T h e  L a s t  C h a p t u r e

(About the fates of the last Jewish family from Vlachovo Březí)

I.    Foreword

Only a few data for the orientation in the Jewish settlement in Vlachovo Březí:

The oldest written record about the Jewish cemetery in Vlachovo Březí is from the year 1692, about the Jewish pray room from the year 1711, about the synagogue from the year 1787. On the contrary the last celebration in the synagogue – the wedding – took place in the year 1920. The last burial in the local cemetery in 932.

Number of People: As early as in 1618 apparently 58 Jews lived there, in 1828 with census even 128 of them was recorded. Still in 1880 it is 108 people, but in the year 1910 only 33 and in 1930 mere 7 persons. Five of them belonged to my family (My mother’s father Albert Stern, my parents, my sister and me as the youngest).

II.    Our Family and Vlachovo Březí  

My Grandfther Albert Stern had a store and a small farm in Vlachovo Březí. He sure went through difficult times; in the age of more than 70 he had to buried his second wife and a 28-year-old daughter due to the epidemic that affected the whole Europe after the end of the World War I. And his beloved 21-year-old son Arnost was killed in the front-line in the Karpaty mountains in 1915. However in the end he was yet allowed to finish his long life at his youngest daughter – my mother – in the deserved peace as a healthy, still active and well-known everywhere, respectful and popular old man, surrounded by his remaining family including grandchildren. When he died in the year 1932 in the age 89 after a very short illness and very quietly, he was buried with a big fame and participation of the whole town in the local Jewish cemetery. 

Fortunately he did not live that January day of the year 1933 when in the neighbouring Germany some Adolf Hitler came into power. This fact lately turned up as an event that had a tragically influence not only on our family but on the course of history of our whole country, Europe and the whole world.

My mother Emma, maiden name Stern, was born  straight in Vlachovo Březí. My father Emil Lederer came from the near Volyne town and he married into the Vlachovo Březí in the year 1920. He took over the store, made the house No 12 bigger and created a very solid existence. We were that time the only wholly Jewish family, becoming familiar with the local environment without any problems. I am quite sure to say my parents were widely loved, they had no enemies and the place was their real home. They truly never imagined anything than peaceful continuity of their lives in the kindly atmosphere of this calm, pleasant small town where everything went in the well-known everlasting way, where everybody knew the other mainly from his childhood and could account with the fact nothing extraordinary could happen though.

III. Revulsion

But the world began to go in quite a different way. I am not going to describe the events generally known: the world economic crisis; bawling Hitler, more and more aggressive and liquidated one condition of the Versailles Peace after another; The Sudeten Germans abused for the Hitler’s aims… That was markedly seen more and more not in the mere Czech Vlachovo Březí but e.g. in the nearby Prachatice. The first and second mobilisation, and Mnichov. The maimed republic, the border just round the near Husinec town, numbers of refugees, but the worst – the end of democracy – a new, totally changed inner political regime of the state make possible the rats to crawl out from holes.

And  Hitler – and many after him – knew quite surely, undoubtedly and incontrovertibly one fundamental fact: everything have caused the Jews.

That was not new but hundred, thousand times well tried receipt. The Jews were guilty of everything: of a bad peace after the world war, of a threat of another war, of an economical misery, of anything you remember. And they were such an easy mark!

It would be illusory – thinking about it nowadays – to imagine that Vlachovo Březí, that so far calm lee side, could remain something like an isle not being touched by all that crazy world all around. We lived in a naïve idea the Jews in this town have not enemies though. But one day in the turn of years 1938 to 1939 we found our Jewish cemetery desolated, the tombstones pulled down. It was never inquired of course who had done it.

IV. Protectorate: Nazism and the Jews

Before speaking about further situation of my parents it is maybe suitable and for our new generation also necessary to remain briefly first the development of the position of the Jews after the occupation of the rest of the republic and so called Bohemia and Moravia Protectorate was established.

Anti-Jew activities began to be controlled centrally according to the pattern of the Nazi Germany. The measurements aiming step by step to the target to isolate the Jews totally from the society, to humble to the level of something like sub people, impoverish entirely; shortly they were deprived of all rights, freedoms, poverty, and finally lives. 

