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As seventeen-year-old Sonia prepares to leave her childhood home in Tarnów, Poland, to study
journalism in Paris, antisemitism is on the rise. It is the spring of 1939, and her father is leaving
for Canada to set up a new life there for his family. Stranded in Canada when war breaks out in
Europe, he is frantic to reunite with them. Sonia, caught in the grips of the Nazi regime, suddenly
finds herself responsible not only for herself but for her mother and younger sister too. Sonia’s
father works feverishly from Canada to get them out to safety, even managing to become a
citizen of neutral Nicaragua, sending false Nicaraguan passports to his family. In Tarnów, Sonia
faces the Gestapo again and again, armed with these documents as anti-Jewish laws escalate
and the daily violence intensifies. As Sonia bravely tries to shield her family from the atrocities in
the Tarnów ghetto, she feels torn between temporary triumphs and an agonizing sense of futility.
In the face of deportation, Sonia’s wait for a reprieve turns ominous. Will her determination and
deception be enough to save her and her family?
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historical events and people, geographical locations, religious and cultural terms, and foreign-
language words and expressions that will help give context to the events described in the text
can be found in the glossary beginning on page 223.IntroductionIn one of the final chapters of
her Holocaust memoir, Sonia Caplan (née Roskes) describes her feelings on the eve of her
arrival in Montreal, Canada.1 After three years of living in Nazi-occupied Poland, and another
two years in a German camp for foreign nationals, after enduring forced labour, malnutrition,
continual fear of death, after losing neighbours, friends and relatives, Sonia writes, “Unlike so
many whom I had known and loved, we were given a second chance. Would I do it justice?
Would I deserve my incredibly good fortune? Would my life, wrenched from murderous attacks,
have real meaning?”Sonia Caplan’s memoir, Passport to Reprieve, is a compelling account of
the unlikely survival of three women: herself, her younger sister, Hela, and their mother, Ida. It is
also a deeply personal account, recalling the experiences of a young woman, rich with
memories of emotional ties and sexual encounters, some of which enabled her to improve the
material standing of her family and their chances of finding hiding places in the ghetto. These
vignettes add important texture to the intimate story of one family’s survival in Nazi-occupied
Poland.The experiences of young women like Sonia and their role in the survival of Jewish
families had long been largely ignored by historians. However, a growing number of scholars are
examining the experiences of Jewish women in the Holocaust.2 In her review essay on women
and gender in the Holocaust, historian Marion Kaplan summarizes why this is important:
“Without women’s memories we missed not only familial and domestic aspects of the Holocaust
but also gendered public behaviors and humiliations and gendered persecutions in ghettos and
camps.”3 Sonia’s memoir helps us pose new questions about and allows for a more nuanced



discussion of women’s sexuality and the survival strategies of women at the helm of their
families during the Holocaust.For many young Jewish women, economic status and family
relations, particularly between parents and daughters, was a crucial aspect shaping their
experiences during the Holocaust. The longer families stayed together, the longer parents could
attempt to exercise their parental responsibilities, even if internal family dynamics underwent
transformation. Sonia’s agency and power to define and redefine her coming-of-age experience
in Eastern Europe during the Holocaust was limited under the Nazi regime, but not completely
shuttered — her gender and class shaped her adolescence in the Tarnów ghetto.Sonia had a
happy childhood attending school, discussing books and current events with her peers as well
as making plans for the future. This life changed dramatically in the spring and summer of 1939,
a change augured by a moving and vivid account of a trip to her parents’ native city of Białystok
to attend what proved to be the last Passover they celebrated together. Then came the rushed
departure of her beloved father, who went abroad to prepare for immigration to Canada for
himself and his family, followed by the outbreak of World War II. Sonia would never again be a
lighthearted teenager. Her father’s absence forced her to take on a new role in the family.4 Sonia
describes this time with her mother and sister Hela:Mother seemed near collapse and could not
think. All she did during those few fateful days was groan repeatedly, “Izak, Izak, what should we
do?” and “Why have you left us alone?” Hela, though perky and bright, had, at her age, only a
dim view of our predicament. And so, almost against my volition, the leadership of the family had
passed on to me. I felt that I was ill-fitted to be cast into the role of a leader in a precarious life
situation, for underneath my outer layer of sophistication and certain cerebral endowments I was
still very much the child — unsure of myself and badly in need of mature guidance. However, as
it was to be so often in the nearly six years to come, I had no choice.While dealing with the
separation from her father, Sonia’s account remains the story of a family struggling to stay
together through the coded, yet heart-wrenching, letters they sent and received, and the brave
strategies she adopted in Tarnów to avoid getting separated. Sonia’s story is in many ways
unique, not only because she, her mother and her sister survived together. Her story also stands
out because of her unusual trajectory during the war and her ability to leave Europe before the
end of the war. This trajectory — ghetto, prison, internment camp and eventual journey to North
America — resembles one other well-known account of a young woman two years Sonia’s
senior. Mary Berg, born Miriam Wattenberg (1924–2013) had kept a diary under the Nazi
occupation, written between October 10, 1939, and March 5, 1944, which, as one of the earliest
published accounts to emerge before the end of the war, became a touchstone for scholars
studying diaries and their immediacy in expressing wartime experiences.5 Interestingly, Sonia,
too, published an early account, in May 1945 — reproduced here in the documents and
photographs section of this memoir — detailing her time in the Liebenau civilian internment
camp in Germany, which remains one of the rare English-language sources on the camp.Where
Mary and her family were at first held in the Warsaw ghetto, Sonia and her family were trapped in
the ghetto in Tarnów. Mary’s mother held American citizenship, and she, her parents and her



sister were detained in Pawiak prison in July 1942, prior to the liquidation of the Warsaw ghetto.
