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To my two grandchildren, Amy and Caleb and to the grandchildren of my brothers and sisters. As they read this book, may they reflect on the leadership of the Almighty in our family during the dark days of World War II.

And to the memory of my parents, Paweł and Maria, who exemplified in their daily lives the living hope and spirit of true Adventism. They taught our family from earliest childhood to appreciate and understand “the faith which was once delivered to the saints.” They gave their children the courage and inspiration to fight the fight of good faith.
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PROLOGUE

My only excuse for writing this book is that everything in it happened. I am writing this for my family—but if anyone else would care to look over their shoulder and read about the strange events in my life, they are welcome to do so. This is the story of my family—the family I grew up in—during World War II particularly. I believe it is a story that deserves to be written down.

What I have written is my chronicle of life under the Nominal Church in the pre-war Republic of Poland, the time of the Third Reich and the Communist era. It was a world where defiance led to a quick and unpleasant death; but compliance led to misery. In the middle of all of this evil, for such it was, my own family was the happiest that ever lived. To have been a part of that family was simply a privilege.

Is anything left out? Yes, some things are specifically omitted. This is because some of the material concerns events that—even seven decades later—are so controversial that to raise these points could cause negative feelings. Some names are changed for diplomatic reasons. But, with regard to myself in this book, you have the whole story.

I do want to write it and want to do so very much. The misery and destruction around us was of historic proportions. My homeland of Upper Silesia is very beautiful and yet we who lived there saw some of the worst crimes in the history of humanity. We were ordinary people born in exactly the wrong country at precisely the wrong time. That we survived with our lives, our families and our bodies intact is evidence of God’s providential victory—so my family believes.

Like many true stories, you will find that some episodes do not make sense according to any logic. Where these seemingly incomprehensible events occur I have not attempted to explain them. Quite honestly, your guess or interpretation is as good as my own. Perhaps strangest of all, there are four people in this story who bear the name Paweł Cieslar. Two were members of my family, another was my boss when I was a shepherd. These Paweł Cieslars were delighted and in small part amazed to survive the war. A fourth was taken to the concentration camp in Auschwitz.

I do not seek or accept any pity for the things I lived through. Ultimately the horrors and treachery brought me face to face with a love of such redemptive power that few human beings have ever experienced it. I have had the privilege of seeing with my own eyes the triumph of good over evil.

In part, I was motivated to write this book by a statement of a great writer who had written: “It is for our own benefit to keep every gift of God fresh in our memory. By this means faith is strengthened to claim and to receive more and more. There is greater encouragement for us in the least blessing we ourselves receive from God than in all the accounts we can read of the faith and experience of others” (Ellen White, The Ministry of Healing, page 100). So this is my story—but I hope there is also benefit and encouragement for those who will read these memories. My life—including its many difficult experiences—has been a journey. The destination of that journey is a proven and unshakable belief in God’s ultimate goodness and power. That is why—in the final analysis—you should envy me.

Redemption is possible. I have seen it and experienced it!

Paweł (Paul) Cieslar
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Germany and Poland at the outbreak of World War II.

Source: Mountian High Maps modified
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Our family portait (circa 1943/44): (seated front, left to right) Marta, Mum, Dad, Maria; (standing back, left to right) Ruth, Jerzy, Pawel, Josef, Jan, Anna; (top right, later added into the photo) Ruben.




THE GOLDEN POLISH AUTUMN

September 1, 1939, was a day that began like any other—except that this day was particularly beautiful. The sun shone brilliantly through the fresh morning air from a clear blue sky. The cutting wind and the flocks of migrating birds above were the only reminders that we had entered into the golden Polish autumn.

I was 10 years old, out watching our cattle as my father had asked me. The mid-morning train had just left the station, so I knew the time was 9.30. It was one of those lovely mornings when God was in heaven and everything around me—the lovely valleys and the streams—looked so beautiful.

But the tranquillity of the morning was suddenly shattered when three German fighter planes appeared from behind the mountain of Kubalonka. They were in strict formation, one slightly in front of the others, as if taking part in a demonstration, barely above ground level. I could see the grey fuselage, the pilots in the cockpits and the ominous black crosses on the wings. The noise was deafening.

The three planes f lew toward me at terrifying speed. The noise alone felt like it would shake all my teeth out. I saw the f licker of f lames as the first plane fired its guns, and I heard the trees above my head splintering as the stream of bullets hit them. Branches toppled down. Cattle panicked. Leaves and twigs sprayed across the field. The ricocheting bullets whined around the valley.

Terrified, I ran. I forgot about the sharp stones on the rough farm track that might cut my bare feet. I forgot about the cattle. I forgot that my father had shown special trust in me to look after them. I ran and ran as fast as I could from the frightening scene.

Then, as suddenly as the planes had appeared, the mountainside was quiet again. After the noise of the fighters, the stillness was eerie. I wondered for a moment if I had dreamed it. But branches were still falling from the shot-up trees, reminding me of the reality that I had just experienced. I kept running. Arriving breathless at the farmhouse, I hoped my father would not be angry that I had left the cattle.

