at last. What else were we good for? We said our goodbyes to each other and waited for the ordeal to be over. Just let this death sentence be quick I prayed. During this trip, we talked about what we had done before the war, where we had lived, about our families and our lives before we had been forced into the concentration camps. Each person talking in their own language sounding strange as everyone's words intermingled. We all held hands and there was much sobbing.

Suddenly the long line of trucks came to an abrupt halt. I tried to peek under the canvas covering us, to see where our journey had ended. Then I remembered the terrible sight of the hydraulic trucks at Auschwitz, dumping their loads of precious human flesh into the crematoriums.

My mind was fleeting from one thought to another. Did these people have families? Did they experience the joy of being in love or have the thrill of a first-born child? Were they excited when the holidays came around or did they swell with happiness at the site of the changing seasons?

Who has the right to take this away from someone?

I thought of my young life to be taken away now, after I had suffered for the past five years all the terror and cruelty anyone could possibly imagine. I thought about God and why I was spared for so many years, only to finally be put to death in a gas chamber and then have my body burned into ashes: I closed my eyes and whispered, “I'm coming Mama.”

The canvas cover was taken off the truck. My heart was beating very fast. I clasped the hand of the prisoner next to me and tearfully said goodbye. As my eyes adjusted to the light my mouth dropped open at the sight before me. Stretchers! A long line of stretchers with men waiting to help us! My God! Could this really be true? Was help here at last?

Immediately I was lifted, yes lifted, off the truck, placed on a stretcher, covered with a blanket; a warm blanket and taken to wooden barracks that were set up as part of a recuperation center. As we moved along, I realized that here I would be given medical help, perhaps more food, that I now had the chance to live. I thanked God silently.

As I was carried into the barracks, my eyes searched around, looking at the supplies and equipment that were there for us. Here there were rows of bunks and in each bunk was an occupant covered with their very own blanket. There were windows, it was clean and there were attendants waiting on the prisoners. I closed my eyes for a minute and thought perhaps I died and now I have gone to heaven. The feeling of a real blanket over my body, the first one in five years, gave me a sense of real luxury. I snuggled deeply into it and tears of joy ran down my face.

A little human kindness after all the years of cruel treatment… This was more than I could stand without giving way to my feelings. For the first time in all these long and torturous years I felt safe; all was well and now I will survive. The danger of extermination and the fear vanished. Surely they would not go to the trouble of getting me well and then exterminate me. My chances of survival seemed better than at any other time. A feeling of great happiness came to me and I slept.

When I awakened I was given some hot nourishing broth. How good it tasted. And that blanket, I hoped they would let me keep it. Then I noticed the man across from me. Even though his head had been shaved, I could see he would have had gray hair. He also had a sickly white pallor. I spoke to him but he did not seem to understand me. Then I tried to make signs with my hands, but he did not understand that either. I desperately wanted to know if he knew where we were and why we were being treated so humanely. He just couldn't understand what I was asking.

Then, from above me, I heard a voice saying something in Russian. Because the Russian language similar to Polish, I knew that here was someone I could converse with and possibly find out where I was. I asked him in my rough Russian language, “How are you, mister, how are you?”

“Are you, Russian?” he asked.

“No, I am Polish. My home was in Radom.”

Then he asked me a question I had been asked so often during the past five years, “How long have you been in this place?”

“I just arrived today and I don't have any idea of where I am.”

“Well, let me tell you, but before I go any further what is your name?”

“Mendel, Mendel Steinberg,” I answered.

“Mine is Ivanovitz,” he told me. “You are Jewish, are you not?” he continued.

“Yes I am, and after paying the penalty for the past five years for being one, I'm proud to say that I am of the Jewish faith.”

I had said this in a rather irritated way as I wondered why he should even ask me that question. Why should it matter to him if I was a Jew or not? My god, would this eternal question of being a Jew or a non-Jew ever stop? What difference should it make! Especially now when there seemed a chance that help was at hand and there was the chance to live and be free.

“I didn't mean anything, Mendel. My own father was a Jew and my mother a Christian.”

“I don't want to hear anymore about that. Just tell me where we are, why we are being treated like humans instead of like animals.”

“You are lucky to be here, Mendel. There is no work to be done here. We are taken care of medically. We have a little more food and it is pretty good. We can visit each other. We even have magazines to read.”

“But, why, I don't understand.”

“I have wondered why too. I think it's because the Germans at last realize they are defeated and before long they will have to face the world for the crimes they have committed. Not only to the Jews, but to anyone who stood in the way of their desire to rule the world. Now at the last minute they want to try and build up some of their prisoners, make the camps more attractive and generally give the impression to the world that they were always humane in their treatment of prisoners.”

“How foolish these Germans are to think they could hide from the world their abuse against our people. There will be too many with too much to remember. Could I ever forget the almost six years of terror, cruelty, hunger, torture, fear and loneliness? No Ivan, the world will know and, I hope, never forget. But if it does, I may be one still living to remind them. That I promise you.”

“Another thing, Mendel. Here you will also see the Red Cross in operation. They send people to inspect the camp and observe how we are treated. Of course, we prisoners are never allowed to talk with these people. Only the Germans in charge do that. So they don't actually get the true picture nor do they have a chance to hear anything about the cruelty that has been going on. But there will come a day when the Germans will be exposed and I pray it will be sooner than later.”

“Do you mean to tell me, Ivan, that the world does not know about Auschwitz, Dachau, Buchenwald and all the rest of them?”

“There has been no real evidence. The camps, as you know, are all administered by Germans. No outsiders are allowed inside. No prisoners have been able to escape. So far they have been able to keep their terrible secret.”

I thought, what an act they are putting on for the world to see!

“Now tell me about yourself, Ivan. And where are we?”

“I have been a prisoner, a POW, since the Russian and German war started. The reason they brought me here is that both my legs were frozen and I had to have them amputated.”

“Oh Ivan, I'm so sorry, how terrible for you!”

How lucky I was to at least have my limbs, my arms, my eyesight and everything else intact.

“Yes, I have suffered more than I can tell you, but at least here I feel I can survive. Maybe in time, when the stumps are healed, I can have crutches and will be able to move about again.”

His positive attitude was inspiring to me. I began to understand why when things got harder for me. My will to survive became stronger.

“And what is the name of this camp, Ivan?”

“It is called Neckagerach. It faces the beautiful Neckar River.”

I did not get to see Ivan again. After a couple of days I was taken to the dispensary for a complete check-up and then transferred to another barracks. Life resumed its familiar pace. Since I could still walk, I was required to go for the count. They came at all hours. Looking out from my window, I noticed there were many women prisoners at this camp. This was very unusual and strange to me to see these women. They were wearing the same striped uniforms as the men but you could pick them out. Something about the way the uniforms draped on their bodies and the way they walked, gave away their gender.

Since this was the month of February, it was bitter cold and there was deep snow on the ground. But for the first time in years, I was warm. The barracks were heated and I had my precious blanket. The soup we were given had vegetables in it. It was hot and thick and I felt nourished and slowly a little strength came back to me. Then another wonderful experience: The Red Cross distributed magazines from other countries and I spent long hours looking at the pictures. I could not read most of them, but the pictures were good and in many cases told the story.

