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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This is a work of nonfiction based on extensive interviews, oral testimonies, documents, and published and unpublished memoirs. As part of that research, I had the opportunity to interview David Wisnia several times beginning in 2018 and up until shortly before his death in 2021. Unfortunately, by the time I discovered her story, Helen “Zippi” Tichauer had already passed away. She left behind dozens of testimonies and one recently discovered manuscript of a memoir (see Notes on Sources). In these formal interviews and in her writings, Zippi never acknowledged her relationship with David, although she did speak about it with confidants on occasion. For this reason, most of the descriptions of Zippi and David’s interactions within these pages are based primarily on my conversations with David. The endnotes will provide context about sourcing. Wherever they appear, words between quotation marks are direct quotations.
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They first saw each other at the Sauna, surrounded by piles of clothing. The air was thick and hot; they were in one of the few places that provided warmth during the unforgiving Polish winter. Here, workers submerged garments in steam kettles and watched smoke rise outside a window. Here, surrounded by worn, soiled rags, a boy and a girl met.

He was seventeen, with a clean-shaven head and a round face. Despite it all, he was relatively well fed. His striped uniform was neat and tailored—clean. Perhaps this was part of his allure: he stood out. In a world of stripes, you weren’t supposed to stand out. You had to live by the rules, blend like shadows on the verge of disappearing.

Sometimes at night he was summoned out of his wooden bunk to sing. His tenor was beautiful, operatic. It had once earned him an audience in his hometown. Here, he remained a soloist, still a star of sorts.

When she showed up, he could almost forget where he was. The sight of her gave him something to look forward to. At four feet and eleven inches, she was petite but sturdy, her legs muscular, her face wide and angled, framed by thick chestnut hair that was still growing in. From a distance, she seemed unassuming, easy to ignore. Up close, she was anything but. Her deep-set eyes—brown, like his—were sharp and alert, but she had an easy smile. She moved with a self-assurance that was rare in their milieu.

His eyes on her, he felt a flutter.

A girl was looking at him.

Her glance lingered. He was sure of it.

In here, it was easy to forget that his old world still existed, a world of possibilities, promises—of desire.

When he saw her, he remembered.

She wasn’t supposed to be there, in the all-male part of the grounds. Yet she’d made a habit of getting herself into places where she shouldn’t be.

She was twenty-five years old and she knew what she wanted. She’d been like this as a young girl and hadn’t changed in all the years since. If anything, her tenacity had only grown.

It wasn’t that she believed in taking unnecessary risks. In a world of chaos, she craved structure and order, logic and reason. But this place had a way of making you do what you least expected. It had a way of making life-threatening risks seem reasonable. Perhaps because here, nothing was reasonable.

She had her escape—her art—and yet she was alone. The boy across the room had a pleasant face. He seemed sweet, eager. Something about him made her want to come back, made her reckless.

It was wintertime in Birkenau, the largest and deadliest camp in Auschwitz.






PART I
OVERTURE






CHAPTER ONE

“Small Stuff”

Rosa Spitzer was due to give birth in the throes of a revolution.

It was early October of 1918, and the normally quiet streets outside her Pressburg apartment were electric: throngs of Slovakian soldiers were returning home from war. Bitter winds tousled the city’s oak trees and weeping birches, the frigid fall air foreboding a harsh winter ahead.

Dark-haired Rosa had little choice but to stay inside, and not just because of the weather. As the Great War came to an end, the Austro-Hungarian Empire was coming undone, and some Slovak soldiers who’d long resented life under the Hungarian thumb streamed back into Pressburg with a wrath that had been pent up for generations. At the cobblestoned city center, they looted shops and restaurants. Rioters accused the Austro-Hungarian Empire of tyranny and oppression, and they stormed into military prisons to free inmates, mostly common criminals, to join in their fight for the city.

