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GONE TO PITCHIPOI

the tool room at the steelworks. How he managed to do it, I don’t really
know, as Jewish labourers had no access to the tool room. [ held the gun
in my hand: it looked real enough, but it could not have fired a bullet.
Nevertheless, he planned to hold up a German with it and take his gun
away. He imagined that with his own weapon and having demonstrated
his daring, he was more likely to be accepted by the partisans. Naturally,
Father opposed this reckless scheme, which could have led to terrible
repercussions, with vengeance wrought not only on the family but on
the entire ghetto. Izak had put aside his rash plan for another time, but
after these loathsome murders he gave up the idea altogether. We were
doomed anyway, but many felt that had we received help and support
from our Polish compatriots we could have at least made the Germans
pay a heavy price.

My cousin Meier Berman, killed by Polish AK gunmen.
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Below is an example of Nazi duplicity: it is in the form of ghetto currency, bearing
the Star of David on the one side and a seven-branched candelabrum, the ancient
Jewish symbol of state, on the reverse. All of this was designed to give the im-
pression of autonomy and normality, not unlike the Judenstadt, Jew-town, ruse.
The Two-Mark promissory note was issued by the Jewish Elders of Litzmannstadt
Ghetto, the largest ghetto after Warsaw. We had always known Litzmannstadt as
+0dz, but the Nazi’s had changed it to this German name. All other currencies were
confiscated and declared illegal. This replacement ghetto-money was a sham, and
pretty worthless. The Nazis resorted to all manner of cynical tricks to mislead the
Jewish population and lull them into a false sense of security.
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CHAPTER 6

Like a Ghetto Rat

The second Aktzia was now imminent. We didn’t know exactly when, but
we knew it was on its way. After Moniek’s death, the burden of respon-
sibility for safeguarding the more vulnerable members of the family fell
to my now-eldest brother, Izak. The next one down, Leizer, was only
fifteen at the time. [zak, who willingly undertook the most daring tasks
to protect us, was just twenty years old. Father, who possessed such
good judgment, was always there with sound advice, but he was now
about forty-eight years old and physically incapable of undertaking the
daring exploits of my brothers. He had been considerably weakened by
his exhausting work at the Ellin plant in Bodzechéw, where prisoners
were treated harshly. Because of his age and deteriorating physical con-
dition, he could not obtain work at any of the plants in Ostrowiec, where
work conditions were somewhat better. Had he not faked his age to ap-
pear younger, he would not have qualified for any work at all—and that
would have been a sure sentence of death. Although we had long since
been cut off from our source of income, Father still found the means
when palms needed to be greased or strings pulled, or when it became
necessary to buy “protekteje” (connections and favours), an expression
frequently used in the ghetto. Father had incredible foresight, and was
able to predict future setbacks and how best to prepare to meet them.
He now strove to at least save the younger members of the family and
Mother; he didn’t include himself in any of the plans, and never took his
own life into consideration.

Our saving grace was that as a family we were totally committed to
each other—this was our secret weapon against the Nazis! Father and
my elder brothers, and to a certain degree all of us, were endowed with
the resilience and tenacity so essential to remaining alive. Observing the
people around me, I considered myself very fortunate and proud to be
part of a family such as mine. And yet again, another ingenious idea for
a hiding place was hatched. There was a single-storey house which our
company, “Amor,” had leased before the war from its non-Jewish owner,
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as a confectionery retail outlet. This small house, with its shop in front,
now stood vacant and boarded up. But what was so interesting about
the place from our point of view was its unique location: it bordered on
the ghetto wall at the far end of the Jewish cemetery, right on the ghetto
boundary. The house, as well as the cemetery wall, actually formed part
of the ghetto perimeter wall, and its windows conveniently bricked up.
The front entrance was through the shop, which faced the street and the
Polish side, at a point where the Browarna and Polna roads converge.
The rear entrance faced the ghetto, and this was also boarded up. We
took a calculated risk, banking on the Germans’ one-track mind and
hoping that they would not search this house, standing as it did in a
sort of no-man’s-land on the edge of the ghetto. Izak had taken a couple
exploratory trips there during the night, to try and find a way into the
place. He made an impression of the padlock with some suitable soft
material; from it he managed to forge a skeleton key at the steelworks.