I often thought about Papa and Stanley and grieved for them. I had no proof, but I felt they too must have been exterminated. And of course I had long hours in which to think about the future, where I would go, what I could do.

This heaven continued for a few weeks and then all of a sudden our rations were cut to almost nothing. This was in March of 1945. Then, for two entire days we were without any food at all, not even drinking water. Many of the sick died in their bunks. It was another living nightmare. The prisoners in my barracks became vicious and I was terrified. Then one of them saw a live cow passing the camp. He yelled one word ‘food’, and the prisoners who could walk raced with him to where the cow was, killed it on the spot and ate the raw meat. I was not fortunate to get a piece of the meat. But I recall I was given a piece of the skin with black hairs on it and I put it into my mouth and chewed on it to work up the saliva and it kept my mouth from being dry.

Toward the end of March, around 3 a.m., a group of German guards arrived at the camp. We were ordered to get up and go outdoors for a count. The only thing I had to cover my body with was my blanket. I tore a hole with my teeth in the middle of it and pulled it over my head and with a piece of wire I found on the ground fashioned a belt to hold it close to my body. Then we were finally told the truth about the war situation: The Americans, the British and the French were very close to the area and the camp was to be evacuated at once. We were to be taken to Dachau, the headquarters camp. I was sure that they would exterminate us now. Would I never be free of this torture of death facing me? I had died a million deaths, it seemed.

But, this one will be the last, I thought, the last torturous trip. Hundreds of prisoners too sick or too weak to walk were taken on stretchers. The German Commandant of the camp announced over the loudspeaker: “You will have six miles to walk to get to the train. You will form lines with five in a group. Lock arms together. The two men on the outside of the line will be responsible for the other three. Whoever gets out of line will be shot immediately. I am responsible for getting you to the trains as quickly as possible.”

With that we again lined up as ordered. Most were without any clothing like me, just having blankets around their bodies. Then the word ‘march’ was ordered. The gates opened and the prisoners moved on. I thought that this must be the last of the long cruel marches. The ordeal is coming to an end and we will then be free, either by death or release. These thoughts gave me the will to live with the dream of freedom to become a reality soon now. Freedom after six years of Nazi terror! Oh God, make it happen, I prayed.

Our progress was slow. The women prisoners took the lead then followed the long line of stretcher bearers and then those like myself who could walk. Alongside were the German guards on horseback and always their treacherous dogs for added help. We were not taken on any of the main streets or roads where walking would have been easier. As always, they did not want the citizens to see us. We marched through fields, still wet and muddy from the spring thaw, and many prisoners, sick and weak from lack of food, stumbled and fell, but the quick sting and pain of a club brought them to their feet to try again. Many people died on that march.

I recall that I was one of the outside prisoners so that I had the use of one arm. Going past a miserable looking building, I happened to glance up and saw a little girl who appeared to be about seven years old leaning out of a window high up in the building under the leaves. She accidentally threw an apple core and I reached out my hand and caught it. I was about to eat it when a German guard noticed the incident and knocked it out of my hand with the butt of his carbine. He hit me in the chest. I lost my balance and fell. We were close to our destination and so the other four men in the line dragged me the rest of the way.

Even though I was in a semi-conscious condition, I will never forget this incident as long as I live. When we reached the trains, we were again loaded into the open coal ears like animals. There were no tops to these cars and they still had a few inches of snow inside. This was our bed. My chest was giving me great pain and I gently touched the place where I had been struck. It seemed like there was a deep hole and I had much difficulty in breathing. I managed to tear off a strip from the blanket and with the help of another prisoner we got it wrapped tightly around my chest like a bandage. To this day I carry a disability from that wound.

Then the train began to move. The cold was intense and after the warmth of the past few weeks I was more than ever susceptible to the icy winds. Lying in the snow and with my chest aching, almost unable to breath, and sick and weak I thought a miracle would have to happen if I were to survive. As I looked up into the sky, I remember the sun came out and after a little while I felt the warmth coming over me and then I slipped into a deep sleep.

I woke up to loud voices all around me, “As soon as the train slows for a curve, jump!”

The possibility of escape came to me at hearing these words, but I was too sick and weak and in too much pain to move. Then I heard another voice! “This is your only chance to survive. They are going to blow up this train. They have enough gasoline in the front and back cars to blow us to pieces. There isn't time for them to get us back to Dachau. So jump for your lives.”

I tried to move. It was impossible. I could barely breathe. I saw men jumping all around me. I heard the sound of shots. Then a French fellow with a bandage around his head came into my car and told us all to keep quiet. That he was climbing through the line of cars until he reached the front car where the deadly gasoline was stored. That he would unscrew the nozzle so that the gasoline would run out and that another prisoner was working toward the rear of the train to do the same thing. Let them be successful, I prayed.

Then there was another air raid and again I thought: this must be it! Now my time has come! But again we were spared. They must have seen we were not soldiers, just a train load of miserable, ragged souls and so they roared away. Then the train went into a tunnel, a long black tunnel. The train stopped and I thought, this is where we will be blown up as I did not know whether the gasoline supply had been reached. After what seemed like an eternity, a deadly quiet came over us. The hollering and screaming of the German guards had stopped. It was an eerie silence, and then the groans and moans of the sick and an undercurrent of low voices began muttering in many tongues.

My heart seemed to stand still and then everyone began to realize that the Germans had deserted us. A scouting party of several prisoners was made up and they crept to the mouth of the tunnel to look around and see what had happened. Soon they came back with the wonderful news that there wasn't a German in sight. They had all left. In my despair I could not at first realize what this meant, but slowly it came to me: I'm free! The first time in six years that was without German supervision. I could not grasp all this would mean at one time. I had to think. Papa and Stanley now came into my thoughts. Should they still be alive, they too would be free and I could now find them. We would again have a life together. I touched the tears slowly running down my cheek; tears of happiness not only for me but for all who had suffered and lost in this war.

One prisoner took over as kind of leader.

“Be calm and stay right where you are,” he told us, “Try not to panic. We will get out of here. There are four lines of tracks in this tunnel and each has its own trainload of prisoners. If we work together, we will get out, but this situation could develop into a panic and that is the real danger.”

The darkness and the fact that we were stalled inside a tunnel with thousands of men near panic did not make any impression on me. Just one word had taken over in my mind. Freedom! Nothing else mattered. Freedom! Then the reality hit me, I tried to move, to stand up, but I didn't have the strength. I was in too much pain. Please send someone to help me God, I asked.

My prayer was answered.

The calmness and good behavior of the prisoners lasted only a short time. They could not contain their feelings of great joy that Liberation had finally come and that they were alive to have another chance to live! Suddenly the tunnel was filled with shouts, the calling of names, and the echoes were strong and clear.

Trying to establish identity with others, I could hear one man calling out in Polish, “I am Stanilaus Plotnick from Lodz, Poland. Is there anyone from my town here? Come to car number four on track three.”

It seemed as though all the prisoners at once were trying to find friends and relatives; they were crying out in their native languages for anyone that might know them or their family.

