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A NOTE to the READER

This is a work of non-fiction. I went to every effort imaginable to make sure that this true story was true. I learned early on in my research that eyewitness accounts, email exchanges, interviews, and memories are all imperfect. Therefore it’s possible, even likely, that despite my efforts, some details may be remembered differently or recorded differently by different people. Every character in this book really does or did exist. In a few cases I’ve changed their names and a few identifying details. When I have, I let you know.

Also, historical recordkeeping is imperfect. For example, sources give varying numbers of Jews killed in particular towns or concentration camps as well as variations on the number who lived to tell their stories. I used at least two sources for each fact that I give here, recognizing that you may find a third, fourth, or fifth source with another set of numbers. My intention is to paint a picture of a particular point in time, and I did so to the best of my ability.

I am not a participant in this story. I am not a genealogist or a Holocaust scholar. I wasn’t left by the roadside as a baby, nor did I pick up a baby from the roadside myself. But I am a Jewish woman born and raised in Montreal, and for that reason this tale is very personal to me. I have threaded some of my own stories throughout the narrative. Those are true too.

— AMY FISH




FOREWORD
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Stanley Diamond, circa 1999

(Owen Egan/McGill News Alumni Magazine)



Dear Reader,

I hope you enjoy reading One in Six Million as much as I have relished reliving, ever since Amy Fish was drawn to write about it, the saga of how my world unexpectedly met Maria Vasitinskaya’s.

This book documents my genetic/genealogical journey that started in the spring of 1991, when I decided to trace the genetic beta thalassemia trait in my family. I wanted to warn family members, both ones I knew and those I had yet to find, that if they suffered from mild chronic anemia, they might unknowingly carry a genetic trait that could have serious consequences for their descendants. As in the case of my father and all three of my siblings, our doctors, themselves Ashkenazi Jews, never imagined that their patients’ mild chronic anemia was evidence of the beta thalassemia trait. This journey, which led to the birth of Jewish Records Indexing, Poland (JRI-Poland.org), changed my life and the lives of many others. Although Maria was just one of those “many others,” you will see why in many ways it is one of the crowning jewels of my thirty-four-year research journey.

While the records of Poland themselves are an essential part of Maria’s story, it is vital to appreciate that JRI-Poland would not have been able to create the largest Eastern European country-based database of Jewish records without the participation of a large army of volunteers and the generosity of family historians worldwide. The initial leaders of that “army” were Michael Tobias (Scotland) and Steven Zedeck (USA), with whom I shared my dream of indexing the Jewish records of Poland in December 1994. They had the technical expertise to turn my embryo of an idea into reality. From Day 1, JRI-Poland has been a collaborative effort; no non-profit volunteer organization can survive without a commitment by many, all believing in the importance of the mission and pulling in the same direction. Our leadership has never lost sight of our goal to serve everyone who traces their Jewish roots to Poland (and change many lives along the way).

Over the years I have been asked, “What drives you?” My answer is always the same: I was blessed to grow up in a loving family where I learned the importance of giving back. My parents and siblings all were non-stop volunteers. As the youngest child, I had models to follow, and I too have found it difficult to say no when called upon to help. In addition, being able to share a passion for research with my wife, Ruth, has meant everything to me. Without Ruth, and my daughters Paula, Rachel, and Jessika, who provided understanding, cheerleading, and moral and research support, I might only have collected golf or bridge scores in my retirement years instead of making a difference every single day.

— STANLEY DIAMOND ז״ל




The Baby by the Roadside




Once upon a time, in a land far, far away and long ago, a husband and wife were walking along a hot, dusty road when they made a wonderful discovery.

But wait. This is not a fairy tale. I mean, a wicked stepmother makes an appearance, and there is a happy ending, but the happiness is mixed with grief, as it so often is in real life. Let me start again.

