Prologue

18 December 2000

Jacob Reich by Joseph Reich

“You upset Dad when you visited last night.’
My mother rarely rings early. Insomnia imposes a late start to
her days. Always rushing, she never has time for niceties such as
‘hello’. Lifting the phone from its cradle is like interrupting her
mid-conversation.

It had been a restless hot night, more February than December,
but Mum has not rung to discuss the weather.

‘How?’ I ask.

‘Dad now knows he is going to die ... you ... you told him.’

‘1 didn’t, I didnt say a word.’

She calls him Dad.

I want to tell her it’s not her father who is dying, but I don't.

“You did ... you asked him about Auschwitz.’



We Should Have Talked

My beloved father dies later that day. Monday 18 December
2000.

It is a long day during which he seems to die many times.
Between bursts of jerking gasps, his chest stills for minutes, the
whir of the bedside fan the only sound. Before midnight, relief
comes for him, but for us a tearful silence. We are prepared but
unready.

I bow my head. I can’t believe I've heard my father’s last quip.

*

Jacob Reich was eighty-seven, a number that makes Australian
cricketers nervous, being an unlucky thirteen short of a century.
My father dies wearing a leather cord around his wrist, threaded
through a perforated stone. A token, a talisman, as if he was a hip-
pie surfer. Having once lost all he possessed, he never appeared
to cherish what he owned. This seemingly insignificant disc of
sandstone the sole exception.

Eight months earlier in the same hospice, my closest friend
Godfrey died from a glioblastoma, a fatal brain tumour. Thirty-one
years younger than my father, he left a bewildered five-year-old
daughter. A similar demise as my father, with breathless pauses
inducing primitive reflexes in once brilliant brains. In the end we
are drowned by our blood chemistry.

Over a year, | became a regular at this hospice, a mock suburban
house where death crept in behind closed doors. In the guest areas,
the pale and wasted whispered small talk. I too avoided the unsay-
able. It was as quiet as the domed reading room of the State Library.

I knew where to park, where to make a cup of tea, would bow
my head as I walked past the anonymous black mortuary vehicles
in the driveway surrounded by huddled weepy families. I was there
every day but cannot recall any conversation with my father that
differed little from what the nurse would ask him.

‘Are you in pain? How did you sleep?’

My father’s complaint to my mother on that last day is his final

4



Joe Reich

communication to me, his older son. As always, he is indirect,
avoiding confrontation. I was shaken. Surely his admission to this
palliative care hospice a month earlier, and the visit from a rabbi
with the recitation of the confessional prayer of the dying, had
given his sharp mind an inkling of his fate. Yet, via my mother,
he told me that it was my simple question, the one I had waited
a lifetime to ask which, like a sharp needle, deflated the last of his
lifelong optimism.

“Tell me about your first day in Auschwitz?” I had asked him.

It is now more than twenty years since we spoke but it is as if
ice-water has been splashed onto my face. [ am back in the moment.

I recall the faintness of his reply, his lips and tongue struggling,
dry, even after gratefully slurping some melted ice-cream, his only
food for the day. The room was dimming slowly as the prolonged
summer daylight crept around the drawn blinds. I could make out
my father’s sunken cheeks, hollowed eye sockets. His familiar face
was going before the rest of him.

Even the humming air-conditioning was oppressive. I searched
for his water glass and placed the kinked plastic straw into my
father’s mouth. I leant forward in the heavy visitor’s chair dragged
to the edge of the bed. I hadn’t expected an answer.

Yet staring up at the ceiling the whispering began.

‘Mengele ... he separated us ... I never saw my parents again.
Later that evening I asked ... they told me ... the smoke from those
tall chimneys ... that’s where your parents are.’

“What do you remember next?’

A longer pause, during which I could feel my heartbeat.

‘My brother behind a wire fence ... he threw me clippers, hair-
dresser’s clippers ... “Tell them you are a hairdresser,” he said ...
they need hairdressers.’

‘“What happened to him?’

Another pause, a sip of the straw.

‘I never saw him again.’

My father’s last words to me. I could see his eyes were bright.
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He was back in that hell, a bewildered young man puzzling over a
pair of hair clippers ... what more could he say?

