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“Look at how a single candle can both defy and de#ne the darkness.”
 — Anne Frank

“Holding our breaths. Waiting to be captured and shot at any moment.  
But suddenly the silence returns. !e Germans are gone, and we’re alive.  

Protected by the moonless night. We held on to live another day.”

— Miriam Brysk
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PRAISE for: A VICTORY FOR MIRIAM!
!e Little Jewish Girl Who De"ed !e Nazis

“A VICTORY FOR MIRIAM! !e Little Jewish Girl Who De"ed the Nazis 
is a wonderful book.”

As a teacher who conducts workshops for other teachers who plan to incorporate 
the Holocaust in their courses, I have been fortunate to be able to use Joanne Gilbert’s 
engaging and inspiring #rst book, WOMEN OF VALOR: Polish Jewish Resisters to 
the !ird Reich (WOV/PJ). $ose of us who have read and loved—and used it in our 
classrooms—are particularly grateful that the youngest of its featured women, Miriam 
Brysk, has now partnered with Joanne to write a Young Adult memoir based on her 
early childhood experiences during the Holocaust. A VICTORY FOR MIRIAM! !e 
Little Jewish Girl Who De"ed the Nazis provides a unique and much-needed example of 
a courageous child whose spirit makes her a hero instead of a victim. While this book 
was not designed speci#cally for classroom use, its versatility appeals to a broad range 
of educators. As a teacher, a mother, and a student of Holocaust History, I love the 
readability and honesty of this book. I highly recommend it for teachers, parents and 
grandparents, and  students, from 6th to 12th grade—and beyond.” 

—  Sara Melvin, 
Certi#ed Holocaust Educator, Clark County School District, 

Las Vegas, Nevada

“A Victory for Miriam! engages readers of all ages as it reveals the true story  
of the underground resistance and how it included Jews of all ages . . .”

A Victory for Miriam! provides a vivid and compelling account of how a young Jewish 
girl who, along with her parents, openly de#ed the Nazis by becoming active members 
of a #erce partisan group.  $is meticulously researched book immerses the reader in 
Miriam’s life of constant turmoil, de#ance, adaptation, and survival.  $e reader is drawn 
into Miriam’s world and her transformation from being an innocent child during the 
Nazis’ invasion of Poland in 1939, to being a disciplined member of the resistance, then 
to her experience as a homeless refugee, and #nally, her enrollment as a post-war refugee 
in a Brooklyn, New York elementary school. A Victory for Miriam engages readers of all 
ages and reveals the true story of the underground resistance and how it included Jews 
of all ages, entire families, including one very brave little girl. Highly recommended!

—  Laura Engel Sahr, MA% 
Retired, New York State Education Department%
O&ce of Elementary and Secondary%Education



“A Victory for Miriam! resonates with a rare and honest view of Jews 
who fought the Nazis—and survived!”

 
Miriam’s story is unique in that it provides us with a moving and insightful view of 

the partisans from a child’s perspective. It is a story of bravery and heroism and the role 
that chance or luck or providence plays in everyday life. I was particularly struck by this 
story because my family came from Lida, and my cousin was one of the partisans who 
snuck into the ghetto to bring people and supplies back to the forest, and I can attest 
that Miriam’s story rings with authenticity. Her “victory” was due to her strength and 
'exibility in overcoming so many obstacles. Victory provides young people today with 
insights into growing up, friendships, and even the plight of refugees without homes 
and without welcome. It shows how children were as deeply a"ected by the war as were 
adults. Miriam’s sharing of her story is a gi! to all of us.

—  Berna Heyman, MLS,
Author of !e Colonel Peter Vroman House: A House with a History

Retired, Associate Dean of University Libraries
College of William & Mary, Williamsburg, VA

 
 “Miriam’s Holocaust “victory,” and her many subsequent victories,  

sweep the reader into a lifelong journey that truly inspires.”

A Victory for Miriam! engages the reader by e"ectively conveying vivid memories 
of war from the  clear-eyed perspective of a child . . . It provides a model for overcom-
ing tragedy—even when scars remain from the loss of loved ones. . . $e reader is 
drawn very close to Miriam, and is almost at one with her through her struggles and 
passions. As she weeps, so do we. As she rejoices, so do we.  And we share Miriam’s 
peace when she #nally becomes free. Although designed as a book for middle school 
youth, A Victory for Miriam! !e Little Jewish Girl Who De"ed the Nazis, is a book 
for all ages and stages of life.

