
 

 

Excerpts from 

I’ll Be Back When You Are Asleep 

By Patrycja Dołowy 

Translated by Anna Blasiak 

 

 

The piece comes from my book I’ll Be Back When You’re Asleep, originally written in 

Polish and published by Czarne Publishing House in 2019. The book already had its 

second edition in 2020. It is based on stories of Jewish child survivors and their 

mothers who had to make tragic choices in order to save their children. I have 

listened to the stories of those who were children during the Holocaust. Not only was 

I able to give a voice to these people now, but I also offered a voice to the young 

Jewish children inside of them who, 80 years ago, were forced to remain silent. They 

were finally given the opportunity to speak, and to speak on their own terms. The 

book also includes my own personal perspective – of somebody raised as a Jewish 

woman in Poland in the 1980s, who has also been a mother for the past fourteen 

years. 
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Excerpts from 
I’ll Be Back When You Are Asleep 

By Patrycja Dołowy 
Translated by Anna Blasiak 

 

 

 

Fanni and Aleksander 
 
Old lifts scare me. The ones fitted with wooden doors, inside which – if you don’t shut the doors 
properly – something terrible may happen. The lift in my block of flats is not like that. It’s small, 
stinky, furnished with a broken mirror and an ‘ass’ scratched in the wall made of plywood. My 
sister and I are standing in silence. Mum and granny are discussing something. Instinctively we 
know it is a story that belongs to the ‘not for children’ category. That’s why we immediately lend 
our ears. Without thinking. 
 
A jolt. Mum pushes the door apart. What appears in front of mine and my sister’s eyes is a black-
and-white, cracked tiled floor. Mum and granny must see it differently. Their eyes are on a 
different level. They look around, searching for the flat number and the doorbell. We observe the 
cracks which form abstract patterns. Like all old things, the tenement at Unia Lubelska Square, 
where auntie Wanda lives on the top floor, has its fractures, squeaks, defects, artefacts which are 
like its fingerprint – its own, unique, one of a kind. We exchange glances with my sister, in our 
minds we draw former, already obliterated shapes of the tenement; traces of its old residents 
come to life, we inadvertently restore the youth of wrinkly, stooping old ladies, we sketch past 
existences. Finally we are in front of the door. Some shuffling, grating of the lock, bright light. A 
flat filled with knickknacks, various exhibits from the previous life. As if auntie Wanda were looking 
after a forgotten sanctuary, an ancient, abandoned temple in whose goddess nobody believes 
anymore. Still, the presence of the custodian brings peace and certainty that the ghosts will stay 
where they belong. It’s only today that I know there is this kind of memory which manifests itself 
in everyday rituals, severed from what has been their beginnings, like watering plants in an empty 
flat left behind by somebody, or polishing graves. 
 
We are a bit scared of the old woman, subconsciously sensing her deep internal loneliness, 
disguised by a smile, a dense web of wrinkles, strands of jet-black hair slipping out from the bun, 
and gentleness of thin fingers tenderly stroking our faces. What secret, what weight does this 
woman carry, who went through the same hell as our granny did? That day will leave me with a 
hazy sense of being in the presence of her immensely heavy emptiness, buried under tenderness 
and gratitude. It will be many years later, when I have a son, that the memory of the black-haired 
woman whose story I can only guess, will come back to me. 

 
“Don’t cry, mum. I will send you postcards.” 
 

That’s how – according to Ester Roszkiewicz’s recollections – Wanda’s maybe ten-year-old 
daughter said goodbye to her before the policemen put the girl on a cart going to Chełmno on 
Ner. Perhaps the mother and the daughter clung to each other tightly, like in one of Henryk Ross’s 
photos documenting the deportations of the ‘Wielka Szpera’ from the Łódź ghetto, and perhaps 
nothing existed after that moment – the moment still alive in the photo and in memory. It’s an 
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image Wanda will never reach for. Or perhaps it wasn’t then that her daughter was taken, perhaps 
she had died earlier in the ghetto, of starvation and illness, like uncle Lusik’s little son? Iś – that’s 
the name I found a year ago (only a year ago!) at the Jewish cemetery in Łódź. Auntie Wanda has 
lost her daughter during the war – that’s how it would be phrased in her biography. She herself 
died in the mid-1980s, not leaving anybody behind and today I dust her only photograph. The 
knickknacks she didn’t have time to give away to her friends were divided by the neighbours 
between themselves. The rest ended up thrown away: shards of crockery and yellowed bits of 
paper won’t tell anything to anybody anymore. And all of that is still way more than what was left 
behind by Fanni, her sister-in-law, the chafing part of our family history about brave girls born 
under a lucky star. 