Only a few examples: The Jews had to give up things making life better or easier: radios, telephones, bicycles, and all vehicles. They were not allowed to have domestic animals, not even dogs. The move of the Jews was limited for the certain time and certain places. They were not allowed to enter most of the restaurants, shopping was possible only at certain time. The food coupons for Jews were marked specially and rations were significantly poorer than for the other Czech inhabitants. And after it a number of measurements much more serious: the Jewish children were not allowed to attend normal schools. A wide list of occupations was published which were not allowed to do by the Jews, mainly the intellectual ones, e.g. medicine or jurisdiction, business, and all services for public. One of the fundamental Anti-Jew steps was announced even on June 21, 1939 already when the Reich protector Neurath published the regulation of so called aryanization of the Jewish poverty: The Jews were not allowed to dispose with their poverty, entire confiscations of their businesses and estates were done that were made over to hands of Germans and collaborators. And I must not forget one regulation copied straight from the Medieval Age: all Jews had to be marked with a special stigma. They had to wear sewed on their clothes a showy, yellow Jewish star – to be not possible for somebody to miss these creatures with normal people. 

I remained only some off the rich series  of anti-Jew activities, and only because of the document that nothing, not any smallness, was left by chance. 

But this everything was still only the beginning, only some first grade. “The final solution of the Jews question” as the whole system was elegantly called was of much more broad-minded aims: not a mere tyranny of Jews, but their physical liquidation, effacement of them.

The whole scheme can be shortly recapitulated in this way:

In the course of the first above said grade of measurements the Jews were perfectly recorded, marked with a special stigma and so separated from “normal” people (and surely robbed of poverty). 

The second grade could start: Terezin town was selected as a central place of concentration and a ghetto was formed there, where the Jews were deported according to a strict time–table gradually from one district after another. For the entire most of them Terezin was only a station of change, because 

the third grade followed, the last station. The term “the last solution” was not only a formulation but was done verbally. A number of camps of liquidation were made on the territory of Poland, where many methods of mass massacres including the most productive one – the gas chambers were applied. The most “famous” have been the camps Osvetim, Treblinka, Majdanek.

The talent for organisation is really not possible to deny to Nazis. Their system of liquidation of Jews was really thought over purposefully, improved all the time, worked out straight in science way, controlled effectively. Linked up set of measures. Starting with taking radios and ending with a murder of millions of people.

After the war many people asked me why all the Jews simply did not moved away. Such a question shows they forgot that time situation. The time when a normal emigration was out of thinking, during the Czechoslovak Republic, nobody admitted the things could go as far as they did. “Still we do not live in the Medieval Age any more, do we?” was said. To abandon home, home-town, the place where one has built his existence; at the time he has children, family, and he has no idea about making living abroad. This is not an easy decision even now when travelling and moving is much more common and simple. But even though somebody decided for emigration that time it is important to know that no country was willing to provide the necessary permission for immigration without entirely reckless financial conditions. For instance for an immigration to Palestina that were the British mandated territory that time and was most reasonable for Jews as a country of immigration  

England stated as an essential condition to put down a fee for so called „certificate“ – as much as 1,000 pounds. This was quite a unbelievable sum that time, for people from middle class as my parents were absolutely unattainable. Similarly the USA claimed so-called affidavit for conferment an immigrate permission, that was a written guarantee which some wealthy American inhabitant had to give for the immigrant. Great majority of countries was closed totally for immigrants. And I am not speaking about the fact it was more and more difficult to gain permission from local authorities. And a last note about immigration: As it was revealed after the war, even those countries existed – generally taken as proper and democratic to which the Jews escaped illegally from Germany, and these countries often returned the refugees who had successfully crossed the border, back to Germany, that was for a certain death, and even children too. Yes, it is about Switzerland. 

The Jews simply were not more than wild animals that time nobody wanted them. Governments of many so-called democratic countries watched closely what happened to Jews in Germany and territories occupied by the Germans quietly and without exciting. Maybe it is not out the matter to still remember here – although it makes me anxious even only thinking about it – that if the Nazis had had time enough then they would have used everything, they had trained so perfectly with the Jews, with other non-suitable nations. And the Czechs were ones of the first candidates.

The Nazis managed to massacre 6 million Jews in such a short time period, in only a few years. And the documents exist that the “productivity” of their industrially organized killing was all the time rising. 

