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INTRODUCTION

Notes on My Mother

Hanna Lévy-Hass 
Born in Sarajevo, March 18, 1913 
Died in Jerusalem, June 10, 2001

 

In the latter half of the 1980s, Hanna Lévy-Hass considered the possibility of going back and resettling in her homeland, Yugoslavia. She was already seventy-five years old. Five years earlier, she packed a suitcase, picked up her walking stick, which had become increasingly necessary, left her room and books in Tel Aviv and took off, heading to Geneva and later Paris.

No specific destination, no explicit duration. During her wanderings she visited Belgrade where, fifty years earlier, she had studied at the university. In 1945, after surviving Bergen-Belsen, she returned to Belgrade, intending to stay for good.

This introductory text was originaly written for the Spanish edition of Diary of Bergen-Belsen.



She was born in 1913 in Sarajevo, but Belgrade had been imprinted in her memory as a more modern city, worthy of her second return in the late 1980s. She nearly rented a room in some apartment, ready to start her life over again. The landlady watched her peer out the window. She knew her prospective tenant was Jewish, and chose to tell her that “Here, out of this window, we watched how the Jews were rounded up.” This alone prompted my mother to give up the idea of renting that room, and, furthermore, made her realize that Belgrade was not for her.

This strikes me as rather strange. Did my mother actually need that Belgrade woman to make her insensitive comment in order to realize that through the windows of many houses people watched Jews being rounded up and taken away to an unknown destination during the German occupation of the city? Do such “windows” not exist in other European capitals as well? After all, the German occupation forces and their indigenous collaborators rounded up Jews and sent them away—regardless of the windows through which they were watched, or not.
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This was so characteristic of her, as I knew her: to travel from Paris to Belgrade and give up her homecoming at the strike of an insensitive comment.

This was her restlessness, her impulsive nature, even as she faced increasing difficulty in walking. It was the need to relocate, to leave, to change her mind and leave again—actually, to run away.  And when, in the early 1990s, she decided to leave France, where she had almost settled, and go back to Israel—this too was a sort of feverish escape. Again she found herself an outsider.

Had she always been this way? I mean, was she like this before shipment—for being a Jew—to the Nazi concentration camp of Bergen-Belsen? This is just one of the many questions that make up her biography.

The biographical bits and pieces that I know (and remember) about her are proof, nevertheless, of the stability and determination of her choices as a young woman. When her female peers normally opted for the traditional anchor of marriage and raising a family, my mother chose higher education as a matter of course: studying Latin languages (especially French and Italian) and literature. She prepared herself to be a teacher, even began her graduate studies.

She studied in Belgrade, where she moved with her mother and one sister in the early 1930s. State scholarships enabled her to study, a blessing for the daughter of a non-wealthy family impoverished by the late 1920s world economic crisis. She was also awarded a scholarship for several months of study at the Sorbonne in Paris.

She was born just before World War I broke out, in Sarajevo, Bosnia: a godforsaken corner of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. A classmate of her brother’s—twenty years her elder—one Gavrilo Princip, a Serb nationalist activist, assassinated the Austrian heir to the throne in Sarajevo on June 28, 1914. A month later, Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia. She did not say much about her experience of those first war years. Like millions of others, the family  suffered hunger, which especially affected her—the baby—and her future health.

 

She was the youngest daughter in a family of Sephardic Jews. She had three brothers and four sisters. The family tree, like that of other families in the Balkans, reaches back to Spain, from which they were expelled by the Catholic kingdoms of Aragon and Castilla at the end of the fifteenth century.

The language spoken at home was Ladino—fifteenth-century Spanish mixed with early Hebrew. Religious ceremonies were conducted in Ladino. Family songs were sung in Ladino. Hana—called Anica by her family—understood Ladino, but spoke Serbo-Croat. “Goya,” her father teased her, for not answering in her mother tongue, that medieval Spanish spiced with Hebrew.

Ladino, Serbo-Croat, mother tongue—how confusing … I always knew she spoke “Yugoslav.” That is how we referred to her language, orally, briefly, and comfortably.

As the war ended in German-Austrian defeat, Bosnia became a part of the Kingdom of Yugoslavia. A common joke says the only “Yugoslavs” were the Jews: neither Bosnian, nor Serb, nor Croatian. The Jews were at ease with the new federation, a mixture of religious and ethnic identities under one regime. Perhaps they were at ease with the nonethnic, egalitarian potential of a federation where their Jewishness was but one piece—neither inferior nor superior—of a richly colorful mosaic. Such, in any case, was my mother’s regard for her homeland: she was born in Bosnia, studied in Serbia, read and  wrote both Latin and Cyrillic, and had friends of all ethnicities and religious backgrounds. She felt equal among equals. Her brothers and sisters were scattered among the various republics. Especially in the communist underground with which she was affiliated as a young woman, this mixture was natural.

In those years, people like her, many of them Jews, sought anything that crossed national, ethnic, and religious borders. They were united by the ideal of equality. People around her as a matter of course joined the international brigades fighting against the fascists in the Spanish civil war. Among them was a Jewish youngster with whom a budding love had begun to form. I no longer know his name. I only “remember,” through her stories, that he was a red-head, and that he was killed on Spanish soil.

Hostilities and tensions among the various groups in Yugoslavia in the 1920s and ’30s intensified and became full-blown inner strife under the Nazi occupation and alongside the Resistance. These, however, did not really surface in the memories she left me as her legacy. Perhaps her Bergen-Belsen experience, and the fact that so many of her relatives and friends perished, shut out the severity of other memories. Perhaps those hostilities, pre-World War II, were less severe than we interpret them in retrospect, from our vantage point after the civil wars that tore Yugoslavia apart at the end of the twentieth century. And perhaps in spite of her later political disenchantments, she preserved some of that popular communist romanticism that presented hostilities as a binary phenomenon of good and bad guys: monarchy versus the people, Fascists  (Croats) versus anti-Nazis, treacherous monarchists versus partisans and communists. And perhaps these distant complexities just weren’t the right stuff for my childhood stories.

Either way, my mother definitely regarded Yugoslavia as her homeland, its songs as her songs, and its landscape as her own. Her oldest brother, Mihael, was a well-known Zionist activist, whereas nothing was further from her mind than migrating to that far-off land of Palestine—not prior to 1945, nor when she came back from Bergen-Belsen in the summer of 1945. Nor did she consider emigrating anywhere else, as other Jews had, the few who had survived. Her sister, Cilika, for example, left for the United States. But Hanna Lévy wanted to stay, grow new roots, and help build the “new Yugoslavia.” And here is another of those questions that make up her biography: How did she eventually find herself a citizen of the new state, Israel?

