Chapter 1

A Kind of Introduction 

In the Citrus Grove, 4.19.1958

We're all in the truck on our way to the old citrus grove. The driver is Boaz or  Yankaleh, the father of someone in our group. His son is in the cab with him. Maybe he’ll let him hold the steering wheel for a while. I’m in back with the other kids sitting on those wooden benches that go up the ramp of the cowshed when the dairy products are loaded on the truck for Tel Aviv. Every time we take a trip somewhere or drive to the beach the kibbutz members set the benches up in the back of the truck. Here we are, heading for the citrus grove at this strange hour of the afternoon when we should actually be home with our parents. The members sent us on an outing because they’re burying my mother on the kibbutz today. They wanted us away or maybe they just didn’t know what to do with us. A funeral is no matter for children.

I'm nine years old, in the Oren Group of fourth graders at Kibbutz ha-Ogen. Our teacher is Yair and our house-mother is Sarah. During class this morning, Aunt Yaffa walks in and announces that she has to take me home right away. Yair says I can go. It's kind of strange, her coming into the room like this all of a sudden but I'm glad to see her and I babble cheerfully all the way home. Outside I see the relatives from Tel Aviv sitting on lawn chairs the way they did two months ago at Tzvi's bar mitzvah. This is also strange. One of my uncles calls me over and gives me a jackknife as a present. What's this about - a jackknife? It isn’t even my birthday. Then I hear Father calling from inside. I skip two stairs at a time as usual and on the way I call out, "Is Mother back from the hospital yet?" Father says he has something to tell me. He puts his arms around me and says that Mother is dead.

This is the strangest day. The world seems normal but it isn't at all. After I cry with Father a while, and even between tears, he starts talking about the school trip to Sha'ar ha-Amakim and things like that. How can you talk about normal things when everything's changing? And then Tzvi comes home from the Regional High School at Kibbutz Ma'abarot, and I go into the other room and hear Father telling him and he cries too. 

At noon I go back to the Children's Home and wash up. I'm alone in the bathroom because the other kids have showered already. I start crying again and the water dilutes my teardrops. I think I see them flowing over the tiles. Back in the room, my bed has been turned down for the afternoon nap and I find a surprise there. The children have collected a bunch of trading cards (the kind city kids call "prizes"), including some really valuable ones I wanted but couldn't get, and they’re giving them to me as a present.

And in the afternoon instead of going home to my parents we ride out to the citrus grove with Boaz or Yankaleh, or some other father. There isn’t much to do in the grove. We wander among the trees and practice throwing stones. Avri from the Rimon Group teaches me how to hit a target further off. You have to fling the stone at a forty-five degree angle, he says. The Rimon Group is two years older than the Oren Group and I’m proud that Avri is treating me like a friend. And meanwhile, in a different grove, the new plantation near the kibbutz, they're burying Mother.

The Book, 1960
Mother died on April eighteenth, 1958, the eve of the fifteenth anniversary of the Warsaw Ghetto uprising - so it says on her tombstone which I visited for the first time with the Oren Group two years after she died. The young plantation where her grave lies is now the kibbutz cemetery although at the time hers was the only grave there. As I entered I was met by the overpowering smell of orange blossoms that would accompany me along the path to her grave each spring for many years to come. My entire group was there with me and so were Father and Tzvi. Grandmother rode in the truck over the side-path. My teacher Yair had brought a little book with two black lines inked on the cover. He began to read aloud from it. This, I realized, was my mother's diary which had been published the year before. Yair's voice sounded choked all of a sudden and I wondered why. Grandmother who was so little I was almost as tall as she was, began to wipe her eyes. And that was baffling too; Grandmother barely understood Hebrew.

On the thirtieth day after Mother's death, the Kibbutz published a pamphlet. In it was a photograph of Mother sitting in an armchair, reading the newspaper with a peaceful expression on her face. This was the photo Father had chosen to frame and display on the shelf at home. When the first anniversary of her death came around, her book appeared with the title Hajka Klinger – from the Ghetto Diary on the cover. I devoured the book all in one sitting, as I normally did at age ten. I was such a bookworm Father often had to chase me out of the room and send me off to play with other children. Not that I didn't like playing games. My favorites were "capture the flag" and soccer, and I would carefully record our scores in a special diary, with notes about how we won or who made us lose. When our number of wins went up I was filled with happiness, although I always preferred to play on the weaker side when we chose teams. To win with the good players seemed too easy. Mother had chosen to stay with the weak side. She wasn't afraid. She was a hero.

