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Preface

These are the recollections of the most devastating years of my life, during a period in history that was horrendous and terrifying beyond words—World War II. These memoirs were written in 1946 in Israel, while the events were still fresh in my mind. I recounted the facts of my experiences—raw, unembellished, unexaggerated. I could not bring myself to read my memoirs until recently; I was afraid to relive the suffering. Even now, almost half a century later, as my wife Varda translated my experiences from Polish into English, discussing the atrocities was physically painful to me.


I was a teenager then, and grew into manhood as a Jewish resistance fighter in the forests of eastern Europe. I coped with situations as they arose—hunger, thirst, cold, terror, pain, danger, terrible loss, hatred and bigotry, physical and emotional fatigue, and despair, not grasping the magnitude of the historical events of which I was a part. I encountered the worst and the best in people, from the ultimate in human baseness to friendship, bravery, consideration, and loyalty beyond belief.


What can be done in the face of murder and genocide, whether directed at Jews or anyone else? Looking back, I came to understand that if more Jews had defied extermination by resisting, many might have survived. If there is a lesson to be gleaned, it is that no person should succumb to brutality without putting up a resistance. Individually it can save one’s life; en masse it can change the course of history.







The Journey of The Defiant
1939–1941, 1944–1946
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THE DEFIANT





Introduction

In 1990, my wife, Varda, and I were cleaning out our apartment in Israel. The last part of this tedious job was emptying the crawlspace. I finished handing everything down to my wife, and then we began to sort through the various items. In the midst of the boxes and cartons, there was a scruffy little suitcase. I opened it, and to my amazement, found myself looking at something I thought I had lost long ago. There inside the case were two notebooks and a pile of loose papers, all yellowed with age. The ink on the pages was faded, and the Polish words barely readable, but they held my past! Seven years of my life—from the day the Nazis occupied Poland in 1939 until the time I came to Israel (then called Palestine) in 1946—were contained in that 400-page batch of dog-eared paper.


Choked with emotion, I showed Varda the manuscript that I had been telling her about since we started dating in 1952. At the time, I told her that when the time was right, I was going to write a book based on my memoirs of that period. I planned to dedicate it to the memory of my parents. I had promised them that I would try to survive, and to let the world know. But life’s many twists and turns have a way of re-sorting priorities, and at the end of the war, my attention was focused on building a future—getting an education and starting a career. I survived three more wars in Israel, where I had a career with Israel Aircraft Industries. Through it, I personally had the opportunity to contribute to the security and economy of my country. I also married and raised a family.


Now, nearly a half a century later, the time was right for my book. Finding that suitcase was a sign. I would be able to keep the promise I had made to my parents. We brought the manuscript to America, where we now live. First, everything had to be translated into English and then polished, before it could be turned into a book. We set to work. I read the pages of my long-lost manuscript aloud to Varda in Polish, we discussed it in Hebrew, and then she translated it into English.


The Defiant is my story—the true story of a young Jewish man who experienced first-hand just how cruel people can be. I consider myself lucky, not only because I survived, but also because I had the opportunity to fight back. In my own way, I did whatever I could to help disrupt the German war machine. And I am grateful that I found the manuscript, which allowed me to base the book on facts as I lived through them, before the memories dimmed.







1

The German-Polish War

MY MIND WAS SLOWLY FLOATING BACK into awareness. My body was aching. Lying on my back on a thick blanket of fresh snow, I carefully turned my head slightly to one side. Out of the corner of my eye I saw a broken stick on the ground beside me. I remembered that the last thing that happened before I passed out was the crack of the stick landing on my head. What had prevented it from crushing my skull was my fur cap, which was no longer on my head. Through half-closed lids I could clearly see five figures silhouetted against the powdery whiteness. One of them was sitting astride me, with his back to me. A second man had just yanked off my damp boots, which had stuck stubbornly to my feet. The other three men were a little further away, arguing in subdued voices. While I was unconscious, all my clothing had been removed and I was left with only my underpants on.

The young man straddling me turned around to face me and with his left hand groped my bare chest for my heart; his right one, gripping a knife, was raised and about to stab. He turned to the others and asked them, “Shall I kill him?”

My mind leapt into focus. Am I going to die now, so young, without even a chance to take revenge against the Nazis? A shout escaped my throat.

“I want to live!”

The cry that shattered the silence of the night froze my five assailants in mid-motion. The hand with the knife hung in the air. Aware that I had stunned them, I continued shouting, over and over again, “I want to live!”

Their leader bent over me and said in Polish, “Stop shouting.” I sensed that my shouts upset them. That made me shout all the louder. The men started saying, “If you stop shouting we shall not kill you.” I stopped.

My Polish sounded just like theirs, and they had no idea who I was. An escaped prisoner-of-war? A Russian partisan? A spy? Had they removed my last article of clothing, they would have discovered that I was a Jew. They didn’t know what to do with me. They discussed killing me, but were afraid there could be unpredictable repercussions. One of them suggested, “Let’s bring him to the Germans. Let them kill him. If he is a Jew they will give us a reward—a bottle of vodka and some salt.”

They all began to argue about who would get my boots and my fur jacket. Two of the men pulled me up, but my legs crumpled under me. They grabbed me under the arms and started dragging my limp body. The other three, still arguing, went ahead. The snow, the wind and the cold energized me, but I pretended to be numb. A few minutes later, left only with the two men who were dragging me, I suddenly jerked out of their grasp and began to run in another direction. Sheer desperation gave me speed I didn’t know I was capable of. Unhampered by heavy clothing and sopping boots, I quickly outran the thugs. I heard them chasing after me, but their shouts gradually receded. When I looked back about ten minutes later, I didn’t see them any more.

I lay down in the snow and listened for them. All was silent. I became aware of the cold and got up. My feet were freezing, and I began to run, not knowing where I was. I saw a village not too far away, but, wary of the hostility of the local population, I was afraid to go there.