Rosa’s twenty-first birthday came and went, her due date imminent. Outside her window, tensions mounted. Slovak nationalists were not the only ones interested in an independent state. Ethnic Germans, who’d long been a minority in the region, were already dreaming of a “national rebirth.”

Across Europe, antisemites blamed their misfortunes on the Jews, longtime scapegoats for losses and suffering. Some Slovak veterans chanted “Down with the Jews!” and accused their Jewish neighbors of being agents provocateurs, spies and agitators for the Magyars, ethnic Hungarians. They set fire to Jewish shops and businesses across town. Meanwhile, many Magyars blamed Jews for military defeat and still others accused Jews of wartime profiteering. Rosa, her husband, Vojtech, and their unborn child were among those whose deaths were being called for out in the streets.

On November 10, Rosa finally gave birth to a daughter, Helen Zipora. Her family would call her Hilanka, but in time she came to prefer an abbreviation of Zipora, which translates to “bird” in Hebrew. Zippi, pronounced “tsippi,” evoked motion—a name well-suiting for a world whose contours were beginning to blur.

When Zippi was three months old, Czechoslovak troops, volunteer forces who’d fought in the Great War and were determined to form a united state, arrived in Pressburg armed with machine guns and bayonets. They took aim at a crowd made up of German and Magyar social democrats who opposed the new nation. Seven rioters died.

Then came the reprieve.

By Zippi’s first birthday, Pressburg no longer existed. The city was now called Bratislava, part of a new, independent state known as Czechoslovakia. The Germans and Magyars remained minorities, each nationalist aspiration an ember that smoldered just beneath the city’s surface. The Slovak People’s Party, yearning for Slovak autonomy, remained influential. For now, the Jews of Bratislava lived in peace.

Among the most significant ramifications of the new constitution was that Czech became the official language of the land. Before, residents had spoken Slovak and German. Zippi continued speaking German, her mother tongue, at home, but was also fluent in Hungarian and Slovak, and studied French and Hebrew in school.

To Zippi, childhood was idyllic. On sultry summer days she basked in the sun on the banks of the Danube and learned to swim in the waters of a hundred-foot-long river pool by a natural gravel beach. In cooler months, she hiked along the trails of the Low Tatras Mountains and enjoyed boat rides beneath the Bratislava Castle.

Zippi’s middle-class family was small compared to their neighbors’, many of whose broods grew to five or six children. Besides her parents, Zippi only had her brother, Sam. Almost four years younger, he was born feisty, with his father’s widow’s peak and wide, curious eyes.

Their family might’ve grown, but when Zippi was six years old and Sam was three, Rosa fell ill. The Spitzers went on holiday to a resort town two hours north of Bratislava where natural springs were believed to treat rheumatic afflictions—a broad category that, at this point, Rosa’s sickness seemed to fall into. Wearing a bathing suit, her dark hair pulled into two tight buns on the sides of her head, Zippi sat on a sand bank and squinted at a camera. She was slight and delicate, her smile tentative—almost a grimace, as though she had an inkling of tragedies to come.

When tuberculosis hits, initial symptoms may be subtle. Victims may suffer from chills and exhaustion. Sometimes they experience body aches. It is only once they spit up blood that their ailment becomes all too clear. Often, they’re confined to bed, unable to perform the smallest of tasks, taxed by the effort of taking a few steps across a small room.

The Spitzers had few options at their disposal. Antibiotics weren’t yet viable. Sanitariums, however, had been popping up in the remote lands of Eastern Europe, fashionable hubs to institutionalize the sick and ease their pain.

So it was that twenty-eight-year-old Rosa went to a specialized sanitarium tucked in a pocket of the picturesque High Tatras mountain range. There, Rosa would enjoy crisp air and a nutritious diet. But more importantly, this environment would keep her illness from spreading any further before it consumed its host.

