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Janek “Jack” Mandelbaum at age eighteen
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DEDICATION

FOR KYM, MY SHINING LIGHT


QUOTES

Sadly, racial, ethnic, and cultural hatred and intolerance are not just history; they are current events.

—Steven Spielberg

Film director

I have always known my father as a very loving, caring person who is completely devoted to his family. When I visited Poland with him and heard the story of what had happened to him during the war, I understood for the first time what he had lived through. Now that I know what he survived and have seen what he has done with his life, he is my greatest hero.

—Mark Mandelbaum

Jack’s son
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INTRODUCTION

Before his sudden death in 1998, Sam Sander of Kansas City opened my eyes to the Holocaust.

In the small Nebraska town where I grew up in the decades following World War II—a war that both my father and uncle fought in—no one talked about the Holocaust, nor did I know anyone who was Jewish. My high school history textbook allotted only a few sentences to this catastrophic event. Photos showing emaciated survivors and the grotesque bodies of the dead suggested such horror that I wanted to stay as far away from the subject as I could.

Then I met Sam. He told me about his terrifying experiences in Hitler’s death camps and showed me the tattoo on his arm from Auschwitz. Sam made real the faces in the photos. I looked at them again and saw actual people instead of victims. Each person had once had a good life, people he or she loved, and hopes for a happy future. Then all of them were ensnared in Hitler’s frenzied mania to destroy the Jewish race and other “enemies” of the Nazi state.

I began listening to the stories of survivors. When I met Jack Mandelbaum, I knew I wanted to tell his story. Like Sam, Jack spent three years as a teenager in the death camps. He survived through courage, luck, help from others, and sheer will. Like all survivors, he has much to teach us about bravery and self-reliance, and about history and the lessons of the Holocaust.

I have reconstructed this history from fact and from Jack Mandelbaum’s experiences. While he has a remarkable memory, he of course could not remember verbatim conversations that took place over sixty years ago. Thus, when you read direct quotes set in the times before and during the war, please be aware that I have exercised literary license, writing them as closely as possible to the way Jack recalled them.

Sometimes from survivors we can gain insight into our own lives. Sam had shown me a letter he received from a student who had listened to him speak at her school. She told him she was having problems at home and school and had tried to kill herself. She had been planning to try again. Then she heard him. Listening to the horrible things he had gone through, she decided that if he could survive what he had, and still create a good life for himself, then she would try to work out her problems. She reported that things were much better now, and she was grateful to him for what she had learned from him.

In spite of how hard it may be for us to hear the survivors’ stories, it is even harder for them to tell us. It forces them to relive the nightmare of their brutal and inhumane experiences. But they know we must be warned. People throughout the world continue to do horrible things to one another. We have so much yet to learn. If we will open ourselves to their stories, with the Holocaust survivors as our guides, we can learn to recognize and work to eradicate the roots of racism, discrimination, oppression, and tyranny.

If we do not, who might be the next target of the kind of “ethnic cleansing” practiced by the Nazis? Could it be you?


EPIGRAPH

In Germany they first came for the Communists, and I didn’t speak up because I wasn’t a Communist. Then they came for the Jews, and I didn’t speak up because I wasn’t a Jew. Then they came for the trade unionists, and I didn’t speak up because I wasn’t a trade unionist. Then they came for the Catholics, and I didn’t speak up because I was a Protestant. Then they came for me—and by that time no one was left to speak up.

—Reverend Martin Niemöller,

Protestant minister, Germany, and

concentration camp survivor


1

RUMORS OF WAR, 1939

Until he was twelve, Jack Mandelbaum assumed his life would always be a carefree adventure.

He lived with his father, mother, older sister, and younger brother in beautiful Gdynia (ga-DIN-ya), Poland, on the shores of the Baltic Sea.

“Our city was the pride of Poland,” Jack recalled, remembering his childhood. “Ships came into port from all over the world. I heard many foreign languages. I saw sailors who wore turbans, and black sailors from Africa. This was just part of my daily life.”

Jack collected stamps and begged ship captains for ones from faraway places. He kept his stamps neatly categorized in books and loved to imagine the strange and exotic countries they came from.

His father, Majloch Mandelbaum—“Max” to his friends—was the prosperous owner of a fish cannery. The family lived comfortably in a spacious apartment with big windows on one of the most prominent streets of the city, just a few blocks from the beach.

“We had every modern convenience,” Jack said. “Because I lived in the city, I did not realize that many people in Poland were without electricity, indoor plumbing, and telephones.

“Our home was filled with laughter and kisses. My parents were very much in love. They were openly affectionate with each other and with us children. It was a lovely life.”

Jack’s mother, Cesia (Sesha), dressed elegantly. She wore silk dresses, high heels, jewelry, and hats with veils. In cold weather, she wore her fur coat. She was very beautiful, with dark eyes and long, shiny black hair, which she arranged in the latest styles from Paris.

[image: Image]

Jack has no photo of his mother, but she bore a strong resemblance to her older sister, Tauba Goldwasser, pictured in this photo that survived the war.

Courtesy of Jack and Claudia Mandelbaum

“Mama was the heart of our home,” Jack said. “On winter nights, my mother would warm my comforter on our tile stove and then gently wrap it around me as I climbed into bed. She was an excellent cook and had many specialties. One of my favorites was a sweet fried pastry with pockets of jelly inside. I could never figure out how she got the jelly in there.”

Mama took the three children to the market with her, on picnics in the nearby forest, and on outings in the mountains surrounding Gdynia. “We often went to the beach,” Jack said. “I remember Papa sometimes taking a break from work to join us. From street vendors, he would buy us handmade waffle cones filled with delicious, rich cream.”

The family employed a full-time housekeeper to help with laundry, cleaning, and cooking. Each morning, she arrived early by bus and streetcar from her nearby village to brew the coffee, filling the apartment with its strong aroma.

“She was a pretty, young woman, and I remember how she would lick the red wrapper the coffee came in and then rub it on her cheeks to make it look like she used rouge, which
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