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THE DOMINICAN HOUSE (DOM DOMINICOV)  

 

We were three boys. My parents married in Goer, near Budapest, where my oldest 

brother, Ferek was born in 1919. They next moved to Lemberg, where Baruch was born in 

1920. Finally, they moved to Tarnopol where I was born in 1923. When I was five years 

old, my family moved to the Dominican House, a former monastery. While it had been 

converted into tenant apartments after World War I, it was still connected with the 

Dominican order and the Catholic Church.  

The people who lived in the house were terribly interesting. 

On the main floor lived Pani Staropolska, a single woman who worked for the city 

of Tarnopol. Vulgarly feminine, her legs were beautifully shaped but she had an extra-

large behind. When she walked, it looked like she could carry two guys on her ass. Since 

she worked for the city, all of the rich merchants wanted to take care of her. One of the 

millionaires, Stecel, would send over a carriage (ekipaz) with white horses to take her 

wherever she wanted to go.  

Also on that floor was Pani Kordal, who was married to a shoemaker.  There were 

rumors that she had been a prostitute during World War I, and that all three armies 

(Austrian, German and Russian) had passed through her. She would come out of her 

apartment, scratch her crotch, look up at the sky and declare, "The weather will be fine 

tomorrow."  
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We also had a superintendent. He would sweep now and again -- when he wasn't 

dead drunk. Usually his wife would have to take over. They fought frequently and there 

was a lot of noise coming from their apartment.  

On the second floor lived a Sacristy worker who was married with a small child. 

He was very busy with work and couldn't keep an eye on his wife all of the time. It was 

common knowledge that the wealthy merchant from a nearby hunting supply shop, Pan 

Borecki, would visit the wife for sex every day at 11:30 a.m. Of course, the Sacristy worker 

knew about her infidelity, but he didn't do anything about it because the money and gifts 

helped provide for their little boy. However, the other children in the neighborhood made 

the little boy's life miserable, taunting him because of his mother.  

We lived on the third floor, and next to our apartment was the inspector of the 

federal police, Pan Miechnik. He was on his second marriage, and she was a beauty from 

Lancut. He had a daughter from his first marriage, and two younger kids, Marisha and 

Olesh, aged 10 and 7. Olesh was my playmate and I was glad to have him around because 

my brothers wanted no part of me since they were two and four years older. We would go 

to one another's homes, especially around the holidays. 

At Christmas, I was invited to see their tree and receive gifts. I had to walk through 

his parents' bedroom, and I remember seeing Pani Miechnik in bed, partially uncovered, 

and being transfixed by her thick triangle of pubic hair.  

Everything was fine until Olesh and I were seven years old. When I hurried to visit 

Olesh on Christmas Day, he stopped me at the door and said, "I cannot play with your 

anymore because the Jews killed Pana Jesuza, and you are Jewish." As young as I was, I 
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felt like the entire world had ended. I ran to my father for an explanation. He looked at me 

with his sad eyes and didn't say anything. But then I ran to my grandpa and asked him 

the same question. He responded loudly, "His name should perish forever."  

Pani Korolevska lived next door on the other side of our apartment. She was a 

refugee from the Soviet revolution, and she had many Russian visitors. One day my 

brother Ferek brought home an eight-lamp tube Telefunken radio, and after a complicated 

installation, we received broadcasts from Moscow and New York. One cold winter night 

Pani Korolevska came in and asked for permission to listen to the Moscow station. 

Russian music began to play on the radio's speakers, and tears came to her eyes. We never 

spoke politics with her -- actually, no one was very interested in politics.  

At the end of the long corridor in our building lived the largest family in the 

complex. Their surname was Wilfingsieder. The father was a police agent, and there were 

eight children in the family, three boys and five girls. Two of the boys were in the Polish 

cavalry, and the oldest, Yashku, was mostly at home.  

Since Yashku was a performer with the Stanyefsky circus he was into weightlifting 

and people said he held the Polish record. He was also a painter. Stylistically he owed a 

lot to Rubens. He was commissioned to paint the interior of the old Dominican church 

that dated from the beginning of the sixteenth century, but he had more than a few 

conflicts with church management.  

On one occasion he dutifully waited until the daily mass was over so he could 

paint the church ceiling with images of heaven and hell. When he noticed that the 

fanatical old ladies weren't leaving, he climbed to the highest point on the scaffolding, 
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removed his pants and presented his manhood to the old women. Loud screams and a 

mad rush to the church exit followed quickly.  

Yashku's circus work was seasonal, so he spent a lot of time lifting weights in the 

corridor of the apartment building. I would watch him and I became his friend, even 

though I was no older than eleven years old.  

Of the eight Wilfingsieder children two were little girls, Zosia and Marisha.  

Zosia was the same age as me, and I noticed that she would hide herself away in 

the corner and masturbate by pushing pumpkin seeds into her vagina.  Watching her face, 

I could tell she pleasured herself effectively.  

 Also on the third floor lived Captain Subik. He was professional officer in the 

Polish army and he had one son, Romik, who also became my friend and we saw each 

other often. Once I was in his house when his parents were away. Romik found and 

showed me a nude photograph of his mother. It was taken by his father before their 

marriage. She was plump and beautiful.  

Romik had an uncle who was just four years his senior. At the side of our house 

was a brewery that housed a stable with horses to deliver the beer. During the day, the 

horses were out of the stable and Romik's uncle took an entire group of kids to teach us 

about sex. He had an enormous penis, which he would make hard and then play tricks 

with it. Marisha, the youngest in our group, exclaimed as Romik ejaculated, "Look, his 

pee-pee spits."  
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There was a young, mentally ill woman who lived on the third floor. She would, on 

command, lift her dress and show us everything. But her mother shut down our sexual 

university when one of the girls told her what was going on.  

There was also a young man in his late teens by the name of Dzidek Kulczyky who 

was crazy for a soccer team named Kresy. If his team won, he would be in a great mood, 

and would buy beer, candy and cigarettes for everyone. But if Kresy lost, Dzidek's outlook 

turned sour. He would turn fitful and argue with his mother. On one occasion when 

Kresy lost badly to the Ukrainians, Dzidek just stood in front of the house spitting.  

Foolishly, I started to tease him about Kresy's loss. At first, he just lit a cigarette and 

continued to spit until he had created a puddle in front of him. He didn't appear to be 

paying any attention to me, but suddenly he took off after me. I was barefoot and I ran 

like a deer three times around the house -- it must have been half a mile around the 

property. I got hot, my legs got heavy, and I could feel Dzidek's breath on the back of my 

neck. All of a sudden, my head went into a mud puddle left from the rain the day before, 

and he held me down so I couldn't breathe. Dzidek must have kicked me a hundred times 

until I almost passed out. He finally left me go. I never taunted him about Kresy again, but 

I didn't cry either. "Only girls cry. Boys and men have to learn to suffer in silence."  

I couldn't go home right away because my father would punish me for getting 

involved with Dzidek, so I went to a water pump and washed myself all over, covering 

the bloody cuts on my feet and, after about two hours, I found my way home.  

 The big courtyard on the other side of the house was used for parking horses and 

carriages from the villages. Their owners would come to Tarnopol to get their provisions -
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Ostrovksy Estate. Sure enough, when he went there he was very well compensated for 

having caught a "devil" eel.  

On the Ostrovsky Estate there lived two girls from Ditchkov. Their names were 

Olga and Anya. They were very poor in that they owned no land; however they did have 

a cow. Their father was in Argentina and he sent money to support his family. Both girls 

were disturbingly beautiful. Olga was blonde with blue eyes and dimples. Anya was a 

brunette, and Tony was attracted to her. When the Soviets nationalized his estate, his 

parents left for the German side of Poland and Tony got a share of the estate like any other 

peasant, and he married Anya.  

 

In addition to owning the stone quarries, my Uncle Chaskel had a company store, 

which was a little shop in his house. Every Friday the peasant stone cutters would come to 

his home and, after some negotiation, received their pay based on a piece-work formula. 

The worker’s women used to shop at my uncle's store during the week, and the total of 

their purchases was deducted from the stone cutters' paychecks at the end of the week. 

Needless to say, this arrangement made for a double profit for my uncle -- both from the 

production of stone and the retail sale of goods. Even at 13, I understood what this meant. 

Long afterwards, I saw the same system on Lake Ontario, but this time the migrant 

workers were the victims.  

After seeing the hard labor and exploitation of the peasants in the quarries, I 

wanted to organize a strike. But in my childish mind I knew that this could never be 
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accomplished because my uncle was just following the established system. He delivered 

tombstones to the cemeteries in small towns and paving stones for roads and sidewalks.  

The competition was fierce. In spite of this, I considered my uncle a righteous man.  

On September 17, 1939, the Soviet army entered western Ukraine. Shortly 

afterwards, a Soviet committee was established in every village. My uncle was elected to 

the committee along with other Ukrainians. The first action was to determine the fate of 

the Polish colonies that had been settled there by the Polish government. They had grown 

prosperous over time, and were given the best land and farm equipment. The Ukrainians 

voted to execute the Polish colonists.  

My uncle got up at the meeting and harangued the committee for two hours 

against the death sentence. In broken Ukrainian, he pointed out examples from the Old 

Testament and finally convinced them that they should only be expelled from western 

Ukraine to the German-occupied Polish territory. He actually made them change their 

minds.  

In 1989, I returned to Krasuvka with my wife, Muriel, and my brother, Ferek, to 

find out what happened to my family. We found some old eyewitnesses who had horrible 

stories to tell, but all of them had the same excuse, "The executioners came from a far 

away village."  

According to them, my uncle and my cousin, Jonah, were taken into a clearing in 

the woods and killed in a diabolical way, like the Chmelnicki and Kryvonos Cossacks 

who massacred more than 200,000 Jews in 1648.  
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How much more can we endure and still remain Jewish? Today, in 2007, sixty-four 

years after their deaths, I mourn Jonah as I would have a beloved brother.  
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BACK AT THE DOMINICAN HOUSE 

We had a few pets in our apartment.  My brother Boris [Baruch] brought home a 

canary to us. In the spring and summer its cage was open and the canary would fly out 

and pick up some crumbs from the table or peck at the bread. Sometimes he would land 

on the edge of our plates. Once, in the month of May, he dared to fly out of the window 

and landed below in one of the rows of lilac bushes that grew on either side of the cloister 

path that the priests walked regularly. My mother sounded the alarm and told me to run 

through the church and save the canary because the sparrows would kill it.  

I ran out of the house and partway into the street before I entered, for the first time 

in my life, a Catholic church. I saw the large stone figures of the saints lined up in the 

semi-darkness and I was frightened until I reached a small door that led into the garden. I 

came out into the sunshine and saw the canary surrounded by sparrows, gathering for an 

attack.  

I grabbed the canary, held it to my chest and ran back home. The canary sang 

beautifully every day, but when we got the Telefunken, it tried to compete with the music 

on the radio. One morning we found it lying dead in its cage.  

One very cold day in February 1936, my cousin Jonah arrived in a heavy fur coat. 

Under the coat, against his chest, he held a clump of black fur that was, in fact, a baby 

dachshund. Jonah had gotten him from the Ostrovsky Estate, where they had pure-bred 

dogs. A bitch, Bella, gave birth to two pups, one of which was promised to me so Jonah 

delivered it.  
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I tried to prepare my mother for the new arrival, but she answered that, if a dog 

came into the house, she would leave. Of course, Jonah put the dog down and it promptly 

urinated on the floor. I took responsibility for house training the dog. I remember taking 

him out on a winter's day and watching his footsteps in the snow, and the trail he left 

wherever he went because his belly grazed the snow.  

We named him Fellush, and he learned many tricks and became a real member of 

the family. After a few months even my mother became attached to him. He would sneak 

food from our table, but eventually he got tired of our food and grabbed something in the 

street that must have poisoned him. He received two expensive injections, but it didn't 

help. He stopped eating and died, looking like a skeleton.  

His death caused everyone to cry.  

 

I had to join a gang, which was organized in our building by a boy named Stasiu. 

We called our gang Al Capone, inspired by the American movies that were being shown 

in town. Our opposing gang was from Valova Street and we caused a lot of commotion 

with our "battles."  

We were digging around the house, mostly in the garden, and would find military 

equipment from World War I – Russian and German bayonets, helmets and soldiers’ mess 

kits. On many occasion we came across human bones, which was no great surprise, as 

there were battles among the three armies that passed through Tarnopol between 1914 

and 1919. 
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Our neighbors would call the police to stop the attacks and ambushes of slingshots, 

stones and other projectiles.  

One day a Mr. Kulczicky died. He must have been a very popular man in our 

neighborhood because most of the people attended his funeral. I was at the cemetery 

when they started to sing "Zdrovas Mario Lasky Pelna” and the priest with his deep off-

tune voice seemed very funny to me. I couldn't contain myself anymore and burst into 

laughter. Everyone turned to me and glared. I was frightened that they would lynch me. I 

automatically started to cry. At that point one woman whispered to another, "Poor boy, he 

must have felt deeply for the departed Mr. Kulczicky.” 

The Dominican priest was Dobrodziej. He took care of the financial and logistical 

affairs for the Dominican community and the church. Sometimes he would come to our 

house while we were studying Hebrew. He would sit down and study the Hebrew text 

with us. There were rumors that he had two sons with a woman servant in the monastery 

and he was always drunk. He had a big red nose, which seemed to prove it.  
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YOM KIPPUR 

When I was in sixth grade, I was leaving the house for school and couldn’t miss 

noticing Pani [Mrs.] Miechnik in a housedress bending down to load coal and wood to 

heat her kitchen. I took in her magnificent behind and powerful thighs and I suddenly 

stopped. She turned, and smiling, she said, "Mishu, you will be late for school, hurry up." 

I continued on to school, but the sight of her made me slightly dizzy and I couldn't 

concentrate.  

On many occasions Pani Miechnik would come to our house, place herself near the 

door while my mother cooked, and said: "Marisha will go to the seminary soon, and Olesh 

will train as a military cadet." My mother would look up and say, "And what shall I do 

with my three cadets?" On Catholic holidays Pani Miechnik would bring samples of her 

baking to our house, and my mother, to show her appreciation, accepted them. But she 

then had to throw them out because they were not prepared according to Jewish dietary 

laws. Still, my mother would reciprocate at Passover and other holidays by sending over 

baked goods to her family. They ate them immediately and were always grateful, 

especially for the matzos.  

One day, our neighbor came in while I was curled up on the sofa with Trotsky's 

“The Truth About the Russian Revolution,” and she asked what I reading. She said that 

she would tell her husband, but I begged her not to. Then she winked and assured me that 

she would not.  
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It was Yom Kippur eve, and that same night the circus arrived in our city. It was 

my custom not to attend school that day, and I was very excited about everything that had 

to do with the circus -- the animals, the performers, etc. It was also a longstanding Jewish 

tradition to have a huge evening meal before fasting for our holiday. I went to the railway 

station together with my friends to witness the unloading of the equipment for the circus 

and the animals in their cages on wheels.  

Suddenly, I realized that I should have been at home already. I had already missed 

dinner. My father declared that anyone who had reached his thirteenth birthday and who 

arrives home late for that meal should not be served any food until sundown of Yom 

Kippur.  

The next day, I accompanied my family to the synagogue, but at about 10:30 a.m. 

my hunger pangs got the best of me. I told my father that I needed fresh air and I rushed 

home -- far away from the synagogue. I started searching for the key to our apartment 

which should have been near the door. At that moment, Pani Miechnik opened the door 

of her apartment and called me into her house. "Poor Mishu, you must be hungry," she 

said. I answered that I was starved. She sat me down at the table and served me hot 

sausage, ham, bread and beer. I ate like a hungry dog.  

 She then told me I could go into the next room and rest. Shortly thereafter, she 

appeared in a house coat and lay down next to me. Well, at 13 I was ready to lose my 

virginity. She touched every part of my body and then she pulled me to herself. I plunged 

into her hairy pubic triangle, and emerged from there like a newborn. I had an orgasm 

and she did too. Then I went back to the synagogue and prayed until the shofar's horn 
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announced the end of Yom Kippur. My mother came out from behind the women's 

partition and we all went home.  

Upon arrival, my mother said that I should eat first and she placed coffee and cake 

in front of me. Because I ate slowly and without enthusiasm, my mother surmised that her 

youngest had gotten sick because he was unaccustomed to fasting all day.  

