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Dedication

This book is dedicated to the memory of my parents, Faigie and Lieb Fromm; my sister, Zonia; and all sixty-two members of my extended family who perished in the Holocaust.

To my beloved late wife, Helen Safran Smart.

To my beloved wife, Tina Russo Smart, without whose encouragement and patience this book would not be possible.

To my children, Faigie, Lorne and Anthony.

To my grandchildren, Tara, Jay, Brandon and Adam.

I would like to make a special dedication to a poor Polish farmer named Jasko Rudnicki. He risked his life and that of his wife, Kasia, and their two children, while sharing what little he had with me. He saved my life when I hid from the Nazis and their Ukrainian collaborators during the Holocaust.

Thank you, Jasko and Kasia, for giving me my life.

A special dedication in memory of my best friend, Janek, without whom I never would have survived in the woods.
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About the Glossary

The following memoir contains a number of terms, concepts and historical references that may be unfamiliar to the reader. For information on major organizations; significant historical events and people; geographical locations; religious and cultural terms; and foreign-language words and expressions that will help give context and background to the events described in the text, please see the glossary beginning here.





Foreword

This is a story of courage and survival. Millions perished in the Holocaust—often helpless to save themselves in the face of the incredible brutality of the Nazis and their numerous collaborators. Here we have the memoir of a little boy who is about to be forced onto a truck, en route to his execution. The mother cries out to her little boy, “Save yourself!”—and he bravely defies the odds and lives.

This dramatic story unfolds in a small town in Poland—Buczacz—now part of Ukraine, where thousands of collaborators turned on their Jewish neighbours, killing them and looting whatever they could. When the war shuddered to its bloody finale, only one hundred of about eight thousand Jews in the town had survived. Maxwell Smart was one of them.

In rags, starving, narrowly and repeatedly escaping death at the hands of the Nazis and Ukrainians, Maxwell—although only a boy at the time—displays a remarkable blend of courage, compassion and maturity.

An orphan, he makes his way to Canada—a country that, prior to and during the war, had turned its back on endangered Jews who sought refuge. The countries wise enough to provide a home for the refugees were enriched by their newcomers’ extraordinary contributions. Canada stood at the bottom of the ladder in terms of saving these imperilled people. Only after the true horror of the Holocaust was revealed did Canada’s leaders (and not all of them) liberalize their immigration policies.

Thousands of survivors living in Montreal have never told their stories. The voices of Maxwell Smart and others must be heard, as we still encounter people who downplay or even dismiss the largest and most documented mass murder in human history. Regrettably, there are no words to convey the full horror of the Holocaust. Only the individual experiences of people like Maxwell Smart, painfully recalled, begin to describe the monumental crimes of the Nazi Party and its collaborators.

And from the brutality of war has emerged a celebrated artist offering the world, in sharp contrast, beautiful images. Maxwell Smart describes himself as an abstract expressionist—that is, he belongs to a school of artists born in the wake of World War II. Yet Maxwell’s paintings are marked by a difference in style and content—his paintings are enriched by his past. In many ways, they are subconscious creations, digging deep into hidden memories of flight and fear and fantasy. One cannot be untouched after living in constant danger for years, detached from virtually all human contact and seeking distraction from gnawing hunger. These are the elements that make Maxwell’s canvases dynamic and different. The forests in which he hid, the planets and stars distracting him from his endlessly endangered existence, and even the moments of serenity, are all reflected in his work.

Furthermore, he paints enormous pieces. This is not the work of someone seeking to produce an oeuvre easily and without pain. Many paintings are so big that they are suitable only for a gallery, an institution or a mansion. Paintings by Maxwell Smart hang in various galleries and collections. In 2006, the opening of the gallery bearing his name saw hundreds of people come to pay tribute—and to buy paintings.

