[image: image1.wmf]      omance is Poland’s middle name. Poland’s true identity – that of pre-war Poland – is one of romance, and this is what people miss most. Romantic are the poems of Poland’s poet laureate, Adam Mickiewicz, romantic is Chopin’s music. And romantic is the atmosphere in Krakow, especially the old city, pear-shaped and encompassed by the Planty Promenade.

It is late morning on an autumn day. The sunlight gleams warmly and somehow seems familiar. I’m walking along the promenade among paths of grey stone, on a rustling carpet of red chestnut leaves. I picture myself as Maria Walewska, Napoleon’s lover, as I hum one of Chopin’s nocturnes and skip over the chestnuts that are strewn among the leaves, their hard shells cracked open. I eagerly drink up the beautiful sights around me: charming arbors full of luscious trees with pools of water set like sapphires amid the greenery. Darting squirrels peek out from among the branches, their long tails arched like music notes, looking as if they’ve stepped out of some fairytale. Majestic statues stand rooted to moist carpets of grass. Who are these people memorialized in stone? What made them worthy of standing here, in the heart of nature, as though they were natural outgrowths of the tender abundance that surrounds them?

I take a seat on one of the wooden green benches. The promenade stretches on like an expansive park, full of life. Lovers are lost in each other’s eyes, young mothers rock their babies in strollers, and the elderly read the morning paper. The Dominican Church looms nearby, enormous, ancient, somber and peaceful, with murkiness reflected in its windows. In its great dimensions it shelters the people as they busy themselves with the tiny details of their lives.

As I look around, I can hardly believe it: is this the same Krakow of my previous visits? A foreign city whose streets I endlessly crossed, anxious and excited, with folders of documents
clutched in my arms. I hadn’t even noticed the city at that time, hadn’t noticed its beauty and the exceptional atmosphere that permeates it. I had come a long way since then. I heave a deep sigh of relief. I am overcome with a sense of peace. The enchanting beauty has soothed me, the atmosphere has cleansed me, peeling away my fears and discomfort. I am filled with a wonderful happiness.
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My heart beats fast as an elderly man approaches. With the blink of an eye the calm within which I have wrapped myself is torn and I am reminded of why I am here. I am searching for my lost father. Wearing a dark grey suit that accents his well-kept form, this elderly man walks toward me. I watch him from under lowered eyelids. His face is strong yet full of expression. His eyes, dark and deep, rest in the shadow of two impressive brows. Deep wrinkles crease his cheeks. He wears a polka-dot bowtie, his shoes are polished, and his walk is strong and brisk for his age even though one of his legs is stiffer than the other, giving him a slight, elegant limp. He looks like an old pianist on his way to a concert. A strange thought suddenly jolts me. Maybe it’s him? Maybe he’s the man I’m searching for? Perhaps I have here a onetime opportunity to strike up a conversation with him? And if he were to sit beside me, what would I do? Would I ask him, “Excuse me, perhaps you are…?” Is this even possible?

Until recently, I would have clammed up with dread at such an idea – mostly because of my Polish. The language whose sounds I grew up with, my mother tongue, betrayed me now that I wished to produced one full coherent sentence. I had quite a rich vocabulary, but the syntax, accent and grammar betrayed me now. During my first visit to Poland, I didn’t get off at the right train station because of an error in reading its name – the Polish letters are pronounced differently than an English-reader is used to. Ever since, Polish dictionaries and books on Polish language and culture have replaced the business literature in my library. I studied and improved, and as my trips to Poland grew frequent, the language found its place among my tongue, my teeth, my mouth and my thoughts.

A nerve trembles involuntarily in my left leg. My heart is pounding. Fear grabs hold of me. Thick saliva fills my throat and blocks my mouth. My heart continues throbbing. My legs dissolve. Sweat. Cheeks flushed. Words come to my lips in an effort
to express this sensation: fright, anxiety, terror, horror, awe, but none of them accurately describes how I feel at this moment. Fear and trepidation perhaps best describe my emotion.

Is this old man looking at me? I imagine I see a twinkle in his dark eyes, setting his face alight. Did he say something? Maybe “hello,” maybe “who are you?” maybe some other word that I missed in my excitement? He stands just a few steps away, giving me an inquiring glance. I yearn to walk over and address him. Who knows, perhaps it’s him – Him with a capital H. My long-lost father.

The man continues past me, his stiff leg making a hollow sound. The smile he sends my way is small and tired, yet manly. At his age, he is entitled to smile at any woman without arousing
her suspicions. He looks to be about eighty-something years old, but quite sturdy. His deep, penetrating gaze is full of sadness, and yet friendly somehow. The chances of him being who I want him to be are pretty slim. In fact, it’s pretty likely he’ll turn out to be the exact opposite of what I’m looking for, and the chances for that are much higher. I refuse to dwell on this thought any longer. During my visit to Berlin, for instance, every elderly man awakened my suspicions: is it possible that this pleasant old man, smiling at me in the train station, was a Nazi in his youth?

But I am optimistic. A strong urge compels me to deny reality, to turn it inside out, to force it to play by my rules. They say the world is full of improbable events – like the story of my life which is slowly being revealed to me, little by little.