Then a strong hand clasped my shoulder. I winced in pain.

“Who lies here in the corner and what is your name and where are you from?”

“I am Mendel Steinberg and my home was in Radom, Poland.”

“Why don't you move, why don't you get off the train?”

“I can't get up. My chest hurts too much.”

“Here, let me help you up.”

And with his strong arms he lifted me like a baby and got me on my feet and helped me to take a few steps. How wonderful it felt to walk again in spite of the pain.

“What did you say your name was?”

“Mendel Steinberg,” I told him.

“Was your father a tailor in Radom?” he asked. “Do you have a brother Stanley?”

“Yes, yes,” I answered. “But we were separated a long time ago and I'm sure they are both dead by now.”

He tightened his arm around me and then said, “No, Mendel, they are not dead. They are in this very tunnel with you.”

“My God, is this true?” I asked him.

He assured me it was. They had been in the same train car together and he knew them well.

I thought I would die from happiness.

“They are on the train on the third track and in the fifth car from the rear. Can you make it to them alone?”

“Yes, I’ll make it.”

But I found I did not have the strength and after several attempts to reach them I had to give up. I started screaming loudly, “Papa! Stanley! Papa! Stanley!” hoping they would hear me.

But there was no answer. No one came. I started to cry. So near and yet now I couldn't get to them! I screamed again and again, with no results. I lay back exhausted, and then an idea came to me. Years and years ago when we were little fellows, Stanley and I had a secret whistle between us. We used it in all kinds of emergencies. It was our own and when we heard it, we would keep it up until we had tracked each other down. Now, although handicapped by the great pain in my chest, I started the whistle, our own little tune. At first it came out weakly but finally it grew stronger and then I waited for an answer. None came. I tried again, still no answer. I begged the other prisoners around me to keep quiet for just a minute so that the sound would carry, but they were so happy at being free, they didn't listen to me. I asked again, but this time a prisoner said bluntly, “Shut up. Don't you see we are celebrating this great occasion? You will find your brother and Papa. Just don't worry. We are free, can't you hear? Free, free, free!!!” Automatically they all began to clap their hands.

They finally quieted down and then I tried to whistle again. This time came the answering echo. I knew it could only come from Stanley and then at last I knew he was alive and Papa, too, as I had been told.

“Thank God! Thank God!” was all I managed to say.

I heard the whistle coming closer and closer. First I would whistle and then Stanley's answer came and that way I guided him to where I lay. He knew I was unable to move or I would have run to greet him. It would only be moments now when Stanley, my dear brother and Papa and I would again be together. But it was only Stanley who came and I could not recognize him at once. He wore a torn German uniform. He had grown so thin and had the look of an old man on his face. But when he said ‘Mendel’, I knew.

There are no words to describe my feelings.

When Stanley threw his arms around me and hugged me I screamed in pain.

“What Mendel? What is the trouble?”

“I have a wound in the chest from a German's gun butt,” I told him.

“We are even then, Mendel. I am also wounded. I have a broken arm. But I got mine from an Allied bombing raid at the camp. See? It is in a cast.”

“But we are lucky to get by with just this much. Oh Stanley, can you believe we are really free? Where is Papa?”

“He was with me and soon I will get him to you. Now let me carry you back to one of the cars so that you can rest a little.”

How wonderful it was to have Stanley again!

For the first time in many years I had no feelings of fear. And the happiness of knowing that Papa and Stanley were alive and that we would be together once more is something I shall not forget for the rest of my life.

The first thing Stanley did for me was to get me some food. Since he could walk, he found the supply car and soon returned with bread, spread with margarine. How good that tasted. Then we talked. What he told me would fill another book. After a rest he helped me down from the car and, by crawling on our hands and knees, we finally made it to the outside, a distance of about two miles. The tunnel had been filled with dust and even though it was difficult for me to breathe, to get some fresh air was a welcome relief. Stanley made me as comfortable as possible by the side of a small pool. And then I saw Papa. In spite of his ragged, dirty clothing, in spite of his thin, emaciated looking body, I recognized him at once and my one cry of ‘Papa’ was enough to bring him to my side in a great hurry. We hugged and kissed each other and I forgot my pain for the moment.

But we were not in the clear as yet. There was danger all around us. Stanley joined us and, with the three of us together again, we felt we could live through anything. In the distance we could see some military action. The Germans were making a last ditch effort by continuing to fight, although they must have realized by now that theirs was a losing battle. The fighting was close enough that we could hear the explosive sounds and could see also the tanks, the artillery and the cannons of the Allies.

We sat in silence. Just being together, being able to touch each other was more than any of us had dared hope for. We just smiled and every once in a while Papa would shake his head and say, “I can't believe it's true. That I am here, alive and with my two sons again.”

None of us mentioned Jacob or my step mother. That was still too painful for us to discuss.

We waited for the next move to be made.

When the action was heavy, we made our way into the tunnel for protection and then when it had quieted down, we came out into the fresh air again. It was warm and close inside of the tunnel so we took advantage of getting out as often as we could without putting ourselves into a dangerous position. A few of the prisoners who were well and strong took over the ration car and dispensed the food as fairly as they could, but it soon ran out and again we were facing possible starvation. Someone, however, located a vegetable garden that had been abandoned and from this source many of us managed to subsist. Then the Italians among us found a long grass that contained a white, milk-like liquid which they sucked on, and from a pond nearby the Frenchmen found jelly fish and snails which they ate to keep alive. It was interesting to observe how each nationality found a way of creating food from what was available.

In spite of the fact that freedom was ours, there was an overall feeling of fear that the tunnel would be bombed. We all tried to think of a way to signal to the Allies that we were not enemies but friends. Then someone thought of an idea. Anyone who was still fortunate enough to be wearing a shirt was told to take it off. These were gathered up and taken to both ends of the tunnel by groups who volunteered, where they were attached on sticks that were put into the ground. The extra ones were laid end to end in a block pattern to catch the eye of the Allied flyers so they would know that we were just waiting for our liberty.

Then several of those still strong and healthy set up an observation post on the outside and one morning discovered thousands of leaflets, printed in German, warning us not to leave our positions and that help would be coming soon. With that promise, we could take the short rations, the heat and general discomfort. It now seemed like a small price to pay.

We were in that tunnel for six days … some twelve hundred men and women waiting to be rescued. Finally that day came. The date will be forever branded into my memory - April 5th, 1945. The Americans finally came and liberated us. What heroes, what supermen they were to us! Everywhere there was hugging and kissing and in my supreme gratitude I fell on the ground and kissed the feet of one of my unknown liberators.

And so at last freedom came and I was still alive.


LIGHT

It was on the sixth day of our wait in the tunnel that help came to us. After the bombarding stopped there was a great calm and we now felt that the end was finally in sight. The first thing I noticed was the arrival of an American tank manned by American soldiers in their battle green uniforms. At first I was confused, I thought this was a German tank but as soon as one of the soldiers started to talk I recognized the English expression ‘O.K.’ which I had heard in movies I had seen before the war and I knew immediately that these men were our friends.

