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About the Author

Helga Weiss was born in Prague in 1929. Her father, Otto, was employed in the state bank in Prague and her mother, Irena, was a dressmaker. Of the 15,000 children brought to Terezín and later deported to Auschwitz, only 100 survived the Holocaust. Helga was one of them. On her return to Prague she studied art and has become well known for her paintings. The drawings and paintings that Helga made during her time in Terezín, which accompany this diary, were published in 1998 in the book Draw What You See (Zeichne, was Du siehst). Her father’s novel And God saw that it was bad, written during his time in Terezín and which she illustrated, was published in 2010. In 1954 Helga married the musician Jiří Hošek. She has two children, three grandchildren and lives to this day in the flat where she was born.
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To my granddaughters, Dominika, Natálie and Sarah, and to all young people, in the hope that they will keep the past alive in their memories, and that they will never experience for themselves what my generation has had to live through.




Translator’s Note

Helga’s surviving manuscripts consist of two stapled school notebooks and a stack of paper that she used once the notebooks ran out. Over the years, she worked on them several times, writing over and into her original scripts in pencil and making several revised versions of them, one an early typescript that survives as well.

Although the current edition presents Helga’s journals as a daily diary, according to her wishes, the original composition of the work is more varied.
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The notebooks

The surviving notebooks recount Helga’s time in Prague and later at Terezín internment camp. Textual evidence shows that she did not keep daily entries; instead, she picked up the journal at greater intervals and wrote long entries covering months at a stretch. This explains in part what would have been an uncanny awareness of the significance of events, as well as accounting for the occasional chronological hiccup, when two events close in time are transposed in order.

The first notebook begins with a reminiscence about Helga’s ‘childhood’ (remember that at the time she started writing she was a child herself, certainly no older than fourteen) and continues by recounting scenes and events from the early wartime years, documented in a mixture of past and present narration. The narrative style is, with the exception of the first few pages, remarkably consistent, with Helga telling her stories as if she is reliving them just moments later.

In the current edition, which follows a version of the text that Helga put together after the war, she has rewritten the passages about 1938 and the first half of 1939, stripping out some of her childish purple prose and putting them in a format more like that of the remaining sections, and she has added dates throughout the work. Although these now read like daily diary entries, therefore, they were not originally so. This explains the maturity of the style, which would have been highly improbable for a child of eight or nine.

Helga edited the text of the notebooks after the war as she made her typescript version. In her edits, Helga has removed some comments and episodes that perhaps seemed to her overly critical of people (who were possibly still alive at that point) and cut down some of the discursive and repetitive episodes that she felt were of little interest. This editing has been retained at Helga’s express wishes, so what readers have in front of them is the post-war version, rather than the text of the original notebooks. Roughly a quarter of the notebooks’ text was excised, and a further quarter underwent some stylistic editing. In a few places, Helga added further observations after the war, and these have been signalled in the endnotes.

Helga’s second notebook ends with an entry concerning the family’s arrival at Terezín in 1941 and their separation. This was apparently written in 1943, as in the notebook Helga says she remembers this scene ‘even now, two years later’.
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The loose-leaf papers

What survives in manuscript form from after that date are individual sheets of paper, some possibly written down while she was at the camp and many others written after the war. At this point, we can only take educated guesses as to which pages date from when, based on the paper itself and the handwriting. Here, more than in the notebooks, substantial editing is visible right on the manuscript pages. Because the pages were not numbered or dated, as they got misfiled and reshuffled over the years, the original order was lost. Furthermore, when Helga was writing and editing her work after the war, reference works about the Holocaust were few and far between, so rather than working to a strict chronology, she often wrote and grouped entries thematically. For example, where she had mentioned a cultural event, she included the names of one or two others that she attended later as well.