For young generations this everything may sound nearly as telling stories. Sometimes hearing some doubts about this matter from young people I contemplate how much the school owes in the knowledge of history of 20th century. I think maybe it should be directly compulsory for everyone to read for instance an office protocol from the Norimberk Conference of the Court at least once a life. 

My Parents Fate

And now, after this excursion where I tried to describe the general situation without its remembering it is not possible even to understand the situation of individuals, I can return to the Vlachovo Březí and our family again.

My parents could not get out from the Protectorate. That was, as it was explained above, quite out of their opportunities. But, as it would go, parents are able to manage for their children much more that seems to be possible. They succeeded to arrange that I – in autumn 1939 – and little bit later also my sister got to Denmark with help of the organisation helping to save children, and this way they really gave us our lives again. 

To send the children to somewhere unknown – it surely was not an easy task for our parents – not because of psychics but the money as well. They expended everything that still remained. Only thanks to their foresight and devotion we escaped the fate they did not.

And what was the fate about? Anti-Jews measurements, I am writing in the previous chapter, were certainly damaging the existence as well as life conditions of my parents. My father had to leave his shop and he could only to be a lump-worker in agriculture even though his state of health was not prepared for it – he was suffering from heart defect for long years.

However I am glad to be able to say the people, who tried to make the difficult fate easier for my parents and to help them, found. On the contrary it may not be right to remember in this place – although I am doing it with disgust – that even in this formerly so friendly Vlachovo Březí the human rats occurred wishing to sponge on the wretchedness of the other human. 

A local collaborator wanted to get our house and when one day somebody broke his window my father and one of local teachers were arrested and transferred to Ceske Budejovice in December 1941. My father was in prison for six weeks, interrogated by Gestapo and got out in a very poor state but living only thanks to repeating interventions from Vlachovo Březí. 

Soon after my father’s return the deportations of Jews in the region started. Both the parents were sent by the Akb transport to Terezin on April 18, 1942. They stayed there for a few days only and immediately on April 23, 1942 were transferred by the Al transport to Poland. They were separated there and what is known only is that my mother died near Lublina and my father in one of the worst camps, in Majdanek, on July 4, 1942. Otherwise what was the transport about is clear from the fact only one, one man only of 1,000 people, came back. 

All the search for closer fate of parents that I was trying in all possible ways after the war looking for some trace, while the whole dread of the situation was uncovered, finally did not confirm different result from hopeless message about their death, more exactly their murder.

After non-compulsory leaving Vlachovo Březí when they were able to take with them only the given weight of things of personal use and everything was left in the house then, the noticed collaborator moved into their house and the shop. And how a witness said me he took everything he liked. What was not good enough went to a public sale which other individuals were not shame to participate at. It’s difficult for me to call them people though it could be only those who were at the moment sure “that Jew” would never be able to come back.  

Sampler illustration of an “effectiveness” of German liquidating machinery I found in the cadastre documentation of properties. As soon as on April 21, 1942, that is at the time when my parents were in Terezin only, and alive than, the Germans had the house No 12 in Vlachovo Březí recorded: “On base of the decision of the Headquarters for the Jews’ Removal in Prague the right of ownership is given to the Emigration Fund for Bohemia and Moravia”.

I really do not wish to go through other sad details about last months of life of my parents in Vlachovo Březí and through their next fait. I only cannot miss the fact the same way my parents were murdered all our very wide family of my father and of my mother, practically everybody who lived in the Protectorate; for instance the brother of my father from Volyně and the sister of my mother from Vodňany were among them as well. Of all my relatives only one remote family member has survived the camp of concentration, originally a doctor from České Budějovice who saved himself miraculously straight from Osvetim; where his wife as well as a small daughter perished though. He returned home as a soldier with the Svoboda East Army. All the wide family of my wife was extinct as well. Her mother and two younger sisters were murdered in the tragically noted Treblinka.

To close this chapter it may be possible to say only this: More than a half of the century has gone from these events, and we ourselves have survived that time with an incredible happiness. In spite of that the facts are so much fresh for us as they began not later but yesterday. We never can, we will never be able to forget; all the time, with thousands of opportunities they have been staying with us. A day did not elapse we remember them again and again. All our doing, all our life has been, is, and unfortunately will be influenced by them.