On a warm August day, a husband and wife walked along a road on the outskirts of a town in Poland. They were both far from home — he was Ukrainian, and she was from a Polish town hundreds of kilometres away. Times were hard; work was scarce. Almost three years had passed since the German army had invaded Poland from the west and the Russian army from the east. The Soviet occupiers were so brutal that, when the Germans drove the Russians out in 1941, the non-Jewish citizens of eastern Poland saw the Nazis as liberators.

Ordinary working-class people like this couple were simply trying to survive. Perhaps he was looking for employment, and she was walking with him, planning to beg for day-old bread from the baker. Or maybe she, too, was looking for work, hoping to earn some money scrubbing the floors of more prosperous families. Antonina and Vasili Markovitch had modest goals. They wanted a place to sleep, food to eat, and most importantly, they wanted to avoid drawing the unwanted attention of the Nazis who controlled the town. But they knew that no matter how difficult their lives were, no matter how challenging their day-to-day circumstances, they were lucky in one crucial way.

They were not Jews.

And then one of them heard a whimper that would change their lives forever. They stopped to see what was mewling — it didn’t sound like a feral cat or a hungry dog. The soft cry was coming from a tightly wrapped bundle nestled in a rut by the side of the road. It took a moment for them to realize that tucked into that wool blanket was a real, live baby. Although this couple had been married for many years, they had no children of their own. Antonina did not hesitate before she scooped up the swaddled bundle. She knew they had to move fast if they did not want the Gestapo to catch them. Picking up a strange child — no matter how small — from the side of the road was sure to arouse suspicion. Or worse.

Antonina didn’t let herself think about how the baby got there, about what choice the baby’s mother, both her parents, had made. Was it a family who had gone into hiding and couldn’t risk the cries of an infant revealing their hiding spot? Or had her mother stashed her there because it would mean one less mouth to feed?

Antonina knew that the baby must be Jewish. She had seen the Jews around her rounded up by Nazi soldiers. She knew that leaving the baby must have been an act of desperation. She also knew that, as a childless woman of close to forty, she had no choice. After years of wishing and hoping and praying, this was her chance to become a mother.

She clasped the baby to her chest and started walking. A handwritten note was pinned to the baby’s blanket. “Maria,” it read, “25 November, 1941.”

The husband and wife took their new daughter Maria home with them that day. They fed her, they clothed her, they rocked her to sleep. When she grew older, they told her they had rescued her, that they found her at the side of the road on the day the Nazis ordered all of Krosno’s Jews to relocate to the ghetto. That was all they knew of her history.


[image: A larger version of the cover photo of a woman holding a small child in her arms, and a man in suspenders standing beside them. A rough white wall with a shuttered window is in the background.]

Antonina and Vasili Markovitch, with baby Maria



Maria grew up. She got married and had a daughter of her own. But she always longed to know more about her past and to discover her true identity. Who were her real mother and father? Did she have any brothers or sisters? Had anyone in her family survived the war? She was small and dark and often mocked for looking like a Jew. Was she Jewish? How could she begin to find the answers to her questions?

The very same summer that Vasili and Antonina found Maria wrapped in a blanket on the side of the road, a little redheaded boy was growing up on the other side of the world, mischievous, smart, and full of energy. He knew a war was happening in Europe, and he collected toothpaste tubes and old newspapers to take to school to help the war effort, but the war had little direct impact on his life. Neither he nor Maria could have anticipated that their lives would one day connect, and that he would be the key to solving the mystery of Maria’s identity.




Stanley (The Man)


[image: A black-and-white photograph of a light-skinned man wearing a suit jacket holding open a large book and pointing at a page. Behind him are several wooden chairs and décor that suggests a restaurant.]

Stanley on a research trip to Poland, 1995







“I had no time for family research.”

— Stanley Diamond



1.