Rosa’s illness sent her family into a tailspin. Vojtech was too bereft to take care of himself, much less his two children. Sam was too young to understand the repercussions of his mother’s departure. Still, it was impossible for him not to feel that something monumental had been taken from him, that his life would be forever changed. Zippi, now a precocious six-year-old, was alone in what must have been a bewildering, frightening moment. Not only was her mother gone, but her father was struggling.

This being Czechoslovakia in the 1920s, however, it was common for sprawling extended families to live nearby and to help pick up the pieces when disaster struck. So it was that Zippi’s nuclear family splintered: Zippi moved in with her maternal grandparents, down the hall from her father’s apartment. Three-year-old Sam was sent to live with his paternal grandparents in another building. And just like that, Zippi and Sam’s little family was scattered, like ashes across the face of a river.

In 1927, after more than a year away from home, Rosa succumbed to tuberculosis. Zippi’s grandmother, Julia Nichtburger, tried to fill the void as best she could. Small and unassuming, Julia was a hard worker with thin lips and hollowed-out cheeks. She decided, while still mourning the death of her eldest daughter, that she would now dedicate herself to the care of her granddaughter. Julia’s husband, Zippi’s grandfather Lipot Nichtburger, a stern-eyed, unsmiling local antiques dealer, left the child-rearing to Julia. The couple was used to having their hands and home full, but by the time Rosa died, seven of their children had gone off to start families of their own, leaving behind a near-empty nest.

One son remained, Julia and Lipot’s youngest, Leo. Nearly ten years Zippi’s senior, her uncle would play the role of her charming surrogate brother. At eighteen, Leo had a wide network of friends and hobbies. Yet he also had plans for the future, plans that kept him busy and that would eventually take him far away from Bratislava and his young, half-orphaned niece—who by the age of eight was learning to get used to loneliness.

At thirty-five, Zippi’s father, Vojtech, was a widower—and this would not do. Within a year of Rosa’s death, Julia Nichtburger had a talk with her grieving son-in-law. It was time to move on with his life, she said, time to find a nice woman and remarry. He wasn’t getting any younger, and he certainly wasn’t doing himself or his children any favors by being alone. Julia had lived long enough to know the importance of being practical.

Vojtech took his mother-in-law’s words to heart. A high-end tailor with protruding ears, he wore his hair slicked back and his dark mustache carefully trimmed. Within two years of Rosa’s death, Vojtech had remarried. By 1929, the couple welcomed a son; four years later they would welcome another.

The family shuffled once more. Sam, now almost seven years old, joined his father’s new family. The adults agreed that ten-year-old Zippi would remain with Julia and Lipot. Zippi, her father, and Sam were under the same roof again but now in apartments down the hall from each other. Their relationship would never be the same. While Sam felt like the odd one out with his two baby half-brothers, Zippi endured the pain of abandonment in private.

The best remedy, the siblings came to find, was to keep themselves busy.

Each week, the Nichtburgers gathered in Julia’s living room to enjoy private concerts, through Hausmusik, a tradition of German origin that was popular among western European intellectual families. A string quartet performed operettas, one uncle played the mandola, another played a mandolin, and a neighbor played the guitar. The compositions they performed ranged from the work of Austro-Hungarian Franz Léhar to that of the Hungarian maestro Emmerich Kálmán.

Zippi wanted to join them. She played the piano, but it was the mandolin that dazzled her. Uncle Leo suggested she take it up. From the moment she stroked its strings, Zippi was enamored. The mandolin was compact and perfect for a petite player’s fingers to strum, easy to lug around, and it produced an elegant, sweet sound with surprising power. Uncle Leo introduced Zippi to his Italian tutor, and Zippi, ever the perfectionist, threw herself into practice. Within months, her tutor had invited Zippi to join his mandolin orchestra as the lone child among adults. The popular overture to Orpheus in the Underworld, by Jacques Offenbach, a composition of sophisticated arrangements and subtle solos that build up to the playful, galloping cancan, was a favorite. The ensemble was featured on the local radio station, performing around town and in nearby cities.