Sonia’s father, in a feat of epic proportions, managed to become a citizen of Nicaragua while still
living in Canada, and sent Sonia and her family the passports he had managed to obtain for
them. In late 1942, it was those passports that led to Sonia, her mother and sister being
transferred to a prison in Krakow.In January 1943, around the same time that Sonia and her
family were sent to the Liebenau internment camp in Germany, Mary and her family were
transferred to Vittel, an internment camp in France for British and American citizens and others
who thus escaped death, often only temporarily. On March 1, 1944, they boarded a train for
Lisbon. After their departure, many of the Jewish inmates of Vittel were deported to Auschwitz, a
tragedy that Sonia recalls, having known some of the victims and hearing about it at the time.
The Bergs, too, boarded the ocean liner MS Gripsholm for the voyage to America, albeit the year
before the Roskes family.Like Berg, Sonia Caplan experienced a relatively carefree life before
the war. Born in Białystok in 1922, she was raised in Tarnów, a city located about ninety
kilometres east of Krakow, Poland, where her parents had moved because of her father’s
successful career in textile manufacturing and commerce. She felt at home there and enjoyed a
childhood shaped by her parents’ middle-class social status and their intellectual aspirations,
participating in social, religious and political activities, surrounded by Jewish friends. Her family
was part of the internal migration in the aftermath of the Great War, when many citizens of the
newly reborn Polish state crossed the borders of the former partitioning Russian and Austrian
empires. The Roskes family moved from industrial Białystok, which had been an important textile
centre in the Russian Empire, to a city that contained the fourth-largest Jewish community in
Galicia, after Lwów (now Lviv, Ukraine), Krakow and Stanisławów (now Ivano-Frankvisk,
Ukraine).Among the major towns of the province, Tarnów had the highest percentage of Jews in
the total population. The census taken on September 30, 1921, a few years before the arrival of
the Roskes family, records 35,347 people living in Tarnów. Most (19,217 or 54.4 per cent) were
Roman Catholic, but Jews formed a sizable group, with 15,608 (44.1 per cent) declaring
themselves to be of the “Mosaic” faith. Other religious groups were present, but in much smaller
numbers. Within the Jewish population, 10,223, or about two-thirds, also declared their
nationality to be Jewish. The remaining third joined the Roman Catholics in declaring their
nationality to be Polish, forming a combined majority of 24,589. The other, much smaller,
national groups included 440 Ruthenians (Ukrainians), 27 Germans and 68 others.6By
December 9, 1931, the date of the next census, Tarnów’s population had grown to 44,927 out of
which 19,330 were Jews. There was little change in the percentage ratio of the two main
religious groups, Roman Catholics and Jews. The new census avoided the thorny question of
nationality and instead asked about language (język ojczysty), with about 64 per cent declaring
Polish as their first language, and 35 per cent declaring Yiddish or Hebrew. Only 0.3 per cent
declared other languages.7Over the next several years, Tarnów’s population continued to grow
— by 1938, it numbered close to 55,000 — and the number of Jewish citizens was also
growing.8 The last head of the Jewish community in Tarnów, Abraham Chomet, published a



detailed history of the local community in 1954, based on his personal knowledge, documents
and newspaper reports. He noted that by 1939, before the war, the Jewish community had
reached approximately 25,000, about 45 per cent of the total population. He also pointed out
that in 1938, the Jewish community administration was supporting more than one thousand
refugees from Nazi Germany, and continued to support waves of newcomers during the war,
opening a community kitchen to assist them.9Among the important local Jewish institutions in
Tarnów was the Tarbut coeducational gymnasium, which belonged to a network of 270 such
modern secular Jewish educational institutions in the Second Polish Republic. Focused on
educating the young generation of Polish Jews to be fluent in Hebrew and committed to Zionist
nation building in Palestine, Tarbut institutions in interwar Poland included kindergartens,
elementary schools, high schools and teachers’ seminaries.10 Sonia belonged to a generation
that was being shaped by these new educational projects, whose ideological commitment
differed from that of her parents and who found among their peers a source of emotional support
and intellectual stimulation. “If our parents were at times uneasy about the heavy dose of
secularism and active Zionism disseminated by the school,” she writes in her memoir, “it was
because they were caught between the old and the new ideologies. Unable to stem the tide of
intellectual and psychological progress washing over their young, they could do little more than
acquiesce to the inevitable. A new Jewish identity was being forged in the school, and there was
no turning back.” Sonia’s activities in the Zionist youth movement represent just a glimpse into
the political activism of her generation and more broadly into the modern Jewish politics that
played out locally in Tarnów in the interwar period.11Tarnów came under German occupation as
early as September 7, 1939.12 The community was taken by surprise by the advance of the
German army. In his account, Abraham Chomet noted with some pathos, “The autumn of 1939
was warm, wonderful and sunny, as though in league with Hitler’s troops, helping them advance
across Polish highways and roads to despoil the Polish land.”13As in other towns of the newly
established General Government, a quick succession of antisemitic decrees followed, which
forced the Jews to wear a Star of David and to mark their businesses with a white Star of David.
