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Our Friends in Mezritch / Mateusz Borysiuk

| was born in Mezritch and from a young age the history of my town was very interesting to me.
When | was a youngster my grandmother used to tell me about her young days in Mezritch.
She was born before the war and most of the stories were about these times. During our walks
around the town, she used to show me where the synagogue was, where the Jewish tanneries
were located, where the bristle factories were and finally, when | was a bit older, she showed me

where the ghetto was placed.

It was a very difficult times for her also. Just before the war she was friends with a Jewish girl: Sonia Grysztajn (of
Grajnsztajn). She told me about her visits in Sonia's home on Lubelska Street, and how she was very interested in
Jewish habits and traditions. Everything changed on the 1 of September 1939. Contact between them was broken
off. These stories were very interesting and overwhelming for me. During my studies at University of Maria Curie
Sk3odowska University | came up with idea to write my Bachelor's Degree about the Jewish community in Mezritch.

Afterwards | did my Master's Degree on "Economic Life of Jews in Radzyn County between 1918 and 1939". During
my holidays in April 2011, | met a group from Israel on the town square (Rynek). In this group was Gad Finkelstein.
His outstanding stories had a large amount of information about my city, which I've never heard or read in any book.
It was very important for me and my research. In July 2012, Gad, his daughters and others came to Mezritch
once more. This visit also was very important; | made an interview with Gad which also provided me some very
interesting information. Those visits were essential for my work. | hope that this information and my work will make
Polish-Israeli relations better and lead to better cooperation between our two societies and nationalities.

Mateusz Borysiuk

ANITN NIVYNNAL 'N'MITA 0'WA912) \wNNn wWPT 09:11m 2011 J119X82 '™ 1'Wn 12'21 NNgn nwnio
'Y DIN'TIA LN NITAY TIVMIEPNT AT DX YT NN 19 1919 1Y 0y (Nopgasn

NN WP NN 0702 2011 Y712 QNNUN XIN ;2009 'NN1 'N'J'on’ 7090 N2IIN DPUA N1 XInY 11191
/X'ITN2 NN NN2TAN |ID'N "TNIN NYIAP JW 11712 DIXMN QNN 19X 02 wnni Aipgn nno-'\'m
.(7"T 27120017 N1Y AWNNI 212212 q01' Jw 0N2) 212112 11T UN NNIX 9w annna

."J217 NY'DI2IX NNDIOI NAND1 OTIVN NINNTN MY 2 N1 'TIN X2 19 2Tn DTy

NNIMUN DY NONIWN NIJ'WO JwWNNJ [IX1 YN DIX'TN

37 | 201212nan yaiaMov 1ywvItyn



What Really Counts / Abe Nisenbaum

The longer | love
The more | realize
That jewels and gold
Are not what | prize...

The beauties of nature -
Someone to love -
These are my jewels,
Gifts from above.

The laughter of children
Outdoors at their play -
This and not gold

Helps to brighten my day.

The comfort of friends
When the going is rough
This of itself

Can be riches enough.

So | am contented
As | grow old,
That the joys of my life

Are not measured in gold.

I Compose My Own Prayer / Abe Nisenbaum

As | sat in the synagogue listening to someone leading
the congregation in prayer, | became annoyed with
the many errors he made in pronouncing the Hebrew
words. | decided then to compose a prayer of my own.
Here it is:

“| appeal to you, Dear God, Ruler of the Universe, to
grant me many years of life. Grant me good health so
I may enjoy the good things in life. Grant me a pair of
healthy legs so | may walk wherever | wish to go. Keep
me from becoming too lonely. Grant me a clear mind
so | will be able to reason properly. Keep my children
and grandchildren healthy so | may derive nachas from
them. Finally, grant the gift of peace to the Jewish
nation as well as to the entire world. AMEN!”

*All of his poems were written originally in Yiddish.
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Abe Nisenbaum /By Leah Gilbert, grandaughter

Note: the following excerpt is from a book titled, What | Remember...Clevelanders Recall The Shtetl, produced

in 1985 by The Jewish Community Federation of Cleveland in cooperation with The Western Reserve Historical

Society.

My grandfather, Abe Nisenbaum, was born in Mezrich,

Russia (now Poland), the son of a respected Hassidic
rebe (rabbi). When he was eight years old, his mother
died, and his father sent him to a yeshiva in Slonim
where he remained for six years.