Some research and interpretation was thus needed to put this section into an order that made sense, without traducing what was on the original pages. In translating this section, I have used Helga’s authorized, edited text, and have as far as possible followed the ordering in that text. However, in some places I have placed entries in a different order from Helga’s original guesses, as long as in doing so I was able to respect the composition of the original manuscripts. Some discrepancies remain, due to the thematic way in which the entries were composed, but notes will direct readers to many of the remaining issues with the timeline of events.
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The remaining text

The final section of the diary is similarly written in diary format, but was composed necessarily, as Helga explains in her Preface, on her return to Prague after the war during 1945 and 1946. There is no surviving manuscript of this section, so it relies entirely on the post-war typescript. The composition of it is still in diary form, continuing in the same vein as Helga had done in her wartime account. In our interview (see page 188), Helga explains why she wrote this third section in the format of a diary.
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The translation and the format

In my translation, I have tried to respect Helga’s vision of a text that is readable for modern sensibilities while keeping to her authorized version. This is not a definitive scholarly edition, and my own changes to the text have thus been minimal. The gaps, awkward bits, jumps and repetitions are there to begin with, and it’s our job as modern readers to try to bridge the gulf between our world and Helga’s childhood world.

For this reason, readers will find notes at the back to explain some of the references that Helga would have taken for granted. In very occasional places, I have inserted an extra explanatory word or two into the main text to make a reference point clear, but for the most part these references are explained in the notes. Helga’s original paragraphs are often very long, so in places I have taken the liberty of breaking them in two to offer readers a pause between thoughts.

Helga wrote her journal as an adolescent and, as is understandable for a child living in dramatic times, she mentioned dates only occasionally. Dates as entry headings appear first sporadically, as later insertions on some of the loose-leaf pages, and are not found consistently until the post-war typescript; these were thus inserted retrospectively as best as Helga could recall or figure out after the war.

We have left Helga’s reconstructed dates as an aid to readers, but rather than try to add further dates throughout the text, which would be well nigh impossible, we have attempted to forestall confusion in readers’ minds, as Helga switches tenses and subjects, with two further sorts of break within the text. A larger gap with a scroll () indicates the beginning of a fresh episode in the diary, the introduction of a new subject or concern, often but not necessarily preceded by a larger, or at least a definite, passage of time. A small gap with a star (*) simply indicates that some time may have passed between paragraphs, perhaps only a few hours, perhaps a couple of days, but the subject remains the same and the narrative is essentially continuous. These gaps do not correspond to gaps in the original manuscript, and should not be taken to indicate that Helga has put her diary down and returned to it afresh.

Similarly, the diary is presented here in three parts – the first covers her experiences in Prague, the second her time in Terezín and the third her experiences thereafter – but readers should know that these divisions are not original to the text.

I have followed Helga in citing place names in Czech, unless there is a common English version, such as Prague, or unless the German name is more familiar. Sometimes, as in the case of Brüx–Most, she uses both terms, in which case I have stuck with the modern Czech place name so as not to confuse readers.

Helga’s Diary contains a number of German words that describe places and activities in the camps. As she wrote in Czech and it was her native tongue, I’ve preserved many of these interlopers to give a flavour of the original. Czech readers of today would struggle with these alien words if anything more than English speakers do. Some readers may find it strange that frequently a German word is mixed with an English ending (Krankenträgers, meaning ‘stretcher-bearers’). This again reflects the original text, in which Helga increasingly incorporates the official language of the camp – German – into her own language, adapting it to the flective demands of her native Czech. In many places, however, I have provided a translation or explanation in English so as not to disrupt readers too greatly. A short German glossary can be found at the end of the text that contains many of the more frequent German words Helga uses. (Helga and I discussed some of these words in greater detail in her interview.)

Many of the places mentioned in the book are, of course, still there to this day and can be visited. Terezín, designated by the Germans as a transit camp for Jews to be deported to labour and extermination camps elsewhere in the Reich, and later tarted up to claim to the international community that the Jews were being treated humanely, is a Czech national monument. The Trade Fair Palace, a 1920s building in the northern Prague suburb of Holešovice, is now an art gallery belonging to the National Gallery (although the Radio Palace next door, where the actual internments took place, has been knocked down; a plaque, designed by Helga, marks its location). And other camps where Helga was interned, such as Auschwitz-Birkenau and Mauthausen, are open to the public as well.