They were wonderful to us, these Americans. We were informed that Red Cross trucks would come to pick us up to take us into the village of Ostenburken and that there we would have temporary freedom to walk about until a suitable place to house us could be found.

My mind could not grasp anything but that one word ‘Freedom!’ It went around and around in my brain. It was difficult to realize that this could be so. To be free and without fear was something I had dreamed about for so long. It was almost too wonderful to take in all at one time. Papa, Stanley and I were elated and overwhelmed with joy that we had survived and could now finally be together again. We cried with relief and happiness.

Soon the Red Cross trucks as promised arrived and we were taken into town. Now we could walk about freely without the barbed wire fences, without the constant guards watching our every move and without the eagle eye of a soldier observing us from the watch towers. Also, we knew that soon there would be plenty of food, clothing and a place for us to sleep. We were especially happy that all the people that needed medical attention could receive care now.

The fact that we were free meant so much to me that I had almost forgotten about my chest injury and that I was still barefooted with only a dirty, ragged blanket to cover me. Somehow, it seemed of very little consequence at this time. I was free.

Upon entering the town there was a Gestapo man with a noose around his neck, hanging for everyone to see. I went over and stared at this man dangling in the air, lifeless. I had no feelings one way or another for this man. I was numb in my heart. I tried to hate him and tell myself he was no good and deserved to die, but I felt empty inside. The only thing I noticed was his shoes that he wouldn't need any longer, so I untied them and put them on my feet. They were much too large but I had shoes and that's all that mattered. Later I went into an abandoned house and found a tuxedo and a top hat stuffed away in an old chest. I put the top hat on and when Papa saw me with the top hat on and the large shoes, he remarked that from a pauper I had turned into a prince, a fine gentleman. For the first time in six years we laughed together out loud until our sides ached and we had tears from happiness.

Papa, Stanley and I walked down the streets with our arms about each other when we spied a case of eggs. We were hungry, not for food but for the freedom we were now given. It felt good to do anything we wanted. We stopped right there and started to break the eggs open and eat them raw. They tasted wonderful. Unfortunately, I ate so many that I came down with a case of diarrhea for a few days. But no matter! I was free!

The streets of Ostenburken were deserted. The town's population of German citizens had fled. They were not as much afraid of the Allies coming in as of the thousands of prisoners of war who had been liberated. They feared that there would be retribution so they left their homes and places of business.

Since the Americans had not had time in which to settle or to work out some kind of processing for the prisoners, there wasn't any supervision and then a state of chaos prevailed. Looting began and German property was being demolished. The shops were broken into and the prisoners took what they wanted. There was no control over this new situation. Many of the prisoners believed that they were entitled to take what they could after suffering at the hands of the Germans all those long years.

About twelve hours after we had arrived in the small town, the battle between the Allies and Germans had moved further east making this vicinity safe for the Allied tanks and soldiers to be moved in. Thousands of German war prisoners were now under the guard of the Allies. Slowly old trucks and wagons filled with pieces of furniture, clothing and supplies began rolling back into the town. The German citizens who had fled were now returning. Many people carried suitcases and small children as they walked back into their small town. They were returning to see what was left of their homes. It was a sad sight and I actually felt a sort of pity for them; in war everyone suffers. A scout was sent in first to see if it was safe for them to re-enter. When they reported back that all the fighting had stopped and that the Allies were now in charge, they returned to see if their homes were still standing or in ruins.

Before we were asked to turn in for the evening, I was able to take my first real bath. There wasn't any water in the houses because the system had been destroyed by the bombs. But I found a large tub in a secluded spot and carried water by the pail from a nearby stream. I lighted a fire under it and heated the water. I stayed in that tub and soaked until the water turned cold. I never had enjoyed a bath more. As I washed the dirt and stains away from my battered body, I felt as though I was also washing away some of the six horrible years of my life. I scrubbed my skin extra hard as if under the first few layers were the skin untouched; the new skin could now start again.

Suddenly there was a great influx of foreign correspondents and photographers. They were anxious to hear the tales of horror, to make the world conscious at last of the terrible atrocities that had been going on all those past years. We were told to undress and then still pictures and movies were taken of us for documentation. Our emaciated and boney bodies with scars and injuries from the savage beatings would now be recorded for history. Long interviews were held of what the prisoners had experienced. The prisoners were also agreeable to talk about and reveal to the world what the German Nazis had done to them personally and to millions of innocent people. Many trips were made to view the mass-graves and report the validity of these killings. After the realization of how many actually suffered at the hands of the Germans, the reporters were shocked and horrified. It was so overwhelming to them, that they were convinced that the world would not believe or accept it to be true. But it was the awful truth. This genocide and torture had happened to millions of innocent men, women and children.

One newsman approached me and we talked for a couple of hours. When I had finished, I remembered he said, “Mendel, you could write a book.”

“I intend to, some day,” I told him.

Like so many of the prisoners, Stanley and I felt the inclination to help ourselves to some of the merchandise lying behind the broken windows. But Papa kept Stanley and I close to him and reminded us that we shouldn't prosper from someone else's misfortune. I asked Papa if I could keep the shoes and Papa's response was, “God understands the shoes.” Such a good man my Papa was. After all he had been through, after all the suffering, for him to feel this way was incredible to me. My feelings were mixed up and at times I became very angry about how many years were stolen from me.

The streets of the town had German Reichsmarks lying about. No one believed the Reichsmark would ever have value again, so it was thrown out and tossed from pockets. It was trampled on and swept into the gutters. I did pick up a few notes and stuff them into my cloth sack. To think I had money in my pocket was a nice thought. Papa had warned us not to take anything, but I didn't think this would have much of a consequence as it didn't have value anymore. Strangely enough, it eventually went back to its market value and there were some people who had had the foresight to pick them up and save them for this possibility.

After a while, a general exodus of prisoners began to occur, each person starting out for their homeland. Some on foot, others with motorized transportation. All happy, now with liberty and on their way back to their families and friends.

But we had no homeland. No where to return.

The little village began to quiet down and return to its normal status. Since we had no place to go, we put ourselves into the hands of the Allies who had become our good friends. The refugees that were left and in need of medical attention were then rounded up and taken by trucks to what had once been a German public schoolhouse. This was on the outskirts of the town. Here we were to have the luxury of beds with clean sheets and even pillow cases and not just one, but two blankets if needed. I had to pinch myself to know that this was really happening to me. We were told this would be only temporary until we could be relocated to a displaced persons camp. As far as I was concerned, I could spend the rest of my life in this clean, airy and comfortable place.

It had only been twenty-four hours since we had been living in a free world again, but already I was losing my fear of the Germans. In the midst of the excitement and in my great happiness at breathing the air of freedom again, I wasn't paying much attention to or aware of my bruised and sore chest. But when I slipped between the clean sheets I all of a sudden felt a chill and became very aware of my aching chest. After a short time I began to sweat but this time Papa and Stanley were there to comfort me and offer their assurance that I would be well taken care of. I became very sick. My Papa thought maybe it was from eating too much after so many months of starvation. We had been advised to eat very lightly that perhaps our stomachs could not digest too much food. But, the pain became excruciating and I knew it must be something very bad.