My father already stood with the rest of the family in front of our farmhouse. We had been hearing rumours for some time. With growing German aggression, it seemed only a matter of time until something cruel and catastrophic happened. But it was clear that everyone was shocked by the attack.

“Dad, I’m scared!” I shouted, not caring who heard me.

My father remained cool. It was a great comfort to me—to all of us I think—that he remained calm, seeming in control of the situation. He gathered us around a large linden tree. He hesitated for a moment, gathering his thoughts, then spoke.

“The war has begun. It is going to be a tough time for all of us.”


[image: image]

A view across the valley and town of Wisła.



He opened his Bible, which he had with him, and read, “And call upon me in the day of trouble: I will deliver thee and thou shalt glorify me” (Psalm 50:15). He then led us in family prayers, in which we all joined with heartfelt energy and seriousness.

I will never forget his face in that moment. It was so drawn. He had fought on the front line with the Austro-Hungarian forces in The Great War (as we then called it). He told us that this war would have a terrible impact on our family.

The morning was still so beautiful. The sky seemed infinitely blue. But the world we knew had ended with a broadside of bullets from three fighter planes.

On that lovely morning, my father could not have imagined just how long the war would go on or how terrible it would be. He did not yet know that it was extremely unlikely all of his family would survive.

In the following hours of that golden Polish autumn day, Germany invaded Poland. Our hard but pleasant way of life was about to be swept away into uncertainty, unfamiliarity, and an all-pervading atmosphere of threat, brutality and death.

Normally on a sunny morning, our farmyard was a happy place, echoing with the lovely sound of children playing. Now it was silent. We knew that an ending had come to life as we knew it. In the same way, that ending was to come to thousands of lives in Silesia, millions of lives in Poland, and many millions more lives across Europe and the world.
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The beautiful River Wisla, which rises in the Mountain of Barania.




LIFE BEFORE

My name is Paweł Cieslar (pronounced Tseshlar) and I am from Wisła (pronounced Viswa), a town located at the foot of Barania Mountain in the Beskid Mountains, the source of the mighty Vistula River. Wisła is an area of outstanding natural beauty. To me, mention of the area conjures up pictures of beautiful rolling hills, romantic castles, and a family that was materially poor, but emotional and spiritual millionaires.

Our farm was known locally as “Breniok.” The farm had been in the family for generations, but one ancestor had come from Brenna, all of 15 miles (25 kilometres) away. It was so unusual to have such a foreigner living in our closed community that the farm had taken its name— meaning “home of the man from Brenna”—from this outsider and the name had stuck.

In rural Upper Silesia—as in most of rural Europe—you were born into a farming community and rarely went outside it. You might go to the local market town for shopping or to sell produce, but that was all. There was no opportunity to visit Kracków, our nearest major city. Warsaw, the capital of Poland, might as well have been in a different galaxy.

We were subsistence farmers who made enough to support our lives— and little more. Electricity and gas were only available to wealthier people living in the centre of Wisła. Our country roads were still the medieval cart tracks, dusty in summer and frozen like concrete in the winter. Those tracks had been there when Upper Silesia belonged to Bohemia (1339–1526), then to Austria, Austria-Hungary and then to Poland followed by the Third Reich, then to Poland again. Had there been any road signs, the language on them would have changed every 50 years on average. But there were no road signs.

Our water came from the well in the farmyard and was wonderfully pure. The water was cold but so very refreshing. In winter, the water was so cold it was painful to wash. I remember the screams of the children when our mother would wash them with the freezing water that had been brought from the well. Admittedly, she added a cup or two of boiling water to make it more bearable, but it did little good. This was doubtlessly character-forming—but we would have preferred warm baths. I especially came to this conclusion when I had my first warm shower at 17 years of age.

We wore traditional dress, and almost all of our clothes were homemade. My parents and other neighbours grew flax in their fields. Mr Troszok, a great friend and neighbour, was a naturally talented weaver, and his cloth made beautiful linen and woollen clothes for wintertime. My brothers had two or three pairs of trousers and two or three shirts and jackets. To maximise our limited clothes, as each child grew older the clothes would be handed down to the next eldest of the same gender until they crumbled into tatters. As my parents had nine children, they certainly got value out of those clothes!
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The initial Adventist church orchestra in Wisla, of which four members were from the Cieslar family.



Our shoes were moccasins, homemade from wool or rawhide, purchased from a local farmer or taken from one of our own cows that had been slaughtered. During the summer months from April to October, we children went barefoot.

Whatever possessions a farmer had on his farm were homemade. My father made his own wheelbarrow, as well as all of his tools and ploughs. He made all the plates, knives and forks in our house from Jasien wood, and also fashioned cups from a particular species of fir tree whose trunk was tube-like in the middle.

My mother made washing powder from burning hardwood and adding fat to the cold ashes. The chemical equation eludes me but it did produce an effective cleaning agent. At certain stages of this process, the material is highly corrosive. My mother’s hands were rough and a pale white colour from making this mixture. The existence of gloves to wear in the kitchen remained as unsuspected as the future existence of television.