From this moment on, Pani Miechnik appeared in my dreams. The weigh lifter 

Yashku Wifligseider told me to buy condoms and he took me to a place between 

Ostrovsky and Miskevitz streets, where there was a park with ancient trees. It was very 

dark, and the village girls would offer a quick trick for one zloty. Yashku evidently 

thought that I had never tried this before, but I put off our meeting several times so he 

gave up.  
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1937-1938 

I spent seven years in a Polish school with a crucifix over my head on one side and 

a larger painting of "The Miracle on the River Visla" on the other side.  

In the basement of the church in the Dominican compound, just below our 

apartment there was a choir where rehearsals were held. They were always held toward 

the evening, so as I was falling asleep, I could hear them rehearsing carols and religious 

melodies. They became my lullabies. My favorite Christmas Carol became –  

"lulajze Jezuniu ze lulaj 

a ty go matulu w placzu utulaj” 

 

We were under the strict religious control of our family patriarch, Great-Uncle 

Shlomo Meshnik, who was the older brother of our grandmother, Esther Rivka. He 

controlled his grandnephews in their religious observance. He had to check up on one boy 

by the name of Kuba, son of Uncle Adolph in one part of town, then two boys of Uncle 

Wolfe, Mike and Isaac, and the three of us: Ferek, Baruch and me (Michael).  

In his supervision, he always surprised us with his visits. The moment anyone saw 

him crossing the courtyard in front of our building, an alarm was sent and we rushed to 

put on our skull caps and grabbed a Bible to appear as though we were studying. He was 

a tall man and had a long white beard and side locks joining his beard. He wore a long 

black kaftan. His face resembled Clint Eastwood's with a satisfied expression on his face.  

In 1937 and 1938 fear was already beginning to permeate the atmosphere for 

Orthodox Jews, who were observed on the streets by the "Young Poland" fascists, who 
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now occupied one wing of our building, which wasn't used by the Kalina factory that had 

manufactured stems for cigarettes. We really feared for his life but he went about 

oblivious to his surroundings. It seems that his senior years calmed him and left him 

without fears, or perhaps he somehow could not imagine that such terrifying things could 

happen.  

One day, he entered our apartment in his usual casual manner. My mother asked 

him how he could venture out in such dangerous times and he answered that he didn't 

notice anything dangerous. My brother Baruch said, "Uncle, you don't even look Jewish!" 

To which my uncle exclaimed, "What are you saying, you batyar?"  

We would rebel against religious control. Many times we asked our father why  

other secular Jewish families don't force their children to go to synagogue and pray in the 

morning with phylacteries. My father had a difficult time arguing with us, but now I 

remember his reasoning, and what he said. "G-d gave me three sons with no sicknesses or 

other deformities." He appreciated this very much and thanked G-d for it. He stated that 

this practice had gone on for centuries and asked why he should be the one to break with 

tradition.  

When I arrived in the United States in 1952, my Uncle Morris brought my maternal 

grandfather to see me. He looked at me carefully, since this was the first time he had ever 

set eyes on me. I was 27 years old. Finally, he asked me if I had brought tallis and tefilin 

for prayer. I answered simply, "No." I could not lie to him even knowing that my answer 

would hurt him.  
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Later, when I visited my grandparents in Yonkers, my grandmother took me aside 

and asked me why I had answered "no" to his question. He had gone home upset after 

visiting me. He couldn't sleep and kept repeating, "Goy, goy, goy." She said I was 

supposed to lie to him. I explained that I saw no reason to lie to him since I was meeting 

him for the first time in my life at the age of 27. She was very serious and repeated: "You 

should have lied to him."  

 

By the years 1937 and 1938 we recognized the omens of future events. The 

Ukrainian nationalists had assassinated a Polish Interior minister. The assassin was a 

resident of the village of Krasuvka-Ditchkov. The Polish government sent a cavalry 

regiment from the western border of the country to pacify the villagers. During our 

vacation, I noticed that in every peasant's home there were horses, and that the 

cavalrymen were eating and drinking everything the peasants could offer, and had the 

peasants polishing their boots as well. If a peasant refused or offered the slightest 

resistance, he would be stripped and tied to long benches where they would be lashed 

with crude leather whips until bloody. Even the appearance of a Ukrainian emblem on the 

collar of a young man was enough to have him whipped. I also observed Polish patrols 

going up to some women, pulling off their head scarves and using them to polish their 

boots. When they were finished they would throw the kerchiefs back at the young 

women. This went on for about two weeks, making my aunt and uncle very nervous 

living in the midst of all this hatred.  
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We knew what was happening in the west with Hitler. Once, on Passover, my 

father took me to witness the dinner of Jewish refugees. They told terrible stories of 

Hitler's policies in Germany and Czechoslovakia.  

Baron Maurice de Hirsch, who founded the Jewish Colonization Association (ICA) 

in 1891, had purchased large tracts of land in the Argentine province of Rosario. As a 

family, we qualified to receive a ranch to raise cattle, including horses, and all the 

equipment necessary. One family we knew actually went to Argentina and they sent back 

pictures of themselves on horseback in native attire. I was very enthusiastic about this 

move because we all knew and felt that the Polish youth were influenced by Hitler's 

policies. Anti-Semitism was making its way into our lives in more obvious ways.  

I nagged my father to increase the speed with which he assembled the 

documentation needed to make the move happen. As for myself, I spent two weeks 

practicing on the Ostrovksy Estate working as a farmer to prove my ability to qualify for 

this work. There were rumors that there was a garlic shortage in Argentina, so my mother 

purchased a lot of garlic and hung it around the house. I also started studying Spanish. 

An inspector from the Paris office of the ICA arrived in our town and we were all 

interviewed at the local Hotel Polonia. We were accepted into the plan.  

Soon after, however, my family had to put its plans on hold when my father had 

the first symptoms of a brain tumor.  

I remember that he would come home and try to talk to us, but the words came out 

all garbled. I was scared and started to cry because my father represented a pillar of 

strength to me.  
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After the doctors diagnosed my father's symptoms, the entire family – including 

his living five brothers and four sisters -- mobilized to save my father's life. Times were 

difficult and the only drugs recommended by my father's young doctor were 

manufactured in Germany, by name of "Milch." But it was 1938 and no drugs could come 

into Poland from Germany because of a strict embargo.  

My father's oldest brother named Marcus told us that we have a cousin, Ben-Zion 

Teichholz, who worked for Lloyds’ Insurance in Danzig, which was a free city on the 

Baltic and that we should try to get the drugs through him. The drugs were delivered 

through him but they didn't help my father much.  

We learned that Dr. Herbert Olivercrona, a pioneering neurosurgeon in Stockholm, 

Sweden was the only man who could do the kind of complicated brain surgery my father 

needed. It was impossible to get a visa for him from Sweden. Since one of the Swedish 

doctor's assistant was the director of the clinic in Krakow, Poland, my mother and the 

doctor decided to take my father to Krakow.  

When they arrived at the clinic, they were presented with a document to sign that 

read that in the case of my father's death, the body would be left at the clinic for study. My 

mother was against this, and the young doctor was skeptical of the knowledge of Dr. 

Olivecrona's assistant, so after four days they returned home. My father improved slightly 

at first and started to walk but shortly thereafter his health declined further. It was the end 

of my dream of going to Argentina.  
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In school I was a good student. My homeroom teacher, Mr. Novack insisted that I 

continue my education through Gymnasium. I told him that my two older brothers were 

already there, and that there was not enough money to send a third son.  

One day, however, Professor Novack invited himself to my house for a traditional 

Friday evening dinner. He ate the usual gefilte fish, chicken soup, chicken, meat and 

dessert and tried to convince my parents not to ruin my life by not letting me further my 

education. He said that they should not waste my brain. But, inasmuch as my parents 

could not see their way to accomplish this, we left it where it was.  

Later, my father arranged a job for me as a trainee in the American and Italian 

system of bookkeeping. Shortly thereafter, there was an announcement that the 

Dominican House had to be emptied as the Polish government planned to renovate the 

building completely and move its offices there. So we moved to a less interesting location.  
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A POGROM 

In our town, Tarnopol, a movement was born, the Endeks organization, to attack 

Lithuania and retrieve the territory. But very quickly the slogan changed to "'kill the 

Jews."  

I was in the street to find out what was going on when a march triggered a pogrom 

of the Jews. Several stores on the main street were attacked immediately. Twelve 

Chasidim wearing their classic identifiable clothing were attacked and killed. Next 

Endeks picketed the center of the town, and all of the Jewish stores. The police observed 

all of this but they did nothing.  

Two ex-prisoners, brothers by the name of Kusik, were the leaders of the pogroms 

and the picketing of the stores.  

My brother Ferek was walking with his girlfriend on Miskovicha Street when 

Endeks approached him to help distribute leaflets; they probably thought he was not 

Jewish because he had blond hair and grey eyes. Of course, he refused and Kusik attacked 

him. My brother had been a boxer in Gymnasium for two years and was superior in this 

field. (Our father was strictly against the sport and had a serious discussion with Ferek in 

a closed room, opposing Ferek's desire to box, from which he emerged in tears.) In about 

30 seconds, Kusik was defeated, lying on the ground and my brother continued with his 

date. Kusik was taken to the hospital. 

A woman neighbor observed what happened and ran to tell my mother that Ferek 

was involved in a fight over some Polish murderers. Ferek was my mother's firstborn and 
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she became hysterical, never fully recovering from the shock. Later, Ferek arrived home 

smiling as if nothing had happened.  

Those groups, named "Young Poland," were financed by the association of Polish 

store owners with strong influence from fascist Germany. Later Germany provoked 

Poland to attack Zaolzie, part of Czechoslovakia, to reinforce the impression of Polish 

aggression. Everything was done to prepare for the German invasion of Poland. 

Finally, ZRKS, The Jewish Workers Sport Club, organized a counter-offensive. The 

club consisted of butchers, carpenters, and -- above all - trained boxers. They were 

accused by the Polish government of being Communists. They were so ferocious that they 

stopped the pogroms by knifing and butchering a few of those criminals.  

 

News from America told us about strongman Zishe Breitbart and boxer Max Baer 

helped us to live through those days. They were Jews. The Endek organization was, in my 

view, a Polish fascist group, strong among students of the universities and militantly anti-

Semitic.  

In 1937, an excellent student applied to Lvov University and was killed by Endeks 

using sticks with shaving blades attached. My cousin, Jonah, who had applied to go to 

this university, changed his mind and wrote to his grandparents asking to go to an 

American university. By that time, however, it was too late.  

  

On the Polish National Holiday, the military orchestra stopped in front of an 

important government building to play the Polish national anthem. Everybody removed 
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their hats but one young Orthodox Jew who stopped by and wanted to figure out what 

was happening. A few young Poles attacked him, grabbing his black hat and beating him 

with powerful fists, drubbing him continuously on his head. He fell down, stretched out 

and expired. This happened directly in front of the statue of Marshall Pilsudski. I ran 

home which was not far, only about a block away. I couldn't even talk. I was so shaken, 

remembering his face full of blood.  
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1939 

This was a significant year for us as it was the beginning of limitless bloodshed and 

oceans of tears and torment. 

From the moment the Nazis entered Polish territory [on September 1, 1939], we 

lived in constant terror in our cellar. Nazi planes bombed our poor town at 15 minute 

intervals, day and night. The Polish army ceased to exist. There were just units of the 

Polish cavalry and infantry that created partisan groups and bitterly fought the enemy 

rather than surrender. We could see groups of motorcycle units, cavalry and infantry 

passing the town, going in unknown directions -- barefoot and hungry, the soldiers' rifles 

hanging in strips from their bony shoulders. Some fell into Ukrainian hands and were 

murdered.  

It was clear to us that Poland didn't exist anymore. But the worse was yet to come. 

Nobody could tell where the German army was. The German radio reported that our 

town had been occupied by German forces two days earlier and still we didn't see any 

Germans. Panic was everywhere. This was the usual tactic, diversion and creation of 

panic.  

Sunday, September 17 was a typical fall day. My father, who had been ill for six 

months, felt better and the bombing stopped so we were able to take a look outside our 

cellar. That very morning, the first time since the war began, we saw six heavy bombers 

flying over our town peacefully. Nobody could believe it. It looked like a miracle in those 

days. The bombers circled overhead a few times and then flew away.  
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About noon on the same day three powerful forest-green tanks rolled into the town 

from the northeast, scraping the pavement and roaring as they passed through the town 

into the business center. They stopped and remained there quietly. The first thing we saw 

were hands appearing through the opening at the top, followed by smiling faces in leather 

helmets.  

I was one of the first to recognize the red star with the hammer and sickle on it. I 

learned at that moment that this emblem would change our entire way of life. 

The soldiers emerged from the tanks showing us hands in clasped position to 

express friendship. We came as close as possible and some people knew a little Russian 

and they welcomed the Soviet soldiers. The atmosphere was very friendly. They looked so 

good to us that the first impression was they were especially selected for this patrol 

mission. 

In the early afternoon, the first regular Soviet units entered the town. I stood in the 

crowd cheering with all of them.  

The people all knew one thing: We were safe from the Germans and the worst was 

over. The soldiers in the tanks had such pleasant smiles on their faces and looked so 

intelligent and strong. How proud I was that history was being made and I was part of it. 

I counted 145 tanks, 146, 147 and then the smell of strange gasoline intoxicated me and I 

ran back home.  

 

The next morning we woke up to a cannonade of thousands of tanks, machine guns 

and rifles. The Polish groups that decided not to surrender their arms to the Soviets 
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brought their machine guns to various points in the town -- in churches and tall buildings 

-- and opened fire on the advancing Soviet units.  

The result was catastrophic. Every street and square was flooded with a marching 

army and equipment. The Soviets opened fire not knowing where the enemy was. On this 

memorable day, many of the Soviet soldiers were killed and wounded by their own 

weapons.  

My father was dying in a room that was protected by cushion-covered windows.  

My first thought was to get food -- particularly for him. When the firing ceased for 

a while, I ran into town.  

I saw a landscape of utter destruction. Most of the buildings in the neighborhood 

were in ruins. I passed many soldiers and horses with their chests torn open by shrapnel.  

As I reached the old church, the shooting started again. I saw one of my 

schoolmates looking for a safe comer and I followed him. By now, the shooting was 

concentrated on the top of the church were a Polish machine gun nest was located. The 

only safe place was a couple of hundred feet away across the street where town folk had 

dug foxholes long before.  

We crawled toward the trenches with the whistle of bullets and the thunder of 

cannonade overhead. Finally, we reached the edge of the trenches and jumped in.  

They were full of Soviet soldiers armed to their teeth; their faces were pale and 

terrified.  

"Let's get out of here," my friend advised me. They looked so scared themselves 

that they might have killed us.  
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We crawled again and the shooting stopped for a while. The only thing you could 

hear was the gallop of horses running through the streets. I realized later that it was the 

Mongolian cavalry.  

We ran into a hall of the municipal court building which stood next to the prison.  

By now the city prison was open --- it had housed the Polish government's most 

dangerous political prisoners (i.e., communists and Ukrainian nationalists).  

Through the glass door we could see what was going on. Being given their 

freedom, the prisoners started to exit through the prison gate in small groups, dressed 

partially in prison uniforms, partly in the uniforms of the guards, and armed with rifles, 

which they had probably removed from the guards who had been killed. Each group had 

a leader walking in front of them waving his rifle. I heard one of them yell, "Where is the 

house of the prosecutor? Let's go and kill him!"  

A patrol of three tanks coming from a different direction mistook the released 

prisoners for a Polish partisan group and opened fire from the machine guns. The former 

prisoners were killed instantly. This was the first and last day of freedom for them after 

probably ten years of imprisonment. At this point, I left my friend and ran home realizing 

that there was no food to be had for my father.  

I saw nothing but dead people on every street comer. Near the church I saw five 

Polish officers, all in their twenties, lying in the muddy street. Old ladies dressed in black 

covered their faces with white handkerchiefs at the sight. I returned home empty-handed.  

My mother met me in tears. I realized that nothing could save my father. He was 

dying. I entered the room and saw him draw his last breath. It was very difficult to grasp 
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it. I could never have imagined my father's death. I loved him so much. I used to pray in 

my own way to G-d for his recovery. Now I was disappointed and angry. He was not old. 

How could G-d take my father away?  