I return a smile to this elegant stranger, leaning back against the bench in exhaustion, feeling as if I had just climbed a high mountain. He turns full circle and passes by me once again, still throwing glances at me. When I was young, these glances were part of a ritual of flirtation, and they would always excite me. But this man’s glances are far from flirtatious. His glances call out to me. Perhaps he too is searching for, say, his lost daughter? A beautiful tune plays in my head, the melody of Georges Moustaki, “La dame brune (The Lady in Brown).” The brunette in the song is the poet’s imaginary lady love. As he fantasizes about her, promising to protect and keep her warm, a real brown-haired woman appears before him.

The surge of excitement has faded away. My tranquility is restored. I remind myself that I have come to Krakow with a definite goal, and I must achieve this goal as I have achieved most of my previous ambitions.

For many years now, I have felt like a mother who has given her child up for adoption at birth and years later looks for him, desperate and longing, in the face of every young stranger. But I had never given up my father, and I never will. At times, the only thing that fills my world is my lost father, whom I search for and whose life I explore. Why would I do this if I lack nothing in life? I am left without an answer; only my heart screams out to be filled.

The most common words in post-Holocaust terminology are “did not return,” “there” or “from there,” “remained,” “captured ,”taken.” These words also suitably describe the story of my father’s life. My father is among the innumerable people who have “stayed there” and who “did not return” after the war, and from a certain point in time his fate remains a mystery. His place of death, cause of death and even whether he is, in fact, dead are unknown. There was a man and now he is no more. His story – the story that has never been told – was concealed from me by those closest to me. As far as they were concerned, this was for the best. The exclusion of my father from my life was more than just an empty, silent and meaningless absence. This “nonstory” became a “nonidentity” – a tangible, significant factor – the holes and pits and shoals I had to straighten so as to walk down my path of life.

Although he did leave traces behind when they “caught” or “took” him, these landmarks are hazy and vague, a kind of secret code written in invisible ink. I refused to accept his inexplicable disappearance and one day, after many years, I set out to search for traces of him, to solve this mystery.

I was a girl who was left with the burden of fighting to discover who she was. Other children my age never had to ponder over such dilemmas. Their heritage was well known to them, an obvious part of their existence to be taken for granted, as natural as the midday sun. I lived with this lack in peace, or at least in childish acceptance, and tried to be like everyone else. I grew up and lived life to its fullest, passing through life’s stations as every Israeli woman will: adolescent, soldier, wife, mother, career woman. I set out on my great journey rather late.

The dramatic event occurred when I was just eight years old – it was the first turning point of my life. Consequently, I learned my father’s first name, which I later discovered to be only partial, as well as his last name given at birth. Upon embarking
on the quest for my father, equipped with these details alone, I only hoped to discover his date of birth and the names of his parents, my grandfather and grandmother. Although this was an exhilarating challenge, I hoped it wouldn’t prove to be too difficult. Deep down I was skeptical about how successful I would be since, according to popular belief, all documentation of Poland’s Jewry was destroyed during the Holocaust.

And yet, contrary to my expectations, I made some exciting discoveries. The first bit of information I managed to dig up stirred my curiosity and urged me on, but not without fear and heightening tension. Every surprising detail that I uncovered led me to new discoveries, like a new horizon that held further horizons hidden beyond. Endless hours of investigation yielded encounters with strangers, all of whom were connected to my father’s story. Like Hansel and Gretel on their path of breadcrumbs,

I slowly reconstructed his story by way of the crumbs of information he left behind. The past five years have been a continuous struggle to construct an image of my father as a person, and I wonder if the mystery remains unsolved.

This innocent interest, aroused in the prime of my life, turned into an intense, if not obsessive, adventure. Even when it seemed all avenues had been exhausted and there were no more sources from which to extract further details, I didn’t rest a moment. They gave me a finger and I wanted the entire hand. I was no longer satisfied with discovering the names of my father and his family tree. Conjectures and fragmentary details as to how he had disappeared were unsatisfactory as well. I wanted much more: I wanted to be involved in every stage of my father’s life, to be deeply familiar with his character and temperament, his doings and his talents. I wanted to recover my lost father. My father lives on.

I came to an oxymoronic understanding, that even if I do not find my father in the flesh, I have certainly found him in spirit. I have created him within me. And my creation is not from nothing, it is carefully formed from the extensive information
I have gathered over the course of my explorations.

I have ceaselessly asked myself whether I have invented him, whether it is nothing more than my imagination that has brought him to me. I can picture him as he was in life – a child, an adolescent and a young man. But even if I have imagined it all, the end result is that I no longer feel an orphan; I am no longer a rootless soul. I have raised an image of my father from the netherworld. He has a body, characteristics, traits, desires, loves, a past and a family.
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The old man walking along the promenade’s path continues to slowly pass me by, as if in slow motion. A wild idea strikes me: Could this be my long-lost father? Could it be him…? I glance at him, imagining how it would be to stroll along arm in arm through the park. But what would we say to each other? Where would we start?

Careful, I calm myself: the greater the expectation, the greater the disappointment.