                                                           —  Regina Lederman, Ph.D
                      Professor Emeritus, University of Texas Medical Branch

                                                                                                          Galveston, TX



xi

TABLE OF CONTENTS
 

A Note to Our Readers xiii
Holocaust Overview & Timeline  xv
Prologue — January 1949: Brooklyn, New York 1

Chapters:
1. March 1935–September 1939: Early Childhood/Warsaw 5
2. October 1939: Life in Soviet Lida 13
3. December 1941: $e Lida Ghetto 23
4. July 1942: A Surprise Sanctuary 31
5. November 1942: Escaping the Lida Ghetto  39
6. December 1942: $e Jewish Partisans 47
7. January-Feb 1943: $e Soviet Partisans  53
8. March 1943-May 1944: $e Forest Hospital 61
9. June 1944-February 1945: Liberated but Not Free 69
10.  March 1945: Lublin and First Love 79
11. April-May 1945: Leaving Poland—Again! 87
12.  November 1945-January 1946: Wandering Jews   95
13.  February-June 1946: A Surprise Reunion!  103
14.  July-September 1946: Hellos and Goodbyes in Italy 111
15. October 1946-February 1947: Big Changes  121
16.  February 1947: Greenhorns in the Golden Land 129
17.  March 1947-January 1949: School Daze 137
18. January 1949: A Victory for Miriam! 143

Epilogue — January 2019: Ann Arbor, Michigan 147
Acknowledgement 151
Glossary  153
Classroom Activities  159
Gallery 168
About the Authors 191 
Selected Resources    187





xiii

A NOTE TO OUR READERS

Welcome to A Victory for Miriam! "e Little Jewish Girl Who De#ed the 
Nazis. In the decades since World War II ended in 1945, that little girl grew 
up and became Dr. Miriam M. Brysk: a scientist, medical school professor, 
graphic artist, loving wife, mother, grandmother, great-grandmother, and dear 
friend.  Miriam’s 84th birthday was in March 2019, and as one of the youngest 
Holocaust survivors,1 she knows that all too soon there will be no one le! to 
tell the powerful, true stories of one of the most tragic times in history.

It is a tribute to Miriam’s great intelligence, courage, and determination, 
that she is able to share the intense, personal—and o!en painful—details of 
her early childhood. Beginning with the bombing of Warsaw when she was 
only four years old, and continuing through her three years on the run—#rst 
from the Nazis and then from the Soviets—Miriam’s desperate escapes will 
have readers cheering her on. Her determination to succeed continued as she 
faced the strange language, food, customs, and—worst of all—the mean girls 
at her new school in America. You’ll join the audience at Miriam’s eighth-
grade graduation as they applaud this clear-eyed, courageous young woman 
who refused to let obstacles stop her. As Miriam’s friend and writing partner, 
I’m happy to let you know that she still refuses to let obstacles stop her!

History books give us facts about Adolf Hitler’s determination to eliminate 
the Jews of Europe both before and during World War II. But facts provide 
just one view of history. It is also necessary to understand it from the human 
point of view. $e best way to do this is to learn about history from the people 
who actually experienced it. Miriam and I hope her story will bring history 
to life for readers and help them gain a deeper understanding of both the 
evil and the heroism that took place during the Holocaust. And seventy-four 
years a!er it ended on May 8, 1945, we hope you will join us in honoring and 

1 Holocaust: (From the Greek: Holos=all, kaustos=burnt) Also known as the 
Shoah (Hebrew: catastrophe), the Holocaust was the period of time between 1933 and 
1945 when Germany’s $ird Reich government, under the leadership of Adolf Hitler, 
murdered over six-million Jews in its campaign to eliminate the Jews of Europe. A 
“Holocaust survivor” is someone who lived through this terrible experience.
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mourning its over 11 million victims. We especially mourn the more than 1.5 
million innocent Jewish children who were victims. 