His funeral was only about three hours later. According to Jewish law, the children 

had to precede the funeral -- to be first in line to walk. The streets were crowded with 

cannons, tanks, moving pontoon bridges, cavalry and infantry. My father's funeral 

procession had to squeeze between oceans of soldiers and iron. For them it was exotic 

because most of the soldiers had never seen a Jewish funeral.  

Our funeral, like all Jewish funerals, was very quick. 

Immediately after the burial we were walking on Ostrovsky Street, the main entry 

point for the Soviets. 

 The Mongol cavalry watched us with great interest.  

Returning home, I got sick with anger and sadness over G-d's taking of my father. 

My illness was in my lymph glands, especially under my arms, and I spent the entire 

shiva in bed.  
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THE SOVIET OCCUPATION 

For 30 days and nights, rivers of soldiers and war machinery flooded Tarnopol.  

Never before had any of the townspeople seen such a gigantic army with technical 

expertise and equipment. There were giant tanks that caused the buildings to shake, 

infantry, horses and tremendous planes with four and six engines that carried tanks.  

The Polish partisan movement had been defeated.  

The soldiers established a temporary government consisting of political prisoners. 

The first order of business was to arrest Polish officials, such as the police. The Soviet 

army also nationalized all businesses, and bitter revenge took root.  

These were significant days of change with many sad episodes.  

There was a little school synagogue near Ostrovsky Street where the religious men 

would gather for their morning prayers. On one of these days, at the very moment of 

assembly, the last of the Polish air force planes passed over Tarnopol. The noise caused 

most of the praying Jews to run out into the street to see what was going on. They were 

wrapped in their prayer shawls and had phylacteries on their foreheads.  

The Mongolian cavalry, never having seen a sight like this before and not knowing 

who these curious Jews were, opened fire on the entire congregation. Some Jews ran back 

into the synagogue trying to hide behind the benches and the holy ark, but this didn't save 

their lives. The soldiers followed them and gunned them down. They were killed 

instantly.  
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The average age of the soldiers was about 20. Realizing what they had done, the 

soldiers took the bodies rolled up in traditional garb, loaded them onto the trucks and 

drove away.  

A few months later, I met the son of one of these victims. We were saying Kaddish 

together, but he never learned where his father's grave was. At least I knew where my 

father was buried.  

I remember one young man who didn't live to see his dream come true. His name 

was Trief. His parents were very poor but they managed to send him to Gymnasium. He 

was indoctrinated into communism and its ideals early on. Later, in school, he would 

express his communist-influenced opinions openly and suffered because of this. He was 

expelled from every school in the city. And, when the Soviet army "liberated" the town, he 

was in seventh heaven.  

Before waiting for order to be established, he ran from place to place making 

speeches in their favor. One troubled evening, during shooting between some small Polish 

group that hadn't yet been defeated or captured and the Soviet army, the young man was 

coming home from one of his meetings. The town was under marshal law and curfew was 

at 6 p.m. Trief was within easy reach of his door and he jumped toward it. Just as his hand 

grabbed the doorknob a series of bullets nailed him to the door. Three bullets entered his 

spine and within a few days he died. He was just 18 years old.  
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In the late fall, the Soviets opened and organized the schools. Hunger and cold 

followed. The winter of 1939 was the coldest one I can remember. The old people blamed 

the Russians, saying that they had caused the cold weather by crossing the border.  

Our family life changed. We moved from our apartment where everything evoked 

memories of our beloved father. Due to the newly established rent control, we were able 

to secure a more modern apartment that was also larger and cheaper.  

 

In the meantime, life went on with lightening speed. We had to register for work as 

well as go to school. I was given temporary work consisting of registering small private 

businesses in the Tarnopol- Lvov districts.  

We were four people at work -- a truck driver and three agents. The districts of 

Tarnopol-Lvov were full of small businesses: farmers who raised horses and cattle, 

tanners, dairy farmers who supplied milk to the cities, etc.  

After working two weeks, I returned to Tarnopol and started in the Soviet school. I 

was accepted in the ninth grade of a ten-year school.   

 

My brother Baruch (Boris) and I were in school at the time. And I was thirsty for 

education. I adjusted to the new laws in school quickly. The main problem was the new 

language. The subjects were taught in Ukrainian and Russian.  

This was not the only difficulty. As students we had to be very careful about what 

we said in certain classes, like Polish economy. A wrong answer would mean that your 
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name was written in a black book that placed you under suspicion. The high school 

program had a political basis.  

The first year in school was not an easy one since it was the first year after my 

father's death. I would get up an hour early every morning to go to the synagogue to say 

the traditional prayer for my deceased father. This was the custom of the Orthodox Jew. 

The first gathering of the minyan at the synagogue was before morning prayers that 

began at 6 a.m. After morning prayers, which took a little more than an hour, I had to 

walk to school, about 20 blocks away.  

The student body was a very diverse one. About 10 percent were local students and 

the remainder were sons and daughters of Ukrainian and Russian officials. None of them 

knew about my Kaddish trips every morning. To me it was important. I felt that, by 

saying these prayers (which at the time I didn't understand because I didn't know 

Aramaic), I was getting closer to my father and making his absence easier to bear.  

While life stabilized a bit that year, hunger and cold prevailed. Every bit of wood, 

from fences or other sources from outside of town were stolen and used as firewood. It 

was a cold winter but at least our lives were not in danger at the time.  

During this year, the people "guilty of being previously wealthy" or other offenses, 

were taken away with their families. Some time later, we received letters from these 

friends begging for food packages and warm clothing. The letters came from Kazakhstan 

or Siberia.  

My Uncle Bernard was a real estate broker and he participated in the sale of a 

building for the Polish Secret Service. His signature was found by the Russians on 
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documents, so without any investigation he was arrested together with his employees and 

family, including my grandmother and her three unmarried sisters. They were picked up 

in the middle of the night and shipped off to Kazakhstan. When we received letters from 

them, my mother got busy collecting anything that people could contribute and sent it on 

to them. The Miechnik family, our neighbors in the Dominican House, were also shipped 

off to Kazakhstan.  

While our new apartment was larger, we also had to take on compulsory boarders.  

One was Lt. Yakovlev and the other was Captain Yorin. They were very polite and 

had a few parties, where they got drunk, but they respected my mother during her period 

of mourning, and addressed her as "Madam T."  

Often they would bring food home and force us to share it with them. I still 

remember how luxurious it was to share the genuine butter, Astrakhan herring and fresh 

pate. And, imagine, having unlimited bread. I liked them and considered them my 

friends. They were later sent to fight in Finland and only Lt. Yakovlev survived.  

A period of fear began months later. The Soviets started to arrest individuals and 

whole families, sending them to Siberia. The slightest suspicion could result in exile. This 

action usually would take place at night. The Soviets mobilized all kinds of transport to 

accomplish this work, but mostly they used trucks. 

A group from the secret police, the NKVD, would drive up to a suspect's home, 

load the family onto the truck and take them to the railway station from which they 

would leave for parts unknown. There was little food and water on the transports, and the 
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cattle cars on the railway had only a stove in the middle of every car. The guards rode on 

top of the trains, ready to shoot if anyone moved suspiciously.  

Sometimes I could hear cries from the trains that passed through Tarnopol heading 

eastward. My mother began to grow very anxious and restless during these days despite 

my assurances that we weren't sick -- and we weren't guilty of anything. She spent many 

nights imagining the noises of soldiers' boots and seeing them dragging us away.  

  As soon as this action stopped, the citizens who remained in the town received 

their Soviet citizenship. 
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THE KOMSOMOL 

 

As for school, I liked it very much. My thirst for education pushed me toward 

advancement in all my subjects. I was soon recognized as one of the best students in the 

school, and among all the non-Russian students, I mastered the Russian language best. I 

was 16 years old when my love affair started with a foreign girl from Poltava who left me 

dizzy for many days.  

Every school had a political organizer who was a member of the Communist Party, 

and was responsible for political life as led by a Komsomol committee of the youth 

organization. Madame Marusha was a tall, stocky woman, typically Soviet, an excellent 

orator and very energetic. She grabbed me and tried in every way to get me into the 

Komsomol, the Communist Union of Youth. She would say, "A smart boy and excellent 

student like you should be a member of the youth organization to help with the work of 

the Party."  

With my poor mother in mind, who was definitely against collaboration with the 

Soviet regime, I begged off, finding millions of excuses. One of my best, most reasonable 

excuses was that I was not yet ready for such an honor as I had to study a lot more about 

Marx, Engels, Lenin and Stalin's history of the revolution. This worked for a while and she 

left me in peace. We had hoped for a change as we didn't like the Soviet rules and way of 

life.  

At one point, I praised the Soviet weaponry and said, "How do you suppose they 

will go back with all of those weapons?" My mother replied, "Why should they take it 
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with them. They can run back home alright without the equipment, and leave it all right 

here!" At this point, I should give my mother credit. She was a prophet. In 1941, her 

prediction became a reality.  

But she let me go back to the Komsomol and to Madam Marusha. She was very 

persistent and it wasn't long before I was recommended for Komsomol by two party 

members, herself and her boyfriend. My reason for joining was that my grades were 

slipping despite my excellent progress in school. I knew that there was no escape. 

Without telling my mother, I began to prepare for the important day of joining the 

Komsomol: The day finally came when we are supposed to have the ceremony before the 

city committee. When I arrived at the office, I saw several young men and women about 

16 or 17 years of age. They were excited and a little nervous. Joining the Komsomol was a 

very important day in their lives -- a rite of passage, like the bar mitzvah in Judaism.  

The committee consisted of the secretary of the local party organization, the 

secretary of the local city Komsomol, a few officers of the NKVD and three former 

political prisoners who knew about everybody in town, including the two who 

recommended me.  

They asked me several questions -- if I read the newspapers and books, what the 

duties of party members are during a war and in peacetime. Another question was about 

my parents' background, at which point a discussion broke out among the former 

prisoners. They decided that, as a child, I was not responsible for the sins of my parents.  

A short time after that I was accepted and congratulated as a new member of the 

Lenin-Stalin Komsomol. But this was not all there was to being a party member. A 
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member had to read and to keep a book in his pocket at all times. One had to be active -- 

to do the opposite was an unforgivable crime. The election for the local and district 

organization started before the fall of 1940 and we were sent as agitators to hold meetings 

and lectures. All these were over and above my school activities.  

I remember one particular meeting when Marusha told me to urge my listeners to 

return home and tell our neighbors who weren't fortunate enough to attend, all the good 

qualities of our candidates. I made some attempts, but clearly Marusha was not satisfied.  

Besides the regular town meetings, I attended "house" meetings with the old people 

who couldn’t leave their homes for various reasons. Usually a large living room was 

selected and all the neighbors got together. The main topic was the history of the October 

revolution and the superiority of the communist system over capitalism.  

During one of these lectures, one very old lady asked me the difference between 

the French Revolution and the Soviet October Revolution. I hesitated to answer for two 

reasons. One was that I was not sure of my ground‘ I was afraid to take any chances and I 

thought that there might be some NKVD among the aged listeners. The other reason was 

that I feared my public response would get back to my family and I didn't want them to 

know of my Komsomol membership. I asked the old lady to wait for a day and I would 

return with the correct answers.  I never returned. 

 

In the late fall of 1940 my older brother was drafted into the Soviet army. My 

family had a difficult time parting with him as he was our main source of income. He 

worked as a truck driver at the Soviet officers' club. During that cold winter of 1939/40 he 
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would steal half a truck load of coal and bring it home, risking his life to keep us warm. 

The same was true for food. I remember some dark, cold nights when I stood at the gate 

with a hidden shovel waiting for Ferek to arrive and we would unload the truck.  

Once he pulled in with one and a half tons and we shoveled out the entire truck in 

what seemed like five minutes, making that cold night as hot as hell. One night my 

brother brought home pate from the officers' club, which was a real holiday treat for us.  

But his day of departure was painful and impossible to postpone. My mother was 

in tears the entire day and I stayed home from school. My brother's hair had to be cut very 

short. In the afternoon we all went to the railroad station to see him off. The recruits were 

loaded into cattle cars, singing and waiting for the engine to arrive and pull the cars away. 

One of the Soviet army officers, seeing my mother crying, said: "You must not cry, lady. It 

is an honor to be in the Soviet army."  

 

In the meantime on the boulevard where we strolled regularly, we found Russian 

girls. My friends and I followed them, talking about them aloud and trying to talk to 

them. After half an hour of commentary, they turned around and asked, "What do you 

expect to do now?" We immediately shied away.  

The girls left but I noticed that one of the girls was blonde with blue eyes and 

dimples. She had come from Leningrad and was placed by the government to work in the 

Soviet Bank. Her name was Olympiada and she and I walked over the bridge near the 

railway station to the "new park." There we walked for a while and then sat on a bench in 

"Lovers Alley."  
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After a while I kissed her and at midnight the loud speakers around us were filled 

with Soviet patriotic music, especially “The Internationale.” We kissed, declared our 

affection for one another and left the park to go to the Hotel Polonia, where she had been 

assigned living quarters. 

Unfortunately, the maitre'd from the hotel knew my brother, Ferek. He saw me 

coming in with her and going into her room and told my brother immediately. When I 

came home, I faced my family: "What did you think you were doing?"  

I explained that I was leaving to Lvov for school and would probably never see her 

again. She started writing to me in both Lvov and Sambor. The letters were poetic but I 

slowed in my responses. On July 1, 1941 I saw her running to the train returning to the 

Soviet Union. Later, I tried to look for her in Leningrad, but by then, the city was 

completely surrounded by the Germans.  
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TRANSFER 

Once our technical high school was transferred to the city of Lvov and I had to 

leave home if I wanted to continue my studies.  

We lived on the campus, and life there was exciting. Fortunately, for some 

unknown reason, we were left alone and less engaged in political activities. We were paid 

a stipend of 95 rubles a month and this was enough for food, laundry and accessories. We 

were occupied only with science. I wrote home regularly and my mother replied, sending 

along my brother's letters from the army as well as her home baking.  

My brother wrote about how he was sent to a town called Pietechatka in the 

Kaukaz Mountains, where there was a military school. Upon graduation he was to be a 

lieutenant in the mountain cavalry. I was thrilled to receive his letters, which always 

contained a postscript for me, and I was proud of the picture he sent of himself in full 

uniform on his horse. His uniform was that of a Cherkassky Kossak with sword and 

revolver. He later requested his violin from home because he had become active in the 

cultural life of his unit. My mother sent it immediately, following the elaborate 

instructions my brother had sent to her about packing and shipping the precious 

instrument.  

At the time, my other brother Baruch (Boris) was working as a director of a 

wholesale book store. He supported the household since my oldest brother's departure for 

the army. My stipend, as I said, was sufficient to cover my expenses. We had special 

privileged prices for students. For instance, if a dinner normally cost three rubles, our 
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price would be only one ruble. In one of my letters from home, my brother Boris sent me 

200 rubles for special expenses.  

Without hesitation, I sent it back. I was so proud of myself for being self-

supporting. Because of the unusual progress of our group, we were able to complete the 

two-year academic program in one year.  
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SAMBOR 

Within six months, our school was transferred to Sambor. My studies at the 

Technicum were coming to an end. The top students had a chance to enter a college of 

their choice without having to take an entrance exam. My ambition was to be one of them.  

Our final examination began on June 1, 1941. There was a lot of excitement 

surrounding this event. We spent days and nights preparing for our big chance. 

Competition was great and I had three primary competitors. The tests were on a very high 

level. I excelled in chemistry, mathematics and languages. I was a little weak in political 

science and economics.  However, despite the competition, all three of us won 

scholarships to the college of our choice.  

I selected a medical career. After the tension of waiting two weeks for the outcome 

we decided to celebrate for an entire day. We had denied ourselves all social pleasures 

and any form of entertainment during our preparations for exams.  

 A celebration was planned for Saturday night, June 21.  

We were expecting female guests from the local high school. One of the older 

students, Michael from Kiev, said that to initiate us, he would teach us how to drink 

vodka. We went to the physics department where we obtained glasses. We filled the 

glasses and then he showed us how to open our mouths fully and pour the vodka down 

our throats. I felt a fire in my stomach and reached out for the sausage and a sour 

cucumber, and slowly the fire disappeared and was replaced by a wonderful feeling of 

intoxication.  
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Full of happiness and hope for the future, we went to an old bar, taking with us a 

few graduate students who were our well-wishers as well as a few girls to celebrate. This 

was also our initiation into drinking vodka from tall glasses. To prove that you were a 

man was more important than anything, and sure enough, within two hours I was as 

drunk as a nightingale.  