I try out a new technique, which I had never previously relied on, the “before and after” technique used in advertisements: the beautiful figure from after the surgery is compared to the previous, uglier figure.

I reflect on how until now I had always tried imagining my father as he must have looked in his past, in his various activities, the portrait of my father as a young man. Indeed at times, when I came upon older men, I wondered if my father looks like them, smiles like them, walks like them. But the picture I carry in my heart is that of a man who has never grown old. And now I am about to compare an elderly stranger’s face to that of my father’s, frozen in a small portrait. I had placed this tiny portrait, half a photograph taken with my mother, in a small golden medallion that my mother had given me, and it sears my skin and my heart through the two halves of the heart-shaped locket.

This portrait and a few others, given to me by some of my father’s childhood friends, are all that I have. The image I have of my father is an abstract puzzle: the portrait, the few photographs, a class picture in which he wears a lively and wonderfully wise smile, and through them all runs an indistinct, inner expression that lingers beyond description, but which ties the various pieces together and creates this amazing collage.

I sit on Planty Promenade, my mind in a fluster. Like the musical rerun technique, I try to reverse the features of this old man passing before me, to erase a few decades off his face. I superimpose my father’s face, so familiar to me from his old photographs, over this man’s elongated features. The sharp character lines are smoothed. The dark, tired eyes, which are locked into mine, awaken to life. The impressive, salt-and-pepper brows lighten in color. The well-kept body straightens, grows nimble and light. His limp disappears.

My heart beats wildly, threatening to tear through the thin layer of my skin. Could it be that this face now passing before me, seeming to purposefully linger, is his face? And why shouldn’t it be? Anything’s possible. Miracles have happened, and they continue to happen, I tell myself in encouragement. I myself am well learned in miracles from the moment I was born. No, even before. My heart is about to burst, to leap out of my chest in excitement. I straighten in my seat, as if to rise, and my legs reach forward. I ask myself how I will address him. What I should say to him. After all, it isn’t a good idea to shock an old man. Maybe I’ll catch up to him, walk by his side and softly whisper his nickname: “Moniek.” No, he might be taken aback. And maybe – a wild idea flashes through my mind – I’ll whistle “the fella’s” tune? His good friend, Józek (a nickname for Josef, pronounced Yuzek) Bosak, who told me that he and Moniek were like brothers, also told me that my father had made up this short, catchy whistle. I had secretly turned it into my own. My family is simply going to have to get used to it.

My legs are heavy with hesitation. The whistling idea suddenly seems childish and cheeky. Poland is not Israel. People here treat each other politely. In their opinion, politeness is virtue incarnate. Perhaps they’re right. I may be Israeli but I have suckled the Polish politeness from my mother’s milk. I simply cannot embarrass a stranger, yes, a stranger (until proven otherwise), by frightening him in a public park.

As I leave the park, I am suddenly reminded of an old forgotten tune, a song by Rimona Dinor-Givon, sung by the wonderful singer Hava Alberstein, “Every day, every day I lose another handsome young man in the street, a handsome young man in the street.” The words of the refrain play over and over in my head with bittersweet frustration. Like me, Hava Alberstein was a Polish girl from a good home, and she too was in the Sha’ar Ha’aliya immigration camp, like my mother and myself. But unlike her, it isn’t a young man I lose every day in the street, but a father.
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I pass by a café with a radio turned on to a female announcer’s voice. It is too distant for me to discern what she is saying. The tone is dry and monotonous, and I am reminded of the announcers from Kol Israel during my childhood years, in the fifties, as they repeatedly stated, “Whoever is acquainted or familiar with so and so… anyone who knows something about his whereabouts is requested to notify P.O. Box 2020, Jerusalem.”

I listened to these notices on the radio like every other Israeli citizen, but I didn’t realize their significance or the despair they held. I was just a girl, and the professional, laconic tone used by the announcers raised an impervious barrier between myself and the content of their statements. And perhaps I simply refused to understand what they meant.

Years later, almost too late, I was stirred to ask if someone had searched for or knew my father. I looked here and there, but could find nothing. It was incomprehensible to me why and how my father seemed to have been consumed into a deep shaft in the abyss of oblivion. Guilt ridden and distressed, I asked myself where he could have disappeared to, and wondered what could have happened to his – my – family members, whose names are unknown to me, and do not even exist in the pages of testimony at Yad Vashem. Is my father’s fate to amount to nothing more than a speck of dust? Could it be that my father disappeared without leaving any traces behind, as though he had never existed?

When did this obsession to reveal my past begin? There were several beginnings, most of which I was responsible for thwarting, beginnings that were laid aside like an unripe fruit set back in the fruit bowl to ripen. The first, the beginning of all beginnings, was at the age of eight. The second, at forty. The last, most persistent and unremitting of them all, began about ten years later, returned with renewed force five years following, and I know now that it will never leave me again. Sometimes, in moments of utter frustration, my past seems like a large onion which I take great pains to peel. And what am I left with at the end? A pile of scattered peels and a well of endlessly stinging tears.