We also honor, celebrate, and learn valuable lessons from those who survived. 
We are fortunate that Miriam has been willing to relive that horri#c time so that 
others might more fully understand the human reality that gives meaning to the 
historic facts. I am honored to work with her in creating this book.

Miriam Brysk and I invite you to join us on a journey back in time to her 
early childhood in Poland during World War II. A time when the Germans 
almost succeeded in eliminating the entire Jewish population of Europe—
including one innocent, determined little girl. 

Miriam M. Brysk, Ann Arbor, Michigan 
 Joanne D. Gilbert, Las Vegas, Nevada
2019
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HOLOCAUST OVERVIEW & TIMELINE

Between 1933 and 1945, the German government was known as the "ird 
Reich (Empire). Its Führer (self-proclaimed leader), Adolf Hitler, was also 
the leader of the country’s all-powerful, ruling political party: the National 
Socialist German Workers’ (Nazi) Party. Hitler had two main goals. $e 
#rst% was to expand the boundaries of Germany by conquering and occupy-
ing neighboring countries including Czechoslovakia, Austria, Poland, France, 
Belgium, Holland, and eventually, the Soviet Union.

Hitler’s second goal was to eliminate all the Jewish people in Europe. 
Hitler called his second goal, “$e Final Solution to the Jewish Problem.” His 
campaign to achieve this horri#c goal resulted in the deaths of approximately 
six million Jewish men, women, and children. An additional #ve million 
non-Jews also perished. A!er the end of World War II (1939-1945), Hitler’s 
“Final Solution” became known as the Holocaust, or the Shoah, in Hebrew.

Here is a brief overview and timeline of some of the factual events leading 
up to the most horri#c event in modern human history:

JUNE 28, 1919
 World War I ended on November 11, 1918, when Germany sur-
rendered to the Allies. It wasn’t until June 28, 1919, however, that 
the Treaty of Versailles was signed by the Allies (the British Empire, 
France, Russia, Italy, and the United States), and the Central Powers 
(Germany—under protest, Austria-Hungary, Ottoman Empire and 
Bulgaria). Germany was angered by this treaty because it stated that 
Germany had started WWI, and should pay the Allies 33 billion dol-
lars for the costs of the war.

SEPTEMBER 16, 1919
 Hitler issued his #rst written description of Jews as a “race-tuberculosis 
of the peoples,” a deadly, contagious disease that must be eliminated by 
the government.
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FEBRUARY 24, 1920
 $e National Socialist German Workers’ Party (NSDP), known as the 
Nazi Party, was established. One of its goals was to exclude Jews from 
the non-Jewish% community.

JULY 29, 1921
 Adolf Hitler became the leader of the Nazi Party, calling himself: der 
Führer.

NOVEMBER 8-9, 1923
 $e Munich (Beer Hall) Putsch was Hitler’s attempt to overthrow the 
federal government of Germany. When Hitler’s attempt failed, he was 
captured, tried and convicted of treason. It was during his time in prison 
that he dictated his two-volume book, Mein Kampf (My Struggle), in 
which he outlined his plans for a Germany that would become entirely 
free of Jewish people.

OCTOBER 24-29, 1929
 $e crash of the United States Stock Market resulted in the Great 
Depression, which had a profound impact on the economies of 
European countries. Still su"ering from its defeat in World War I, the 
German economy went into a devastating decline. Nazi promises of 
relief from the massive unemployment and poverty began to attract 
more followers.

JULY 1932
 $e Nazi party won 37.3% of the vote in the Reichstag elections and 
became Germany’s largest political party.

JANUARY 30, 1933
 Hitler was appointed Chancellor of Germany by its President Paul von 
Hindenburg.
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FEBRUARY 27, 1933
 A massive #re destroyed the German government’s headquarters which 
were housed in Berlin’s Reichstag Building. Many people believed 
the #re was intentionally set by the Nazis, who then blamed it on the 
Communist Party. $e #re also resulted in the German government’s 
restriction of civil rights.

SEPTEMBER 15, 1935
 $e Nuremberg Race Laws were passed, taking citizenship away from 
German Jews, and beginning the legal persecution of the Jewish people.

MARCH 11-13, 1938
 $e Nazis annexed Austria without resistance. $is action was called 
the Anschluss.