“At that time, we got acquainted with some young
people, tzienisten (Zionists), who belonged to a khevre
(club). They used to read newspapers and have
discussions. It was unusual to read a newspaper
then. Here | was 12 years old and had never read a
paper. They would sneak in to the Yeshiva when the
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rebe was not there and give us papers. And then, little
by little, they brought us books by Mendele Moikher
Sforim, I. L. Peretz, Avrum Reisen, Dovid Pinsky and
Sholem Aleichem. But this was always on the quiet.
And | became a different person. When | returned to
Mezrich, | organized a library with the help of three
other boys.”

Upon his return home, my grandfather barely escaped
arrest for circulating books - an illegal act - to Jewish
youth in Mezrich. These, and other circumstances,
convinced him to leave for America, by himself, in
1914.

“I had told my father | was leaving, and he gave me a
present. It may seem foolish now, but at that time it
was a sacrifice. He thought when | reached America,
| wouldn’t have a place to sleep, so he gave me a
cushion to take along. He himself packed it in for me.
So that’s how | came to the United States. It was 1914
and | was a little over 17 years old.”

In Cleveland, my grandfather became a businessman
like his grandparents. He devoted many years to
developing the mutual aid program of the Mezricher
Landsmanshaft. He retained his deep interest in
Yiddish literature and wrote and published poetry and
many articles for The Jewish Forward and other local
Jewish organizations, as well for the milestone events
of his grandchildren.



Sarah Schade lives in the mountains of North Carolina. Educated and trained as a mental health professional,
Sarah managed a hospital inpatient addictions recovery program and was liaison for referral sources.

Sarah has three grown children, eight grandchildren and a great-grandson. She writes short essays and educational
pieces for area publications and is currently writing her memoir. Sarah’s father was born in Warsaw and immigrated
to America with his parents as a young child in 1912. Communication between Sam’s parents and family members
in Poland ended in 1939 when the German army invaded Poland.

Sarah’s generation had no knowledge of family history until a long-lost letter came to light many years later. The
letter, written in 1945 by Sarah’s father, was addressed to the Joint Distribution Committee, seeking information
about the fates of family members in Poland. The letter contained the names of the villages where Sam’s ancestors
lived for many generations as Sokolow-Podlaski and Siedlce. It listed the names of family members, their ages,
addresses and professions before the war. The information in the letter was the catalyst for Sarah and her son,
Jack, to make the decision to visit Poland to search for family roots.

This essay attempts to capture the essence of their experience.

> “Morganshten” club, Mezritch, 1931
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was held. The arched doors and windows of the larger synagogue in the north section are still visible, although
the building is boarded up and used for storage. The smaller synagogue is occupied by a dress shop, the sales
department located in the former sanctuary. On an interior wall the outline of the rail to the women’s balcony is the
only remaining trace of the building’s original purpose. My father’s 1945 letter stated that the Wlodawers, who were
“well-known and established for several generations” in Sokolow

Podlaski, and had “lived all their lives” on Rogower Street. Jack and | came to the conclusion that the corner house
on Ul Wiczynskego is most likely the Wiodawer family home where my father was probably born. On the market
side of the building a doorway opens

to a terrace that leads down into the square. We think the house would have had living quarters on the upper level, with
the Wlodower cobbler shop on the ground floor, leading into the market. An iron balcony overlooks the street above the
front door of the building which may have had the business on the ground floor and the family home upstairs.

> Jack and me with Sophia

DEPARTURE

We departed Warsaw the next day with a sense of deep sadness but also a feeling of accomplishment that | hadn’t
dreamed possible only a few days earlier. We were thrilled to have found the shtetl of our ancestors, and we felt
a sense of satisfaction in having paid homage to the memory of my father and our other ancestors. | am ever so
grateful that Jack in his wisdom insisted we make the journey to Poland. He had the insight to realize that | needed
to make this trip, and that he and | would both benefit greatly from having done so.

| hope this account of our trip will be meaningful for you and your family, and perhaps will inspire other family
members to visit Poland someday. | hope to return to Poland and to continue searching for family records,
particularly those of my grandparents’ marriage, my father’s birth certificate, Papa Isaac’s record of Russian military
service, and exit visas of all those in our family who immigrated. | also hope to pursue the slim traces we have of
my grandmother’s family who lived in Siedlce.