And we never are able to understand and to form in our minds somehow that something like that could become and happen in said civilised 20ieth century. And many significant fighters for human rights were watching. 


VI
Escape

The time is to say something about my life, how our own life was going, respectively life of us – survived children.

I was born in Vlachovo Březí in still quite year 1924. In the sharply critic year 1938 I was commuting to the Prachatice Grammar School. After “Mnichov” Prachatice was included into Sudetlands and the school was replaced to Vodňany. After March 15, 1939, the Protectorate, I was not allowed to continue at the school any longer. As I said in the previous part, my parents managed to “send” me to Denmark, which was a free state at that time. I saved my life this way, but it was not simply for me too although I could not even suspect or accept a thought myself that I would never see my parents at all. 

I was only fifteen so I was still a child and used more to school, study, and everything at home, my mother’s care, absolutely not to a life on my own. It was really a speed change. I came quite unready to the environment where I even was not able to communicate. You cannot catch a word from spoken Danish. The languages we were taught at school were of no use there. And I was not prepared for a physical work as well. At that the only possible work was on the farm as I did not have the work permission and was not allowed to get it in my age. I had no money of course and in the official way I was not allowed to earn any. Except of it the Germans deprived me of my citizen so I was without the citizenship. 

Nevertheless to cry with homesickness were for nothing. It was necessary not only to master the language but to change in all sides, in all parts of the life. The situation made easier I was not totally alone. My sister who got to Denmark two months later was in quite a distant place, however I did not remain without Czech contacts as in the nearby there were several children from Bohemia who came to Denmark the same way I did. We were able then to help one another in psychic way. /a propos one of the children was my future wife/. And I have remembered gratefully up till now the Danish were kind and full of understanding.

The situation relatively consolidated quite soon but what happened then: I had escaped Hitler from Protectorate but Hitler came after me! On April 9th 1940 he invaded Denmark and Norway. The things looked catastrophically again. Fortunately the war circumstances made Hitler not cause much confrontation and keep possible quiet in his northern territories, as he would have to tie up too much force there, which was needed at other sites. The Danish leaded their old and loved King Christian X stood up to defend local Jews so no anti-Jew measurements were introduced, we only were not allowed to be in eyes too much. This illusory peace was nothing but a question of time of course. In some time the sabotages started to be numerous and Hitler pulled up the reins. The regime became sharper incredibly and as every time before - the Jews were first in turn. 

The persecutions ran up but the local Danish police behaved perfectly: straight from the district police station they sent me a warning that the Gestapo was going to arrest me. I disappeared rapidly and was hiding at different places. We were escaping in twos, my friend (later wife) had to pass away from her place too. The Danish were helpful and this made easier displace from one site to another. 

This game with Gestapo could not be successful endlessly. Many Jews were caught and deported. 

Nevertheless the country having the sea is more possible to get off. The sea between Denmark and Sweden was guarded very strictly. The shortest way across the channel Öresund was totally hermetical. We had to risk the longest trip across the Baltic Sea. With a small ship pretending fishing after a thrilling, adventurous, but at the same time very dangerous voyage in the dark through the whole night we managed to reach the seashore waters of South Sweden where we were taken over by the Sweden seashore guardians. We had more than a proper luck once again; none of the numerous German naval patrols checked us. 

We successfully got my sister on the deck as well who had with her that time only three weeks old little girl and whose husband had to disappear sooner. We all travelled without luggage of course, as for a small trip only; there was neither time nor a chance to take baggage. It was  “only” about saving bare life. And we made it. However, similar to our first transfer from Protectorate, again we remained without means of livelihood; everything we had had in the meantime in Denmark was left there.

Since tired to death and exhausted we were in a free country again, one of few that was not occupied by Germans even thought it was laying in the middle of occupied Norway and Finland. The Swedish guarded officially their neutrality but in Stockholm they admitted existence of unofficial Czechoslovak Office in the end that was subordinated to the London exile government of Beneš the President. It was possible than to gain back the lost state citizenship so I was immediately able to volunteer for the Czechoslovak Abroad Army. 

To England I got then by a special English army plane, illegal and secret of course, where I was the only Czech and together with five Dutch who analogously volunteered for their Dutch Abroad Army. 