When Stanley Diamond was only four years old, he figured out he could throw snowballs at passing cars. He was the youngest of four siblings and had a penchant for trouble. He learned early to be fast on his feet. He became a track star, he’d later say, because of his mother. “My mother had the fastest hand in the west. She would come after me with a broom, and I’d run up to the bathroom before she hit me. I always beat her.”

Stanley was almost seven when Germany invaded Poland. He was safe in Canada, with his extended family, staying in a one-hundred-year-old farmhouse in the countryside, near their hometown of Montreal. They were on vacation. Stanley’s father had brought a radio, which they plugged in on the old stone porch. Everyone crowded around to listen to the news. Stanley’s mother worried about her parents and their siblings in Janow, Poland. With very little information about what was happening to them, she could only imagine the worst. His father was less impacted personally: his entire family had been settled in New York and Montreal for a generation.

The largest group of Eastern European immigrants to Montreal arrived between 1904 and 1914, but Stanley’s paternal grandfather was a bit ahead of the curve — he fled Poland in 1890 and originally landed in New York City. He moved to Montreal eight years later. When he arrived, his surname was Arker, but when he sent for his wife, Masha, and his children a few years later, they travelled under the last name Diamond. “He found a diamond,” Stanley says, citing a piece of family lore that’s never been fully explained, “and believed that it was God’s will that he change his name.”

Max was a tailor, and he and a partner started a small clothing factory. In those days, Jews typically did business with other Jews. Stanley’s grandfather trusted his business partner not only as a person but because they shared a common language (Yiddish) and culture (Polish Jews, recently arrived). He was a religious man and went to Shabbat services every Saturday, while his business partner was less observant.

But then Max noticed that men’s suits were disappearing from the factory faster than dollar bills were appearing. One Shabbat, as soon as he was seated in synagogue, he turned to his son Harry, Stanley’s father, and said, “Do me a favour. Go down to the factory and see what’s what. Stand across the street. Don’t speak to anyone, and don’t let anyone see you. Come back to shul before noon.”

As Harry approached the factory, he saw a stream of well-dressed men going in empty-handed and leaving with shopping bags. His father’s partner was selling their wares for cash on Saturdays and pocketing all the proceeds. Harry had to walk back to the synagogue and let his father know what he saw. The deception stung not only because Max lost a trusted partner but also because the partner, a Jewish man, was using Max’s known observance of Shabbat as a perfect opportunity to steal from him. The partnership ended immediately, and Stanley’s grandfather started his own small factory, Diamond Garment Company.

He expected Harry to join the family business, and when Harry was seventeen his father sent him to Baltimore to learn design and pattern-making. Harry returned to Montreal, worked in the trade, married a woman from the neighbourhood named Annie, and started a family. But he yearned for more: Harry Diamond wanted to be a Broadway star.

As a youth in Montreal, he had been one of the founders of the Young Men’s Hebrew Association minstrels and was in all of their shows (I am embarrassed to tell you that the minstrels performed in blackface, and while it was popular at the time, it’s a part of Montreal Jewish history that I am not proud of). Harry’s parents moved to New York to be closer to their siblings and Harry, Annie, and their two babies, Arthur and Shirley, followed them. Harry started singing again, believing he could make it big, and he almost did. Harry Diamond was part of the chorus for the pre-Broadway road show of Strike Up the Band in Philadelphia. He continued to work in his family business and commuted to rehearsals.

With her husband generally either at a tailor shop or out of state, Annie ran the house in Long Island, including opening all the mail. One day, a contract arrived. Harry had successfully made it to the Broadway cast. It should have been a cause for celebration, but Annie was devastated. She did not want to be married to an entertainer. The prospect of late nights away from the family, an unsteady income, and constant travel with the show daunted her. It would also make it less likely that she would ever be able to return to Canada and be with her family. Harry’s success would spell the end of the marriage. She called her sister-in-law, Rae Steinhouse. “What am I going to do?” she wailed. “If he moves us all to Broadway, I will never get back to Montreal to be with my sisters!”