The girls arrived and we danced, mostly stepping on their feet. I remember that my 

partner was a beautiful girl of 17, but I don't remember if she was Jewish -- and to inquire 

was a no-no.  

The party ended at about 10 p.m. and we went to our dormitory to sleep and to 

dream of a wonderful future. Four students shared a room. The bed next to me was 

occupied by a boy named Schoilik. His major was mathematics and I was admittedly 

jealous that I couldn't be as proficient as he was.  

At 5 a.m. I awoke to a loud noise, which I interpreted as an earthquake. I woke up 

Schoilik and asked him if he had heard the noise. "Oh you silly kid," he said, "it is 

probably maneuvers of the army units." I agreed with him inasmuch as the town was 

always full of soldiers. In the previous couple of weeks, we had seen an unusual 

movement of railroad transports full of new tanks and other military machinery moving 

toward the demarcation line which wasn't far away.  

With Schoilik's assurance about the maneuvers I covered my head with the blanket 

and went back to sleep, but not for long. Within minutes, he jumped up, and another 

minute later we were all downstairs.  
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This was Sunday morning, June 22, 1941, the beginning of the greatest disaster in 

history. Everything happened very quickly. We soon learned that there was an attack 

along the demarcation line and that the German air force bombed 13 of the largest cities, 

killing thousands.  

On the streets of Sambor, I saw groups of Jews gathering together and whispering 

the latest news. In their eyes I saw the despair of 2,000 years. All the troops stationed in 

Sambor liquidated their camps and rushed west with unusual speed. Columns of trucks 

load with motorized infantry sped in the direction of the city of Przemishil followed by 

roaring columns of heavy tanks -- and all that in the golden dust and heat of a beautiful 

summer day, 

That very morning the first refugees from the border area were moving east with 

their bundles on their backs, and their horses, cows and possessions. Some were barefoot 

and some were in wagons with others pushing their children in wheelbarrows before 

them. I could understand from their cries that the city of Przemishil was no more, wiped 

out by heavy artillery fire.  

At 10 a.m. all the radio stations transmitted the speech of the Minister Molotov. I 

stood with my friends near one of the loudspeakers and we learned that the agreement 

signed by Von Ribentrop for 20 years of peaceful coexistence and non-aggression between 

the Soviets and the Germans was nullified. Minister Molotov's answer was, "The enemy 

will be defeated. Our cause is the right one. Victory will be ours." I should add that these 

historic words were repeated even in the darkest days of the war until the victory of the 

Soviet Union in 1945.  
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We couldn't wait for the end of Molotov's speech. Nearby explosions forced us to 

run for cover. The German planes were bombarding the railroad station of Sambor. What 

were we to do? We were 20 kilometers from the border of the city and about 145 

kilometers from our homes. There was no time to hesitate. Thousands of soldiers were 

being killed every minute of the day. 

The Germans were awaiting the promise from Hitler of <I>Lebensraum<$>, or 

living space. The Soviets were defending their motherland, "the holy cause." After a while, 

I saw crushed tanks and all the regiments coming back from the west. The soldiers had 

dirty bandages on their heads soaked with blood, and their faces black from dust and 

sweat. Endless columns of trucks and ambulances carried thousands of wounded soldiers, 

the first sign of retreat. I ran back to school. All the students were ready and sitting on 

their suitcases. The principal assured us that there wasn't any official notice of evacuation 

-- he didn't realize that it was too late for any organized action. Grabbing our suitcases 

and bags, we embarked toward what was left of the railroad station, accompanied by 

explosions all around us throughout the city, and we took the last train east. Slowly the 

train pulled out of the station.  

I tried to analyze myself in the light of this new war. I tried to compare this 

experience with the beginning of the German invasion of Poland in 1939. No, this was 

entirely different.  

In 1939, I was excited to see some change.  The sense leading up to September 17, 

1939 was like being on death row in prison. We anticipated the arrival of the Germans at 

any moment. There was a slight hope for evacuation because my brother Ferek could 
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After many arguments with Olga, Ferek and I had to leave her house. Ferek then 

fell in love with Nadia, a pretty 19-year-old girl who lived with her mother in a different 

section of the city.  

We learned that the military superintendent of Kurgan was asking about us.  

I volunteered to go to the front. Ferek laughed at me and said that it is impossible 

for me to go because they didn't accept people who were born in western Ukraine.  

Strange rumors were circulating in the center of our narrow gauge railway. A few 

guys were called in by the NKVD but I didn't pay attention to it because my experience 

had already been the worst -- nothing else could happen to us. How wrong I was. Then 

came April 4, 1943. 
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A KNOCK AT THE DOOR 

 

By April 1943 the situation on the fronts had improved. The offensive at Stalingrad 

was successful and it looked like the honeymoon with the United States was lasting. I had 

moved in with my brother Ferek in Kosobrodsk near Kurgan. He had left Olga and found 

a beautiful young girl and the plan was for him to marry in two months.  

One night as I was just dozing off, I heard through the loud speaker a melody from 

the movie “Rose Marie” sung by Jeanette MacDonald and Nelson Eddy. I enjoyed it very 

much and fell asleep.  

A loud knock at the door woke me. Marusha, who was the cook where we worked, 

told me to dress and follow her to see the director of the project. I followed her 

instructions and entered a big room. I noticed that the lamps were hung very low over the 

table so as to block my view of the faces of the men who stood there. But, seeing their 

uniforms, I knew that they were officers of the NKVD.  

I approached the table and was told to sign a document that stated I was accused of 

anti-Soviet propaganda according to Article 58-1: “A counterrevolutionary action is any 

action aimed at overthrowing, undermining or weakening of the power of workers' and 

peasants' Soviets ... and governments of the USSR and Soviet and autonomous republics, 

or at the undermining or weakening of the external security of the USSR and main 

economical, political and national achievements of the proletarian revolution.” 
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I smiled and asked who could have made such a mistake, whereupon one of the 

officers started searching my pockets. He found a photograph of my father as an officer in 

the Austrian army during World War I along with a few rubles.  

I was arrested in no time and they took me outside to a parked car. I suddenly felt 

strong need to defecate.  

Once in the car we drove through an outdoor lumber warehouse toward the 

railroad station. There they stopped a train and we got inside an empty freight car. Hours 

later we arrived in the city of Kurgan, where a van drove us to a police station.  

I was met by Captain Yegorov, whose manner was friendly. He said that I was 

young and I should confess my mistakes and the mistakes of the group that I belonged to. 

Perhaps I would only have to serve five years.  

Then I was placed in a cell with three individuals -- one of whom was an Estonian 

officer, the second was a Ukrainian nationalist and the third was very heavy with a huge 

stomach. They all had faces white like chalk with dark eyes. The Estonian had a habit of 

running up and down the room continuously repeating, "They will never get me. They 

will never get me."  

To me he said, "The heads and the tail belong to me." (We used to get spoiled 

herring once a day and since he was there the longest, it was his small privilege to receive 

the heads and tails of the fish.) 

The Ukrainian just stared at me and the third man was dying of a heart condition. I 

looked at them and burst into tears. I knew what it meant to fall into the hands of the 
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NKVD. Even if it was their mistake, they couldn't free a person who was in their system. I 

refused to eat to protest my arrest or at least get me out of this prison. 

After three days of a hunger strike, I was transferred to the city of Chelyabinsk, 

which was the interrogation prison. That same night I was called from my cell, No. 6, to 

see my interrogator, Lt. Ismakov. He also advised me to confess and pushed a button, 

which was the signal for a guard to enter to sign a paper and take me back to my cell.  

Sometimes many weeks would go by and I wasn't called at all. All that time I 

thought that I must be insane for not knowing what my crime was. Maybe I forgot 

something that I might have said or did. I searched my brain and couldn't think of 

anything that I would consider anti-Soviet.  

Once I looked at the heavy black iron door and saw a fragment of a calendar 

written by some unlucky prisoner. There was also a little window, which let very little 

light into the cellar, but the inside of the window had little square panes and they were 

held together by triangular metal pieces in frames. I removed one triangle and used it to 

scratch out a calendar.  

When the guard opened the door and saw the calendar, he became ferocious and 

announced that, as punishment, I lost my outside exercise privileges for two weeks. 

During those long days I slept in a sitting position and tried not to remember what the 

interrogator told me.  

On average I was called in for interrogation about once a week. Sometimes I 

thought they forgot about me as two or three weeks would pass. Sometimes the guards 

would select me to wash the floors. They would come with pails and brushes and I would 
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wash the floors with enthusiasm, even though they were made of stone and were very 

clean because there was no garbage. Once I awoke in the middle of the night and a guest 

arrived. It was a rat. I was rather happy to see it. The rat circled and seemed to look at me, 

sniffed the air a few times and then ran away. He must have realized he was in the wrong 

pew. 

My brother Ferek and my friends on the outside thought that I was dead. Nobody 

asked.  

If I confessed, I was told, then in a few years I’d return to normal Soviet life.  

The allegations of spying and treason boiled down to: 1) I said the soup was too 

watery; 2) I said our uniforms were worse than the German uniforms; 3) I complained that 

the command promised us a train-bath at the front lines and they didn't keep their word; 

4) I had a conversation with Mr. Bocharov, whose father had a sausage factory in 

Transylvania before the war, and praised the quality of his sausages.  

One night in 1944, it might have been spring or the beginning of the summer, Mr. 

Ismakov called me upstairs and the two windows were fully open and I heard the sound 

of music. He gave me some tobacco to roll a cigarette. With shaking hands I helped myself 

and with a small amount of tobacco I felt high.  

He told me that the city of Tarnopol had just been liberated by the Red Army. I 

cannot describe my reaction to the news. I threw myself down on the floor and cried and 

begged to be sent to the front line. He told me that I seemed like a boat lost in the ocean 

that refused to come to the Soviet port.  

"Why don't you come to our port and confess?" he said. 
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This was my seventh month of interrogation. At this point I had had enough. I 

begged him to supply me with enough paper and pencils, and I promised to write 

anything about myself and a confession.  

In three days I was called again to the interrogator and as he promised I was given 

paper, pencils and a table at which to write. I spent approximately two and a half hours 

starting with my short biography, my life in Poland and the Soviet liberation in 1939, my 

schooling, etc. I emphasized the fact that the Soviet "invasion" saved us from sure death 

by the Nazis, as I was a Jew, and how happy I was having gone to the best school and 

being paid a stipend for this and generally being an equal citizen to everyone else. I even 

described my great joy seeing the Red Army entering our town.  

As for the accusations against me, I admitted that possibly, subconsciously, I might 

have demoralized the fighting troops with my views. I couldn't judge how much damage 

this caused because in my heart I didn't know that this was anti-Soviet propaganda for 

which I asked forgiveness and asked to be sent to the front lines to pay for my mistake, to 

pay with my blood.  

Before I finished writing my report, he thanked me, pressed the button and had a 

guard take me to cell No. 6. After that I wasn't called to the interrogator again.  

A couple of weeks later I went to trial. I had a defender provided by the NKVD 

who spoke seriously before the war tribunal of my age, my membership in the Komsomol, 

and my service as a soldier in the noble Red Army.  

Sergeant Minenko who was my main accuser said that he thought that I was never 

truly a Soviet man.  
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With as much energy as I could gather, I stood up and exclaimed, "If characters like 

Minenko are free, I want to rot in prison forever."  

The judge, a gray-haired colonel asked Minenko: "Tell me, how did you decide that 

Mischa was not a Soviet man? I could say that Comrade Stalin is not a Soviet man, but 

how could you judge so quickly?" But this didn't help because everyone knew that my 

future was sealed.  

My sentence was not read to me, and I went back to prison, but a different one.  
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PRISON 

 

I was sent to Chelyabinsk No. 1, which had been built by Catherine the Great. The 

walls were two meters thick and the cells were large -- but the food was the same as 

before. In my one cell there were about 50 different prisoners.  

Among them, I saw for the first time a power struggle between the Blatnye 

(thieves) and the rest of the prison population. There were many dangerous ones and I 

learned how to handle them. 

The morning bread arrived with an open door. Everybody was ordered out and 

lined up in a queue. Somehow the Blatnye didn't exit. They got their bread and stood 

behind the door. I realized that there was some collusion between the Blatnye and the 

guards.  

The Blatnye would position themselves just inside the door and grabbed the bread 

from the incoming prisoners. The old and weak prisoners lost their bread daily in this 

manner. If they complained to the guards, their response was to ask them why they 

couldn't get along with their fellow prisoners, to remind them how they got into prison in 

the first place and chide them that they should have valued their freedom.  

I was young, and always terribly hungry. I would stay at the end of the line and 

start to stuff the entire 300 grams of bread into my mouth so that, by the time I reached the 

door, my daily ration of bread was completely devoured.  



 109

In the front of the cell, under the prison windows, the Blatnye had their special 

reserved spot and the rest would lie around the room on the floor. We had no beds. It was 

always hot, and the two containers for defecating were always full.  

Some prisoners would receive parcels of food from relatives, and the procedure 

was as follows: The guards would call the prisoner out and there, in the corridor, the 

package was cut open and every item was cut both ways, vertically and horizontally, even 

though it was food. Newspapers were cut to the size of rolling papers for cigarettes. 

Everything was then given to the prisoner, and then the door was opened and the 

prisoner entered with his newly arrived parcel. One of the Blatnye would call to him from 

his position under the windows, and the prisoner would be required to place everything 

he received out for the thieves to see. The leader would then start the distribution by rank, 

which was known only to them.  

Only about one-fifth of the package's contents were given back to the owner. I used 

to get from this parcel a "little bone." A little bone was thrown in my direction because I 

was very young and the head Blatnye used to call me "Sonny Boy."  

For some reason they surmised that I was some sort of an intellect and they would 

ask me to tell them stories about the books that I might have read.  The most popular story 

was ‘the Count of Monte Cristo'. They sat and listened to every word.  My Monte Cristo 

was in a submarine and also in a plane flying all around the world.  They didn't care and 

they enjoyed the stories tremendously.  

They also taught me useful things for my life as a prisoner. For instance, how to get 

paper to roll cigarettes. In Soviet prisons matches were not allowed in the cell so we had 
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to make our own fire to smoke. First, you would take some cotton from your quilted 

jacket -- they were available to prisoners second hand. Then you would roll it very tightly 

and a second slice of cotton rolled again very tightly and with your leather-soled shoe 

your would start rolling it back and forth applying pressure with increasing speed. After a 

while smoke emerges from underneath your shoe. You pull the cotton apart and you can 

see the fire -- then you can light a cigarette. Of course we never got paper, so we would 

carefully remove the thin strip of paper from the visor of our hats.  

The air was so heavy during the hot summer that it was difficult to breathe. The 

thieves had another trick to get some fresh air into the cell. On an earlier trip to the bath 

house, they found a dead louse and put it in a small box. Then, when there was no fresh 

air to breathe, they would go to the door and knock loudly for the guard. Everybody 

would fall to the floor and gulp the cool air -- like fish. They showed the guard the dead 

louse and the guard promised to notify the authorities of the aforementioned louse. All 

that time of negotiations at the door, we would enjoy the fresh cool air corning from the 

long stone corridor.  

All through my odyssey I witnessed the ingenuity of the Russians and learned to 

appreciate their cleverness in such situations.  

Later in the war years during the Battle for Kursk, the Russians demonstrated 

ingenuity when they defeated the technologically advanced Germans. For instance, the 

Russian peasants built a bridge just two inches below the surface of the river during the 

night, and in the early hours of the morning, the cavalry and heavy artillery crossed to the 

opposite side.  
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Also, during the tank attack, Porsche tanks in the Kursk district advanced almost 

100 kilometers. Those tanks were Hitler's dream, assuring a final victory. The battle had 

some 3,500 tanks involved in this action.  

The Soviet "peasants" organized fighting groups of just three soldiers in the 

individual trenches. The moment the Porsche tanks passed them, they notice that the 

section near the exhaust was not completely covered with armor. The word spread like 

lightning through the lines and they started throwing Molotov cocktails into the exhaust 

of the tanks. As a result, the beautiful machines burned and were rendered useless. This 

was the turning point of the war in 1943.  
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FEREK 

 

After the incident with the dead louse the order came to take the entire cell to the 

bath house. This was a very difficult operation for the guards. We had to exit the prison 

and cross a few streets in the city under heavy guard surrounded by dogs with machine 

guns aimed at us. The prisoners' shirts were brown with infection, and every trip to the 

bath house included disinfection. The management of the prisons was terribly afraid of 

lice because, to them, it meant typhoid and other epidemics -- as well as the deaths of 

many prisoners. So they would fry our underwear in the hot delousing machines. We 

used to stay clean in the stomach and in our clothing. I was slowly approaching 

dystrophy in spite of a little additional food, thanks to the Blatnye.  

