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Introduction

 

 

When Edith Hofmann sat down to write this book, she was a 19-year-old coming to terms with the fact of her own survival. It is a story which describes a struggle; the struggle to come to terms with a haunting past, the struggle to survive, and the struggle to unburden a broken heart. It also embodies a struggle to form, in language, that which at times all but defies linguistic form. When Hofmann started writing this book she had only been speaking English for two years, and yet she wanted to convey her experiences, in English, to those with whom she had made her home.

The cruel reality was that no one really wanted to hear. She poured out her soul, only to be told that ‘no one was interested in the war any more’. This was 1950. Some fifty years later she brought the manuscript to me, wondering whether such a text would have any value. For fifty years her text had lain in her drawer, waiting to be read. Her story is a novel, but it certainly is not a fiction. Scared for her own safety, Hofmann chose to write in the third person rather than pen a memoir. Every page is bound up with the intricate details of her life, those whom she loved, and those whom she lost; the echoes of those terrible years, and the memory they imposed. In compiling this text, we decided neither to change it, by removing discrepancies or updating anything which Hofmann wrote in the late 1940s, nor to improve her English, but rather to leave it as a raw and indelible testimony not only to her survival but to her bid to survive survival. You will be moved; not only by what she has written, but by the fact that she wrote at all.

 

Stephen Smith, August 2000




 

 

Chapter I

 

 

The place was Prague. The time was five o’clock in the morning on a misty October day in the year of 1941. The streets were quiet, the city still asleep. The capital’s picturesque buildings and its hundred spires rearing up proudly towards the sky, were surrounded by peace and darkness, unaware of the thousand souls for whom this hour meant the beginning of a journey into the unknown. Even the Germans who have changed the gay and prosperous city into a place of fear and hatred, were still tucked under their heavy feather beds, dreaming of a greater Reich.

The winter had come in exceptionally early and the north wind that had been blowing all through the night was bringing with it gusts of sleet and snow. A bird rising to great height could have perceived a thousand little specks weighed down by heavy loads, struggling against the weather and darkness, making their way from all corners of the city to a strange meeting place.

Among them were three silent figures: a man, a woman and a young girl. Their steps were heavy, their backs bent under huge rucksacks. From time to time they halted, leant their rucksacks against the wall of a house in an effort to gather new strength, wiped the slush off their faces, and resumed their journey. They passed the Old Town with its narrow streets, churches and antique shops, and crossed the river Vltava by a bridge that linked this historic part of the capital with the spacious modern one. On the bridge they paused for a moment and looked left where the silhouette of the castle, high upon a hill overlooking the river and the ancient quarters of the town, stood majestically as it had stood there for several hundred years, watching history go by.

This was Prague – the river, the fairy-tale-like castle, ancient but picturesque buildings. It had seen victories, great kings, glory and also defeats.

This was the time of submission, of defeat, but also of quiet fight, resolution and hope…

At last the man beckoned them to continue their journey. Time was passing and they must not be late. A little reluctantly they detached themselves from the parapet on which they had been leaning and directed their steps towards the embankment on the other side of the river.

They turned right and for about ten minutes made their way along the embankment, bordered on one side by the river, on the other by the wooded hill whose wet autumn-coloured leaves were gradually covering the ground, leaving the twisted branches dark and naked. The first tram, almost empty, lighted by small blue lamps, hummed by and disappeared in the distance. The three people gave it a glance, and a look of wrath crept into their faces. For them there were no trams. They were different – a yellow star that was fastened onto their coats told of their creed – they were Jewish, and Jews had long since been deprived of all luxuries.

They plodded on and at last entered the wider streets of Letna. For the following ten minutes the man led them through a labyrinth of side streets and then suddenly they were there. Their steps slowed down and eventually they stopped, gazing with slightly troubled eyes at the scene across the road.

On the pavement in front of the huge, famous Exhibition Hall, a bewildered crowd was being whipped into lines by tall, self-possessed men in the grey-green uniform of the German military police. From all directions dark figures were approaching and looking uncertainly around them, slowly, hesitantly adding themselves to the murmuring crowd.

“This is the end,” the woman of about forty said, quietly. She stared in front of her with a pale and clouded face.

Judith, a girl of almost fourteen, slipped her hand into her father’s. He was tall, well-built and had an air of culture, intelligence and self-confidence. He pressed her small hand reassuringly, then lifted his wife’s chin, forced an easy smile into his face, looked into her eyes and said confidently, gently, “We must have faith and courage, and above all we mustn’t show them that we are afraid.”

Suddenly the girl’s face brightened and an optimistic gleam appeared in her gaze.

“Don’t worry Mummy, you never know what good may come of it all. Here we have to be so careful and afraid all the time, the Germans threaten us on every corner. Perhaps they will send us to a town where all the Jews will live together and nobody will bully us. Maybe there will even be a school. It could not be much worse than it is here, anyway, could it?” Judith looked up at her mother, anxious to see her sad look vanish. As if to emphasise her argument she added: “What can we lose, tell me?”

The woman, who had a very beautiful and kindly face, stroked her hair tenderly and said softly, “Perhaps you are right.”

Then a little smile won its way through the worried mask. Mr. Baron, who was five years older than his wife, put his arms around her and Judith, and declared determinedly: “Whatever happens, we must stick together. As long as we are together everything will be alright.” He kissed them both on the forehead and then decided: “We shall have to go now.” Taking them firmly by the arm he led them across the road.

Silently they stood at the end of the line.

The clock on the nearby church struck six. The huge gate of the Exhibition Hall was flung open and the queue began to move forward – very, very slowly.

The bitter crying of children pierced the air. They were uncomfortable and cold and scared of the German officers who were marching stiffly up and down the line, securing order by waving their whips in front of people’s eyes, and bellowing in their faces every time anything occurred that did not fall in with their pattern of discipline.

Very few people spoke, and if they uttered something it was only a remark about wet feet, cold hands or a guess about the future.