SEPTEMBER 30, 1938
 Germany, Great Britain, France, and Italy signed the Munich Agreement 
giving Germany the Sudetenland region of Czechoslovakia in return for 
Germany’s promise of peace.

NOVEMBER 9-10, 1938
 During Kristallnacht, the Night of Broken Glass, Jewish homes, 
shops, businesses, schools, hospitals, cemeteries, and synagogues across 
Germany were vandalized, burned and destroyed by Nazi mobs. Almost 
100 Jews were killed, and approximately 30,000 Jewish men were sent 
to Nazi concentration camps. $is event marked the #rst act of mass 
violence against the Jews of Germany.

AUGUST 23, 1939
 $e Nazi-Soviet Pact (Molotov-Ribbentrop Treaty of Non-aggression) 
was signed. In this treaty, Hitler and Josef Stalin agreed not to #ght each 
other. $ey also agreed to divide Poland between their two countries.



SEPTEMBER 1, 1939
 Hitler invaded Poland using Blitzkrieg (lightning war) tactics. $e Poles 
fought back, but they were quickly defeated, and Poland was occupied 
by Germany.

SEPTEMBER 3, 1939
Great Britain and France declared war on Germany.

DECEMBER 11, 1941
 $e day a!er Japan’s December 7 attack on the U. S. Naval base at Pearl 
Harbor, Hawaii, the U.S. declared war on Japan. Since Germany, Japan, 
and Italy were allies, they declared war on the U.S.

JANUARY 20, 1942 
 $e Wannsee Conference held at an estate in Germany, approved 
the German government’s plans for the “Final Solution to the Jewish 
Problem.” $is resulted in the construction of the death camps in 
Poland, and the mass murders of 6 million Jews.

APRIL 30, 1945
A!er the Allies captured Berlin, Hitler committed suicide.

MAY 7-8, 1945
 $e Germans surrendered to the Allies, ending World War II in Europe.

January 1949:  Brooklyn, New York Brooklyn Public School 100
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PROLOGUE

Would you believe it’s been 70 years since I walked across the stage to receive 
my eighth-grade diploma in January of 1949? !at’s probably before your Great-
grandparents were even born! Funny how even though I’ve never talked about it 
with anyone, I still remember it as if it were yesterday . . . 

Eighth Grade Graduation—#nally! As we stood backstage, #dgeting and 
trying not to look nervous, my classmates and I waited to hear our names. For 
us, graduation was a great victory: no more being treated like little kids. We 
were #nally on our way to high school! $e world would be ours! Well, at least 
the high school campus part of the world would be ours. $e girls posed awk-
wardly in their fancy white dresses, grown-up hairstyles, and make-up, as they 
giggled about boys. $e boys slicked their rebellious hair down, #ddled with 
their ties, and sneakily eyed the suddenly grown-up looking girls. Graduating 
from eighth-grade caused our emotions to churn. While we were overjoyed to 
#nally be the “big kids,” we also were nervous about what lay ahead. And while 
my feelings about eighth grade graduation were in some ways very similar to my 
classmates, they were also very di"erent.

Wearing my beautiful white dress and a lovely orchid corsage, I stood silent, 
alone, and self-conscious, as usual, never quite part of the group. $ese care-
free all-American kids were just going through a regular phase in their regular 
all-American lives. And even though I’d #nally #gured out how to dress, walk, 

January 1949:  Brooklyn, New York Brooklyn Public School 100
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and even almost talk like them—under the surface, way down where it really 
counted, we had nothing in common. I was pretty sure that they were all super-
#cial, and totally lacking in any understanding of real life.

Especially my real life.

To them, I was a quiet, serious, alien creature—the girl who talked funny, 
and didn’t understand their jokes. I never was sure when they were making fun 
of me—something that happened quite o!en. Even if they had been interested 
in my real life, how could they possibly have understood what it meant to be a 
young Jewish Holocaust survivor? No, they couldn’t possibly have had any idea 
of who I was.

Or who I’d been.

Or — for that matter — who I was going to become.