A mere five years before liberation she had left Belgrade for a teaching position in Montenegro: as a Jew, in a monarchy that wished to please Nazi-ruled Germany, she could not find work in the “metropolis,” only in the suburbs. She parted with her mother at the Belgrade train station, and commented to me curtly, years later, that she knew it would be their last meeting. From the silence that always accompanied this statement, I know it was one of the most painful memories she bore. As a child, I thought she told me a lot about her past. I thought I knew everything about her and the family. Now I know that silences were a substantial and weighty component of her biography—far more so than the details she told me and the details I recall.

In 1940, she could not possibly have known that within a year she would find herself under the relatively “light” Italian occupation. Her family, however, split among Belgrade and Sarajevo (where her father, two sisters and their families, and elder brother and his family were still living) and Croatia (another sister and brother), immediately experienced far worse occupation and persecution. This persecution reached her only in September 1943, as Italy surrendered and the territories it ruled were taken over by Germany. She was about to join the partisans, with whom she was in contact under Italian occupation—she had already taken part in one of the battles—as a paramedic. She never hid from me how frightened to death she was from the shooting. Once the Germans took over, she failed to persuade the small Jewish community in Danilovgrad, the small town where she taught, to join her. As she finished packing and was about to take off for “the mountains,” three young Jews appeared in her rented room and begged her to stay. They were convinced that the Germans would soon learn of her absence, realize she joined the partisans, and, in retaliation, murder the remaining members of the community—about thirty individuals. In late 1943 people knew well enough that Nazi Germany was murdering Jews wherever it ruled. Still, Hanna Lévy, a thirty-year-old woman, could not ignore the request of the small community’s representatives. She could not bear to ask herself, afterward, whether she had been instrumental to their deaths. For her, joining the partisans did not necessarily mean “saving herself” or “survival.” Death was more likely than survival. The question only remained how a Jew like her would die.

She stayed with the Jews, and with them she was eventually arrested (February 1944) and imprisoned for six months by the Gestapo at Cetinje, Montenegro. There, too, she kept a diary. This she told Eike Geisel, a German researcher, publicist, and left-wing activist, who in the late 1970s “discovered” her Bergen-Belsen diary. Until then it had not been circulated beyond communist circles in Israel and Europe. Geisel decided to introduce it to the German public. His interview with her followed the publication of her diary by Rotbuch Verlag, a German publishing house with which Geisel was associated. I, for one, have no recollection of her ever telling me of a diary she kept at the Gestapo jail, an act that—as she told Geisel—was even more of a risk than writing a diary in Bergen-Belsen, as the jail was small and the prisoners under close and constant observation. Clearly, this diary was lost, which is not surprising considering her later wanderings. Surprising, though, is the minimal importance she attributed to herself and her own writing, as she obviously felt no need to tell me about it. And perhaps the reason lies not in underestimating herself but, again, in choosing to remain silent. But why? That is another biographical question.

She volunteered very little information about prison. Once I asked her whether the Germans tortured them—her—there. She said they did not. I wanted and still want to hope that is true. She said that because of the partisans’ close presence, the Germans did not dare hurt the detainees. Their families actually approached the prison gate and delivered food packages and personal messages. Still,  the Germans did murder prisoners. She told me of one execution, of a prisoner who was the wife of a partisan leader. The guards dragged her off to the gallows. She resisted, shouted, begged for her life. Her shouts were unbearable. One of the other women prisoners could no longer stand it. In spite of her mates’ protests, she helped the guards drag the condemned woman away in order to end everyone’s torment. For my mother this became—as she would tell me years later—an example of collaboration, the memory of which would always produce a shiver of revulsion.

At some point, in June or July 1944, the meticulous Nazi killing industry separated the non-Jews from the Jews in that Gestapo jail. The former remained incarcerated, while the latter were loaded onto freight trains headed for an unknown—but obvious—destination. Germany was sustaining defeats on its various fronts, but clung doggedly to its mission of wiping the Jews off the face of the earth. Those who “merely obeyed orders” made no attempt to conceal this.

A friend of my mother’s—a gentile Montenegran—came to the spot where Jews were being assembled. She approached the Germans (as my mother told Eike Geisel) and announced that she wished give something to Fräulein Lévy. The two of them had agreed earlier that my mother would entrust her with documents, including her various diplomas. “What is this?” shouted the German soldier. “Papers she will need later on. I’ll keep them for her,” answered the woman (unfortunately my mother did not recall her name). “You really think you’ll ever come back?” the soldier shouted at my mother. “ Why do you need these things?” My mother still  handed her friend the papers, and he began to yell again: “You’ll never come back. What do you care about those papers?”

War and front-line considerations probably kept the Germans from transporting the remaining Jews all the way from Montenegro to one of the murder camps in Poland. According to one of the rumors that my mother heard, the murder of this tiny group of Jews was supposed to be carried out in Belgrade or at the Yugoslav border. When this was not done, they were sent to Bergen-Belsen concentration camp in the north of Germany.

Instead of the prisoners-of-war camp at Bergen-Belsen, which was not filled to capacity, a detention camp for Jews was created in April 1943 to incarcerate Jews who were also British or American subjects and might eventually be exchanged for Germans imprisoned in Britain or the United States. The exchange plan was contrived by the legal department of the German foreign ministry. Thus the camp was defined as an Aufenthaltslager, a detention camp where conditions would not result in certain death, as they did in other concentration camps. But for about 1,700 of the 2,500 “exchangeable Jews” who first arrived there in mid-July 1943, the camp was a mere transit stop on the way to the Auschwitz death camp. These were Polish Jews holding South American citizenship papers, the validity of which the German authorities had chosen not to honor. During the first half of 1944, only about 350 of the initial Polish-Jewish group (those whom the Germans acknowledged as “exchangeable”) remained in Bergen-Belsen.

In mid-August 1943, a transport delivered 441 Jews from Thessaloniki to Bergen-Belsen, seventy-four of whom were officially recognized Greek Jews, and the rest were Spanioles—Sephardic Jews who had resided in Greece for a long time but retained their Spanish citizenship. This spared them the fate suffered by the rest of Thessaloniki’s Jews—forty-six thousand—nearly all of whom were sent to the Auschwitz gas chambers. Following negotiations between the Spanish government and the German foreign ministry, the fortunates were sent to Spain in early February 1944, and then on to a detention camp in North Africa. From there they eventually emigrated to Palestine. Shortly after their departure from Bergen-Belsen, another group of Spanish and Portuguese Jews arrived. 155 Spanish Jews and nineteen Portugese Jews had been arrested as part of an extensive Jew-hunt in Athens, which was occupied by German forces in late March 1944. Unlike the rest of the Jews of Greece and Italy, who were caught and freighted to Auschwitz, citizens of the Iberian Peninsula were taken to Bergen-Belsen after a fortnight on the trains. They were situated in the “neutrals” encampment (a part of the camp originally destined for neutral nationals), and there they remained until the end of the war.