When the doctor finally saw me, he ordered that I be taken by ambulance to a nearby hospital. I was so grateful to the Americans for their kindness. After a complete examination, they found I had developed a serious case of pleurisy. In my feverish delirium, I compared the ride in the comfortable and clean ambulance to the assorted open coal cars and cattle cars I had once traveled in. Along with the pleurisy, I had several broken ribs. The doctors bandaged my rib cage and started a regimen of medication. Within a few days, my fever broke and I was soon on my way to recovery.

As I began to recuperate I realized that I was not in a regular hospital. The building had once been a hotel, but it served its purpose well. I received such good care and the doctors and nurses were so kind to me. I'm not sure if it was their kindness or the medicine that cured me. The absence of fear, the knowledge that Papa and Stanley were nearby and above all that I was again being treated like a human being definitely aided in my recovery. I was put on a food diet that would build me up and add some meat to my bones and give me strength.

At the time I was recovering, the hospital was filled to capacity with the sick and wounded. A fear that an epidemic of typhus had broken out and steps were taken to protect not only the patients but the people in the town as well. A high barbed wire fence was put up around the building and no one was allowed to leave or enter. We were quarantined. I remember waking up from a deep sleep and seeing the barbed wire fence, my heart started beating so fast; I thought maybe I had dreamed the whole thing. I looked around the room quickly and noticed Papa and Stanley nearby. I breathed a sigh of relief and thanked God again that we were in the hands of the Americans.

During my recovery one day, upon waking from an afternoon nap, I slowly became aware of someone holding my hand. Since my bed was next to a window and the sun was shining brightly, I could not open my eyes at first, but when they became accustomed to the light, I saw a man dressed in black, with an odd hat on his head standing by my bedside. After another look I recognized him as a Catholic priest who thought I was dying. He was administering last rites to me. I closed my eyes and lay quietly listening to the words I knew were Latin. He was saying a prayer for me and in his hand he held a crucifix. Do I stop him in the middle? Do I let him continue? Am I really dying? I tried not to smile. After he finished and had made the sign of the cross and blessed me, I sat up in bed, very much awake now.

“What language do you speak?” I asked him in German.

“German,” he replied and gave me a nice smile.

“Oh, that's wonderful, and perhaps we can talk for a bit. First I must tell you that I am not dying, in fact, I’m starting to feel pretty good. I think with a little more rest I’ll soon be up and walking again. How should I address you?”

“Just call me Father. That is the way everyone addresses me and I suppose by now you know I am a Catholic priest.”

“Yes, I thought you were Father, and thank you for that nice prayer. But didn't you see my name on my chart at the foot of the bed?”

“No, I didn't,” he replied. “I was only told you were quite ill and since we are all God's children, I felt a prayer might be of help to you, my son.”

“So please, Father, read my name and then you will see why this is such an unusual experience for me.”

After he looked at the chart he smiled in a rather shy way and said, “So you are a child of Israel.”

“Yes Father, I am Jewish,” I answered.

“Well, Mendel, at this moment I do not know of a Rabbi who might be close by, but I will make inquiries.”

He then opened his Bible and found a place in the Old Testament and said a prayer in Hebrew to my surprise. My eyes filled with tears as I carefully listened.

“How nice of you to come by, Father,” I said, “I needed someone to talk to and God answered my prayers.”

He asked me where I was born, about my family and about some of my experiences in the prison camps. When he got up to leave he said, “If you will tell me where your Papa and Stanley are, I will look them up and give them a first-hand report on your recuperation.” I thanked him. He turned to walk out of the room, but stopped and turned around. He looked at me with a broad grin on his face. We both broke into laughter and I waved goodbye.

The kind Father came by my room daily, up until the day I was discharged from the hospital to share conversations with me or just visit for a few minutes. Always, before he left each day he would say a prayer in Hebrew.

The patient in the bed next to mine was unable to understand our conversation in German, yet he seemed to sense there was something unusual about the visits. He spoke and understood Russian for the most part but recognized Hebrew. Finally, he couldn't stand it any longer and had to ask what was going on, “Is this man a Rabbi or a Priest?” I told him about the first day of our meeting and the last rites I had received and then explained how we had become friends. He laughed and said that was the best story he had heard in a long time and would remember it always.

His name was Kirow and he was a very sad case. Like so many others, he had no one left in the world, no family or friends. He was very anxious to make friends and if he wasn't coughing, sometimes he would literally talk me to sleep. He had contracted tuberculosis while in the prison camps and continuously coughed and spat into a small metal container. After having a coughing siege he would lie back exhausted and I worried about him, thinking several times that he had drawn his last breath. His home had been in Smolensk, Russia, where he was just picked up off the street one day. He had done nothing wrong but he was young and healthy and could be put to work. So, he was shipped off to one of the work camps in Germany. Naturally, after that he received no word from or about his parents and family again. He told me his only wish was for his family to be still alive and to see them again.

“You know, Mendel, as soon as I am released from here I will return to Russia to see my family again. I pray they are still alive. But I do not want to make my home there any longer. I will not live under a Communist regime or have anything to do with a dictatorship. I want real freedom. I want to live in America.”

“Please stop talking otherwise you will have another coughing attack. You know, in order to go to America, you must first be healthy.”

“Yes, Mendel, I know. But it is so wonderful to have someone to talk with. It has been such a long time since I could talk freely. Always before, I have been afraid to talk. Afraid the person I was talking with would be a spy and report me.”

“I know, but let's not talk about the past. Just think of the future. We both have a whole new world ahead of us and maybe I will go to America too with Papa and Stanley. You see Kirow, how good we are being treated now and this is just a sample of how we would live in a real democracy.”

“But you don't have a desire to go back to Poland?”

“No, I would never be happy there again; too many bad memories now. So many of my friends and relatives were slaughtered there; I can never go back. No, I've decided to start all over again with my life in a new country. I will become an American citizen.”

We both then said, “God bless America.” He in Russian and I in Polish.

A few days later, poor Kirow was taken from the hospital by a delegation of Russian soldiers and taken back to Russia. I hope Kirow was able to realize his dream and finally go to America.

There was also an American officer that inspired me. His name was Leon and he was a Jewish soldier from Long Island. Although Leon couldn't speak the Jewish language, we became friends instantly. Leon gave me my first American dollar which I folded and placed in my shoe next to the picture of my mama.

With the good treatment and the kindness at this hospital, I soon regained my health. What a joy it was to feel well again, to have flesh on my body, enjoy good food and feel like a human being again. I actually dreaded leaving the hospital when it was time to go. But there were patients waiting for the beds and finally the day came when I was declared well enough to be taken to a Jewish Displaced Persons Camp in Stuttgart.

Just before I left, the staff surprised me with a whole new set of clothing from an undershirt and shorts to a suit, a shirt, necktie, socks, shoes and a cap. When I was fully dressed I couldn't wait to see how I looked. I recalled the last time I had gathered enough courage to look at myself that was in a bowl of watery soup. I asked the nurse on our ward if she could please find a small mirror so I could see myself. She mentioned something about a man's vanity and then said, “Come with me, Mendel, you shall have a good look.”

