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ZEITZEUGENGESPRACH UND BUCHPREMIERE MIT ABRAHAM GAFNI UND NAPHTALI BREZNIAK

26. April 2011, 18 Uhr
Denkmal fiir die ermordeten Juden Europas
Caora-Bediner-5tralle 1, 10117 Barlin

Urt der Information

Abraham Gatni {* 1926} stammt aus dam palnischen Migdryrrec Podlaski

1542 wurde ar vom Hamburger Res

arvapolzeibataillon 100 in dwe Yo
nichiungsstatte Treblinka verschleppt, sprang aus dem fug und dberlebre

in eanem Yersteck im Wald

Naphtali Breanigk ist der Sohn des Holocausidberlebenden Moshe aus
Migdzyrzec, Nach Gesprichen mit seinem Yatar schrieb er dassan Gaschichte

und die sainer polnisch-jodischen Familie nigdar. Die Stiftung Denkmal

verfiffentlicht fiese Ennnerngen untar dem Tital sBirkenland. Gasprécha mil

meinem Vater Maoshes

PROGRAMM

Begriflung
Uwe Neumidrker, Dieakiar dar Stiftung Denkmal
fiir dig rmordeten Juden Europas

Gesprach
Abwaham Gafni und Dr. Maphiali Breniak mit Dr. Constanze Jaisar

[os Gesprach auf Deutsch und Hobrdiseh wird simultan gedolmatschi

i~
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dzien  dobry.przepraszam  ze
pozwolilem  sobie  napisac..
mieszkam  w  miedzyrzecu

podlaskim, mam na imie robert...
nie wiem od czego zaczac,na czym
skonczyc.. powiem tylko tyle...
spaceruje po moim kochanym
miescie  i.brak mi  was..
cholernie brak mi was.. mam 35
lat i miedzyrzec jest moja mala
ojczyzna.. moze nawet nie moja
ale nasza,wspolna.... niby juz was
tutaj nie ma ale w ciagle jestescie,w
kazdym kamieniu,kazdym
zakatku mojego miasta... i jestem
z tego dumny.. pozdrawiam
was serdecznie i bardzo,bardzo
dziekuje za moje miasto.. to
miedzy innymi wy tworzyliscie
jego historie,piekna,pachnaca...
jeszcze raz bardzo dziekuje..jesli
moglbym w czyms pomoc bylbym
bardzo, bardzo szczesliwy.robert
jaltuszyk
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THE INFORMATION CENTRE — THE EXHIBITION

In the Room of Mames visitors can hear the story of
Avraham Gafni's mother:

“Gittle Waintraub was born on November 10, 1897 in
Miedzyrzec Podlaski. She owned a prosperous hairdressing
salon with a staff of six. After German troops occupied the
Polish town in 1939, the occupiers rabbed Gittle Waintraub
of her livelihood. On May 26, 1943, men from the Hamburg
reserve police battalion 101 forced Gittle Waintraub and
her five year-old daughter into a train going to the Treblinka
extermination camp. She probably jumped from the train
with her daughter in her arms, There has been no trace of
Gittle Waintraub since.”

]



(Room of Names in the Information Centre at the Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe
© Stiftung Denkmal fiir die ermordeten Juden Europas)
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memories. From there we move on to the new
Memorial that was erected on the market place
in Miedzyrzec Podlaski in 2009. Naphtali gives
us his account of the long fight for a memorial
at the place where the brutal »actions« of the
Reserve-Police-Battalion 101 took place. And
then its time for Abraham ...

Abraham — as a survivor and witness — gives
us his first-hand account. He tells us the
moving story of his survival: How he escaped
the National Socialists several times and even
jumped out of the train, when he was to be
deported to Treblinka together with his father.
His story and the way Abraham tells it, are more
than touching. Everyone in attendance can feel
his pain in remembering the terrible events of
the past. Nevertheless, Abraham endures it for
us. He wants us to get to know his story and
understand, what happened back then. He
shows us: To remember the German crimes in
Miedzyrzec Podlaski is important, we have to
keep that in our memory. In this way the event
becomes a special evening which none of us will
forget any time soon.

Behind the scenes
By Nadja Grintzewitsch

The function room
underneath the
Holocaust-Memorial is
full of people. They are
whirling around, talking
at once and are fighting

I
- for the best seats. Only

v ¢
y, 4 slowly things calm down
: ( “ W again. My task in the last
~ half hour was to stand
by the entrance and hand out an audio device
and headphones to every guest. Many are using

something like this for the first time. And so I
explain in different languages, sometimes only

gesturing, how to select a channel and regulate
the volume. It took some organizing to make it
happen, but it paid off: Not even the technical
devices fail us. The light in the room is slightly
dimmed and the Power-Point-Presentation
with the photos of Jewish Mezritch families
is shown at the wall in a continuous loop. The
microphones work, the simultaneous translators
have taken their seats in the right front corner of
the room. In front of every speaker stands a glass
of water. The podium is nicely decorated with
flowers. Something buzzes in my pants pocket.
The desperate text message of a fellow student.
»They don’t let me in anymore«, he writes and
means the security personnel at the entrance.
»No wonder, I think, checking my watch. »I
told you to come at least half an hour early. It’s
crowded in here«, I answer mercilessly.