As of early 1944, the largest group of “exchangeables” in the camp consisted of Dutch Jews—3,670 in all. From January 1, 1944, until July of that year, the number of “exchangeable” Jews grew from 379 to 4,100. However, in March 1944 the camp was transformed from a “detention camp” into a “concentration camp”—another link in the murderous assembly line that sought to add more and more  numbers to its death production toll. In any case, “exchangeable” Jews were kept in a separate area of the camp. Unlike “orderly” extermination camps such as Auschwitz, where the killing was methodical, Bergen-Belsen produced death by means of terrible crowding, starvation, thirst, illness, epidemics, and the absence of any sanitation.

Conditions at the camp had worsened by the time Hanna Lévy arrived in summer 1944. By January 1945, conditions were rapidly deteriorating under the command of Josef Kramer. Between January and mid-April 1945, nearly thirty-five thousand people had died there—18,168 of them in March alone. Another fourteen thousand died between the camp’s liberation date, April 15, and June 20.

Countless bodies were heaped in piles throughout the camp. About four days before its liberation by the British army, camp authorities forced inmates—the ones who still stood on their own feet and resembled walking skeletons—to dig huge pits outside the camp fences and dump the bodies there. The inmates, in teams of four, were required to drag each body by means of cloth or leather strapped to the ankles and armpits. Under the watchful eyes of SS guards and the whiplashes of the Kapos (inmates-in-charge, usually criminal prisoners), about two thousand living skeletons buried the dead to the strains of incessant dance music played by two prisoner orchestras.

The British, whose charge of the camp was established by an armistice agreement with the local German Army commander, had no notion of what they would find at the camp: piles of bodies in various states of decay, sewage ditches filled with corpses, still-breathing skeletons lying next to the already dead on bunks in the  barracks, hastily filled burial pits. Behind the camp an open pit was found, partly filled with bodies. The barracks, each meant to house about one hundred human beings, were crammed with six hundred to one thousand people.

 

But my mother was no longer there. Another of the death industry’s caprices: between April 6 and 11, about seven thousand Jews were loaded onto three trains destined for Theresienstadt, Czechoslovakia. My mother was on one of these, ill with typhus like all the others. This is what she told Geisel:We were no longer fully conscious of what was happening—everything was hazy. Sometimes we were allowed to get out of the cars, and since the Germans themselves did not really know what to expect, the guards did not watch us too closely. We used to scramble down the railway embankment and pick blades of grass, which we boiled and ate. We were at the end of our tether, and our bodies were like skeletons.





The train moved on. Many died inside its cars and occasionally the bodies were hurled out. Out of the fog in which everyone found themselves, the living would occasionally disembark to dig for potatoes, which they knew the Germans had stored under piles of soil. When the less weak dug and found some, others pounced on the potatoes. Then the German soldiers burst into this starved crowd and trampled everyone with their boots, beating up whoever held onto a potato. At one stop, some Yugoslav prisoners of war, who were working in one of the villages nearby, showed up. They yelled in Yugoslav:  “Tu Jugoslovena ima li?” (Are there any Yugoslavs here?) Not “Serbs,” not “Bosnians,” not “Croats.” “Yugoslavs.” How wonderful it sounded, that simple phrase. My mother and a few of her fellow Yugoslavs responded immediately. But they noticed that their countrymen turned their eyes away, afraid to direct their gaze at the emaciated figures. Eyes averted, the Yugoslavs invited them to come along and take a few potatoes. Only my mother and another young woman felt strong enough for the trek—two or three kilometers—to gather potatoes for themselves and the others.

Returning with a whole sack of potatoes on her back—she had no idea where she found the energy to haul it—she discovered to her surprise that the other young woman had vanished and their train was gone. She was all alone. As a young girl, I loved listening to her tell how she hid behind some bushes and watched the soldiers of the glorious German Army run for their lives, away from the approaching Red Army. But I do not know if that happened on the same night or later.

That night she went back to the village where the prisoners of war had been working and to the farm where she had gathered the potatoes. Over the town hall a white flag was already waving, although the Red Army had not yet arrived. My mother said she feared the woman: afraid of her revulsion at seeing someone who “no longer looked human”—a filthy skeleton crawling with lice. The woman invited her to stay the night, but my mother preferred to sleep in the barn or cowshed. She did not know what the woman would do, or what her chances were to stay alive. “I was  like a terrified beast.” But the next day, some soldiers of the Red Army occupied the village: nothing more was needed, for no one in the village fired a shot or offered any resistance. She heard soldiers speaking Russian and joyously ran toward them. They yelled at her to keep her distance, not realizing she was one of the few in the village who felt “liberated” rather than “occupied.” In her ears, even their shouts rang like divine singing.

This all happened before Germany officially surrendered on May 8. Hanna Lévy spent some weeks wandering along roads filled with people just like her, of all nationalities, liberated prisoners of war and other types of prisoners, all homeward bound: to Russia, Italy, Greece, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, Poland, Yugoslavia, some on foot, others on carts, but most walking. Once she found a group of Italians who had been taken captive and sent to German labor camps, and, feeling safe with them, joined them for quite a stretch of the way. Speaking no language but Italian, they welcomed her fluency in German and Italian. They obtained food, clothes, and nightly shelter in villages. She spared no words to describe the pleasure of their company. “Communists, workers, good people,” she described them to Geisel in the late 1970s. “Bit by bit I began to look human again,” due to food, showers, rest, freedom.

She then began to pick up the pieces of her life, and the mission seemed possible thanks to her firm conviction that barbarism must be replaced by a totally different and new era of civilization. An important component of this new civilization, whose outline was still rather vague, was the emergence of transnational and nonreligious  identities based on the common denominator of the ideology of equality and the common rejection of any form of hierarchy and discrimination: economic, national, or religious. Thus, the company of these Italians was so natural and good for her, and as such it etched itself in her memory.
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They walked most of the way to Dresden. There, after a break in their trek, they stole a train. That was the advice they had received upon asking how to get out of the ruined city, how to escape from the Germans, whose sense of victimhood—not their national affiliation, not even the question as to what they had done and what they had known—struck my mother, and kept her at a distance. “Steal a train,” people said. “That is the only way to get home.” And so they did. They found a train car, attached to it a steam engine headed for the border, and off they went.

I do not recall hearing from her, when I was a child, about this train theft. I learned of it only much later, in the interview with Geisel. But this is exactly the kind of story she liked telling me, and the kind I loved hearing: a mischievous tale that evokes a smile, that begs knowing all the details, a vignette befitting an Italian film. And I had thought her many silences contained just all the unbearable, inconceivable thoughts and specifics. Such as how her mother, Rifka, and sister, Rosa, were taken away from their home in Belgrade.

