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Esther and the Lodz Ghetto

Life is never routine for a Jewish girl in Poland.
After 1939, it became damn near insufferable. I lived with my
mother, father and sister, Rachel, in an apartment above the bakery
we owned. My concerns used to be about my hair, boys, finishing
high school and telling my parents I wanted to be more than a wife
and mother. After the Reich took jurisdiction of our country; my
worries turned towards survival.

I worked in my father's bakery in Lodz. Papa's plan
was that I continue to bake until Samuel would make me his wife. I
would make blintzes with several children nipping at my ankles.
Papa became irate when I chose to go to the University for a
Teaching Certificate instead.

"Esther, school is for ugly girls with no chance for
marriage."

"Papa, I want to teach!"

"Marry Samuel, he’s a nice boy. He will make you a
fine home and provide you with children to teach."

Papa's life was the bakery and Temple. He was never
at home with Mama and Rachel. Life began at 4 am; work, morning
prayers, Temple for evening prayers, then rushing home before
curfew.

I knew he yearned for a son to carry the name of
Meiner. Rachel and I would have to suffice. His dignity was
preserved by; faith, heritage and the bakery. In order to keep his
world logical, I must become the wife of a distinguished Jew. While
at Synagogue, Papa praised the Cantor, Samuel. I think at times, he
praised Samuel more than God.

Samuel was twenty-three to my eighteen years. He came
from a long line of Cantors. He, like Papa, always read the Talmud
and his head was never bare. He was not unattractive; it was his
lack of interest in the world beyond the Temple that disheartened
me. I was not ashamed of being Jewish, but in this time of revolt
and trepidation; I saw no need to wear one's faith so
arrogantly.

Newspapers and radio programs kept me educated. The
fate Jews were experiencing to the West, frightened me. I gathered
as much horrific information I could stomach. Ignorance meant
death! I tried to convey my fears to the family, but Mama and Papa
were oblivious. As long as Papa could bake, his world had not
changed. I felt the fear of the occupation enclosing me. I knew in
time, our restriction would grow beyond where we could shop. My
father had been reduced to selling his baked goods only to Jews. I
knew it was a matter of time before he was shut down
altogether.

"Good, I don't need to sell to anyone else."

"Papa, don’t you see what the Germans are doing? They
are stealing our lives! They are telling us when we can work, when
we can go out, who we can see! Doesn’t this incense you?"

"You worry too much, Esther. It will be all over with
soon. God won't let anything happen to his people."

"It is already happening! You are blinded by your
God!"

My face burned with his slap. My father's eyes began
to tear. By questioning the intentions of his God; I created a
chasm in my relationship with him. The sting of my words far
surpassed the pain in his heart.

***

We began wearing the yellow star in 1940. A "Scarlet
A" would have been less conspicuous. We were worse than
adulteresses; we were the cause of German losses in the Big War.
How we accomplished this act, no one knows. We wore the once
coveted star in shame, marking our criminal state.

By September, Lodz was annexed to the Warthegau
region of the Reich and rechristened Litzmanstadt. I refused to
call my city anything other than the name it held for one thousand
years.

"It's just a name," Mama would scold me.

"It's not just a name. We were Polish, now we are
German? Can't you see the significance of this act?"

"Esther, you think too much for a pretty girl. We are
not Germans or Poles; we are Jewish."

"Mama, you can't hide behind your faith."

"Faith, my overly reflective daughter, is all we can
count on."

Faith. It lies still and obscured. To some, like my
family, it is everything. My faith fell to those who hated the
Germans as I did. I believed in their intervention more than
God's.

***

I wanted to go to the University before Jews were
barred. In October, I sold the locket Mama and Papa gave me and
enrolled in classes. I hoped teaching in Lodz would eventually
direct me to other "intellectuals" who would be making their way
north to Sweden. The Swedish seemed to hold the last bastion of
hope when avoiding the Gestapo. While all of Europe was being
swallowed by the hungry mouths of the German machine; an exodus
north, offered freedom.

Papa was devastated by my studies. Not receiving his
permission was more of a sin than my actual attendance. Samuel was
appalled that his future bride would be working. He refused to
converse with me. My glee in turning away the Cantor was obvious. I
should have been more concerned by my father's heartache, but my
mind was preoccupied.

On December 12th, my schooling ended. Radio
announcements and posters were placed throughout Lodz. Jews were no
longer allowed in public schools. The edict removed more of our
rights. We were only allowed to shop in Jewish owned markets. Most
of our possessions were held to a special "tax." Jews were not
allowed in public libraries, government buildings or banking
institutions. While reading the posted list of "sins," I was
approached by Abraham Goldstein.