Properties owned by Poles in proximity to the ghetto bore a rectan-
gular plaque with a large letter “P” on it, in blue. These were affixed to
the outside of the building to indicate it was a Polish establishment.
Our intended safe house, although Polish-owned, did not, for some
reason, carry this sign, perhaps because the house formed part of the
ghetto wall and was bricked-up and unoccupied. It was crucial for us to
obtain such a sign, which would define the property as being outside the
ghetto and thereby less likely to be searched. Presumably these signs
were allocated by the authorities, but Izak had to think of another way
of obtaining one. One night he scaled the ghetto wall and went on to
secretly remove one such sign from a Polish house somewhere in town.
This was no mean feat, as these plaques were mounted high up at the
fronts of the buildings. He then affixed the sign to the rear wall of what
was to become our safe house, so that the “P” sign would be clearly visi-
ble from inside the ghetto, from which direction the Germans would be
operating. We hoped that they would be diverted by the sign. I'm still
amazed at the creativity and fortitude that went into our everyday lives
and all the effort spent in order to survive—surely that too was a form
of resistance.

The 9th of January, 1943, was bitterly cold. There was hard-packed
snow and ice on the ground, and one could somehow sense the forebod-
ing in the air. This time the Germans dropped all pretences, making no
attempt to hoodwink the people. By now, few of their intended victimes
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had any illusions about them, and could no longer be taken in by the
Nazis’ diabolical deceptions—we all knew what was in store for us. This
time, only three of us—Mother, Abram and I—made our way to our safe
house, accompanied by Izak. To avoid detection, we slipped out of the
ghetto in the middle of the night, walking cautiously without uttering
a word. We cut through the Jewish cemetery to the other side, which
marked the ghetto limit. There was a full moon that night, with hard-
packed snow on the ground and a severe frost that crunched underfoot
with every step that we took. The extreme cold almost took our breath
away as we picked our way silently in between the headstones, towards
our destination.

The place that housed our former factory-shop was completely empty,
apart from a convenient heap of straw and cardboard litter in the middle
of the shop floor. It was bitterly cold and pitch-dark inside. With the
windows bricked up, we had to feel our way inside in total darkness. We
buried ourselves in the straw and under the cardboard, which provided
some insulation from the cold, as well as additional precaution against
discovery, should the Germans force their way inside. The straw made us
feel itchy, but it helped to keep us warm. Izak then locked the front door
with the heavy padlock and hurried back to the ghetto, leaving the three
of us inside. Although Mother and Abram were attached to work-posts,
we didn’t consider this sufficient to protect them from the impending
round-up and selection. Mother was not so young anymore and Abram
was barely fourteen, but being tall for his age he got by so far; one had
to be fifteen to qualify for labour. We hoped that Father’s and the oth-
ers’ work posts were safe and would help protect them from harm, as
our lives, too, depended on them coming back to release us. We were
locked in with no means of escape, as all the openings were bricked up.
Perhaps [zak had made some contingency plan which we were not aware
of. The mere thought of my brothers failing to come back to release us
was unthinkable.

As anticipated, early the next morning we began to hear the crackle
of rifle shots, which confirmed our fears that the hunt for Jews was on.
The shots coming from the outside were punctuated by screaming and
desperate cries for help. Our fear was unimaginable; we were terrified
of the lock being shot off or the door smashed in, of being discovered at
any moment. The waiting was tortuous; every hour seemed like a day.
And when the turmoil in the ghetto started to die down the following
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day, we despaired: Would there still be a ghetto to go back to, and what
would become of us? With no means of escape, we were haunted by the
thought of being doomed inside the bricked-up house without food,
water, or light.

This time, however, the operation inside the ghetto lasted no more
than a couple of days and then all was quiet again. I nearly jumped out
of my skin when on the third night we heard the key turn in the lock.
We began to breathe again when we realised it was Izak, who had come
to take us back to the ghetto. On reflection, apart from us, the Polish
owner of the property had also had a lucky escape. Although he was
unaware of us hiding in his premises, had we been discovered the Nazis
would have gone looking for him and he could have suffered the same
fate as us, despite his uninvolvement. However, this was not the time
for such thoughtfulness. I feel sure my father and brothers never con-
sidered the moral issues involved—only the will to live was uppermost
in their mind.

The immediate danger was over for now, insofar as the Einsatzgruppe
had left town. I clearly recall the full moon and starlit sky that night.
It was piercingly cold; the deep frost glistened and reflected off the
moonlight as we made our way back through the cemetery, seeing along
the way the terrible aftermath of the bloodshed that had occurred here
only a day or two before. The dead lay where they fell, in between the
headstones. I have a clear picture in my mind of a lifeless young mother
shielding her dead baby in her arms, swathed in a cloth tied to her shoul-
der. It was a calm night, and total silence reigned. During a sharp frost
one hears every footstep, and the slightest movement. The lofty ancient
trees in the cemetery didn’t stir in the frosty calm—tall silent witnesses
to the carnage that had been perpetrated here only the day before. Stiff
corpses were lying in all manner of grotesque postures in the snow, with
their frozen limbs pointing in different directions. Almost tripping over
the bodies between the headstones, we recognised some of the faces in
the moonlight, with their eyes frozen open. The snow was stained by a
pool of blood around the head of each victim. Most had been despatched
with a single bullet to the nape of the neck. The Nazis allocated one bul-
let per Jew, according to a method they cynically called Gnadenschuss;
a quick, merciful death. The terrified victims had tried to hide wher-
ever they could; many sought refuge in the graveyard, where they were
hunted down like animals. Their bodies were left where they fell, and

— 101 —



GONE TO PITCHIPOI

could not be buried while the ground was frozen solid. They were later
cast into a mass grave on the edge of the cemetery.