 
Fanni and Aleksander (that’s what they were indeed called, almost the same as the protagonists 
of Ingmar Bergman’s drama) came to Warsaw soon after everything in Łódź seemed to suggest 
that it would only get worse. They had both studied here in the past. You know, it would surely be 
safer in the capital. Fanni was a dentist in the Warsaw ghetto. Henryk Makower mentions her in 
Pamiętnik z getta warszawskiego (‘The Warsaw Ghetto Diary’) and many years after the war my 
granny Donia will mention her to her son, and later he will mention her to me. That was when 
Donia was already gone and I was desperately looking for some traces of her. Fanni and 
Aleksander had a son called Jurek. People said he was sweet, charming, trusting. Makower adds 
that he had a mop of copper-coloured hair. Fanni loved him like crazy. More and more desperately 
with every passing day, with every story told. In her practice she saw mothers who hadn’t 
managed to get their children off the transports or who had given their children away to the Aryan 
side. And Fanni listened. About fear, hope and unimaginable pain. The more she listened, the more 
she couldn’t imagine parting with her son. This total emptiness when a mother is left on her own 
within the ghetto. When she needs to get rid of all traces of her motherhood, all marks which 
could lead them from her to her child. When she must perform this total severance, scrape away 
the memory down to the bone. Nothing can betray her, because her child must survive. It must 
live. And she? She will join it, as she promised? Or will she? Most likely nothing awaits her. Just 
death. And anyway everything that matters the most she has already chopped off. Nothing 
matters anymore. She has deserted herself in order for her child to survive. And years later this 
grown-up child might not be able to live without tormenting itself again and again with the 
question – why did the mother leave me, why did she take herself away? Whatever the mother 
did, she would feel guilty. Guilt is inscribed into motherhood. They are like Siamese twins with 
shared intestines. Basically inseparable. So the mother is guilty. Guilty of abandoning the child, 
separating it from its mother, taking its mother away, taking the feeling of safety away. All she will 
think of then, will be whether the child is warm, wherever it is, whether it is not down with a cold, 
whether the people she trusts entirely even though she will never meet them (she would never 
give her child to people she doesn’t trust) are taking good care of it. Whether they love it. Whether 
they will be able to love it so much that it will not be short of anything. That was something Fanni 
could not imagine. She was always known in the family as a very cool-headed person. She acted 
carefully and methodically. Which was exactly what her last act was like. As a dentist, she had 
access to poisons. One day she smuggled out enough for her and her loved ones. First she gave 
the cyanide to little Jurek, then she and Aleksander took it together. This particular family, they 
hadn't managed to get. And that’s where their story ends. It has happened and it won’t unhappen. 
And I am left with a gaping wound there. I keep scratching it open with every story from there. 
About children being wrested from their mothers, about children standing by the ghetto wall and 
watching their parents walking away. Asking them with their gazes – why? are you? leaving me? 
They won’t say it out loud until the end of their lives. This image keeps coming back to me – I think 
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about my own children’s eyes, about those huge eyes looking at me when I walk out and leave 
them in their beds. Those eyes ask, is it forever? 
 
And I am lucky that I can tell them, “I’ll be back when you are asleep.” 
“I won’t go to sleep. I will wait for you to come back,” they reply in unison. 

 
Since I became a mother, every day, sometimes a few times a day, this thought comes back to me, 
bores into me. It simply bores through my head. I try to seal it off in consecutive boxes, and those 
boxes in other boxes, so as not to have access to them. So as not to feel the horrendous pain 
caused by this fear which swells in my throat and there is no way to get rid of it, so it takes the 
breath away. 
 
I have no more words to express it. 