My young Tatar neighbor in the cell used to cuddle up against me and tried to 

sleep. One night I heard the loud clamor of keys opening the gate to the cell. I paid no 

attention to it and continued to doze. The Tatar nudged me and woke me up saying, 

"Your brother, your brother."  

I opened by eyes and saw a white-greenish face and a very slightly built man.  

I said, "No, this is not my brother!"  

Then the man opened his mouth and called to me, "Mishu, it's me, Ferek."  

I got up and looked again carefully and finally recognized him by the shape of his 

chin.  

We sat together, holding each other and he told me that he and his entire group of 

twelve people were arrested the same night that I was. During the interrogation he fought 
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with the inquisitor, calling him names, and stating that he was fighting on the front lines 

while he, the interrogator, was sitting behind a desk, torturing him. As a result he was 

sent to isolation in a cell with a permanent draught and a single ration of 100 grams of 

bread a day.  

I realized that they made a mistake to put him in the same cell as mine.  

Very soon I was transferred to a smaller cell and that same day a new prisoner was 

sent to share the cell with me. He was a railway engineer who was going to the front lines 

carrying two full carloads of graduating pilots. He was involved in a terrible catastrophe 

in which almost all of the pilots perished. They used the catastrophe as a pretext to 

imprison him on an Article 58-1 charge. 

Immediately he awoke in the morning saying, "Uncle Mischa." I had grown a beard 

by that time and I looked older than I was. He was 45 and I was 21.  

He told me his dream: He was in dirty water and was walking through clean water 

and then he woke up. I told him my interpretation of his dream that it was clear that he 

would be exonerated and freed. He almost kissed me he was so happy. In about two days 

he was removed from the cell.  

A second prisoner arrived soon after. He was an ex -captain from Berlin, accused of 

making deals with the Germans - selling, buying and speculating. He had a terrific sense 

of humor. During our walk in the courtyard (which was about 12 feet by 9 feet with a little 

patch of sky above) we were surrounded by dogs and soldiers. He told them a good 

Russian joke: 
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"A general and his wife were riding horses in the afternoon in St. Petersburg and 

they saw a group of cavalrymen with their horses. The wife asked the general, ’Your 

Excellency, what are they doing?’ and he answered that they were taking the young 

stallion for some sexual activity. He said that they rub the horse's vagina and then, with 

his hand, rub the stallion's nose. The man and his wife rode back home. At night, the 

general woke up and his wife was rubbing his nose.” 

The second joke: “A general had a servant soldier and he wanted to be sure of his 

honesty by leaving money in his pockets. The money was always were he left it. Once the 

general asked the servant, ’Ivan, where do you get your money from?’ Ivan answered, ’I 

gamble.’ ‘Oh,’ the general said, ‘why don't you gamble with me?’ Ivan said, ‘Okay, I'll say 

that your Excellency will develop a boil on your behind in two weeks, and if I win, you 

will have to pay me 100 rubles.’ The general smiled to himself and thought Ivan will lose 

his money.  

“About three days before the two weeks were over the general stood near the 

window examined his behind and didn't notice anything. Each day and evening he would 

do the same thing. Finally, the two weeks were over. Ivan came in and the general pulled 

down his pants. Ivan looked and said, ‘Indeed, I do not see anything, but would you 

please come near the window where there is more daylight and proceeded to put a chair 

near the window.’ He looked carefully and said, ‘You win,’ and gave the general 100 

rubles. The general got upset and said he could not take 100 rubles from the poor servant. 

But Ivan said, ’I had a bet with the servant who works in the building across the street and 
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I told him that in two weeks I would show him the behind of my general, and I won 300 

rubles.’ ” 

 

One morning the guard called me out and then re-read my sentence. I was given 

seven years in a Gulag and five years of losing privileges as a citizen. He asked me to sign 

and I refused, but he convinced me to sign it because I had heard the sentence.  

I remember one horrible example of prison justice: There was a Ukrainian prisoner 

who used to be called very often to the interrogator's office. This created suspicion among 

the Blatnye and they watched him closely. I didn't see what happened one night but I 

noticed that the four thieves were playing cards they had made themselves. Playing cards 

meant that the person who loses the card game would be the executioner.  

In the morning the guards opened the door and chased everyone out in order to 

count heads. Every time they counted, there was one missing. We stood in the corridor for 

a half-hour until they dragged out one person who had been hiding under the bunk. In his 

mouth was stuffed a portion of bread. His face was purple.  

One thief exclaimed, "He choked on his own greediness."  

The guards understood what happened and most of us were very quiet.  

At that time the new arrivals in the prison system of the Soviet Union were clearly 

people from western Ukraine.  

One bearded man, with an enormous cross around his neck, Peter, befriended me 

because I was the only other prisoner who spoke and understood Ukrainian. He was from 

Skalat, near Tarnopol. He told me that when the Germans arrived, the Ukrainians decided 
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to build a monument to the freedom fighters who were persecuted by the Soviets. Every 

peasant was supposed to deliver a full wagon of dirt for the project. And, of course, there 

were lots of peasants participating in this project. The list was done by my friend.  

When the Soviets liberated western Ukraine he was arrested and, in his words: "I 

gave them all the names of the people of my village and the names of those on the other 

side of the river."  

The poor guy sold out the entire village and still got ten years for his humble action 

in the project. I found out from him about my uncle and my cousins who lived in those 

villages. 

According to him, a squad of Ukrainian nationalists from a remote village arrived 

and took my uncle and my cousin to a clearing in the woods. My uncle gave them all his 

gold and begged them not to kill his son. They killed my uncle and attached my cousin to 

two different horses, ripping him apart. My cousin, Jonah, was nineteen years old.  

The poor man had a terrible time in prison; he was tortured by the aristocrat 

thieves. The head thief would call him to a spot over near the window. He would mount 

him and ride him back to the barrels, which were used for defecation, and than back 

again. He looked like Jesus Christ and he had the eyes of suffering man. When he spoke in 

Ukrainian, I detected a Jewish intonation. 

Once, the thieves played a big joke on Peter. They took a high boot and called into 

it, which sounded like the voice of the guards near the door saying his name. They told 

him to get his things and go to the door to freedom. Poor Peter grabbed his rags and ran 
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to the door, beating it with his fists. Finally, the doors opened (to open the door, which 

was a heavy iron gate, the guards had to use several keys and it wasn't easy).  

Peter jumped out and declared that he was now a free person.  

A series of blows to his head followed and Peter was pushed back into the cell by 

the guards. I thought that he wouldn't survive very long. The thieves took away his daily 

portion of bread in addition to their otherwise inhuman treatment of him. I couldn't do 

anything because I was getting terribly weak, deteriorating every day.  
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BAKALSTROY 

 

Finally the time for leaving the prison had come and we were assigned to a work 

camp. We got there on foot. About one-thousand to two-thousand prisoners left the 

prison and were marched through the streets of Chelyabinsk and out into a terrible 

desolate landscape. I couldn't believe that so many different people were imprisoned. A 

few kilometers along the way we lost a few men who fell down and were left to die. I do 

not remember the month, but I remember trembling.  

After two hours of walking we arrived at what looked like a railway center with 

many freight trains and I thought it was for us to go to the far east or far north. Yes, some 

prisoners were taken on the train, but I was left for one night in a temporary prison. I 

found out that this was a distribution point; at all times we were guarded by dogs and 

sentries with machine guns.  

The next day we were rushing into the field and marched for another three hours. 

Our group was much smaller and most of the prisoners had intelligent faces.  

We arrived at the gate of a camp. In the front of the column of men our guards 

were negotiating with those of the work camp of Bakalstroy. They started to register us 

four at a time. 

There was a medical commissar and a professional commissar. They told us to strip 

completely and to march in front of the man in white, who pushed his finger into my 

buttocks and was evidently satisfied. He asked me what my profession was before I was 

captured. I said that I had been a soldier. “Well, you will be a stone mason then,” he said.  
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From there we were sent to the barracks. They were built [submerged] about three-

quarters down into the earth with just one-quarter above ground. Inside on both sides 

there were wooden bunks and nothing else.  

We woke at 5 a.m. when the trumpet sounded and started running to the 

bathroom, which was at the center of the camp not far from the kitchen.  

At 5:45 a.m. the brigade lined up to get our ration of tea (hot water) and 400 grams 

of bread. We ran back to the barracks to eat and prepare for roll call in the center of the 

camp. There must have been thousands of prisoners who were already on their way to 

work.  

Our brigade consisted of 25 men and one brigadier. At the gate of the stone 

quarries, about 10 kilometers from the camp, we were counted and greeted by growling 

German shepherds and armed escorts. The commander of the escort said, "March straight; 

a step to the right or left will be considered as an attempt to escape. We will open fire 

without warning." I listened to this warning twice a day for about three years.  

Since it was already fall when we arrived at the work site, we started a fire for the 

guards first and then ran to get tools to start working. It was very difficult and heavy 

work. One of the prisoners fell and died in a matter of two hours.  

Our work started at 9 a.m. At noon, hot soup arrived and we were given a half-liter 

portion. We had a small pan, which was attached to our rope -- a substitute for a belt. 

After a half-hour break we continued our work until sundown. Before we left we had to 

return the tools, which in itself took about an hour. Then we walked back to camp.  
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On the way back we walked past potato fields, and when I bent down to pick up a 

few potatoes I was kicked in the back. It was very painful but I continued to walk even 

though I was almost bent in two. The guard said he did not want to emasculate me but the 

rule was to walk straight and not bend down.  

It was autumn and the potatoes were very ripe. Many guys did get potatoes 

because there were many brigades. In the camp behind the sunken barracks a few 

primitive kitchens were built to cook whatever one could. Some guys cooked grass and 

ate it. Some lucky ones had potatoes.  

Once when a guy had his potatoes almost cooked, boiling away, at that very 

moment a Blatnye thief hit the fire like lightning and disappeared with the entire pot. The 

poor prisoner stood there with a spoon in his hand.  

The worst time was in the winter. We were given second-hand army surplus 

jackets and pressed wool felt boots called valenki. The boots had to go into the drying 

ovens when we came back from work. Every day another prisoner was selected to carry 

the valenki to the house of dry steam and then to bring them back in the morning when 

we started out to work.  

Alexander Solzhenitsyn described one day in the life of a political prisoner. When I 

read his book and later saw the story told on television I saw myself in 1943. His 

description was excellent. I watched the program with great interest and was angry that 

he beat me to telling the story to the world. 

In the winter everything was done in total darkness. By the time we were counted 

and assigned to the escort guards at the gate it was 9 a.m. The barracks were not so cold 
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since they were buried in the ground, but there were snow storms every day. Once I ran 

out of the barracks and hit a wall of snow.  

At about 3 p.m. it was dark again. The main event happening in the life of a 

prisoner was when we were moved from camp to camp, sometimes from the west of 

Europe to the farthest east in Vladivostok, or to the most northern location with the polar 

bears. Prisoners didn't have an accumulation of materials things so we could be moved 

within a minute.  

By the winter of 1944, I was already feeling dead, smelling it around me because I 

had the beginning of stage-two dystrophy (third stage was terminal). Fortunately the 

medical commission organized an inspection of prisoners, and when the examiner’s index 

finger hit bone I was immediately transferred to the recuperation barracks.  

There I got three good meals a day and 500 grams of white bread. For many 

prisoners it was too late. They didn't recuperate and they died. But since I was still young, 

I began to gain weight and in two weeks I was out of danger. 

I was transferred to camp No. 3. The system of Bakalstroy consisted of three camps: 

Camp No. 1, for men]; camp No. 2, for women; and Camp No. 3, for political and 

dangerous common criminals.  

One day at the gate, while they were counting off four people at a time, a very well-

dressed Soviet man wearing high red leather boots and riding trousers called out, 

"Anybody amchu here?" Like lightning through my head came recognition of the Hebrew 

word for "my people." I answered, "I am." He told me to say that I was a painter. And 

again we went through a medical inspection, undressing and being poked in the buttocks.  
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Later they asked me my previous profession to which I answered that I was a 

painter. They told me to go to my right.  
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THE CULTURE BRIGADE 

 

The next morning most of the prisoners went to work early. I was left in the 

barracks. Later a few guys, also "painters," arrived and we went to an empty barracks to 

paint slogans for our November 8 celebration. I was told to paint, "Glory to the great 

Stalin, our teacher and father." I painted it on the front of a wooden slat, in words all of 

the same size.  

Later in the day the head of the culture department, a Soviet-German half-prisoner 

named Lt. Trankenshu arrived and asked, "Who painted this?" He started to curse and call 

me names. "Don't you know that the words 'Great Stalin' have to be twice the size of the 

rest?" he said. 

I was trembling and my neck got very hot, sweating, and I saw myself going back 

to the stone quarries again. But suddenly the same man who advised me to say that I was 

a painter spoke to Lt. Trankenshu, who then let me be. I learned my lesson fast. 

The next day I discovered that my brother, Ferek, was at the same camp. Ferek, 

who had played the violin since he was six years old, tried to join the culture brigade 

orchestra. Finally they accepted him and that saved his life.  

We met in the center of the camp. Once again, I didn't recognize him at first. I was 

glad that he was alive and now had much better living conditions but we realized that, if 

they found out that we were brothers, they would put one of us away in etop (transfer).  
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At noon we went to the kitchen and got kasha with butter. My pot was about four 

liters full. I ate it and asked for more.  

Oh what luck!  

My hungry years were over. I gained weight and through my brother I made 

contact with many people who ran the camp.  

The kitchen was run by Soviet-Germans, called half-prisoners. They were free, 

living behind the camp, but they couldn't leave the territory assigned to them by the 

government. The kitchen received meat, fish, vegetables and grain, but the majority of the 

prisoners never saw that food. Meat was quickly distributed by the group of those who 

ran the camp, namely the administrator, the head of the bread-cutting department and the 

medical department (two or three doctors and their assistants), and certain of the Blatnye. 

So it was with the rest of the good products, like oil and other things. The prisoners used 

to get hot water with pieces of rotten cabbage and frozen potatoes. No wonder that, in a 

matter of months, prisoners developed dystrophy and died while walking (after my 

arrival in the United States, I described dystrophy to the doctors and not one of them had 

seen a patient with these symptoms in their practice). 

A human being walks until the end, not receiving any nourishment. His heart, 

lungs and other organs are functioning and suddenly he falls down dead.  

One prisoner, Safaryan, actually died in my arms.  

Safaryan was also in the camp because of Article 58-1. It was a very serious charge. 
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Rumors circulated in the camp that when someone achieved a state of "no hope" 

(they would call it AKT) he would be sent home to die. The director of the camp wasn't 

interested in having any deaths in the camp because it would result in an investigation.  

Safaryan decided that his only hope was to deplete his physical body to a state of 

complete dystrophy -- it was the only way for him to gain his freedom. So he stopped 

eating. The camp administration never hospitalized him. I remember his black eyes and 

sunken cheeks; he look as though he was just a skeleton with skin pulled over his skull.  

Since I slept not far from him, he befriended me and told me the truth of his plan. 

He gave me his bread ration. He would get packages from Armenia and would distribute 

everything to others, not touching anything himself. He lasted about three or four months 

like this and then one night he called my name. I rushed to his place on the wooden bench 

and picked him up so that I could hear him. He whispered something and then he was 

gone.  

Even today, sixty years later, I can see his face with absolute clarity.  
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VALA 

Of course, when you eat normally and you are young, you look for women.  

I joined the culture brigade as a drummer in their orchestra and met a girl, 

Valentina Scriabina, who used to be an acrobatic dancer. She was transferred from the 

camp for teenagers when she turned 18, and she was also a member of the Blatnye. The 

rumors in the culture brigade was that I was a virgin, and since Vala was in the adjacent 

camp No. 2 she would come for rehearsals to our camp.  