We did approximately five things in life. We worked, we ate, we slept, we worshipped daily, we went to church and, as children, we also went to school and would sometimes play. In summer, we boys rose at 4 am to cut the grass on our farm and also to help out neighbouring farmers’ wives, whose men had been called into the German army. At 8 am, we ran to school.
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Open-air meeting around 1935 My oldest brother Jan is seen with a sousaphone around his shoulders.



The farm was an excellent place to grow up in. We loved playing around the farm and we loved our farm animals, especially our great big horse. Living on the farm taught us responsibility from an early age. Our “deprived” situation left us fit, both physically and mentally. We were neither sophisticated nor highly educated, but we knew the clear difference between right and wrong.

Fridays were particularly treasured, as Mother would bake bread. We loved the rough barley bread she baked. Two of us boys would grind the grain by hand between two stones. We would do it again and again until the grain was fine enough for cooking. Then we would give it to her to make into dough. It tasted so wonderful, particularly when it was fresh out of the oven.

When we took the bread to school some of the children from wealthier families would have bread that was resplendently white. We would look at this white bread and envy those rich children. Our barley bread stamped us as “poor people.” I found out later, of course, that our brown bread had vastly better nutritional value but in the back blocks of 1930s rural Upper Silesia there were no nutritionists to explain this.

The milk we had was fabulous, coming straight from the cow. It bore little resemblance to the bland varieties we now buy in the supermarket. There was no chemical content in it and it was very good to drink. The cream was taken away for my mother to make butter, which she then sold. We only ever had butter during spring and autumn when we sowed the seed and harvested the corn. Mum was strict about that but sometimes when she wasn’t looking we would help ourselves to a forbidden treat. It was so tasty!

Our simple life was, in fact, abundantly blessed. My father, mother and siblings were devoted to each other. No family could have been happier. Our inner needs as human beings were met wonderfully. We had human contact of the best kind in our family. We had love, respect and regard, and were so much the better for it.

My parents were also very wise. They devised ways to keep their children detached from the nastier aspects of small-town life in the late 1930s. They used their considerable abilities to keep us away from drinking, although alcoholism was endemic in the area, smoking—they were decades ahead of their time—and any kind of political involvement, because it usually led to violence of some sort. Their solution was to involve us in music. There were strong traditions of music in the area, especially brass bands. We all took to this readily and I discovered that I could be quite a handy trumpeter!

The problem was how to pay for expensive instruments. My mother sold a cow to raise the down-payment for my trumpet. My father cut down some trees and sold the timber to purchase a second instrument. I believe that some other church members also helped with the purchase. The instruments were purchased from the music shop in Cieszyn and took two years to pay off.
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Paweł Cieslar Senior with Paweł Cieslar Junior (me) around 1929.



For my parents, this was such an important priority that they were more than happy to put up with whatever cost. As they expressed it, they wanted us to be engaged in something “profitable,” developing our talents through mastering the instruments. They also wanted us to use our talents to glorify God as members of the local church choir and orchestra.

As children we were always taught to be respectful to people older than ourselves. If we met an adult or a woman in the street, it was customary to raise one’s hat and to bow. It was a lovely custom that created a good atmosphere between people and helped to build firm friendships between people of different generations. In return for the respectful behaviour, adults would often give presents to the children such as cherries or apples.

As a Christian family, we conducted regular morning and evening family worship. The morning worship was predominately about placing ourselves in dependence on the protective care of God. Our father often prayed: “O Lord, take us as wholly Thine. We lay all our plans at Thy feet. Use us today according to Thy will. Abide with us, and let all our work be done by Thy grace.” This was our family’s daily commitment.

At evening family worship, we prepared ourselves for a peaceful rest by acknowledging our faults. As the head of the family, my father began the process of reconciliation and we children would follow his example. If one of us had disobeyed our mother or father or spoken unkind words to one of our siblings, he or she had to bring a basin, pour water and wash the feet of the person we had offended. There were always warm hugs and kisses after this. We then sang an evening song and the whole family went happily to the night’s rest.

In my memory, we had an idyllic life in many ways and in a naturally beautiful place. The local Protestant people were so affectionately attached to our region, giving rise to this haunting and moving song:


Father’s home like paradise

The gift of heavenly father’s grace

The length and breadth of the earth thou mightst travel

Only to find that no place will equal this marvel.



But the natural riches of our region also had a darker side. My homeland of Upper Silesia had massive mineral wealth and sits at an important crossroad of Europe. It seemed our paradise was doomed to be lost. Every neighbouring country was prepared to kill to possess it. And, throughout history, they did so with great gusto.


THE WAR BEGINS

Later on that September 1, the Polish town of Gliwice became Gleiwitz. Adolf Hitler sent an army of some 1.5 million men over the border into Poland, backed up by 1500 tanks, 1200 planes and, oddly enough, 200,000 horses. There was little that the small Polish air force and army could do. There were stories of Polish cavalry on horses charging German tanks. No-one seemed to know if these stories were true but they eloquently summed up the mismatch in the armed forces of the two countries. Poland kept fighting for more than a month but it was a losing battle.