Every single day of my three years in American schools had presented me 
with at least one opportunity to feel embarrassed—and isolated. I didn’t know 
about American fashion, movie stars, music, “Jitterbug” dancing, 4th of July, 
Halloween, $anksgiving, President Truman, or even peanut-butter and jelly 
sandwiches on tasteless white bread. In other words, every aspect of every day 
post-World War II American life was totally unfamiliar to me. I did know, how-
ever, that I didn’t #t in . . . and I wasn’t sure I wanted to. 

In my real life, I was a young Jewish Holocaust refugee,2 who had been born 
in Warsaw, Poland in 1935. In 1947, when I was nearly twelve, my family and I 
arrived in Brooklyn, New York,  where I was seen as an ignorant foreigner. I was 
humiliated to be placed in the 5th grade because I’d had only a few months of 
formal schooling, and spoke no English. Somehow, in spite of all my de#ciencies, 
I managed to skip a couple of grades, and catch up with my age-group. So, my 
eighth-grade graduation from an American school, represented far more than just 
a normal achievement in a regular American life. For me, it also was a victory over 
my own fears, and my inadequacies, as well as the cruelty of others ranging from 
Nazis to American “mean girls.”

I thought about the Nazis and those mean girls on that bitterly cold January 
a!ernoon, when—instead of burrowing into a frozen snowbank in order to hide 
from murderous Germans, and where—instead of being labelled as a weirdo by 

2 Refugee: a person who has been forced to escape from his or her homeland 
because of persecution, violence, war, or natural disaster.
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snippy girls, who’d eventually become my friends—I was proudly wearing my 
lovely white dress, along with my new, not-too-high, white heels, and my #rst 
orchid corsage.

$e moment of my victory arrived. When my name was #nally called, my 
stomach clenched and lurched. I straightened up as far as my almost #ve-foot 
tall body would let me, threw back my shoulders, and managed to walk across 
the stage toward the extended hand—and smiling face—of our school’s princi-
pal, Mr. Sammet. I could tell by his big grin and the sparkle in his eye, that he 
was especially proud to see me walking across that stage. He remembered the 
bedraggled, awkward and confused young girl he’d welcomed to her #rst day of 
seventh grade at Public School 100.

And as I reached out to shake his hand, my past reached out to me telling me to 
never forget . . . 
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Chapter 1
March 1935-September 1939: Early Childhood/Warsaw

Who could have known on the blustery March day when I was born, that 
Europe and its Jewish people were about to endure the most brutal and tragic 
era in human history? Certainly not my excited parents, Dr. Chaim and Bronka 
Miasnik, or my uncles and aunts—and 
de#nitely not my proud new grandpar-
ents, who were overjoyed about the arrival 
of their #rst grandchild. And for the #rst 
four years of my life, our family’s joy con-
tinued. Life in Warsaw was happy, safe, 
and full of hope for the future. My parents 
and I lived in a large, comfortable apart-
ment in a beautiful neighborhood, and we 
enjoyed our friendly neighbors

My family’s #rst serious warning of the 
coming Nazi invasion occurred a few days 
a!er we returned from our summer vaca-
tion at a lovely resort in the country. On 
August 23, 1939, Germany and the Soviet 
Union signed the Molotov-Ribbentrop 

With my mother, Bronka  
Warsaw, Poland: 1935

Route from Warsaw to Lida.



6

A Victory for Miriam!

Non-Aggression Pact,3 and jointly 
took over Poland. $en they went 
ahead and divided up the coun-
try between them. Suddenly, 
the country of Poland no longer 
existed. Germany occupied what 
had previously been the western 
and central regions of Poland, and 
the Soviet Union occupied what 
had once been the eastern region.

Like most little children in 
Poland—or anywhere else—at 
that time, I didn’t have any idea 

that a war was coming. Or even what “war” really meant. My family had man-
aged to make my life seem as normal as possible despite the increasingly wide-
spread antisemitism in Poland.4 But on September 1, 1939, when the Germans 
unleashed their terrifying, deadly airplane attack known as the Blitzkrieg, my life, 
along with the lives of all Poles, especially Jews, abruptly changed. In fact, life as 
we all had known it, vanished forever—and I quickly learned what war meant.