Helga, incidentally, still lives in the flat where she was born and where the opening events of her journal take place.

[image: ]

Acknowledgments

In preparing this translation, I had recourse to many sources, including the official websites of the Terezín National Monument, the educational portal Holocaust.cz, the Vedem project, the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, the YIVO encyclopedia, the Prague Jewish Museum, the town of Terezín, the Czech National Gallery, the Prague Information Service, Mauthausen Memorial, Czech Radio and the Terezín Initiative Institute. The websites www.ghetto-theresienstadt.info, www.fronta.cz, www.jewishgen.org and vysocina-news.cz were further important sources. Other interviews on the web with Holocaust survivors provided valuable context and corroborating information, such as those on www.hermanova.de [URL Inactive], www.holocaustresearchproject.org, historycz.edublogs.org and www.holocaustcenterbuff.com [URL Inactive].

Among the books I consulted were Hans Günther Adler’s Theresienstadt: das Antlitz einer Zwangsgemeinschaft, Norbert Troller’s Theresienstadt: Hitler’s Gift to the Jews, The Terezin Diary of Gonda Redlich (ed. Saul Friedman and trans. Laurence Kutler), Joža Karas’s Music in Terezín, 1941–45, Alena Heitlinger’s In the Shadows of the Holocaust and Communism: Czech and Slovak Jews since 1945 and Pokoj 127, a memoir by six Terezín survivors, Tom Luke, Mordechaj Livni, Chava Livni, Petr Herrmann, Eva Ročková and Jan Roček.

I’m also grateful to Edgar de Bruin for his invaluable collaboration in reconstructing the chronology of the diary; to Luděk Knittl for his linguistic assistance; to Andrew Swartz for his moral support; and to the UK editor, Will Hammond, for his patient and assured shepherding of this project from beginning to end.

Neil Bermel
Sheffield University, 2012




Maps

[image: A map traces ‘Helga’s journey’ from ‘Praha’ north-eastward towards ‘Ostrava’ and ‘Auschwitz’. Two lines mark the ‘likely route’, and the ‘possible route’. Surrounding areas spread west into ‘The German Reich’ and east across the occupied Poland region.]
[image: A map titled ‘Terezin’ places the ‘river’ along the north. Barracks and numbered housing areas spread through central, western, southern, and south-eastern sections. Including ‘1, children’s house and school, 2, home for young people, 3, home for girls aged 8 to 16, 4, Jewish ghetto guard, 5, S S Kommandatur, 6. Laundry washroom and disinfection centre, 7, hospital and housing for the elderly, 8, women’s barracks.]



Preface

With age, one returns increasingly to the past. To my surprise, I now find that I essentially never left it. After some years I read my diary again – carefully, from beginning to end – with a bit of nostalgia, I admit, and in many places with great emotion.

I don’t really know how to start writing a preface to my diary, or why I should do so. Everything essential I recorded more than sixty years ago. I wrote down my experiences and thoughts, at first in school notebooks, then on individual sheets of paper. The writing is childish, the style prolix, naïve. Still, it is a faithful picture of the time in which my generation lived, grew up and died. Much has already been written, many things have been forgotten, occasionally matters have been deliberately suppressed and distorted. I like things tidy and don’t want to leave a mess behind. It’s high time I put my effects in order.

Over the years a large number of documents have accumulated. I don’t enjoy sorting through papers and so mine are a bit chaotic. Thus I came upon my journal, put away years ago and almost forgotten at the bottom of a drawer. It’s a stack of yellowed papers, written in pencil, in places hardly readable. I move with the times; I learned to use a computer and so page by page I typed it up and printed it out.

I found myself deleting things, shortening long sentences, omitting clauses, choosing more appropriate words and expressions. Some might object that it needs professional editing. However, my experiences with this have not been good ones. Many articles, radio programmes and reports have already been written about my adventures. Editorial interventions have frequently changed the point of them completely, distorting or falsifying true events. I fear that, with changes, the authenticity and force of the narration would be lost. May readers treat this diary charitably and accept it for what it is.