It was a “wild” transfer again but under an English army produce this time. They really though about everything: each of us was issued with a parachute and a self-dinghy boat and an English sergeant was instructing us how to use it for more than hour. None of us though understand properly his typical sergeant dialect, but through the imposed equipment we recognized it was not presents; more likely the possibility of various adventurous diversification of the journey is taken into account. The plane had to fly over occupied Norway after all and naval areas guarded sharply by the Nazis. 

Everything turned well again; we did not have to try the function of the equipment in practice. They transferred us to Scotland routinely, little bit frozen only as the plane had to fly higher than corresponded with its conveniences so as not to be under fire.

I entered the Czechoslovak Abroad Army, which has a base in England participating in activities in the west line, lately at Dunkerque in France.

I suppose it is not necessary to write about my soldier experiences. Every soldier in every war absolves a whole scale of situations unpleased, complicated, crucial, of hard risk and dangerous to life quite commonly, as an everyday standard. But much has been reported and told about it, written and made as a film, enough. It seems as similar stories has been gone over many times and there is no need to ad others. The mankind takes proper care arranging new and new wars to keep the source wet forever after all. 

However I should notice one of my personal experiences of this period touching mostly those who had the same lifeline as me: through several years I was a refugee, that was a creature belonged to nowhere; though tolerated somewhere but under threat of expulsion anytime, out and out undesirable by the government. I learned how to escape like a hunting animal, to fly and dodge, hid, but I could never face them. The force proportion was entirely incommensurable. 

And now I became a member of an army in war and my position was changed essentially. Despite the fact you are under a scale of superiors being in the army service and you obey their commands, you are a person of full rights – in the widest sense of this word because you are suddenly able to stand up to yesterday’s invincible enemy and master above your life as 

an  equal adversary. Suddenly you are able not only to defend successfully but attack as well. With platitude you decide the following action and what should be done. You are not a passive object any more but you have your own initiative. Summarize it you are perfectly gunned and it means in all parts: verbally as well as symbolically. 

From the position of a downtrodden worm you came back to the position of normal man of full rights. 

I have been speaking above about a crack in my life. This was undoubtedly another such a crack.


VII
Return

As a soldier I after all got back to Czechoslovakia. 

We were looking forward to this moment, to this return for all 6 years unspeakably. It was just the hope of returning home that was all the years that little light we were setting our minds to, looking up to, and that encouraged us helping to come over homesickness, despair, sadness, depression in the most difficult situations.

That hope meant simply: we would return home after all striking out those six mad war years from our lives. We were going to be altogether again, the parents and us, to live ordinary, and the experiences of those years we would remember not earlier than with talking stories to our grandchildren. 

Everything turned in different way. Instead of a huge gratification became that dreadful, bleak period of hopeless seek for our parents. 

The only thing we knew was they left for Terezin. We were searching believing we had to find them somewhere after all. In the records and in the offices was an absolute mess. Only step-by-step the true was coming out.

How sad was the ending I wrote above.

My sister returned to Czechoslovakia but after giving up all hopes of our parents she immigrated to Israel. She has been living there so far. Her children have come here for several times and even though their father is not of Czech origin and they were born abroad they feel the share to Bohemia and they always come to see Vlachovo Březí. 

VIII 
For closure: What has remained? 

 From former Vlachovo Březí Jews nowadays, in December 2000, only two of us has lived already: my sister in Israel and me in Prague.

Only two memories has been preserved in Vlachovo Březí after our family, that is after the last Jewish family living here before the war:


I
The graves of the Sterns in the Jewish cemetery, from which the last is the grave of my grandfather Albert Stern died in November 1932; it is at the same time the last who was buried in this cemetery at all. 


II
In the park on the Memorial of the War Dead from the World War I the grandfather’s son and my uncle Arnošt Stern is recorded who was killed in the age of twenty-one in 1915 in the Karpaty mountains. As it is a tradition in the Jewish families I received his name then. 

The name of Vlachovo Březí settlement is, together with the names of two citizens of Vlachovo Březí, my parents Emil and Ema Lederer, recorded on the wall of the Pinkas’ Synagogue in Prague among other more than 77 thousand names of victims of the holocaust from Bohemia and Moravia. 






XXXXXXXXXXXX

In Prague, December 2000

A: Lederer