"Esther, we have one small area where we can hold
classes for the youngsters. Would you consider taking a group of
children and teaching?"

"I would love to, but I don't have a
certificate."

"Silly girl, no one here has a certificate to
anything, anymore." Abraham looked down at his worn shoes. They
were not fit for the snow. His jacket was filthy and the lining
ripped out.

"Abraham, what is going to happen to us here?"

"Shhh. The streets have ears. Come with me to a
meeting after curfew. I think I can trust you. You seem to be more
aware than the sheep that live here. There are some who believe we
are only seeing the beginning of the end."

"After curfew? My parents would not allow it."

"Rules have been thrust upon us. We can live with
them and perish or we can defy them and survive."

"Where do I go?"

Abraham smiled, instructing me to meet him at the
corner by the hospital. Exhilaration and panic engulfed me.
Encountering others who shared my disgust of the Jewish condition
in Lodz was invigorating. Going against my parents, well, this was
enlivening, too.

***



I told Rachel to keep her mouth shut as I stuffed my
bed with clothing.

"Where are you going? What are you doing to your
bed?"

"I'm going out. I want to make it look like I'm
sleeping. Please, Rachel, I beg you. Don't tell Papa I'm gone."

"Are you going to see Samuel?" Rachel smiled at the
thought of a secret, romantic tryst. She was so silly at
thirteen.

"Yes, I'm meeting him. I think he loves me. I don't
want to get Mama's hopes up until I know for sure." Rachel hugged
me and whispered, "be careful" in my ear. I gave her a kiss on the
cheek and left.

Abraham and I found each other in the shadows. He
pulled me close and covered my star with a handkerchief laden hand.
We slunk along the walls of the hospital until we came to an alley.
He led me to a door and knocked four times. The door opened
slightly.

"I need pork sausage for a party." I stared at
Abraham for such an odd request. This was a kosher butcher. Why was
he asking for pork?

The door opened and we slipped in. The room was
small; it must have been the storage closet of the shop. When my
eyes adjusted to the dim light cast from one candle, I could see
several faces in the shadows.

"Who is this?" A gruff voice demanded.

"It's Esther Meiner; she is going to help teach the
children."

"I know her," a feminine voice whispered from the
back. "She can be trusted. We were in primary school together."

I searched the dim for the face owning the hushed
voice. "Gerte! Is that you?" I was immediately silenced by
Abraham's hand.

"Quiet! The Gestapo makes their rounds every thirty
minutes. We can't risk being discovered."

"Who are all of you?" I loosened Abraham's hand on my
mouth, but spoke in whispers.

"We are here, just as you, out of hatred for the
Germans."

"Are you the Judenrat? (Jewish Council established by
the Germans to keep the Jews in line.)

"No, we don't trust Rumkowski and his eager
followers. They are in cahoots with the Germans." Voices without
faces responded to Esther’s quest for information.

"Enough of the questions! There is no time! We are a
counsel unto ourselves. We will survive this humiliation thrust
upon us!" I recognized the voice of Moses Bladt. He was a cobbler
in the newer section of Lodz. His shop was shut down and his family
moved to the older sector of the city near my family.

"We have established a small school. The Germans have
allowed us to teach Jewish children as long as we report to the
Judenrat. We are to educate only in mathematics and reading. There
is to be no Hebrew or Talmud lessons. Of course we will report that
the children calculate quite well. Esther and Gerte will secretly
instruct each child Hebrew and prayers. The newest generation must
understand their heritage and what we are fighting for." Moses'
voice carried authority, even in whispers.

What had I gotten myself into? I was ready to deny my
Judaism, not defend and teach it. What else was happening in Lodz I
was unaware of?

"How many rifles have we been able to obtain?" Moses
asked a small man in the corner.

"Two, it took most of our funds. The little scrappers
took most of the money for themselves."

"Two is a start. As for the 'scrappers', we would not
be able to obtain any arms without them."

"Abraham," I whispered in his ear. "What are
scrappers?"

"They are young boys, mostly urchins that will do
anything for food. They are scavengers. They aren't allegiant to
us, but to their stomachs." My own belly turned. My family baked in
ignorance as the world turned upside down.

"We must adjourn. We will meet again on Friday after
Seder." Moses slipped out the door after this announcement.

"We can't go out on the Sabbath."

"Esther, we do a lot of things we couldn’t before."
Abraham looked at me sternly then grabbed my hand and led me
through the door.