My diary begins in Prague in 1938; it describes the occupation of Czechoslovakia and the conditions there – primarily the anti-Jewish directives in the Protectorate and life in the ghetto at Terezín. Before our deportation from Terezín to Auschwitz (September–October 1944), I gave the diary to my uncle Josef Polák, who took it and my drawings and bricked them into the wall of a building, thus preserving them. Shortly after the war (1945–6) I finished off my Terezín diary and wrote down everything I had experienced in the other concentration camps (Auschwitz, Freiberg, Mauthausen), where there had been absolutely no opportunity to write.

I recorded these events as they occurred to me in my memories, writing spontaneously, quickly, under the pressure of the experiences that filled me. I wrote on unbound sheets of paper, without even numbering the pages. It did not occur to me to check the dates – in many cases I hadn’t even noted them down – and anyway at the time historians were only just starting work on their studies. Scholarly publications did not come out until much later, after I had finished my diary.

When I was preparing my diary for publication in book form, it was not easy to put the events in chronological order. If I have not been successful, may my readers be tolerant of this. I am not a historian and my diary is not a work of scholarship. My priority, the most fundamental thing for me, was the events and experiences, and these I remember quite precisely to this day.

Reliable facts can be found in the scholarly literature. From history textbooks, students can learn that during the Second World War six million Jews perished. The precise figures have been tallied and preserved in databases. All you need to do is click on your computer; the dates and numbers will appear.

Each number, however, contains one human fate, one story. My diary is only one of these.

I finished my notes with our May 1945 return to Prague and the words ‘finally home’. However, there was no home to return to. My mother and I had nowhere to go; my father never returned and our former flat had been occupied. I was fifteen and a half and most of all needed to make up my missed school years. We began a new life.

Helga Weiss
Prague, 2012




1. Prague

What do they mean by ‘mobilization’1? All young men have to join up. Why? Not long ago it was all about Austria,2 and now it’s mobilization again. People can’t talk about anything else. But what is it? Why aren’t Mum and Dad home today? Instead of telling me what this mobilization’s about, they’ve gone to listen to the radio. Anyway, it’s just an excuse, because they could listen to the radio at home. They must have gone to their friends’ house so they could talk about the mobilization. What must they think of me? That I’m still just a little girl, with whom they can’t talk about anything? I’m a big girl already, I’ll be nine soon.3 My God, what time are the bells tolling? I have to go to school tomorrow and I’m still not asleep. This silly mobilization has made me forget about school completely.

What air raid? Into the cellar – now, at night? Why are you getting me up, Mummy? What’s wrong, what’s happening? What are you doing; you can’t put my clothes on over my pyjamas …

The gong just sounded in the hallway, summoning us to the shelter. Dad was pacing impatiently in the vestibule and Mum just barely managed to pull my gym clothes on before we fled down to the cellar. The porter opened the old storeroom, which was supposed to serve as a shelter. There wasn’t a lot of room; we were packed together, but at least we all fit in. At first no one spoke, but their fearful eyes asked: ‘What will happen; what does it mean?’ However, in a little while the mood improved. The men tried to calm the women down, although they were just as upset themselves. They had more self-control and could crack jokes. About a half-hour later the blare of the sirens announced the end of the air raid. Everyone went back to their flats. The parents of my friend invited us to spend the rest of the night at their house. They sent Eva and me to sleep; our parents stayed in the other room, where they listened to the radio. Sleeping was out of the question. Why should we kids have to go to sleep when everyone else was up? And when we finally closed our eyes, the siren wailed again. It happened three more times that night and each time we went to the shelter.

We didn’t sleep at all that night. We children couldn’t wait till morning. We’d have so much to tell people tomorrow at school. Maybe there wouldn’t even be school; that would be brilliant. The grown-ups had other things to worry about and so they weren’t so happy when the siren went off. But fortunately everything turned out OK. They were just false alarms and there was no air raid.