It transpired that nearly everyone, including members of the Juden-
rat, who no longer enjoyed immunity, were forced into the cattle-trucks
and transported to their deaths. The only people to be spared were those
attached to the Steelworks and the Jaeger plant, and some of the Jew-
ish Ordnung Police. At the same time, all of the workers at Bodzechéw,
including my father, were slated for transportation. But miraculous-
ly, overseer Kierbel had him taken out from among those selected to
die. Pointing at my father, he insisted to the German in charge, “Ich
brauche den Jude” (I need that Jew), claiming he had special skills for
essential war-work. Kierbel later brought my father back to the ghetto,
and Bodzechéw was liquidated thereafter. During this Aktzia, over a
thousand people were transported to Treblinka death camp, and about
three hundred shot inside the ghetto, many of them in the cemetery.
This time, few of those in hiding escaped detection. There now remained
only one thousand workers, of whom eight hundred were assigned to
the Steelworks and the rest to the Jaeger plant.

Having survived the second Aktzia, we were again comparatively
safe, but for how long? We emerged from hiding into what was left of
the even smaller ghetto, and when we realised that only about half the
inmates remained, we wondered how long the Germans would keep it
open to accommodate just one thousand slave labourers. Where would
we go and what would become of us, when they decided to do away
with the ghetto altogether? We had no prospect of finding a permanent
hiding place outside the wall. People talked of running to the woods,
but there were no extensive forests in our area. The nearest was the
Swietokrzyska-Wilderness, some 80kms from Ostrowiec, but one could
not survive there for long without help from local people, especially in
winter. It turned out that these woods were in any case dominated by
nationalistic groups hostile to Jews. In our rural province, the relation-
ship between Christians and Jews was particularly strained. There was
a lot of ignorance and backwardness in our area; the population com-
prised mainly the lower working-class and illiterate peasant farmers, all
staunch Catholics steeped in superstition with deep-rooted prejudices.
As a consequence, the help extended to Jews by Poles in our area was
minimal.

As an under-age boy in the ghetto, I had ceased to exist and had
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to remain permanently out of sight of the Germans—children had no
right to live. Until now, my family had done most of the thinking for
me. So far we had managed to survive, with all those who remained
sharing the same fate. When we had food, we shared what we had, and
when one went hungry, we all did. I would now have to think more and
more for myself, and to rely on my own initiative and wits, as most of
the time my family members were not around to help. In time I located
several good hiding places in the lofts of abandoned and derelict build-
ings. It was now February 1943. There was no heating fuel, the cold
was intense, and I suffered a lot from itchy chilblains. It was easier to
try and keep warm in lofts, which were often full of discarded cloth-
ing, books and memorabilia; the things that people store away in such
places. To relieve the boredom I rummaged through these and found
albums with old snapshots in sepia of people long gone, posing stiffly
in their best attire with serious unsmiling faces. The houses were built
close together, forming a kind of warren, and I found a way of getting
from one house to another and from loft to loft through a network of
holes in the walls, like a ghetto rat, without having to set foot in the
street. I had peep-holes at strategic points through which I could ob-
serve the nearby streets to keep a sharp lookout for any lurking danger.
The buildings were deserted, and even the houses that were lived in
were empty during the day, with the occupants at their work places.
So I always looked forward to the evenings, when I would be together
with my family, and the ghetto would again feel more secure. I was not
the only child hiding like this—there were a few other boys here and
there, and one day I met Pesia Balter, the only girl [ knew getting by the
way I did. She was about four years younger than me, and [ was glad to
have the company, while she was happy to have the reassurance of an
older child’s presence. The brave little girl tried hard to hide her dis-
comfiture, and I remember clearly that whenever she heard the sound
of hobnailed boots approaching whatever hideout we were using, she’'d
wet her panties. Later, we lost touch, going our separate ways. Like me,
she had older brothers to guide her.