I bypassed the village and found a path to another village that was in the direction of the woods. The snow had been steadily and relentlessly falling but hadn’t yet fully covered the roads. I didn’t know how many miles it was to the next village, but I couldn’t stop running because of the bitter cold. It nipped at the tips of my ears and the pain was excruciating. I stopped long enough to remove my underpants and wrap them around my head to cover my frozen ears. Passing scattered villages, I kept on running and gradually lost all sense of time and direction.

I found a house on the outskirts of a village and knocked softly. A woman opened the door. Her eyes widened at the sight of the naked apparition. She quickly crossed herself, then silently waited for me to speak. I asked her how to reach a certain village, which I knew to be in the opposite direction of where I wanted to go. She pointed her finger and gently closed the door in my face. I then ran in the opposite direction for I don’t know how many more miles before I realized that I was lost again. Somewhere along the way I stole some rags off a laundry line and wrapped my feet in them. I managed to find my way back to the same village. I knocked on the door of another house, only this time I asked the peasant for directions to a village near my destination. The man came out into the yard and explained the way in detail, without ever questioning who I was or why I was naked. Running all the way, I reached and bypassed a familiar village. The day was dawning as I headed for the relative safety of home.

Home was a freshly dug, carefully constructed, and well-camouflaged hole in the ground secluded deep in the forest, near a stream. I entered the woods and tried to make my way without leaving footprints, either by walking backward and dusting my prints with a branch, or by jumping between trees where the snow hadn’t reached. Finally, I arrived. I knew there was a possibility that an enemy had discovered the hideaway in my absence and could be waiting to kill me, but I was half frozen and had nowhere else to go. I removed the tree that covered the only entrance into the dwelling and tried to open the trap door. It was barricaded from inside. I heard a sound from within, and was relieved to recognize my brother’s muffled voice asking who was there. I said, “Musio, it’s me, Selim.” I carefully repositioned the tree. He unlatched the glass trap door and I slithered in through the narrow opening, into my brother’s warm embrace.

It was on November 18, 1942, that I crawled safely back into my home beneath the frozen, snow-filled woods of Poland. I was seventeen years old. Although it had only been three years since the German army invaded Poland and turned my life upside down, it felt like a lifetime. It seems impossible that the word “home” can describe both this crude underground dwelling and the pleasant house in which I had lived with my family just three years before. But home it was, and though it was not all that far from the small town where I grew up, that home now seemed worlds away.

My family’s home was in Raciaz, a typical small Polish town about fifty miles from Warsaw and thirty-seven miles from the German border. A few thousand people lived there, almost half of whom were Jewish. In the center of town was a large empty square surrounded by shops, the town hall and the elementary school. There was no local high school. The synagogue, a Hebrew school, and the Catholic church were nearby. Compared to most of the buildings, which were made of wood, the brick town hall was imposing, with wide steps leading up to the entrance. Twice a week farmers from the surrounding villages brought their produce on their horse-drawn carts and turned the square into an outdoor market. There was no public transportation. People either walked or rode in horsecarts or on horseback. When it rained or snowed, the roads leading to the town, and even the streets, turned to deep mud or slush.

Though some of the shops were owned by Jews, on the whole the Jewish community was quite poor. Most of them were craftsmen—tailors, shoemakers, blacksmiths, bakers or peddlers. There were, however, a few Jewish doctors, a pharmacist, and several teachers.

We lived at the edge of town, about half a mile from its center, across the street from the railroad station. Many of the more remote towns and villages did not even have trains to connect them to the rest of the country.

My father, Shmuel Sznycer, owned and managed a lumberyard. Our house was located on a large lot of land, surrounded by a fence. On the property were the factory, the piles of logs, cut lumber, machines and equipment. Beyond that were fields. Tracks from the station extended into our property, and the lumber was deposited straight into our yard. The chief mechanic Plato, a German who had worked for our family for twenty years, the accountant Kozak, the watchman Yan and his family, as well as our housekeeper Michasia and several other employees lived in small houses on the grounds of the lumberyard, right near our house.

My mother’s youngest brother, my Uncle Shlomo, was a junior partner in my father’s business and lived in our house. My mother had thirteen siblings; some lived with their families in Palestine, and the rest lived in or near Warsaw. My father was one of six. His family lived in Plonsk, about nineteen miles from us. During summer vacations our house would fill up with relatives who would come to visit and stay for months at a time. There were ten rooms in our house, and enough space to accommodate them all. Although the outhouse was in the yard and there was no running water in the house, we were considered affluent by the standards of those times.

My mother Hannah was the dominating influence in the family. She was highly intelligent, warm, and an ardent Zionist. She was one of the representatives of the Jews at the town hall and was greatly respected. She was a well-read woman, had unconventional taste, and decided to call me by the name of a Turkish sultan, Selim, about whom she had read. She loved going to the theater in Warsaw, and back home would reenact the entire play for us, her enthralled audience.

My father was busy running the lumber mill and left our upbringing to my mother. He was a quiet man—religious, but not fanatically so. On weekends he would want my brother and me to accompany him to the synagogue, but we preferred to stay home, and have breakfast served in bed. Father would come into our room and reprimand us, “What would you do if I weren’t here to provide you with such comfort? How would you survive?” And we would reply that if the necessity arose we would cope.

The year was 1939, and my only brother, Musio, had just graduated from high school in Warsaw. He was four years older than I, dark-haired, tall and thin, and more the scholarly type. I was fair and freckle-faced. I preferred sports and impressing girls, but I maintained fairly good grades at school. I was fourteen and about to enter high school in Warsaw in the fall.

Sometimes, through the closed door to my parents’ bedroom, which was adjacent to ours, we would hear their recurring arguments regarding the future. Mother wanted to resettle in Palestine immediately. My father said we should wait until my brother and I finished our education.

