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Chapter One

The Knight on the White Horse

I have known from an early age that both of my parents were Holocaust 
survivors. I knew it from overheard conversations with their friends, from 
my parents’ direct accounts, which included references to the many lost 
relatives, and from the many books on the Holocaust lying around our 
apartment. I remember looking at albums even before I could read, seeing 
photographs of crematoria, piled-up human corpses, and emaciated, 
skeleton-like human beings liberated from concentration camps. As an 
adult I read more on the subject, referred to it in my teaching, and certainly 
engaged in the Holocaust intellectually. Yet it wasn’t until my forties that  
I experienced an overwhelming sense of wonder at the miracle of my birth, 
at my existence against all odds. 

Although I had known that the implementation of Hitler’s “Final 
Solution,” the mass murder of all Jews, began almost immediately after the 
Wannsee conference of January 1942, three years before I was born, that gas 
chambers operated until very shortly before my birth, that Auschwitz was 
evacuated just one day before I was born in January 1945, and that death 
marches continued for several month after I was born, until April 1945, 
my strong emotional reaction to these facts came rather late in my life. 
So did my full realization of the enormity of the crimes committed by the 
Nazis and the magnitude of what had to be forgiven. To borrow a line from 
Lucille Clifton’s poem, “The past was waiting for me.”1

1	 Lucille	Clifton,	quoted	from	the	poem	“i	am	accused	of	tending	to	the	past.”		
http://www.poemhunter.com/i-am-accused-of-tending-to-the-past/.
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Contemplating my presence in the world, I thought of my mother, 
swept up in the horror of the Holocaust, of her survival, and of the man 
who saved her life and by saving it enabled mine. If it weren’t for him,  
I would not be here to write these words. Likewise, my sister would not 
have been born, nor would our children and grandchildren. The world 
would be deprived of our bright children’s contributions. 

“Whoever saves a single life is as if he has saved the entire world,” 
says the Talmud. To paraphrase, he who saved my mother’s life saved  
our world. His interven-
tion was a momentous 
event in my mother’s life 
and ours.

I actually met him 
as a child, without real-
izing then the signifi-
cance of the encounter.  
I remember distinctly my 
family’s arrival in Vienna 
in the spring of 1957, en 
route from Poland to Is-
rael. I was twelve years 
old, and this was my first 
exposure to the West. 
Rather than possessing 
visual images of the elegant city, with its impressive buildings and beautiful 
parks, I have retained certain sensory impressions: the smell of a small gro-
cery store, for instance, where I was sent, having first been coached in how 
to say the necessary few phrases in German. I can remember to this day 
how I savored the aromas of ground coffee and ripening bananas, exotic 
fruits I had never seen before. 

I also recall the café where we met a tall man whom my mother 
introduced to me and my sister with these words, “This gentleman saved my 
life during the war.” Until then, we had never heard of this man. Most likely 
my mother did not want us to know that she was saved by a German—it 
would have been politically incorrect in post-World War II Poland, where 
Germans were demonized in newsreels, movies, and publications. There 
was little tolerance then for a more nuanced view of history.
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Chapter One | The Knight on the White Horse18

Not knowing German 
at the time, I could not fol-
low my parents’ conversa-
tion with the tall man. Yet 
I do recall the civility of the 
occasion and the exchange 
of gifts at the Vienna café. 
My parents came bearing  
a radio and a crystal vase. 
He, in turn, gave them a lit-
tle figurine of a white horse 
and a book. 

Now, decades later, 
with the painful task of 
liquidating my parents’ 
apartment behind me, I am 
in possession of the gifts 
from the gentleman we met 
in Vienna. 

I hold the book he gave my parents in my hands. The title, Die 
Lüneburger heide (The Lüneburger Heath), in white gothic font, is at the 
very bottom of the hard cover. Above it is a black and white photograph of  
a stony field, with a few poplars swaying in the wind. The picture has 
yellowed with age. I leaf quickly through the book, examining the snapshots 
of the German countryside and marveling at the unique architecture of the 
farm houses and barns. As I leaf back, my eyes rest on the dedication:

“Der lieben Familie Grol zur freundlichen Erinnerung an unser Wieder-
sehen und das Ein ander naher kennen lernen in der schoenen Stadt Wien

Herzlichst
Hermann Meyer

Wien, d.19. April 1957.”

(To the dear Grol family as a friendly souvenir of our meeting and getting 
to know each other in the beautiful city of Vienna.

Most cordially, 
Hermann Meyer

Vienna, April 19, 1957.)
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The dedication takes up the upper two thirds of the page. Two little 
photographs are pasted on to the lower third of the page. On the left is 
a small square one, showing an older and a younger man sitting next to 
each other on a sofa under a framed landscape painting; on the right is an 
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even smaller rectangular photograph of the same young man and an older 
woman sitting on a bench in what appears to be a garden or a park. The 
inscriptions under the pictures indicate where and when the pictures were 
taken and read respectively “father and son” and “mother and son.” (Vater 
u. Sohn, Celle, Feb.1957; Mutter u. sohn, Soltan. Aug. 1950).