“Tear up the contract,” Rae advised long-distance from Montreal. Annie knew that, as a chorus member, her husband had a stand-in, so his absence would minimally impact the show. She tore up the contract and didn’t look back.

Stanley’s father walked away from the Philadelphia theatre when the show ended, thinking they had cut him. He never knew what he had forever lost. He moved the family back to Montreal after the stock market crashed in 1929. In Montreal, the shmata business, or rag trade, was booming, and he easily got a job at the suit manufacturer Peerless Clothing, which is now one of the largest manufacturers of men’s and boys’ clothing in North America. He and Annie had a third child, Rhoda, and then a fourth, Stanley, in 1933.

Stanley grew up an athletic, active, ordinary Canadian boy. Along with the other kids in his class, he collected scraps for the war effort. He remembers walking to school with a backpack because it was the easiest way to carry old newspapers. The newspapers were salvaged and recycled for the military — they needed paper to create forms to document their activities and also for packaging and supplies. Students in Stanley’s school collected toothpaste tubes, which were made of tin. The tubes were melted down and used for welding. War planes like the Bolingbroke needed about 250 used toothpaste tubes’ worth of metal.

He ran track and played basketball, soccer, volleyball, softball, and later fastball. Stanley was also academically gifted. When he was ten, the school invited his mother for a private conversation in which it was suggested that Stanley skip the fifth grade. Without consulting Stanley, his mother turned down the offer. Stanley was physically very small, and she thought he lacked maturity. Later, in sixth grade, he was called into a little room off the gym and asked to complete a series of tests. Then Willingdon School, an excellent elementary school still standing in the Notre-Dame-de-Grâce neighbourhood of Montreal, offered him the chance to be part of the Opportunity Class, the first program for gifted children in the city. The class had students of different ages working together and offered privileges, like extra field trips. The students also learned how to type, which at the time was only an option for the better students. Stanley enjoyed the class, and for once, he wasn’t bored in school. But at home, his antics continued.

As was typical of Jewish families in the forties and fifties, Stanley was not allowed to go out for Hallowe’en, a goyishe or non-Jewish holiday. By the time he was twelve, Stanley had had enough of this rule and wanted to join his friends. He stuffed his bed with pillows so that, if anyone checked, it would look like he was asleep. He put together a costume that left only his eyes showing. The mask was his mother’s bloomers, and he still remembers putting a leg hole over his nose so he could breathe. He climbed out his second-storey bedroom window and over the balcony, shimmied down the doorpost, and roamed the neighbourhood with his friends. He was never caught.

Montreal’s Jewish community at that time numbered sixty thousand and was the third largest ethnic group in Quebec after the British and the French, but it felt small and tight-knit, with most Jews living in the Mile End district in the shadow of Mount Royal. Families like Stanley’s, who lived in Notre-Dame-de-Grâce, were considered a little more successful or upscale but not as fancy as those who settled in Westmount. The Congregation Shaare Zion where Stanley attended high holiday services was part of the growing Conservative Judaism movement, which is best explained as halfway between Orthodox or very observant and Reform, which is one of the more liberal branches of the faith. Men and women sat together at Shaare Zion, and Sabbath observance for most families consisted of a traditional roasted chicken dinner on Friday night, rather than the twenty-five-hour commitment to not use electricity, phones, or cars that Orthodox Jews follow. The president of the board of directors sat on the bima, or the stage, during high holiday services and wore a top hat to indicate both the importance of the occasion and of his office. By the time my husband became president of the same congregation in 2017, top hats were no longer part of the role, but he still sat on the bima and looked out at the assembled congregation.