In our Upper Silesia, which was close to Germany, it was all over much sooner. By the morning of September 2, General List’s 14th Army had arrived in Wisła-Centrum, the central business district of the town. Wisła soon became Weichsel and, a month later, Paweł (pronounced “Powl”) became Paul—at least, it did if I knew what was good for me.

It was as simple as that. They walked in. They took over. Yesterday we were Polish; today we were German.

The German army—the Wehrmacht—were impressive. They arrived overnight in huge numbers. Many local townspeople, particularly those of German descent or inclination, gave f lowers to the soldiers. They were such pleasant-looking, fit young men. There was clearly a well-worked out plan. Every detail appeared to be under calm, authoritative management. Every soldier appeared to know his role within the plan. They occupied the town with an unhurried but clear discipline and were respectful to the townspeople.

As a young boy, the marching captivated me. Companies of some 120 men would march along in perfect step, their hob-nailed boots crunching up Oswald Street. I followed them as they marched from the centre of Wisła 3 miles (5 kilometres) to the suburb Glębce. They were so impressively presented, organised and disciplined. Their drill was impeccable. Their uniforms were well designed and smartly turned out. They sang marching songs with excellent harmonies. As they heard this wonderful performance, people would open windows and doors to hear and watch the wonderful spectacle unfold.

When the Oberfeldwebel commanded “Achtung, Halt!” the company would take three steps forward and on the final step would scrape their foot forward to rasp the hobnailed boots along the concrete road in front of the school. The performance did not apparently serve any great purpose other than to demonstrate the discipline and power of the German war machine, German pride and German superiority.

The whole display impressed the local townspeople and, to a young boy, it was overwhelming. We were to learn that the Third Reich offered a strange mixture of good things and—more commonly—bad things. But, in those early days, it was the first big excitement that Wisła had seen in a long time.

The senior officers in their immaculate Mercedes staff cars, with “cheese cutter” caps and long leather coats, looked confident and proud, possessing absolute authority. The whole German army gave an appearance that they were professional, irresistible and indomitable. When they talked with the townspeople, they were charming and intelligent. The early impressions were very favourable. We did not yet know that this was to be a completely different form of war, the likes of which we had not previously seen.

To our amazement we found that some townspeople had forewarning of the occupation. One woman named Maria already had her Nazi flag ready as the troops moved in. She waved it outside her house and shouted “Heil Hitler” at everyone who came by. In the ensuing days, she was to say “Heil Hitler” so many times that she became known locally as “Maria Hitler.” Oddly enough, she was not German but Polish! Another man in town produced his Nazi armband as soon as the troops arrived. Every time we saw him in Wisła, he would have his armband on. To a young boy, this certainly seemed strange behaviour.

But there was a temporary upside to this sudden invasion. Some weeks before the German invasion, my Uncle Szalbot came to visit. He told my mother not to go to our Adventist church on that Saturday morning.

We discovered much later that Szalbot had got wind of a plot for a violent attack on the Adventists on their way to church. Encouraged by some clerics of the Nominal Church, the plotters also planned to completely wreck the church itself. It was to be highly organised, bloody and vicious. My family were in grave danger of being severely beaten or even killed.

The plotters were well versed in their methods. They had already attacked several Jewish businesses with grim success. The police had doubtlessly been tipped off to go and sort out something a long way away. But as the plotters were about to put their plan into action, a roar of tanks, transport trucks and motorcycles came into town, followed by horse-drawn supply trucks and lines of marching soldiers in shiny boots and singing inspiring and patriotic German songs.

In what might be the only case of a Nazi invasion having a truly preventive and beneficial effect for some people they invaded, the plot collapsed. We could have been killed but for the presence of the German army. In one of the most ironic twists in human history, they inadvertently prevented something extremely unpleasant being visited upon the people of the Adventist faith.

However, all of Wisła soon realised that the German presence would not remain a benefit for long.


WORLD WAR II HITS HOME

Although World War II had come with the declaration of war on September 3, 1939, we continued to do what we had always done on our farm. But this was not the way it was to stay.

Within days of the invasion, the Reichsmark replaced the Polish zloty and our Polish banknotes were replaced with banknotes featuring Hitler’s head. Our Polish railways became the Deutsche Reichsbahn. And the police on the streets were now German police—the Ordnungspolizei— with their leather coats and strangely shaped helmets.

We now also had the SS. There were the general SS in their grey-green uniforms and some in the sinister black uniforms. There were the Sicherheitsdienst, the intelligence arm of the SS and could be recognised by the diamond-shaped badge on their left sleeve bearing the letters “SD”.

I never saw an SS man smile. If you encountered them on the street, you were expected to give them a smart “Heil Hitler!” Unlike the civil police, they were not subject to any rules or regulations. They were outside the law and could do anything they wanted—and they wanted you to know it. I never found an SS man who even seemed like a human being. You could see it in their eyes. If you saw the SS sign—a silver death’s head on a military cap or the “SS” letters on a collar—you went in a different direction, if possible.