I remember all too clearly my #rst bombing experience. It was an ordinary 
a!ernoon. I was busy playing with my wooden blocks in our sunny living 
room. My stomach growled a bit as I inhaled the aroma of the chicken roast-
ing in the kitchen. My young, newly married, Aunt Ala, who was like a sec-
ond mother to me, sat in a nearby chair, embroidering pillowcases. $en, the 
last thing that any of us expected—or even could have imagined—happened.
Without any warning, our peaceful a!ernoon was shattered by the deafening 
roars of German bombers.

Before we could even #gure out what we were hearing, we were shaken by the 
powerful vibrations of bombs as they crashed into our neighborhood. I scram-
bled up on the sofa and tried to peek out the window, but Aunt Ala, quickly 
reached over and closed the shutters so I couldn’t see outside. She ordered me 
to scoot under the dining room table, where I sat, paralyzed in fear, until my 
mother reached down and grabbed me. $e hard, determined look on her face 
frightened me more than the bombs.

3 $e August 23, 1939, Molotov-Ribbentrop Agreement was signed by former 
(and future) enemies, Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union. It was a promise that these 
countries would not attack each other for 10 years. $e Germans would break this 
promise by attacking the Soviets on June 22, 1941.

4 Antisemitism is the hatred of Jewish people.

With my mother and father, Chaim  
Warsaw, Poland: 1937
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Without a single word, she and Aunt Ala each grasped one of my hands. When 
I #nally caught my breath, questions 'ew out of my mouth, “Mama, what’s hap-
pening? What is all the noise? Why is our house shaking? Where’s Papa?”

Mama held my face in her hands, and using my Polish name, responded in 
a tone of voice I’d never heard. “Mirka, this is serious. It’s not a game, and I 
don’t have time to explain. Papa’s not here. We must leave this apartment right 
NOW! No matter what, you must hold on to me or Aunt Ala at all times. You 
must instantly do whatever I tell you, without asking any questions. You must 
act like a grown-up. Do you understand me?”

Unable to speak, I just nodded solemnly.
We bolted down the #ve 'ights of stairs, pushed open the big front door, and 

ran out onto the street. In a matter of minutes, our safe and friendly block had 
been transformed into #ery chaos. We became part of a confused, panicked, 
mob of men, women, and children—all running for our lives. We dodged the 
bricks, broken glass, and 'aming chunks of exploding buildings that hurtled 
crazily through the air, and plummeted down around us. It was almost like one 
of today’s computer games—except that the targets were us: living, breathing, 
'esh and blood, panic-stricken human beings.

My Aunt Ala put her arm around me, and held me tightly to her, as we 
scu(ed down the rough, narrow stairs into the crowded basement. $e bomb-
ing had cut o" the electricity, and the subterranean room was so dark that 
we could barely see each other’s faces. We tried—without much success—to 
avoid stepping on people, as we cautiously made our way through the packed 
room. With sighs of relief, we found a small space in a corner, where we were 
able to sit, huddled together. Everyone was nervous, hot, and sweaty, and the 
foul smells in that dank, dirty, fear-#lled cellar made it di&cult to breathe. In 
stark contrast to the deafening pandemonium outside in the streets, the only 
sounds inside consisted of subdued crying, and the quiet hum of people pray-
ing. We all hoped that we would not su"er a direct hit that would have caused 
the bomb shelter to explode. We also hoped that the tall building above would 
not collapse and crush us forever.

Wedged tightly together with our families, neighbors, and anyone else who 
had been nearby when the bombing had started, everyone tried to remain as 
calm as possible. Even we little kids somehow understood that if one person lost 
control and started screaming, then everyone else might, also. If anyone was 
snappish or mean to another person, it might start a #ght that would endanger 
all of us. We understood that the survival of this terri#ed group depended on 
each individual being calm, quiet, and considerate of the others. $is was a lesson 
that would serve me well in the coming years.
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Luckily, a couple of people had thought to bring 'ashlights. Once there was a 
little light, the group began to settle down a bit. My thoughts turned to my father, 
my uncles, and my grandparents. Worried, I asked Aunt Ala where they all were. 
She assured me that they all were quite safe in other shelters, and then cradling me 
in her arms, told me she loved me. I buried my face in her sweet-smelling sweater, 
and comforted by her calm, loving voice, my eyelids began to droop.