The next day, I began teaching classes at the small
school the Judenrat prepared out of an abandoned office. I told
Mama and Papa of my new position. They weren't pleased. When I
informed them it was a school run by the Judenrat, they seemed more
at ease. Anything that was within the boundaries of the government
meant security to them. I thought I might have to use poor Samuel
as a ruse. I would have to make over him in public to allow for my
new life in the underground. I was ecstatic for the first time in
years. It seemed strange to feel so much life when so much was
taken away.

My class held thirty children of various ages. Gerte
helped me. We had a difficult time educating on so many levels.
Gerte, like me, held no certification and little training. We did
our best to teach a formal curriculum. Secretly, we pulled each
child aside for ten minutes a day to run through Hebrew sentences
and a few prayers. How could we possibly give these children the
education they deserved?

***

On February 8, 1940 all Jewish residences were
limited to specific streets in Lodz and the adjacent Baluty
quarter. Many families were relocated in the middle of the night
with little time to take possessions. Bon fires sent billowy orange
into the sky; burning the belongings left behind.

My family lived in the sector elected for our
community. We took three families into our apartment, becoming
thirteen. We slept three to a bed, some on the floor. We didn't
know the families but tight quarters made introductions
unnecessary. We were given food ration cards for flour, meat and
dairy. The provisions were barely enough for our own family. We
struggled for space, food and sanity.

By May, wooden and wire fences were erected around
the old sector. We now lived in the Litzmanstadt Ghetto. We were
surrounded by guards with machine guns. Shards of broken glass were
pounded into entrance and exit points halting passage. The main
entrance to the square was free of the crystal nails, allowing only
tanks and German Soldiers through. Our underground grew in
necessity. The urgency of our task was felt amongst the small
number of members.

Abraham waited for me by one of the few trees that
stood in the square. Most of the benches and fences had been burned
for heat the past winter. I could see his dark outline in the
glimmering light of the moon. Abraham always waited for me,
although, by now, it was not crucial. I knew my way to the various
hiding places of the underground meeting areas. I believe he sought
my companionship, almost as much as I craved his. We would walk
silently, hand in hand, becoming one with the shadows. After heated
debate and little accomplished, Abraham would escort me back
home.

We never spoke of the underground outside the
meetings. Most of our chat was limited to whispers. On this night,
as I approached him, I saw his outline was accompanied by
another.

"Esther, this is Judah."

"Hello," I whispered.

"Judah is from Warsaw. He was smuggled into Lodz. I
am to guarantee his safety."

I looked at this small, sickly man. His eyes were
hollowed. Taut, dirty skin stretched over his face. I took his
hand; there was no strength to it. He refused to look at me but
acknowledged my greeting.

"The man I am about to present to the committee, is
to be known only as Judah. He is from Warsaw. He made his way to
Lodz in the form of a warning. Please heed what he has to say."
Moses made his introduction.

The committee sat mutely in the threatening room.
They strained to hear the crackled voice of this fragile,
diminutive gentleman.

"I wish I could say I am delighted to meet you. In
another world, at another time; we would never make acquaintance."
I moved closer to Abraham. "I left Warsaw three months ago. I have
been concealed by an underground résistance that is stationed all
over Poland. My assignment is to tell the atrocities I have
witnessed and lived, so that you are aware. Preparation for the
events that will undoubtedly occur is impossible; but must be
attempted. In Warsaw, our underground did what they could to defeat
the Germans. Now, with so few survivors left, we spread the word of
caution and add a sprinkle of hope."

"We were held prisoner in Warsaw for over a year.
Food, heat and most of the water supplies were cut off. Selection
pogroms became commonplace. The Gestapo rounds everyone from their
homes and checks papers. Papers will not keep you safe. I have seen
many pay hundreds for these documents, only to have them tossed
aside - the owner shot in the streets.

The controllers of the selection sent many to the
trucks, some to the platz and others stayed behind. Those loaded in
the trucks were transported by train to work camps. What happens at
these places, we do not know. We sent spies, yet none have
returned. The ones in the platz were shot, execution style -
thousands in one day. The others were sent home; awaiting the next
selection. The Gestapo runs night raids; they go from apartment to
apartment and shoot indiscriminately. The goal is obvious. We were
to be completely eliminated. They have succeeded in this quest, but
for a hand full."

I held onto Abraham, he put his arm around my
shoulders, drawing me tight. Silence suffocated the room.

"They won't get us," Moses said. "We are organized.
We are gaining ammunition and guns. We will fight before we
die!"