Their bank accounts were frozen, and Jewish institutions and schools were closed. Jews aged
fourteen to sixty had to register for forced labour. During these initial weeks and months, many
Jews — especially young men — escaped to areas occupied by the Soviets. Indeed, among
these refugees were Sonia’s friends.Tarnów was established as the centre of a Kreis, a district,
and was at first administered by Ernst Kundt and his deputy, Walter Heinrich. In December 1940,
Ludwig Stitzinger succeeded Kundt, who in January 1942 was replaced by Dr. Kipke. In
November 1939, a Judenrat was formed under the former chairman of the Jewish community,
Dr. Józef Offner, and operated at first in the old building of the Jewish community, at Nowa Street
11. Offner, whom Chomet described as “the pride of the judicial profession in Galicia,” soon
resigned from the Judenrat. The new Judenrat leaders appointed in 1940, Dr. Szlomo Goldberg
and Dr. Wolf Schenkel, who — as Chomet emphasized — had tried to protect the Jewish
population, were sent to Auschwitz-Birkenau.14 The last head of the Judenrat, Artur Volkman,



appears in the testimony of survivors in a rather positive light because of his efforts to organize
assistance for the Jews in Tarnów when the Judenrat was forced to provide labour and respond
to social issues. Chomet, however, stressed that those who saw the Judenrat as a continuity of
the Jewish communal representation were naive. Burdened with implementing German orders,
the Judenrat struggled to organize forced labour in order to minimize abuse, but roundups
accompanied by beatings continued.15While Sonia mentions the role of the Judenrat only in
passing, the Jewish police (Ordnungsdienst), established in Tarnów by the Germans in October
1941, came to play an important role for her and her sister because of their personal contacts.
The memoir offers a personal insight into the police force and a testimony to the role that Israel
Schmuckler, Hela’s boyfriend, played in the family’s survival. He appears to be one of the “rare
exceptions” Chomet described, among the policemen who otherwise were a “plague on the
Jewish population,” one of those “who did not forget that they were Jewish. They would warn the
Jewish population of every misfortune and in many cases exhibited [their] humanity.”16Sonia
chronicles the difficulties her family faced during the early weeks and months of the occupation
and the ways she was trying to make ends meet. Although she was unable to obtain significant
supplies, her family was able to sustain itself with the assistance provided by their father from
abroad, as well as through the help of Zosia, a Polish gentile who, risking the consequences for
aiding Jews, smuggled food to them when she could. Sonia’s account of life under the German
occupation in Tarnów is remarkable in revealing how little contact she seems to have had with
the Polish inhabitants of the town. Aside from Zosia, Sonia had encounters only with a Polish taxi
driver, whom she paid to arrange a secret trip to Krakow. Considering the previous census data,
one might question the dynamics between Polish gentiles and Jews living under Nazi
occupation. Scholar Agnieszka Wierzcholska, who has focused on the social processes
between Jews and gentiles in the microcosm of Tarnów, writes of “shifting social norms,” “rivalry
for social and material benefits among the gentile Polish population” and that the “extreme terror
[that] prevailed severely affected relations between Jews and gentile Poles.” The shift in relations
between neighbours came well before the war — antisemitic acts in Tarnów increased between
1935 and 1939, and the polarization of society was well in place before the arrival of the
Germans.17Though Sonia considered trying to go into hiding with Zosia, her efforts centred on
obtaining exit visas for herself and her mother and sister to join her father in Canada. In the fall of
1940, thanks to the Nicaraguan citizenship her father had been able to secure, her family
received official exemption from having to wear armbands. She describes the changing urban
space of her town, as Jewish apartments had to accommodate Germans moving in and as Jews
were restricted from entering districts north of Krakowska and Wałowa Streets and west of
Brodziński Street, as well as from public parks. Gradually, they were even prohibited from
looking out of their windows onto certain streets. Jews were also forced to work clearing streets
of snow and garbage. Their life was regulated by a curfew imposed in April 1940, which required
them to be indoors after 9:00 p.m. Jews were forced to pay a ransom of 500,000 złoty, Jewish
homes were plundered, Jewish religious books destroyed and Jewish Orthodox men tortured



and humiliated in public.18 The situation for religious Jews was particularly dire, as ritual
slaughter was illegal and Jewish men were prohibited from wearing beards and sidelocks.A
formal ghetto was established only in 1942. Before this, in August 1940, Jews living in the more
elegant apartments on Krakowska and Wałowa Streets were compelled to move to the eastern
part of Tarnów, known as Grabówka, and given only twelve hours to do so. As more streets
became forbidden to Jews, more were forced to move into this neighbourhood. In June 1941,
with the Germans invading and declaring war against the Soviet Union, the circumstances for
Jews in Tarnów deteriorated further, with a shortage of food and the spread of epidemics. In the
winter of 1941, the Germans ordered the Jews to surrender all fur clothing, a measure Sonia
recalls in her memoir. Her family was particularly affected by the ban on receiving food packages
introduced in December 1941.When the ghetto was established, it was at first an open one with