A number of children, perplexed by their surroundings, persistently questioned their parents, making them nervous, so that they snapped at them impatiently. There were people, however, who held their heads high, determined not to let anything break them, facing the situation with an optimistic air, while others looked indifferent.

Most of the older boys and girls were imbued with an adventurous spirit, and an eager gleam, mixed with curiosity, shone forth from their eyes. They were going to see the world! Their excitement, innocence and good humour brought tears to the eyes of many mothers whose hearts were charged with foreboding.

Step by step the thousand people moved slowly down the gentle slope towards the big gate – towards a future which all of them were to share. It was the third transport from Prague – the so-called ‘intelligentsia transport’, because most family men had academic backgrounds. The transport before them, in whose footsteps they were following, now bore the reputation of being the ‘millionaires’, just as the first transport that had left Prague a fortnight earlier, comprised one thousand of the poorer Jews who had settled in the young nation’s capital.

It was in the middle of the night three days before that thunderous knocks shook the doors of hundreds of homes, arousing their inhabitants. With trembling hands they accepted the summons which they had known would come one day and deprive them of their homes and send them away into the unknown with only fifty kilograms of luggage, but which they had hoped would avoid them for a long time to come, and thus allow them the comfort of their hearth during the approaching winter months.

They were Jews – and Jews were not a people like all others: they had to be removed. Forty-seven thousand more, living in Prague, were still waiting anxiously for the hand of the night-messenger to strike at their doors and present them silently with the pink card which announced the beginning of a new chapter in their lives. Other towns would soon follow suit. The German organisers had it all worked out.

Once the inhabitants, whose identity cards were marked with a ‘J’, realised that they were all destined for the same fate, the hustle and bustle began. They had to become practical, seeing their future in the right perspective. The winter lay ahead of them. They sorted out their belongings, filling their cases with their most useful possessions. It was mainly a question of clothes. Money and jewels they had long since handed over to the Nazis, and food was not allowed to exceed the ration for five days. Some made a rush effort to hide part of their property with their Christian friends, while others made arrangements with them for secret codes in case correspondence was to be allowed to pass between them.

Knowing the German mentality, they all decided on one thing: what they had on them was what they were most likely to be able to keep. For the rest – no one knew what was going to happen to it. Who could be sure that the well-selected luggage would still be theirs after they had entered the ‘Gate’? Therefore they clad themselves in layers of underwear, pullovers, skiing suits because they were warm and weatherproof, boots and woollen socks over their stockings. They wore their warmest coats and mackintoshes. Women tied scarves around their heads.

As the first rays of light were breaking through the darkness, a lonely figure appeared on the other side of the street. She had no luggage, nor was she dressed in any special outfit. She stopped on the pavement, her eyes searching up and down the line. Then she moved on up the street and again her eyes were sweeping the masses of people opposite her, trying to single out the one person she had come to see. Suddenly a hand raised itself above the crowd and a soft voice of recognition called out: “Eva!”

Eva, a girl of fourteen, was Judith’s best friend. She had come to say her last farewell. They had seen each other on the previous night, but as Eva came over, breathless with excitement, she explained, “I didn’t have the patience to stay in bed. I had to come and see you off.”

For a little while they looked at each other happily, glad to have another few moments together.

“Is there anything I can do for you – give a message to someone, go somewhere, or be helpful in any sort of way?”

Eva’s keen, enquiring gaze skipped from Judith to her parents and back again.

“It’s very nice of you to have come,” Mrs. Baron said, “but I don’t think there is really anything you could do for us just now.”

“I wish we could go today as well,” Eva uttered, a little bitterly. “We shall have to go anyway, so at least we could have been together.”

“Perhaps they will send us all to the same place. We might meet again very soon.”

For a while they tried to ease the situation by carefree chatter and then suddenly they found themselves quite near the entrance to the hall. Eva’s hand plunged into her pocket, recovered a solid penknife and handed it to Judith.

“I have brought you something. It is only a small gift, but it may come in handy one day.”

She shook hands with Mr. and Mrs. Baron and lastly with Judith. They made an effort to smile cheerfully as they said their final good bye. Then Eva’s lonely figure clad in a blue coat trimmed with grey fur, strolled away. Her hands were in her pockets, her head was bowed. Her brown curls, weighed down by moisture, clung to her head. At the corner she turned once more and her thoughtful face lit up as she waved for the last time.

Then Judith and her parents entered the gate – the gate into another world.

 

* * *

 

Behind the huge double doors in a wide but short corridor stood a large table. On one side of it were seated three well-fed, self-satisfied, stern-looking German police officers. With superiority in their eyes they lifted their double chins and examined the Baron family from underneath the shields of their tall caps.

“Documents!” one of them ejaculated, in an arrogant voice. Mr. Baron passed him the family’s documents. The giant looked through them in a most official manner, aware of his self-importance, and stamped each one with the words: EVACUATED ON THE 26TH OF OCTOBER 1941. Then he returned them to Mr. Baron.

“Have you any gold or silver, or any precious jewels?” enquired the same man in a voice filled with superiority and threats.

“No, sir,” Mr. Baron answered, calmly. “Any fur coats?”

“No, sir.”

“From now on you can forget your names and call yourselves 118, 119, and 120. Remember that! Your places and your luggage will be marked likewise. Is that clear?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Now buzz off!… Next one!”

Silently they walked through the short corridor. At the end of it was a wide opening. As they reached it, a huge hall opened up in front of them. It was dimly lit and swarming with people. The floor was covered with mattresses and in the little passages between them the bewildered newcomers were searching for their places. Each mattress was to be the living space for one person for the following few days.

Men, women and children were nervously pushing their way past each other. A new sensation had taken possession of them. They were a mass of people behind locked doors. A shade of hostility crept into a few faces; their owners blamed everyone and everything for their misfortune. From the very first moment they laid aside the etiquette of society and pursued their natural instincts.