And then it starts: Suddenly there is a tense
attentiveness in the room. Unfortunately, I can
only see half of what is going on, because I
am still watching over the audio devices. But I
can hear what is being said and peek through
the door. Later I can sneak into the room ...
Afterwards I am rewarded. At the group dinner
with the Israeli guests there is nearly an exuberant
atmosphere. Everyone recalls the successful
event, English, Hebrew and German snatches
of language are flying through the air. Jews,
Christians and maybe also some atheists are
sitting at the common table, joking and feasting.
And I am happy that this is again possible, here,
in Germany, in the year 2011.

)
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difficult hours. We had laughed together and
struggled over words and formulations, but yet
— we had never met, never spoken a word, never
even seen each other. How would it be? How do
you start a conversation with someone who has
become such a big part of your life?

In the end, it was really easy. The warm welcome
of Naphtali and Agate, Abraham and Rina Gafni,
and the entire Brezniak family broke the ice and
swept any doubts away. I was glad to finally
»really« meet them and grateful to be able to
share this special moment with this nice group
of people who came such a long way to be with
us. And I am sure, Moshe was there as well.

What happened at the book presentation?
By Julia Radtke

When the evening starts, everyone is probably
a little nervous: Constanze Jaiser, who hosts the

[
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talk, as well as her two conversation partners
Naphtali Brezniak and Abraham Gafni. Of
course [ am nervous as well, I helped to organize
the event and now hope that everything will
work out as planned. At first our executive
director Uwe Neumirker welcomes the guests
and introduces us to the history of Migdzyrzec
Podlaski. It is this former Polish shtetl and its
history during the Holocaust we want to focus
on. Some people in the audience might not know
much about Mezritch as it is called in Yiddish.
Then Moshe Brezniak’s daughter Sarit recites
the poems she wrote to her late father and her
brother Avi holds a little speech. In this manner
we get into the spirit of the evening and the
talk begins. Naturally, the first talking point is
the story of the book that is presented tonight:
»Land of Birch Trees. Conversations with my
father Moshe«. Naphtali tells us how he brought
his father’s life story together and how the
family as a whole dealt with Moshe’s terrible



from him but to be only now able to understand
what he was telling back then. But what does
that mean: understand. »It is difficult to live
with this. And it is also difficult to understand. It
is impossible to understand. «

Until today, I haven’t understood.

Encounter with the Witnesses and the
Testimonies
By Constanze Jaiser

Abraham and Rina Gafni met the two
interviewers, Barbara Kurowska and Daniel
Baranowski, again in Berlin. Even before the
book launch, they introduced the Gafnis to the
interview now visible and audible within the
exhibition.

Sometime that evening Abraham told me,
how deeply touched he was, when he entered
the room where the videos were shown and
the evening event was to be held — he had not
expected this: For the evening ceremony a
slideshow was already on display showing all
the pictures the »Landsmannschaft Mezritch«
had sent to Berlin, together with the biographies
of their family members. Of course including
his parents, Shlomo and Gittle Wajntraub and
his little sister Chaya ...

For me it was very touching that Moshe
Brezniak’s family didn’t want to miss this
opportunity to be part of the ceremony and to
celebrate with us: Naphtali, and his companion
Agate, his sister, Sarit and her husband Micha
Friedman, his older brother Avi and his wife Ory
and another four family members.

To become a shadow — How 1 translated the
book
By Teresa Schdifer

Some years ago, Constanze told me about
meeting Naphtali Brezniak, the story of his
father Moshe, and Naphtali's book of Moshe's
life in Mezritch. She was fascinated by this rare
account and the creative way Naphtali weaved
his conversations with his father into a written
form. Constanze said back then that it was her
wish to bring this book to Germany and make
the story available to a broader German public
which still lacked the voice of a survivor from the
once vibrant Jewish community of Mezritch.
Last year, after a public call for bids, I was
lucky enough to become the assigned translator
for »Atzey ha'livne ha'zkufim« which slowly
became the German »Birkenland« (land of birch
trees).