four entrances. Random violence and shootings in the ghetto became a daily occurrence, in
particular following the arrival of SS-Sturmscharführer Wilhelm Rommelmann. Rommelmann
appears on the pages of Sonia’s memoir and also in other survivors’ testimonies as a sadistic
and unpredictable murderer.19 One child survivor from Tarnów, Marlena Lilith Mittler, recalls
how news about mass shootings and deportations brought depression and resignation, so much
so that even the sight of terrified relatives became unbearable. She wrote in her postwar
testimony that her life in the ghetto was equivalent to being “sentenced to death and awaiting
execution at any moment.”20 Among those murdered were Jews who had returned from Lwów
after the Germans had invaded and occupied the area previously held by the Soviets, a tragedy
that profoundly affected Sonia.What her memoir only alludes to, however, is the adoption and
implementation of the “Final Solution,” the Nazi-orchestrated mass murder of all European Jews,
beginning in the late summer and fall of 1941. Although the first killing centre began operating in
December 1941 in Chełmno, the plans for the mass murder of Jews in the General Government
were initiated earlier in the fall of 1941 and then intensified after the Wannsee Conference in
January 1942.21 As part of the Nazi Operation Reinhard, which aimed to murder Polish Jews in
the General Government and which began in March 1942 with the deportation of Jews from
Lublin to the killing centre in Bełżec, the turning point in the history of the Tarnów ghetto
occurred on June 10, 1942.22 After the completion of the registration of the Jewish population,
Tarnów Jews were informed of the impending “resettlement” from which only the hospital staff
and Jews with stamped identification cards were to be exempted. On the following day, the Jews
were ordered to stay at home while their houses were searched. What became known as the
first Aktion lasted until June 18, under the command of Rommelmann with the assistance of the
German and Ukrainian auxiliary units. Around 6,000 Jews, mainly the sick, the elderly and
children, were murdered in the Buczyna Forest at Zbylitowska Góra, and around 3,000 were
shot at the Jewish cemetery in Tarnów, while around 3,500 Jews were deported and murdered
in Bełżec. Survivors recalled the brutality with which Jews were treated, especially children and
the elderly, as well as the randomness with which the stamped documents were either honoured
or ignored during the searches.23 Sonia and her family, spared due to their supposed status as



foreigners, remained sequestered throughout the seven days of the Aktion, hearing gunshots.
“For an entire week, Jewish blood ran like a red river in the gutters all around the square,” she
writes, “forcing its way into adjacent streets.”Jews who remained in Tarnów had to move to a
closed ghetto, sealed with barbed wire and guarded on the outside by the Polish “Blue” police
while the Jewish police guarded it inside. Administered by SS-Oberscharführer Hermann
Blache, the ghetto included Jews working both inside and outside it, escorted by either the
German or Polish police. The workers received little payment.On September 11, 1942, another
registration of the Jewish population took place followed by the second Aktion. Jews were
ordered to assemble at the Magdeburski Square and selected for deportation. On September
12–13, 1942, as Sonia and her family stayed hidden in a cellar, around 3,500 Jews were
deported to Bełzec; thousands more were murdered in the town.The third Aktion took place on
November 15, 1942, when the Polish police surrounded the ghetto while the Germans rounded
up 2,500 Jews, who were deported to Bełżec. While Sonia and her mother hid in yet another
cellar, Hela was saved only by a last-minute intervention. Afterwards, the ghetto was divided into
two sections, separated by a fence: ghetto A (for all Jews with permanent work papers) and
ghetto B (for the elderly, children and people without permanent work papers). By November
1942, all the smaller ghettos in the district of Tarnów had been liquidated. The remaining Jews
were forced to clear the area of the former ghettos and were then transferred to the larger
ghettos still in existence, including Tarnów, raising the number of Jews in the Tarnów ghetto to
12,000. They were forbidden to leave the ghetto, and were issued new armbands and used as
slave labourers.The Nicaraguan passports that Sonia, her mother and her sister had received in
the fall of 1940 eventually proved lifesaving. By the fall of 1942, SS-Reichsführer Heinrich
Himmler, head of both the Reich Security Main Office of the SS and the Reich Ministry of the
Interior, appeared to be willing to respond to the initiatives of exchanging Jewish citizens of
neutral countries for German prisoners of war (POWS). Representatives of Jewish organizations
in Switzerland, in partnership with Polish diplomats and certain consular officials, provided a
large number of forged passports from neutral countries in Central and South America, most
notably Paraguay, to Jews in occupied Poland, but most of those for whom such passports were
intended were already dead.24 However, a number of those in the still-existing ghettos who
received these passports were transferred to civilian internment camps such as Vittel and
Liebenau, as well as the “exchange camps” of Bergen-Belsen; on the exchanges that eventually
came to fruition, relatively few Jews were allowed to leave German-occupied Europe.25In
December 1942, the family’s legal status as citizens of Nicaragua granted them a reprieve. They
were led out of the Tarnów ghetto, held in the notorious Montelupich prison in Krakow and then
ended up in the Liebenau internment camp in Germany as “exchange prisoners” for two years.