My best love and blessings to each of you, as always,
Sarah Wahl Schade
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THE ARCHIVEST

Piotr arranged for us to meet with a Polish archivist, Edvard Kopocka, in his office in Siedlce’s Old Town Hall, an
historic building topped by a large figure of Atlas holding the globe of the earth on his shoulders. Edvard write a
book, entitled The Jews of Siedlce, which we purchased, and is involved in a research project about the Sokolow
Podlaski ghetto. Edvard explained the probable genesis of our surname Wlodower (or Wiadawer) as having derived
from the name of the town of Wlodawa in southeast Poland. He suggested that an ancestor moved from Wlodawa
and took the surname Wlodawer, meaning “of Wlodawa”, a common practice in those days, since most surnames
either were related to the male’s occupation or place of origin

In the Siedice and Sokolow civil registry offices Piotr searched for vital documents related to our Wlodawer
ancestors. This effort produced surprising success. We found and copied 18 birth, marriage and death records of
family members, entered by hand in Russian, in ancient ledger books, dating from the early 1800’s to 1938. A photo
of one of the ledgers is on the front cover of this letter. The first record we found was the birth certificate of Hersz-
Josel Wiodawer (1861-1922), son of Aron Leib Wlodawer, known as Uran the Shoemaker. Hersz-Josel (or Garsh
Yusel) was my grandfather Isaac Wlodawer’s father. Hersz-Josel married Szejndla Piekarz and had at least eight
surviving children, sons, Alter Beniamin (b.1874), Szmul Zawel (1879-1880), Abram-Maer (b.1881), Ajzyk (Isaac
or Isser, 1882-1948), and Keilman Laib (1907-1987) and daughters Mindle (b.1885), Hannah (b.1891), Chya Leah
(b.1895), and Ruchla Liba (b. 1900).

We found official documents relating to our cousin, Aaron Dvir, including the 1933 marriage certificate of his parents,
Kielman Wlodawer, age 25 and Rajca Frydman, age 22 and the birth record of his sister, Szejndla, in 1934 and his
own birth certificate, Hersz Aron, born in 1938. In 1940, when he was two, Aaron’s family escaped from Poland
to Russia and exiled to Siberia. When they were able to leave Russia, they went to Uzbekistan, where his mother
and sister became ill and died from an infectious disease. Aaron, then about 3, was placed in an orphanage in
Iran, and went with the orphanage to India, Yemen and Egypt, before finally reaching Israel in 1943, when he was
about five. His father, Keilman, was interned on the Island of Cyprus for many months, until 1948, when he was
allowed to immigrate to Israel. In the registry office we had them make certified copies of Keilman’s and Aaron’s
birth certificates and Aaron’s parents’ marriage certificate, which we sent to him at Kibbutz Sa’ad in Israel.

SOKOLOW PODLASKI’S SHTETL

We spent parts of several days in Sokolow Podlaski and became familiar with the layout of our ancestral village.
During the war, the Jewish shtetl was divided into two ghettos, with a small park between, each section bordered
by a wide main street. The main street of the south section, Ul. Dluga, is a broad avenue with small shops, where
Jack and | bought a very nice pair of brass candlesticks with an inlaid mother-of-pearl Star of David, as souvenirs
of “our” village. The main street of the south part of the shtetl is lined with small, wooden stalls that are used as
a fresh produce market. This street still has its cobble stone surface, which in the days of the shtetl had an open
sewage drain running down the middle. Further down the market street is the Old Cemetery, opposite which is the
former synagogue complex, now occupied by small family-owned shops. Residential streets in the south section
are mostly rutted, dirt lanes, where old shtetl houses, still in use.

The north part of the shtetl, opposite the small central park, once had two synagogues, wide paved streets and
rows of large two-story homes, each with an iron balcony above the front door. The main street of this section is
named Ul. Franciszka Wiczynskego, and it borders the park and the cobble stone square where the Jewish market
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In the Siedlce business district stands an impressive new bank building on the corner of the main street, opposite
a monstrous soviet-era prison housing 300 inmates, right in the middle of the downtown. The streets of the town
are crowded with modern, compact cars, and the narrow sidewalks bustle with shoppers, mothers with babies
in strollers, kids on bikes and a multitude of parked cars. Women in Siedlce are better dressed than in Sokolow
Podlaski, and career-aged women wear western style business suits. | noticed in Siedlce and in Warsaw that many
Polish women around the age of 35-40 dye their hair various shades of red, ranging from bright orange, light and
medium red, to dark henna. The people we encountered in Siedlce, in our hotel and in stores, were friendly and
helpful, and many spoke passable English. Siedlce has several upscale clothing stores, and the grocery and drug
stores are stocked with American products, as well as goods from other European countries.