With that she took me to the nurses' quarters and there, in a full-length mirror, I saw someone in the mirror that looked vaguely familiar. I was very pleased with my new clothes and very happy but somehow she noticed that I looked sad.

“What's the matter Mendel? Aren't you pleased?”

“Oh yes,” I looked at her trying to hold back my tears.”

“Then what is it?” she asked.

“I don't recognize myself. I don't look the way I remember.”

“I understand Mendel, you've grown up,” she said softly.

Papa and Stanley were waiting for me at the camp and once again there was a joyful reunion. They commented again and again about my appearance. Papa told me how handsome I looked and Stanley agreed. They made such a big deal about how nice I looked, I soon forgot about my sad feelings and began to smile from ear to ear. The first thing I noticed as we drove up to our new camp was the flag waving high above the ground. It was a flag with the Star of David fluttering gently in the balmy breeze. Thank you God, I whispered to myself.

There were about three hundred Jews here, all having been liberated from various concentration and work camps throughout Germany, and what a happy crowd they were in spite of everything they had suffered. All the lost family members and friends, the homes that were gone and the unknown that still lie ahead; freedom had come at last and now was the time to rejoice. This was enough for the present.

Papa was always very strong and tried not to complain much, but now he began to feel quite ill and look very pale. He had to go into the hospital. Papa had been kicked in the stomach by a Gestapo and had developed a very bad hernia. It had been giving him a lot of trouble and so the doctors recommended that he be operated on to have this corrected. It took several days, some food and a little rest and soon he was back at camp feeling normal again.

The food at this camp can only be described with one word: terrific! We were fed three square meals a day by an American Organization, the UNRA, combined with the JDC, the Jewish Distribution Committee, who took complete charge of us. It was a great thing to see, as the days went on, how many thin and sad-looking people gradually put on weight, regained their strength and how they gradually emerged from looking like human skeletons into looking like everyday human beings again. With all the care, food and medical treatment, the breath of life had come back.

This camp was not only a haven. It was a real heaven. We had food, medical care, clothing, magazines, books to read, music and above all, kindness. Everyone was so nice. I often wondered, are they being so nice, because they know what we've been through and feel terrible for us? It didn't matter. I was enjoying every minute.

At this time there was much talk and news in the papers about Israel. It all sounded very exciting to Papa, Stanley and me, but statehood for the new nation had not been established as yet and the borders were still closed. The transportation of people had to be done covertly under the direction of the Haghana. This meant fighting and more danger. We had been through so much in the past six years; living in fear and the constant worry of being killed, that if possible, we would try to make America our home. It appealed to us that the immigration process was a little faster for those going to the United States and the idea of getting out of Germany quicker made sense to us. The truth be known, our hearts were set on going to America from the beginning.

The one big drawback was that we hadn't any relatives living in the U. S. who could sign an affidavit to be responsible for us. You need someone to sponsor you until a job can be secured and you can then become self-supporting. I recall there were many magazines in camp from America and I spent much time just studying the photographs. I could not read English but those pictures made a big impression on me and ignited my imagination. They made me yearn more than ever to go there.

I thought how fortunate Americans were to be living in such a great country.

In our camp I joined a group of men that from time to time would go into the city of Stuttgart where we would search out members of the Gestapo who were in hiding. How happy and proud I was the day we captured an ex-guard from the camp at Vaihingen. I was able to attend his trial and felt a sense of satisfaction seeing him apprehended, accused and then eventually punished for his crimes.

It had been six months now since we had been liberated. One day I was walking alongside the main building and I noticed on the bulletin board a small poster announcing the passage to America available for persons with the birthday up to May 31st. I didn't understand that my actual birth date of May 25th would have been sufficient; instead I applied at the desk and stated my birthday was May 31st. To this day, I celebrate both days.

I didn't hear anything for several days and then it happened, I was asked to report to the main office. I was asked to report, not told to report. When I arrived I was asked for my birth certificate, which of course I could not provide. All our family records had been destroyed. Nevertheless, they went on with the first series of tests by a psychologist to determine my IQ and then a physical examination. Naturally I wondered what this was all about. Then the head officer at the camp said to me, “Mendel, how would you like to go to America?”

I couldn't speak for a moment, and then choked up I said, “I would love to go to America more than anything else in the world.”

“Well, I think we can arrange that for you. We are sending all the youth from this camp who are physically and mentally sound and who are not over the age of twenty-one to America.”

My expression turned to fright, “But my Papa and my brother Stanley?”

“Don't worry Mendel, we have taken your family into consideration and because we want to keep as many families together as possible, so we have arranged for all three of you to go as soon as time permits. You and Stanley will leave together and your father will follow on another boat. Now, how do you like these plans?”

How did I like these plans? My dreams would come true! I stood there stunned, unable to move. I could not believe it or grasp the idea for a minute. Then it suddenly hit me, I’m going to America! We're going to AMERICA! I wanted to grab this man and hug and kiss him but instead, I shook his hand with tears of gratitude in my eyes and managed a weak thank you. “Mendel, I should tell you that it's hard to believe all three of you have the same birthday on May 31st”, he said.

I was so filled with excitement and joy, so anxious to get to tell Papa and Stanley this thrilling news that I didn't even say goodbye to the man, I just turned and ran out of the door letting it slam hard behind me.

Papa and Stanley were concerned about my request to come to the office and had been anxiously awaiting my return. They had only to take one look at the happiness showing in my face to know that something good had come to us.

If it was good for me, they knew that it would be good for them as well. My happiness was their happiness. I threw my arms around them and hugged and kissed them.

Then Papa spoke, “Stop with the kissing and the hugging and please tell us what happened in the office.”

“Oh Papa, Stanley, the best news in the world I have to tell you.”

That could only mean one thing so far as the three of us were concerned.

“You mean…”

“Yes, yes, yes, we're all going to America!”

There was more hugging and kissing and jumping up and down with joy and delight. Finally, our years of torture and anguish were to be vindicated and happiness would be ours from now on.

One thought alone occupied my mind and that was America! I went at once to the small library in the camp and took out an English dictionary and began an intensive study of the most-used English words and phrases. It was difficult and I am sure my pronunciation was poor, but I continued with it hour after hour. I had to prepare myself for this great experience and venture that lie ahead of us. I had to make good in America and to understand and be able to speak the language would definitely help.

The day finally came when we were to leave for Bremen, the port of embarkation. We rode in first class trains on this trip and as I enjoyed the luxury of the fine plush seats, the good food in the dining car and the courtesy of the conductors, my thoughts went back many times to other train rides I had been forced to take. I squeezed my eyes together as if that would push the ugly memories from my mind.

By now we had all regained our health, our weight was back to normal and with the clothing on our backs and five dollars in our pockets; we set out to conquer a new world. How we would do this we did not know, but all we wanted was the opportunity and we knew that, with hard work and the chance to be free, we would succeed.

On the way to Bremen we made plans. Papa would go back to his tailoring trade. Stanley and I would get some kind of job and go to night school and study English. We would have a small apartment and share the expenses. We would save our money and perhaps even open a business of our own at some future time. I imagined myself living in America, having my own business and raising a family. I will never again have to live with the fear of being persecuted for being Jewish. In America we will have equality.