From Mother's book I learned that she had been one of the ghetto fighters they used to talk about so reverently on the kibbutz. She had joined the underground in the city of Bendin, Poland where she lived during the Nazi occupation. The great hero Mordechai Anielewicz came to visit her and her friends in the youth movement and asked them to join the uprising against the Nazis. The few against the many, the weak against the strong. I read about how Mother was captured with a gun in her hands and tortured by the Gestapo. They never broke her, she wrote, although the torture almost killed her. I was proud of my mother. She was the heroine of a book and her death was somehow connected to the horrors she had endured.

There were times when it was very hard on me without her. Father said it was alright to cry and he cried too sometimes, but I was ashamed to cry in front of the other children. I discovered a bunker on the kibbutz from back in the days of the Sinai Campaign and sometimes I would sneak in there to cry. Not always on Mother’s account though; sometimes it was because I angry at someone or because we had lost a game. Once I started sobbing during "wake-up" after nap time and the father of another kid who was on duty that day told me I should control myself, that his parents had been killed in the Holocaust and he’d learned how to keep from crying. That didn't help much.

And there were long nights in the children's home too. Now and then Father would sit beside my bed after all the other parents left and play the harmonica. But when he left I had a hard time falling asleep and I would lie in the dark, trying to understand what death is like. I was afraid to wake the other children up, afraid I might discover that they were not really people at all but Asmadaian demons with chicken legs like in Bialik’s Tale of Three and Four. So I'd get up and go to the bathroom where you could turn on the light or wait for the night guard in the doorway of the children's home. When the guard arrived he looked surprised and took me back to bed.  One time I couldn't stand it anymore so I ran home in the dark. This hardly ever happened with the kids in our group, except maybe Esther sometimes. I didn't dare barge in on Father but our housemother Sarah lived a house away so I woke her up instead and she took me back to the children's home. As she explained later on, she was afraid that if she let me stay over she would have had to let everyone stay over.
Sarah was a strict housemother. It was not unusual for her to raise her voice when we did a sloppy job on cleanup or kitchen duty. But she had a soft spot for me. When I was in fourth grade she decided to wean me from sucking my thumb while I twirled a curl around my finger. She promised me a gift if I stopped for a week. I wasn't sure she would keep her promise but when a week passed without any thumb sucking (except maybe once) she arrived with a highly prized table-soccer game. And once when I was in sixth grade she did something utterly strange. She waited for me at naptime with a bunch of flowers and took me out to the cemetery. "Chajkah was my friend too," she explained.

Father had a hard time as well. He'd been left with three children. Tzvi was thirteen when Mother died, Arnon was three and I was nine.  For a while, Father continued to work for the National Kibbutz Movement "Building Division" in Tel Aviv every day.  Sometimes I would walk out to the gate and wait for him to arrive with the sports paper he brought home from the city. When he drove the Department pickup truck he sometimes let Arnon sit on his lap and hold the steering wheel on the road to the kibbutz. Once Arnon refused to let go and "drove" all the way up to the kibbutz gate. I pleaded for a turn but Father said nothing. Later, after he put Arnon to bed in his children's home he took me out for another spin and this time he let me drive all the way.

Father never went out to the cemetery with me. He found other ways to help me cope with Mother's death. Once when I was in fifth grade, he took me to the cinema in Netanya. It was a special outing for kibbutz members, no children allowed, and everyone looked amazed to see me there with him. A Yugoslavian film was playing called "Valley of Peace", the story of two children who had been orphaned during the war and who wandered over the mountains in search of a mysterious place called “The Valley of Eternal Peace.” When they came across a black American soldier on their way they rejoiced thinking they'd found the valley, but the next shot showed the notch of a German rifle, and then you saw the black soldier lying dead. The children went on searching but they never found the “Valley of Eternal Peace.”  Next morning in class our teacher Yair commented that although some parents might consider it appropriate to bring a child to a grown-up film, he did not, an opinion undoubtedly shared by the Educational Committee without whose special permission no child was allowed off the kibbutz.

But the kibbutz also tried to be helpful. Father's room filled up with toys none of the other children had and he received a large increase in his "child allowance" and help from a woman who looked after us three boys in the afternoon and an extra room for the four o'clock family hour. The days went by and Mother's image grew fainter and hazier. Every time I came back to the room I would glance briefly at the little picture on the shelf, afraid I would forget what she looked like.