THE LAST JEWISH RESIDENT OF SIEDLCE

In the once exclusively Jewish sector of Siedlce, Piotr took us to visit Maria Halber, a lovely woman in her 80’s, who
is the last remaining Jew alive in Siedlce. Maria and her husband, ltzak, survived the war, married, and continued
to live in Siedlce, their hometown, where they raised their children, both of whom live abroad.

Maria and Itzak were friends before the war. He managed to survive as a worker in a concentration camp, and we
think Maria, who was a blonde, may have obtained false identification papers during the war to pass as Polish.
They married after the war and lived in the house on Pilsudski and raised two children there.

Maria lives alone on the second floor of her home with a Polish woman to help in the house and walk her dog.
When we were there, she had placed candles in brass holders on the table, in preparation for Yom Kippur, which

was the next day.

> Maria Halber, Piotr and me > Siedlce Back Alley

In Siedlce Piotr took us to the site where the main synagogue once stood, now replaced by a large, ugly commercial
building, beside which, almost completely hidden, is a memorial stone that commemorates the time in 1942 when
the SS herded hundreds of Siedice Jews into the synagogue and set fire to the building.. It is estimated that 17,000
Siedice Jews died in the Holocaust.
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seventy-five years ago with their low, one-story structures and narrow weathered strips of brown wood siding and
shingle roofs. Many still bear traces of a characteristic mustard-yellow paint, as well as indentations on the right
doorframe of the houses, the only remaining evidence that a mezuzzah was once attached in that spot long ago.

> Traces of mustard-yellow paint > Typical shtetl house

In 1939, German planes bombed the market place of Sokolow Podlaski, and troops occupied the village. All Jewish
valuables were confiscated, and Jews were confined to a ghetto and required to wear the identifying Star of David
on their clothing. On Yom Kippur Eve in 1942, 5800 Jews of Sokolow Podlaski were led from the ghetto and herded
into boxcars to be deported to Treblinka for extermination that same day in the gas chambers there.

Most Jewish cemeteries in Poland are nonexistent today because the Nazis, in their attempt to eradicate all signs
of Jewish life, destroyed cemetery walls and signs and forced Jews from the ghetto to remove gravestones for use
in their paving projects. The Old Jewish Cemetery in Sokolow Podlaski, where generations of Jews of the shtetl,
including our ancestors, are buried, is now a public park where pedestrians, dogs and children on bikes stroll and
play, desecrating the holy ground and final resting place of generations of Jews. | picked up a round stone from the
cemetery grounds, and brought it home with me, in memory of our family members who are buried there.

The New Jewish Cemetery, a short distance out from town, is today a windswept, barren wasteland, littered with
trash and scraps of building materials where once stood hundreds of Jewish gravestones. Piotr’s agency, which
reclaims and resells previously Jewish-owned properties, is in the process of reclaiming this cemetery and has
plans to place a wall around it and to install a permanent marker there to designate it as a Jewish holy burial
ground. The ground today is severely washed out and covered in tall weeds. Jack uncovered a human bone with
his shoe that was protruding from the earth in a washed out gully. Piotr discovered another one, both of which he
reburied.

SIEDLCE (Shedlitz)

The administrative center for Siedlce Gubernya is centered in the town of Siedlce, about 20 miles south of Sokolow
Podlaski. Only one Jewish survivor of the Siedlce Jewish community still resides there. The former Jewish residential
quarter has wide streets and large, well-constructed two-story homes, with graceful iron balconies overlooking a
wide tree-lined boulevard. The residential areas of several blocks all originally allowed space for each home to have
a courtyard and a garden behind. Today the back yards are crowded back alleys with shabby welfare housing. The
lower levels of some buildings are converted to modern shops now painted in bright colors.
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by her aunts and his parents when they were very young, primarily to prevent Isaac from being “conscripted” for
a second term in “The Czar’s Army”. Isaac and Anna had two sons before he left Poland, the oldest boy, Sam,
was born in 1906, and the baby, Nathan, was born about 1908. Isaac left Poland in 1909 to immigrate to America
where he arrived with “a pack on his back” and worked for three years as a cobbler to earn money to pay for his
family’s passage to the “golden land of opportunity”. After Isaac’s departure from Poland, the baby Nathan died
from complications of diphtheria when Anna and the children lived in a relative’s home. In 1912 my father Sam at
six years of age and his mother immigrated to America, along with hundreds of thousands in a mass migration of
Jews from Europe in the late 19th and the early 20th centuries.