Art columnist Heather Solomon, who has written about Montreal artists for more than twenty years, labelled Maxwell Smart “the jewel of the Montreal art scene.” I was present when Solomon first encountered Maxwell’s work in his St. Laurent, Quebec, gallery. She entered the gallery and was immediately drawn to closely examine a painting of stars. This is how Heather described the moment: “Through a door, the ceiling swoops upward to eighteen feet and your eyes widen with the rush of colour and energy emanating from large-scale paintings that practically sing with life.”1

Among those paying tribute to Maxwell at his gallery opening was accomplished Canadian artist Sydney Berne. Berne was impressed by what he called Max’s “unflagging optimism,” declaring, “Having experienced childhood misery in darkness, as he hid from the Nazis, he now revels in light with his exuberant will to live and to paint.”2

For the seven-year-old boy who was thrilled by his teacher’s encouraging words about his art seven decades ago, in another world, life has come full circle—and he has joyfully learned the truth in Franz Kafka’s statement that “anyone who keeps the ability to see beauty never grows old.”

Joe King (1923–2013)

Montreal, Quebec





Author’s Preface

You might think that I was one of the lucky ones—a young Jewish boy living in Poland during World War II who never saw the inside of a concentration camp. But my memories of those long days and longer nights when, from the age of twelve, I found myself completely alone bring back the uncontrollable panic and dread of being discovered in my hiding place, the hunger of my starving body and the absolute fear that everyone was my enemy. The severe, painful cold of the winter months are part of me every day and night, even now, more than seven decades later.

For a large portion of the last seventy years, I attempted to block out the terrifying, psychologically and physically scarring nightmare of what happened to my family and me during World War II and the German occupation of Poland. Understandably, I did not want to remember or relive the past, and so attempted to erase this tragic period of my life and tried to pretend that it never happened. With much determination, I was able to create a new life for myself in Montreal and lock away my painful past. In essence, my new life started when I arrived in Canada—or so I tried to convince myself. I desperately did not want to remember those horrible Holocaust years, and when for a moment a memory would intrude on the present, I would become depressed for days. I would get angry and anxious and ask myself, Is this normal? Am I normal?

The horrors of the Holocaust were not discussed and not even fully acknowledged by many in the Jewish community in Montreal after the war, and many Canadian Jews were not really interested in the subject. It seemed they felt dissociated from it, and they appeared to be more concerned about the fact that newcomers were taking away their jobs. When I first arrived in Canada, many people would ask where I was from, and they would question me about my city, but they never asked about my parents or family or what I had experienced or how I survived the inconceivable savagery. They seemed disinterested in the barbarity that was experienced by a twelve-year-old boy, a homeless orphan who survived the war by stealing and begging for food, who risked his life every day in a desperate hunt for something to eat, who could easily have been shot to death for simply scrounging for food—just because he was a Jew.

In my case, I was extremely lucky to have the help of Jasko Rudnicki, a very poor Polish farmer with a heart of gold. During the long period in which I meticulously reviewed the painful memories of my perilous existence, I realized that Jasko had repeatedly saved my life. My aunt and uncle had made an arrangement to provide him with money periodically—a small amount that was necessary for the farmer, who lived a marginal existence, to assist me. When the funds stopped arriving after the second payment, he still continued to help me, for about two years.

In May 2008, during a visit to the Yad Vashem Holocaust Remembrance Center in Jerusalem, I made a formal submission recommending that Jasko Rudnicki be honoured with the title “Righteous Among the Nations.” In spite of the Germans’ threat that they would kill anyone who aided Jews, there are more than twenty thousand non-Jews who have been designated as “Righteous Among the Nations” by Yad Vashem. This figure may represent only a fraction of those who risked everything to help their neighbours. The process for verifying the contributions made on behalf of a nominee require at least two eyewitnesses, and in many instances, no one survived to verify what happened. Although I survived much of the war as a result of Jasko’s generosity and compassion, unfortunately I had no documents to prove how he had helped me, and I had no way of finding any of his descendants who could confirm the story. I do still hope to find them one day, and formally recognize Jasko and Kasia’s selflessness. I know without a doubt that I never could have survived if not for their care.