The Trial, 1963   
In seventh grade I entered the Regional School at Kibbutz Ma'abarot. My life overflowed with exciting new activities: being with the big kids, joining the youth movement, meeting classmates from other kibbutzim. Our class was called Ma'ayan and I made friends with a boy named Ofer from Ma’abarot. We were both chess enthusiasts. Our beds stood side by side, and between them, on a little chair, we put our chess set so we could play whenever we wanted to. We held simultaneous matches like the famous Tal and Botnivik. We would laugh our heads off reading Ephraim Kishon. In the classroom I used to cast secret glances at a certain girl but I tried hard to keep her from noticing. There was already one couple in our group but I was still shy. When Giora from Ma'abarot asked me who I considered the horniest boy in Ma’ayanot I was mortified. What did he mean by “horny” anyway?

In seventh grade we usually went home twice a week to our parents on Kibbutz ha Ogen. Kids in the older classes only went home for Shabbat because of the work load and also because of their youth movement activities. My brother Tzvi was a junior and only came home for Shabbat. Malka who later married Father was living with us by then. She baked cakes and knitted sweaters for all of us. The four o'clock family hour was pleasant. We always had coffee and freshly baked cakes on the table and talked about important things like politics, or the Shomer ha Tza’ir youth movement we belonged to, or sometimes about schoolwork. Tzvi and Father talked about trigonometric functions. I didn't understand what the strange words meant but they sounded good. After the family hour we would work in the garden weeding Father's "jungle" and Father would tell us stories of the great war while we worked. Mother's name was no longer mentioned and her picture vanished from the shelf.

But when I was in ninth grade we had a sudden reminder. The truck that drove the school children to work at ha Ogen stopped unexpectedly outside the dining hall at Ma’abarot.  I was told to get off. Malka was waiting for me there. I asked her what the matter was but she didn't say, only that Lina wanted to see me. Lina was our form teacher and I had a good relationship with her. I was happy to go to her room despite the strangeness of the invitation. Once we were seated she asked me whether I'd heard about the Bernblatt trial. I said yes, I'd read about it, I knew that Bernblatt was the head of the Judenrat in Bendin where Mother had lived. He was being tried for collaborating with the Nazis at the time.  But what was so important about the trial that Lina had to summon me in the middle of the day so that I missed my work hour? Slowly and gently she explained that an article about the trial had appeared in "Al Hamishmar" that day. The article mentioned Chajka Klinberg of blessed memory, member of Kibbutz ha Ogen who had committed suicide. My Father knew that I usually went to the housemother's room to read the paper and was afraid I would learn how Mother had died. He wanted to soften the blow.

No, no, I hadn't read the article in the paper. It was there, in Lina's room, that I first learned that Mother had put an end to her life.  Lina asked how I felt. It was hard to answer. I was confused. After we talked a while she suggested that I skip work that day and go back to Kibbutz ha Ogen.

I walked the two kilometers back to ha Ogen all alone with feverish thoughts running around my brain. How could I have missed the article in the paper? I had read most of the paper carefully. When I first entered the regional school, the year before I had gone straight to the library and checked the shelves, afraid I would read all the books before the year was out and have to re-read them second and third year. The adults who marveled at my speed reading insisted that anyone who reads that fast probably skims the words and doesn't retain anything. They would test me, but I always remembered. And of all times, I had overlooked the article. How could I have missed Mother’s name there? A few days later, Nitza, a girl in our group, told me that the paper had disappeared from the housemother's room.

Certain things became suddenly clear. Especially Mother's death on the anniversary of the ghetto uprising. The events of her life in the ghetto and her death really were connected just as I had always thought. The date lent special significance to the fact that she was a ghetto fighter. It had never occurred to me that this was no coincidence.

At home, Father was waiting for me again, but this time there were no relatives outside. We sat down and discussed the matter like grown-ups. I didn't cry now. I had decided the year before that only little kids cry, that I would never cry at the regional school.  In seventh grade I cried five times and in eighth grade not once. I was proud of sticking to my resolve. I wasn’t angry or resentful that Father had never told me the circumstances of Mother's death. But I was shocked again. I didn't say so to Father at the time because I sensed he wasn't in a good mood either. We went to the dining hall together. There were notices up about the Purim party. While we were eating I asked Father what costume he was planning to wear this Purim. The year before he had been a hit as an English bobby. Father said he wasn't going to dress up this year. I stopped asking questions.