 
It’s difficult to find words to describe the heroism of giving water to children instead of medicines, 
so that they think they still have a chance. And when the moment comes – morphine in a large 
dose to save them from suffering. Or to describe brave starvation to make it last for all. What is 
left for a mother who had to go through this? A mark on her thigh where her little son’s claws dug 
in when she was trying to separate him from her? A mark on her hand which she had to free from 
clutching fingers one by one? “Mum, come with me,” sounding in her ears? 

 
Or perhaps rather: 
dress warmly, 

 
don’t look back, don’t look at me, 
be brave, 
all will be fine, 
go now, 
I love you. 

 (…) 
 
There was no idyll afterwards 
 
Zosia: I think a good book should start like a Hitchcock’s film – with an earthquake. Our friend 
survived such an earthquake. Two years after the war her biological mother suddenly came back. 
It turns out she survived, she was looking for her daughter, and she found her. Her adopted 
parents had to give her back. But she didn’t want to go back to her first mum. Besides, she never 
really got to love her. She was that attached to her adopted parents. 
 
Bieta: Her birth mum survived, but there was no idyll afterwards. Her adopted parents had their 
own son, Andrzejek. They were bringing them up together, as siblings. He was almost eleven at 
the time, she was five. When her mum appeared, at first it was suggested that the girl should treat 
her as an auntie. And so they called her ‘auntie’. She and the girl met, they went out for walks, so 
that the girl could get used to her. Only later they explained to their daughter that she should go 
with this lady. And she kept crying and asking, “Why don’t you give Andrzejek away to this other 
mummy? Why me?” 
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Her mum was a very attractive woman, beautiful, smart, with great aspirations. She took the girl 
to Palestine with her and started a career in diplomacy. The child was clearly in her way. So she 
gave her away to a kibbutz. Children were brought up separately there, not with their parents, to 
turn them into hardened Israelis. As a rule the parents were allowed to spend two hours a day 
with them. 
 
Zosia: The thing is that our friend’s mother didn’t visit her. 

 
Bieta: Luckily there was a Russian family there which took pity on the girl and when the other 
children were with their parents, they took her in. She became friends with another girl, who, just 
like her, was taken by her mother from her adopted, Polish parents and placed in a kibbutz. That 
girl secretly took other children behind the hill and explained to them that those Jews were truly 
monstrous. They took us away from our parents, they don’t let us write letters. And so they talked. 
Filled with hatred and disgust for those nasty Jews who took them away from their parents… 

 
Zosia: This story gets even sadder… 

 
Bieta: While developing her career, the mum got married. Together with her husband she moved 
to a different city, she took the daughter from the kibbutz and placed her in a school by a convent. 
She didn’t care, she wasn’t religious. There, our friend was not allowed to run around the hills half 
naked. Quite the opposite, she was told to cover her whole body, she was told that nakedness is 
something to be ashamed of. They gave her a pendant to wear over her neck. But her mum took 
her away from there too, when she was about to move again. She placed the girl in the house of 
her old cousin. The very first thing the relative did was to tear the cross from the girl’s neck and 
throw it into the toilet. The girl concluded that she must be the worst person in the world. And 
then it was decided that something needed to be done about her. That’s how they phrased it, 
literally, ‘something needs to be done about her.’ They married her off, she moved to Venezuela. 
Her in-laws were overprotective towards her. They treated her like their own child to the point 
that when she had a son and started her studies (she was to become a chemistry professor), they 
took care of their grandson and when she came back from the university, dinners were ready and 
waiting for her. But she was not allowed to be a mother to her own child. Her mother-in-law made 
all the decisions. She incapacitated her with her monkey love, because she wanted to have a 
daughter. When the in-laws got ill, she took very good care of them, with as much fondness as 
possible. They left her a fortune. She still has it, minus what covers the needs of her son. In the 
meantime he got married. She can’t stand her own daughter-in-law. 
 
Zosia: Another friend of mine worked after the war for an American gendarmerie in Germany. Her 
job was to find children taken away to the Reich and Germanised there. She brought them back 
to Poland. She was fine until she had to take a girl away from a very cultured German family and 
place her with illiterate people barely scraping by in a cabin in the Zamość region. The girl was 
petrified. For her it was the worst punishment, a living hell. My friend knew that she made the 
child deeply unhappy. But she had no option, no legal way to take her back. She left her job. She 
couldn’t stand it. 
 