Their fate still lay in the balance, and it was not until January 1945, when their names were finally
placed on an official repatriation list, that they reached Switzerland and could breathe freely. In
February 1945, Sonia and her family were put on a ship that landed on American soil. From
there, they travelled to Canada, ending their agonizing wait and culminating in an emotional



family reunion.In Tarnów, those still remaining in the ghetto had been subjected to the final
liquidation, which Sonia and her family had so feared. On September 2, 1943, German and
Latvian units surrounded the ghetto and removed the internal fence that divided it in two. The
Jews were again ordered to assemble on Magdeburski Square. They were notified that they
were being sent to the Plaszow camp. Children could not be taken, but mothers secretly
smuggled their children with them on the transport. In this final Aktion, overseen by Amon Göth,
the cruel and infamous commandant of Plaszow, about 4,000 Jews were sent to Auschwitz;
2,000 were sent to Plaszow; and a group of 300 young and strong Jews were selected to clean
out the ghetto and afterwards transferred either to Plaszow or to the Szebnie forced labour
camp. The last transport of the remaining 150 Jews from Tarnów left for Plaszow on February 9,
1944.Ahead of the long-awaited reunification with her father, Sonia reflects on her commitment
to becoming a witness to the destruction of the Jewish community in her hometown of Tarnów:
“Deeply in my wounded psyche, I vowed once again to tell anyone who would listen, and those
who would not, all I knew about the Holocaust. There were to be many broken promises in my
life, but this one I fulfilled consciously, talking to individuals, lecturing and reporting to dozens of
groups and organizations, and willingly giving interviews to the media for many years.” In the light
of this youthful promise, her powerful memoir emerges as the last act of bearing witness.Dr.
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36–48.An Idealistic YouthSpring came early to Poland in 1939. My hometown, Tarnów, in the
southern part of the country, nestled in the foothills of the Carpathian Mountains. It was a night’s
train journey from Białystok, in the northeast, a much larger city in which I was born and from
which my family had moved south when I was four years old.The fields that surrounded Tarnów
on three sides were an expanse of young green wheat dotted with crimson poppies and blue
cornflowers, shimmering like opalescent garlands in the spring sun. The mountain to the south of
it, St. Martin’s, beckoned with its many crisscrossing trails over which the trees in their delicate
bloom formed undulating canopies of light and shadow as the spring breeze gently caressed
them.Tarnów, with its fifty thousand inhabitants of whom nearly twenty-five thousand were Jews,
was emerging from its winter slumber. In the affluent neighbourhoods the shutters of the houses
had been scrubbed and were thrown open, the billowing curtains in the windows revealing an
abundance of green plants, and here and there, a finely polished piece of furniture that reflected
the pale golden light. The wide streets, broad sidewalks and the grassy squares in the parks
were teeming with maids and nannies pushing baby carriages and leading by their hands young
children dressed in their spring sailor outfits. The stores along the business district revealed
varieties of new merchandise in their display windows. Their owners lingered in their shirtsleeves
on the steps or gathered in groups, engaged in animated discussions about business deals.
Elegantly clad women promenaded in threes and fours or sat outside the open-door cafés,
carefully arranging their finery, to be seen and admired. The solitary streetcar, Tarnów’s claim to
modernity, clanged its way along the town’s three principal streets, Krakowska, Wałowa and
Lwowska, full, for the most part, of noisy high school students, happy at the prospect of Easter
and the welcome school break.In its munificence, the warm sun also shone on the poor quarters
of the town, the areas in the east, around and behind Lwowska Street, where most of the
residents were Jews. The small and shabby houses, some of them downright ramshackle,
seemed to have shed their winter squalor to greet the year’s new and brilliant season, their



rough-hewn walls almost white under the bleaching power of the sun’s rays, and their wooden
stoops waxed and polished to a mirror-like shine. The grey cobblestones of the narrow streets
and winding alleys, their rivulets of snow now melted, looked white too, the occasional fragments
of quartz among them sparkling like diamonds in the translucent light. A holiday mood and an air
of pleasant anticipation enveloped the whole city.The Jews of Tarnów were a mixed group. A
rather small number of them, mainly the wealthiest members of the middle class such as
industrialists, mill owners and bankers, proud of their nouveau riche status, thought of
themselves as emancipated. Some of these, a generation or two removed from their shtetl
origin, managed to break into the middle and even the upper circles of the Polish society, spoke
Polish with the right pronunciation, and, if not yet totally assimilated, emulated their gentile
acquaintances enough to shun the company of other Jews and to break with the observance of
all Jewish traditions. They invariably sent their children to Polish schools in the hope that the next
generation would complete the assimilation process and become indistinguishable from the
Poles.At the other end of the scale were those who were pious and adhered to all religious
precepts. Strictly Orthodox, they guarded their ranks closely against any dissenters. Their
children were receiving their education in one cheder or another. It was the rare father among
them who, hoping perhaps that some familiarity with the Polish language and with the ways of
the world would help his offspring compete for a better financial status, reluctantly enrolled his
son — never a daughter — in Tarnów’s secular Hebrew school.Most of the Orthodox lived along
the cobblestone alleys behind Lwowska Street and earned their living as tradespeople, store
clerks and workers in Tarnów’s dominant textile industry. Through their open windows one could
hear singsong voices chanting prayers or reciting passages from the Torah and the Talmud. It
was not an unusual sight to meet men with their look-alike sons walking to and from the
synagogue in the streets on the Sabbath and the Jewish holidays, wearing the traditional long
black coats, or kapotes, and large fur hats, or shtreimels, their faces bearded and their sidelocks
bobbing rhythmically with each step.There were some staunch adherents to Orthodoxy among
the wealthier Jews as well. They were distinguished from their poorer counterparts by the fine
silk of their traditional garb, their more luxurious shtreimels, their spacious and better located
homes and, above all, by their more desirable seats in the synagogue, close to and facing the