In addition to these were the Gestapo, who dressed in plain clothes. They were concerned with suspected political crimes or anything to do with Jews. Like most people faced with new forces of law and order, we were tempted to think that if we had nothing to hide, we had nothing to fear. We would discover that it was they who decided if you had anything to fear.

It was of no great concern that you might be innocent. Their job was to decide if you might be guilty and beat you up, send you to a concentration camp or kill you. And if the SS bashed you up or did anything else unpleasant, what they were doing was not a crime, it was legal. If you were subsequently found innocent of any charge, that was quite in order. From their perspective, you might have been guilty of something.

The Polish civil police had disappeared before the Germans arrived. Those who did not leave were rounded up by the SS and taken away. It seemed that anyone who had leanings toward Polish nationalist or leftist politics or was in any position of power in the town was taken away, as was my Uncle Szalbot.

We wondered how the Germans had been able to identify all of these people so quickly. We were to learn that when the Germans arrived they already had a list of some people to arrest. There was also much discussion as to where the people were taken to, but no-one really knew.

Some people disappeared in other ways. Some went to western Russia and the Ukraine, and for most this proved to be a death sentence. Others fled elsewhere.

There was a small cafe in the mountains, which—it was whispered— was a safe house for those trying to reach Hungary, which was not far away from our farm and remained open for tourists. But we did not talk about these things openly. Such conversations might earn a death sentence for the cafe proprietors and their whole family. One of our neighbours’ sons, Adolf Pilch, disappeared suddenly. According to the rumours, he had gone in this direction: whether it was true, no-one could say.

Others from our community went to the General Government area, a Nazi slave state in Central Poland. Many who went there did not return. But we knew from an early stage not to ask too many questions.

The town square in Weichsel—known as Zdrojowy—was festooned with black, white and red Nazi flags. The German authorities placed loudspeakers in high places around the square so people in town could hear the permanent propaganda about how powerful and successful Germany was. These shouted at us all day long. The shopkeepers must have been on the verge of lunacy. These broadcasts were interspersed with rousing German marches and military songs.

Meanwhile it was clear from the start that the Third Reich had no respect for Poles, Poland or Polish culture. Performances of Polish music, such as the works of Chopin or Paderewski, were forbidden. Poland has a long tradition of great prose and poetry writers but suddenly these writers’ books became unobtainable.

Polish radio went dead. Where there had been news items, music and weather forecasts, there was silence. We did actually know a few wealthy people who possessed a radio, a “Volksempfänger”, which cost about the same as a labourer’s weekly wage. To listen to foreign radio stations such as the Polish Service of the BBC in London or Free Europe Radio brought a summary death sentence. But we knew people who possessed radios and listened to the forbidden stations under blankets in their bedrooms, in cupboards or in cellars. They passed on details as to how the war was progressing. There was no point in reading newspapers as they were under Nazi-control and quite worthless.

The new regime inflicted its propaganda everywhere. Posters told us of the new wondrous age that had now arrived and of the inevitability of the German victory. The “German greeting” of a “Heil Hitler” with right hand held high stiffly became mandatory. Many were proud to give this new greeting. Those who did not could find themselves taken away at 4 am. A few came back. Most did not.

We quickly came under the tender care of the “Blockleiter,” the neighbourhood warden responsible for our political supervision. This lowest role in the Nazi hierarchy was to ensure everyone was compliant and loyal to the regime; that everyone said “Heil Hitler”—in spirit, as well as deed—and also that no-one was doing anything of which the National Socialist regime would disapprove.

We suspected two things of our Blockleiter, both of which proved correct. First, he kept a file on everyone in the neighbourhood. Second, he had connections to the Gestapo and Sicherheitsdienst. The Blockleiter rapidly became a key person. If you wanted to buy property or were applying for a job in the civil administration, you needed his signature confirming that you were not Jewish. If the police or Gestapo came sniffing around, it paid to be on good terms with him.

In our case, we were fortunate. Our Blockleiter was Mr Polok. Although he worked for Nazis, he was fundamentally a decent man, and had a reputation of being fair in his dealings. Had he so wished, he could have made us disappear just because we were Adventists and did not say “Heil Hitler” enthusiastically enough—or, in our case, at all.

One of Mr Polok’s earliest duties was to ensure that every house had a German flag. Some people had huge flags. We tried not to be conspicuous and to blend into the background but our flag was the smallest we could get away with.

Another local Blockleiter, Mr L__, was a man of a different disposition. He was widely suspected of sending people to places referred to as “the camps” on the most trivial charges or even no charge at all. One of Mr L__’s methods was to creep outside people’s houses in the evening and listen to conversations. My father found him outside our house on several occasions.

“What are you doing here, Mr L__?”

“Oh, I was just coming to see that your ‘blackout’ was effective,” he would explain disingenuously.