Bieta: Then there were children who didn’t know their mothers, like me, and could flex their 
imagination. Whenever something went wrong, a thought appeared: if they were my real parents, 
things would be better. Which is not to say that it would indeed be the case, but one could dream. 
In my case my mum was wonderful, but there were people who took children in not out of love, 
but rather out of decency or sense of duty. 
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Zosia: Or even for money. 
 
Bieta: Often they were not able to love such a child like their own. 
 
Zosia: And children can be a pain in the neck, after all. The safer they feel, the worse they can be. 
For example Kasia said that she was always obnoxious towards the nuns who hid her. She argued 
with them, fought, was naughty… 
 
Bieta: She was a normal child… 

 
Zosia: But she felt bad about it. And then one day it dawned on her: she behaved like a normal 
little girl would towards her parents. When she realised that, she felt relief. What do children do, 
the ones who have their mums? I argued with mine at least three times a day. 
 
Bieta: On 19 April by the Monument to the Ghetto Heroes I was approached by a man from 
Michalin, where I spent my childhood. He told me that the whole Michalin knew I was a Jewish 
child. My adopted mum, Mrs Bussold, was an exceptional person. Everybody admired her. “Why 
do you never talk about it? Where is your gratitude towards her?” I went speechless. Gratitude 
was the last thing I would ever think about in the context of my relationship with mum. 
 
Zosia: But of course! 
 
Bieta: Yours at least gave birth to you. Mine didn’t give birth to me, but she was my mum to such 
an extent that gratitude was out of the question. No child feels gratitude to their mum for giving 
birth to them. 
 
Zosia: And when she is good to the child, people say that she is overprotective. 
 
Bieta: I was shocked by this question. Janek Jagielski pulled me aside, hugged me and said, “Come, 
let’s get out of here.” And this man started pushing something into my hands. He found it in 
Michalin, digging up the yard by his home, a former Jewish house. It was a charm with a Hebrew 
letter he. Very thin, made of rusty metal. I took it and could not stop thinking that some Jewish 
child was given this charm for good luck. And where did this luck go? It got lost… 
 
(…) 
 
The worst person in the world 
 
All my life I felt alone. Inferior to others. This feeling is still in me, though now I am able to 
rationalise it. But such things never go away. You can’t just get rid of them. These family photos 
I’m showing you are the outcome of years of gathering. Bit by little bit. First I had nothing and I 
knew nothing about myself. I came across the first trace of my history in 1995. I was fifty-five years 
old when I returned to the place where I was found, to the house where I lived under the 
occupation. When I turned seventy-two, I learnt my date of birth. 17 September 1940. 
 
My friend’s acquaintance was talking at some meeting about the journey to his roots which he 
recently went on. I told him that something like that might be good for me too. So the friend and 
the acquaintance put me in a car and off we went. I had this memory of a church, all my life I had 
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this image of a church tower in my head. When we reached Bogucice, I asked the first passers-by 
about it. They showed us the way. The church was already shut. There was a house next to it. I 
asked if any members of the Urban family still lived locally. As it turned out, they lived exactly 
opposite. I entered the yard, a man came out. When I started telling him my story, that I was found 
here, he replied, “So you must be little Jadzia then?” Marian, that man, who lived there with his 
wife, was the brother of my adopted father. They told me that my father had died just a few 
months before my visit, that he was of sound mind until the end. I would have probably learnt a 
lot from him. I was also told that my family from Israel had been looking for me for many years, 
that they had sent letters. Somebody had even come on their behalf. Unfortunately nobody was 
able to give them my address. My adopted mother took me away from there right after the war, 
she moved many times and changed her name. 
 
What do you remember from your earliest childhood? 
 
Nothing. I was maybe two years of age when I was found. My adopted father picked me up from 
the side of a road – Marian took me to the spot where I stood, supposedly saying over and over 
again, “Mum cried. Auntie cried.” This was my way of describing a scene of saying goodbye. 
Apparently, as a small child, for a long time I only said these two sentences. Marian gave me some 
photos – the first ones in my collection, showing me with my adoptive parents – and directed me 
towards the son of my adopted father, Ryszard, who lived in Kołobrzeg at the time. 
 