east wall. Ironically, although as businessmen they often had the religious poor in their employ,
the two groups remained far apart socially, the rich avoiding contact with those whom they
considered beneath them. Snobbery, a pervasive and particularly tenacious trait among the
Polish Jews of the 1930s was, in the scheme of things, only a peg or two below
piety.Somewhere between those two extremes, there was by far the largest, if the most
heterogeneous, group of Jews, which consisted of both businessmen and members of the
professions — the intelligentsia. They had remained committed to Judaism but had sought to
change the thrust and nature of their involvement and thought that they had found a viable
compromise for the vexing question of their Jewish identity. They firmly believed that their
transformation into true modern Jews had been motivated, perhaps for the first time in Jewish



history since the beginning of the Diaspora, not by a blind wish to escape antisemitism in
Poland, but by rational and positive considerations. They were in the process of what was then
known, on a clue from the most widely read of the new Hebrew writers, Leon Pinsker, as auto-
emancipation.And yet, they had remained ambivalent about the fledgling ways they were
beginning to practise. On the one hand, in order not to offend their aging parents, they retained
some vestiges of Jewish rituals, even if in a diluted form; on the other, they prided themselves on
being enlightened, treating religion as moral philosophy rather than metaphysical faith, and
professing to have insight into the changes being wrought by the renaissance of the Hebrew
language and the growth of secular Zionism that was sweeping Central Europe.My own parents
were perhaps an apt example of this new phenomenon among the East European Jewry. When
visiting their families in Białystok, they adhered to the ways of the households there — speaking
Yiddish exclusively, attending the synagogue whenever expected to do so, observing the strict
kashrut in both my grandparents’ homes, and, in my father’s case, often participating in the daily
prayers with concomitant external accoutrements, tallith, phylacteries and all. My grandparents
were fully aware that this show of religiosity was put on for their benefit. My paternal grandfather,
in particular, was too wise and, at the same time, too tolerant to either fool himself or resort to
recriminations over matters he knew he could not control.It was different in our home in Tarnów.
Father and Mother spoke Yiddish to each other, for it was the language of their childhood and
they knew it best, but they both used Polish when addressing me and my younger sister, Hela.
Their observance of Jewish traditions was reduced to attendance at the synagogue on the High
Holidays, the substitution of matzoh for bread at Passover and my mother’s mechanical lighting
of the Sabbath candles. Mother hardly knew any Hebrew, and Father had a smattering of the
language, with its old Ashkenazi pronunciation, which he had learned while attending cheder as
a young boy.Although less given to philosophizing about the new trend than some of their
friends, my parents had followed the example of members of their social class and enrolled first
me, and later Hela, in a private Tarbut school, one of the many that were springing up all over the
cities and towns of Poland. The school was coeducational and bilingual and what in that era
could be termed progressive. Consisting of both elementary and high school grades, it was aptly
called Safah Berurah, or “clear language,” as mastery of Hebrew was one of its main educational
goals. It had a strong secular Zionist bias. The Hebrew in which all Judaic subjects — Hebrew
language and literature, the Bible, religion and Jewish history — were taught was with the newly
emerged Sephardic pronunciation, the one recently revived by contemporary Jewish writers
who had exchanged it as a vehicle of their creative work for their former Yiddish. This revised
form was also spoken by successive waves of emigration, or aliyot, in Palestine.It was common
for the school’s graduates, myself among them, to read, write and speak Hebrew fluently, to
have a good grasp of the Rashi commentary on the Bible and to be familiar with the Aramaic of
sizable portions of the Talmud.In addition to the regular and state-required matriculation at the
end of Grade 12, the school held a Hebrew matriculation. Educational standards in both were
scrupulously equal and high. A student could be prevented from graduating as easily for failure



in Latin, Polish literature or maths as for that in Hebrew grammar or Jewish religion. If our
parents were at times uneasy about the heavy dose of secularism and active Zionism
disseminated by the school, it was because they were caught between the old and the new
ideologies. Unable to stem the tide of intellectual and psychological progress washing over their
young, they could do little more than acquiesce to the inevitable. A new Jewish identity was
being forged in the school, and there was no turning back.Besides attending the school, my
friends and I, on reaching adolescence, had become members of one or another of Tarnów’s
Zionist organizations that complemented and advanced the ideas garnered in the classrooms. It
was there that theoretical and practical Zionism had been forged into the central ideal of our
lives. In frequent discussions, during field trips and during those rousing times when we
abandoned ourselves to Hebrew songs and dances, we sought to reconcile the theories we had
gleaned from our voracious readings of the world’s great minds — Spinoza, Hegel, Marx, Freud
— and our favourite authors, like Dostoevsky, Kafka, Mann and Shakespeare, with our
admiration for Herzl, Ahad Ha’am and the Hebrew writers of the Enlightenment.With the
enthusiasm and idealism of youth, we swept aside all contradictions. We were supremely
eclectic. It was easy, we felt, to press the intellectual giants of the world into the service of our
practical aim to rebuild Palestine. Most of us were convinced that ultimately, leaving the stifling
and antisemitic Polish milieu behind us, we would settle and work in our liberated version of
Herzl’s Altneuland or Ahad Ha’am’s “spiritual centre.” We would test our acquired learning
against pragmatic reality and would, we were convinced, shape a revolutionary phase in Jewish
history. Our eclecticism would fall on new and fertile ground where it would herald the end of all
the woes of a two-thousand-year-old dispersion and bear fruit in the creation of a model and free
Jewish society.By that spring I had turned seventeen. I had graduated from Safah Berurah a year
earlier, and, like a number of my schoolmates, had applied to and been accepted to a university
outside Poland. Some of the graduates had already gone — my childhood boyfriend, Milek Korn,
who was spending the year at the University of Glasgow studying engineering, among them.