She once blurted a few words about how—when she came back to Belgrade—neighbors told her how her mother and sister had been  dragged out of the house by Nazi police or by Croatian fascists; I no longer know which. She told me clearly, during my childhood, that she would not repeat what she was told. This was, in other words, her declared intention to keep silent. According to information she eventually received, they were both murdered in Auschwitz. Only a few years ago, after my mother’s death, did I learn from her 1921-born nephew Jasha that it was not in Auschwitz but rather on Yugoslav soil that they were murdered, choked to death in a truck. In spring 1942, Jews—especially women and children—who were kept in a detention camp near Belgrade (most Jewish men had already been murdered one way or another) were loaded onto trucks. The children were offered sweets and adults were told they were to be relocated, no longer to suffer hunger or cold. Exhaust pipes from the engine were routed into the cabins and the trucks drove and drove until they arrived with their dead cargo at pits that had been dug in advance.

My mother also kept her silence about the fate of the rest of her family—her father, Yakov and other sister, Serafina (along with her husband Mauricio and son Marcelo); and another brother, Braco, who lived in Zagreb: her father starved to death in his hide-out in Sarajevo; her sister, brother-in-law, and nephew were caught and sent to one of the stations of the death industry. Her brother, a lawyer in Zagreb, was shot to death early in 1941, having been active in a Jewish resistance group.

A few members of the family survived: the eldest brother, Mihael, whom the Italians had caught and exiled along with his wife Rosa and son Jasha to a detention camp in Italy, which actually  saved their lives; a sister, Erna, who was married to a Catholic Croat in Sarajevo (she was the one who eventually told me about the fate of some of our murdered family members); and a sister, Cilika, who had emigrated to the United States.

The untold story of how her mother and sister were taken away explains perhaps why my mother did not insist on repossessing the home that had been their property. By law she was entitled to evict the tenants who lived in it during the war, but she declined this legal fight and gave up the home itself with its empty rooms. Her family had been murdered—would she now make an issue of four walls? Property had no priority for her as she began putting the pieces of her life back together. Work did. She had hoped to resume teaching but was asked to work for the new Yugoslav government, supervising the French broadcasts of Radio Belgrade. Later she was moved to the governmental office, where she translated into French various official documents and publications. These positions guaranteed her wages, stability, social status.

For three years she experienced economic security. Then, contrary to all her expectations of herself, contrary to all her plans, in late 1948 she migrated to Israel, about half a year after the state was founded. Why? Here is the explanation I formulated over the years, having followed my mother as a child, as an adolescent, and finally as an adult, this question always hovering in the background.

During those three years in liberated Belgrade she realized that putting the pieces back together was not merely more difficult than she had imagined, but rather it was impossible. Yugoslavs, on  the whole, paid a heavy price for the war and the struggle against their Nazi occupiers. At first glance one would think everyone was similarly busy reconstructing their lives. But soon enough, a great difference became obvious between the fate of Jews under the occupation, and that of non-Jews (except for the Roma, who were murdered in a fashion similar to the Jews).

An entire community had been erased, whole families wiped out, a centuries-old culture gone up in smoke with full intention. For the Slavic nations, the Nazis had planned inferior status, that of slaves in their future racist “new world,” but they did not act to exterminate them. The various modes of murder that the Germans exercised clearly differentiated among national groups. To her dismay, she discovered that these differentiations persisted.

Here and there, among her former schoolmates and their families whom she met upon her return, she felt a sort of wariness or impatience with what she had experienced as a Jew. But of that, too, she did not speak much to me—an occasional sentence, as though outlining a sketch. She printed the diary she had written in a tiny notebook in Bergen-Belsen and distributed it. She realized people were not overwhelmed or even interested. They advised her to look ahead, toward the future. Not to dwell on the past. And under the glorified Yugoslav partisans’ post-liberation myth, whoever did not take active part in their fight but was “merely captive” did not deserve any special attention.

Not only in Yugoslavia, but also in other European societies that had borne several years of the Nazi yoke, a generation grew up  internalizing some of the anti-Semitic Nazi ideology. The Jews who came back felt this soon enough. A young clerk—I no longer recall whether at the population registration bureau that my mother visited upon her return, or at some other public office—said to my mother, genuinely bewildered, “But you are a guest in Yugoslavia!” (meaning “What are you doing here? You do not belong here. You are here temporarily.”) Had this been a single foolish outburst, I suppose it would not have offended my mother the way it did. But gradually she realized she was facing an enormous void, made up not only of her own personal and collective bereavement, but also of people’s refusal to acknowledge the uniqueness of Jewish-European loss.

And this is the answer to the two biographical questions I raised earlier: this painful tension—between her feelings and experiences as a Yugoslav, a Jew, and a communist (essentially, one who cares deeply and attributes prime importance to any liberation struggle) and the lack of political and emotional acknowledgment of her own personal as well as collective grief—sowed in her the seeds of restlessness that would manifest itself first in her emigration to Israel and later in her various “escapes” (as she herself called them) from Israel for varying lengths of time.

 

In Yugoslavia this tension appeared politically as well in the power struggle between Tito and Stalin. The Soviet Union supported the founding of the Jewish state. Yugoslavia did not. Soviet foreign minister Andrei Gromyko delivered a quasi-Zionist speech at the United Nations, and linked the founding of the state  directly to the Holocaust. This was a liberating speech for many Jewish communists. It solved for them the contradiction between their experience as Jews and the ideological discipline that forced them to minimize the historical significance of that same experience. This was the same discrepancy between seeing Israel as a part of an “imperialist project”—the analysis Hanna Lévy heard from her friends and acquaintances, which on principle she tended to accept—and the understanding that Israel had become the refuge and personal rehabilitation for those whom Europe had rejected in so brutal a fashion.

Then, in Israel she would rediscover how loss and bereavement had not vanished, could not be swept away. That perhaps there were no pieces to put back together, but their absence was indeed a constant in this new life. In Israel, too, she faced alienation and exclusion: in its early years, the Zionist ethos had no sympathy for the diaspora Jews who had “gone like lambs to the slaughter,” as it were. The “new Jew” preferred to present the founding of the state as a “resurrection after the Holocaust.” This contradicted and silenced the survivors’ initial sense that the Holocaust was not something that had an end and was somehow “resurrectable.”

In those first years it seemed that activism in the Israeli Communist Party, which Hanna joined as soon as she stepped onto Haifa’s shore on December 31, 1948, would resolve discrepancies. Holding onto the utopian vision, the belief that the socialist revolution was on its way, incessant activism with this vision, this faith (writing on behalf of the party, translating, distributing  newspapers and pamphlets, demonstrating, holding meetings)—all these alleviated her grief somewhat, filled the constant void she felt in her heart, numbed the sense of a vacuum. No, this was not a conscious, pragmatic choice for therapeutic reasons. Actions toward a meaningful, purposeful future of just relations among humans compensated for the incessant feelings of senselessness and pointlessness that were born of personal and mass bereavement, death, and sporadic survival experienced by her and people like her.