A Canadian Jew who lived in peace, with a family, a home and children, and who was never hungry, could never fully understand how I survived. Today, at the age of eighty-five, while I write this book and analyze the many encounters that I had with death, I still try to understand how I survived so much hardship, pain and brutality. Was there a reason that I was chosen to survive?

I could easily have been caught and killed at any point throughout my years in hiding. The vast number of Jews who encountered even one of the many situations I was in did not survive. Because of this, I believe that it was a miracle that I was spared death. There is no logical or rational way to otherwise describe my survival. While reading this book, you will realize that sometimes miracles do happen, because they happened to me.

After all this, I made a life for myself in Canada, and even when I got married I never discussed my past. But life doesn’t follow a plan or unfold in the way you think it should. Unexpected things happened, like the death of my wife, Helen, my love, a beautiful fifty-two-year-old woman who became ill with cancer and passed away quickly. All of a sudden I was a fifty-five-year-old man, alone. That triggered memories of being alone as a child. I started to think once more about the past, which I thought I had left behind.





Part One

The War

Holocaust survivors can never detach themselves from the view that they were innocent victims of the Nazis’ genocidal plan which destroyed their families and communities, leaving them bereft and in despair. In a remarkable act of courage most survivors faced the uncertainty of their future by renewing their broken lives. They married, raised children, entered trades or professions, living lives as close to normalcy as they were able. This was their answer to those who wished to annihilate them.

Another means for resisting the genocidal program was to break the silence about their ordeal, to let the world know of their suffering, to demand that their story be heard despite the deniers’ attempts to erase it from historical memory.

From Victim to Witness: A Collection of the Abstracts of Holocaust Survivor Memoirs, Mervin Butofsky and Kurt Jonassohn, 2005





A Jewish Town in Poland

My name is Oziac Fromm. I was born on June 1, 1930. I also had a Jewish name: Shaih Moishe Fromm. I seldom heard anyone calling me by my Jewish name aside from when I was called to the Torah in the Great Synagogue on the holidays. I was proud to recite the prayer wearing my father’s tallis, prayer shawl.

I remember, as a boy, racing from my hillside home to the nearby ruins of an ancient, magical castle. The timeless fortress loomed over the town—an enduring reminder of the town’s centuries of history. My family lived near the castle, on Zamkova Street. During the winter, my friends and I used to slide down the hill. It was fun going down, but when we had to climb back up, the mile-long slope was a challenge. In summers, my friends and I often played a game we called kutchka. It was similar to baseball, but instead of a baseball bat, we used a long wooden stick and a block of wood for a ball. My friends were both Jews and Christians. We all got along, and I was happy when I was spending time with my friends.

Both my parents’ families were quite large; they numbered approximately sixty-two people. My mother’s maiden name was Kissel. It was a well-known name in Buczacz because they were a prominent and charitable family. They belonged to many philanthropic organizations that helped the Jews and non-Jews of Buczacz: the unfortunate, the sick and the old.

My memories of my mother are etched in my consciousness, even after so many years. She was loving and sweet, gentle and kind, pretty and quite petite. My mother was always well dressed, and I remember her on many occasions wearing a fur coat in winter. My father would wear a fur-lined coat with a fur collar. They were an elegant and good-looking couple.

My mother was not only beautiful physically, but she was a beautiful person spiritually. She adored her husband and children—I had a little sister, Zonia—and always showered us with affection. I can remember her hugging and kissing me, although I was quite embarrassed by this in front of my friends. She was infinitely more affectionate than my father. She was also very interested in everything I did. She would sit patiently with me and help with my homework. In contrast, my father would only ask for my marks.

Aside from my mother and my grandmother, the entire Kissel family was tall. My mother came from a large family of ten children, but I had two favourites—my uncle Zigmund and my aunt Erna. Erna had no children of her own, and as a result, I was almost like a son to her, and in the troubled years to come, she would prove that devotion, becoming like a mother to me. Actually, she contributed greatly to my survival during the war.