In the wintertime, the temperature dipped to 30 degrees Fahrenheit and a white swarm descended from dark skies, blanketing the city in snow. As the Jewish community paraded the streets in masquerades to celebrate Purim, Uncle Leo and Zippi stepped out with their mandolins, on a mission. They knocked on friends’ doors and played Jewish songs—music that the mandolin orchestra would never play. They brought along a blue box, a familiar sight among Zionist Jews, to collect donations for purchasing land in Palestine. By the time they returned home, the box was full.

This is not to say that Zippi or her family were particularly devout Jews. They had grown up on Zámocká Street, near Bratislava’s main square, and not far from the Danube River. Had they wanted to worship, the Zámocká Street Synagogue, a Moorish temple from the nineteenth century, was only a few steps down the road. But neither Sam nor Zippi cared to attend services if they could help it. Zippi dropped in once a year to say the kaddish, the mourner’s prayer, for her mother; Sam opted to spend his weekends playing soccer.

While the family wasn’t observant, they were Zionists. Uncle Leo was a devoted member of Hashomer Hatzair, “Young Watchman,” a Zionist organization with some seventy thousand members in Europe, North and South America, and Palestine. The group had taken root in Poland in the wake of World War I, when many young, secular Jews ran into professional, educational, and social barriers while attempting to assimilate to Polish life. It rose to prominence following a wave of more than a thousand pogroms—violent massacres targeted at specific racial or religious groups—during the Ukrainian-Polish civil war of 1918 and 1919, which killed over one hundred thousand Jews and created six hundred thousand Jewish refugees.

Uncle Leo introduced Zippi and Sam to the group, whose mission had evolved to prepare its members to go to Palestine. But neither sibling cared for the dogmatic lectures; neither aspired to become a Zionist leader. Zippi and Sam were in it for the wildlife excursions, for the fun: members hiked, played sports, and communed in nature.

To Zippi, life was good. While she missed her mother and often felt like a child among adults, she saw no conflict, felt no hostility, and knew no restrictions. For the time being, she was safe and free.

As a teenager, Zippi dreamed of being a botanist. She loved nature and had an analytical mind. Julia impressed on Zippi that she could do anything that she wanted. Under its constitution, the new Czechoslovakia gave women more political, social, and cultural equality. Importantly, this included better access to education. Julia hoped Zippi would benefit from freedoms that the older generation never had.

The best place to study botany was Moravia, where some three million Sudeten Germans—ethnic Germans who lived in the region along the border of northern Czechoslovakia—made up the majority of the population. They had long dreamed of a nationalist state and when Hitler became chancellor, in 1933, when Zippi was fourteen years old, these Sudeten Germans eagerly embraced National Socialism and the antisemitic tropes that the party evangelized. Hitler’s radical far-right Nazi Party platform made German citizenship and involvement with the press off-limits to Jews; Jewish shops in Germany were to be boycotted nationally, and Jews were excluded from German universities.

So studying botany in Moravia was a nonstarter for Zippi, and all the talk of new freedoms was not so realistic after all. Instead, Julia prepared her granddaughter for marriage. Zippi gamely mastered how to sew a button, how to cook, how to clean. But she never was one to stop at the basics. She also taught herself detailed embroidery, drawing, and painting.

Then one day it hit her: her calling. Zippi was walking by the storefront window of an atelier when she saw a woman designing advertising signs. Intrigued, Zippi stopped, went inside, and asked for the owner. She wanted to know more about what the woman was doing. The atelier, she learned, produced ads for movie theaters, banks, exhibitions, and commercial fairs. Its employees made glass letterings and designed signs. Now this was exciting. Zippi was good with her hands and enjoyed the arts. She’d found her career.

Not one to waste time, Zippi informed the owner that she would become his apprentice. She would work hard—she’d study the tools, the color combinations, the intricacies of design and pattern, and she’d ace the required exams. He had nothing to lose. But the man declined. Graphic design wasn’t for women, he said. The woman at the front window was his wife; he had no other female employees.