All my life such a meeting was filed in my mind under ‘unachievable’. I didn’t believe that I could 
find any trace. I often thought that I should be searching, I dreamt about finding something, but 
in real life there was no time for it. I had a house to run, children to bring up, I worked. I was a 
single mother, I didn’t have any family to help me. I went to Bogucice only when I retired. Too late. 
My adoptive father was gone. If I came earlier, it could have all been different. 
 
I visited Ryszard in Kołobrzeg. And do you know what happened? I’ll show you… Ryszard had this 
envelope from a letter from Israel addressed to my adopted father. He didn’t destroy it through 
all those years. He kept it for me, even though he couldn’t have known if he would ever be able 
to find me. My family in Israel knew exactly who took care of the child, that is me. Ryszard also 
gave me plenty photographs. But, most importantly, he gave me a copy of a letter sent to the Red 
Cross by somebody on behalf of my adopted father. It’s one of the most important things that 
ever happened to me. Just look, it’s a letter written in 1985, ‘I’m writing on behalf of an elderly, ill 
man who lives in Bogucice […] to help him find his adopted daughter Jadwiga Wróbel [this was the 
surname of my adopted mother after she divorced Mr Urban]. Jadwiga’s real name was Klara, her 
real parents: Siegbert, born in Danzig and Regina Gross, née Rozenberg, daughter of Natan 
Rozenberg from Pińczów. During the pogrom of Jews in Pińczów, under the German occupation, 
Mr Zdzisław and Bronisława Urban saved little Klara from annihilation. Jadwiga, as she was then 
named, was brought up by her carers as their daughter. Bronisława left her husband and took the 
child away with her, who was known as Jadwiga Wróbel from then on.’ So I was impossible to find. 
‘The adopted mother initially lived in Trzebnica and then often moved from place to place. The 
father kept looking for the child in vain. Years had passed, and he didn’t find her. His only hope 
now is in your help. Perhaps you might be able to help Mr Urban find Jadwiga Wróbel’s address, 
who, by getting married, might have changed her surname again. Mr Urban lives on his own, he is 
seventy-two, owns a house in Bogucice, which he would like to pass onto his daughter, Jadwiga.’ 
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You must have been very moved… 
 
That’s how it all started. That’s how I found out who I was. It was a shock. But first and foremost I 
found out that my adoptive father had kept looking for me for years. I thought he didn’t care about 
me. But in fact he never stopped thinking about me. And my family in Israel also remembered. 
Ryszard calls me ‘my sister’. They invite me to Berlin, where they live now. I met his wife, children, 
grandchildren. He maintains that the father’s family agonised about the fact that they left me with 
the adopted mother. 
 
Why did she take you away? 
 
Perhaps she was jealous? Because my father ended up in Great Britain with the army, where he 
met his second wife, Ryszard’s mother. Or perhaps out of greed? I don’t know. For me this was 
very difficult and I try not to think about it. I wouldn’t want to accuse her of anything. People say, 
“She brought you up”. I don’t want to be ungrateful. 
 
Do you feel grateful towards her? 
 
No, I don’t have any positive feelings for her. I don’t remember anything good. What lies in me is 
only what was bad. But should that be all that is left behind? Only recently I stopped dreaming 
about her. For years I had nightmares about her finding me. I woke up with great anxiety, in fear, 
relieved that it was just a dream. Terrible. I was so scared of her for years. 
 
Did she mistreat you? 
 
Beating was not as bad as being woken up in the middle of the night and called names. That was 
why my self-esteem was so very low. She called me names during daytime too, most often “You 
disgusting Jew!” That is my childhood memory. I kept hearing the word ‘Jew’ in lots of different 
configurations. I didn’t think about it. 
 
Did she call you names in front of other people too? 
 
No, never. Only when we were on our own. When she thought I was being naughty, she would 
pack my bundle and say, “Go away. Nobody wants you, because you are a Jew.” And I didn’t know 
what it meant! How could I know? I thought that a ‘Jew’ was the absolute worst person in the 
world. There was a moment – I might have been fourteen – when she started yelling and moved 
towards me with a broom. I grabbed that broom and told her, “Enough!” Supposedly my eyes 
were such that she got scared of me. It must have been the moment. That’s how it is with me. I’m 
quite patient, but when somebody crosses a line, I go all the way. People get carried away. Since 
she is taking it, it means you can push her even further. 
 