There was tension in the air, a foreboding of war. My father tried to convince everybody that war would not break out, but my mother, Musio, and I, seeing the Polish army mobilizing, were convinced that it was inevitable.

On Thursday, August 31, 1939, the radio announced that the Germans had served the Polish government an ultimatum consisting of sixteen demands, which the Polish government rejected. Now war was definitely imminent. In preparation, we spent the entire day building an air-raid shelter in one of the rooms. We reinforced the walls, propped the ceiling with logs, and sealed off the doors and windows against the possibility of a gas attack, which was rumored as the Germans’ most terrifying weapon. We pasted strips of paper on all the windows in the house.

On Friday morning, Plato came in and said that he could hear the ground rumbling from artillery fire, coming from the direction of the German border. Nobody wanted to believe him and preferred to think that he was just creating panic. From our house we could see the railway station, full of mobilized soldiers. The tension and concern kept growing. We continued to work on the shelter.

The accountant Kozak and I were in the yard collecting firewood when we saw the first airplanes overhead. We tried to convince ourselves that the Polish air force was supervising a smooth mobilization. At that moment we heard a tremendous explosion. The ground shook, windows rattled and smashed—a bomb had been dropped. I did not realize the significance of it all until I saw a black cloud rising from the ground. All the people at the train station began to run in panic. Only then I understood that we were being attacked by the Germans.

An airplane was flying toward us. People all around were trying to hide behind piles of wood in our lumberyard. Some fell to the ground and tried to cover their heads with their hands. Some ran around wildly. For no apparent reason, unable to think rationally, I ran into the nearby fields, fell to the ground, and tried to watch the airplanes which were circling around so low that I could see the pilots. I had the feeling that they were chasing me personally.

Another round of bombs. The ground shook. I was hurled up in the air and down again. A cloud of heavy smoke was floating toward us, and someone shouted that this was gas. Another wave of panic began. Someone else shouted that this was only smoke from the bombs. I covered my mouth with a handkerchief and ran for home. By then the airplanes had vanished. Everybody was in the shelter, safe. They all crowded around me, asking what had happened to me, and why I was dirty, and if I was hurt. Uncle Shlomo felt ill and said he wouldn’t survive another such attack.

Two hours later, that September 1, the radio announced that Poland was at war, that the German army had crossed into Poland and had begun to bombard Polish towns. Until now war was something we learned about in school, or heard spoken of as a probability. This was real. And I was frightened.

The airplanes kept coming back in waves, and we kept hiding in the shelter, among the piles of wood in the yard, or in the fields. Miraculously, neither the house nor the lumberyard were hit.

Trains full of Polish soldiers were moving toward the German border. Everybody was asking the same question—”What will happen now? What will happen now?”

On Saturday the airplanes were still flying overhead but not bombing. From afar we could clearly hear artillery fire. The radio blared marches and serious classical music, but gave no information. By nightfall fires were visible on the horizon, and the bombardments moved closer. Nobody knew whether to stay or flee, whether it was safer indoors or outside. All through Sunday airplanes continued circling over our town and the artillery fire grew ever closer.

On September 3, the radio announced that England and France had declared war on Germany. That caused a degree of optimism and hope. But that afternoon panic struck again, caused by the sight of the Polish army retreating through Raciaz. The soldiers were fleeing on foot, on horseback, and by train. The rumor was that the Germans had broken through the Polish defense at the front. By night there was complete terror and we began to pack, with the intention of taking the train to Warsaw, the capital.

We went to the crowded railroad station. After we boarded the train, my brother Musio insisted that we get off, as the Germans would surely bomb all the trains. The train left with Uncle Shlomo and the accountant Kozak. My parents, my brother, and I stayed behind and tried to find another way to reach Warsaw.

By Monday everyone was fleeing. We chose to go through Drobin, Plonsk, across the Visla River, and from there to Warsaw.

My mother managed to catch a ride with some friends to Drobin and told us to meet her there. Carrying our valises, father, Musio and I set out on foot along the main road. Again we witnessed the once-proud Polish soldiers on the run, in disarray, fear and panic in their faces, glancing backward as though expecting to see the Germans chasing them. They shouted, “Hurry! Save yourselves! The Germans are right behind us!”

Just as we left the town we heard airplanes approaching and moments later Raciaz was bombed again. There was bedlam on the road out of town—people, horses, goats, cats, dogs, carts, cows, all rushing to escape. We were part of the exodus.

The five miles to Drobin were the first of many I would trudge during the next four years. Already my feet were blistered and chafed.

We met my mother at a prearranged place in Drobin and together continued on our way toward Plonsk. Plonsk was situated on both sides of the Visla River, and everyone hoped that the Germans would be stopped at the river. All along the way everyone and everything was in flight, using any possible means of transportation. We left the main road and took short cuts along side roads. On the way a Polish landowner, a friend of my father’s, picked us up in his horse-drawn cart and we traveled that way until nightfall, hearing explosions throughout the entire journey.

Just as we stopped to rest and unhitched the horses, a man came running toward us, shouting hysterically that the Germans were only four miles away, on the main road. He too was yelling, “Save yourselves!” We immediately hitched up the horses and for the rest of the night galloped as fast as they could take us toward Plonsk. The landowner turned to us, knowing that we were Jews, and said, “Let us now each pray to our own God to save us.” Like the Polish soldiers I had seen all day, I found myself peering fearfully into the darkness behind me, to see if the Germans were already at our heels.

Before dawn we reached Plonsk, and the Visla River. Shoving through the mobs of soldiers, cannons and other refugees, it took us four hours to get across the river. The sight of Polish soldiers, cannons, machine guns and artillery on the other side gave us a false sense of safety. We were convinced that the Germans would be stopped here. Having parted from our Polish friend, we continued on foot to Gombin, another small town somewhat like Raciaz. There we hoped to find some means of reaching Warsaw.