On Friday nights before Shabbat, my mother would dress beautifully—as a matter of fact, we all did. My mother was raised in an Orthodox Jewish home, and often would get angry at my father’s less observant ways. I can remember her telling us that Shabbat, a very important day, was approaching. On Fridays, all the Jews finished work early, and most Jewish stores were closed after lunch. My grandmother would come to our home before sunset, bringing traditional, homemade loaves of challah bread and a potato bread we called bubanik. My mother would stand at the window as the first shadows of night crept across the hill, waiting to see the lighting of the first candles by the rabbi’s wife. When the first candle flared, she would turn and light her own candles. Covering her hair with a shawl, she would chant the ancient Shabbat prayers that have been repeated by Jewish women on Friday nights for centuries.

Shabbat is what I remember vividly. I was washed, and my hair was combed to the side. I wore a dark suit with a white shirt. My black shoes were shined, and I was prepared to go to synagogue with my father. Our dining room, heated by a ceramic oven in the winter, would be prepared for Shabbat with elegant dishes and gleaming silver. The dining room table was covered with a white tablecloth and dominated by a very large sterling silver candelabrum, which I still have as the one and only memento of my childhood.

My family happily gathered for our weekly honouring of Shabbat. The adult men would bless the wine, a ritual called kiddush, loaves of golden challah lay on a silver tray, and there were tantalizing aromas coming from the kitchen. Every Friday night was special. My father would make the HaMotzi blessing over the bread, and then everyone would receive a piece that had been dipped in salt. Every Friday, my mother made chicken fricassee, chicken soup and potato kugel. My father was always praising my mother’s cooking, as she was quite an accomplished cook. We would break off a piece of bubanik and dip it into the sauce of the chicken fricassee. What a feast it was! I loved it.

As I mentioned, my mother was one of ten children. I do not remember all of her siblings, just the ones I was closest to. My mother’s brother Zigmund Kissel was an artist, and he encouraged my own interest in art. I always enjoyed being at his side when he was drawing cartoons for the local paper. He was my inspiration and he praised my drawing. I was told that Uncle Zigmund would have convinced my family to arrange for art lessons for me, but the outbreak of war crushed that dream.

My aunt Erna and her second husband, Jacob, were also very important to me. Erna was an accountant by profession, and she worked for a large sugar company until she got married. Not long after the wedding, her first husband left for America to begin a new life for them. It was quite common in the 1930s for men of a certain age who were financially comfortable to avoid going into the army by going to America. Erna’s husband literally disappeared, and no one ever heard from him again. We never knew if he had died or simply met someone else and started a new relationship. Regardless, my auntie Erna was now alone, without a husband.

When, years later, she met Jacob, a local boy, they were unable to marry because, according to Jewish law, a married woman cannot remarry unless she receives a Jewish divorce. My auntie’s first husband was the son of a rabbi, and Erna and Jacob found that no one would marry them. So they endured approximately twenty years of hoping that their situation would somehow resolve itself. This was extremely difficult in a small town where everyone knew each other, and the rabbi, the leader of the Jewish community, was unwilling to marry a woman without a divorce or her husband’s death certificate. My maternal grandfather, although he was an Orthodox Jew, tried to help. I remember that when he went to the synagogue to get the chuppah, the canopy under which Jewish weddings are conducted, the people there refused to give it to him. I heard my mother and father complaining about how the religious people in the synagogue were being difficult and unreasonable.

My maternal grandfather was quite a prominent person in our community. He was a religious man who served the poor and the troubled in Buczacz. He was also very resourceful, and one day he solved this ongoing problem of Erna and Jacob’s marriage. He came home with four broomsticks, attached them to a bedspread, made a chuppah and married Erna to Jacob in our home.