The search for my father is like a spiral. When I first set out on my journey my progress was slow and meticulous. Today I continue to be thorough and focused, but I have also become frantic, grabbing hold and not letting go. Aside from the inquiry and investigations I held in Israel, I traveled to Poland for short, yet frequent, visits, my arms constantly laden with a laptop, digital camera and the rest of my equipment. At a certain point,

I understood that if I ever was to fill the large gaps of my story, I would need a home. I wasn’t looking to be pampered. I simply needed conditions that would inspire me to vigorousness and efficiency, providing me with some privacy, comfort and space. And thus, I rented a beautiful two-room apartment on Sebastiana Street, so dear to my heart. The boulevard and the park were a natural continuation of my apartment. I had only to cross the street and there I was, among the green serenity.

The window of my rented room on the second floor opens out to the street below. It is Saturday afternoon. The weather is breathtakingly fresh, and beckons me outdoors. This captivating radiance is shattered by the sound of a little girl crying. I hurry to look outside, leaning out my window in order to see what was happening. I am staggered by the intensity of the déjà vu.

A little girl, about four years of age, stands in the middle of the street, stomping her feet and refusing to hold her mother’s hand. From this distance, the mother looks rather young and light-haired, and she could be seen pleading with the girl not to “give her any trouble.” The girl’s weeping grows louder and the mother, in an act of desperation, pulls out a lollipop and waves it before the girl. A moment passes. The girl’s wailing rises up an octave. The mother puts the lollipop back in her purse and instead pulls out a children’s book with a red cover. The girl runs towards her mother, happily taking the book, and they continue on their way, hand in hand.

The book and its cover remain fixed in my mind’s eye. I couldn’t quite see the cover illustration, but my eyes overflow with tears as I am reminded of my first children’s book, Fuczinka. My aunt, Bronka, had bought it for me in Poland after the war. The forty-six pages of the book each contained four rhyming verses and illustrations portraying the life of a mischievous little girl. I was extremely fond of this book and it accompanied me as I grew up. I greatly identified with its protagonist and imagined that I was Fuczinka.

Fuczinka accompanied me over the years. My father, Tonio, had quite a knack for drawing and he would sketch the girl for my sister, Nava, and me, and then later for his grandchildren and great-grandchildren.

One day I discovered the book had disappeared, probably during one of the countless times we had moved apartments. It was truly heartbreaking. I searched everywhere for another copy – in used bookstores, in libraries, on the internet – but to no avail. Finally, my friend Grzegorz (pronounced Gshegoshe) from Krakow found a copy of it in a museum display in Warsaw’s National Library. My friend Ania from the Jewish History Museum in Warsaw delighted me with a scanned copy of the book, and it is now safely tucked away in my library.
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How many of us imagine our parents as children? Not many. Somewhere deep in our hearts we remain children forever, while our parents remain fixed as adults, as if they were born this way and will die this way. Nature has charged them with our protection and safekeeping, and we tend to secure them in that status. So we don’t take any interest in their childhood or youth, or any other period that doesn’t involve us, for that matter.

I take a seat on the wide windowsill which allows for an almost panoramic view of the street and boulevard below. The faint wails of the little girl fade away down the street. Today is Saturday, and I let myself dwell on deeper, more personal thoughts. I differ from most in this matter: I am extremely interested in my father’s youth. I have desperately searched for details of his childhood and adolescence, and continue to do so. I was very fortunate to have recently found Dudek (David) Grajower, a distant relative, neighbor and friend of my father’s, who recounted for me the thrilling stories of their childhood. Perhaps this great interest of mine stems from the exceptional story of my life: my heart yearns to be whole, and so every detail of his life’s story plays a crucial role in bringing him back to life, if only in my heart.

The story presented here has no beginning and no end. It is written from the heart, and does not follow a particular order of events.
I was born in Slovakia at the end of World War II. I would later learn that my biological father was already considered lost. In 1949, my mother, Lonka, and I immigrated to Israel. When I was eight years old, I made the discovery that I am an adopted child to my father, Tonio Lamm. In 1968 I married Giora Romm, a pilot in the Israeli air force, which made for a very hectic lifestyle. Today, I am a mother of three and a grandmother, and ages away from me lies the child who was my father.

I will begin with the story of my father’s childhood and adolescence. In this way, I hope to introduce him to you, so that you may know who stands at the center of my endless search and perhaps to stir your curiosity as to his fate. I wish for you to long for him, to love him as I do, and to try to imagine this story which has slowly crystallized after many long years of Sisyphean efforts.

Holocaust survivor associations and the former inhabitants of cities and towns are both prolific sources of information for people who have lost a loved one “over there,” as I have. In the association of former Krakow inhabitants, I used the magic word “Tachkemoni,” which I coaxed out of Dudek, to locate JÓzek Bosak who was like a brother to my father. His stories served to illustrate my father, overwhelming me and helping to further construct his image in my mind. And as a magnificent windfall, a real gift from above, he also presented me with a rare sepia-colored photograph of their eighth-grade class from the Jewish school Tachkemoni in Krakow. There, among the rows of children from the class of 1932 – whose names were written on the back beside the chilling words “may God avenge their souls” – stands my unknown father, his face alight with a good-hearted smile that penetrated me and has never been forgotten since.
“A voile kind, our good little Moishele. He comes to the shtibl every day with his tatte, like clockwork, for the morning prayer and the Mincheh-Mairiv (evening prayer),” said the synagogue supervisor, Rebbe Aryeh-Leib Widislawski, with pleasure. Moishele was also very punctual with the Sabbath prayers that were held regularly at the “Shtibl Reb Aharon.”