*

In the morning, I went to school. The classes weren’t much use. All of us were excited and tired from the previous night. We told each other our night-time adventures. There was stuff to talk about all day. After lunch (which wasn’t much good; no one was in the right frame of mind to cook) the whole building met in the shelter again. This time it wasn’t because of an air raid, but so that we could clean up the shelter, in case we had to spend another night in it. We threw out all the things that belonged in the rubbish; the women set to sweeping and scrubbing, while the men put together first-aid kits and made a secret exit. The mothers made bunks for us using the goods lockers. Finally, everyone brought a suitcase with supplies down. We spent a bit of time chatting and then everyone went home and waited anxiously to see what the night would bring. Against all expectations it passed peacefully. Despite that, Eva’s father and mine decided that it was too dangerous to stay in Prague. That very afternoon they went to find a suitable flat outside Prague where we could stay until the danger was past. They rented us two rooms in a small detached house in the village of Úvaly.4 In the meantime our mums packed up and the next day we left.
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When we saw that there was no danger threatening Prague, we returned home. In the meantime our president, Eduard Beneš, had resigned and Emil Hácha had taken his place. That was called the Second Republic.5 Then there was peace for a while, but not for long. One day our new president was called to Berlin, where there were going to be discussions about the future of Czechoslovakia. There was great excitement everywhere in the country. People felt nothing good would come of this. And they were not mistaken.

[image: ]

15 March 1939

In the morning, when I woke up, Mum and Dad were sitting by the radio, their heads hung low. At first I didn’t know what had happened, but soon I figured it out. A trembling voice came from the radio: ‘This morning at 6.30 the German army crossed the Czechoslovak border.’ I didn’t really understand the meaning of those words, but I felt there was something terrible in them. The announcer said several more times: ‘Stay calm and collected!’ I remained in bed for a bit longer. Dad came and sat next to me on the bed. He was serious and I could see he was very upset. He didn’t say a word. I took his hand; I could feel it trembling. It was quiet, broken only by the weak ticking of the clock. There was something heavy in the air. No one wanted to break the awkward silence. We stayed that way for several minutes. Then I got dressed and went to school. Mum went with me. Along the way we met familiar and unfamiliar faces. You could read the same things in everyone’s eyes: fear, sadness and the question ‘What will happen next?’

At school, the mood was sad. The happy chatter and carefree laughter of children had changed into frightened whispers. Clutches of girls deep in conversation could be seen in the hallways and the classrooms. After the bell rang, we went off to our classes. Not much teaching went on. We were all distracted and felt relieved once the bell rang again. After classes lots of our parents were waiting for us. My mum came for me. On the way home we saw loads of German cars and tanks. The weather was chilly; it was raining, snow fell, the wind howled. It was as if nature was protesting.
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In this way we came under the ‘protection’ of the German Reich, without knowing how or what from. We also got a new name. Instead of Czechoslovakia we are now called the Protectorate of Bohemia and Moravia.

Since 15 March there has not been a single calm day. There have been orders one after another that repress and wound us more and more. Not a day goes by without bringing some new turmoil. The worst of it has landed on us Jews. They heap everything on our backs. We’re the cause of one thing after another, everything is our fault, even though we didn’t do anything. We can’t help being Jews, and nor can we help any of these other things. No one asks; they just feel they have to pour out their anger on someone and who’s better for that than – of course – the Jews. Anti-Semitism is rising; the newspapers are full of anti-Jewish articles.

*

Anti-Jewish orders are on the rise. The news that Jews couldn’t be employed in government jobs any more caused an uproar in Jewish families. Then, no Aryan6 (previously an unfamiliar word) could employ a non-Aryan Jew. Now they keep coming, time and time again, order after order. You barely know what you can and can’t do. It is forbidden to visit cafés, cinemas, theatres, playgrounds, parks … there are so many things that I can’t remember them all. Among others there was also an order that really upset me: the expulsion of Jewish children from state schools. When I found out, I was unhappy. After the holidays I was supposed to go into Year 5. I like school and the thought that I will never be able to sit at a school desk with the other students brings tears to my eyes. But I have to bear up; there are other things waiting for me and many of them will undoubtedly be much worse.