My uncle Jacob owned a large factory in the downtown area of Buczacz where candy and chocolate were manufactured, and he also had a store in the shopping area where he would sell his chocolates and candies. He was considered quite wealthy by most, and he and Erna rented an apartment in a new building that had its own bathroom and a shower, which was something luxurious. I obviously loved to visit uncle Jacob in his factory. It always smelled so delicious, and I was allowed to eat as much chocolate and candy as I desired, as there were extra pieces and drippings everywhere. He always used to give candy to me to take home as well, and occasionally he would ask me to help him manufacture the candies. My auntie and uncle were inseparable, but unfortunately, they never could have children. I can remember that my auntie Erna gave me ten groszy weekly, which was a huge amount of money in 1938. Even my father did not give me that much.

My father was from the nearby town of Czortków, and he had met my mother through a Jewish matchmaker, which was common at the time. Matchmakers used to arrange meetings between the families of the couple, and a very important part of the matchmaking process was the dowry. The matchmaker would always address the subject of money with the girl’s parents. The larger the dowry, the more important the family, and they could actually buy a more prominent husband. If a girl was wealthy, she could marry a learned man, a businessman, a doctor or a professional. But if the girl’s family was poor, the potential husband would have to be a common man, from the same economic level as the woman.

As a wedding dowry, my maternal grandfather gave my father a men’s clothing shop. My father would open his store every morning and close it to walk home for the main meal of the day, which was served at noon. After a nap, he would reopen his shop until six or seven in the evening. He loved to spend evenings at the coffee house playing cards and discussing politics with friends. Occasionally, my mother would have to send me there to remind him of the time.

My father believed in tough love. He rarely spoke to me, other than to ask how I was doing in school, and he never played with me. However, I know that he loved me. At that time, fathers were often aloof and demanding of their sons—believing that this was the proper way to toughen them up for what lay ahead. Perhaps he was correct. Perhaps that is why I was able to find the strength to survive the years during which I lived in constant danger.

My father was always impeccably dressed, and he would carefully select the suit that he wore to his shop each day. Tall, dark and slim, he was very good-looking. He had a collection of fedoras and walking sticks, which was the mark of a smartly dressed European gentleman in the 1930s. He took his time getting dressed in the morning, selecting the right headwear and walking stick. He was a very fashionable businessman.

My little sister, Zonia, was five years younger than me. I remember being allowed to rock her cradle when she was an infant, but I really do not remember her very well. I do not even know her Jewish name, and I cannot describe her. She was a quiet little girl, and I do not remember her crying, even under the worst circumstances. She was only four years old when the war started. Thankfully, she had very little idea about what was going on during the war.

My maternal grandmother died before the war. My grandfather owned both a factory that made men’s clothing and a men’s clothing store. He was a member of the merchants’ committee as well as a member of the largest synagogue in the city. This synagogue was a huge, impressive structure, and my father would take me there on Friday nights and holidays. One of my father’s brothers, whose name I don’t recall, lived near Tarnów, where he had a medical practice, and my father would frequently travel to visit him. It was a considerable distance from Buczacz, about four hundred kilometres away. I remember that he brought back high-quality, well-made suits that his brother didn’t wear any longer and, smiling, he would say, “This is not what I sell in my store.” A tailor in our city used to alter the suits for my father, and I used to inherit my father’s old suits. The tailor would alter them for me as well, for the holiday of Passover. I also remember getting a new pair of shoes every Passover.

Our family was traditional rather than religious, but my father was quite well-learned in Torah, and on many occasions he led the prayers in the Great Synagogue, and I stood proudly beside him. The Great Synagogue of Buczacz was regarded as one of the greatest treasures in eastern and western Galicia. The building was constructed in 1728, and that date was inscribed, in Hebrew letters and in Roman numerals, near the women’s entrance. The sanctuary glowed with huge bronze chandeliers. Local artists had decorated the Holy Ark, and above the doors were the Ten Commandments, surmounted by a Torah crown. The Torah ornaments were crafted of gold and silver. The imposing historic structure was built on the riverbank.