The Baron family stepped inside and began to search for their places. They shouldered their way along the winding passages, looking left and right, longing to throw off their luggage, sit down and gather themselves together. Eventually this moment arrived. They dropped down on their mattresses that had fortunately been placed near the wall at the far end of the hall, rid themselves of their rucksacks and stretched out their feet, thankful for the opportunity. Many more people were pouring into the hall. Those whose numbers exceeded five hundred were guided through a door into a hall adjacent to the first one. Several women became hysterical, had crying fits or fainted. Gradually, things began to sort themselves out. By ten o’clock in the morning almost everyone seemed calmer. The excitement and chaos of the first moments had vanished; somehow, in this place, surrounded by four walls and cut off from the outer world, people began to grasp the situation for the first time, and resolutions formed in their minds. They soon realised that there were only two ways of carrying on: one was to consider the battle as lost from the very start and behave accordingly; the other was to reconcile oneself to the truth and fight it in the appropriate manner. The latter required courage, though the persons who chose the former were the more unfortunate ones. They gave up from the beginning and there did not seem anything left to them to fight for. They were surrounded by gloom and wrapped in self-pity.

Two or three women attempted suicide during their stay at the hall: one succeeded. The majority, however, decided to face up to everything, and many even managed to do so with jokes on their lips and an encouraging twinkle in their eyes, a sense of humour seeming doubtlessly the most valuable gift anyone could have been endowed with.

A member of the transport had been appointed by the Germans as the leader and he had four men to help him to keep things in order. He was a man of about forty, well-built, capable and sharp-witted, but not without conceit and a desire to display his importance. He fussed about and certainly made his presence felt.

About eleven o’clock the huge gates closed and all Germans disappeared. The transport leader, who had received full instructions how the place was to be run, his helpers and a permanent Jewish staff, were responsible for law and order inside the building. Outside, the German guards kept watch.

Towards midday the prisoners realised that there was no other way but to get settled in their new surroundings and make themselves ‘at home’. They began to spread out sheets and blankets or sleeping bags, which most of them had brought along rolled up on their rucksacks, on top of their mattresses, found their towels, toothbrushes and other articles and placed them near at hand. Then some began to explore their surroundings. With assumed cheerfulness they wandered along the passages from one hall to the other in order to exchange visits with friends.

Exclamations of surprise and shouts such as “You are here, too?”, “Well I never!” were heard all over the place. People shook hands, chatted for a few minutes, reviewed the situation, told each other ‘where they lived’ and promised to exchange visits later. Some preferred to stay in their places and relax, while others sat on their mattresses and ate. The rest sat, brooded, grumbled, or fainted. Neighbouring little children were making their first moves towards getting acquainted. The older boys and girls, quite excited by the adventure, were roaming about in search of friends.

Judith Baron made her bed, ate a sandwich and wandered away from her corner. She strolled along the passages, her eyes wide open, her mind eager to take in everything that was going on around her. She greeted a few of her parents’ friends and enthusiastically acknowledged the presence of boys and girls she knew.

It was quite fun to have so many friends close at hand all the time. The prospect of being able to be with them and have practically nothing else to do but spend her time playing with them, pleased her. The whole situation was promising a lot of excitement, adventure and surprises. Like most schoolchildren, she was enjoying the excitement.

At one end of the hall she discovered an open door that led into a small courtyard which was surrounded on all sides by high walls. On one side were long troughs with cold water taps attached to them; on the other were most primitive latrines. People with towels over their shoulders or arms and soap in their hands were making their way to and from the yard.

They had meat and barley for dinner. It was brought into the hall in huge bins and given out by the cooks in white aprons and tall hats. The people lined up with little pots or tin plates, took the food to their places and ate it with a spoon.

The three days before their departure passed fairly peacefully. They had three meals a day; breakfast that consisted of coffee and rolls, a main meal and a snack in the evening.

People got to know each other; faces became familiar, and the whole place took on a more friendly shape.

As time passed, the tenseness of the first few hours was giving way to an atmosphere in which everyone felt more at home and became part of the place. Some were filling in the time by making social calls, playing cards or chess, chatting about the good old times, telling jokes, or reading. The older children gathered in various corners, played games, sang lively songs, or told stories.

Mr. and Mrs. Baron had many friends among the thousand people. Mr. Alexander, who was one of them, was a frequent visitor to their place. Although he was only about thirty-four, he had held quite an important position in Prague. He was tall, dignified, calm and self-confident. He had dark hair, slightly grey at the temples, and dark eyes that showed intelligence, understanding and a sense of humour. He played chess with Mr. Baron for many hours a day. The rest of the time he spent reading or walking among the people, of whom he knew quite a fair proportion, talking to his friends, cheering up those who needed it. He was good at cheering up people and more than once he talked Mrs. Baron out of an attack of depression. Judith sat by and watched, and was very grateful to him.

Surprisingly, people slept well during the nights, and the silence was broken only by snores, some of them very violent, and here and there by a crying child.

 

* * *

 

It was about two hours before dawn on the 26th of October 1941, the date marked in the documents of members of the third transport as the day of evacuation. The big gate leading into the hall suddenly flew open and a noisy group of German Schu-Po men stormed in. With rough movements they switched on all the lights and, waving their canes, invaded all the passages between the mattresses, shouting hoarsely, “Aufstehen! Aufstehen!”

The aroused inhabitants at once propped themselves up on their elbows and, realizing the meaning of this early disturbance, got up quickly.

“Everyone is to be ready in an hour’s time!” the Germans shouted. Then, still waving their canes, they made for the gate and left, bolting it carefully from the outside.

The appointed Jewish staff got busy hurrying the people on. The latter dressed quickly and began to pack. They gathered all their belongings and filled their rucksacks. Then they rolled up their blankets and tied them on top with pieces of string or leather straps. Having done that, they began to search around, looking under the mattresses, for anything they might have left behind.

Every mattress was a busy area of its own. The whole place was humming with excitement and apprehension. Streams of people with towels over their shoulders were struggling along through the hall strewn with mattresses, luggage, active men and women and reckless children, on their way to and from the little courtyard.