For her this meant choosing a life of dissidence, of constant opposition to the Israeli government and zionist ethos. But this was no easy choice, either socially or economically. Because of her communist activism, for instance, she could not be employed as a teacher in Israel in the 1950s. Her dissidence (and the personal sacrifices it entailed) and utopian belief in the possibility of a different future were perhaps factors that kept her from admitting sooner than she did the oppressive nature of “socialism on earth.”

She did not seek extenuating circumstances for her choices. “I am not convinced,” she said two or three years before she died, “that I can define myself as a communist.” (“Communist” had long ceased to be her party affiliation, and she had not been a party member since the early 1970s). Today I understand her to have meant the quasi-religious rigidity, the lack of any doubt, the messianic faith in a “happy ending” doctrine posing as an “exact science,” the fear of contradicting the “leaders,” and especially the suppression of information about the goings-on in the “socialist” countries. But she did not become a faithless cynic.

From the early 1970s on, she gave up her Communist Party activism for feminist activism, which was then making its first inroads in Israel. Her early attraction to socialist feminism, and her resentment of male dominance in the Left as well, equipped her to begin to ask questions about so-called socialist regimes.

Feminist activism made her feel at home, even if for a short time, in other places where she tried to settle down. In late 1982, nearing seventy years old, she packed her suitcase, picked up a few books and her walking stick, and went wandering in Europe. The date is no coincidence, although I am not certain she was conscious of its relevance at the time: It was shortly after the massacres in the Palestinian refugee camps of Sabra and Shatila (September 1982). The massacre itself was carried out by the Lebanese Christian Phalanges, but these acted under the watchful eye, inspiration, and protection of the Israeli Army that on June 5, 1982, opened an all-out war against the Palestinians in Lebanon. All the antiwar demonstrations in which she took part, all the interviews she gave, all the pamphlets she handed out, which were signed by her group of survivors and ex-fighters and which demanded a halt to the merchandising of the Holocaust (the Israeli government then compared Yasser Arafat to Hitler in order to justify the war)—only increased her feelings of helplessness and collaboration with oppression done in her name.

A year or two before her death, and several years after a cruel civil war tore apart her Yugoslavia, she summed up her life to me: “All my worlds have been destroyed.”

She spoke in telegrams, and when these are unraveled, they reveal a considerable piece of the twentieth century, not only of her own lifetime: “the Jewish community, socialism, Yugoslavia, and Israel.” Namely: Jewish life in the diaspora, her own life as a member of the (Sephardic) Jewish minority in Europe, had always seemed natural to her. The Third Reich’s new world order put an end to that life. She, after all, had believed that history, people’s will, and their conscious action would lead to a just social system, socialism. This faith—a world in itself—was shattered long before the breakdown of the USSR. The dismantling of Yugoslavia and the cruel war it experienced were inconceivable to her own humanist rationalism that had survived Bergen-Belsen, to the extent that she could no longer even listen to Balkan folk songs. She would not be interviewed about the Sarajevo of her childhood. And Israel—her home after 1949, although she had never been nor did she become a Zionist—proved true the warnings she had heard in Yugoslavia prior to her emigration. “This is colonialism,” friends told her, trying to disuade her: “What will you do there?”

She did not commit this telegraphic summary of her life to writing. The latter forty years of her life were wrapped in silence, despite her writing talents. Vain were my attempts—as well as those of a young friend of hers, Tirza Waisel, who adopted her as her mentor—to make her speak, to unfold an orderly biography and record her memoirs.

She wrote her diary in Bergen-Belsen while she still had hope for a better world, eventually. Her writing had meaning—documenting  and memory had a role in building a world “that will be good.” Her silence afterward was an ongoing admission that the postwar world was not new.

 

Amira Hass

Translated by Tal Haran

Information about Bergen-Belsen was taken from the book Bergen-Belsen, 1943 bis 1945 by Eberhard Kolb (Göttingen: Bergen Sammlung Vandenhoeck, 1985).
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B. B. | August 16, 1944 

My whole being seems paralyzed and with each passing day I feel more apathetic about the world outside, less suited to life as it is now. If our goals and political aims don’t materialize, if the world remains as it is now, if new social relations don’t emerge and substantially change human nature—well, then, I will finally become and forever remain a clumsy, incompetent, damned creature, a failure.

Up to now I have frequently—even constantly—looked inside myself to find the causes of my misery and unhappiness—in my being, my character, my background. I’ve always struggled to understand the necessity behind human destiny, individual fate, and to explain such things in light of atavism, heredity, education, childhood, and any number of psychological factors. And I’ve done the same to understand and explain my own life. The method is sound, no doubt.

But recently it’s becoming clearer to me that one’s faults aren’t something to look for solely in oneself or in one’s personal life; they are largely hidden in the world around us. Today, I understand quite well that the endless string of bad days, the dark thoughts, and the extremely difficult situations I’ve lived through in my life were directly caused by none other than external vicissitudes, the absurdity of the current social structure, and human nature as it is today.

This becomes glaringly obvious today, right here, in this camp, and in the atrocious servitude that binds us to each other. And so I’ve learned to link my own particular destiny closely to the more general question that will determine the outcome to the current social and international upheaval, and I’ve learned to envision the solution to my own personal problems, above and beyond all else, within the context of the solution to global problems. So I’ve decided to stop being the victim of my previous convictions, to free myself from the clutches of individual fatalism that used to throw me defenselessly into an imminent, inevitable, predestined, eternal, and necessarily fatal unhappiness. It goes without saying that in spite of everything, my personal unhappiness flows from these kinds of things, in a sense; but that unhappiness is not a definitive and stable feature, since it must, since it can’t not vary within the general context of the social and global transformations taking place today.




B. B. | August 19, 1944 

People from different social classes are crammed together here, but it’s the standard petty-bourgeois type that predominates. There are also a few typical capitalist individuals, moderately decadent types. In general, everyone continues to display mean and petty habits, selfishness, and narrow-mindedness. Out of this come endless conflicts of interest, friction, and cases of bigotry on top of it all.

The atmosphere is suffocating. The fact that we were all deported here from every corner of the world and that you hear no fewer than twenty-five languages being spoken is not the worst of it. If only we were united by one determined, common consciousness! But this is not the case. This human mass is heterogeneous. It is piled together here, by force, by violence, in this small patch of dirty, humid ground, forced to live in the most humiliating conditions and to endure the most brutal deprivations, such that all human passions and weaknesses have unleashed themselves, sometimes taking on beastly forms.