Father Grajower was very proud of his youngest child, a handsome, wise boy who had already begun to enrich his world with children’s newspapers in Polish, Yiddish and even Hebrew from a very young age. He placed much hope in his son being the faithful successor to his business and lifestyle. “Remember, my son,” he would counsel him, “and never forget the highest principles in the life of a Jew: sage belief in our Rebbe, scheduling time for the Torah, prayer in the shtibl and maintaining the ‘yiddishe tzure’: a tidy, well-kept beard and side locks, ‘four fringes’ (tzitzit) tucked inside your pants, and your Sabbath clothes on Saturday. And then after you’re married, a shtreimel and kapota as well.”

Every day the father and son would walk to the shtibl on the corner of Jozefa and Szeroka, across from the Altshul, the old synagogue. Rabbi Aharon’s shtibl was the first Hasidic prayerhouse to be founded in Krakow, during the nineteenth century. The great boycott on the Hasidic community which had held during the eighteenth century had already subsided, and his father, Dawid (David), was very proud to be part of a Hasidic faction and the historic shtibl – a rather neglected building which covered a modest-sized territory. The building’s first story was reserved for prayer and study – it was always difficult to tell when the prayers had finished and the learning begun. For the most part, the din of prayers and studies would intermingle. On the second and third floor were the cheiderim for the fledglings of the rabbinic household. But the ground floor of this building housed Neiger’s pub. This made for a peculiarly mixed crowd that visited the building: those coming to pray in the shtibl and the cheider students, alongside gentile consumers of alcohol.

In the endless search for my father, I have often passed through the Kazimierz (pronounced Kajimisch) quarter, walking the same route my father had taken day after day. The Altshul holds a special place in my heart since my father too had recognized its historic grandeur, as I do today. A mural-painted building now stands beside it. This is the former location of Rabbi Aharon’s shtibl, and it is also where my father celebrated his bar mitzvah. Moshe was his name, and Moniek was his nickname. As he grew up the name Moniek stuck, until his childhood name, Moishele, was almost forgotten.

Moniek swore to himself that he would always remember the Sabbath of the Numbers Torah portion, the Sabbath of his bar mitzvah. The celebration in honor of his first laying of phylacteries took place on the previous Thursday at the Altshul synagogue, since the shtibl did not have a women’s section. His mother and sisters sat with the women and threw candies at the men after the bar mitzvah boy had expertly laid his phylacteries for the first time in his life, as if he had done so many times before.

On the Sabbath of his bar mitzvah, Moshe Grajower was called up to read from the Torah and with great confidence read the Numbers portion and the Haftarah, a selection from the Prophets traditionally read following the weekly Torah portion. In this case it was chapter 2 in the book of Hosea: “And the number of the children of Israel shall be as the sand of the sea, which shall neither be measured nor counted; and it shall come to pass that, instead of saying to them, ‘You are not My people,’ it shall be said to them, ‘The children of the living God.’ And the children of Judah and the children of Israel shall be gathered together, and they shall appoint for themselves one head, and they shall go up from the land, for great is the day of Jezreel.”

The rabbi of the shtibl had taught him to read the Torah and the Haftarah. Moishele-Moniek was pleased to have the good fortune of reading a prophecy full of hope, consolation and optimism on the Sabbath of his bar mitzvah. He greeted the guests with a broad smile as they blessed and complimented him on his confident and flawless reading. His father gave him the customary blessing of “Blessed is He for acquitting me of my son’s retribution.” After the prayer a modest kiddush was held over glasses of schnapps, salted herring, crackers and yellow sponge cookies rich in eggs. The rest of the festivities were held in the Grajower household on Sebastiana Street. The heavy furniture was moved out of the large room, the table was extended and a stately bar mitzvah feast for thirty was laid out.

After about a year and a half, his father noticed that his beloved son, Moishele-Moniek, had changed somehow. He began to show signs of adolescence. Perhaps it was the corrupting influence of his unseemly friends. Perhaps the city of Krakow called out to this young, innocent boy, beckoning him with the copious pleasures it offered. Or perhaps it was nothing more than a teenage rebellion, as so often occurs at this age. Whatever the reason, Moniek stopped going to the shtibl for afternoon and evening prayers during weekdays, and he scarcely arrived on Saturdays as well, to his parents’ great despair. “At least he still goes to his Zionist-religious youth movement, Hashomer Hadati,” his mother tried consoling his father. But even this gradually waned until eventually his visits to the movement came to a complete stop.