Did you know you were not her birth child? 
 
I was nine years old when there was a breakthrough. We lived in Wrocław at the time. I just 
wanted to cuddle against her, but she pushed me away. “Don’t hug me, I’m not your real mother.” 
That’s when something broke in me. It was terrible… Later, when she was abusing me, I thought 
to myself that if my mum were alive, it would be different. The thought that my mum would be 
different gave me strength. 
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Eventually you ran away… 
 
What I’m telling you now touches on something that I really prefer not to discuss. I don’t want to 
live in the past. Every piece of information about my Jewish family brings me joy. And the past? I 
hate thinking about it. I would rather keep certain things to myself and not rummage through 
them. At first, still in Trzebnica, my adoptive mother opened a shop. I think she did it with the 
money from my Jewish family that she took when leaving Bogucice. That was when she met 
somebody. He was a good man, he took good care of her. While she was with him, I was sent to 
piano lessons in Wrocław, I learnt English. Years later, together with my daughter, we found his 
testimony in the court archives in Trzebnica. It was to do with a case of yet another change of my 
name. He called me ‘the talented Jewish child.’ He didn’t mention my name. Then my mother 
broke up with him and got involved with an alcoholic, started drinking herself. These rows in the 
middle of the night, when she woke me up and called me names, were when she was drunk. Her 
and her boyfriend broke up and made up, I don’t even know how many times. He worked in 
Warsaw, on a construction site. He moved there. After yet another row I couldn’t take it any 
longer, left home and travelled to where he was. He lived in a hostel, and I lived with him. He could 
stay off alcohol for six months, but then when he started, he went on a binge. He sold everything 
that he had managed to earn in preceding months. He got into a state when he just laid there, 
wasted, and soiled his bed. His family lived in Powązki, opposite the cemetery, in a small, one-
storey house which they owned. There were four apartments there. Three of them were occupied 
by his parents, his sister with her husband and by the sister’s daughter with her husband and 
children. I cleaned there, cooked, did the laundry. The fourth apartment downstairs was taken by 
Ms Zosia, of whom I have very fond memories. I used to come to hers for a chat. She was a huge 
support for me. 
 
Somehow my adoptive mother found out that I was there. She came and wanted to take me away. 
She said she loved me. I was so very scared of her, but I still stood up to her. “I’ll sooner die than 
go back with you!” And so I stayed. 

 
With Zosia? 
 
She made me realise that my life could mean more. She was always very cultured, she worked for 
the Social Insurance Institution. She used to say, “Ms Jadzia, I’ve heard that there is a Jewish 
organisation in Nowogrodzka Street. They might be able to help you.” She gave me the address 
for the Social and Cultural Society of Jews in Poland1. I went there, met with the then president, 
told them my story. They listened, even though I didn’t have any papers. They gave me a job in a 
Jewish cooperative, took me from Powązki and placed with a Jewish family whom they paid for 
my upkeep. I moved into a tiny room, went to school after a six-year break because after finishing 
the seventh grade my adopted mother took me away and moved to yet another new place. In 
night school I met my future husband. I ended my education with matriculation exams and at the 
age of twenty-nine I became a single mother with two small children. I remained in touch with the 
family from Powązki. I was grateful to them for liberating me from my terrible relationship with 
the adoptive mother and taking me away from the drunk. Apparently she wrote letters to them, 
wanting to find out where I was. I asked them not to tell her and luckily she never found me again. 
She only returned in horrible dreams. I woke up from them terrified. For years I went on living, 
never going back to the past. Until I retired. 

                                                 
1 Social and Cultural Society of Jews in Poland (Towarzystwo Społeczno-Kulturalne Żydów w Polsce, TSKŻ) – 

a secular Jewish organisation created in 1950. 
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That’s when you went to Bogucice, got photos and Ryszard’s contact details, and then the 
envelope from Israel from him? 
 