Some 57 years later, I met up with my ghetto pal quite by chance in
Los Angeles. I recognized her in a group, went up to her, and asked “Do
you know who [ am?” “Why, should I?,” she replied. I said that the little
girl I knew long ago didn’t have blonde hair, so she parted it, revealing
dark roots! We fell into each others arms. When we shared the tales
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of our experiences, she was curious to know if I had been aware of her
embarrassment at the time. I replied that I was too scared myself to
have noticed, as indeed I was.®

My main area of operation was a narrow passage, leading to a long
cobbled yard with dwellings on either side. The way in was through
double gates from the Ilrzecka Street at one end, and at the other it
led to the Jewish cemetery. It was through this alleyway that the ruth-
less killers Peter and Brunner used to pass, forcing their victims to walk
ahead of them to the place of execution at the cemetery wall. This same
route also led to their headquarters outside the ghetto at the top of
Sienkiewicz Street, in what was previously the secondary school No.1
that my brothers had attended. The doomed victims were made to walk
with their hands up, followed by Peter with his Alsatian dog a few paces
behind, pointing his Luger pistol at the victim’s back. I would clench
my fists as I observed these scenes, sometimes close up, through peep-
holes.

I can vividly recall how these men looked; their wicked faces stand
before my eyes. SS-officer Peter was in his forties, fair-haired, tall and
slim with a pock-marked complexion and deep-set evil eyes. People said
he, like his companion, spoke German with a Viennese accent. He wore
breeches and riding boots, and carried a hunting whip which he repeat-
edly lashed against the side of his well-polished boot as he went. Peter
sported that mouthful of gleaming gold teeth that the Jewish dental-
surgeon Ludwig Wacholder had made for him before Peter had killed
him. His henchman, Brunner, was also Viennese and in his forties. He
was stocky, with receding brown hair and a rounded, more jovial face,
but just as sadistic as his companion. This macabre ritual of escorting
their victims to their executions took place in late morning, as if they
had to kill a Jew or two before returning to their quarters for lunch,
which was prepared for them by a Jewish cook and her attractive daugh-
ter, who were kept there as slaves—they clearly detested Jews, but must
have had a penchant for Jewish cuisine. After a wearisome morning’s

6  In 2002, completely by chance, I was reunited with Pesia Balter, the brave young girl in the
ghetto loft. Having changed her name to Paula Lebovics, she was working as a volunteer for the
Spielberg Holocaust Foundation in Los Angeles. On seeing her there during a visit, I recognised
her instantly after 57 years. All the staff gathered around in disbelief, including the director of the
centre—there wasn’t a dry eye in the place. Spirited little Paula had ended up in Auschwitz, and
had survived.
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Jew-hunt, followed by a tasty lunch, they no doubt relaxed with a good
cigar and fine Cognac in hand, listening to Beethoven or Wagner.

I closely observed the anguish of the condemned, walking to their
execution with dignity. Resigned to die, they bore on their faces the
ashen imprint of a death mask. As I watched the little group go by, I
found it hard to believe that within minutes this man would no longer
be breathing life. Though death was all around me, I still could not quite
understand what it meant to die, and it was difficult for me to believe
how a person could be alive one minute, and dead the next.

There were now almost daily executions, with the Germans picking
their victims on the smallest of pretexts. Perhaps the person didn’t
stand to attention rigidly enough, or maybe he didn’t doff his cap in
time, implying disrespect or defiance. On the other hand, some Ger-
mans considered a Jew raising his cap to them a reprehensible sign of
familiarity. They were so unpredictable that one could never know how
to react and how to placate them. Sometimes they would pick their prey
for no reason at all, and just shoot them out of capriciousness; at other
times they may have simply taken a dislike to a particular person. After
a few killings, they would notify the Judenrat to collect the bodies of
executed “Communists” or “attempted escapees.” Some of these victims
were hiding, like me, and shot during searches. My greatest fear was of
a systematic sweep by a search-party. I tried to cheer myself up by the
thought that here I had the advantage. [ had good hideouts from which
I could see them approach and watch their every move.

Most victims went meekly to their deaths without resisting. People
had been instilled with so much fear that they were afraid of mass repris-
als, particularly against their families. Any individual act of resistance
would have been folly; if a German had been killed inside the ghetto,
they would have exacted the most savage retribution on us all and per-
haps razed the entire place to the ground.

There was now utter despair among the “illegals” like me; we realised
just how hopeless our situation had become. At this time, the Polish
word on most people’s lips was likwidacja; the threatened liquidation
of the ghetto. One never knew exactly when the blow would fall, but
we knew it was only a matter of time before I and the others would be
left with no place to hide. Within the family, only Mother and I would
have any chance of joining Fela in Warsaw. But my sister was by now in
great danger herself; we learned that she’d had some narrow escapes.
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