Somewhere along the way I lost one shoe but continued my march with one stockinged foot. I must have been quite a sight. We were all tired and hungry, and after six miles my father began to feel unwell. We stopped at a roadside inn where the only food we could get was some stale biscuits. After a short rest we continued on our way and reached Gombin by the afternoon.

The town was full of refugees fleeing from other areas. The last bus to Warsaw had just left. We later learned that the Germans, coming from another direction, had cut off the road between Gombin and Warsaw, and our plan to reach the capital could not be realized. We were stranded in Gombin, not sure what to do next. We located a friend of my mother’s by the name of Wolfovitch, a local resident. She received us warmly into her home. The war hadn’t affected Gombin yet; apart from the chaotic movement of the Polish army units to and from the front, and the distant sound of bombardment, Gombin seemed safe—a haven for us refugees. There was no shortage of food or other supplies. We settled in with the Wolfovitch family, and began preparations for Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year. I helped my mother with the shopping and other chores.

For a week we went about our lives in relative calm, though the front was getting nearer by the day, and the artillery sounds were louder and clearer. It was rumored that the Germans had been stopped, as we had hoped, on the banks of the Visla River, but there was no official information to confirm or deny these rumors. We were constantly trying to find a way to go east to Warsaw, but no transportation was available. The Polish soldiers were milling around and nobody seemed to know where the Germans really were.

On the day of Rosh Hashanah, we attended morning services at the local synagogue. In the middle of our prayers we heard an explosion, and people began fleeing frantically in all directions. This was the first artillery attack on the town of Gombin. Evidently the Germans were closer than we had all believed.

That afternoon we heard sirens. I was alone in the Wolfovitch home. I rushed outside searching for my family. I was in an open field when I was caught in a full-fledged air attack. I threw myself on the muddy ground behind a stable, irrationally feeling at that moment that any structure, however flimsy, was a source of protection against the flying bombs. There were three airplanes circling above me, and they were all bombing.

Each time they flew directly overhead, I buried my face in the mud. The cold was penetrating. I counted—one, two, three, four, five…They had passed me. At that instant, a bomb fell very close to me, and I was hit by pieces of wood and brick. Then the pilot began strafing the area with machine guns. This was even worse. My heart was pounding against the ground beneath me. Each time I heard a series of shots I was sure I had been hit. Hesitantly, I lifted my head out of the mud and could see the airplanes directly above me. Bullets whistled. Flying debris from the stable felt like a vicious animal attacking me. This is the end, I thought. I lay there, believing that in an instant I would be dead.

When the planes finally receded into the distance, I realized that not only was I alive, I wasn’t even hurt. It was incredible! Just a few inches above my head, the stable was riddled with bullet holes. The raid must have lasted some twenty minutes, leaving me drained and exhausted. I staggered back to the Wolfovitch home and to my relief found my entire family safe. They had all been hiding in the cellar throughout the raid, worrying about me. When I walked in, all muddy and pale, Mother hugged me, tears of relief in her eyes.

Throughout the next day, artillery and aircraft attacks continued. At first we hid in the cellar, but we later realized that in the event of a direct hit, the house would cave in and we would all be buried alive. We would be safer above ground.

We sat huddled together on the bed, our hands interlocked, trying to give each other moral support. We were emotionally drained from this constant state of tension, and my greatest wish was that the bombing would stop long enough for me to fall peacefully asleep. But instead the planes kept coming. As each one approached, we recognized first the roar of the engine, then the whistle of the dive, and then we anticipated the dreaded sound of the explosion. Each time we buried our faces in our hands, and I could hear my father softly praying. We expected each bomb to hit the Wolfovitch house. In fact, bombs fell all around us, but missed us.

People from the surrounding buildings, half-crazed with fear and pain, rushed into the house. Toward evening we heard a whistle so shrill and piercing directly overhead that to me it seemed that a direct hit was inevitable. During the split-second of silence that followed, in my heart I said my goodbyes to the world. And then came the explosion, so powerful that it threw us all to the ground. The house seemed to be lifted into the air. Doors and windows were torn off their hinges and disappeared.

My mother rose, urging, “Get out before the house collapses!”

I shouted back that we should stay indoors because the planes were waiting to shoot at each person who came out. At that moment we heard the machine guns again, and the people who had run outside were falling. That was the German system; first they bombed the houses, and then with machine guns they shot the people as they tried to escape.

Miraculously, the Wolfovitch house survived relatively intact, even with the ten-yard-deep pit that had been burnt into the ground just outside the front door.

With the following daybreak, the bombing resumed. The entire city of Gombin was aflame. Again we sat huddled on the bed. If we were meant to die, at least we would all die together. With occasional intervals, the bombing lasted throughout the day. Though we hadn’t eaten all day, I felt no hunger—just utter weariness and a desire to fall asleep.

People kept coming in and out, seeking emotional support from each other. At one point an elderly Jew burst into the house, wild-eyed with terror, and begged us to help him dig his wife and children out from under the debris of his collapsed house. But as long as the bombing continued no one moved to help him.

Later, during one of the lapses in the bombing, Menahem, a schoolmate of mine from Raciaz who had also arrived in Gombin, came in to see how I was holding up. When the bombardment resumed, he ran to the next house to join his family. I later found him outside, lying unconscious, with both legs blown off. I remembered how I had enjoyed meeting his familiar face in this strange place just a few days ago. He was the first casualty of war that I encountered, and it left me shaken for a long time.

By evening, the planes left and did not return all night. The town was a burning shambles, with hardly a building intact. Though the Wolfovitch house survived again, we resolved to flee Gombin in the morning—we knew we wouldn’t survive a repetition of that day. We spent the night hiding in the fields.