What a disgrace! What a sad spectacle! A common misery uniting beings who barely tolerate each other and who add their own lack of social consciousness, mental blindness, as well as those incurable ills of isolated souls, to these distressing objective conditions. Certain selfish instincts have found in this place an ideal ground for their own justification to the point of being grotesque. Nonetheless, it would be wrong to generalize all these problems.

But the high moral values that you can sense in some people, their moral and intellectual honesty, remain in the shadows, powerless.




B. B. | August 20, 1944 

I feel extremely tired and disconnected from everything around me. My soul moans, aches. Where is beauty hiding? And truth? And love? Oh, how the thought of my life, my whole life, pains me.




B. B. | August 22, 1944 

The very limited space and the even more limited possibilities of keeping it clean—it’s enough to push anyone to the brink. Rainy days transform the entire space into a mud pit, which further increases the overall level of filth as well as the vermin. And it’s all accompanied by interminable squabbles systematically encouraged by the common enemy, the Nazi. It’s only the first month and already, depressed, we can foresee endless misery.

I should have gone “up there,” into the mountains, to be with them.a Definitely. Of course, there too, over time, you would have noticed some conflicts, some petty disagreements, some minor inconsistencies in some people, a lack of conviction or principles in others … and it would have been even more painful, more bitter, perhaps. But at least you would feel like a human being, free to  think, to express yourself, to act. And you would be surrounded by human beings, by real men, who say human things to you, men who, today, are the only ones who deserve respect and whose words and deeds matter. Only “up there” could I know my reason for being, my true worth, and what I am truly capable of contributing, or not contributing.

Only there does suffering have meaning. Only there do faults become more obvious and easier to correct. Only there does man learn to know himself and to devote himself. And to the extent that, there too, the verdict would indicate that I am a failure … It would only be for the better. Everything would be clearer: the only thing left for you now is to drop, like an overripe fruit that decomposes of its own accord. Why not? Such is the world. But I suspect vaguely, yet deep within me, that once “up there,” I would not necessarily have been destined to total ruin.

Maybe it’s precisely this dilemma that landed me here in this wretched camp; it’s been tormenting me for some time. On the other hand, because of it many things within me and in others have been clarified. And today I can state without fear of inaccuracy that I was made—if not absolutely then decisively—to be there with them, rather than here. In a sense, this evolution hasn’t been totally worthless to me: I came out of it hardened in my convictions, having gotten to know the enemy better and having learned more thoroughly what we must fight in the future. The knowledge acquired was worth it.




B. B. | August 23, 1944 

That’s not entirely true. I had this knowledge before, complete and alive in my consciousness. And I didn’t have to wait until my thirties to become “more hardened” at the cost of such infamous ordeals … since so many others were able to resolve this crucial question so much more quickly and positively. That’s what’s hard. That’s what’s behind this dissatisfaction with myself that often, very logically, throws me into despair.

This struggle between two worlds being waged within me and within many others like me—will it last forever, to mortify us throughout our entire existence? Or is there some hope that it will end favorably? It seems as though it’s inevitable, like a natural phenomenon that occurs in people whose lives have unfolded in circumstances I have known, a phenomenon that most likely will not fail to manifest itself in us again in the future, on the threshold of a new life, like it does in the world described by P. Romanov, Gorki, Gladkov.b These external signs of private battles and moral suffering that destroy and consume. And struggle—the only way of life capable of putting an end to these unhealthy thoughts in an evolving man … struggle, nothing but struggle.

I’m not writing all this to justify myself. There is no justification for faults that we are the first to become fully conscious of, any more so than for shortcomings that we are the first to condemn.




B. B. | August 24, 1944 

I am overcome by extreme fatigue and total disinterest. What can I add? A world that is falling apart … A new world, a saner one, will come along and replace it. I shudder with joy at the thought of a new life, one where clarity and truth will triumph. So many things will finally be explained and discovered, in books, in activity, in life.... And everything will be infinitely simpler, fairer, clearer, so there will be no room for this sort of dilemma.




B. B. | August 26, 1944 

There is one thing that baffles me completely. It’s to see that men are so much weaker, so much less resilient than women. Physically and often morally, too. They don’t know how to get hold of themselves and often display such a lack of courage it’s pitiful. Their hunger shows on their faces and in their gestures in a way that’s alarmingly different from women.

Many of them either don’t know how to discipline their stomachs or else they don’t want to or are organically incapable of it. The same goes for thirst, fatigue, their physical reactions to any fundamental deprivation. They lack the strength to adapt, to keep  pace. There are some who have such a miserable demeanor that their misery is much more painful for those who look at them. And there are some whose lack of discipline goes so far as to border on meanness, on overt greediness, on total disloyalty toward their fellow internees in this dire suffering and ordeal that we all share.

Is the whole male sex like this? That’s just not possible.… What about those men who are strong in the face of adversity, in the midst of the struggle, who know how to suffer and remain silent with dignity, how to calm and discipline their instincts because they are guided by more humane and lofty impulses than their stomachs or other purely physical needs? This goes without saying: the spectacle before me is nothing other than the natural extension of its protagonists’ pasts. In the majority of cases, it is merely a question of their bodies having been used to satisfy their basest instincts without limits, spoiling and fattening up their stomachs for so long a period of time.

For too long, personal pleasures and convenience have been at the center of these people’s lives, to the point where privations become unheard-of and tragic things, and self-denial is unthinkable. As for self-discipline, it is an unpleasant novelty that they cannot grasp and that they only accept as necessary for other people. Raising the consciousness of such elements is difficult work, very difficult, nearly impossible; from this perspective they are irresponsible creatures. And this leads to another, much more troubling result: few, very few are those who know how to preserve their dignity before the enemy without cowardice.




B. B. | August 28, 1944 

I’m in charge of taking care of the children. There are 110 of them in our barracks, all different ages, from three-year-old infants to fourteen–and fifteen-year-old boys and girls. It’s not easy to work without books. I’m forced to write by hand on dozens and dozens of little scraps of paper, filling them with varied content, for the littlest ones who have hardly begun to read and write as well as for the most advanced children. As for paper and pencils, the children manage to acquire them in various ways, by selling their bread rations or engaging in all kinds of transactions, or even stealing them from each other.

Since we have no books, we often have to resort to oral lessons exclusively, which demands particularly sharp attention from the students. On top of that, our lessons are often interrupted, either by Appelle or by air raid warnings or by inspections—those visits by officials that remind us of ourselves when we used to go to the zoo long ago. Each time there are circumstances beyond our control that disrupt our school work. Or else it’s all the chaos and noise right near our “classroom,” times when they’re hunting for workers, when people are arguing, the commotion when the distribution of soup begins, etc.