The director of the culture brigade was Misha Shadchin, king of the thiefs in 

Odessa.  Ferek was a member of the brigade as well as well as fellow inmates – those 

whose names I can still recall include Ivan K. Gridin, Romek, Masha, and Misha the gypsy 

who danced with Vala. 

It was perhaps in the year 1945 and the culture brigade was pressured to give some 

sort of patriotic performance. They decided on "Zoya Kosmodemyanskaya," the story of a 

Soviet girl who lived a "normal" life before the German invasion and what happened to 

her during the war. Zoya was an example of a heroic Soviet girl who was interrogated by 

the SS and tortured to death, but who didn't reveal anything about the partisan group that 

she was part of.  

Since I was already part of the privileged group in camp No. 3, I got the part of a 

dying partisan in a forest not far from Moscow. Zoya was played by a professional actress 

who was imprisoned on Article 58-1 for working on stage during the German occupation 

of Ukraine.  
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The scene opened in the woods near an open fire and I had a monologue, but most 

of the scene was Zoya's. In her monologue she talked to her mother while touching my 

face as I was dying from my wounds. While touching my face she said, "His lips are cold, 

his eyes are closed, mother. If you only knew of my struggle with the Nazis." While lying 

on the stage, I could hear the women in the first row sniffling and crying.  

The curtain fell on the scene but I couldn't get up. The crew joked and helped me to 

get to my feet, but I was seriously ill and lapsed into unconsciousness. 

I was taken to the hospital with paratyphoid fever. From that moment on I 

remember nothing until I awakened in the hospital two or three weeks later after the crisis 

passed. I do remember dreaming of lemons. An old woman who sat at my bedside said I 

begged for lemons -- but there were none to be found in the entire camp.  

During those crisis weeks, Vala would cross over to our camp, climbed the two 

flights up and watched me from the window. She said at the time I looked like Jesus 

Christ, with big, dark eyes.  

Ferek pressured Dr. Tomashevska to save me. At one point they thought they were 

going to lose me.  

Ivan Konstaninovich Gridin was a professional actor from Leningrad who worked 

as a part-time assistant physician and decided to take a chance and inject adrenalin 

directly into my heart muscle. A few days later I got better.  

Now hunger took over. It is difficult to describe just how hungry I was.  
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Ferek would run to the kitchen where the Soviet Germans knew what had 

happened to me and would get a pot full of cooked cereal with pieces of kidneys and 

other meats and vitamin D. 

 I ate and ate without end. Vala received an official pass from Dr. Tomashevska and 

used to come legally and illegally through the window. (Since she was an acrobatic dancer 

this was not difficult for her.)  

Once I tried to get up and made a few steps to the door but my knees buckled. 

Falling down I noticed that the end of the corridor was so far away. Later I was 

transferred to another room to recuperate.  

One night I dreamed that a rat jumped onto my bed and was moving slowly up my 

body. I woke up with a scream and started hitting it with my fist. But it was really Vala. 

She was shocked of course. But that night, since I was almost well she drew five lines on 

the wall to indicate that we had had sex five times that night.  

A few words about my ex-love, Vala Scriabina: She was born in the city of 

Novosibirsk to a father who was a professor at the university and a mother who was a 

music teacher. I found out all of this in the gulag when I corresponded with her parents.  

They informed me about her early teen years when she was involved with the 

neighborhood gangs.  

The gang found out that the widow of a former tsarist officer lived alone in an old 

building and owned jewelry. The leader of the gang was 18 years old and Vala was 15. He 

sent Vala there to pretend that she was a postal worker delivering a telegram. She 

knocked at the door and when the old woman opened it and realized that this was a false 
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delivery she screamed loudly. Vala had a long knitting needle and plunged it into the 

woman's chest, killing her.  

She was arrested and sent to a special gulag for young criminals because of her age. 

The camp was different in that the criminals were provided with a diet to help them grow 

since they were teenagers, and when the reached 18 they were transferred to the regular 

prison camp. She arrived in camp No. 2 one year before me and quickly became a member 

of the Blatnye.  

Since she was a professional dancer she appeared in the performance of the cultural 

brigade in a number of acrobatic dances. She was very much in love with me and proved 

it many times in our two-year relationship, especially during my stay in the hospital.  

I was very happy to have Vala with me -- even though she was pressured by the 

anti-Semitic Blatnye to leave me and take up with one of them. They called her the Jewish 

mattress, but she fought them and told them that, for her, I was as good as any of them.  

As she appeared in the culture brigade as an acrobatic dancer she had to enter the 

all-male camp where the theater was for rehearsals and concerts. This made it easier for us 

to meet and enjoy one another's company.  

We made love in the part of the camp where there were bushes. Even once in the 

dark evening the guard patrol passed by. We were hidden by the bushes and one of the 

soldiers stepped on my hand, his heavy boot crushing me. It was very painful but I dared 

not cry out.  

Another place was the morgue, which was very safe but we were accompanied by 

dead men. But the best place was in the bath house, where Vala had the keys to a special 
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place reserved for the guards and their families. I must say, it was luxurious with mirrors 

and beds, flowers and even vodka. We met there twice a week and it was like paradise.  

She also worked in the barber shop. When work was over we were able to stay 

there for a few hours. The big barber shop chairs served us as a bed. This went on for 

more than a year.  

 

My affair with Vala developed and became very serious. We paid no attention to 

the regulations of the gulag. I used to dress in the white suit of the medical workers and 

crossed the gate to the female camp to spend a few hours with Vala. She had a girl 

standing on guard and if there was a guard approaching, she would alert us.  

Vala came to our camp for rehearsals and we had the same arrangements in the 

theater. There was always somebody on guard to let us know if anyone was approaching 

so that we could immediately pretend to rehearse.  

It reached a point when everyone knew about our affair.  I was warned that I 

would face consequences.  

In the meantime, however, Ferek was transferred to Gulag Lazarette, which had 

equipment for X-rays and laboratories, and served as a hospital for the very sick 

prisoners. He was to become a surgeon.  

Ferek had studied Latin in Gymnasium, putting him in line for a job in the camp 

pharmacy. From there he was transferred to the medical department. A German professor 

who was a prisoner of war from a nearby camp taught him. Ferek performed many 
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operations and saved many lives without the benefit of a diploma. Later he performed 

autopsies particularly for unusual cases. They called him Dr. Ferek.  

Luckily, Ferek requested that I be sent to Lazarette as his assistant. I don't know 

how he did it, but about two weeks after the warning I was sent to Lazarette. 

There, of course, eating well and sleeping in a clean bed, I started to live with a 

Latvian X-ray technician. Ferek made friends in the NKVD and once one of the officers 

came and played accordion with him as he played the violin.  

My transfer to Lazarette didn't make Vala too happy. My brother was always 

against my affair with Vala, and just because we were very serious about it he laughed at 

me. 

She tried every possible way to find out where I was sent. They didn't tell her 

because the rules were that all transfers were a secret.  

Once when I was in the kitchen getting lunch my brother came in and said to go to 

the first aid department because somebody wanted to see me. I ran immediately to the 

surgery department and there on a stretcher was Vala and they were stitching her wrist.  

She had cut herself purposely to get to Lazarette. When I came in she was pale, 

having lost blood and I asked her if she would like to stay with me. But she couldn't 

because of security. I actually didn't know how to react. I kissed her and told her that I 

hope she would get better. When they started to bandage her wrists I left.  

This was the last time I saw her. When I was freed and went to see my brother, I 

asked him about her and I tried to find out from the administration if she was still there. 

After looking through the lists I was informed that no one by that name was there.  
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My brother Ferek tried to help me as much as possible when we were in camp No. 

3. I might say that my conscience bothered me because I thought about the masses of 

prisoners who would probably not survive. To me, after a while, they all looked alike. The 

motto in the gulag was: "You die today, and I will die tomorrow." 
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BACK TO CHELYABINSK 

In late summer of 1947, the camp commander told my brother that an order had 

arrived to send me to the Chelyabinsk interrogation prison. I had four years behind me 

already and I figured that probably another case had originated in camp that I was 

therefore called for interrogation. It happened to our best friend, Ivan K. Gridin from 

Leningrad. He had more than one year left to complete his sentence and he was then 

called back and given an extra ten years. Somebody in the camp had reported something 

about him, and many political prisoners were convinced that they would never be 

released.  

I got a full bag of tobacco and dressed in my best boots and clothing that I had 

accumulated in the previous four years. I went to the gate, where a folder containing my 

case was in the hands of the guard. I entered "black Mary," a covered van just for 

transporting prisoners. I trembled when I saw the German Shepherds and soldiers with 

machine guns, so I tried to play with the dogs but the soldiers wouldn't let me.  

After a few hours of being tossed around in the van because of the condition of the 

road, the door opened and I was in front of the same building of the Internal Prison near 

the railway station [where I had once been]. They took me downstairs to the same cell, 

No.6.  

After about a week I started hitting the door declaring that I wanted to know the 

charges. The guard, whom I recognized, was an old man, a half-prisoner himself because 

he spent more than half of his life underground, he opened the door and said that he 

would report my demand to the prosecutor.  
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The next week the prosecutor arrived. He had white hair but he wasn't too old. He 

looked at me sympathetically and called me "Mischa." I did not notice this act of 

familiarity at first. Heretofore they had called me by the letter "T" which was the first 

letter of my last name. He told me to be calm and that I would be called soon.  

In the meantime, a tall Korean prisoner by the name of Kim was brought to my cell. 

He started pacing the floor from door to window and I watched him with interest. He 

seemed fresh from freedom, but somehow he knew the tricks of prison life. He demanded 

tobacco for cigarettes, but I refused. At night I caught him trying to get my tobacco, which 

was attached to my balls. I jumped up and, as I had learned from years in prison, I 

grabbed his head and dragged him to the corner where the water barrel was, kicked off 

the cover and pushed his head into the water. When he was very close to suffocation, I let 

him go. Kim never tried any more in the remaining few weeks we had together.  

In another week I was called upstairs. The interrogator was a different captain and 

he asked me a few questions. He was polite. There were many indications that the attitude 

of the NKVD had changed toward me, but I didn't catch on. He asked me a few questions 

about my old case. Again, I noticed nothing. Then I requested to confront my main 

accuser, Minenko. He answered that Minenko was killed in the battle of Stalingrad.  

There was nothing for me to do. I wanted to return to camp so badly, I declared, "If 

they cooked up another case against me, I would sign it even for one-hundred years."  

He laughed and pressed a button. The guard arrived and took me down to the cell.  
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In about four days I was called upstairs again. There was a very [busy] session in the 

office. Officers were running from room to room with lots of papers. Then while I was 

sitting in the prisoner's chair with my hands folded behind me, three men stayed in the 

room. One of them, a colonel with gray hair, who had told me in a previous session to be 

calm, stood up and said, "Mischa, today you are going to start your free life."  

Suddenly I realized what was happening. Initially, I couldn't move from the chair. 

Then, like in a dream, I moved toward the far desk. I walked straight towards them. I 

couldn't believe what had just happened.  

"Yes," he said, "my boy, you are not going back to the cell. From this office we will 

take care of everything."  

I started to laugh and cry hysterically at the same time.  

He embraced me and said, "Soon you will go back to college, complete your 

education and get married. You will come home after work and your child will bring you 

your house slippers for you to change into."  

I was still in shock for perhaps a half hour and then I asked him why I was 

arrested. He said, "Listen, 1942 was the lowest year in the history of the Soviet Union. We 

had to get our enemies so we arrested ten men to make sure that maybe one of the ten was 

guilty."  

I then had to go to some offices to get money, some clothes and, above all, the train 

tickets I needed to get home. When I came to my senses and could think a little more 

clearly, I asked about my brother.  
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I was told that this was another case. I asked to stay for a few days to visit my 

brother in the camp. He approved. I slept in his office. Most of the night, I listened to the 

nightingales in the park nearby.  

The next day I walked out of the building and watched the people walk to work. I 

looked at their legs marching quickly with determination. I thought to myself, I will need 

to learn how to walk again. I got on the bus going in the direction of the Bakalstroy Camp.  

When I arrived at the gate, I had to register and request to see my brother. It took 

half an hour before Ferek came out. Another employee accompanied my brother. He was 

very happy about my freedom but since we were surrounded by NKVD, he whispered to 

me to get to Moscow. I had requested documents and a ticket to my home town in the 

Ukraine. Again, my brother repeated, "Moscow" and gave me a signal with his eyes.  

After my visit, I returned to Chelyabinsk and went to the NKVD offices to see my 

new "father," the gray-haired colonel. I told him that I wanted to go to Moscow.  

He asked me if I had friends, "Good friends?" he asked.  

Yes, I answered.  

He gave orders to work on my documents, tickets and pass to Moscow. I got 

another few hundred rubles and the next day I was at the railway station. But the trains 

were very infrequent because of poor organization. After only a year and a half after the 

war, the tracks were always in need of repair.  

First I stopped at the little market place near the railway station. A teenage girl was 

selling hot meat dumplings from a huge pail covered with a snow-white cloth. Within an 

hour I had eaten twelve and, at five rubles each, I found my money reduced by 50 percent.  
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Later, on the train, I bought a newspaper that had featured an article about a family 

that had been arrested in Chelyabinsk because they had found a barrel full of human 

flesh. According to the police report, they opened a fresh grave of a miner who had been 

killed accidentally and they used his thighs to make dumplings. The photo of the girl 

selling the dumplings was on the front page. 

The dumplings were very tasty; I didn’t get sick.  

At the main entrance to the station, the floors of the rail cars were full of sleeping 

soldiers surrounded by duffle bags, boots and hats. I managed to cross over the sea of 

humans to a little door that was marked "station director."  

An army officer was trying to open the door and evidently it wasn't easy. I recalled 

my brother Boris' trick from 1941 in Kiev. The moment the door opened I plunged head 

first into the room. A woman yelled at me but she was too busy restraining the officer. 

They finally closed the door. I demanded to see the station director.  

A little white-haired woman of middle age in a white uniform arrived. Without a 

word I showed her my only document. The document issued by the NKVD was as 

follows:  

 

"Michael Teichholz was imprisoned in ITL Gulag for four and a half years under Article 

58-1. By decision of the troika of the highest court of the Soviet Union from November 

1947 his sentence is annulled and we consider him exonerated."  

 

The station director was in tears.  
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"My poor son -- rodnoy [a Russian expression that connotes feelings of a deep 

connection between people, family or soulmates], she said.. 

She ordered tea for me; and she immediately ordered first-class accommodations 

for me on the train to Moscow. She told me that her father was arrested in 1938 and 

neither she nor anyone in her family knew anything about him.  

I was led by a special pathway through the train, avoiding the masses in the station 

and there I was, in a sleeper car on the train to Moscow. Normally, it took two and a half 

days to Moscow, but at that time I rode for a week and a half before I finally arrived in 

Yaroslavsky Station. 
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IN TRANSIT 

In Moscow, at the Yarolsavsky train station, I noticed several groups of men in 

dark army coats. I approached them and heard them speaking Polish among themselves. I 

joined them right away and got plenty of information. There were all kinds of Poles, 

military men and others taken to Siberia from 1939 to 1945, who were released under a 

badly publicized agreement of Stalin and Gamulka of the Polish government.  

They were arriving in Moscow from all corners of the Soviet Union: Siberia, 

Kazakhstan, Central Asia, Uzbekistan and Kirghiz. They took me to the Polish embassy on 

Alexander Tolstoy Street and I was registered for return to Poland. The Polish diplomats 

couldn't provide us with hotel rooms so we slept at the railway station.  

The largest group was living at the Byelorus railway station. I had a bench where I 

slept and everyday the cleaning woman would say, "Sonny, go take the other spot, and 

after I clean here you can return and sleep some more."  

Finally, they informed us that our documents were at the foreign ministry awaiting 

the signature of Molotov and they sent us by train to Gradno on the Polish-Russian 

border.  

In Gradno, the "camp" was sort of transitory. We had many Polish people there and 

more came every day. I was writing wherever I could find a visible spot, "Attention, 

Ferek, this is Mischa, going west, please follow me."  

From Gradno I was elected to return to Moscow for money at the Polish embassy. I 

did the trip three times going through Vilna and back. We needed money to buy products 

and to feed the large groups of returnees.  
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I would like to explain why we were selected for this job. The first man they had 

sent was obviously a con man; he went to Moscow, collected 30,000 rubles and "got lost."  

Hence the group decided to send two men and they elected me and Joseph, a 

shoemaker. Joseph spent the war years about 100 kilometers east of Moscow, where he 

was highly respected for his production of excellent leather boots.  