Steaming coffee was brought in in huge cans and the prisoners, carrying mugs, or saucepans, lined up for it. They returned to their places, clutching the vessels between their cold fingers, their bodies eager to receive the hot drink.

The calmer ones seated themselves on their mattresses and, having fished in their rucksacks for some food, settled down to a few minutes’ meal. Mothers fed their children, who had received hot milk instead of coffee. By the end of a busy and active hour, most prisoners were sitting by their luggage – some nervous, restless, distressed; others calm and composed.

In exactly an hour’s time, the big double doors flew open, and once more the sound of marching feet travelled through the air. At once a hush spread across the hall and a thousand pairs of eyes glued themselves on the officer who climbed onto the table in the front, and raised his hand, asking for full attention. It was the man who, from the beginning, appeared to be in charge of the transport.

Aware of his importance, he now began to shout in a coarse voice: “When I tell you, you will start to line up in fives according to your numbers, outside this building. You are to leave your big bags behind, as they would hinder you in marching in an orderly fashion. Twenty strong men from this transport will collect them and carry them out onto the lorries waiting outside. This luggage, as well as that collected from your homes a few days ago, will go by the same train as you. Make sure it’s carefully marked with your number. You will receive it all on your arrival…”

“I have a feeling that we shall never see our luggage again,” Mrs. Baron remarked, bitterly.

“You are always so pessimistic. What would have been the point of them asking us to pack it? They could have just as well told us to leave it behind in our flats. There probably isn’t enough room in the carriages and, as he said, we couldn’t march very quickly with our rucksacks on.”

“They have a reason for everything. They know what they are doing.”

“We mustn’t worry now, not now before we know for certain…” He paused for a moment, his glance brushed Judith’s smaller rucksack, and travelled back to his family who at once suspected the plan in his mind.

“Just in case—” he said in an undertone, “-something saved may be better than nothing.”

He picked up Judith’s rucksack which, compared with his broad shoulders, looked fairly small in size. They all tied their satchels round their waists and silently followed the crowd into the street.

The air was dry and frosty; the dark blue sky was blurred by slight mist.

Within a quarter of an hour the thousand people were ready, lined up in fives on the wide pavement. A line of German Schu-Po men stood on either side of the ranks like a guard of honour. There was one to every ten prisoners, who stood still, waiting for further orders. A few officers were marching up and down the pavement, counting the fives, making sure that the numbers were not short of one. A signal set the two police officers in the lead in motion. The ranks of prisoners followed.

No one spoke. The file of guards on each side proceeded alongside them. They all left the pavement and marched through the middle of the deserted street like a regiment of tired soldiers. Only the clatter of heavy shoes and boots broke the silence.

Most people guessed to which railway station they were being led. The tall houses on both sides were covered in darkness. The day had not yet begun for the majority of Prague’s population. The prisoners could not help feeling that the sound they produced with their feet brought many spectators to the windows to peer at them curiously from behind the black-out curtains.

The procession moved down a hill, by the side of a park, and then along the railway track itself to the station.

A special train stood waiting for them. The thousand people were divided into groups of fifty and then, with a guard in the lead, were marched off to their appointed places. Fifty to a waggon, and every place was marked by the prisoner’s number. On each seat lay a little parcel containing a bun, a piece of cheese and dried prunes. The seats were wooden, the windows were bordered by black-out curtains.

After a quarter of an hour’s commotion the locks of the doors clicked from outside, and then everything was still. For a whole hour the train stood waiting in the station.

Mr. Baron put his arm gently round his wife and smiled. “Reserved seats with food provided, no luggage to worry about, nothing to carry, service provided and all without cost. What else can we wish for?”

With a little sadness in her eyes, Mrs. Baron smiled back at him: “I wouldn’t know, I’m sure.”

She placed her head on his shoulder and her gaze wandered off into the space above the rooftops of the wakening city.




 

 

Chapter II

 

 

The sun was rising and its rays penetrated the slight morning mist, greeting the wakening city. A thousand pairs of eyes were gazing longingly, sadly, across the roof-tops, past the towers, towards the castle, whose spires gleamed in this shower of rays the sun was offering them. It was silent in the train that was taking the people across the railway bridge and away from Prague that was theirs no more. Each of them was saying a quiet farewell to the city that in his heart was the most precious place in the world – home. Thoughts and questions were passing through their minds – thoughts that were mostly memories, questions that had no answers to them. Would they ever see this sight again? How long would it all last? Tears were filling many eyes, blurring the view with which they were so reluctant to part.

Suddenly the silence was broken by an old man’s voice singing the slow patriotic song known to everyone:

“Prague is so beautiful

at any time of the day or year …”

Another voice followed, and then all the thousand voices became one. Loyalty and love filled every note and the people felt close to each other, united in their sorrow, fear and courage.

Then everything was over.

The last house drifted out of sight and the unknown future crept upon them, leaving them guessing and tongue-tied for a long while to come.

There were no compartments in the train; each carriage housed fifty people. Barren fields and meadows and little picturesque villages were rushing by. The train was heading north.

One hour followed another, and gradually the mood in the carriages began to take on another aspect. Sentiment was left behind as people realized they had to face the future. It was a future that demanded courage, a strong will and a sense of humour.

From time to time cheerful songs rang through the air, lifting the heaviness of the atmosphere. As time passed, people filled it by sleeping, reading, arguing or telling jokes.

Prague – Dresden – Breslau – The train was taking them through Germany towards the Polish border. Night set in and everything was blacked out. The darkness was almost impenetrable. The countryside was flat. Everything around was silent; only the roar of the engine indicating some life.

About midnight the train slowed down and stopped with a jerk. People who had been dozing lifted their heads unwillingly, rubbed their eyes, trying to bring themselves to full consciousness. Instinctively they peered out of the window. There, not far away, big furnaces were blazing, clouds of sparks were bursting in the blackness of the night. They were outside Katowitz, in Poland.