Zygmunt (Zyga) Flaum, a tall, lanky youth, perhaps the best read and the most intelligent of our
tightly knit group, was going off to Padua in Italy to study the humanities. I felt secretly drawn to
him, attracted both by the analytical and ironic cast of his mind and his burgeoning masculinity,
but was on my guard in order not to fan the flames of Milek’s notorious jealousy.Jurek Bayer, a
stockily built but shy and sensitive boy, whose naïveté and propensity to daydream were the butt
of our frequent jokes, had enrolled in a pre-medical course in Prague. Meyer Taub, the soft-
spoken but tough newcomer to our group and academically less endowed than some of the
others, thought of studying textiles in Liège, Belgium. Resia Goldberg, our blond beauty queen,
a close friend with whom I had shared a desk since Grade 1, was studying the arts at the Józef
Piłsudski University of Warsaw, but, discouraged by the minuscule number of Jewish students
— for whom the Polish universities had a stringent quota — she was examining syllabuses of
colleges abroad, hoping to transfer in the fall. Lusia Maschler, Regina Feigenbaum and my very
best friend, Klara Chaikin, were as yet undecided, enjoying the freedom from the school routine



while half-heartedly selecting and rejecting half a dozen places. A few others had decided not to
enter university at all but to get work instead, preferably in some of the countries known for their
fair degree of tolerance toward Jews. Whatever our individual plans for the immediate future
might have been, we were all propelled by a common dream: at the end of our studies, we would
all go to Palestine where we would live on a kibbutz, or found one of our own, and work toward
reclaiming the land.I was heading for the famed Sorbonne in Paris to embark on the study of
journalism. The thought of putting what was generally conceded my considerable writing talent
to a test was as elating as my hope to spend a few years in the bohemian Cité internationale
universitaire de Paris, where life was said to be quite free from formal social restrictions,
unstructured and brimming with the intriguing student activism of the late 1930s. The awareness
that I would be separated from my intimate friends did not cause me — or any of us — much
concern, for we were convinced that our separation would be temporary and that, when we got
together again, we would be better than ever equipped, by acquiring knowledge and wide
expertise, to put our ideals into practice.I felt that I had more reasons for wishing to leave home
than most of my friends. My relationship with my mother had been unhappy and badly flawed
since my childhood. Except on rare occasions, she had treated me, and less so Hela, for whom I
had borne some of the brunt, as a nuisance and a burden. A woman of rare beauty, she liked to
think of herself as a purely decorative object; motherhood, to her, was some sort of a flaw or, at
best, the price she had to pay for her attractiveness.She was critical of my academic
achievement even though my teachers and friends had consistently regarded me as the best
student of my class. She found fault with my appearance which, admittedly falling far below hers,
abounded in good features, a fact that the mirror tended to confirm to my doubting mind. She
disapproved of my Zionist activities, which she found not genteel enough for a girl of my social
status, and of my choice of friends, some of whom came from lower-class families and, as an
added mark against them, lived in the poor section behind Lwowska Street. She restricted my
movements by setting up stringent rules, such as forbidding me to join my Zionist group for their
country hikes, enforcing bedtime at 7:30 p.m. until I was well into Grade 12, or nagging me to do
homework right after school even when there was no homework to do.At times, I sullenly
submitted to the criticism and the maltreatment, but at others I rebelled and sought escape. At
the risk of corporal punishment (for she readily resorted to the slapping of hands and face), I
would join my friends heading for St. Martin’s or a bike ride to a country inn, would occasionally
sneak out, aided by the Polish maid as my co-conspirator, to a Zionist meeting at 8:00 p.m. after
my parents had gone out for their evening entertainment, or would defiantly let myself be seen
with a group of young people whose social standing was not up to Mother’s standards.The tug of
war between Mother and I would probably have been a source of greater unhappiness to me
had it not been for the compensation I amply received from my highly developed sense of group
identity and from my father. With these two intimate presences in my life — and with my
grandparents whenever I visited them — I knew that I belonged. There was enough love and
closeness in all those relationships to make up for the inadequate mothering I felt I



received.Father was a brilliant, self-educated man. Among his business associates and all those
who knew him, his opinions and judgment were highly respected. He was an innovative and
expert businessman and had built a successful textile mill in Białystok and just as successful a
store for his own wollen garments in Tarnów. However, what mattered to Hela and me most was
that he brought into and practised at home an attitude diametrically opposed to that of Mother’s.
He was affectionate and gentle, taking our side whenever he felt that we were unjustly punished,
comforting us when we felt hurt and most importantly, treating us as desirable, much-wanted
children. We felt that we were a source of pride and happiness to him, for he let us know it at
every opportunity and was lavish in his praises. We admired him for his diplomatic talent of quiet
persuasion — one which he used, often successfully, to mediate between Mother and us.