The trips to Moscow and back were very interesting. We used to go to villages that 

were populated by Polish peasants to drink moonshine and have some good times. On 

one of our trips we had to stay in Vilna and wait six hours for the train connection from 

Vilna to Moscow.  

We decided to go to the barber shop which was about three blocks away from the 

railway station for haircuts and shaves.  

In the barber shop ten women barbers worked under the supervision of a Jewish 

man. While she was working on me, my barber started to complain about the lousy Jew 

and his leadership, how he chased them like animals. She said that Hitler should have 

taken care of him as he had done with many Jews. I didn't argue with her. She said then 

that she liked me.  

Since I had to wait another five hours for the train and she was just about to get off 

work, I asked where we could meet. She said that she had the keys to the barber shop. The 

others would leave soon and that she would return to open the shop and have everything 

prepared for me.  

I returned and everything was fine, at first. She prepared a bed on the floor and we 

enjoyed ourselves, but she continued to complain about that Jew. Suddenly I heard 
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knocking at the door. It was Joseph, who was calling to me that the train was going to 

leave the station soon. I got up and didn't even finish pulling up my pants. I opened the 

door and ran out into the street shouting to her that I was a Jew.  

On another trip to Moscow we were told that the money would be ready in two 

days. Joseph proposed that instead of sleeping at the Byelorus station, we would take the 

electric train and go to the village where he had worked during the war.  

In two hours we were in the village. Joseph's female friend from before prepared a 

banquet with drinks and the best foods available and she invited her friends to celebrate 

with us. At night Joseph slept with her. I tried to get into the bed of another young woman 

in the second room.  

When I had already prepared myself to be comfortable she kicked me out and 

advised me to wait until I got home to sleep with my own wife.  

I still remember how real everything looked in that Russian village, like something 

out of a book by Tolstoy.  

When we arrived in Vilna we had to wait again for a few hours for the train to 

Grodno but I never went back to that barbershop again.  

Finally, the documents arrived and we were shipped to Brest-Litovsk. We were 

sharing the camp with Polish people returning to the Soviet Union.  

I met a young girl there who was with her family waiting for permission to go 

home. I knew that they were being checked very carefully by the NKVD. They had spent 

three years with the Nazis, so the future was probably not very rosy for them. But I kept 

quiet and she behaved as though she liked me.  
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I got very familiar with her and when we were ready, she put her hand in my 

crotch and started to play with it. Suddenly she started to scream, "Circumcised, 

circumcised." I didn't know how to react but I knew that I had to run quickly. I ran to join 

my group and tried to forget the fanatical anti-Semite that she was.  

We also shared the camp with SS prisoners of war. I was very interested to see 

these prisoners and talk to them.  

Once I entered their hospital full of young men, I think they all had tuberculosis. 

They would defend themselves saying that if they had not joined the SS their fathers' 

stores would have been closed and they wouldn't be able to live. What could they do? 

They looked very innocent in that hospital. I also saw the German wives of the SS men 

who were being sent east. We were in the camp at Brest-Litovsk for only two weeks.  

 

The day of departure arrived at last and we were loaded onto the trains. I couldn't 

believe the number of Poles I saw going home. The train crossed the border and arrived in 

Biala Podlaska, a city in Eastern Poland not far from the border. 

We were unloaded into an open field. Poles from one side, and the Russians from 

the other -- each with a table staffed by uniformed military. We didn't have any 

documents on us. This was the Russian condition -- we were not allowed to have any 

private documents, only the list from the Russian foreign ministry signed by Molotov. I 

could have said I was Jesus Christ and they would have had to believe me.  

From there I rushed to the town of Biala Podlaska and en route passed through a 

Polish village. Women were standing in front of their houses with very unfriendly faces. 
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One woman turned to her neighbors and exclaimed: "Do you see how many Jews are still 

alive? And I thought that Hitler had killed all of them!"  

Once in Biala Podlaska I had the most delicious soup from a stand run by UNRRA, 

the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration. This was my first true taste 

of freedom and I knew that from then on no one would stop me. No border would keep 

me from going anyplace in the world.  

In Biala Podlaska, I met Yulek Greenfield and Dov Tucker. They were my best 

friends at the time of my departure from Poland.  

Yulek mistakenly took me for Ferek and for two days he referred to my with my 

oldest brother's name. Finally, I explained to him that I was the younger Teichholz.  

In Biala Podlaska the SS organized dances in the evening. They had their own 

orchestra. Yulek was an expert dancer and we danced with the German women. I danced 

with a blonde woman who attached herself to me until we heard the hysterical voice of 

one of the Jewish returnees.  

"Jews, what are you doing? You are dancing with the murderers of your families!" 

The orchestra was playing “Lili Marlene” and they suddenly stopped. The Russian jeeps 

arrived and they told us to go back to our barracks. This was the end of our fraternizing 

with the Nazi women.  

Dov and Yulek and I pledged to stay together and to go and join the army in the 

new state of Israel. But that plan didn't work out. One day two black Volgas arrived near 

our kibbutz residence in Lignitz. The men in the cars were UB and they took Dov to 

Warsaw.  
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We found out that General Hibner, the head of UB, was Dov's cousin. General 

Hibner was a major in the 1930s who had fought in Spain against the Franco forces. 

During the Second World II, Hibner fought against the Nazis and became a general with 

the highest medal of honor -- Hero of the Soviet Union. Once in Warsaw, Dov was 

registered at the university to continue his education.  

I missed him very much. We used to sing many of the Russian songs especially the 

song about the birch tree and her love for the oak. In the meantime, the Shaliachs 

[emissaries] from Palestine arranged meetings with the Jewish students of Warsaw 

University declaring, “A Zionist today is only the individual who actually goes to 

Palestine. Even if you only have a few months to finish your education, you shouldn't 

remain in Warsaw.” 

 

People from the Israeli Bricha, the underground organization for the illegal 

immigration to Palestine, were waiting for me at the camp in Biala Podlaska. There were 

very interested in young men with combat experience. One shaliach, Hebrew for emissary, 

took me with him, promising me a great future.  

He also took me to many restaurants with Polish cuisine. I was terribly impressed 

with Polish pork chops, home fried potatoes, red cabbage and ice-cold beer. In no time I 

gained weight and was almost back to normal.  

We continued on through Warsaw and Lodz.  
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In Lodz on Saturday I was invited to an Orthodox restaurant. Because it was 

Saturday, they took no money but they accepted a special ticket issued to us by our 

shaliach.  

They served traditional cholent and I tried to cut a roasted potato. The knife 

slipped and the potato flew into a far corner of the room and landed on a woman's hat. I 

was very embarrassed and the woman was terribly upset.  

It was the High Holy Days in Lodz and we tried to enter the synagogue, which was 

near a part of the ghetto gate. However, they didn't let us in because we didn't have 

tickets.  

I remember thinking how sad it was that they had forgotten that terrible war so 

quickly. We found out that the president of the synagogue married a non-Jew and he was 

responsible for issuing the tickets.  

In Warsaw the shaliach placed me in an apartment and gave me money and new 

clothes. I also got a ticket for jay-walking in Warsaw. My eloquence in Polish didn't help; I 

had to pay the fine.  

Officially I was mobilized into Tzva Haganah L'Yisrael (Israel Defense Forces). It 

was 1947. 

After a while, following the shaliach's plan, I went to a resort run in nearby Lignitz- 

Valbrzych by Hashomer Hazier, a Socialist Zionist youth movement that encouraged Jews 

to live communally as a kibbutz and move to Israel (Palestine). It was paradise after the 

gulag -- mountains, woods and lakes. It was part of Germany that had been given back to 

Poland at the end of the war.  
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There I spent two weeks getting my health back, especially my hair.  

I also met a beautiful girl there named Halena Baar from Sopot near the Baltic Sea. 

She was from a very assimilated family but she had returned to Zionism. Halena invited 

me to Sopot for as much time as I pleased. Her father was a captain in the Polish Navy 

and they lived in a beautiful apartment near the sea. I spent three days with her and then 

declared that I had to go back.  

Captain Baar said that if I wanted to go, she should let me leave and I would not be 

able to eat the roasted goose the following day. I changed my mind and almost married 

Halena (later she wrote many letters to me in Israel, but I answered less frequently and 

finally our correspondence ceased).  

I returned to Lignitz and temporarily joined a kibbutz of displaced people, which 

was on Adolph Hitler Square; we changed the name to Freedom Square. I worked in 

many different places, regularly bringing back my wages to the kibbutz.  

While there I also met Yuzik Vohl, who was a captain in the Polish UB  

He told me the circumstances of my uncle and cousin's death. He had hidden in the 

stables of the Ostrovsky Estate and saw how they murdered his own family and my uncle 

and cousin Jonah.  

When the Red Army returned to Tarnopol, Yuzik joined them and later, as a 

member of the revenge squad, he helped lock up all of the guilty Ukrainians who had 

survived the war.  
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These experiences transformed a quiet boy into a terrible drunkard. We spent all 

night in his house in Lignitz crying and drinking. His wife, who was Polish, offered us 

special tickets to the theater but I declined.  

Finally the time came for departure. It believe it was January 1948.  

We went by train to Neustein on the Baltic and there we boarded the M.S. 

Benyovsky to go to Le Havre, France.  
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A NEW LIFE 

 

Upon arrival in Israel I went to the only address I had, one that I picked up in 

Warsaw from a woman who was looking for survivors by the name of Teichholz. She 

gave me the address of a Teichholz family member at 40 Yesot Hamaleh, Tel Aviv. She 

turned out to be my second cousin.  

Yulek went off to B'nai Brack to the home of his cousins and I met with my cousin 

Sara Glasser, who received me warmly like a true relative.  

In the evening Yulek arrived at my address and told me that his relatives were 

sitting shiva for their 18-year-old son, who was killed in Kfar Shmoneh. It wasn't 

convenient for him to stay there, particularly because they were blaming each other for 

the young man's death. My cousins graciously found a place for him to sleep as well.  

Sometimes during the terrible heat, which they called hamsin, I visited Yulek in 

Ramle where he worked. We would take a jeep with the windshield down and travel at 

high speed to cool off. We repeated this ritual every time I visited him. However, the 

moment Yulek finished his army obligation, he married. His bride's name was Fruma. His 

life changed completely and he became a conservative married man. Our meetings 

diminished but we remained friends.  

 

In 1947-48 Palestine, a honeymoon existed between Israel and the Soviet Union. On 

every comer in Tel Aviv or Haifa there was a newspaper stand that sold Ogonek, a Soviet 

magazine. That and every other publication from the Soviet Union sold out. After all, the 
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first aliyah, or immigration, to Palestine was organized and populated by people from 

Russia. In the army, during our marches, we sang Russian military songs from World War 

II. Our weapons came mostly from Chez with Soviet blessings.  

 

On one occasion, while waiting for a bus in Jerusalem near the military hospital, a 

woman in front of me asked the driver about something in Yiddish. He responded that 

she should learn Hebrew. As I was right behind her in line, I got a little disoriented and 

started to speak Russian to him. He jumped from his seat, took me into the bus and almost 

kissed me. His reaction was that strong to hearing his native language. He gave me his 

card with his home address and invited me to his house that very evening, saying that it 

was for his wife. I was very pleased and told him that I would stay with him until his shift 

was over.  

He called his wife with the big news and we went to his house. He lived in a 

modern apartment, which he secured through his union. He was actually a partner in the 

bus company. His wife spoke Russian and he invited some other friends to meet a veteran 

of Stalingrad. I realized immediately the powerful difference between the different sects of 

the Jewish nation. Thus I became an ex-Russian soldier and took on a Russian identity.  

It was the same with the sabra (Israeli-born) women because to them the best men 

were Russians and all others took their place behind them. Many recruits in 1948 arrived 

from Turkey and after a short time most of them returned to their country because the 

Israeli girls paid them no attention. There were very nice boys, educated, but it didn't help 

in getting girlfriends.  
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My decision to become 100 percent Russian made my love life very easy. I never 

worried about a date.  

My first girlfriend in Israel was Yael. She arrived in our unit in Kastina from one of 

the largest hospitals in Bat Galim in Haifa. She was a lieutenant and a registered nurse.  

While working in Bat Galim she fell in love with a young doctor. They slept 

together for six months and then, suddenly, he married a rich girl. This drove her crazy. 

She left the hospital and asked to be sent to the southern command in Kastina on the way 

to Eilat.  

I had been given a job as a payroll clerk at the rank of sergeant major. Since I gave 

Yael her paycheck and some cigarettes, she asked all of us in the tent to show her where 

she would sleep. Another sergeant jumped up and said he would but I pulled him down 

by the back of his shirt and got up to go with her. We went to a row of tents and I showed 

her the bed.  

She asked if I was going away and leaving her alone. I said "no" and we had a very 

pleasant introduction. Early the next morning I arrived at her tent for an encore but she 

refused, telling me that she decided not to have more than one time with any man. This 

was her way of revenge for her doctor's betrayal.  

The second of my Israeli girlfriends was Sara No. 1. She shared a tent with Zahava. 

They were responsible for my staying in Kastina and not being sent to the Negev. When I 

arrived from Tel Aviv at Kastina, the girls begged the commander, the previously 

mentioned Colonel Ben El, not to send me any further to Eilat. They said to him: 

"Whenever anyone arrives here who is superior to the others, you always send him 
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south." And so he decided to make me a sergeant major and a payroll clerk. Sara became 

pregnant and there was a lot of trouble with her. She was 18 and afraid of what her 

parents would think, and she wanted to get married. I told her that I couldn't get married 

with only one set of clothes on my back. She said that her father was a member of the 

Israeli transportation company and the he would find a position for me. I refused.  

The next was Sara No. 2, whose father was killed in the central bus station at the 

time of the Egyptian bombing. Her mother, who arrived in Israel with Prime Minister 

Ben-Gurion, ran the farm near Netanya all by herself. I visited her and we spoke Russian. 

She explained to me: "As I see it you both like each other. When will you marry Sara 

because soon there will be nothing left to marry?" I hesitated and after several visits, I 

stopped our relationship. 

Next was Ushra. On Fridays when everyone left for home for Shabbat she asked 

me why I didn't go home. I told her that I didn't have a home. She said to wait for her 

until Saturday and she would return to the camp from Jerusalem. And she did. The next 

day when I was sitting by the army telephone, a truck arrived and there she was. We had 

similar wonderful weekends.  

In the long run, however, none of this satisfied me. My best friend Yulek had 

gotten married and I felt alone.  

In the meantime, while I was stationed deep in the desert, a communication arrived 

that I should go to the Park Hotel in Tel Aviv on the Yarkon River. I was informed that 

my father's cousin, who had been one of the delegates bringing the body of Theodore 

Herzl to be buried in Jerusalem, had arrived and had asked for me. We received the 
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communication by radio from our position to headquarters in Jaffa. I was given leave for 

two weeks to spend with him. I arrived in Tel Aviv and was very happy to meet Ben [Ben 

Zion] Teichholz and to spend a week with him. After the week, Ben suddenly left without 

even a goodbye. 

In 1950, after three years in the army, Colonel Ben-El in Kastina proposed that I go 

to Kfar Shmariahu for officers training. I signed the documents that stated I had no family 

outside the army.  

When I was in the Jaffa headquarters for some documents, I met an old friend from 

Tarnopol, Eliakim Hochwald, who was a sergeant major in Rechovot, at President 

Weizman's house. I told him about my plans to take officer's training and he discouraged 

me saying that I had had enough of war.  

I had to agree with him and I returned to Colonel Ben-El to tell him that I had 

changed my mind. Ben El said that I had to go through with it and he called two military 

police who took me to prison for three days. I spent the time in a prison tent and got the 

best food because my friends were working there. Finally, they released me from my 

obligation to follow through with the course.  

When I finished my army obligation I started working at Chevrat Chashmal, the 

Palestine Electric Corporation. 

 I met an American girl there, Muriel, and we were married in Haifa. We went for 

our honeymoon to Jerusalem. Getting married became an almost physical urge. All of a 

sudden I wanted a family, children and a so-called "normal" life.  
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Over the years, whenever I could, with whomever I met, I tried to find out the fate 

of my family. I learned that: 

My brother Baruch was mobilized in 1941 in the town Chorol near Poltava and left 

in the diversional units against the German army. He was in love with the daughter of a 

bank director. After night activities, he was awakened by his girlfriend who was with a 

German officer. He was arrested and executed in the center of town as an example to the 

local population.  