I took it to the Jewish Historical Institute (Żydowski Instytut Historyczny, ŻIH). The wonderful 
Małgosia Bonikowska was still alive then. It brings tears to my eyes when I think about her. She 
found out a lot about my family and then passed the case on to Yale Reisner. After a while I was 
informed that nobody from this family was still alive. Three years later I went to ŻIH again, because 
that envelope was bugging me. I bumped into Yale Reisner in the corridor. He looked at the 
envelope and shouted, “But I have already worked on this case! Let’s go!” He took my papers out 
of a folder and told me that the senders of the letter were indeed dead, but their daughter lived 
in Israel, my cousin Sonia. Sonia doesn’t speak Polish and I don’t speak Hebrew, but we got in 
touch over the phone and communicated in English. She asked me for my photo from that time, 
so that she could see if she would recognise me. Luckily I had one from Ryszard. Three years earlier 
I would have had nothing. I sent it to her. As it turned out, they had the same photo of me. They 
probably got it from my adopted dad. Sonia was the daughter of auntie Bronia, who looked for 
me and whom I never had a chance to meet. 
 
  
Did you go to see her? 
 
It was Christmas, a phone rang, I answered, not expecting anything. At first there was silence in 
the receiver and then an emotional voice said in Polish, “Klarunia, I am your aunt Roza from Israel. 
I love you. Come.” This was a shock. Before I was hesitant, but when I heard the voice of my mum’s 
own sister, I immediately ran to the Embassy to get the visa. It was 1999. I was almost sixty. I 
remember that it was incredibly moving for me to touch aunt Roza. I wanted to see the photos of 
my parents. By some strange coincidence, where previously there were two photos in the family 
photo album, there was only a blank space left. Upon my return to Poland Sonia sent me photos 
of our grandparents, my mum’s brothers, sisters, but mum was not in any of them. Eventually she 
found a photo of her in a book about Pińczów. Mum was in the scouts, she is in the group photo, 
the third one from the left. 
 
Oh, your mum belonged to Hashomer Hatzair! This was a left-wing youth movement, involved 
in the Jewish resistance during the war. 
 
I didn’t even know that. At the time she might have been maybe sixteen years of age. Aunt Halina 
is also in that photo, my mum’s other sister. Everybody says that I look like her. 
 
They left for Israel at the beginning of 1940, via Cyprus. Halina was on that ship too. The journey 
took long, food was scarce, my aunt got ill and died while out in the sea. I found my mum’s family, 
but I also wanted to see what my dad looked like. I didn’t have any photos of him. Sonia told me 
that my father was a lawyer from Danzig (Gdańsk). Yale Reisner from the Jewish Historical Institute 
suggested a historian based in Gdańsk who dealt with such issues. I got in touch with him and he 
helped me immensely. By accident he stumbled upon my father’s files in the Gdańsk archives, he 
made copies for me and partially translated them from German. I found out that my father studied 
in Berlin, Heidelberg and Königsberg. My daughter-in-law, Ewa, knows German well, so she wrote 
to those universities and – imagine – several days later I was sent – a real miracle! – my dad’s 
picture. It was a photo from his library card in Heidelberg. And here is that card in its entirety, 
issued in 1928, the original, looks like new. Now I know what my father looked like. After so many 
years… 
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There was a book published recently about Danzig Jews. My daughter asked me if she should get 
it for me. I said that yes, of course. She bought it, but first started reading it herself. It was my 
name-day, the children were supposed to come over for lunch, but my daughter arrived much 
earlier. I wasn’t ready and there she comes in and says, “Mum, sit down.” Both my daughter and 
I have this obsession for searching. She opened the book and there, close to the end, there he 
was… my grandfather! 'Herman Gross, Danzig – and address – was sent to Theresienstadt on 15 
December 1942. On 25 August 1953 he sent the author of the book, Samuel Echt, a note with 
information about his life from an old people’s home in Switzerland. He was eighty-six at the 
time.'2. 
 
He survived! 
 