Moniek did his best to hide this religious withdrawal from his parents. On Saturday afternoons, as his parents rested from the week’s labor, their son would go out with girls and boys of his age. Their rebellion included smoking self-rolled cigarettes: Moniek would steal some of his father’s choice white sniffing tobacco and the children would roll it up in slips of paper. They would then treat themselves to some ice cream from the Gelateria Italiana, the better to rid themselves of the bitter flavor and the incessant cough caused by the cigarettes. In doing so, they committed a double transgression: both smoking and transacting business on the Sabbath. But Moniek and his friends were young and vigorous and the world was spread at their feet.

The Planty Promenade was a fantastic place for their pastimes. Moniek and his five closest friends, Józek Bosak, Janek Erlich, Dovek Teitelbaum, Yehiel Weiner and Ziga Feder, enjoyed meeting there every Saturday afternoon, when the weather permitted. Crammed side by side on the wooden green bench, smiles of joy spread across their faces, they had no way of knowing their short adolescence was about to come to a premature end. They had just mischievously chased away the toddlers and their mothers who had crowded under the chestnut trees. The chestnuts that filled the park were inedible but they had many other uses: during Sukkot they could be used to make chains and decorations for the sukkah; the girls used them to make tiny pieces of furniture for their dollhouses and the boys used them for billiards. Moniek was famous for his practical jokes. He gave a rattling cough, which sounded disturbingly similar to whooping cough, and the terrified mothers quickly hastened their children away like a flock of chickens. Now the boys were free to engage in innocently flirting with the girls and gathering chestnuts. These mischievous pranks are so familiar to me. How similar they are to my shenanigans at that age, almost as if I were a part of my father’s circle of friends.

Someone from the shtibl witnessed Moniek’s unruly behavior and promptly informed his father of this. “My son, you have strayed from the righteous path,” lamented his father, who was as strict in slight offenses as he was in severe transgressions.(Dudek, a family member and neighbor, had once held his hand out towards Father Grajower at a shiva. For this the boy was reprimanded: “Dudek, shame on you, don’t you know you never shake hands in mourning?”)
Moniek’s orthodox father chose to accept his lot after learning of his son’s desecration of the Sabbath. In his great wisdom, he knew that stern parents will eventually estrange their children. Such incidents were extremely common. Some turned to communism; some abandoned their Jewish heritage while others immigrated to Israel. “Our Moniek is a good boy. He’ll come back to us,” his mother reassured. “Look how diligently he works at the store.” The father nodded sadly. His heart ached precisely because he so greatly appreciated his son.

In order to prevent Moniek from feeling rejected, their home was always open to his friends. The boy and his six friends would play ping-pong and chestnut billiards on the large, extended table as his mother watched from the side, worried about the fate of her fine china dishes in the glass cupboard.

The truth is the father could not blame his son for his poor behavior. As a Hasidic father, it was he who had registered his son to the Hamizrahi school, which was lenient in religious matters, and then later to the Tachkemoni high school on  26 Miodowa Street, whose teachers were also known to be slack in matters of Jewish law. Moniek dressed the same as all his friends, a white shirt with knee-length khaki pants, unlike his friend Horowitz who was the target of much ridicule for wearing the black hat of yeshiva students.

Moniek was an ardent reader from his earliest childhood. At school, he learned to speak fluent Polish, as well as reading and writing. The books of Karol May were among his favorite. He and his friends would assign themselves the names of noble Indian heroes and in their adventurous games they would set sail for America – the New World. Moniek, also known as “Great Horned Bison,” was deeply disappointed to discover that this German author had never traveled beyond German borders, and had actually written most of his adventure novels from a jail cell. Both a criminal and a liar? That’s really too much to bear! He would later forgive him, seeing in May a highly imaginative writer-creator, who had broadened and enriched his readers’ minds.

A group of booklovers developed around Moniek. Their favorite authors were Romain Roland, Victor Hugo and Thomas Mann. They would spend long hours in heated discussion analyzing these books. Their topics of discussion were highly sophisticated: communism versus socialism, Zionism versus religion and perhaps a synthesis between the two. On Fridays Moniek and his friends would attend lectures on significant issues at the student hall in Pszemiska and the Yiddish Theater in Bochenska.

At the same time, Judaism was an integral part of Moniek’s developing identity. He proved himself highly knowledgeable in the Holy Scriptures and his novel interpretations of biblical verses were highly acclaimed by his teachers and friends. In 1937, the Rabbi of Belz visited Krakow, much to the excitement of his followers. Hundreds of them crowded around, hoping for a chance to shake his hand, though only a few were fortunate enough to reach the rabbi.

Moniek arrived at this crowded scene along with Józek Bosak and Janek Erlich. They stood on a bench and watched from above. “I’ll shake the rebbe’s hand,” Moniek suddenly declared.

“If you do, you’ll get a kostka Domienskego,” Janek chuckled incredulously, offering his friend a cube (kostka) of the expensive chocolate coveted by children.


“A whole pack,” Józek promised.


“I’ll hold you to your word,” said Moniek with a broad grin. He walked over to the rabbi with large strides. His friends watched in astonishment as the dense crowd parted for him, right and left, like the Red Sea. Moniek made it all the way to the rabbi, shook his hand and walked back to his friends, wearing a victorious smile. The crowd applauded him in admiration.