I wanted to ask if he thought his brother had sacrificed himself
by giving Dad his clippers, but I didn’t.

Perhaps my mother was right. He surely hadn’t slept on his last
night on earth.

It is with a jolt I realise it was not the question that upset my
father. It was that he had answered. An answer to a small part of
his Holocaust years; a time he had excised from his life as if he was
simply skipping a track on an LP record. His answer took him back
to long walled-off memories.

I could understand him being protective of me when I was a
child, for all children deserve innocence, but I was then in my mid-
fifties, having spent decades as an adult with this man. Yet all I had
learnt were scattered anecdotes, illustrative tales of times when he
beat impossible odds.

*

My father lived his life as if what was gone was gone. Not for him
the Holocaust memorials, the ghetto reunions, the books with
black-and-white photos of bodies stacked like firewood, the remi-
niscing. He was not one to be teared up by Yiddish lullabies.

I never saw him cry.

His face was defined by a constant smile which spread from his
mouth to his eyes. He defaulted to witticism rather than whinge.

In his Australia the sun always shone, animosities were defined
by the colours of a footy team, or by back-slapping men staggering
happily if unsteadily from the pub. Barely speaking English, he was
drawn to the city streets where, carrying his toddler son on his solid
parental shoulders, he watched square dancing to celebrate a young
girl elevated to the throne. No-one commented on his religion;
no-one seemed to care. He hummed in tune with his good fortune.

And yet I know he spoke once of what I was never able to ask.
Likely cajoled by his friends, he volunteered for a Shoah interview.
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The Hebrew word Shoah is well known now as an alternative for
what is commonly described as the Holocaust. Meaning ‘calamity
or destruction’, it came in usage not long after the war but was
later popularised by the 1985 French documentary film of that
name. The Shoah Foundation is a 1994 initiative of film director
Steven Spielberg, created very soon after the making of Schindler’s
List. Now based at the University of Southern California, it funds a
process to interview survivors and preserve the video recordings. It
was for this Foundation, very active in Melbourne, that my father
was able to unload to a stranger what he had not spoken about to
his two sons. As the only survivor of his family, he may have felt
a duty to speak. If the unmarked graves of his family were to be
disturbed, perhaps let it be for this one day only and then let the
earth once more settle.

After the interview, Dad seemed to assume the recordings
would be kept in some vault in Steven Spielberg’s office, for he
never asked us to view them. It was an obvious opportunity to
share, to expand, to tell ... but instead, it was if he had visited
a Catholic confessional — for the questioner’s ears only. He had
no inkling the interview would one day be downloadable over the
internet. He never asked if we watched it.

We knew not to.

It was not for us.

[ finally view his testimony twenty years after my father was lowered
into his own shaft of orange clay, to lie surrounded by tombstones
inscribed with more Hebrew than English, amongst old friends. It
is during a time I have learnt a new word. Covid.

When a parent passes, they do not leave you easily. Even now in
my dreams I have conversations with my father. There has been so
much to tell him. Of my grandchildren, whom he never met. They
would have loved his smile, the funny faces and guttural noises that
so excite infants. His wife, my mother, has since joined him. Their
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black granite slabs abut.

I ask myself if I am ready to see him once more, hear his voice,
his way of storytelling, comprising largely of tales whose punchlines
had been forgotten; stories which would peter out as he jumped
from topic to topic; answering questions in such a roundabout way
that no quiz show host would accept them.

The Shoah Foundation was only two years old when my father
testified. One of 2500 witnesses from Melbourne Australia which,
after Israel, became the commonest destination for Holocaust
survivors.

The testimony was initially recorded on ten thirty-minute
videotapes, that clunky now long forgotten medium. Then digitised
onto small plastic coasters fed into a computer. It was these discs
I discovered in his desk after he died, but then it felt too soon, an
invasion of the privacy he had guarded so fiercely.

In 2020 our city is in lockdown. Somehow it feels the right
time to view his testimony. Maybe it’s that sense of insecurity that
pervades the air. If not now, when? I no longer have a CD player,
yet I am startled to find the recordings accessible with a few clicks
of the mouse from a digital repository. My father’s face appears; he
fills my screen. I hear his voice and, even after twenty years, it feels
warmly familiar. I don’t realise I am crying.