[image: ]
Signs in German and Czech at a children’s park in Prague, 1939. The uppermost sign reads ‘Jews Not Allowed’.
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1 September 1939

War has broken out. No one was surprised. The way events turned out, we had to count on it. However horrid the prospect that this could lead to a world war, it’s the only hope – not only for us, but for all enslaved peoples – to have a happier tomorrow.

*

Before I got back from the holidays, Dad signed me up for a group so I could keep up my studies. It’s not like being in school, but I’m getting used to it and am starting to like this new way of learning. Our group is made up of five Jewish girls. Our teachers are two young students who had to give up their studies for the same reason we did. We take turns meeting in each other’s flats. Instead of a school building like we were used to, it’s an ordinary tenement; instead of a classroom, a child’s bedroom. School desks are replaced by simple chairs and a table, the big school blackboard by a child’s small slate.
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28 October 1939

Another disruptive order. This time, for a change, it doesn’t concern Jews, but university students. All the colleges will be closed down – because a few students tried to hold a protest. One of them was killed. At his funeral there was a repeat of the protest. But nothing was achieved except that a lot of students were dragged off to the concentration camps.

The arrests never stop. The German ‘Gestapo’7 police rampage through Prague and arrest everyone it suits them to, as they say. Prague is full of these uniformed and plain-clothes Gestapo men. They spread terror wherever they go and everyone takes great care not to fall into their clutches. Despite people trying their hardest to stay clear, there are many unlucky ones who fall victim to their cleverly laid traps. Danger lurks at every step. When you leave your house, you never know if you will return. By now there are very few families who don’t have one of their nearest and dearest in a concentration camp. Thank God we have been spared that so far.
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Autumn 19408

Slowly we got used to the new regime. We grew numb. Even the sharpest decrees don’t nettle us much. And there are a fair number of them.

All businesses have to be German-Czech. (Some enthusiasts take it too much to heart and only have German on their shop-fronts.) A notice was added to the menu in every restaurant, printed in bold letters so no one could miss it: ‘Jews not allowed – Juden nicht zugänglich’. This sign appeared at the entrance to all entertainment establishments, sweet shops and barbers. Contact with Jews is being curtailed.

Despite this my Aryan friends have not stopped visiting me. They always bring their school notebooks, which Dad uses as a guide, because since Christmas he’s been teaching me himself.

So I muddled through a whole year that way. I passed my exam9 at the Jewish school and got my report. All A’s. Why don’t I feel satisfied the way I used to? The marks still make me happy, but the knowledge that I’ll be spending the forthcoming holidays in Prague fills me with sadness.

Last year, even though it wasn’t as nice as the previous year, at least we were in the countryside. In a small town – more like a village – called Cerhenice. Dad was employed there on a farm, by the farmer. He went voluntarily, like many others, so he wouldn’t be called up for other manual work. Staying there certainly wasn’t ideal, but since there weren’t many summer flats Jews were allowed to rent, I was happy enough with it. It was a long way to the woods and I only went swimming a couple of times at the beginning before the ban came in: ‘Jews are forbidden to swim in the river’ – just in case, God forbid, they pollute the water before the Aryans can bathe in it. But the relatives we were staying with had a big garden and a pool in it – a small one, but a pool nonetheless. Four of my distant cousins lived in the village and our other relatives had two daughters themselves. So there were seven of us and that was enough for us to play to our hearts’ content.

We had a good time that summer and still I wasn’t satisfied. It hadn’t been like other holidays. What I wouldn’t give now to be able even to go there! But that’s not possible. Jews are not permitted to go more than 30 kilometres from their place of residence. Prague in summertime, dusty streets, ugh! It will be the first holidays I’ve ever spent in Prague.

These thoughts
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Jewish schoolchildren in Prague wearing the yellow star.
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