The children are unleashed, wild, famished. They feel that their existence has taken an unusual and abnormal turn and they react brutally and instinctively. Bad habits catch on quickly among children in calamitous times and in an overall atmosphere of distrust and fear. A small minority of them shows a keen interest in  studying; the others couldn’t care less. They are not ignorant of the fact that the Germans have forbidden any true teaching in the camp and that serious study must be undertaken in secret. So they escape from it with impunity.

But it’s out of the question to lecture them about it; that would even be ludicrous. All moral lectures have absolutely no effect. The adults get impatient; the children’s mischief gets on their nerves. So the adults are sometimes quick to treat the children as “criminals” or “punks.” They demand the children be punished in the most severe ways, by making an example of them, taking away their bread rations or whipping them. If for no other reason than to restore some calm! And when they run up against my opposition to such things, they vent their anger against … “such a school and such an education.” As if there really could be any education, and as if you could ask children to be nice and polite in a disastrous human environment where all nerves are on edge, where the adults fight among themselves, insult each other, steal from each other, beat each other up without shame or discretion, where everything is warped and corrupted.

The men have forgotten that leading by example is by far more important and effective than any lecture, advice, or punishment. Besides, even in normal or quasi-normal circumstances, didn’t teaching and school leave much to be desired in our Slavic homeland? So many things that were absurd, out of step, and poorly adapted to the needs of the people and the times! How often did our work at school seem senseless and useless because of the reactionary nature  of the curriculum! We managed with great difficulty to change some aspects of it here and there.… The base remained the same. It’s even more absurd to aspire to an ideal education here, in a concentration camp.

Nevertheless, we do what we can, and the children’s fundamentally good nature often wins out, and we witness surprising results. Yes, indeed, children have such energy that they can often muster much more than we think them capable of.

Therefore, it’s ludicrous to rail against the children for the difficulties they cause when they are the least responsible for them. It’s not through beatings and coercion that you extirpate the root causes of difficulties when those root causes are so deeply entrenched that they must be eradicated once and for all. You don’t get rid of evil by attacking its effects, but rather by attacking its cause, by pulling it out by the root.

That’s why I get overcome with impatience waiting for the new era that will help us to cure this ill by attacking it at its root. It’s with immense joy that I imagine the possibilities that will open up to me in my teaching as well. And if my efforts are successful—what happiness! Will I be successful or not? Or will time have passed me by? Always the same doubts, always the same anguish. Because a large part of our being belongs, alas, to this sick and dying world of today—as well as to its past. To hell with it! It’s this camp that’s depressing me and making me look on things darkly.…




B. B. | August 29, 1944 

Without books, we are ill. I feel beaten down at the core of my being. So many lost hours, so many vanished, inaccessible riches … What a miserable, sterile existence.… atrophied minds. I spend a lot of time thinking; I’m learning a lot in the midst of this misery; I’m learning how to understand many things in life that escaped me before. But I think about life with regret, real life, the life of free human beings, about so much knowledge not acquired over the past several years, and, right here, about so many gaps in knowledge.

There’s a kind of pervasive distrust that reigns in the camp and in our barracks. Complete lack of interest in anyone else’s fate, lack of solidarity and cordiality. So that you can hardly imagine having any sort of exchange of ideas, about books, any intellectual or even human contact.




B. B. | August 30, 1944 

For over a month now everyone has been waiting for an extraordinary event to change our situation directly. The reason: from time to time we get fantastic news about the situation at the front, in the occupied countries, and even in Germany. According to rumors that have been more or less verified, France is almost entirely liberated, Romania is in revolt, the Russians are advancing on Hungary.

We even get reports about headlines in the German newspapers. Titles like “Michael the Romanian’s Treason Surpasses Emmanuel  the Italian’s Treachery” or “All of Germany’s Allies, Cowardly, Abandon Her,” etc.c And no matter how unrealistic this news seems to us, we are no less excited by it. There are some optimists among us who predict dates and count the days. Like it or not, everyone is caught up in a sort of psychosis anticipating the end. We feel it is near.

And yet, the camp regime has gotten worse and more rigid. This exasperates the internees. Shame and servitude seem even heavier when the end is imminent.

The men working outside are brutally tortured. The German brutes persist in using their favorite method: ferocious blows, rude and hysterical insults. They force the workers to assume the most humiliating positions, running on their knees, dragging carts while they run. All the while, they track them like thieves or, to vary their perverse pleasure, they start a dizzying bicycle race and force the workers to follow them on foot. If one miserable soul, exhausted—and there’s always more than one, of course—isn’t as zealous as they require, the German “heroes” rush to show their power and their bravery by punishing the “guilty parties,” taking away their bread ration or putting them in the brig.d

They do all this, of course, while continuously hurling the most outrageous insults at their victims, to the point where you wonder if these people are even capable of speaking calmly and behaving like men even in their private lives.

As for despising and humiliating the Jews, the Nazis are relentless, even though they themselves certainly must know that their end is near. They take advantage of every chance they can to show their contempt for the Jews. The Appell—that daily requirement that all internees gather in the courtyard, the Appellplatz, and stand at attention lined up in groups of five to be counted—this roll call provides a thousand and one pretexts for them to outwardly express their hatred of Jews.

The regular Appell now lasts at least two to three hours longer than it used to; and almost every other day there’s some excuse for it to last five or six hours or even the entire day, regardless of weather. But in addition to these regular Appelle, there are also times when a sudden order forces us to gather outside (antreten) at any time of day, to hear some announcement or another.

Then two or three officers show up and inspect our ranks, and woe to he who moves or disturbs the “order.” The scene is unbearable. Especially seeing old men and women, from the south, for example, shivering with cold and fright in front of some pale-faced Prussian criminal. An entire human existence, modest and honest, filled with years of hard work and a traditional respect for others … and suddenly they’re reduced to standing stiffly at attention in front of these scoundrels who spit demented rage in your face, trample your soul and your dignity.

Or else it’s the children who know no joy. Fear, nothing but fear … these poor little mortified creatures, standing for hours on end, their bodies filled with terror, their gaze fixed, awaiting whatever might happen. They bury their heads in an old rag, press up against the adults, seeking shelter from the cold and the fear. Only their eyes remain wide open, alarmed, like those of a hunted animal.

And the tyrannical German officers observe all this with disdain, demanding “Silence!” A deathly silence does indeed reign in every soul. The officers announce that such and such internee is being sent to the brig, another one transferred to a more rigorous camp, for having stolen some potatoes from the kitchen or a pair of shoes from a depot. Then they display the “criminals,” parade them in front of us in the center of the courtyard.

It’s like the circus: the “criminals” in the middle, their modest luggage on their backs, surrounded by rows of us, thousands and thousands of human shadows. They stand at attention under a torrent of abuse, awaiting the end of this “ceremony” before their departure.