The synagogue, unfortunately, shared the fate of virtually all the Jewish religious facilities in Nazi-controlled Poland. Its interior was completely destroyed during the occupation, and the building was in such disrepair that it was demolished after the war.

My father would take me to Czortków often to visit his family. I know he had a large family, but I didn’t know them all. I knew only some of the cousins, aunts and uncles. My father’s parents passed away long before I was born. In addition to his brother near Tarnów, he had two other brothers and one sister living in Czortków. I knew very little about one of his brothers, but he appeared to be an important and educated man. The other brother lived on the outskirts of the city and owned a dairy farm. There were two long buildings housing cows, and he and his family milked them by hand. On one occasion, my father and his brother forced me to drink from a pail of freshly drawn milk. They told me it was good for me, but I didn’t like it. It was lukewarm and did not even taste like milk!

I attended an all-boys school on Kolejowa Street, a short walking distance from my home. When I was six or seven years old, I had a profound experience there. It changed my life and perhaps, indirectly, helped me to find the confidence and determination to survive the chaotic world in which I was about to be plunged. One day in class, a teacher, reviewing the work of the students, singled me out for praise. She had asked us to draw a book, and virtually all the others drew a simple rectangular box. My work—a three-dimensional drawing showing the book’s corners and the pages in the middle—impressed the teacher. “This is how you draw a book,” she told the class, holding up my drawing. “You have talent,” the teacher said. It was a proud moment in my early life, and I will never forget that comment. Those encouraging words, along with the praise I received from my uncle Zigmund, set my life on a path I still follow today, with canvases in progress, a gallery and my work in dozens of collections.





And none but you and I will know

How I escaped the thrust of fate . . .

“Wait for Me,” Konstantin Simonov, 19411





A Curtain of Fear

I was nine years old when World War II began with the German invasion of western Poland in September 1939. Grim news from the front and fear of German bombs sent a stream of refugees into frantic flight. The local people watched helplessly as heavily loaded trucks and horse-drawn carts rumbled through our town along with people on foot.

The powerful Nazi war machine rapidly crushed the Polish army. The Jewish population in western Poland was seized and enslaved, and most were ultimately murdered by Nazi brutes and their collaborators. However, in the early stages, no one thought that the Nazis and their thugs would be determined to destroy the entire Jewish population of Eastern Europe. The Nazi Heinrich Himmler, a leading figure in planning the Holocaust, listed the Jewish population of Poland at 3,547,896. He planned to kill every single man, woman and child.

Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union had signed a secret pact, known as the Molotov-Ribbentrop, whereby, when war broke out, the Soviets would seize the eastern half of Poland. By this treacherous arrangement, my family and the other Jews of Buczacz found themselves ruled by the Soviets. They poured over the border sixteen days after the German attack from the west, and they instituted Soviet-style rule in their portion of Poland. When the Soviet army arrived, flooding the streets of Buczacz, they began dancing in the streets, singing and playing music on their harmonicas and accordions and having a wonderful time. They were dancing with the local girls and were very friendly.

Within days, the stores were sold out of all merchandise, especially alcohol and clothing. The supply shortage ultimately put my father out of business. Stores were able to sell the goods they had on the racks and shelves, but they could not order new stock in wartime, so the stores remained empty. My father related well to the Soviets, and when the Soviet government opened a cooperative for clothing and footwear, he became its director and the manager of this division. Cooperatives were not exactly stores—they were warehouse sized and stacked with all types of merchandise, from bread and sugar to shoes and clothing. People were only able to get merchandise by using an itemized card system. For example, once a year you would be entitled to a pair of shoes and two shirts; daily, you could receive half a loaf of bread; and weekly, perhaps a piece of meat. Naturally, the line-ups at the cooperatives were extremely long. People had to wake up at 3:00 a.m. in order to line up and receive their ration of food for the day.