At daybreak we returned to the house to collect our things. We were to leave Gombin with ten other people. While my parents were getting ready, I was standing by the window on the second floor. I heard a long whistle and the powerful explosion of an artillery shell. I was thrown sideways. Accompanied by artillery bombardment, we left the city and managed to reach safety at a small village with only a few houses. We found refuge in one of the nearby farmhouses. By mid-morning we heard the airplanes bombing Gombin again, but here it was quiet, and again we were sure we had found safety.

Suddenly small artillery and heavy machine-gun shells were being shot over the farmhouse. Airplanes followed and began to bomb the forest around us.

We had moved from one danger to another. German paratroopers were being dropped from the sky and two of them landed in the yard of the farmhouse. They immediately started firing their machine guns in the direction of the woods. My father prayed all the time that they would not turn and start shooting on the farmhouse. Utter weariness overcame me—I could hardly keep my eyes open.

We later found out that the Germans were trying to surround and capture several units of the Polish army hiding in the woods. From afar we could see four Polish artillery guns with their crews, dragged by horses, trying to flee. Some ten minutes later they were running back, obviously aware that they were surrounded. Their artillery guns got stuck in the mud and the soldiers tried desperately to get their horses to pull them out. Finally they left the guns and fled by foot into the forest. We heard airplanes, but this time no bombs. A local peasant brought us leaflets dropped by plane. They were meant to convince the Polish soldiers to surrender, by saying that the Jews and Beck (a Polish leader at that time) had betrayed them.

The fighting in the nearby woods was intense but brief. By four o clock it was quiet. Someone came to tell us that the Germans were already in Gombin. This was it then. The German occupation had caught up with us! With the news came a momentary feeling of relief—no more bombardments. But would I ever overcome the terror I felt each time I heard an approaching airplane? Then a new fear overwhelmed me. What would happen now? Musio and I went into the yard and on a distant road saw German motorcycles, helmets, and long gray overcoats, an image until then familiar only in the newsreels. I said to my brother, “That’s them! That’s how we saw them in the pictures showing the occupation of Prague!”

We all returned through fields to the devastated town of Gombin, and saw our first Germans at close range. There was a young officer and several soldiers looking at the ruined town. The officer had a green coat, a cap, and a hard young face. I was afraid to make eye contact with them. They were laughing. “See what our Luftwaffe (air force) has done!” Since Yiddish, the language most widely used by the Jews of Europe, resembles German, it was easy for us to get the general gist of what was said.

That same day we heard that Russia had declared war on Poland and had started occupying its eastern part. We had nowhere to go now and felt it would be safer at home, even under the Germans. So we decided that we might as well return to our own home at Raciaz, and started on foot, walking alongside the road.

Along the main road we saw the German army—tanks, motorized columns, artillery, droves of well-dressed, happy soldiers in carts, trucks, and on horseback. They were all singing along to accordions played by other soldiers. One officer stuck in my mind—freckle-faced, helmet low over his brow, arrogantly ordering all civilians to keep to the right. A shabby man was directing them, probably one of their many spies. Yes, we were definitely under German occupation. But I hadn’t fully grasped the meaning of that yet.

Many people were heading the same way, mainly Jews, and we formed quite a crowd. The air was filled with conflicting rumors. Germans had met Jews and had done nothing to them, so they couldn’t be all bad. After all, they couldn’t distinguish between Jews and non-Jews, and there were Jews still living in Germany. Then someone said that a German had told him, with his hand gesturing a cut throat, “All Jews kaput!” That became the chief topic of concern for everyone. When the Poles began to point out the Jewish groups, the Germans started shouting to us: “We are waiting for you! All Jews kaput! Hitler will take care of you!”

With heads bowed, humiliated, we walked on. My parents and a few others tried to put some distance between themselves and the Germans by walking further away from the road, but the Germans started shouting at them. They quickly came back to the roadside.

The number of refugees on the road was increasing constantly. All the bridges across the Visla River were destroyed and the only way to cross was by boat. At each place where boats crossed, there were long lines of people already waiting. Rumors began circulating that as soon as any Jews crossed the Visla, they would be singled out and taken to forced labor. We walked on, parallel to the river.

We waited in a bombed-out house for three days. There was no food available. At first we tried to find something in the fields, and dug up some potatoes, which mother cooked. Then we began a “food-acquisition” campaign. We sneaked into farmyards to milk cows. We found some bowls and all ate from the same ones. My mother cooked whatever we could find. We began to become familiar with hunger.

On the fourth day at 6 A.M. we made our way to the riverside and finally a farmer agreed to take us across in his boat, after he had given us some peasant clothing. We paid him lavishly. We continued walking on to Raciaz, in shabby peasant clothes to avoid being recognized as Jews.

It was getting dark when we finally arrived at our hometown. From afar we could see the chimney of our house. It was still standing. We were met quite civilly by our gentile employees Yan the watchman and even the German chief mechanic Plato. Our home was intact, but the interior of our house had been ransacked. So we moved into the house where the accountant Kozak had previously lived.
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Selim’s parents, Hannah and Shmuel Sznycer during their honeymoon in Warsaw, 1918.
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A family outing in Yablona, Poland, 1930. Selim is in the first row, extreme right, with his father sitting behind him. Musio is at the left end and Hannah stands in the back, next to the baby.
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The First German Occupation


September 22–November 9, 1939

WITHIN THE FIRST MONTH OF THE WAR, the Germans had already taken over our lumberyard—there was a sign at the entrance saying “Beshlagmant” (requisitioned)—but we were allowed to stay on in Kozak’s house. Almost all those who had fled from Raciaz trickled back and tried to adjust to life under the Germans. We were all awaiting news. When would England and France finally defeat Germany? We found out that the USSR had taken over the entire eastern section of Poland, up to the Bug River. We contemplated trying to cross over to Russian-held territory, but it was very far away. We were constantly debating whether we should attempt it. Musio and I were now as much a part of the discussions as my parents.