PREPARING FOR OUR TRIP:

The only concrete source of information we had as the basis for our search for family traces in Poland was a
yellowed document found in my father’s papers after his death. The document was a three-page letter that my
dad filed with several different Jewish agencies in 1945 after the end of World War Il and was written in an attempt
to help his parents locate or learn the fates of relatives in Poland, not heard from since 1939, when the Germans
bombed, invaded and occupied Poland. The document listed names, ages, occupations and last known addresses
of Isaac’s five siblings, surname Wolodower, of the village Sokolow-Podlaski, Siedlce Gubernya, in eastern Poland.
The letter stated that my grandfather “Isaac was born in Sokolow where his family was well-known and established
for many generations”. The letter listed names, ages and last known addresses of two of Anna’s relatives, also
missing since 1939.

We began our trip on September 12, 2002 when Jack and | flew from Newark to Warsaw, the capitol of Poland.

SOKOLOW PODLASKI

On September 15, we drove from Warsaw to Sokolow Podlaski, the village where my father was born in 1906,
and parked at a tree-shaded square in the center of the old section of town, once the site of the Jewish shtetl. We
strolled through the village streets and Piotr (Piotr Zandberg is a young Jewish as our translator/guide/ interpreter in
Poland) pointed out various buildings and homes, owned by Jews before the war, confiscated by the Nazis during
the war years and later appropriated by the Polish government for the use of the Polish people. Traditionally, the
most important area of the shtetl, and perhaps the oldest, was the synagogue complex, consisting of a house of
prayer, a house of study, a mikveh and the rabbi’s home, with cemetery, school and other Jewish-owned buildings
nearby. Most of the shtetl’s synagogue complex buildings have been converted for commercial use, and the
cemetery is today used as a public park.

Sokolow Podlaski is an old settlement, located about 60 miles east of Warsaw, where Jews settled as early as the
16th century. The Jews were always the chief tradesmen and merchants of the village and for many centuries, the
Jewish residents made up approximately 50$ of the total population of the village. In 1939, when the Germans
invaded Poland, an estimated 4000-6000 Jews resided in the Sokolow Podlaski shtetl but today there are no Jews
residing in the town.

Three synagogue buildings that remain from the days of the shtetl have been reclaimed and sold for commercial
use, since there are no longer any Jews living in the village. The oldest shtetl homes appear much as they did fifty to
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TRIP TO POLAND

September 2002
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This is an extract of a letter Sara Schade sent to her relatives after she and her son made a trip in 2002 to
Poland telling Them about theit experiencesand about the results of our search for family roots in Siedlce and
Sokolow Podlaski.

Sarah Schade

Dear Family,

I’m writing to tell you all about the wonderful trip my son, Jack, and | made this fall to Poland. The trip was Jack’s gift
to me for my 70th birthday, for the specific purpose of searching for our family roots in the “old country”. I’d never
considered visiting Poland, and | wasn’t aware that Jews lived there still, nor would want to, since my impressions
of the country were based upon images of World War Il and the Holocaust. After traveling there, | have a quite
different impression of Poland, which in most respects is a modern country today, recovered from the devastation
of war and decades of Soviet rule, and is now experiencing improved economic, social and political prospects.
The most surprising and encouraging development in Poland that we learned of is the work of dedicated Jewish
individuals and groups, assisted by progressive Polish organizations, aware of the value of the once vibrant, now
vanished Polish-Jewish civilization in that country, are in many areas reestablishing new Jewish community life in
Poland again.