These were very difficult times for my family, but I experienced no antisemitism in the schools because the Soviets wouldn’t allow it. To the Soviets, everyone was equal, and many younger people became impressed with the ideals of communism. While we were under Soviet occupation, we felt safe. I was never called a “dirty Jew” as I had been before.2

Contrary to what my father and mother expected, the Soviets were very congenial, particularly to the schoolchildren. The Soviet occupation was detrimental to the economy, but for the Jewish children, it was a wonderful time, better than under Polish rule. Schools were re-opened, and the teachers were friendly and helpful. I became the teacher’s pet because of my drawings, and because I was a good student. I learned to speak Russian very quickly.

All children in the Soviet Union were required to attend school. We enjoyed our classes and played a lot of sports. There was a building with a beautiful lawn with trees and flowers not too far from my school. I did not know who lived there before the Soviets came, but I now learned that it was the residence of the bishop. The Soviets removed the bishop and converted the building into an orphanage, and the orphaned children were taken off the streets in Buczacz and the small towns around us. The Soviet government dressed them neatly and cleanly, and the orphans proved to be model children and dedicated students. I was friendly with some of those orphans as we studied together for the two years that the Soviets occupied Buczacz. I don’t know what happened to them after the Germans occupied Buczacz. At the time, I believed that the Russians took the children with them when their army retreated, and I was happy for them.3

* * *

Early in the morning of June 22, 1941, the Nazis attacked their former ally—the Soviet Union. The attack, named Operation Barbarossa, was the single largest invasion in the history of warfare. On the radio, Nazi propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels announced a German crusade against “the godless Bolsheviks,” and panzer divisions and infantry units poured into the Soviet-held part of Poland—ultimately seizing Buczacz.

While the Germans were advancing toward Buczacz, the director of the cooperative where my father worked offered my father and our family transportation to the Soviet Union. There was little space on the departing truck, so we would only be allowed to bring two suitcases. We had to decide immediately whether we should leave or stay—the transport was leaving the following morning. My mother felt that we should stay; many people in the community did not believe that anything horrible would happen. My mother said that the Soviets had been in Buczacz for the past two years and nothing too detrimental had occurred. Our family had lost its business, but she was confident that we could eventually open another one.

We had not yet heard any stories of murder. Any knowledge of concentration camps, ghettos and the slaughter of Jews reached us only when the Germans seized Buczacz. My mother’s refusal to leave was based on our families in the area, and our possessions and responsibilities. Similar regrettable decisions were to affect the lives of approximately sixty-two members of my family, including those from Czortków.

Countless families in areas threatened by the Nazis had this same reaction. People hesitated, believing that there was actually very little danger, and they, too, were quite reluctant to leave all their possessions behind. Most people could not fathom that they would be robbed of everything they possessed, or harmed, or even more unbelievably, killed. Unfortunately, that is exactly what happened. Of course, when they finally realized the truth—that everything they owned would be stolen and that death awaited the vast majority of Jews—it was too late.

My mother’s refusal to leave her home and family were to cost her dearly. Her hesitancy to abandon her life was natural, but because we did not take the opportunity to flee with the retreating Russians, almost her entire family, as well as my father’s, was murdered.

The Russian tanks and trucks withdrew before the Germans reached Buczacz on July 5, 1941. Before the Germans’ arrival, a Ukrainian militia known as the Sich began attacking Jews and looting their homes and businesses. Their targets were Jews who had allegedly collaborated with Soviet authorities.

As German armoured units entered Buczacz, Ukrainians turned out to welcome them—strewing flowers along the town’s streets and giving the Nazi salute. This reaction stemmed in part from the Ukrainians’ hatred of the Soviet Union. They simplistically believed that the Germans would allow Ukraine to become an independent country; they believed that the German army came as their liberators.

For my family, and all the Jews of our town, a curtain of fear descended on our world
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“An important book, and a moving story you won't soon forget.”
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