* * *

Why did my family meet this man in Vienna? How did the meeting come 
about? Here are my answers, pieced together from my recollections, stories 
my mother told me, and her notes and letters which I found. 

* * *

My mother’s native town, Brześć, which today is the border town between 
Poland and Belarus, is called Brest Litovsk in Russian and Belarussian, and 
Brisk in Yiddish. The liquidation of its ghetto began on October 15, 1942, 
and continued for several days. Some weeks earlier, my future mother, 
Masza Pinczuk, age twenty-one, and her family had been forced to abandon 
their house on 31 Listowskiego Street, and were made to move into a small 
apartment in the ghetto. 

News of the mass murder of Jews in other towns had reached Brześć 
by then, so my grandfather, Lejb Pinczuk, and my mother’s brother Szlomo, 
who was eleven years older than she was, secretly began preparing a hiding 
place.

They started digging under the floor in one of the rooms in the 
apartment and were hoping to reach a garden shed, where they planned 
to store some provisions. Stealthily removing the dug-up soil at night, they 
kept digging intently. One day, sooner than expected, a growing number 
of German soldiers could be seen surrounding the ghetto. Although the 
work on the “bunker” was hardly finished, my mother, her parents, and 
her brother decided to hide in that dug-up hole. The Gestapo showed up so 
unexpectedly that everybody who was in the back yard rushed inside and 
then descended into the hole without even bringing any water. Intended for 
six people (my mother’s family and a widowed neighbor with her child), 
the bunker ended up “housing” seventeen: my grandparents were too 
kindhearted to refuse entry to some other hounded Jews.
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A day earlier, on October 14, Mrs. Grzegżołko, a shopkeeper whose 
son was employed as a policeman, approached the ghetto fence looking for 
Masza, whom she knew quite well—on various forays outside the ghetto, 
after sneaking between barbed wires, Masza had gone to the shopkeeper 
and traded the family’s possessions for food. 

Not finding her, Mrs. Grzegżołko asked some people to let Masza know 
that tomorrow będzie źle (there’ll be trouble), and that she should bring as 
many valuable items as possible to Mrs. Grzegżołko’s store while she still 
could. My mother got the message, but ignored it. There had been many 
warnings before, all of which turned out to be false alarms. Indeed, almost 
daily some Poles would shout across the ghetto fence—jutro was wyrżną 
(tomorrow they’ll slaughter you). Unfortunately, this time the warning was 
right, and the slaughter did begin on October 15, 1942.

* * *

Packed so tightly in the dug-out hole that they could barely move, the 
people hiding there abandoned shame. My maternal grandmother Rifka 
had to sit on the loaf of bread she had brought along, for there was no 
other place to put it. Unfortunately, with the shooting and screaming all 
around, and being herself unable to move and afraid to leave, she—like all 
the others—had to relieve herself where she sat. The emergency supplies 
became useless. 

The first night, my grandfather, Lejb Pinczuk, snuck out and brought 
back a jar of water. Each person was allowed only one sip. A young mother 
conceded her sip to her three-year-old daughter, the girl had moaned all 
night and had kept asking if the mother had any breast milk left. 

The situation in the bunker deteriorated rapidly. The starved, oxygen-
deprived, and dehydrated people began literally losing their minds. Another 
mother, who had brought her baby to the bunker and could not stop his 
crying, was forced by the people sitting next to her to cover the baby’s mouth 
when a German patrol was heard nearby. This prevented the Germans from 
discovering the bunker, and the lives of the remaining people were saved 
(only for a while, as it turned out), but the baby suffocated. The mother was 
despondent and raving.

Another woman began shrieking and cursing her long-deceased 
husband, accusing him of infidelities. Masza’s brother Szlomo became 
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delirious and started pulling her hair, mistaking her for a cat. Masza herself 
had a delusional vision of a bird sitting on her brother’s leg.

At night, overcoming her fear, Masza ventured out to bring back some 
food and water. She approached the fence and managed to sneak out under 
the barbed wire, but a Pole grabbed her and took away her watch and the 
necklace she was going to exchange for food. She return to the bunker, took 
some other possessions, and rushed to Mrs. Grzegżołko’s house. 2

The shopkeeper took one look at the skinny and frightened girl and 
asked her to stay, to live with her and help around the store. A strong 
sense of loyalty to her family kept my mother from accepting the offer. She 
declined, asked Mrs. Grzegżołko for food, then hurried back to the ghetto 
to deliver the bread and milk she had been given. Alas, totally dehydrated 
in the overcrowded and stuffy hole, the people in the bunker could not even 
drink the milk. It would not quench their thirst; they kept asking for water. 
Masza ventured out again. Little did she know that this would be the last 
time she would see this temporary home.