Although he was deeply in love with his wife and strongly attracted to her, in his tenderness
toward us he would argue our side unobtrusively but firmly, winning for us, over and over again,
welcome concessions. Unfortunately, his business required him to divide his time between
Tarnów and Białystok so that he was not always there when we needed him. Still, he brought
love into the home whenever he came, and we loved him deeply in return.In spring 1939, I felt
euphoric enough about my close ties of friendship and about what I thought was my imminent
departure for Paris to put my problems with Mother into the background. And yet, my good mood
was marred and the general feeling of elation among my friends was overcast by deepening
shadows. Although we continued holding endless discussions on intellectual topics on which we
were self-proclaimed experts, our Socratic debates about Marxism versus anarchism,
psychoanalysis versus existentialism, and other equally ill-digested isms had lost some of their
lustre under the as yet guarded but increasingly sinister threat of Nazism.The real world had
encroached on the idyll we were spinning for our future. We could not disregard the plight of our
fellow German Jews next door even if, in our moments of levity, we ridiculed them as the
pompous, stuffy yekkes, nor could we ignore the inroads that the Nazis had made into some of
our adjacent countries. We could not silence Hitler’s hysterical speeches and the thunderous
“Sieg Heil!” (Hail Victory!) from his ever-swelling mass audiences. Looking at the map of Poland,
we began to realize that the country was vulnerable, as so many times in the past, to armed
invasion, and the most recent push for the annexation of Danzig filled us with foreboding. We
recoiled in fear whenever we watched films displaying seas of waving swastikas, and we could
not close our ears to reports about a growing number of concentration camps for Jews and
others in Germany. Besides, all of us had read Mein Kampf and were familiar with its proposed
solution to the Jewish question; we no longer could, as we had done earlier, dismiss it as the
mere ravings of a maniac.In our adolescent drive toward the ideal, we put our psychic defence
mechanism to work: we simply tried to evade the issues. Some, Zyga among them, argued that
Hitler would not invade Poland as it provided a natural buffer zone between Germany and the
communist Soviet Union; little did he, or any of us, know what was soon to become of that
argument. Resia, who had taken some courses in political science while at the University of
Warsaw, waxed eloquent about Hitler’s reluctance to risk open warfare with England, France and



possibly the United States. Each of us knew of many reasons why we personally were not in any
danger. The Polish radio was our natural ally for it kept broadcasting encouraging news about
the might and invincibility of the Polish army. In our stubborn wishful thinking, we believed every
report. Perhaps it was a sign of our sheltered youth and immaturity that in the spring of 1939 we
lived quite comfortably the paradox of the golden dream and the black nightmare.The Last
SederPassover was approaching. Spending the holiday at the home of my paternal grandfather,
David Roskes, was a family tradition. Aside from those annual pilgrimages, I had spent much of
my time in Białystok throughout my twelve years of school. It was a large and lively centre of the
best in Jewish culture, and I had friends there. I had gone to Białystok for many summers,
visiting alternately with my mother’s and my father’s parents, and had continued my visits after
my mother’s father and, later, my father’s mother, had died. Whenever I was there, I had felt
myself blossoming under the loving care of all my relations. My grandparents’ homes had
offered an escape from Mother’s constant nagging into a cozy nest where I was accepted and
loved. Sometimes I would go to a summer camp nearby and visit my Białystok family on
weekends. At other times I would spend the entire summer on Grandfather Roskes’ dacha, deep
in the pine woods surrounding the city, where I would bask in the tranquility of the sylvan
landscape and in the accolades of my uncles, aunts and cousins. Of all the grandchildren, I was
the closest to our Białystok roots.The coming Passover had all the makings of becoming a
milestone in my life. For the first time in many years, almost the entire family on my father’s side
— even those living outside Poland — would be there. My eldest uncle, Owsej, whom I had
always remembered opening and closing windows, inspecting his throat in the mirror, and taking
his pulse at regular intervals, would come from Budapest, where he had one of the largest textile
mills in Hungary. He would be accompanied by his equally eccentric wife, my aunt Malcia, who
delighted in taking stock of the contents of other people’s cupboards, but who could also recite
from memory lengthy passages of Russian, Polish and German poetry. They would be
accompanied by two of their sons, Nat, whom I knew, and Arthur, whom I had not met yet. Then
there would be my favourite uncle Enoch, a true intellectual who was equally at home in Jewish
and secular culture, and who had recently given up his post as the principal of a high school in
Warsaw to become a businessman in Romania (a melamed turned secher — a teacher turned
merchant — according to my mother’s scornful barb). He had just married, after years of
bachelorhood, an accomplished young Viennese woman, Mandy, whose beauty and elegance
were matched by her brilliant mind. They would come from Cernăuți in Romania (now Chernivtsi,
Ukraine), where Enoch, in partnership with his younger brother Leo, another academic turned
industrialist, had founded and was running a rubber mill. Leo, the youngest of my uncles, had,
prior to becoming a secher, graduated in chemistry from the university in Vilnius — one of a
handful of Polish Jews who had reached that high a level of education. He would be almost
literally led by his wife, Masza. She eschewed all languages to rule her husband in her loud but
flawless and highly articulate Yiddish, and their two young children, Benjie and Ruth, would be
trailing behind her. The family would be complete with the addition of my father’s only sister, my



charming and bright aunt Pola, her husband, Moishe — another textile merchant — and two little
daughters whose names I no longer remember. Aunt Pola and her family lived in Grandfather’s
spacious house of which Pola had become the gracious châtelaine after my grandmother’s
death.
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