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A Memoir

I can remember a time when I was living with my family; my Mother, Father and older sister. It’s been so long that it’s all a dream to me, for my life was torn apart when our religion began to be perceived as a race, a tainted one at that, and we were persecuted as a whole. No longer did we have an identity; to society, we were sub-human and not worthy of life. Families were torn apart, and countless people were murdered, but what affected everyone in particular was that their hopes and dreams were crushed and their lives- shattered.

It wasn’t always like that, living in fear and paranoia. In Horochow, where I was born, my parents used to be civic leaders and my father was a philosophy professor. We were what you would consider a normal family, maybe even better than normal, as we had a high social status, thanks to my parents’ occupations. The first ten years of my life were absolute bliss, even though I didn’t think so at that time.


In September of 1939, subtle yet significant changes began to occur. Germany invaded Poland, and several weeks later, Horochow was under the Soviet Union’s control. We continued to live in our home, and Father still had his teaching job. Now that I look back, I realize that the Union tried to disconnect us from our culture by teaching us in Russian.  In 1941, Germany invaded the USSR and formed a ghetto in Horochow. A year later, Mother and I fled, hearing the rumors that the ghetto was to be destroyed. As we hid in the brushes, we were soon accompanied by our neighbors, who tried to escape the fatal fire that was being rapidly shot out of machine guns. The guards demanded that we come out of the brushes, that they could see us and were ready to shoot us. Many gave into their taunting; others simply went out and walked into death because they had nothing to lose by dying. I think we all had nothing to lose by dying, as everything we treasured was cruelly taken away in front of our own eyes, and our memories became a distant reality that we could no longer reach. Perhaps my mother realized our futile future, gave in to the demands of our captors and stepped out to meet her end, for one day I awoke to discover that my mother was no longer by my side. I didn’t even bother to search for my own mother. I now resent myself for being devoid of all human morals, for egoistically trying to focus solely on my own survival, that I chose to ignore the my own identity, my own duties to the family. That is how much the Holocaust affected us. We were no longer human; we were simply savages, inconsiderate beasts who strived for personal survival, leaving those who loved us the most to die. Love was supposedly a bond that could not be broken. I now scoff at that saying. I loved my mother above all, and I believed my mother had loved me also. If she had truly loved me, why then would she have left me? How could she have ignored the fact that I could not survive without her? I still have not forgiven her for that. When I meet her in Hell, and it is inevitable that I go there, as I have committed a great sin in resenting my own ancestors, I think I will find peace, because she can no longer desert me, for we are perpetually imprisoned in that place. 


How I managed to survive is what fascinates me the most. I hid in forests, which I think, added to my de-humanization. There, I ultimately lost control over what little human qualities I had left. I threw away my pride, and my only goal became survival. Anything I could put into my mouth; worms, bugs, mushrooms, even rats; I eagerly gulped it all down, grateful that I had something to fill my stomach with. Unsurprisingly, I got sick often; as my selection and source of nutrition wasn’t exactly what you would consider hygienic. I acquired water from snow and puddles. I once again compromised my pride and lapped at the puddles like a dog, not caring if anyone saw me or not; I simply had to survive, and this was my only choice. It’s amazing what the human body can endure. Take note of how I mentioned the wonders of what the ‘human body can endure’, not the human mind. The human mind cannot tolerate the psychological burden of such circumstances and situations, and simply shuts down all emotionally controlled functions, putting sole attention on survival in order to protect and preserve itself. 

When I should have had priority of leaving Germany, I had to wait three long years, and those three years were not easy. After the realization that I was no longer persecuted had fully sunk into my mind, I was violently jerked back into reality, and I finally realized what I had gone through. It sent shockwaves of fear into my mind, and I was in constant paranoia, for I was in the country that started it all. After managing to attain a student visa, I attended the University of Heidelberg for over a year. 


I started life all over again, with new memories and a new identity. While others wanted to show the world the effects of the Holocaust, I chose to live in seclusion and forget about my past. However, forgetting isn’t as easy as it seems. The paranoia hasn’t completely left me, and my only outlet is writing. As I pour out my emotions through paper and pen, the wounds in my heart slowly begin to heal, and I go back to my roots, the memories of running around in the park with my family come flowing back into my mind. As my true identity, the one I held as a young child with a family, with a future, awakens from its slumber, my past is no longer a distant reality.
After word:

Though I have strayed so far from my past, now that it is all over, I’m back to where I started. There is a proverb stating that, “even if a tree should grow to a height of ten thousand feet, its leaves, when falling, will still return to their roots.” My leaf has fallen; my story has been passed on, but the tree continues to grow, and the legacy of the victims of the Holocaust carries on. 
* I have made the progressions in her attitude towards the Holocaust consciously, as I wanted to show how she changes, and makes progress. Because writing things out and actually thinking about an event in depth can change a person’s standpoint on something and showing that is one of the things I wanted to accomplish in this short story. Plus, a satisfying ending with a moral rather than the typical “happy ending” such as getting married and having children is more appealing to me and seems more age and grade appropriate. My point of this side note being, the changes in how she views her past are made on purpose; it is not an accidental byproduct of my wandering mind going off on different tangents every paragraph. 