The general stillness of that dark flat countryside was shattered by the sound of steam being released from the engine’s outlets, feet running on the gravel along the track, German voices, and the bangs and jolts of carriages being joined together. It was a peculiar mixture of sounds which no-one dared to interrupt.

They stood there for endless hours, for no apparent reason at all. Time crept by, many heads drooped drowsily again, while others kept erect, attuning their ears to every sound, alert to everything that was going on.

At last the final command came, the train jerked once more and set into motion… A grey dawn found them well within the boundaries of Poland. They were rushing through muddy fields: there was no hill or forest to break the monotony of the flat countryside. Rain mingled with wet snowflakes came pelting against the windowpanes of the train as, from time to time, a strong wind raced past them.

As life began to return in the compartments, Judith drowsily lifted her head and peered through the weatherbeaten windows at the miserable world outside. Then, realising that most of the people around her were preoccupied with inventing a breakfast of some sort, she reached for her knapsack on the rack and, placing it on her knees, began to rummage through its contents in the hope of discovering something that might have got there by a miracle, without her knowing about it. Not in the least surprised, her hand emerged with a solitary bun, a single remnant of yesterday’s food package. Discontentedly she gazed at it, nibbled at its edge and put it back in the knapsack. She had never liked dry buns.

Mrs. Baron, with a worried look on her face, shared out to her family some food brought from home. The remainder was frighteningly small, but they had to be fed.

About eleven o’clock the train stopped once more in the middle of the countryside. Reluctantly, not wishing to be taken notice of, Judith recovered a black exercise book from her knapsack and huddling into the corner, began to enter into it the events of the last thirty hours.

In a short while, however, they were on their way again, and the jerks prevented Judith from writing. Resignedly she closed her fountain pen and placed it in the side pocket of her satchel. Involuntarily her fingers began to ramble through the pages of her diary and then, for the following two hours, she was lost in a dreamland and for a long time the surroundings ceased to exist for her.

She read the first lines which she had written on the last day of the year 1937.

“I am having the most wonderful holiday anyone can have. The sun is shining, the snow is perfect and tonight I am going to skate at the open air New Year’s Eve Ball…” There was no need for her to read on. The events of that first winter holiday she had away from home came back to her mind, and she found herself able to recapture every minute of that exhilarating time.

She was a small girl of eleven when all this had happened. She was in her first year at grammar school when her teachers organised this trip to the Tatra mountains. There were about a hundred of them altogether, boys and girls between eleven and nineteen. She was the youngest. They lived in two chalets high up on a mountain overlooking the most gorgeous countryside. They were pretty chalets, brown with red roofs and green shutters. Inside, they were quite modern with hot water taps in the rooms.

What a carefree time they had, skiing, skating, sleighing and snowballing in the glittering sunshine. The year 1938 was on the doorstep, but who among the happy crowd cared what was going on in the world, and in which direction the steps of fate were taking them?

David was there, too. David was more than a year older, and had been her best friend ever since they were quite small. He lived in the same apartment house, just one floor beneath the Barons, and he had never insulted her by calling her a girl. He had said it was her bad luck to have been born one, but he was prepared to forget it and treat her exactly like the other boys. That was ever since, at the age of seven, he had scornfully proclaimed that he wasn’t going to play with girls any more, and she, instead of bursting into tears, had put out her fists and proved that she could match any boy where strength and fighting were concerned. Anyway, she could run faster than anyone of her age in the whole street or school, including the boys. Ever since then he had never offended her by calling her a girl, and he even went so far as to explain his theory to the other boys who were of a different opinion. But gradually she had been accepted in their midst, which included playing ice hockey and Red Indians with them.

Judith’s mind lingered over this subject. Did she really want to be like a boy or was it only that it was the only way to stay in David’s favour? She knew that in his company she had more excitement and fun than when playing with girls, and she was very fond of David. That’s what it was – she didn’t want their friendship to break up. Often she would dress up in her prettiest dress, hoping that David would secretly notice it…

Anyway, David had gone to England, after which she kept the company of girls, and gradually woke up to the true meaning of her own sex. She knew she wanted to grow up into a gentle, kind and graceful woman like her mother…

It was on the 18th of April 1938 that she described the episode of the History Master and the sneezing powder, and on the same day they were given a composition to write about “The person I should most like to be.” She fixed her eyes upon the sentence, which read: “I wrote that I would not like to be anybody else because I am the happiest person in the world.”

That was three years ago.

“I should not like to be anybody else in the whole world because I think I am the happiest person on earth. I would not change my parents for anyone I can think of … not that I want to be tied to my mother’s apron. No. I want to be independent, but it is a good feeling to know that they are here when I want them, that they understand me and see my point of view…”

Judith transferred her gaze from the book to her grey surroundings and let it linger on her mother who was quietly looking out of the window, and then on to her father who was discussing politics with a friend, his hands taking part in the lively conversation.

Everything around was drab and cheerless as if all joy had disappeared from the world and hidden in an unreachable hiding-place.

Instinctively she knew her mother’s thoughts, and a feeling of tightness gripped her heart. Where were they going?… For the first time a strange fear of the unknown took possession of her and her mind tried desperately to find a favourable solution to her problems.

With the contents of her composition still in her thoughts, she wondered how true these words would sound today. Was she still the happiest child on earth? She thought for a long time, but before she finished thinking, she knew that she wouldn’t change places with anybody. Although there might be happier girls somewhere, she wouldn’t give up her people for all the freedom and riches in the world…

As she looked back upon her earlier years now, she realized that she never had everything she wanted; presents came only once a year – on her birthday. They were good presents, but in between there was nothing. She never had things her own way if her parents considered them not right, and there was nothing she could do about it. Perhaps it was just that – the knowledge that they did what they, with their wisdom knew was right – that gave her the warm feeling of security…

She had burned those exercise books on the last day at home, for she realized that she had a long way to go yet before she could produce something worth keeping, and she wouldn’t leave them behind for strange people to find…

What was to become of all her dreams? What had the future in store for her? Where was it they were going? The sleet was beating against the windowpane…

It was on a dark day like this that she and David sat in their little cubby-hole, he, as usual, confident, sure of everything he was saying. They were having their tea, and over thick slices of rye bread and butter he was putting over his lesson:

“It doesn’t really matter whether you were born a girl or a boy as long as you have the mind of a gentleman. That’s what counts most of all.”