Before Jack and | departed for Poland we agreed to maintain a fairly flexible itinerary in our search for family roots
and to rely upon intuition to guide us in our search. We succeeded beyond what either of us had anticipated tracing
our family history back four generations, walking upon the cobble stone streets of the village of our ancestors and
in finding the house we believe to be the Wlodawer family home, where my father was born. We followed leads
as they were presented to us, and rearranged our schedule to take side trips and detours, which contributed to
our understanding of the history of the Jews of Poland as well as our family. Our trip was an opportunity for me
to reconnect with my Polish-Jewish heritage, and to face the reality of the horrors of the Holocaust, which | had
avoided much of my life. Throughout our journey, we had a strong sense of ancestral spirits that accompanied us
each step of the way.

In our family, no one knew much about our ancestors and their life in Poland, partially because our grandparents,
Isaac and Anna Waldofsky (as the name was interpreted at immigration to this country) didn’t talk much about
the old country, except to say “There was “no future for Jews in Poland”. My grandparents loved America and
considered it the “land of opportunity”.

From my father and my aunts, Doris, Rose and Frances, | heard many stories about my grandparents’ lives that had
been related to them by Mama as they grew up. The stories told that Isaac and Anna’s marriage had been arranged
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The two hours melted into a fascinating history and
culture lesson, | scribbling avidly in a notebook I'd
brought along, and then we were parking the car. We
were in Lukow. We walked to the train station first,
where my father kissed his pregnant wife good-bye as
he set out for America, promising her it wouldn’t be
long before he sent for her. | snapped photographs of
the coral-colored, surprisingly imposing building, with
its columns and gargoyles, and high ceilings inside.
Making my way through the vast echoing station -
with its newsstand and ticket counter and a small,
ancient barbershop on the second floor — | stepped
outside to the train tracks, and stood for a long time
just looking at them, the very tracks where my father’s
journey had begun. My eyes thrilled at the vision of the
multiple rows of intersecting steel disappearing into
the horizon, and | snapped pictures of those, too. | was
standing where he stood, following the tracks of his
journey as far as the eye could see! But then, a sinking
realization: These tracks did not represent all romance
and nostalgia. These tracks were the route to Sorbibor
and Treblinka.

That’s what happens when you visit Poland: time and
time again, sentiment gets kicked in the gut by horror.

Leaving the train station, we walked several lovely

tree-lined streets past the shaded village square,
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where children played and grownups chatted, and on
to Staropajarska Street #3. The home of my father’s
wife and child. An apartment above a grocery store.
I’'ve seen pictures. Now | was here. I’ve heard stories.
They were ordered out into the street and marched to
a synagogue, my mother told me. She told me about
my father’s past when | was “old enough.” | didn’t want
to hear about it, really, stories about my father, a man |
grew up idolizing, having another family. They marched
them to a synagogue, my mother told me, and then
burned them. They gathered the Jews of Lukow one
day, and instead of leading them to the train station,
they corralled them into a temple. Earlier, while we
were driving, Kris had shown me a book that identified
the Lukow Synagogue, circa 1937, as being located at
#2 Staropajarska Street, a building diagonally across
from the grocery store. #2, where Regina and Yakob
Wakerman were burned to death, is now a dry cleaners.
As | stood in front of #3, Kris discreetly led Jeff away. |
remained there, just standing, alone with this address.

After a few moments, | followed the path, very slowly,
to the location diagonally across the street, the site
of the old synagogue, feeling with my entire heart my
brother’s walk — he would have been thirteen — in his
last minutes on earth.

Did he know?

Did his mother know? | knew.

DIN2IN'D N W DN
Site of former Himelbaum Home



streets of my father’s village, the temple he prayed at,
the house where he grew up. Before getting to Stawki
- if we ever did - Kris would take us to Lukow and
Wilodawa, two towns southeast of Warsaw, which | had
also researched in my attempt to trace and capture my
father’s life. Now, remarkably, this casual man in khakis
was going to drive me to them!

Let me take a moment to identify the significance of
these places. My father’s first wife, and the son they
had together, my half-brother, lived in the small town
of Lukow, at #3 Staropajarska Street. While my father
spent his entire young adulthood in America trying
to get them into the U.S., he never succeeded. The
unyielding tangle of American immigration laws and
the contemptuous restrictions toward Jews in Poland,
circa 1930’s, made it impossible. The wife and child
perished during an “anti-dewish action” in 1942. That
is the precise wording of the official letter from the
mayor of Lukow. | found the letter among my mother’s
things after she died in 1990.