My mother became a cook in Tarnopol for Jewish slave workers in the lumber yard 

near the railroad station. Mr. Luft, whom I met in Tel Aviv in 1948 where he was an 

officer in the Israeli artillery, told me that he had been a worker in that lumber yard and 

that he had spoken to my mother many times. He had been a fellow student with Ferek in 

Gymnasium.  

My mother was convinced that all three of her sons had been killed, and she was 

very depressed. Finally, when the Nazis round up a group to the death camp, my mother 

joined them in 1942 or 1943.  

Uncle Chaskal and my cousin Jonah were killed. They were taken from their house 

into a clearing in the forest and executed. Tekla, who had been a servant for my Aunt 

Csilla, followed them secretly for some distance and saw the whole execution. She 

returned to Aunt Csilla and related what she saw in detail. My aunt collapsed and then 

started to scream uncontrollably. The Ukrainians feared entering her house because they 

were superstitious and in a few days she also expired.  
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Cousins Dolka and Junia were taken from Krasuvka to Barke Vielke to work as 

cleaning girls in the Gestapo headquarters, but they were eventually killed in 1942 or 

1943.  

My brother Ferek, as I’ve described, survived the war, became a physician in the 

Soviet Union.  

Today, I have in my possession 70 documented names from the Yad Vashem 

Central Database of Shoah Victims' Names of members of the Teichholz family who were 

murdered in the Holocaust.  

 

 

Muriel, my bride, was a complete orphan and this satisfied me as I would have no 

in-laws to advise her either way. She became pregnant and returned to the United States.  

In 1952, after one year of torture in the military because the new Israeli government 

didn't want to release me because of my military history and the continuing tension with 

the Arabs, I left Israel. 

My flight left Tel Aviv and stopped in Athens, Paris, London and Iceland before 

finally arriving in New York. I sat near the nephew of Golda Meir and I must say he 

watched everything around him. For instance, the pilot had a beautiful girl from London 

and they made love in the back of the plane covered by blankets. I told him to let them 

enjoy it and that it wasn't any of his business. Also, in London, when we were served our 

dinner, menus were given out everybody so that we could make our choices. I found the 
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word "meat" and pointed it out to the steward. Golda's nephew ordered vegetables and 

was very unhappy with his choice.  

At the last leg of our journey between Iceland and New York, he proposed that we 

leave the plane together. I told him that my family would be waiting there for me and that 

I would be overwhelmed with all the people waiting for me so I could not join him.  

What a surprise when I emerged from the plane and saw no one.  

Then I noticed my welcoming party, my wife and my Aunt Anna. I wanted to cry. 

This was my welcome to a new life. 
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NEW YORK, NEW YORK 

 

 Very quickly I realized that I had to go to work. Muriel, my wife, having a 3-

month-old baby, Rochelle, couldn't work. But I was not prepared to take on a job in New 

York. My experience in Israel did me no good. I was sent from an employment agency to 

the power station of New York Hospital.  

My work consisted of watching the Babcock boilers produce steam, which turned 

into gas to move the turbines. I was very conscientious and I noticed some situations, 

which I ran to correct, but I was told that since I was non-union I should leave it and tend 

to my own business. Most of the workers were drunkards including the head engineer. 

Once I realized that there was no future there for me -- which took no more than two 

weeks -- I declared in broken English that the work was no good for me.  

The next job was in Brooklyn in a sub-defense plant producing the bottoms of air 

bombs used in the Korean War. I was placed on a Bliss power press. After about six 

months of work I was told by my supervisor, who was Ukrainian, that I could earn more 

if I could increase my output by 50 pieces. I noticed one morning that the power press was 

trembling and shaking. I mentioned this to the mechanic and once again I was told to do 

my work and mind my own business. Within two hours I heard a terrible noise when the 

dye, a steel part weighing about 150 pounds, dropped onto my foot just above my toes 

and broke the bone.  

At that moment all I could think of was that I needed to get up to work again 

because I was losing time and wages. I denied the injury but I really couldn't walk.  
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The management and the union chairman called for a stretcher and ordered me to 

lie down. I was taken to the hospital. When the nurse came in to ask if I had moved my 

bowels I did not understand. My English was still no good. Finally, I heard a voice from 

the back of the room (we were twelve in the ward), "Mister, she meant, did you shit 

today?"  

We couldn't even sue the company because the machinery didn't belong to the 

factory; there was a third party involved. It was too complicated for a newcomer to this 

country and I had enough problems to deal with.  

The next job was in a lumber yard in Brooklyn inserting glass into door frames. 

That job was going nowhere either. So New York's garment industry claimed me. I 

secured this job through a friend who thought he was doing me a tremendous favor. 

These jobs had once been high paying and passed on only from father to son.  

Initially ,I was impressed when I walked in and saw the cutting room. I saw about 

twenty cutters with white shirts and bow ties, discussing hunting and fishing over the 

weekend. They had summer homes and seemed to enjoy life. But, in reality, they were 

uneducated.  

Conversation flew over peoples' heads constantly and everyone became very 

familiar to the extent that everyone got a nickname according to his individual quirks. For 

instance, the chairman, a fat guy who was very talkative, was called, "Tub of Shit." The 

next guy who used a special instrument to cut was known as "Jack the Ripper." He had a 

favorite tune that he sang constantly, but off tune: "You made me love you, I didn't want 

to do it, I didn't want to do it." Another guy who had been a prize fighter was called 
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"Little Baldy Prick." Sam, who got the job for me (and was incidentally a very nice guy) 

was strong like a bull and he was called "Balagula," Yiddish for the driver of a horse-

drawn wagon. The next guy who worked in a funeral parlor in his free time was known 

as "Jack the Undertaker." One man who had bulging eyes was "Popeye" to his co-workers. 

The red-haired woman in the office was called, "Short Makee Bastard,” referring to a 

derogatory term for an uneducated Jewish emigrant. An African American girl, a ticket 

sewer, was called "Black Bean."  

The two owners were brothers. Sam was the older brother and Irving was the 

younger. They were different in that Sam was born in Europe and Irving was born in the 

United States. This seemed to be at the core of their loud and open daily fights. We could 

hear it all the time over the noise in the factory. The younger brother called his older 

sibling "You makee, makee bastard." And how could I forget Mark Rosenberg, "The Great 

Gildersleeve." who knew everything about sports, politics, food and health.  
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REUNION OF TWO BROTHERS  

 

On a Saturday night in 1958 I received a telephone call from my grandfather in 

Yonkers. My late mother's father said that a postcard written in Russian had arrived that 

morning, and after so many years in America he could not decipher it. So he asked me to 

come to his house and read it. The card had arrived in the morning, but being Orthodox, 

they could not telephone me until after the Sabbath.  

I got into my old 1947 Plymouth and raced to the East River Drive, missing the stop 

sign at the entrance of the Hudson Parkway. Immediately I heard a police siren behind 

me. He stopped me and walked up to the window of my car and asked me: "Where's the 

fire young man?" I replied that there was important mail from the Soviet Union waiting 

for me in Yonkers. "Well," he said, "first we will give you a ticket." After getting the ticket I 

continued on my way.  

When I entered my grandfather's house I saw them all collected in the living room 

waiting for me. I picked up the card and recognized Ferek's handwriting right away. It 

was a short message saying that he was alive and healthy but that he didn't know where I 

was, and if anyone knew about my whereabouts would they please let him know. I stood 

there transfixed with the card in my hand and felt so happy that he was able, somehow, to 

contact me.  

In Tarnopol, when we were very young, my mother corresponded with her parents 

in America. She always told us to remember their address in America. Evidently, Ferek 

who was older than I, did remember it. When the opportunity arose to write to that 
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address he took advantage of it. Apparently, when he was in the post office, he saw a slot 

for international mail. He couldn't believe it and asked the clerk twice to be sure. The clerk 

handed him the card and told him to write and address it.  

The last time I had seen Ferek was in 1946 when I was released from prison. I 

replied to him in Chelyabinsk immediately but there was no answer forthcoming. Later I 

found out that the shock of actually reaching us and finding out that we were alive so 

impacted his psyche that he became ill from shock and disbelief. I did not hear from him 

for a few months, which began to worry me. I feared that my reply had gotten him in 

trouble with the government. Or perhaps he had done something that might have been 

considered irresponsible according to Soviet law. But, finally, a few months later, a letter 

arrived after he had recovered from the shock.  

We began corresponding. In 1958 or 1959 Americans started to arrive in 

Chelyabinsk, and Ferek urged me to come and visit him. I began inquiries and after six 

months I started to prepare for my trip. I got a loan from the bank for approximately $780, 

which was the minimum price for a tourist. Through a friend, I was directed to a travel 

agency by the name of General Tours  

As I walked into their office I noticed a very familiar, though older, man. It was my 

childhood friend from Krasuvka, Tony Ostrovsky! 

I called him by his nickname in those days: "Buby, are you alive?"  

He recognized me, and responded, "And how about you?"  

We were surrounded by all the workers in the agency. They realized that we knew 

each other from other times and that this was an emotionally important moment for both 
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of us. We had known each other since 1930 when my family started to spend our summer 

vacation in Krasuvka. We had all played together, Tony (Buby), Ferek, Boris and me.  

Through Tony, my return to the Soviet Union was all mapped out. First I was to fly 

to Paris on the Belgian airline, Sabena. Then I would take a train from the Gare du Nord to 

Moscow. The rest of the trip was mapped out by a Polish woman whose only advantage 

was that she spoke lousy French. I was supposed to arrive in Paris on July 3, leave Paris 

by train on the July 5, and arrive in Moscow on July 8.  

After checking in at an inexpensive hotel ($4 a night) I went to a travel agency 

named Opera Voyage to confirm my arrangements. The agency was owned by a Polish 

woman who was married to a Moroccan Jew who had been a member of the Maquis, 

which was an anti-fascist underground army in France in World War II. The lady at 

General Tours had mistakenly made my reservations to leave Paris on July 8 rather than 

arrive in Moscow on July 8. 

In the meantime, I went to the agency where the owner introduced me to a 

beautiful woman who promised to take me to the Left Bank that evening and show me the 

neighborhood. Sure enough, we had a wonderful time and crowned it with a wonderful 

dish of Paella and good wine. At midnight we kissed, I called a taxi and sent her home, 

returning to my hotel.  

On the morning of July 5, I arrived with my suitcases at Opera Voyage. The owner, 

looking very puzzled, asked me where I thought I was going. I responded that I had to 

depart for the railroad station to start my journey to Moscow. She explained that my 

reservations had been made for a departure on the July 8. At that moment, I could just see 
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my brother waiting for me in vain at the station in Moscow and having no way to let him 

know what happened. He could not have waited three days. I almost started to cry.  

Finally, the travel agency owner realized that a terrible mistake had been made and 

she got into her old Citroen convertible, threw my luggage in, and the two of us sped off 

to the Gare du Nord station. Our ride to the station along the Rue de L'Opera was 

something for the movies. She was a superb driver and it looked like her car had been 

purchased from the old French army, old and rickety. We tore into the circle near the 

Eiffel Tower and maneuvered miraculously through the traffic. She wove in and out 

through all types of vehicles, while I was holding on for dear life terrified that I would go 

flying out of the car on one of those curves. All the way to the train station she said 

nothing; she just concentrated on driving. I regret that I can't remember her name.  

 

Upon our arrival, the train to Moscow was waiting in the station with a Russian 

delegation from Geneva with Mr. Valerian Zorin [the Soviet diplomat] rushing into the 

train. Since I had a ticket of a different date, my Polish travel agent tried persistently to 

persuade the conductors to find a place for me on the train. Finally, she found a 

speculating type who agreed to take me into his railroad car. I had a first-class ticket, 

which should have entitled me to a special bed and conveniences but now I could only sit 

in the corridor. I kissed the Polish lady and thanked her for all of her efforts on my behalf 

and she returned to her office.  

I sat in that chair all day and half of the night, while the train made its way through 

West Germany. Finally, a German conductor saw me and noticed my first-class ticket. He 
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looked through the train for two hours and finally took me to a private cabin to which my 

ticket entitled me. Now I had a chance to stretch out and relax. We made a few stops in 

West Germany and an American boy arrived in my cabin and he told me he was from the 

Hamptons on Long Island. In Paris he was with some girl who stole all his money and he 

was on his way to Berlin. Since I refused to step on German soil I sent the boy out to buy 

us beer and sausage and I paid for both of us. We had one checkpoint entering West 

Germany and another entering West Berlin, yet another at East Berlin and finally, one at 

East Germany.  

At all these check points the military yelled at us to Mach Schnell! I got angry 

because they woke me several times. And then our train entered Poland. I saw speculators 

board the train and yell to each other, which I understood. We passed through Warsaw 

and finally, on July 7th we arrived in Brest-Litovsk, at the border with the Soviet Union 

There our railroad cars were lifted by heavy cranes and the wheels were changed to 

accommodate the larger tracks. 

The KGB entered the train and they were very polite. They smiled, looked at my 

documents and examined my camera. I was taken to a special room called the room of 

deputies, and after all of this procedure, our train continued further into Russia.  

This was the first time I returned since leaving the Soviet Union in 1947. Now I was 

an American, with an American passport and speaking English. As I sat there looking out 

on the Russian landscape and its houses, I was overcome by emotion and began to weep 

unashamedly. This, of course, attracted the attention of the train attendant who sat down 
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next to me, embraced and tried to console me. Word of my outburst spread through the 

train and suddenly I was surrounded by sympathy and given some gifts.  

Finally, the train arrived at the Byelorus station. I saw my brother, Ferek, standing 

there holding partially wilted flowers as the train had been delayed two hours. We 

embraced, kissed and cried, surrounded by many people. We had not seen each other in 

twelve years, and many of those who stood around us cried along with us. My brother 

had been very anxious because he feared that I had been removed from the train by the 

KGB at Brest-Litovsk.  

Now I had found my brother Ferek in Russia and Buby Ostrovsky, in New York.  

My return trip to Russia in 1962 lasted only two weeks but it was like a beautiful 

dream. 

My brother had gotten full rehabilitation after Stalin's death in 1953 and he told me 

that he wished that Premier Khrushchev would live forever. His administration had 

brought a fresh air of freedom to the country.  Ferek wasn't the only person who felt this 

way -- everyone did. The trip for me was spiritually uplifting.  

My older daughter Rochelle was born in 1952 and the younger one Dory, in 1956. 

They are grown now and on their own, and I have four grandchildren.  

 

At a certain point, Tony (that is his Anglicized name) was pressured by the 

management of General Tours to take a large group of Polish nuns to France and Italy. 

Alex Harris, the company's president insisted that Tony take the group but he seemed not 

to like the job of tour director. He suggested that I be given the assignment, and he 
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proceeded to build me up to the priest in charge to the point that they thought I knew 

more about the church than he did. He lied and told them that I was an ex-Israeli officer 

and that I would be an excellent tour guide to maintain discipline on the road.  

Mr. Harris responded to this idea because he had just returned from a similar tour 

in Europe and had had a nervous breakdown. Tony also pointed out that I spoke several 

languages -- and he was right about that - and Harris agreed that I would be suitable.  

I had to take Americans to the Soviet Union and Eastern European countries and, 

in reverse, I also took Soviet arrivals throughout the United States. I traveled all through 

the Soviet Union, and China and Mongolia when needed.  

When official groups arrived from Russia for international seminars in the United 

States, I would accompany the groups, and managed to visit the campuses of almost 

every major university here. And, as I went to the Soviet Union about seven times a year, I 

had the chance to meet with my brother and his family and bring them the gifts that they 

needed. Finally, I became a senior tour guide for General Tours, and later for Opera Tours, 

American Travel Abroad and the Russian Travel Bureau. I traveled as a tour guide from 

1962 to 2000. 

Between trips I would meet with Tony Ostrovsky twice a week going to beaches 

and swimming pools.  

In 1991 I arranged for my brother to come to New York. Together we visited 

friends from Tarnopol, the homes of family members and the graves of deceased relatives. 

He returned to Russia a satisfied man.  
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Unfortunately, Ferek died in 1993 at the age of 73. Tony died in 2005 at the age of 

83. And, in 2000, I made my last trip to Russian to visit my family and my brother's grave 

where I said my last goodbyes.  

 

THE END 