As for the spectators, they’re supposed to learn the lesson well: if they dare imitate the “thieves,” they can expect the same consequences or worse. If, on the other hand, your work is satisfactory and you prove to be zealous, enthusiastic, and willing, if you do nothing but run around, obediently, always repeating “Jawohl, Herr Oberscharführer,” “jawohl hier” and “jawohl her,”e and if you know to click your heels at all times—and there are always those who do, unfortunately—then you get a bonus, guaranteed: an extra  ration of rutabaga soup or something at any rate. In a word, this is an ideal institute for teaching “respect,” where starving creatures are crammed together—a school for forced labor, a correctional facility for miserable, undisciplined, grownup children whose souls were crushed beforehand.




B. B. | August 31, 1944 

The JPA,f a mock news agency operated by internees, reports that the Germans are getting ready to evacuate our camp because they need it for military purposes (Bergen-Belsen, located between Hanover, Hamburg, and Bremen in the Celle district; the closest large city is Luneburg). Apparently we will be transferred elsewhere. In the meantime, endless transports of new deportees pour in day and night. Our numbers are increasing and the misery grows endlessly. So are they evacuating or not? Uncertainty reigns because we are caught in their clutches.

There’s no Appell today. Something must be going on—the arrival or departure of another convoy in the next block (where the criminals and politicals are detained)? Or was there a sudden change in the camp’s command? Who knows? The important thing is that there was no Appell today, which means that there will surely be one this afternoon or tomorrow, and that it will last twice as long.




B. B. | September 1, 1944 

Sure enough, the Appell lasted twice as long as usual, allegedly because of a child who didn’t show up on time or some such thing. Besides, they leave us standing and waiting for hours on end so frequently that we don’t even try to find out the fallacious reason any more.

It’s an autumn day. A continuous light rain is falling, a very damp drizzle, along with a powerful wind that reminds me of a stronger, more violent version of our kochava.g This morning at roll call we were frozen to the bone.

We spent the whole day replacing our two-level bunk beds with three-level bunks. We only finished about a third of our barracks, which means we’ve got at least two or three more days of work to do. They’ve piled us into these three-tier bunks claiming that it will open up some space for a table and make room for people to move around more freely. But it has done nothing of the sort, especially when you consider that we already lacked beds for some fourteen–to sixteen-year-olds.

The end result is that we are even more crowded than before, since each one of us now has a more cramped space for sleeping and less air to breathe, and we haven’t benefited from any “room to move” at all. It is impossible to sit or to move on these three-tier beds. We have just enough room to slip into a hole, provided you curl yourself up tightly before taking your place to sleep and you don’t move too much.

The foot traffic between these new bunks is more intense, of course. Being so jammed is enough to drive you crazy. Screams, noise, arguments, moans, infernal turmoil to no end. Endless comings and goings with straw mattresses, bowls of soup, the pathetic nourishment we lug around and devoutly store under reeking rags … endless comings and goings with boards, pitiful rags, and still-damp laundry. Comings and goings, cries of despair, children’s sobs, dust, straw everywhere, the stench, the filth, excrement.…

Quarrels are inevitable, especially among the women, either when the beds are being made or when the laundry is being done. Each woman feels uniquely threatened or mocked, a victim of a unique injustice, without realizing that her neighbors are no less miserable. We are all slaves here, and it’s on purpose that they’ve piled us on top of each other, with barely any room to breathe. It’s on purpose that they let us insult each other, bicker and argue, to make our existence unbearable, to reduce us to animals, to be better able to mock us, humiliate us, torture us … the beasts. The suffering is even more dreadful when they cut off our water without warning.

I’m standing near the bed, observing all this, reflecting. People bump into me. People push me. I’m surrounded by filth and screaming. I really don’t know where to position myself, where to put myself so as not to bother anyone or myself. I don’t know what to do with my body.

The Dutch Jews deported here celebrated their beloved queen’s birthday yesterday. They even put on a play. For the children. How can they think of such things? You can’t believe your eyes when you  see them all dressed up in their Sunday best; the Germans didn’t take everything from them as they did us when they were deported here. What makes the Germans decide to act a certain way at certain times?—who will ever know? Nevertheless, our Dutch walk around all spick-and-span! Two young men catch your attention in particular, with their white collars and their ties.… Yes indeed, the queen’s birthday is very moving, very moving indeed.




B. B. | September 4, 1944 

Our barracks is an insane asylum. Rare are those who know how to control themselves. The slightest incident gives rise to violent quarrels, insults, threats. Everyone has become extremely touchy, always ready to lose their temper and see others as their personal enemy. Distrust, suspicion, and ill will have entered every heart; it makes you shudder.

What a disaster, what a disaster … these miserable faces on which you can read terror, hunger, primal fear. Especially during the distribution of soup. Each person gets enough to fill two-thirds of a bowl.… They dig down deep into the pot with a large spoon. Such expressions, such a zoological crowd, such tears in the eyes of those who fear that they won’t get their share. Panic in the face of uncertainty. Is the pot full enough or only half full?

During this whole time, during this desperate struggle around a spoonful of rutagaba boiled in water, among these screams, these emotions, in the midst of this multitude, in the narrow spaces  between beds, the coming and going continues. Bedpans are dragged from one end to the other, depending on whether they are full or empty. And we are never done with these nighttime pans because of the children and the sick.…

In this chaos of soup, filth, excrement, brooms, dust, in the midst of the children’s screaming and crying, the “merchants,” insolent and tiresome, circulate indefatigably, miserable, as miserable as their clients. They exchange rags for bread, bread for cigarettes, and vice versa. These strange dealings are accompanied by long discussions and negotiations without end.

Unbounded misery, shamelessly displayed, foul and shrill. This is exactly what the Nazis wanted, exactly this! To vilify us to this unspeakable degree, to humiliate us to the point of insanity, to kill in us the very memory of having once been human beings.




B. B. | September 6, 1944 

They’re rounding up laborers again. They violently push the men out of the barracks, punching them, kicking them, beating them with clubs. Everybody out! Raus! Men, women, old, young, sick, healthy, no matter. Antreten! Lined up in rows, five by five. They count us like we’re livestock, or worse, because no one ever thought to pour so much hatred and outrage, so many insults, onto animals. … And so it is that they drag away the new work crew, yelling “Marsch!” and “Los!” It’s repugnant. Is there any equal in the world to the Nazi beast when it comes to rudeness, infamy, the art of physically and morally destroying men? Debauched!

Not far from here, about five to seven hundred meters away, you can clearly see an isolated little camp enclosed by barbed wire. About a hundred Hungarian Jews are interned there. But don’t come near! We hear that these people receive packages of food from abroad. The Germans tell us it’s a Sonderlager (special camp). “Jews?” we ask. “Yes.” “Then why is it a Sonderlager?” we insist. “Weil die haben spezielle Papiere.” (Because they have special papers.h) That’s the answer. Bizarre.
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