“How did you do that?” his friends asked, impressed.

“I said ‘Ich bin ein einikel (I’m a grandson.(’”
“What grandson?”

“I didn’t say. Well, what about that chocolate you promised? Go get it.”

The boys loved and admired him and he was also quite successful with the girls. And yet Moniek was not considered a leader since he didn’t excel on the soccer field. He played a bit with the neighborhood kids, on the field beside the cemetery on Miodowa or next to the Wisla River. The Maccabi organization supplied the eager young children with rag balls, while the older ones got bad-smelling rubber balls. Moniek would watch the soccer games of the adult Maccabi team through cracks in the fence, and sometimes from a neighbor’s balcony or window. During the winter, the Maccabi field would turn into an ice skating rink where Moniek was considerably more skillful than on the soccer field.

There were numerous other occasions for him to arrive at the Kazimierz quarter. He was especially fond of the Tandeta, the flea market (whose name in means “trash” in Polish), which took place on Mondays and Fridays in the big square. As a child, he enjoyed roaming about the stands on the Plac Nowy. He would often help his mother with the weekly purchase of chicken and fish for the Sabbath.

An air of holiness would descend over the Kazimierz quarter on Sabbath and holidays. At times, Moniek would join his father and the rest of the shtreimel-kapota-wearing crowd who would all meet to debate and discuss the events of the previous week as they leisurely strolled by the shtibls, as customary on the Sabbath.

Moniek loved the Wisla River. He and his friends had designated the river as a prime location for bathing and excursions.

They would often rent a boat for six – four boys and two girls. The boys would deftly paddle as the girls enjoyed themselves, full of admiration for the boys’ performance. The terrified shrieks of the girls, as the boat sailed against the current towards Bilna, were the highlight of the day.

Moniek loved to bathe in the river, to wade through reeds and weeping willows toward the clearer waters, as water fowl screeched and circled above. He loved crossing the bridge over the Wisla. His beloved cousins lived on the other bank, in a town called Podgorze, and he would visit them every chance he got.

During the spring, he and his five trusty friends would watch as the layer of ice covering the Wisla melted away, until the tranquil water flowed and the river was exposed once again in all its grandeur. The river banks bloomed with flowers of all colors, exuding an intoxicating fragrance. Even as adolescents they still enjoyed such childish games as “ducks” – skipping flat stones across the water. Bathing in the river’s splendid waters on summer days posed for them an aggravating dilemma: should they swim along the shore secluded for religious Jews, or at the Plaza, under the Wawel. The former was unsatisfactory to them since girls and boys swam separately, but the latter cost money.

The boys, with Moniek at the lead, had all sorts of tricks to get around this problem.

Moniek spent a year or two in the Hashomer Hadati youth movement. These were beautiful years of pleasurable recreation and lightheartedness, during which he polished his social skills. Oblivion and a complete disregard of the gathering storm drawing ever nearer from the direction of the German border gave this period a nostalgic glow. The nostalgia came later, of course.

Together, Moniek and his friends from the youth movement would cross Dietla Street on the way to their activities and recreations. The group would make a stop at Strassberg’s, on Bozego Ciala Street, for some flaczki (stuffed kishke). On Sundays they would regularly eat sauerkraut with pickled apples at Sapira’s on Jozefa Street. They were also very fond of Toren’s restaurant on Krakowska Street, but it was slightly beyond their budget. They satisfied their sweet tooth at Robinfeld, right across from the Temple synagogue on Podbrzezie. There wasn’t a cake or pastry that couldn’t be found behind its glass display – kremówki (layered cream cakes), fantastic éclairs and so on. The same was true at Café Noworolski by the textile market. As for ice cream, the Gelateria Italiana was considered top choice, though some strictly orthodox had spoken against the place, claiming the ice cream was not kosher. In comparison, the ice cream over at Hoide’s on Bozego Ciala and at Laizer’s on Jozefa Street was considered to be completely kosher. But Moniek wasn’t strict with himself, and was often seen at the Gelateria Italiana.

The highlight of their social activities and recreation in those days (and nights) was dancing. Naturally, the boys and girls were attracted to each other, making the various ballroom dances – couples dancing, romantic dances and classical dances - the favored activity. Dancing fulfills a subtle erotic need, one stage before the act itself, and it is pleasurable in and of itself: holding someone of the opposite sex, drawing near and feeling another person’s heartbeat, excitement and exhilaration. When I think about the dances of those times, I reflect on my father and mother. I ask myself whether my father Moniek and my mother Lonka, who became a couple soon after, as I will later relate, had ever danced together. Had they ever shared a dance in celebration of their love?

Popular dance halls were the Esplenada, on the corner of Santa Anna and Straszewski Streets, and the Cyganeria on Szpitalna. Even when they couldn’t get tickets, Moniek and his friends didn’t hesitate and snuck in, free of charge, to the Jewish students’ and academics’ club at 25 Paszmiska Street. The important thing was to hurry home in time before the gates were locked at ten o’clock, otherwise they would have to give the stróż (the gatekeeper) a tip and he would probably inform their parents of their late return.