As we started the two-hour car ride to Lukow in Kris’s
Honda, and the city acquiesced quickly to open
fields, it became apparent that Kris’s English was
immaculate. And, he was no mere driver/translator.
He is the Polish representative of Jewish Records
Indexing, an organization that collects names of the
Jewish displaced and enters them into a database, so
that people stripped of their identities and loved ones
during the Holocaust may possibly find each other.
Sitting to my left in the driver’s seat was a professional
re-uniter, who spoke with eloquence about Poland’s
divided loyalties during World War Il, and about its
shtetls. “Poline,” Kris told me, is the Hebrew word for
Poland. “It means, ‘Here we rest.”” (Oh, the irony...)

He talked about Poland’s crops, and the storks that
make their homes on every rooftop and telephone pole
in the agricultural areas. Here is an example of what
you don’t learn with research: | had read thousands of
pages on Poland, yet none had even mentioned the
storks.

Reizel and Yaacov-Wakerman [napgi aput 31
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Stawki,” he wrote about a month prior to my departure.
“Also, when the house is still standing and you have
its picture, we have no other choice but to locate it.”
Reading that email, | smiled at both the optimism and
the syntax. Kris (this was how he signed his emails)
came very highly recommended by an acquaintance
who had previously visited Poland, but, the way he
expressed himself, | couldn’t help thinking of the
hero of Jonathan Safer Foer’s book, Everything Is
llluminated, whose good intentions trump his naiveté,
and who actually does succeed in miraculously
bringing the dead to life. That was a novel, | reminded
myself; serendipity like that doesn’t actually happen.
On the other hand, | too was writing a novel.

As the airplane made its approach into the Warsaw
airport, the cityscape and an unexpected wealth
of parks unfolded beneath me, a plush carpet of
treetops. “I did it,” | thought, incredulous, “I'm here!”
My father’s life, taken by heart disease when both of
us were too young, has been the guiding influence of
my imagination. | grew up knowing that he came from
Poland - a place as remote to me as the possibility of
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ever knowing what it’s like to be a father’s daughter.
Now, on a summer day in July, | was here.

After getting settled in our grand hotel, located on an
enormously wide boulevard whose name contains
altogether too many consonants, my husband Jeff and
| spent the afternoon poking around Warsaw’s much-
trumpeted “old town”, a discrete area of the city entirely
remade after World War II's devastation. Crowds of
tourists milled about the faux cobblestone streets and
Disneyesque building facades. Elsewhere in Warsaw,
we saw hardly a soul on the broad boulevards, and
| wondered whether there was any other city that
so starkly reflected the ramifications of the dueling
bombasts of fascism and communism.

The following morning, as planned, Jeff and | found
Kris in the lobby of our hotel. A middle-aged man, tall,
lean and balding, wearing khaki shorts and sandals.
Just another day on the job, his casual attire and easy-
going manner conveyed, while | was about to embark
on a journey that until this moment, | firmly believed
could only happen in books. | was going to see the very



forget that electricians are very important in this part of the world. They can change the flow of history (Lech Wat sa

is a very good example). Although | still do not understand what happened during the war (will anyone ever do?)

and do not know the answers to many questions, | want to believe that human memory can revive the dead. | want

to believe that no one really dies as long as we think and remember of him. In my head THEY all are alive and | will

not let THEM go. If you do not agree with then please mark the words of a Polish poet Jan Twardowski: “We should

be hurry to love people because they pass away so fast”. Let us hurry up . . .

My Visit to Poland -

/ Elyce Wakerman

Lukow

Elyce Wakerman lives in Los Angeles, California, with her filmmaker husband, Jeff Werner. Elyce is the author of

two non-fiction books: Air Powered: The Art of the Airbrush, and Father Loss: Daughters Discuss the Man that

Got Away, and she currently teaches writing at California State University, Northridge. Her father immigrated from
Stawki, Poland to the United States in 1929. Just before he left, he married his childhood sweetheart, Reizel
Himelbaum, whose family resided at #3 Staropajarska Street in Lukow. While doing research for a novel based on

her father’s young adult life, Elyce realized that she must visit the towns that had nurtured her father and his first

wife. This essay, excerpted from a longer account, tries to capture that visit.