On this excursion a Pole wearing a German uniform caught her and 
put a gun to her head. She started pleading with him for her life: told him 
that she was too young to die; that she knew his friends from school; that as 
a Christian he should be merciful. He ignored her pleas and finally hissed, 
“Jak ja cię puszczę to mnie kula w łeb” (If I let you go, I’ll get a bullet in 
the head). Sensing his intransigence, Masza started running as fast as she 
could. He fired at least three bullets in her direction. She told me numerous 
times of the bullets missing her by less than an inch, of the heat she felt on 
her skin as they flew by, of her tongue stiffening, of the tightening of her 
throat. (Was the policeman inept, I wonder today, or did he miss her deli-
berately?) 

Her nerves completely wrecked, Masza kept running toward the 
shopkeeper’s house. At one point, as she touched her head, she realized 
that her hair was standing on end and as much as she tried, she could not 
make it fall in place. Terrified that her unusual appearance would betray 
her, Masza darted into a dark passage and, as she had nothing else with 

2	 As	I	read	Henryka	Lazowert’s	poem	engraved	on	a	wall	at	the	entrance	to	the	Jewish	Cemetery	in	
Warsaw,	a	poem	in	praise	of	the	child	smuggler,	I	could	envision	my	mother	in	that	role.	I	bowed	
my	 head,	 honoring	 her	 and	 the	 children	 in	 many	 ghettoes	 who	 risked	 their	 lives	 to	 save	 their	
families	from	starvation.
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which to cover her head, she pulled off her underwear and created a kind 
of turban. It fell off as she continued to run, but she succeeded in reaching 
Mrs. Grzegżołko’s home. She knew that it was now too dangerous for her to 
return to her family.

The compassionate woman received Masza warmly. She fed her, gave 
her a bath, washed her hair, and even deloused her. Despite the repeated 
offer to remain and help around the store, Masza declined and asked only 
to stay for the night. The next day, when some German soldiers showed 
up in Mrs. Grzegżołko’s yard, the shopkeeper began to stutter. She realized 
then that despite her good intentions she would be unable to keep her cool 
and would endanger her family by keeping a Jewish girl in the house.

As soon as the soldiers were gone, Masza herself offered to leave. Mrs.
Grzegżołko remained silent, but her son suggested hiding Masza in the 
cellar. Utterly exhausted by her experiences in the ghetto, and with the 
sound of the bullets still ringing in her ears, my future mother had reached 
a state of emotional numbness. She had no desire to live. All she wanted was 
to spare her hosts any harm. The only request she made of the Grzegżołko 
family was to find a German who would shoot her and end her misery. All 
too readily, Mrs. Grzegżołko agreed to grant Masza’s request. 

The shopkeeper was about to go and summon a German soldier 
she knew when her husband intervened, declaring that he would find  
a better solution and forbidding his wife to leave the house. He went out 
and returned two hours later in the company of a Pole employed by the 
railroad company, who knew the train schedules by heart. “Where do you 
want to go?” the man asked my mother. 

Where was she to go? Exhausted, penniless, never exposed to the larger 
world, and aware only of the imminent threat from both the Poles and the 
Germans, Masza chose Wysokie Litewskie, a nearby town, where she had 
relatives (her paternal grandmother, an uncle, two aunts, and cousins).3 The 
man promised to return and take her to the railway station when it would 
get dark. 

In the meantime, Mrs. Grzegżołko set out to bleach Masza’s hair with 
peroxide. She also made her a ham sandwich for the road and equipped 
her with a cheap plastic crucifix on a chain to be worn around the neck. 
Most importantly, she gave Masza a student ID for the school year 1937-

3	 The	Russian	name	of	the	town	is	Vysoko-Litovsk	and	the	Belorussian	name	is	Vysokoye.
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1938 issued to a girl by the name of Maria Naliwajkówna, born in 1922. 
My mother, born on December 24, 1921, was roughly the same age. Thus, 
to quote my mother, she left the shopkeeper’s house “as a freshly-baked 
Aryan.” 

The railway employee kept his word. 
He came back and led Masza to the station, 
having previously made arrangements with 
a conductor to let her ride a night train. He 
instructed her to board the last car of the 
next train, and showed her some bushes 
where she could hide until then.

Winter came early that year. While 
Masza was sitting behind the bushes, 
shivering from cold, a patrol of two German 
soldiers accompanied by a dog passed by. 
Probably attracted by the scent of the ham 
sandwich, the dog came within inches of her 
face and started barking, baring its teeth. 
Masza was petrified. She was convinced 
that this was her end. But caught up in 
their conversation, the soldiers ignored the 
barking. They summoned the dog and, well 
trained, it obeyed and followed them.

My mother’s nervous reaction to this 
scare, as she told me on various occasions, 
was thirst, “wild thirst,” as she put it. To 
quench it, she rushed out of her hiding 
place to look for something—anything—
to drink. She found a rusty sardine can on 
the railway track and drank its contents, 
not knowing, in her words, “whether it was 
rain water or a dog’s urine.” 

The train finally arrived. As instructed, Masza boarded the last car 
in the dark of the night. The date was October 25, 1942. When the train 
stopped at the next station, she saw young girls loading enormous packs of 
shoes and clothing onto the cargo car. My mother realized at once these had 
once been the belongings of the murdered Jews.
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