One evening the Shamash (the caretaker of the synagogue) rushed in and notified us that at eight o’clock the following morning all the Jewish men between the ages of seventeen and sixty were to come to the market square. Panic struck, but everyone intended to go, for fear of reprisal. I was too young, but my father and brother would go. It was the eve of Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement, the holiest day in the Jewish year. That night we held our own Kol Nidre service at home, and went to bed fearing the next day.

On the morning of Yom Kippur Father and Musio went to the square. They were gone for several hours, and Mother and I didn’t know what to think. Suddenly Father rushed in and grabbed several boxes of cigarettes. He had been given ten minutes to bring two hundred cigarettes for the Germans.

Exhausted from running the half-mile from town to our house, there was no way my father could be back at the square in time. So I took the cigarettes from him and hurried to the town square, toward the school building where everyone had been assembled. At the entrance to the schoolyard stood a German guard in black uniform, pale-faced and expressionless, a skull glistening on his collar—the emblem of the Gestapo.

The Gestapo was the name of the Nazi secret police, one of the most dreaded organizations created by Hitler. N-A-Z-I were the initials of the German political party headed by Hitler, which took over the German government in 1933, proclaiming Hitler as the Führer (leader) of the Third Reich. The fanatically loyal members of this party enforced all the autocracy over the Jews, the occupied countries, and all elements considered inferior by the Nazis.

A group of Poles was trying to look into the schoolyard to see what was happening to the Jews. The Gestapo man coldly said, “Dirty pigs, get away.” The people didn’t understand him. With calm and deliberate movements, he came up to one of the Poles and kicked him in the stomach several times. The people understood and dispersed.

I went up to the Gestapo guard and told him that I had brought the cigarettes. He asked me, “Jude?” I nodded. He grabbed me and shoved me into the yard. There were the Jewish men, assembled in groups of four, surrounded by armed Gestapo guards. Ten men were facing the wall with arms raised, and several Gestapo had rifles aimed at them. These were the hostages used to ensure that nobody “misbehaved.” In the middle of the yard were long tables laden with vodka, wine, cigarettes, and other goodies that the Jews had been ordered to bring. The mayor of Raciaz was standing at one of the tables. A local doctor of German extraction who had recently been made mayor of the town by the Germans, he was a good friend of our family. I handed him the cigarettes. He asked me loudly, so the Gestapo would hear, how old I was. I said, “I’m fourteen.” He yelled, “Get out!” In an instant I was gone. Back home I found Mother agitated and worried. I told her what I had seen and tried to calm her.

Meanwhile my father had returned to the schoolyard. Around 8 P.M. he and Musio returned home. They filled us in on what had happened.

When the men had assembled at the town square, they were grouped in fours and made to run around the square, and to shout, “The Jews want war!” “Jews are swine!” and slogans in that vein. In order to scare them, shots were occasionally fired into the air. Then, surrounded by armed Gestapo aiming rifles at them, they were led to the schoolyard. One of the officers made a speech that began by cursing Jews in general, and went on to curse the captive men in particular. He said that from that day forth the Germans were “Herrenvolk” (superior race) and the Jews were their slaves. Then the Jews were made to sweep the town square. They were told that every morning all Jewish males between the ages of seventeen and sixty were to appear for gymnastics and parading, and then they were to clean up the town. Musio said such humiliation was beyond tolerance. But this was just the debut performance of Gestapo tactics, and very mild compared to what happened later. Being Yom Kippur, we hadn’t eaten all day and broke the fast with heavy hearts.

That Yom Kippur marked the beginning of a new life for us. We moved back into our own home, repaired the damage done to the house, and settled in. Yan did most of the shopping. Some of the villagers brought their produce to our door. Father was allowed to continue to run his business, even though it had been confiscated by the Germans. The money he made by selling wood for construction went to the city hall. He managed however to keep some of it, and that covered our expenses. Mother buried all our valuables in the garden. Plato, who was of German descent, continued to live in our compound with his family. He tried to protect us from Nazi vandalism and abuse.

German gendarmes (police) were brought in to keep order in the town and to keep an eye on the Jews. Luckily, there was no permanent Gestapo unit in Raciaz. They were stationed in Scierpz, the county capital, and came to Raciaz for “guest appearances.” Whenever they came, we would hide in our lumberyard, so as not to catch their attention. One never knew when it would occur to them to drag someone off to some unknown destination.

The local German gendarmes changed every week, and life in the town depended upon the personality and mood of whoever was on duty. Some took bribes and made life bearable. Some were violent and cruel. They beat people, dragged them to work, and abused them.

The Germans took over control of the railway station and, because we lived across the street and ours was a large house, the new German station commander took over our house too, but allowed us to stay in a small part of it. Since my mother spoke fluent German and could communicate with him, he became somewhat friendly toward her. He told us that he was not a Nazi but a social democrat. He was angry at the Nazis for taking his children away into the Hitler Youth organization and did not approve of the Nazi policies toward the Jews. He even predicted that the Germans would lose the war. But still, being a good German, he felt obligated to support Hitler because Hitler was fighting for his Fatherland, which was more important than one’s personal political views.

Another railway employee however—a twenty-year-old engineer named Alfred—spoke of Hitler as one speaks of a god. With tears in his eyes, he told us that he had once stood near Hitler at a parade. As we became friendlier, he said he had no personal antagonism against us as Jews, in spite of the propaganda depicting us as devils. He found us to be as human as himself. But he still believed that Hitler’s views should not be questioned and all orders fulfilled exactly. Proof of Alfred’s blind adulation came one day, when we saw him whipping the Jews who were unloading the trains.