I download the entire interview onto my computer and a few
days later I start to watch. It turns out that the nightmares I get are
harder to deal with than the emotions from the viewing.

It’s a five-hour interview, but the recording took a whole day,
what with stopping to change tapes, and to eat the cake and lunch
that my mother had prepared. Yet the viewing proves to be frustrat-
ingly short. My father, like a seasoned politician facing an enquiring
journalist, controls the narrative. The camera does not faze him; he
is anecdotal, explanatory and unemotional.

My father is not shy, used to leading the synagogue service.
Having been well trained in a yeshiva, he could pray at speed, an
ability appreciated by the congregation. All I could discern during
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such prayers was a blurred mumble with a musical lilt. Key words,
the start of a sentence, a prominent name, a loud amen, would
punctuate. At Passover I could not follow the text, so fast did my
father read it.

Dad excelled at the Passover Seder, for the seats were jammed
with guests and he was centre stage. My mother would hurry him,
eager to serve her many dishes.

‘Nu, already enough, the children need to eat.’

Dad would respond by thumping the table in in mock anger,
only his smile and wink betraying him.

The Passover text, the Haggadah, tells of the Jewish people, as
slaves of the Egyptians, being freed. It would be an opportune time
for my father to speak of his own time in slavery, but he never does.

Yet there are clues. A tune near the end of the service he would
sing with gusto. He would proudly say, ‘T am the last person on
earth to know this tune.’

No explanation of where all the others had gone. No mention
of who they were, or their fate. But by then we knew.

The delivery of his video testimony is similar to his way of
praying. It is as if there are children who may be listening, and
he needs to protect them. A few key words, then he moves on.
His recollections are rarely full, but like the snippets the Dead Sea
Scrolls fragments expose, from them a narrative can be created.

It is during my second viewing of his testimony that I realise
with a start that my father fails to mention anything personal about
his immediate family. Not a word of description of their appear-
ance, persona or how he relates to them. No feelings are revealed.
He is telling without telling.

After a few viewings I realise that if I am to tell his story, I will
need his own words. I manually transcribe them. The supposedly
clever auto transcription services stumble over his diction.

The first words I hear are not his.

’I am about to interview the survivor, Jacob Reich. The date is
the sixteenth of September 1996.
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Carol Klooger is perched on the edge of my father’s armchair. A
volunteer, much younger than her subject, respectfully dressed, hair
groomed as for the occasion, one hand holding her prepared script.
[t is the last we see of her as the camera zooms onto my father. Her
off-camera questions will gently probe and will not falter over the
course of this long day.

My eighty-three-year-old father sits deep in the down cushions
of his gold-striped velvet armchair, arms draped along the sides,
his pose mimicking the monumental stone Abraham Lincoln in
the massive memorial in Washington. Out of sight, but affixed in
my memory, is the matching overlong four-seater sofa. These mid-
century designed items become the pride of three homes, but are
rejected by the charity shops after both my parents have died. On
this day, though, in 1996, they are both very much alive.

My father is wearing a new V-necked navy sweater, undoubtedly
purchased for the occasion, though perhaps he considered wearing
his synagogue suit, for through the V we can see a white shirt, his
purple paisley tie casually askew. He is wearing his favourite flat
cloth cap.

Perhaps the first question is unexpected, for he blinks, pauses
longer than I expect.

‘Can you tell us your name, and spell it please.’

‘My name is Jacob, J ... a ... with a k if you are in Poland or ¢
in Australia ... o ... b’

He pauses, did she want the name everyone called him, Yankel,
or the name his wife called him, Yaakov? No, she didn’t look as if
the Yiddish versions of his name would interest her.

‘Reich, R...e...i...c...h’

He doesn’t mention that his father spelled his surname R ...
a...j...c... hbut when I first viewed this recording I too was
unaware of this. The correct pronunciation of both spellings is the
same; as when speaking of the Nazi regime. My grade one teacher at
Kew State School wisely understood and pronounced our surname
‘Reesh’, an affectation then adopted by my family, much to the
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puzzlement of German speakers who enjoy correcting us.

“Your date of birth.’

His smiles as he leans forward. ‘Now according to the dates, I
have supplied after liberation it was the seventeenth of February
1913, but you know I can’t guarantee for it. I simply cant remem-
ber when I was born.’