Meeting her eager and willing gaze, he continued: “A real gentleman is always honest and never tells lies. He is not afraid of anything, and faces difficulties with courage. And lastly, he helps others and tries to make himself useful…”

That oath they had drawn up verifying their desire to conform to these rules, and signed with blots of their own blood squeezed out of pin-pricks from their thumbs, lay still buried in a tin box in their secret hiding-place, under a bush in the park. Would they ever recover it, or was someone going to find it many years from now and wonder where it came from?

She hadn’t thought about all this for a long, long time. The diary said it happened on the 17th of May 1938. It seemed as though the days of carefree childhood were far in the past and only memories and a part of David’s mind remained. They were at present the only connection with all her ambitions…

Slowly Judith was turning the pages of her diary. She read about her mother’s birthday, her success in athletics, people talking a great deal about politics, and the glorious summer holiday that followed. And then came autumn, an autumn that made her grow suddenly five years older and opened her eyes to a hundred new things.

Heavy clouds assembled over Czechoslovakia: the atmosphere was getting close. Laughter disappeared from people’s faces and anxiety crept silently in its place. Little knots of people gathered on street corners, arguing, talking, reviewing the gravity of the situation. Her parents became tense; she did not dare bother them with anything. And then it really happened.

The Germans occupied the Sudetenland; Jews from Germany, Austria and the occupied part of Bohemia came pouring into Prague, seeking shelter from the Nazis. A family came to live with them before they found a home of their own, which meant mattresses on the floor, beds made between two chairs, suitcases all over the place and the peace of their home gone. Still, they were grateful to have one of their own.

President Benes spoke to the nation over the radio, said farewell, and left for England. In a strange way people drew closer together, old, petty hostilities ceased; they sang patriotic songs, recited well-known poems and waited anxiously for coming events.

Sirens howled over Prague in readiness for emergency. Black-out practices followed, and the whole nation lived in a state of expectancy. This lasted for several weeks, after which the population began to recover from the first shock. They resumed their normal life; everyday things began to matter again, and one after another they lifted their heads and sang parodies on Hitler and the German Reich. With faith and optimism they looked toward the West…

Then came Munich, and with that, all hopes for freedom were shattered…

March 15, 1939. “Today for the first time I saw what they are really like – pompous, self-confident, arrogant and bad. They came in, marching and singing, and so obviously pleased with themselves – pleased that they had taken our freedom away. Prague is full of uniforms. They have invaded our shops and bought up all the best things…”

That day would always linger in her memory; somehow on that 15th of March the world took on a different aspect. The first she knew about them was when through the haze of sleepiness she became aware of a rhythmic thumping under her bedroom window. It was early morning and she wasn’t quite awake yet, though her mind had taken note of a certain strangeness filling the atmosphere.

With the first notes of singing she gained full consciousness and, propping herself up to a sitting position, listened to the goings-on. She soon realised that the regular thumping down below came from feet marching on the cobbled street, and the song that had taken on a victorious air, was not one of the Czech soldiers.

Rapidly she jumped up and ran, barefooted, towards the window. Something inside her shrank as she saw the uniformed troops triumphantly marching through the street which had been her home for the past eleven years. Quivering with anxiety she ran into the living-room. At the door she stopped. Her parents were at the window, silently watching the scene below. Quietly she crossed the room and stood between them.

Without saying anything her mother began to stroke her head and Judith had a dreadful feeling that there were tears in her eyes. She had never seen her mother cry before, and a sensation of desperate helplessness swept over her.

Seeing her trembling, her father took her hand and pressed it firmly.

Then the last row of booted heels turned the corner and the street lay deserted under the morning sky. But it wasn’t the same street she had known for so many years, any more. The cosy homeliness had gone, the air was filled with the icy stare and hostile spirit of the invader. Heads turned sadly from the windows; the people’s nightmare had become reality. There was no time for pranks at school on that day. It was as though they had all suddenly grown up together.

On the following day there was no school. The soldiers had turned it into dormitories for themselves, like many other schools, and the rooms that had until now been used to the frolics of lively young people, suddenly became filled with harsh German voices, and the clatter of heavy boots against the floorboards. There were no lessons for many weeks. Then at last it was arranged for them to use another school building in the afternoons.

At first, everything seemed upside down, but gradually people resumed their daily life, and went about their business adapting themselves to the new circumstances. They knew this state of affairs could not last for ever – something was bound to happen sooner or later, and meanwhile they had to make the most of what there was. Their minds searched for opportunities to laugh and be happy, and once the first grimness had been coped with, hope and a desire for revenge helped them to stand on their feet again…

During the months that followed, Judith felt for the first time that to be Jewish meant to be different from others. Notices prohibiting Jews from entering certain places sprang up all over the city, and streaks of anti-semitism wormed their way through the Czech population…

It was on August 20th, though, that her heart received its first great blow. Against his will, David was leaving for England.

It was a hot, oppressive day. They stood on the scorching pavement, waiting for the taxi which was to take him and his parents to the station. At last they separated themselves from the little group of relatives and friends that had gathered outside the house, and walked silently to the corner of the street. They found it hard to speak.

“Judith, I will miss you very much,” he said at last, his voice quiet and serious.

“I will miss you too,” she said; then, overcome by emotion, she whispered half-desperately: “David. I can’t believe all this … it can’t be true.”

He tried hard to encourage her, but it was difficult for him to fight his own feelings. He did not sound very convincing.

“Judith, we have to be strong, like real gentlemen. Everything will be all right. You will see.”

For a long while she stood silently, the realization of the whole situation descending upon her. What would life without David be like? She attempted to say something, but the lump in her throat was growing. David was fighting away his tears. Then their eyes met and they both made an effort to smile.