Suddenly, our worst fears became a reality. We were stunned by the deadly 
whistle of a bomb very close overhead. $is was quickly followed by the ear-
splitting crash of the building being hit. Everyone held their breaths—waiting 
for the explosion—and the horror that would follow. But somehow—unbeliev-
ably—the bomb did not explode! $is le! us even more dazed and bewildered 
than before.

What had happened? What would happen next? What should we do? We 
were completely helpless. Eventually, when we could no longer hear the planes 
and the bombs, two brave young men—undoubtedly with their hearts beating 
wildly—set out to see what had happened to the building. $ey were surprised 
when they discovered that the #ve-story staircase was still intact, and they 
climbed it up to the top 'oor. Imagine their shock when they slowly opened a 
door into a bathroom—a bathroom that no longer had a ceiling or a roof—and 
saw a fat, unexploded bomb sitting calmly in a water-#lled bathtub!

A Surprise During the Blitz on Warsaw (Illustration by: Angel L. Luna)
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I later learned that some wise person had "lled the tub as soon as the bombing had 
started, in case we would need drinking water. Who knows? Maybe the water had 
prevented the bomb #om detonating. I never found out what they did with it, but to 
this day, 80 years later, I can never see a bathtub without thinking about that bomb.

A!er what seemed like forever, but was probably only an hour or so, a man 
from outside opened the door to the basement and shouted down the stairs that 
it was all-clear. $e bombing had stopped, the planes had gone, and we should 
go home. As the people #led out, they wondered if they would have homes to 
go back to. Aunt Ala, Mama, and I held hands, careful not to step on glass or 
anything that was still burning. Upon reaching our building, we were relieved to 
see that it was still standing. When we opened the front door, we were further 
relieved that the inside seemed undamaged, and that the stairs were intact.

Our hopes that our apartment would also be unharmed rose with every stair. 
And this time, we were lucky. $e apartment had su"ered only minor damage—
probably due to the shaking. Once we had cleaned it up, we realized we were 
hungry. $en we remembered that there was a chicken in the oven. So there we 
were, in our normal apartment, at our normal table, eating normal food, and 
looking at each other in wonder.

What on earth was happening to our world? $is was the #rst time in my 
life that I realized my mother didn’t have all the answers. And this knowledge 
terri#ed me as much as the bombing. I expected that my father would have the 
answers I needed, and I became quite anxious about his whereabouts. When I 
asked where he and my uncles were, Aunt Ala’s response was shocking and scary. 
She said that they had already le! for the city of Lida, where my father was 
well-known. He had been born and raised there, and as a young man had gone 
to medical school in nearby Vilnius. Papa and my uncles would be welcomed 
in Lida because the Soviets desperately needed able-bodied men, especially doc-
tors. In fact, they encouraged Jewish men to leave Nazi-occupied Poland and 
come to the Soviet sector.

$e plan was for Papa and my uncles to #nd jobs and a place for us all to live. 
$en, we would leave Warsaw and join them. Amidst the blur of Aunt Ala’s 
words, all I could hear was that Papa was gone. What did she mean, Papa was 
gone? A sick sense of loss #lled my stomach as I tried to understand that Papa 
was far away, but that we would go to him as soon as possible. Unfortunately, it 
didn’t happen soon enough for me.

For the next two weeks, German bombs crashed down on us without 
mercy, turning our lives upside-down and inside-out. Some days it was impos-
sible to even remember what it was like not to be shaken by explosions. Not 
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to smell #res and smoke. Not to hear the shrill whistle of an incoming bomb 
right before it hit. When we didn’t have time to get to a bomb-shelter, Mama, 
Aunt Ala, and I would try to squeeze together under our sturdy dining table. 
Sometimes, Mama would try to calm us down by so!ly singing her favorite 
Polish love song, “I Know a Little Street in Barcelona.”

I know a little street in Barcelona,
smelling of apple-tree blossom

and I like so much to have a walk there,
whenever I feel tired of a city clamour.