After we arrived in Bremen, June 1st 1946, we were lodged in an embarkation camp. Here we were detained for twenty-four hours and during this time received our smallpox vaccinations and typhus shots. There was a general feeling of impatience as we waited to be taken to the ship that would transport us to our new country. I recall that there were groups of people talking and comparing their experiences, but I had no desire to take part in these conversations. My deepest wish was to forget it and get on with the new life opening up for me. Papa would occasionally say to Stanley and me, “I can't believe that we are alive and together and on our way to America.”

As we were sitting and waiting Stanley and I looked at each other and we both at the same time felt the bittersweet of this departure. He placed his hand on top of mine as we together remembered our baby brother Jacob. He will be our brother for all eternity and one day we will all be together again.

Papa sensed our sadness and tried to cheer us up.

“Boys, listen to me. Think how lucky we are. Not only did we survive but we are healthy again and we are now going to America. Things can only get better.”

“But, what have we really to offer Papa?” I asked.

He thought for a few moments then he answered, “Wisdom we have not and my tailoring trade is probably not up to standard right now, but we are strong, honest and willing to work hard. We will contribute our integrity and be proud of our Jewish heritage. That's what we shall offer.”

How well I knew that Papa was right in explaining this to me, but as I listened my mind would wander off with images of my step mother, Jacob, Eva and Itzrock. I wished they were here with us and I felt self-centered for not paying closer attention to Papa's explanation. I just wanted to get on the way and I felt I would never forget the past six years. I did admit to Papa that I held no grudge against the innocent people who were forced against their will to participate in the prosecution of our people.

At this he smiled and said, “Mendel, how young you are. Someday you will grow up and find that there will be times in your life that you will feel hatred and vengeance and then some days you will be forgiving and understanding. During your lifetime, you will go through an array of emotions that will never answer your questions as to why this happened to our people. Just try to learn from it and not let the grudges build inside of you. They can only lead to your destruction. Yesterday is in the past and we will never retrieve it, we can only move forward. You will see, one day the German people will try and make restitution for their country. Will they succeed? Only time will tell.”

And so Papa continued to talk with me at every opportunity.

I recall the representative from the UNRA, the United Nations Relief Association, who came into our room and excitedly said, “Mr. Steinberg, I have good news for you. You are to go with your sons on the same boat. Isn't that wonderful? How much baggage do you have? It must be picked up and taken aboard the boat.”

With a huge smile Papa answered, “I have only what I have on.”

“Then the boat certainly won't be overloaded,” she replied.

The next representative was from the Jewish Distribution Committee, known as the JDC. She smiled and handed us each a five-dollar bill and some coupons for restaurants and different places once we arrived in New York.

“Have a wonderful trip and a happy new life. If there is anything else I can do….”

“Excuse me, Miss,” I asked, “How much longer will we have to wait?”

“Not much longer now. If you will look out the window you will see the smoke from the ship's huge stacks. That is the one you are all to sail on. And now let me give you an identification tag and do not lose it. It is, in a way, your passport to America.”

With that she pinned it on my lapel and my excitement mounted as I knew the time had come for us to leave.

Her last words were, “Look around and see if you have left anything behind.”

I wondered if anyone would notice if I left my memories behind.

But that could never be.

We had about three blocks to walk to the waterfront and as we neared the piers, we met other groups also on their way to board the ship. My heartbeat was very rapid and my breathing shallow as we approached the top of the gang plank. At the top, an officer of the steamship line took each passenger's name from the tag attached to his lapel. They knew we were incapable of speaking English, but that would come in time. There was much to see on this large boat and we wandered about hand in hand, Papa, Stanley and I.

Upon boarding the boat we had been assigned to sleeping quarters and so we found our way to inspect them. How clean and inviting those bunks looked with their fresh white sheets and attractive blankets. Always, the blankets I noticed first.

Suddenly, we heard several loud blasts and realized sailing time had arrived. We ran out on deck to enjoy to the fullest our actual moment of leaving German soil.

“Cast off!” we heard.

Great billows of smoke rose in the air and little by little the ship edged its way from the pier and in a short while we were at sea. We stood in silence and looked at each other each trying not to explode in delight. We grabbed each other and danced around in sheer joy.

Stanley and Papa were still hugging and laughing together. I’m not sure they noticed as we left port, the passengers who were lined up against the rail and spitting with hatred toward the German shore.

As the days passed at sea we rested and talked about the wonderful future that was to be ours. I was seasick for a few days. This was my first trip on a boat. As yet I did of course not understand the American currency and I remember that I just turned over my five-dollar bill to the steward and asked him to bring me oranges until the money had been used up. And what a treat those oranges were!

While on board the ship for those three weeks I met people from all walks of life: Jews from all over Europe and one day I met a group from Amsterdam. I had remembered my promise to Jan and asked several people if they knew of Jan or Carla and her family. Everyone said that they didn't know these people. Then one afternoon, I came across a young man carving. I asked him what he was making and he said it was a flute. I told him I knew a boy once that played the violin named Jan. He asked if this boy was from Amsterdam. It turned out that he knew Jan and Carla and her family. He and Jan had attended music school together. I was so excited to finally fulfill my promise to Jan. I quickly inquired about their whereabouts and was told that Carla and her family had died in Dachau.

Our ship of displaced persons arrived in America on June 26, I946. Approaching New York Harbor, my first sight was that of the Statue of Liberty holding the torch, a sight I shall never forget. People were openly crying and sobbing and Papa, Stanley and I, with arms around each other also wept with tears of joy. A band was there on the pier to greet us and I could not help but think of another time that we had been greeted by a band, that of the naked gypsies when we arrived at Auschwitz.

Silently I prayed, “Oh God, help me to forget the past, give me the strength to be a good man and above all, a good American citizen!”

When we left the ship we were taken to a hotel and there we awaited work assignments. Again, through the kindness and generosity of the UNRA and JDC we were well fed and housed.

I'll never forget the day we arrived in the United States. I told Stanley that if this was a dream he shouldn't wake me.

My first night in New York City was an occasion to remember. The young lady volunteer worker at the registration desk invited me to spend the evening with her. I later found that she was from a socially prominent family on Long Island and she made a deep impression on me. She chose to entertain me at Coney Island. It was like a fairyland. I had never seen anything like it in my life. My ‘fairy godmother’ insisted that I go on ride after ride. She bought me candy, soft drinks and hot dogs until I thought I would pop. I was nineteen years of age and in many ways still a boy. I fell in love with America that night and the girl wasn't too bad either.

After two weeks living in the hotel on 103rd Street, I decided to go to 37th street and inquire about a tailoring job in the garment district. Because I didn't speak English finding a job was very difficult. But then, I met a Jewish factory owner who happened to come from Radom; he hired me on the spot. How well I remember the pride I felt earning my first paycheck in America. Eighteen dollars for a week's work; it seemed like a fortune to me. The factory owner took me to lunch one day and I learned my first English words: apple pie. After several weeks of eating apple pie, I decided it was time to learn a new word: swiss cheese. You can only imagine how many weeks I ate apple pie and swiss cheese.