“We shall always be the best of friends, Judith. It will all be over soon, then I shall come back and it will be like old times again,” he said, more cheerfully.

“Promise that you will write often,” she whispered through her tears. “I am sorry, David,” she apologized for her weakness.

Then the taxi appeared at the corner. “Goodbye, Judith, be brave.” He smiled.

“I will – I promise,” she said, as they shook hands. They looked at each other and then he had to go.

There was a bustle around the taxi, a lot of farewells which she watched from afar. A while later the car set into motion. She stood on the pavement and with flooded eyes followed it until it disappeared in the distance…

Life was very empty without David at first. She felt that he was bound to be around somewhere, and at times she couldn’t comprehend that he was gone. To ease her loneliness she taught herself a game in which she could bring out David’s presence at will. In her indignation he became a frequent companion and for hours on end they played, walked and talked together… But time is a great healer and somehow she gradually picked up new threads of life, awakened to new activities into which she threw herself with her customary enthusiasm, and though she had not forgotten David, she got used to life without him. There was Eva who lived in the same road and who shared the double desk in school with her. She was a good sport and they became close friends…

In the autumn, war broke out and new hope surged through the nation. At last things were moving; the horrible, silent inactivity was over. Everyone was sure it couldn’t last very long. Great powers were fighting against one country. A few months perhaps, a year, and then everything would be all right again. With that in mind the Jews put up with the growing hardships, submitting to the rules without complaining, contemptuous toward the Germans but with a sense of humour guarding their sanity.

Some of them gave up, though. Eva’s grandmother had gassed herself; Mr. Loevy who lived round the corner had taken an overdose of sleeping tablets, and others, losing heart, decided to put an end to it all.

Judith couldn’t understand why people should want to take their lives. What kind of premonition was guiding their steps?

On November 15th of the same year, Judith and her parents stood in the doorway of their empty flat, and with sad hearts looked at the place which had been their home for so many years, and which they were leaving now. A German company had bought the apartment house and all Jews had to go. It was as though a new era in her life had begun when they moved into the new flat.

It was very tiny but quite modern, sunny and cheerful, and they soon took to it. They brought their best furniture and trinkets and arranged them so that their two rooms and a dingy kitchen became the cosiest little place to come to. The flat was on the sixth floor and there was a verandah overlooking a park, and in the summer that followed they sat there until late at night in the cool breeze, resting after a scorching day.

In the window boxes which her father made, Judith planted beans and peas which wound round the rails of the veranda, and as they were not allowed to go into parks or be in the street after eight o’clock in the evening, the “garden” became their favourite retreat.

“Good old Hitler,” her father used to say, jokingly. “Without him we would never have moved into this luxurious place. Central heating, hot water, built-in cupboards, white tiles in the bathroom – what else can one ask for?”

That was two years ago…

Three months later, Mr. Baron, like all Jews, had to give up his job. From the money that was in the bank he was allowed to draw only a very small amount and every little coin took on a different meaning. Every now and again they took a part of their belongings and made a journey with it to the collecting place, where the Germans were waiting to take possession of it. First the radio, then the telephone, jewellery, fur coat and other luxuries. More and more signs prohibiting Jews from entering certain places sprang up all over the town. The yellow star of David gleamed on their clothes and a large ‘J’ on their identity cards told of their creed.

People, who once used to be their friends, passed them in the street without a sign of recognition; they couldn’t risk being accused of being friendly with the Jews. Some showed their hatred quite openly, and even Vera had nothing more to do with Judith. She could remember how, the first time her friend had not answered her greeting, she had stood broken-hearted on the pavement, looking behind her with tearful eyes. At twelve years she found it hard to understand. Where had all that rottenness which was gnawing at the decencies of people, come from?…

Judith looked up from her book and with dreamy eyes watched the rain pelting against the windowpane. Voices were humming around her but she paid no attention to them. Her mind picked up singular incidents which at the time seemed so painful to her, and which at an early age undermined her faith in mankind. How could people behave in such a way? How could they lose their sense of honour for a few miserly coins or a sensation of superiority? She still couldn’t understand it. She had learned to steel herself to the circumstances which had brought so much unhappiness and frustration to her at first, but she knew she could never forget or forgive those who so shamelessly betrayed the spirit of the country. They were not true Czechs, and one day justice would catch up with them…

The spring of 1940 came with all its splendour, showering the trees and flower beds in the parks with new blossoms. The beauty of it was rationed to gentiles only. Judith and Eva were restricted to the street where they often had to put up with the abuse and attacks of German children. The district was full of them, and even the little children learned to recognise the yellow star as a target for throwing stones, or its bearer as someone to spit at. It was the big boys, however, who were the greatest menace of all. Half grown-up, and full of curiosity and sadistic amusement, they pestered them by trying to touch their breasts, lifting their skirts and otherwise making a nuisance of themselves.

With the warmer weather, they brought chairs and a table onto the verandah, did their homework there, read books, did some play-acting and amused themselves in a hundred different ways.

She was lucky to have her father and mother, who always helped to sort things out for her.

“We must not show them that we are upset by what they are doing to us. After all, there are people who are more unfortunate than we are. They know they will never be happy again. We are strong and healthy, we have a home, we have each other, and one day we will make up for everything. Think of those whose homes are being destroyed by bombs, of the thousands who are being crippled every day and have nowhere to go…”

For several months it looked as though things couldn’t get much worse. Then, on an August morning, one of the biggest blows fell among the Jewish youth. It was toward the end of the summer holidays that the daily papers brought the sudden news that Jewish children would not be admitted to any schools, dating as from the new academic year. Enraged, Judith stuffed her breakfast into her, angry thoughts chasing each other in her mind. After a long silence, unable to keep her temper any longer, she burst out: “I am not going to stay stupid!”

“We shall think of something, Judith,” her father said, gently.

“I hate the Germans. I hate them, I hate them!”