Oh God, how long ago it was
when I was coming here every day to meet

somewhere around the corner
with the #rst master of my dreams

And I had loved the way I never loved later,
with all my soul and all strength of my heart,

with a springtime joy and youthful inspiration
but unhappily, everything has its end.
Today I return to meet my memories,

to this apple-tree that whispers and say 
that I had experienced in its shade

the moments of such a beauty,
that I should not regret my present tears.

—Composer Unknown

When Poland surrendered on September 27, 1939, the Germans 'ooded into 
Warsaw. Whether they were driving their trucks up and down our once peaceful, 
tree-lined streets, or marching in their crisp uniforms and tall, shiny, black leather 
boots, they seemed to be everywhere. And because of them, life for Jews in Warsaw 
became increasingly more desperate—and deadly. Even though my mother and 
Aunt Ala did their best to protect me, my four-year old heart and mind absorbed 
the tension. I was nervous, confused, and afraid. My father was gone, our city had 
been bombed, food and water were scarce, and the electricity only worked occa-
sionally. I couldn’t go outside to the park, or have friends come to play. And to our 
shame, we had to wear armbands showing a yellow Star Of David, so everyone 
would know we were Jews. My mother and Aunt went out only when absolutely 
necessary to try to #nd food, and their faces showed the terror they felt. Every 
time one of them went out, I was afraid she wouldn’t return. $ey probably had 
the same worry.
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Mama and Aunt Ala began to prepare for our trip to Lida. $is required 
secrecy because Jews were no longer allowed to leave Warsaw. Packing was a 
challenge because we could only take one suitcase each, and we had no idea 
how long we’d have to stay there. Mama included my blocks and a couple 
of books in my little suitcase. $roughout this process, I took my cue from 
Mama and Aunt Ala, and tried to act brave and hopeful. Even at the age of 
four, I was learning how to keep my emotions hidden.

When the day of our departure from Warsaw arrived, I was excited about 
reuniting with Papa and my uncles in Lida. I looked forward to us all being safe 
from the evil Germans and their bombs. Unfortunately, my excitement soon 
turned into grief. When our tearful relatives gathered in our apartment to say 
goodbye, it became clear that my grandparents were not coming with us. I felt a 
sudden pain in my chest, as if my heart were going to burst, and I began to wail 
uncontrollably.

Mama told me that I had to stop crying because we were leaving at that 
moment. A group of crying Jews would make it obvious that we were leaving, 
and we could be arrested. My grandparents tried to console me by saying that 
they would write o!en, and they asked me to draw and send them pictures of 
our life in Lida. I managed to calm down a bit and hung on tight to each one as 
I was passed back and forth between my weeping relatives.

As we walked to the station, I almost tripped when I looked back over my 
shoulder, waving sadly to my grandparents’ fading faces in the window. When 
we arrived at the train’s crowded platform, I was surprised by how quiet it was. 
Instead of the usual hustle bustle, no one seemed to be talking to anyone else. 
$ere was no laughing or sense of excitement. Mama, Aunt Ala, and I were also 
quiet—each of us lost in our own troubled thoughts.

All too soon it was time to board the train. Since it was important not to 
appear or sound Jewish, Mama cautioned me to only whisper to her and Aunt 
Ala, and not to talk to anyone else. She was afraid that I might accidentally say 
something that would cause us to be arrested for trying to leave Warsaw. Just 
as we climbed the steps to board the train, Mama brought me close to her, and 
much to my shock, she removed my armband with the yellow Jewish Star. She 
put her index #nger to her lips, reminding me to remain silent. I notice that she 
and Aunt Ala no longer wore their armbands.

Once on board, we found our seats, and began our 10+ hour journey. We 
were headed east, to what had recently become the German-Soviet border. I 
pressed my teary face against the cold window, while Mama patted my back, 
urged me to “hush,” and assured me that we’d return home soon.
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Contrary to Mama’s bravely optimistic assurances, however, we did not return to 
Warsaw soon. And we never saw my grandparents again.

I made this collage in 2006 showing my beloved  grandparents, Ita and Avrum 
Zablocki, in 1939 before the war. !e barely visible, peaceful scene of Warsaw's 
beautiful Wistula River symbolizes the fading memory of normal life. My grand-
parents were soon con"ned to the Warsaw ghetto on Pawia Street, and then deported 
to Treblinka where they were murdered.

Strolling Along the Wistula
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