Stanley’s brother, Arthur, was not interested in following the family traditions in or out of synagogue. He left high school in grade ten and went to Florida with his closest cousin, Herb Steinhouse, Rae’s son. Far from Montreal winters, the two were bellhops and bachelors, enjoying the sun and the surf. When Arthur returned to Montreal his father offered to send him to Roosevelt Aviation School in Mineola, Long Island, because he knew that planes were the future. With that skill set, Harry believed, Arthur would always find work. Arthur became an airline mechanic and returned to Montreal, where he got a job repairing planes. One day, goofing around, he and a co-worker issued a fake SOS on the radio of the plane they were fixing. Frivolous calls like this are still illegal in Canada and can mean jail time or a serious financial penalty; they were arrested and charged.

Their lawyer, Joe Cohen, convinced the judge to set a one-hundred-dollar fine, which would be equivalent to just under two thousand dollars today. (Joe Cohen was my father’s boss when he began to practise law. My dad showed up on the first day with a beard. “I have no objection to your beard, Morris,” Cohen said. “But please don’t wear it to the office.”)

In addition to the fine, Arthur lost his job, and, left with limited options, he enlisted in the Canadian Armed Forces. The plan was for him to be shipped to the South Pacific, but after he spent a few months in basic training, Hiroshima was bombed, followed closely by Nagasaki. Arthur remained in the army for a few additional months and then returned to Montreal and started a suit business similar to that of his grandfather and father before him. Instead of a factory or a store, Arthur’s vision was a mail-order suit business, which he ran from his parents’ basement. At the time, people living in remote parts of Canada could not easily shop in person and relied on mail order for many purchases, including men’s suits. Arthur was able to buy mailing lists that helped him target these customers directly. To help them select their suits, Arthur created sample cards. Stanley, who still lived at home and was keen to help, would print the cards on a Gestetner machine and use pinking shears to cut fabric samples. He’d glue the cloth squares to the cards, and then Arthur would send them to the names on the lists he had bought from specialized list vendors. Customers would choose their fabrics and send in their measurements, and Arthur would have their suits made and then ship them by return mail. Years later, at a formal Shabbat dinner in London, England, Stanley met Mrs. Gestetner, wife of the Gestetner inventor. He did not mention his hands-on experience with the inky copier.

In Montreal in the 1950s, a Jewish boy like Stanley knew of only three career options: medicine, law, or business. The thought of blood repulsed him, and he hadn’t been exposed to law or lawyers enough to appreciate that career path, but he had a passing familiarity with business. He liked working with his brother because the results were almost immediate: you sold something, and you got the money. His father encouraged Stanley to join him at Peerless Manufacturing. But by this time, after decades of employment for Harry, the Peerless owner’s youngest son had joined the company, and he and Harry didn’t get along. Knowing this, Stanley declined his father’s offer. “I don’t want the tsuris [trouble],” Stanley said. (Eventually, overestimating his own importance, Stanley’s father made a fatal error. He walked into his boss’s office and said, “Either your son goes, or I go.” The boss chose his flesh and blood over decades of experience and close friendship, and at seventy-one, Harry Diamond was unemployed.)

Stanley applied to McGill University and was accepted into its commerce program, graduating in 1954. He drove to Florida with two friends to celebrate, Tennessee Ernie Ford’s “Sixteen Tons” blasting on the car radio for much of the twenty-four-hour drive. They were new university graduates, twenty-one years old, and thought it might be fun to visit Cuba for a night. They found airline tickets for ninety dollars return and booked a room at Havana’s Rex Hotel. As it turned out, they didn’t need a place to sleep — they found a cab driver who agreed to drive them around Havana for twenty-four hours. Havana was a destination not unlike Las Vegas is today. Gambling, horse racing, titillating shows, buffet dinners — all were abundant in those years before the revolution.

The taxi driver took the young men to the Mamba Club for dancing and to a kosher American-style restaurant called Moishe Pipik for Shabbat dinner. They ended up at the Teatro Shanghai at a show called “Superman and Two Ladies.” Superman wore a cape and nothing else, making it apparent how he earned his nickname. The audience picked the two ladies who would join Superman, and then stood a few feet from the stage and
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