Feeling tears coming to her eyes, she left the room and went out onto the balcony. She looked across the rooftops at the town in the distance, then impatiently she returned indoors. Why did the Germans always have to invent something new? Why did they have to make her waste her best years? Why did they want her to be uneducated and stupid? Why? Why? Why? What had she done? What had any of the Jews done? Why did God watch all this without doing anything about it? Flushed and angry she paced up and down the room. Then suddenly she decided: “They can’t stop me from learning.”

She crossed over to the bookcase and with a determined look ran her eyes along the backs of the volumes whose contents ranged from easy novels to science and philosophy. At last she came to the “History of the World.”

“I am going to start straight away, Mother,” she said, grimly, and without the slightest hesitation, settled herself upon the divan, examining her new conquest with a challenging air…

However, her method of self-education had not proved very successful. It was about a week later that she learned from one of her friends that several Jewish children were forming a private class under the tuition of a Jewish teacher. She was invited to join them, but the fees, which were comparatively moderate, presented a new problem. Could she dare ask her parents to make that sacrifice for her? She was aware that some of the parents indulged in black market transactions and were able to provide their families with a little extra income, but her father was involved in no such business, and their budget was very tight. To keep his mind active, her father had got himself a voluntary job at the Jewish Welfare Centre in the old ghetto of Prague, and spent several hours there every day. There was no material reward for that.

She spent the afternoon strolling through the streets, wondering how she could solve her problem. She had to study, she knew that. She was not going to be left behind the other children in the country, where knowledge was concerned. What was she to do? She so much wanted to join that class. She wandered aimlessly along the pavement, turning over the ideas which kept coming to her mind. Even if she took a job as an apprentice somewhere, she would have to work the whole day and the pocket money that would come to her would only be a drop in the ocean. She needed fifty crowns a week!

Then, toward the evening, a miracle happened. It was one of those coincidences which leave one gasping and wondering what course life would have taken without it. She met Robert, a Christian boy, who, unafraid, came up to her and seeing the depressed look in her eyes, enquired what was wrong. He was eighteen, a former pupil of their school. They turned into a narrow side street and walking slowly side by side, Judith made the situation clear to him. A silence followed, then Robert gave her an encouraging smile and said quite plainly: “Don’t worry, I know what we can do.”

After that, everything was all right. They climbed up the stairs to a studio which belonged to a friend of his and she received her first job. With a parcel under her arm she hurried home, a new warmth surging through her veins. She was going to make it after all, and with her own earnings, too! They were nursery pictures outlined in black; she had to provide the colouring. She knew she could do it. Two crowns for each. It was too good to be true! But it was true – she was earning her own money, she was paying for her studies.

The time that followed was a very busy one – lessons in the morning, homework in the afternoon, work in the evening and weekends; but her zest for carrying on was inexhaustible. Everything else was forgotten. There were big gaps in her diary; there was no time for writing. Only now and again did she record with a sentence or two the most outstanding happenings.

“The conditions in the Protectorate are not so good for Aryans either. Martial law has been proclaimed and people walk about like ghosts for fear they might say something wrong and be overheard by the Nazis.”

On another occasion: “Miriam’s father was sent to a concentration camp, nobody knows why. It must be a terrible place to be in. Miriam was very upset, but how could we console her?”

It was several months later that his ashes and his belongings had been sent to his wife. Soon afterwards, two or three other Jewish men she knew had met the same fate. The newspapers reported daily on men and women who had been sentenced to death on grounds of treason. People ceased to trust each other; danger threatened on every corner.

Shops had less and less to offer. Coupons came into existence and all traces of the former well-being vanished…

On June 8th, 1941, Judith and her parents once more packed their cases and furniture and said goodbye to the little flat which had grown on them so much. The district had to be cleared of all Jews.

Most of them had begun to live in lodgings in the Old Town, where old relics told the story of a ghetto of long ago. There was an ancient, narrow cobbled street with old-fashioned houses on either side. Their black walls looked grimly down at this part of the world where horse-carriages still took the place of lorries, where life had not yet caught up with the modern world.

One of them, number twelve, which stood opposite the local blacksmith was four storeys high and had a large door, rounded on top, which led into a cold corridor whose floor was covered with tiles and at the end of which was a dark staircase leading up to the various floors.

It was in a flat on the second floor that a room had been vacated for them by an elderly Jewish couple, and there they established their new home. They had made it into a cosy place and the two families lived amiably together. They shared the kitchen, ate there, and showed good will toward each other. Although there was little space, they learned not to grumble and to be content with the happiness that was left to them. Judith went on having lessons and painting, and soon her new life was in full swing.

That lasted for three months. With the arrival of autumn, new rumours swept the city – all Jews were going to be evacuated. They didn’t believe it. After all, they were only rumours. Then one day she came home from classes and found her relations there, her aunt and uncle, flustered and aggravated. It was her six-year-old cousin Peter who met her with the news. “We are going away on Sunday, far away, and we are not coming back till after the war.”

So that was it. It was true after all – the evacuation.

At first there was panic; then people began to be governed by reason. They made preparations, reckoning with the worst, waiting for their turn to come. Classes ceased. The first transport with her relations left for the unknown. All the Jews of Prague were roused to a perpetual state of being unsettled, talking and thinking of nothing else. Who would be next?

The second transport was summoned, and then one night, the third. It was then that they received the little card ordering them to appear at the gathering place. A lorry arrived to collect their luggage. Four days ago, in the cold dark morning, they put on their rucksacks and made their way across the city to the place which was the first stage of their strange journey. Some people were saying their destination might be Siberia. Who knew?

Judith shut the diary and put it back into the satchel. Mrs. Baron shared out some food to her family. There wasn’t much left and they didn’t know when they would get anything to eat again.

After she had finished her hard-boiled egg and a piece of bread, her stomach still felt empty, but she said nothing about it. The rocking of the train made her tired and she fell asleep.

The engine, dragging the little waggons behind her, wound its way through the rainy countryside, moving forward, always widening the gap between them and home they had left behind.
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