"My dear friend, we, too, fought. We made bombs of
nails. We stole guns. Now, most of us have been exterminated. Those
of us left, hide in the sewers like rats. My mission is to warn the
other Ghettos. Your home is my last. I will seek out the survivors
in the forest near Warsaw and pray for survival. I came not to
offer despair; but to warn. Too many of our people deny the actions
around them. They will perish. I pray some of you endure."

***

Abraham and I did not speak on the way home. We were
stunned, our tongues tied. We walked down an alleyway, carrying our
shoes to muffle our footsteps. Abraham pulled me into a doorway. He
looked into my eyes for a brief moment and then his face was
against mine. He found my lips and began kissing me. His tongue
searched mine. We were entangled in panicked passion. Abraham
brushed my hair with kisses; his hands were searching my body
through my coat. I wanted him as much as I knew he wanted me. He
grabbed my leg and lifted it with his hand. In one advance, he slid
my garments aside and thrust his penis in me. It was over quickly.
Too rapidly for the thirst of lust I wanted to drink in. When man
is propelled into the arms of death, he fights. Yet, he also yearns
to plunge into the arms of tenderness. I hoped I wasn't just a
moment of fearful passion. I had grown quite found of him. I had
always hoped my first time would be in my wedding bed. In times of
crisis, such niceties are not always available.

Abraham looked at me and whispered, "I'm sorry."

"You're sorry?" Disgust salted the tone of my
voice.

"I'm not sorry I was with you. I only wish I could
have offered you a bit of romance."

"Abraham, we have no time for romance. I know that
you needed me." Now he looked hurt.

"I care deeply for you, Esther. I may even come to
love you." I silenced him with a kiss.

"I care for you, too." Silence walked us home.

***

The first selection occurred in May. I was at home
with the rest of our enlarged family when a siren blared.

'"Juden Auf!" German voices peeled through the
streets, echoing off the brick walls. I heard shots and
screams!

"Mama, Papa! Get your papers!" Rachel was shouting.
"Hurry Esther!"

I remembered the speech Judah gave only a week ago.
Were we headed towards the same fate as Warsaw? We could smell the
fires from the dilapidated Ghetto. Is this the beginning or the
end? I started for my papers, then stopped.

"Rachel, get Mama and Papa! I have to go to the
school and make sure I have my teaching credential. I'll meet you
in the square."

"Be careful, Esther." She kissed me on the cheek.

I heeded Judah's warning. Hiding inside the school, I
would be able to view the platz from the crack in the foundation.
If there was just an assembly; I would know that Judah was scaring
us needlessly. If not, I would know what to do for future
selections. I worried about my family. Mama and Papa were older but
in good physical shape. Rachel was young enough and healthy; surely
they would leave her alone.

I crouched under my desk. Ordinarily I detested the
draft that came from the fracture; gratitude now took over. From
the gap, I could see hundreds, maybe thousands of people. They were
crying, clutching each other in a tumultuous whirlwind of fear. The
Gestapo held many at bay with rifles. Some hit the heads of the
despondent women and men with the butt of their guns. They crumpled
under the blow. I could see families pouring out of their
apartments; their hands full of suitcases and mementoes. They were
led by the Gestapo, rifles at their backs. Pandemonium reigned,
terror was thick. I couldn't see much from the crack, but more than
I could stomach.

Screams engulfed me. "Juden Auf" barked sporadically,
unrelenting for hours. My mind was filled with pleas of surrender.
I couldn't shake the wail of the children. How many of my own
students were out there? What of Mama and Papa? Rachel would be
alright. I intrinsically knew that. I tried to block the sound with
hands on my ears. Ultimately, I gave in and slept.

Staying the night in my small cocoon, I awoke to the
sound of truck engines. The Gestapo would be all over the square;
delighting in their carnage. How many were killed? How many were
taken away?

I heard footsteps by the wall. My heart beat wildly
as the door opened slowly.

"Esther," Abraham's welcomed voice whispered.

"I'm over here." Abraham ran to the desk and helped
me out. My legs were numb from crouching so long. I fell into his
arms as he greeted me with kisses. Our embrace removed us from the
outside cold.

"Smart girl! I hoped you would hide."

"I remembered Judah's speech. My parents, my sister!
Do you know if they are alright?"

Abraham was silent. He held me even closer. "Esther,
your father was taken in the trucks to a labor camp. Your sister is
safe. I saw them myself, as for the others in our group; I heard
each went into hiding."

"And my Mother? Abraham! What about Mama?" Omission
of her whereabouts panicked me.
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