After a short time in New York Papa was not able to find work so he decided to move to Boston where he had an opportunity to open a tailoring business. He was there less than a year when he met and married Dorothy. My Papa and Dorothy had a baby the next year and I finally got to have a little sister, named Mary Sue.

In a way it was sad to separate so soon and to know that we would not live together as we had planned, but we all had to do what was best at the time in order to be self-supporting. Stanley and I continued to live together in a small room we rented in the Bronx. Everything was going fine until one day Stanley was hit by a taxi-cab. He was hurt pretty badly but able to recover with my help and support.

We really started to enjoy our life now. Stanley was fine and able to work and together we went to movies, dances and made many friends.

One day Stanley came to me and said he was moving to California. He wanted me to move with him, but I still had a debt I needed to repay. More than anything I wanted to become a citizen and give something back to this wonderful country.

For the first time since the camps Stanley and I would be living apart again. However, it was a comforting thought that we would always be able to call each other whenever we wanted.

Soon after Stanley left, I found a place at a good boarding house temporarily and became self-supporting for the first time. I made friends at work who were kind to me and helped me with language difficulties and getting to know the value of the American currency. For some reason this came easily to me, the difference between the dimes and quarters and the dollar bills. My first week's salary I spent on clothes. This was a real necessity as I had only those on my back when I arrived.

Each day I fell more in love with America and the American way of life. But I continued to feel an overwhelming need to show my gratitude in some way. To be able to work, attend school at night, to have freedom and to be free of fear… What more could anyone ask for? My English was improving now with the help of my teacher and my friends at work and I soon had very little difficulty making myself understood or understanding others. And with learning to speak English, I was also learning to read it.

One day I noticed a poster asking for recruits for the United States Army. At once it came to me that this would be one way in which I could help repay all the goodness I had received from the Americans. I would become a real citizen if I could help in the defense of this great country. It was with a feeling of pride that I registered for the Selective Service.

When the Korean War broke out in 1950, I was called to report. I served three years during that war. Never was there a soldier who fulfilled his duties with more pleasure than I. It was with heart-felt gratitude to this country that had saved my life that I served in the U. S. Army to fight for freedom. Above all, I will forever remember those men that fought for the liberation of the European Jews and helped to ensure the freedom and democracy for the United States of America. God Bless.

- THE END -


Afterword

Papa was upset with me for joining the Army and very frightened that something would happen in Korea. His last words to me before I went for basic training in California were: “It's a miracle that we survived all those years and I’m not sure how many more miracles God has left for you. Please be careful son, I love you.”

After bootcamp, I was stationed in Ft. Lee, VA where I would stay before shipping out to Korea. I decided to attend a service the Chaplain was giving on a Friday night. While sitting at the back of the room, I noticed a beautiful girl with dark wavy hair. I was completely captivated and couldn't wait until the service ended to speak with her.

Her name was Wilhelmina but she told me everyone called her Mimi. I said my name was Mendel but everyone called me Manny. We went to the dance at the service club that night and had a wonderful time.

Mimi was very young, still in high school and had plans to attend college in Florida to study music, so I knew nothing serious could come of this relationship. However, this beautiful girl had captured my heart and I found it difficult to not think of her.

We spent the next few days together laughing, sight-seeing, dancing, and singing. We didn't do a lot of talking because my English was still quite limited. She gave me her address, promised to write and then I shipped out.

Papa's concerns were right. I had a very hard time adjusting to Army life in Korea. The language barrier, for one thing, got me in trouble more times than I cared to think about.

I was on a ship bound for Korea from Japan when I was put on KP for not understanding an order. When I went into the large refrigerated area to retrieve some lettuce I noticed a large slab covered with towels. I looked underneath and found a dead body. I hid in my bunk the rest of the way to Korea. When they found me, I spent several days in the brig.

I was trying to fit in, but so many things I just didn't understand. For instance, why were they throwing away so much food? In Korea, I came across a leper colony. They were hungry and I thought I would take the food that was thrown out and give it to them. Later, I found out this was not permitted. It seemed like a good idea at the time.

Korea was a wonderful country and in time I became more familiar with both Korean and American customs. Finally, it was time for my Rest and Relaxation, known as R. and R.

I was excited to go to Japan because I heard the people are very nice to American soldiers. I stayed in line to board the plane as they counted off the soldiers to leave. I couldn't help but think of more lines and more counting. But this time the counting saved me. I was number 166 and they were only taking 165 on board this plane. It crashed into the ocean on lift-off and all aboard were killed.

I remembered Papa's words and wondered how many miracles I had left.

During the time I served in Korea, Stanley had married a lovely girl named Bernice and they had given birth to a beautiful daughter, Marlene in 1952.

I was discharged from the Army and went back to Virginia hoping to find Mimi. From our correspondence I had her telephone number and tried many times to call her, but for some reason my efforts were in vain. Finally, the day I was packing and preparing to leave for Boston to see Papa, Dorothy and Mary Sue, I called one more time. This time Mimi answered. We were married two weeks later and then after a brief visit with Papa we moved to California to be near Stanley.

In the winter of 1953 Papa died of a heart attack on the icy streets of Boston. Stanley and I flew back East for his funeral.

Besides the miracle of marrying Mimi, the true love of my life, Anita Helaine was born in 1954. From being in the camps for so many years I had often wondered if I could ever have children.

Stanley and Bernice then had a little boy, Howard in 1955 and Mimi and I had two more children. We were blessed with Gary in 1956 and Julie in 1962. I thought about Papa and to this day I am sad that he didn't live long enough to see his grandchildren and great grandchildren.

Stanley and I together have brought our family back in numbered strength. Before the war, we had approximately 300 people in our family which included 19 aunts and uncles, grandparents, dozens of cousins. After the war, the only family we had left was Papa, Stanley, me and one cousin, Marcel who we found, by chance years later living in France.

Stanley was a wonderful loving brother to me for over 70 years, but unfortunately passed away in May of 2003. I miss him more than words can ever express.

Today we are one big happy family once again.

I can tell Papa he was wrong when I see him again one day. God had many more miracles left for me and they're still happening.
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Stanley, Chaim, and Manny after arriving in America
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Manny serving in the army during the Korean War

Stanley and Manny visiting Washington D.C.
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Dorothy and Chaim, married in Boston
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Stanley, their half-sister Mary Sue, and Manny
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Mary Sue and her sons Peter and David
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Manny and Mimi
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Mimi and Manny Just Married!
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Manny and Mimi’s three children Anita, Gary, and Julie
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Stanley and his wife Bernice
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Bernice, left, her daughter Marlene, far right, her son Howard, his wife Simone, and their children (from left, Mindy, Adam, Carrie, and Madison)
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Stanley, Manny, Mimi and Bernice
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Manny, Mimi, Gary, Anita, and Julie
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Mimi with the grandchildren Janet and Paul
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Janet and Paul, present day


Author's Final Thought

Mimi… it hasn't always been easy, you from one country and me from another.

But for the years you've given me, I thank you.

You are my very breath, my heart, my beshert. I love you… Manny
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