The months of translating were like delving into
an entirely new world. Every day I listened to the
silent — yet strong and clear — voices of Naphtali
and Moshe. I became their shadow, their quiet
companion. Every word, every sentence,
paragraph, every experience and adventure I
tried to carefully carry over from Hebrew to
German. I have translated before and I still do,
but this was a new and different experience. I
felt a great sense of responsibility to stay true
to the voices of father and son. And over the
course of our time together, it felt like I became
enmeshed in the story. I had never met Moshe
and Naphtali, but I got to know them more and
more through their words, and I walked along
as Moshe was re-living the darkest moments of
his life. It was a very intense experience, and
when it was all said and done, it took me a while
to return to my life and leave the pages and
the entangled strings of words in Hebrew and
German behind.

When the day of the book presentation came
closer, I got a little nervous. I was sad that Moshe
was not here to share this moment. And I felt a
bit unsure about meeting Naphtali — we had spent
so much time together, so many long nights and

o]



be called »Land of Birch Trees. Conversations
with my father Moshe« and was to be presented
for the first time on April 26, 2011. We imagined
the upcoming event to not only focus on the
German ftranslation of Moshe Brezniak’s life
story but to give us another great opportunity:
to speak about a special place and its history
during the Holocaust. Miedzyrzec Podlaski.
For this reason we not only wanted Naphtali
Brezniak and his family to come but also had
another special guest in mind: Abraham Gafni.

Sincere thanks - Interviewing Abraham
Gafni
By Daniel Baranowski

At every one of our
life-story interviews,
there are always two
interviewers present. It
is always better when
two people are listening.
In most cases, that’s not
a problem. But we are
a small team, and when
Abraham Gafni told us
he would prefer to give an interview in Hebrew,
we had to ask him to reconsider, since we had no
Hebrew speaker in our team, at the time.

Well, Abraham said, in that case he would try
to do it in Polish, even though he didn’t feel too
confident in the language anymore. We still faced
the problem that we didn’t have two interviewers
who speak Polish, but at least our colleague
Barbara Kurowska could do the interview now.
And as we couldn’t grant Abraham’s first wish,
Hebrew, we agreed to do it this way. Barbara
was confronted with the demanding task of
conducting the interview on her own. She
asked me, though, to be present anyways, even
though I — as well as the camera man — wouldn’t
understand them. Since Abraham didn’t have
any objections, I found myself on a very, very
hot Tel Aviv morning — it was August 17, 2010
— with a glass of water in a comfy chair in the
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nicely air-conditioned apartment of Abraham
and Rina Gafni. The day before, we had met
for the first time to talk about the course of the
interview. During the meeting, Abraham was
so kind to talk English every now and again, so
that we had the opportunity to get to know each
other a little, despite the language barrier. When
the camera was set up, Barbara asked the first
question, and the interview began, I was left as
a silent observer and distant listener — someone
who literally didn’t understand. During our
interviews with Holocaust survivors, I often
notice that I actually don’t understand what the
survivors of the Holocaust are telling me. So
many times, my imagination and my concepts
are not sufficient enough to really understand
their accounts. And now I didn’t even understand
the language. Until this day I remember the
strange feeling: due to our preparations for
the interview, I knew about the suffering and
cruelty Abraham spoke about, but at the same
time I looked outside the window and enjoyed
the beaming sunshine of Tel Aviv. I remember
how I tried to follow the Polish language and
to figure out at what of point in his narrative he
was. And I remember how Abraham gave a short
answer to the last question, his eyes filled with
tears, and the interview was over immediately.
After another cup of coffee we said goodbye to
Abraham. Later on, Barbara told me what it was
about. But I was cut off from this story.

About four months later, the interview was
transcribed, evaluated, and tagged in Berlin.
And finally, in the beginning of January 2011, I
found the complete translation on my desk. For
the first time I could read what this remarkable
man had told us. For the first time I understood
his concentration, his courage, his task, his
testimony. And for the first time I read the last
sentences of the interview: »It is difficult to live
with this. And it is also difficult to understand. It
is impossible to understand.« I sent an email to
Abraham to thank him again for his interview.
He answered — in perfect English, of course.
In my email I told him that it was an irritating
experience for me to sit only two meters away



had in my life.

Later we met again in Tel Aviv — where we were
warmly welcomed again. This was the third time
we saw each other. We met Naphtali in a café at
the beach in Tel Aviv and he told us about his
book on his father Moshe’s life.

Constanze wanted to find a way to publish this
work in Germany. What happened then is very
hard to express in a few words, but it was made
possible to have you all in Berlin. So we could
finally offer you to be our guests. And to share
with you again important things, this time not in
Poland nor in Israel, but in Berlin, in Germany
the country of the perpetrators. The event held
in order to present this book to the German
public was a very impressive act. For me it was
amazing to have you here in Berlin and we spent
a wonderful time together ... hope to see you
soon, my dears!