If he overheard someone saying anything disloyal to the Reich, he would report him or her to the SS. In one well-known local case, he had hitched a lift with a local farmer and engaged him in a conversation criticising the Nazi hierarchy. As they entered Weichsel, he got down from the cart, saying that he had to visit a local shop and bade the farmer farewell. Ten minutes later, the farmer found his cart surrounded by SS uniforms—and the farmer was not seen again.

Rumours continued to circulate as to where all these arrested people had disappeared. Some rumours were quite grisly but there were so many rumours that most people took most rumours with a pinch of salt.

Mr L__’s case gives an excellent example of how some human beings can become intoxicated with power and use it to malevolent ends. There is no doubt that Mr L__ thought he could get away with it in the long run. In one sense, this was typical of many people who sold their soul to Hitler. Their stupidity let them believe they could behave as they did and that there would be no consequence.

* * *

After the pomp and ceremony of the invasion, we settled down to life under the Third Reich. The atmosphere was negative, poisoned. It was as if the air we breathed was polluted by the propaganda, the evil presence of the SS and the rumours that circulated increasingly about those mysterious places called “the camps.”

Polish law simply disappeared with the advent of the Wehrmacht. We were now under German law, which was not all bad. The drunken wife-beaters in the town got short shrift from the Ordnungspolizei. If a woman complained that her husband beat her, the man was subject to a process of law and was in a considerable amount of trouble.

Similarly, Wisła had been menaced by a gang of young men. They were always in town drunk. They would pick fights with people and beat them up for fun. If someone had a party, they would gate crash it. If anyone complained, they would be beaten. If no-one complained, they would start a fight anyway. The Polish police seemed to have no idea how to deal with them. But a couple of weeks after the German invasion, they were rounded up and taken away for a few days. We did not know where they were taken or what happened—but none of them ever gave the slightest trouble again.

Some people in Weichsel deluded themselves that the transference from Poland to Germany would lead to a higher standard of living. In that first year of occupation, this was apparently proving true. The coming of the Reich had given a modest boost to the local economy and Upper Silesia enjoyed a modest rise in living standards.

In the 1930s, Germany had undergone an economic miracle and they were promising to extend it to us. Hitler himself had come up with the concept of a cheap all-purpose car that was designed to be affordable to every family—the KDF-Wagen, later renamed “Volkswagen.” Oddly enough, we never got to see one until after the war. There was talk of wonderful roads with flyovers where you could travel from one end of the country to the other in a matter of hours. German airships were crossing the Atlantic. From what we heard, the German railways were luxurious and very impressive. The Bremen was an ocean liner of wondrous proportions.

“What good fortune!” said some of the German people in Wisła.

Polish workers had gone increasingly to Germany to look for work. As Germany had now come to us, perhaps some of that prosperity would simply land in our laps. We remarked that the beggars who used to call on us had disappeared. It did not occur to us at that time that their disappearance might be sinister. Being part of Greater Germany was making Upper Silesia a little richer but at the cost of our meat, wool and timber, which were being stolen.


UNDER NEW MANAGEMENT

After the Nazi invasion in Silesia, we noticed a growing influx of “Reichsdeutcher”—Germans who came from inside the Reich. They had come to germanise us. The Reichsdeutchers cherished their attitude toward the Polish people as backward people, they even had an expression of “Polnische Wirtschaft”—“Polish management”—as they looked down on Polish people. The Germans believed their civilisation far superior to other nations, an attitude they demonstrated in demeaning and forceful ways.

An edict declared that all Silesians were now “Volksdeutsch” and that the Silesian territory belonged to Germany. We were required to sign the “Volksliste” in order to be officially recognised as “Volksdeutsch.” To us, this was utter nonsense but the German Government had made it clear that this was compulsory.

There was a certain German logic behind this, tortured though it was. It stemmed from the German desire to have Upper Silesia as an integral part of the Reich. The embarrassing reality to the Germans was the fact that only a small percentage of the Silesian population actually spoke German as a first language. But, in order to justify the annexation, the rest of the Silesian population had to be classified as German.

Our new masters issued us with an identity card—the “Ausweis”— which we had to carry at all times or face punishment. This clearly showed our Volksdeutsch “Class 3” status. You could be asked for your papers at any time, and to be found without an Ausweis would result in arrest.

However, this created at least one advantage for people whose names were not on the Volksdeitschliste—they were exempt from German military service. It just meant that they were officially listed as “Polish.” They should have known that if the Nazis were offering some leniency, something more deadly might be lurking below the surface. A short time later, the non-signatories made the interesting and unusual discovery that they had to wear a “P” badge on their clothing at all times.

From these earliest days, boys from the more German households began to appear at school in their Hitlerjugend uniforms with Swastika armbands. Similarly, we now had girls appearing in the girls’ equivalent Bund Deutscher Mädel uniforms. The BDM uniforms were very smart and gave no hint that they were associated with a concerted attempt at mind control over a whole generation of young girls.

In the next few weeks, even more new uniforms and badges began to appear in the streets. One of the most intriguing was a blue cross that Reichsteutsch women wore. It was a Mutterkreuz or Mothering Cross. It was given to German women who had more than six children and meant that they would be served first in shops, would be saluted by officials in uniform and a whole host of other benefits. To our relief it turned out that my mother, as a Silesian woman, did not qualify.