The Diaries, October 2, 1985
In February 1985, as I made my way to Ehud the Gingi's memorial service at Kibbutz Sarid I suddenly realized that I was counting my past in decades. For fifteen years our Gingi (red-headed) Ehud had been lying under the trees in the forest.  He had been killed during the War of Attrition and it was Yiftach who came back to tell us about the circumstances of his death. While standing guard during a bombing raid Ehud had been killed by shock waves. All through the War of Attrition we felt as though our entire generation was being wiped out: every day a new picture appeared in the paper, and we dreaded setting eyes on yet another familiar name. Kerem Shalom had contributed its own share of casualties, first Ze'evik and then Ehud.

In 1970, Kerem Shalom held the promise of the future. The core group was of the very best, the location was utterly beautiful, and it was the most radical of kibbutzim. There was a feeling of change in the air, a veritable leap forward. And Ehud the Gingi who was always laughing, the epitome of joy and optimism, of all that was possible, had fallen. He had died before the bitter struggles began, before the disappointments and desertions.  Only four people showed up at the grave site from Kerem Shalom, and I arrived from Tel Aviv.

Ofer said some beautiful things by the grave, evoking our earlier faith and our present dissatisfactions.  He was the friend I had played chess with in seventh grade and we had entered the army together, formed a gar’in or core group and founded Kerem Shalom. Our paths had separated six years earlier when Ofer returned to Ma'abarot and I settled in Tel Aviv.  There I studied history and philosophy instead of going back to ha Ogen.  Ofer never said the words "Guys, we failed," at the grave, maybe because he himself had stayed on at the kibbutz or because he was more at peace with himself and his past.

It was late at night when I returned home to Tel Aviv. Ayelet was already asleep. She was four years old by then and enrolled at a day care center. She loved her pre-school teacher Saraleh. While I ate Ra’aya told me the news. She’d met Uncle Yosef for lunch that day. Yosef was an old cousin of Mother's. We had renewed our contact over the previous year. He phoned to ask why we never saw each other, especially now that we lived nearby. So we went to visit him. He bought a doll for Ayelet and won her love much to our surprise. Our little one adopted him as an extra grandfather though she had enough grandfathers already. None of them lived in Tel Aviv though, and none of them had a magical apartment with electric windows and a music box.

And today Ra’aya had gone to see him. The table was set with elegant china and sterling silverware. For the moment Yosef returned to the role of a charming host with Eastern European manners.  And for the first time he showed Ra’aya the pamphlet in Mother’s memory that Kibbutz ha Ogen had brought out a month after her death. A single word stood out on the cover against a background of small, cramped handwriting in Polish- "Hajka". 

Mother, it appeared from Yosef's stories, had been very close to him. She loved to visit him in Tel Aviv for a respite from the intensive life of the kibbutz. To sleep in a big soft bed, to go to the cinema, to see a play. Maybe he offered her consolation for all the family members she had lost somewhere in Poland. There was not much Yosef could tell Ra’aya, not much he was able to remember. But I was in a peculiar mood after the memorial service for Gingi, and I looked through the familiar pamphlet, reflecting how little I actually knew about Mother, about her family, and about her life and death.

Mother's private memory had not been preserved in the family. The word "Mother" had vanished long since from the family lexicon. Every year I used to visit her grave, sometimes with Father, but we never went together as a family. A few of our relatives, Uncle Yosef among them, continued to visit Kibbutz ha-Ogen but they were no different from other guests. The details of Mother's life and death were not discussed. They had become an open family secret, something we all knew about but never mentioned.

Mother's memory was relegated to the public sphere: on the tenth anniversary of her death a kibbutz conference was held in her honor on the subject of "Defense and Rescue during the Holocaust Era", attended by the legendary ghetto fighters Antak Zuckerman and Chajka Grossman. The list of participants on the flyer hanging from the kibbutz bulletin board included a certain "Avihu R." with no indication of his connection to the subject of the conference. And in fact I had no connection. The various speakers talked solemnly about their personal experience of the Holocaust and in the underground, and I who had spent my first leave from the army reading the historical literature of the time fell silent. I had little to add to their turbulent observations. My eyes were fixed on the auditorium door in the hope that the pretty red-head from my army unit would show up as promised. But she didn't.

And there was the book. But the book wasn't everything. A few years ago Father told me that that it included only some of the diaries, and he wondered whether we might publish them in their entirety one day. This and more; for some years a strange passage I had read in a book with the long and peculiar title " Post Ugandan Zionism" kept echoing in my ears:

"One victim of censorship within the framework of the Hashomer Hatzair movement was Chaija Klinger (Rosenberg), a Holocaust survivor who arrived in Israel filled with despair and the need to speak. For a few years she tried publishing in different places… On April 16, 1958, just before the anniversary of the Warsaw Ghetto uprising she took her own life. After her death Sifriyat Hapo’alim and Kibbutz ha Ogen brought out her book "From the Ghetto Diary" based mainly on the material she had written on the ‘Aryan’ side. The book is shocking in its candor and authenticity, but it had been ruthlessly censored. A reviewer who witnessed the writing of ‘The Diary’ maintains that due to the various cuts, deletions and changes executed by the editors, ‘researchers’ should go well beyond the edited and published form of the diary and return to the original manuscript."