»Impossible to tell, impossible to understand,
impossible to believe«
By Uwe Neumdirker

The event on April 26, 2011 was a special
occasion. It was, together with the German
translation of the book, generously sponsored
by the German Foreign Office. Numerous
people came in order to hear the story of the
book and the story of the survivor Abraham
Gafni — among them was also the ambassador
of the Foreign Office, Viktoria Zimmermann
von Siefart. The curators of the exhibition
»Order and Extermination: The Police in the
National Socialist State« were there as well and
subsequently ordered copies of Brezniak’s book
to offer them within the museum shop and to
prepare pedagogical material accompanying
the exhibition. Because of the Reserve-Police-
Battalion 101 Miedzyrzec Podlaski is better
known by now than the small towns and villages
in its closer or more distant vicinity; here, Jews
often represented the majority of the population.
German murderers and their foreign accomplices
erased the centuries-old Polish-Jewish identity of

this region within a short amount of time. Only a
few synagogues, which are now being misused
or crumbling, remind us of that. In Miedzyrzec
there is a monument, in Belzec, Treblinka and
Majdanek there are also impressive memorial
sites. But only — if at all — the >ordinary men«
are rooted in the German consciousness.

Moshe Brezniak’s memories, written down by
his son Naphtali, give a disturbing insight into a
world that was obliterated and — at the same time
— raise an enduring monument to the murdered
and missing Jewish children, women and men
from Poland.

Missing stories — Why we needed »Land of
Birch Trees. Conversations with my father
Moshe«

By Julia Radtke

In Germany, the brutal
actions of the Reserve-
Police-Battalion 101 -
which also made several
stops in  Miedzyrzec
Podlaski — have been
widely known since
Christopher Browning’s
1992 book »Ordinary
Men. The Reserve-
Police-Battalion 101
and the >Final-Solution< in Poland«. But at the
same time there were no life stories of survivors
who had witnessed the events available in
German. The Foundation Memorial to the
Murdered Jews of Europe was determined to
change that: Naphtali Brezniak’s book on his
father Moshe’s life was to be translated into
German. Around the same time we heard that
the German Historical Museum was planning
an exhibition on the German Police and its role
during the Holocaust. It seemed crucial that the
book should be published when the exhibition
opened: in the spring of 2011. That meant a lot
of good will and haste was necessary, but in the
end we succeeded. The German version was to
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How it all began
By Constanze Jaiser

The home town of Moshe
Brezniak, Abraham
Gafni, Gad Finkelstein
and many other Jews is
hard to pronounce for
a German: Miedzyrzec
Podlaski ...
Nevertheless, it 18
known among German
researchers and the rest of the academic world,
because some members of the Reserve-Police-
Battalion 101 were put on trial in Hamburg
during the 1960s and also some infamous
pictures appeared, showing the view of the
perpetrators: Jewish children, women and men
kneeling on the market place, forced to wait for
their deportation to a death camp.

At the end of 2007 I started my research on those
murdered in Migdzyrzec Podlaski. I was looking
for names in order to create corresponding
audio biographies for our Room of Names. It
took me a while to discover the footprint that
the formerly mostly Yiddish speaking city of
Miedzyrzec Podlaski had left: Its Yiddish name
was Mezritch — much easier to pronounce with
a German tongue ... It was quiet hard for me to
understand that this world had vanished because
of the racial fanaticism of German National
Socialists (with the help of a great many of anti-
Semitic Poles).

I eventually found the Mezritch Website in
the virtual world of the Internet. What started
then was an amazing cooperation with the
»Landsmannschaft Mezritch«. They had already
acquired the information that the Foundation
researchers needed in order to produce an
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audible sign of commemoration underneath the
field of stelae, the Memorial to the Murdered
Jews of Europe.

Information was exchanged by email over a
period of several months. On 17 May 2009
I followed, accompanied by Jacob David
Pampuch, the invitation of Abraham and Rina
Gafni to witness the unveiling ceremony of
the statue »Prayer« by Yael Artzi in Mezritch.
The memorial is a sculpture of a person deep
in prayer. The unveiling ceremony took place
in the presence of residents of the town as well
as 125 guests from Israel, the USA, England,
Canada and Australia with family links to the
town. Most of them had never seen each other
before.

Witnessing important moments in your life
By Jacob David (Jascha) Pampuch

First of all I'd like to
thank you for taking us
(me and Constanze) with
you to Mezritch. 1 will
never forget the moment
when we reached the
market place in Mezritch
on 17 May 2009. While
everyone was leaving the buses behind and was
disappearing somewhere in the darkness of the
town—itbegan torain ... The rain reminded me of
a silent crying about all the crimes that had been
committed at this square. Yet I understand that
all of you — despite of these tears from heaven
— were looking for the homes of your relatives
or the places where you've been living in the
past. To witness the unveiling of the monument
is one of the most moving experiences I have
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