Yes, and there is more, just listen, ‘On 15 December 1942 I was transported with a group of other 
people from Danzig to Theresienstadt. There were fifty-six people in our group. Two weeks earlier 
a similar transport left for Theresienstadt. I went to see off these people at the railway station. 
Before they left, I said, “Today we bury you, who will bury us?” After two and a half years of 
suffering, by some miracle, together with a group of twelve hundred people…’ My daughter 
checked it on the internet and it was the only transport from there that was freed. ‘On 7 February 
1945 we ended up in Switzerland. I was the only survivor from among the 120 Jews from Danzig.’ 
Further down Herman Gross informs that his son with wife and a small child were the victims of 
Nazism. ‘After the war Herman Gross was on his own. He lived up to the age of ninety-five.’ My 
daughter-in-law started a letter exchange with the publisher. A comment appeared on their 
website: ‘Herman Gross was wrong. The child survived the war. Ms Ewa from Warsaw shared the 
story with her mother-in-law who, as a baby, was left with a Polish family and brought up by them. 
She only found out about her roots as an adult. Even then though she was convinced that her 
grandfather died in Theresienstadt.’ I didn’t in fact know what happened to my grandfather. ‘And 
then somebody gave her our book, where she read her grandfather’s letter written after the war 
from Switzerland.’ 
 
My daughter-in-law wrote to Switzerland. She was sent my grandfather’s papers from the State 
and Historical Archives, as well as something else: ‘Herman Gross, son Siegbert Gross, born 
in Tylża, resident of Pińczów, Regina Gross, née Rozenberg, and Klara Gross, born in Warsaw on 
17 September 1940.’ 

 
That’s how you learnt your date of birth… 
 
I gave an interview to Newsweek several years ago. When it was published, its author, Tomasz 
Kwaśniewski, called me to tell me that a few people wrote to him trying to get in touch with me. 
‘Dear Editor, I read your article Żydówa and it sent me into a shock. I knew Klarusia and her parents 
very well. We lived very close to each other, just across a fence, in Pińczów. I can still see the little 
beautiful Klara, with her black, curly hair and beautiful, olive skin. Such a pretty girl. I would like 
to get in touch with her. […] There are so many interesting things I would like to tell her,’ Ms Alicja 
wrote. 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
2  S. Echt, Die Geschichte der Juden in Danzig, Rautenberg 1972. Polish version: Dzieje Żydów gdańskich, 

translated by W. Łygaś, Gdańsk 2012, p. 123. 
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Did you remember her? 
 
Not at all! She was much older than me, she was seven, while I was two when I was handed over. 
We got in touch over the phone. She asked if I knew that my mum was a painter. I knew that from 
Sonia. “Well, then I have something for you,” she said and sent me a Xerox copy of a picture 
painted by my mum. Together with my children and grandchildren we went to Pińczów. Ms Alina 
drove us to where my parents used to live. Not far from a mill, very picturesque. Of course the 
house has been gone for long, but we stood where it stood. Ms Alina showed me where my mum 
used to sit and paint. The mill is gone too. My daughter found its archival photo from the 1930s 
on the Internet. The original of the painting was owned by a man whose father most likely gave 
food to my parents during the occupation, for which my mum gave him her paintings. Next time I 
went to Pińczów as part of the gathering of the witnesses of history in the local museum, this man 
came and, in front of everybody, gave me that picture. He said, “I owe you this, this picture should 
be yours.” 

 
You ask about my mum. My mum is the one of whom I only have a fuzzy portrait enlarged from a 
group photo in the book. I have nothing concrete. I need to reconstruct her from the history of my 
grandparents, from photos, stories about where she sat and painted, from emails from people 
who only know odd snippets of her story. From aunt Roza’s touch. That’s all. When I was in Israel, 
an interview with me was published in a Hebrew newspaper. After its publication, a man called 
Sonia, asked for my telephone number and said in fluent Polish, “I am from Pińczów, I knew your 
mum. I have a very clear memory of her standing with a group of youths.” All that enriches me. 
It’s very important. I haven’t been handed any of this, I needed to dig it all up by myself. And when 
I dig something up, I must keep digging, because new traces pop up. Ms Alina reminded me that 
as a child I was so well looked-after, so pretty, mum dressed me nicely, her only child. 
 
A pretty girl with curls, a lawyer for a daddy, a painter for a mummy, the only child, the 
parents wanted the best for her… 
  
It’s just sad that this child’s life would have turned out differently, if the parents have survived. 
She would have been educated, loved. Pampered, as Ms Alina used to say. I constantly carry this 
feeling of non-fulfilment inside. And at the same time nobody taught me how to be a parent, but 
I still have children and grandchildren. My grandson looks like his great-grandfather, my biological 
dad. Inside I feel lonely. I will never get rid of this feeling. But now I feel that I AM, that I had a 
family that somebody was looking for me that somebody cared. 