During this interwar period, Poland was a very cultured country. The residents of Poland’s major cities could enjoy the latest in international literature, art, music and the fine arts. Movie theaters captivated audiences, especially among the younger crowd, as Józek Bosak described in his letter to me: “In autumn and winter, a group of us would meet at the movie theater (everyone paid for himself). At the age of seventeen to nineteen, we considered ourselves men in the darkness of the theater, enjoying the pleasures of early manhood with slightly less inhibition, holding our girlfriends’ hands with a caress and even a kiss. As Dovek once said, we fulfilled the passage ‘what’s good for the pious is good for their neighbors.’” An outing to the movies wasn’t complete without flaczki and ice cream.

Jewish films such as Tevye the Milkman, Mamele starring American actress Molly Picon, a movie version of The Dybbuk, as well as numerous comedies and documentaries were highly popular among both Jewish and non-Jewish Poles. European comedies with Flip and Flap were shown at the Atlantic theater, while the Warsaw theater screened films with Pat and Pataszon. The American films presented their big stars: Charlie Chaplin, Johnny Weismüller as Tarzan, and the Westerns; Marlene Dietrich adorned the German films with her inimitable beauty and husky voice; the French films boasted Maurice Chevalier, Danielle Darrieux and Michele Morgan. I ask myself whether my father had seen the same Charlie Chaplin films that were featured at my bat mitzvah. I would like to believe that he did; that would at least give us some small point of connection – we have shared a similar experience, we have both laughed from the same funny expressions.

Polish films rarely managed to enthrall the highly critical audience. The world of cinema – a reality within a reality, illusions that appear to be fantastically real – was the most appropriate art form for the period between two world wars, as the thunders of war grew ever stronger.

Cultural events of the highest degree took place daily. At the Jewish Theater, Jewish choirs from around Poland would perform a classic repertoire in Yiddish: Peretz, Shalom Aleichem as well as translated plays of Molière and Shakespeare. Reasonably priced tickets could be purchased for performances at the famous Polish theater, Bagatela. Pleasant light operettas were performed at the Jewish summer theater in the Stardom of Londers Hotel. High society Jews would also meet there for special events such as a meeting with the revisionist leader Ze’ev Jabotinsky, who stood preaching on the balcony as if he were Herzl. 

Sebastiana Street, Kazimierz quarter, places so familiar to me by now, so entrenched within my consciousness. I often return to wander this area, trying to picture my father as he walked through these streets. I tremble as my feet fall on the paving stones. My father’s feet passed over these very same stones.

My ease in describing these places is nothing more than a façade. A great deal of effort, resourcefulness and deliberation were necessary on my part to acquire this information; with hardly anything to go by, it was like a scavenger hunt. I managed to find people who pointed me in the right direction, who opened doors and lead me from one to another. I thirstily drank up every scrap of information that I could find and in turn it served as a stepping stone towards my next destination. As soon as I discovered a new address or site, I would eagerly and tearfully run to photograph it from every possible angle. I breathed these new discoveries
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War broke out. The Grajower family were living at 29 Sebastiana Street, but Moniek preferred spending most of his time in Dovek Teitelbaum’s attic on Dietla Street with the rest of the gang. The boys were engrossed in passionate ideological debates these days, but nothing could harm their sense of togetherness. They spent long hours playing the card game known as 66. “They spend all their time playing cards!” the father complained to his wife. “If only they’d play chess instead of cards, I wouldn’t protest. Chess is a noble game, a game for kings.”

Chess was a very popular game in the Grajower family. It was told that in one of its ancient generations the children would pretend to fall asleep, only to steal into their parents’ bedroom after they had gone to sleep, taking the chess pieces and sitting down to play until dawn, to the faint light of a kerosene lamp. It’s not surprising that this family produced great artists.

Moniek’s mother was more practical and down-to-earth than his father. “Just be glad that your son keeps up a social life in these hard times,” she consoled her husband. “So many young people these days don’t know what to do with themselves…

It’s difficult for them with these white arm bands and the Star of David. This war makes them despondent and melancholy.”

Every Polish citizen, Jew and gentile alike, was shocked by the war. There was no Jew of any age who did not encounter inhumane treatment. One evening, as Moniek was walking home from Dietla Street, a German soldier called him over: “Jude, komm hier (Jew, come here)!” Moniek approached him and the soldier gave him a ringing slap across the face. Moniek hurried away, afraid the slap would arouse the Nazi to further violence. The humiliation continued to burn inside him long after the red mark of evil fingers had faded from his face.

Dietla Street, Krakowska Street and the Kazimierz quarter, Sebastiana Street, the old city and the rink, Planty Promenade and the park all continued to be a part of Moniek’s regular route, in the company of his friends, despite the degrading encounter, with hopes that thunder never hits the same place twice… Now, as before, Moniek continued to cross these streets on a daily basis. But it wasn’t school he was headed for. That had been canceled on account of the war. He was now making his way to his father’s store.

Even though the Jews’ standard of living was quickly deteriorating, this reality was thinly veiled, preventing children and adults alike from seeing the situation for what it was.
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