Our schoolteachers were replaced with German schoolteachers. Several of our Polish teachers were among those who were arrested. We were not to see them again and do not know what happened to them. All we knew was that one morning we arrived to find that every classroom had a picture of Hitler, looking menacingly down on us.

Our new teacher, Fraulein Bramke, was one of the recent Reichsdeutsche arrivals. She was about 45 years old with blonde hair and pale blue Nordic eyes. Her hair was plaited and rolled into a bun in a very Germanic way. She was a determined follower of Adolf Hitler and always wore her Nazi Party badge. When Fraulein Bramke walked into the classroom, she would look adoringly at the mandatory picture of Hitler fixed to the front wall of the classroom. It was as though she was looking into the face of God.

No longer did our teacher enter our classroom with a greeting of “Good morning, children.” Now Fraulein Bramke entered to a scraping of chairs as we all stood to the greeting, “Good morning, German children!”

Fraulein Bramke’s right arm would shoot out enthusiastically. We children had to respond equally enthusiastically or face the painful consequences. Most of us actually thought we were Polish children. However, corporal punishment was part of life in those days and was applied with gusto. Being “German children” was less painful than being “Polish children,” so we stuck out our arms and did as we were commanded.

Fraulein Bramke and another German teacher, Herr Heining, frequently walked along the streets where the children’s parents lived, engaging the locals in light conversation. In a small community such as ours, the people soon suspected that they were passing information to the authorities. Word went around, quietly but quickly, “Be extremely careful when talking to them.”

My sisters even found them taking photographs of our house on one occasion. We wondered what they were up to. Most people dressed in the traditional Beskids mountain cloths. Were they sending photos home to show how the quaint, old-fashioned Polish peasants lived?

After the invasion, the Germans continually emphasised one reality: everything in the Nazi state was for the state and if you assume something was innocent, you were gambling with death. Even a walk around the town centre was polluted with Nazi signage:

“Rader musen rollen fur den Sieg!”—“Wheels must roll for victory.”

“Der Sieg wird unser sein!”—“Victory will be ours.”

“Fuhrer befiehl! Wir gechorchen!”—“Hitler commands! We will obey.”

Nazism crept into every corner of everyday life.

When the German army had its great victory after nine months of the most vicious fighting at Sevastopol in Russia, Fraulein Bramke almost knelt down in the classroom before the picture of Hitler. Her face was as radiant as sunshine. Her arm jutted out in the prescribed manner and she said “Heil Hitler! Heil Hitler! Heil Hitler!” Her eyes had the far-away look of a saint in a medieval painting.

We found the behaviour of Fraulein Bramke and the other Nazi believers both odd and obsessive. As she bent in an attitude of prayer before her beloved Hitler, a small number of children from a Nazified background also gave a “Heil Hitler!” Most of the rest of us found the whole spectacle funny, offensive and looked on with embarrassment at the antics of this woman.

Quite often she looked at us with her pale Nordic blue eyes and shouted: “Sing, children, sing!”

“Deutschland, Deutschland über alles, über alles in der welt.”

“Germany, Germany above all, above all in the world.”

Not all of the German newcomers were so possessed by Hitler. For instance, Fraulein Tauber was a different young person. We liked her and looked forward to her lessons. Often she would take us out to enjoy the forests, the mountains and the wonderful natural surroundings. This was great fun. Even better, we would sing folk songs mostly about nature, instead of the politico-military songs the other teachers favoured so much.

While our German schoolteachers did not make such a big event of Christmas as we had been used to, they did not stop it. They appeared to tolerate it, rather than celebrate it. We noticed later that the biggest day in the German school was now April 20—Hitler’s birthday. This was celebrated with lots of Nazi colour, flags and a parade with singing and shouting.

Fraulein Bramke would fuss and bother as if the celebration of Hitler’s birthday was the most important event since the creation of the world. School children would line up in rows and march through town streets waving Swastika flags and singing, “Deutschland, Deutschland über alles, über alles in der Welt!”

They could call us fellow Germans as much as they wanted but the Germans remained alien to most people in Upper Silesia. They were strangers and enemies.

On the other hand, Poles had to know their place, which was toward the bottom of the pile. There were similar regulations for Jews who had to wear yellow armbands, later replaced by the yellow Star of David. Apart from these minor indignities and humiliations, it was not too onerous for Silesian people. There were, we clearly understood, punishments if you did not wear your badge of ethnicity.

At the same time, a very visible sign appeared in shops and railway carriages. It said: “Nur für Deutscher”—“Only for Germans.” If you had “P” or other ethnic badges, you were not allowed into those shops or railway carriages on pain of the usual punishments. This was insanity of a high order. The ban applied most stringently to the Jews.


THE REICH TIGHTENS ITS GRIP

As we were now classified Silesian Volksdeutscher, our new Nazi masters decreed that the only language to be used for official business was German. Both the younger and the older folk had to learn German quickly. Lessons in the German language were compulsory, unless you could demonstrate some level of fluency. My father spoke German from his time in the Austro-Hungarian army and so was exempt. My mother, however, was not.