The Jews in Raciaz now worked everywhere without pay—slave labor. It was especially pleasing to the Germans to give the hardest physical work to people who had never done manual labor, and to see them collapse. My father, brother, and I were not taken to work in the town because we were under the jurisdiction of the railway gendarmes, and continued to work in the lumberyard. Mother was made to sew for the railway workers, including flags with the Nazi swastika for the station. Just by seeing the tension in her back, bent over the sewing machine, I could feel the revulsion and hatred she felt and the emotional effort it took to put on the detested insignias, though she never said a word to us so as not to add more pain to our lives.

All means of communication, even within Poland, were disrupted. There was no mail and no phone connections in homes. We didn’t know what was happening to the rest of our numerous relatives, whether they were safe in their homes or wandering around trying to escape the Germans. We had such a large family but were all alone.

The Germans had begun demanding collective “contributions” of gold, jewelry, and money from the Jews. My mother was chosen by the Jewish community to be one of the representatives in this matter. Each time she went to a meeting with the German county chief she would return devastated.

Another Jewish family from Raciaz, our friends the Vigdoroviches, came to stay in our house. There seemed to be a greater sense of security in numbers. Their only daughter Estusia was a nice girl, about my own age. Living in such close proximity, our friendship deepened.

We kept bringing up the idea of getting away to Soviet-occupied territory, but had not yet formulated any concrete plans. Some Polish people whom my father knew offered to hide us in their village not far from Raciaz, and that was another option we were considering.

Our friend the mayor kept suggesting that we run away, as our future seemed very bleak to him. But where were we to go? And how? We discussed the situation with the Vigdoroviches and we put off making a decision.

Our German mechanic Plato gradually began to absorb the Nazi propaganda, and to believe himself to be of the superior race. Though he was still polite to us, he started to see us as his inferiors. He strutted around our property as though he owned it, and began to show disdain to our Polish customers.

Since I was still considered a “youngster” I was sent into town to do the family errands. On one such occasion, I saw a German gendarme beat a Jew over the head with a stick until blood oozed from his ears. I sneaked through the town in constant fear of being caught, beaten, and humiliated.

A new German commander came to town, and with him came new unrest. Luckily, however, the permanent German contingency at the railway station had gradually developed a more personal relationship with us and even helped us. They occasionally brought us food, and most important of all, protected us from being taken to work by the gendarmes.

The routine we settled into lasted until November 6, when we first saw a train fully loaded with civilians come into the station. There was a commotion. Nobody knew what it all meant. No one was allowed near the train. Mrs. Vigdorovich suddenly screamed that she recognized her father in one of the box cars. She called out to him, but he was too far away to hear her. His presence meant that these were Jews from Scierpz, a small town some about twelve miles from Raciaz. We stood mesmerized at the window. We saw two young men escape from the train. Guards chased after them but did not catch them.

We later found out that all the Jews from Scierpz had been deported by train without any belongings. No one knew where they were being sent. Any disobedience during the process was punished by death.

We tried to think clearly, without succumbing to panic. After weighing all the alternatives, we decided to run away before they tried to deport us, and began to pack. But before dark, the Shamash came shouting to everybody that the following morning all Jews, young and old, men, women, and children, were to assemble at the synagogue. Anyone found hiding would be shot. It was too late to start running away, because civilians were not allowed to travel along the roads at night, and the following day we expected that the Nazis would send patrols on the roads to stop the Jews from trying to escape. We decided not to go to the synagogue, and hoped nobody would notice our absence. Father and Musio hid among the lumber in our factory. Mother and I hid in the yard by the house in the dark. The Vigdoroviches hid somewhere too. In the morning mother and I returned to the house.

Around noon the next day a messenger from the mayor came to my mother and said that the German gebbitz-commissar (county chief) insisted on seeing her personally. He had noticed her absence because he had dealt with her on previous occasions as the only woman representative of the Jews of Raciaz. She had to go. Left alone, I ran to tell my father of the new turn of events, and stayed with him in hiding.

Night fell and Mother didn’t return. We were all frantic, especially my father. Plato, who knew where we were hiding, came to tell us of the horrendous things he had seen in town. In a house-to-house hunt for Jews, those discovered were beaten and tortured. For some reason nobody came to search for us. All the Jews were then pushed into the synagogue. Plato could see no more.

When it was dark, we came out of hiding and lay down near the compound entrance, to be able to see who was coming. We were terribly frightened. Each squeak of the gate brought a new surge of emotions. Was it my mother, or the Gestapo?

At eleven o’clock at night she arrived, pale, not responding to our joy at seeing her. She went into her bedroom and burst into tears. I had never seen her cry before. For at least half an hour she was inconsolable. When she finally collected herself she described what she had witnessed.

She had walked through the deserted streets to the synagogue where the Jews had been assembled. She was shocked to find the courtyard strewn with dead bodies, including that of a friend who had












Epilogue

I fulfilled my dream of living in the Jewish homeland—indeed, after changing my name to Shalom Yoran and recovering from my operation, I stayed for more than thirty years. When the State of Israel was established in 1948, I joined the air force and learned aircraft maintenance and engineering. I met my wife Varda, who was also serving in the air force, and began raising our two daughters. After the service I forged a twenty-two-year career with the Israel Aircraft Industries, where I was eventually named senior vice president and managing director of the maintenance and overhaul division.


In 1979, we moved to Long Island, New York, where Varda and I live today. I am currently chairman of a private aircraft trading and servicing company. My brother Musio, now Maurice Sznycer, remained in Paris. He is professor of Antiquities and Epigraphy of West Semitic Languages at the Sorbonne and is world-renowned in his field.


During the years I lived in Israel, I renewed contact with some of my closest friends from the partisan days, several of whom are mentioned in this book, and our friendships have deepened over the years. Wherever they ended up, all of my friends married and raised families.