‘Dad,’ I want to say, ‘I have found the registration of your
birth — not only is the date correct but I know you were born at
one pm on that day.’

‘And where were you born?’

‘A place called Ztoczew in Poland.’

‘Can you spell that?’

As he spells it out, correctly, those who transcribe this interview
will record him as being born in Ztoczow. A penultimate ‘o’ instead
of an ‘¢’ and my father is dubbed as an Austro-Hungarian from a
town 500 kilometres east, instead of a Pole.

‘Could you tell us about what kind of place it was.’

Another invitation to banter, not to be refused. His synapses are
as quick as always. ‘Of course, I cannot tell you much because when
I was born, I didn’t notice much. Later, when I became a bit older,
I can remember a place that has no electricity, all small buildings, a
marketplace. In the centre of the marketplace a big cross. There was
the water well the town used.’

“Were there many Jewish families?’

‘I will say a few hundred.’

Another pause. What else can he say? He is only eight when he
leaves Ztoczew.

My father speaks of the market square with the large crucifix,
seen in the background of a prewar photograph of Ztoczew. There
is also a photo of the hand-pumped water well in the same square.
Tall, steel-ribbed and functional yet with a whimsical monkey-
tailed handle.

The next question: “What was your father’s name?’

‘Joseph, in Yiddish Yosef.’
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‘And your mother?’

‘Miriam, in Polish she was called Maria.’

‘And they were both born in that town?’

‘No. My mother came from Ztoczew, but my father came from
nearby town called Burzenin.’

*

When my father died, my mother initially remained in the family
home. It was not long before she moved into a suitable smaller
apartment, close to shops, transport and her bridge club. My
brother Michael and I assisted with the long-delayed decluttering.
Hundreds of documents, a measure of my father’s active mind and
range of interests, needed to be culled. Emptying the desk draw-
ers, it seemed the papers had been shuffled by a card shark. Many
medical reports, duplicates, the old invoices and newspaper clip-
pings went into recycle bin, while the documents we perceived as
being the result of years of work, of beliefs, of correspondence were
respected and kept, packed into an old vinyl suitcase that, when
stuffed, could only be fastened by a belk.

It was only after viewing his testimony that I remembered that
bulging vinyl suitcase.

This time I had time. I was soon sitting on the floor with an
explosion of paper around me. I began to make piles by topic. I
was in the middle of creating order from disorder when something
made me pause. There was a document that was, or maybe I sensed,
different from the others. Twenty tightly-typed pages fastened by a
rusted paper clip.

The title, in faded font, read, “The Innocent Jew Reich.” A
subtitle noted his arrest on the 13/2/1943 by the Criminal Police
of Litzmannstadt Ghetto file number N2250 and his subsequent
release a week later with document number 275 stating he was ‘no
criminal’. Signed by the commander of Police in Litzmannstadt
(more commonly known as the £6dz Ghetto). There must have
been a source for these details but this I was never able to find.
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The meaning behind the title becomes apparent when I read on,
as it is describing my father as the son of parents, Josef and Maria,
‘an innocent couple of the tender age of sixteen years’. He has tied
the title to their innocence, and that of his.

My hand trembling, I realised I was holding his autobiography,
a document neither my brother nor I had seen when filling the
suitcase.

Rapidly leafing through, I soon realised this was an incomplete
chronicling of only his childhood and early adult life. It was replete
with the misspellings of one whose fifth language was English and,
dated 1989, was written seven years before his Shoah testimony.
It ends abruptly in early 1940, when my father was twenty-seven
years old.

Throughout our lives, he had not only withheld from us his
Holocaust experience but also his childhood. I knew he had at-
tended a yeshiva (an Orthodox Jewish school providing principally
religious teaching) but in front of me was far more. I was being
given entry into an earlier era. A time before the motor car, electric-
ity, radio. A time when childhood was a serious time of learning
and responsibility. The presence of this document made me feel I
was being given permission to complete my father’s story. He un-
doubtedly wanted to be remembered. I shook at the magnitude of
the responsibility. But I vowed to attempt to honour his unspoken
wishes; to combine his written words with his testimony to create

the foundations for this narrative. soon learns

13