On the appointed day, she attended the first class. In the course of the lesson, the teacher started to shout at the class in German. Most of the ladies in the class had no clue what she was screaming about. After some minutes of being harangued in an officially approved manner, one woman got up and walked out. Others followed. Soon the entire class had walked out.

“Stop, stop!” screamed the teacher. This was met with suppressed chuckles, before someone burst out laughing. “Stop! Stop!” screamed the teacher, but by this time the class was down the corridor and into the street, laughing uncontrollably.

As an occupied people, we had one avenue of opposition and that was laughter. But we had to be very careful who we heard the joke from and even more careful who we passed it on to. The Nazi hierarchy looked down on the telling of jokes, political jokes in particular, and these could lead to swift disappearance. There were many jokes around at the time, for the Poles were good at them.

About this time, we began to hear rumours of a Russian massacre of Poles. The rumour was very vague and there were many rumours in those days. We took note of them but there was always a doubt as to whether they might be true. We were not to learn the word Katyn until much later—this was the name of the forest in which invading Soviet troops massacred thousands of Polish people in April and May, 1940.

Mr Baron was a local policeman who left when the Germans advanced. Mr Baron escaped into the part of Poland that the Germans had not yet occupied. Two weeks later, the eastern part of Poland was invaded by the Russians. Apparently, he was picked up by the Russian, then murdered in the forests of Katyn near Smoleńsk. He was my sister Maria’s future father-in-law. He was a fine man and we young people liked him very much. He had done nothing remotely criminal to justify having his hands bound behind his back and having a bullet shot into his head.

* * *

The exiled Polish government in London had started to organise partisan activity against the German occupying forces. After a year or so, the Nazi regime had started a call-up system for forced workers. When the call up was not successful, people were just taken from the street. Because of these forced labour kidnappings, many people were happy to join the partisan activity. This involved sabotaging German vehicles and














OEBPS/images/pg_006.jpg





OEBPS/images/copy-1.jpg
A catalogue record for this
book is available from the

NATIONAL . ) .
LIBRARY National Library of Australia

OF AUSTRALIA





OEBPS/images/pg_007.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg_004.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg_003.jpg
Copeghagen ¢ o GERMANY
- DENMARK 5 vnn.i

NN

/ © Hamburg Invade Poland [
1939
B e.rlin ® Poznan
'Dortmund War.saw ‘ /J\/\
oo POLAND |

GERMANY

ver ® Frankfurt

Krakow
o Wisla

® Prague

Invade Bohemia ® L v

and Moravia 1939

Slovakia, German
puppet state

Vienna
10 Take over
T Austria 1938

®Budapest
Graze

Hungary, German
puppet state
LOVEN .

V\_BJ?.\UETI&" oZagreb ~1

ROM





OEBPS/nav.xhtml






		Cover



		Half Title



		Title



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Contents



		Prologue



		The Golden Polish Autumn



		Life Before



		The War Begins



		World War II Hits Home



		Under New Management



		The Reich Tightens its Grip



		Our Church Goes Underground



		The History of our Story



		The Story of Our Family



		From Bad to Worse at School



		The Nazis Come to Call



		Sucked into the War



		The Worst Raid



		Ruben Risks His Life



		No Heil Hitler!



		How I Became A Shepherd



		The Winter of My Discontent



		Victory Beyond Belief



		Sheep are Surprisingly Bright



		Toward the Whirlpools of Death



		“Mama, Help Me!”



		The MysteryWoman



		The End of Shepherding



		The Black Wall—and Worse



		Józef Escapes



		The Worst Day for Our Family



		The Mystery Train



		The AxmannCometh



		In the Service of the Führer



		Those Who Shall be Damned



		Training Becomes More Serious



		The Day of Glory Has Arrived!



		Put Not Thy Trust in Oxen!



		On the Run



		More Leaps of Faith



		Nerves of Rope



		Bravery of the Night



		The Final Casualties of a Senseless War



		The Day the Russians Came



		Ruben’s Strange Christmas Gift



		A Visit to Auschwitz



		A Complex of Fear



		Angel of a Ruined Paradise



		Suddenly, the World is Different



		Loved—and Lost



		At the Seminary



		My Early Ministry



		I Learned to Forgive



		Epilogue



		Some Important People



		Acknowledgments



		Back cover











OEBPS/images/halftitle.jpg
NO HEIL
HITLER!

Escaping Hitler's Youth





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
NO HEIL
HITLER!

Escaping Hitler's Youth

BIG SKY PUBLISHING

www.bigskypublishing.com.au

Paul Cieslar
and Jeff Steel





OEBPS/images/pg_010.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
NO HEIL
HITLER!

Escaping Hitler's Youth

'/WINNER
1 f
Paul Cieslar R .
and Jeff Steel Literary Prize





OEBPS/images/pg_013.jpg





OEBPS/images/pg_011.jpg