Who was S.B. Beit Zvi who had written these things? What anonymous reader had discovered that the book was censored? Were his claims factual? I had put the book down under the impression that it blamed Zionism for having betrayed the Jewish people during the Holocaust era after the Uganda crisis. Zionists had been less concerned with rescuing Jews than about settling Palestine. But when Ra’aya told me about her visit with Uncle Yosef, I began to reflect more deeply about Beit Tzvi's troubling claims.

The Gingi of Kerem Shalom, an elderly Polish uncle, an irascible polemic- loose ends peeking through a tangle of threads. Ra’aya began to unravel it and I never wound it back again. What exactly had happened to Mother? Why were her diaries censored? Why did she commit suicide? What was her life about? Maybe the time had come for me to find out.

Ayelet and Ofer, May 1, 2007
My son Ofer finds a copy of "From the Ghetto Diary" during one of his hunts in a second hand book store. He buys two copies, one for himself and one for Ayelet. They are both students now, he in Jerusalem and she in Tel Aviv. Ayelet rereads this book by a grandmother she never knew. On her first ‘roots’ trip twelve years earlier we took her to Bendin. Now she tells me over the phone about the experience of re-reading the book. There is one thing she finds particularly disturbing: Chajka says hardly anything personal about herself. She consistently speaks in the first person plural. 

I'm surprised she's surprised: "That was the zeitgeist back then, I've written quite a lot about the subject, especially in the first big book I wrote about her." "What book?" she asks. Now it dawns on me that I never showed my daughter the enormous dusty loose-leaf notebook on the top shelf of my office. Hundreds of typewritten pages that distracted me over many years from the security of the academic track I had taken. Ra’aya doesn’t remember the manuscript either and she's angry: "Why didn't you show it to us?"

The book. How much time had trickled through since that stormy period when I gave myself over to research and writing, interviewing scores of witnesses, scrupulously collecting more and more documents, rambling through so many books, snatching the few precious hours we had to spend together from my little family. The book served as the basis for my doctoral dissertation, and many papers and lectures. Mother was always there, as the authentic source, the starting point for the development of insights, the basis of my historiographic conceptions, even for disagreements and not a few conflicts. And yet I forgot her. Again. And I never completed the book whose central character she was.

Ra’aya is the great motivating force behind my return to the diaries and the book. As soon as it comes back to the fore she takes it upon herself to retype it.  Ayelet and Ofer assist her. The plan is to surprise me on my birthday. Seven chapters are quickly typed even though what's going on in the house is no longer much of a surprise. Soon the family project gains momentum. The rest of the copying is done by a professional typist and during the summer break I sit down to edit and revise. The editing is very difficult for me. At one time I tried to understand Mother, the Jews of Zegelambia, the Holocaust of Polish Jewry, the whole of the Holocaust. Now I had to bring the story back to her. To her diaries. To her death; to write the final chapters, the most difficult of all, about her life on the kibbutz, about her hospitalization and suicide. That is where I stopped before. I interviewed scores of witnesses who knew Mother but I lost my nerve when it came to asking members of Kibbutz ha-Ogen about her. Most of them have died meanwhile. Whom shall I interview now? And I have to be up to date on all the recent literature that’s come out since then, some of it influenced by my own writings and some by new testimonies that have been published, new research on the subject. And of course, the unavoidable footnotes, the scientific apparatus which must be verified and brought up to date.

Conversations with Ra’aya, Ayelet and Ofer. I express the usual hesitations about the final form the book should take: a historical work with a scientific structure? A biography? A personal memoir?  I decide to stick to the 1986 conception - Mother’s biography centering around her diaries and entwined with passages about my own voyage to her. I know, I know: if the book comes out historians will turn their noses up at the personal bits, literary types will be annoyed by all the footnotes, the living survivors will be hurt by diary passages that reveal every flaw and human weakness in heroes and victims alike. Father and Malka who are still alive will also be hurt, and will not appreciate my stirring up the past. 

But that's Mother. And this is me. And this is her history and the history of her friends that refuses to die.