Moshe Markh (Kalchaim) stayed in Paris for a number of years, writing and editing a Jewish news paper. He then relocated to Israel, where he continued working in journalism and became spokesman for the Jewish Agency. Today, Moshe is actively involved with issues and organizations pertaining to the partisans.


Yacub (Shafran) married Hannale after the war. They moved to Israel, where he became an electrical engineer and had his own business selling and servicing electrical appliances. His health failed him and he passed away several years ago. Hannale continues to be involved with Holocaust-related issues and is frequently invited to speak at high schools.


Zalman (Gurevich) is a lawyer by profession. He moved to Israel and later relocated to Germany, where he is a successful businessman. In terested in the cultures of remote countries, Zalman travels extensively.


Shimon (Zimmerman) married his childhood sweetheart Riva. They settled in Israel after the war, where Shimon owns and operates a farm. He recently lost Riva due to heart failure.


Shimon (Glazer) (who had shared the zemlianka with us during the war) joined his brother in Brazil after the war, and has his own men’s wear business.


Rivka Gvint (Dodik) lives in Israel. She settled there with her mother and continued to care for her until her mother’s death.


Shurka Bogen (Alexander Bogen) resides in Israel, and is a well-known artist. He exhibits extensively, in Israel and abroad.


Old Man Kupper and the older son Grisha were found lifeless in the woods. The younger son Mulek survived and settled in the United States after the war. I met him once many years ago.


In 1995, I visited Minsk and finally received my partisan medal, fifty-one years after I arrived there to get it, but was drafted into the Soviet army instead. It took half a century for the medal to catch up with me.
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Left to right: Zalman, Selim, and Musio, telling Biruk’s daughter how her father had helped them survive by not revealing their hiding in his barn fifty years ago.
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Selim, Hannale, and Musio visiting the War Museum in Minsk, 1995.
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Selim revisiting Commander Markov’s preserved headquarters zemlianka, 1995.
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In Kurzeniec, the town where Selim’s parents were among the 1,040 Jews killed during the akzia in 1942, a memorial was erected in 1995 on the site where their ashes remain.









Glossary

AK: National Army; Polish partisan command formed by the exiled Polish government in England.

akzia: “action” in Polish; a term used by the Nazis for the extermination of a specific village or town.

drezina: a hand-driven cart used by repairmen working on railroad tracks.

Einsatzgruppen: Nazi mobile killing units.

Gebietskommissar: a German officer nominated as county chief over annexed or conquered territory.

Gestapo: Nazi secret police in charge of internal security.

heder: Jewish religious school.

Herrenvolk: master race.

hutor: a solitary, primitive farmhouse built of logs, usually situated on the fringe of a forest.

isrebitel: “destroyer” in Russian.

Judenrat: Jewish council set up as a liaison between the Germans and the Jews of a given village or town. The Judenrat received the Germans’ orders and enforced them amongst the Jewish population.

KGB: Soviet secret service, wielding great power and greatly feared by all levels of the Soviet population.

Kol Nidre: opening prayer of the Yom Kippur services.

Kolkhozy: farming cooperative.

miest: “revenge” in Russian.

Nazi: a member of Hitler’s political party.

NKVD: Soviet secret service; precursor to the KGB.

oblava: seige in which the Germans surrounded a forest and combed through it, killing or capturing those found there.

otriad: a single partisan unit.

progul: truancy.

Proizvodstvennaya Gruppa: a Jewish industrial group in the woods which consisted of skilled craftspeople who worked for the partisans.

puszcza: a dense, almost impenetrable forest stretching for miles.

Raycom: Soviet district party committee.

razviedka: the special reconnaissance and scouting arm of a partisan unit.

SD: Sicherheitsdienst; one of the Nazi security forces.

SS: the Nazis’ military arm, separate from the regular army.

shamash: caretaker of the synagogue.

specgruppa: a small partisan unit created for a specific missions.

starshina: sergeant-major.

valenki: Russian army boots made of felt with leather soles.

Wannsee Conference: a meeting in Wannsee attended by all branches of the Nazi government, where the plan for the “Final Solution”—total extermination of the Jews—was formed and activated.

Wehrmacht: German army.

zagatovka: a mission to acquire provisions and supplies for the partisans.

zemlianka: an underground shelter in the forest where people in hiding lived.



OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_021.jpg
Chitibl |
L COBHTCKOTO|
| ()1\/\]






OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png
ssssssssss





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_022.jpg
8 3TOH JENARHKE
PAINEWAACS

WTAB
MAPTU3AHCKOWN
BPUTA Abl

w1 BOPOWWAOBA

KOMAHAWP BPUrA AbI

MAPKOB O.T.

(HORBPLIO42: — WIOALIO44r)






OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.jpg
15 17 19 21 23 29 21 29

Swencziani
oL Naroch

554 2

s -, Kurzeniecj J

Smorgon\Vilejks%s,
Joszmiany e V)
; Motodeszno

541

to Moscow

see detailed
area, page 64

53

*Berlin

: A USSR
Z Warsaw s mm---

: GERMANY ’

: -

: ,/'/
SIq: 7

——

e—
Wroclaw
(Breslau)

L

Dresden

{+3
S
g
g
s
S.
Visla River
L
)
g
B

504

. k!
Rzeszow ;.5 Lvov

.
German-Occupied ; Soviet-Occupied Ta f";ﬂ”/

194

Vienna :
®11 AUSTRIA  saisoa

P Judenburg _ .y e we

RUMANIA

HUNGARY

0 50

In German-QOccupied Poland * 1939—-1940 With the Polish Army * 1944—1945

In Soviet-Occupied Poland  1940-1941 The Route to Palestine * 1945-1946





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_020.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_023.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_002.jpg





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
—

“Chilling, powerful and well-written. .

- A breathless Holocaust memoir.” ~-
the p iy . KRKUSREVIEWS

SORVIVAL &~
RESISTANGE=