You may contact Elyce at: ewakerman@aol.com

| went to Poland with only a photograph. A black and
white photo that my cousin Brunje had given me of
the small family farmhouse where my father grew up.
It was located in Stawki, a word | couldn’t find among
the rows and rows of tiny place names in the index
of my voluminous National Geographic World Atlas.
Brunje had told me that Stawki is a kilometer from a
town called Wlodawa, a speck of teeny print | did find
on the map of Poland.

The Wakerman family had lived in this house and
farmed its land from 1925 until the Nazi invasion
on September 1, 1939. | never knew my father — he
died when | was three — but | was at work on a novel
that summer of 2006, inspired by his experience as
a U.S. immigrant in the 1930’s. Portions of the novel
take place on this farm in Stawki and, while research
uncovers worlds we’ve never visited, going to the
source uncovers our eyes. Beyond the books and the
documents and the googlings that had filled in a great

deal of the picture for me, | felt it was important to
see the land and the foliage, the river where he swam,
to smell the meadows, breathe the air, walk with my
own feet on the soil where my father had walked. If |
could only get to this house: a long narrow farmhouse
with a pitched roof and two columns framing the front
door, topped by a pediment, and fronted by a large
cottonwood tree that bends toward the door; the
house where my father lived until his departure for the
U.S. in 1929, when he was twenty.

| carried the photograph of the farmhouse in a paper
envelope with a cellophane window, a package as
fimsy and light as the hope | carried with regard to
ever reaching the place.

Yet Krzysztof Malczewski, the Polish driver and
translator with whom | had exchanged several emails
in preparation for the trip, espoused a more optimistic
view. “There will be no problem in finding and getting to
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One night I could not sleep / Bernard Lukomski

Bernard kukomski is a lawyer, married and a father
to 2 children, live in Warsaw, was born in Miedzyzrec
Podlasky. Bernard is in close relations to Avraham and
Rina Gafni and Naphtali Brezniak.

One night | could not sleep and | started surfing on

the Internet looking for the information about my home
town - Mezritch. After long hours | came across a web
site http://www.mezritch.org.il/, through which | met
Abram, Rina and Naphtali. Since then | have been
travelling in time. The past became present and the
future became irrelevant. | also recalled everything my
grandma told me about our town’s tragic history. She
told me what Germans did to the Jews and about her
fear that the Poles would be next. Then | read Naphtali’s
book and realized that | do not understand Polish-
Jewish history. | was deeply shaken. The facts of my
life suddenly began to take on a different meaning
and | had begun an old-new life. | was born in 1969 in
Mezritch - 24 years after the war. This information itself
is not particularly interesting or important. However, |
was born in a Jewish hospital in Warszawska street.
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The very first three years of my life | lived in a Jewish
house in Lubelska street. Then | lived in Brzeska street
where once there was the Ghetto - the place marked
by death. | used to play a palant game there. | am
afraid nobody plays palant nowadays. However, a
palant word is still in use. It has offensive meaning and
relates to a very stupid person. Abram told me that
he also played this game and he and his friends also
called it palant! I am not sure if you know the palant
game but it is very similar to American baseball. And
baseball is extremely unpopular in Poland and Europe
but somehow it was popular in our town! So why did
we play it is still a mystery to me. | also attended a
Jewish school (lyceum) in Lubelska street. Our favorite
Christmas dish has always been a Jewish style carp.
It might seem very odd that the favorite Christian meal
is a Jewish one but one should simply try it in order to
understand. Believe me it is much better than falafel
or anything else. One of our favorite dishes was also
chatka. The naughty children were called "bachory".
A silly girl we called "siksa" (are all goyim girls silly?).
When we are very angry we say "cholera". Some of
us call hash browns (potato pan cakes) “fatki”. In New
York they call it “latkes”. Guess, why? Grandma told
me that she used to light a candle for a Jewish family
on Saturday evening and | could not understand why
they could not do it themselves. Years later | learnt
that my favorite place for running (a forest near Sitno
village) was a place where Abram hid after he escaped
the transport. Suddenly | realized that Jews are all over
me. | realized that they are not gone or dead since they
all are still living in my head. When | walk down the
street | feel that | am treading upon their footsteps. |
look for Abram in the woods, although | know that he is
in Tel Aviv. It seems to me | live in parallel worlds. In one
of these worlds Naphtali works in our hospital, Abram
runs a very successful business in Ko cielna street and
Naphtali’s father works as an electrician. You must not



> “Morganshten” club, Mezritch, 1931
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