Zippi wasn’t interested in employee demographics; she wanted to learn graphic design. She pushed.

Worn down, the shop owner told Zippi that if she passed her exams, he’d take her on as his apprentice.

And so, at fourteen, Zippi gave up the mandolin orchestra. Instead, she focused on her studies and took on a variety of apprenticeships, working with a woman’s tailor and for the local fashion atelier, where she painted ads and posters. As a Jewish woman, she had two strikes against her, but Zippi knew her worth. She demanded—and apparently was paid—wages equal to those of her male colleagues. With her paycheck, Zippi indulged herself in a shoe collection and tailored coats. She understood the power of presentation and dressed herself well. She was determined to succeed in her newfound career.

Bratislava, one of Czechoslovakia’s largest cities, was brimming with possibilities. Families in nearby smaller agrarian villages sent their children to Bratislava to embark on careers ranging from barbers to kindergarten teachers to doctors. On Friday nights, Zippi anticipated dinners with out-of-town students who’d join in the family meal. She craved the engaging discussions, particularly with medical students from abroad. While most Bratislava Jews earned their living from business and finance, Zippi was drawn to the intellectuals and artists.

Zippi herself, after spending three years at a public high school for girls, continued her studies in an advanced class of a coeducational institution, and went on to become the only female student in Bratislava’s sole graphic arts school. She learned intricate lettering for signs and how to create art with glass. She studied the nuances of using design to convey messages. She committed herself to learning her craft and went on to graduate at the top of her class.

Between her studies, her professional work, and Hashomer Hatzair’s increasingly busy calendar, Zippi had little downtime. Zippi didn’t care for Hashomer Hatzair’s organized lectures on the revolutionaries Lenin and Marx, and while she appreciated lessons on the practical aspects of being scouts—from how to live in communal environments to how to cultivate land in a semi-arid, desert environment—the group’s increasingly fervent socialist agenda didn’t sit well with her. Ultimately, its goal was to send members to Palestine, to work in a kibbutz and harvest land. And indeed, in 1933, Uncle Leo took off for Palestine to work on an orange plantation. Neither Zippi nor Sam had any intention of joining him. Their home, they thought, was in Czechoslovakia.

Hashomer Hatzair’s lecture schedule required attendance on weeknights and Sundays. But Sam dreamed of one day playing soccer for the local league, and his Sunday practice was not negotiable. In addition, he was studying interior design and apprenticing at another uncle’s carpet warehouse. He was proud of his work. With his uncle, he outfitted some of the city’s most renowned architectural institutions, including the Hall of Mirrors, the most famous chamber in the Primate’s Palace. He gave up his membership in Hashomer Hatzair without much thought.

Zippi remained a member, but with a caveat: if they asked her to give up her studies and go off to Palestine, she would quit, too. She saw no reason to leave Bratislava. Not to mention, Zippi didn’t intend to ruin her hands with agricultural work. Her hands were her livelihood. And she loved her livelihood.

Before long, though, she’d come to wonder if she’d made the right decision.

Beyond their small world, all was not well. In Bratislava, reports of the Nazis’ rise to power had become an ominous part of the daily radio broadcast. In Breslau, then a German city, Jewish lawyers were not allowed inside courthouses. Soon after, Jewish judges were dismissed from their posts. Meanwhile, a Nazi-incited boycott against Jewish products and businesses took off throughout Germany. Red posters appeared outside German shops: “Recognized German-Christian Enterprise.” Other placards advised: “Whoever buys from the Jew supports the foreign boycott and destroys the German economy.”

Not content with inciting economic terror, some Nazi Germans turned to violence. A respected rabbi in Munich was dragged out of his bed and home at night and taunted by rifle-bearing civilians. Even Jewish American tourists in Berlin became targets: one such man was forced to drink castor oil until he fainted.

Most Bratislava Jews were incredulous that Germany, a civilized nation, was capable of such vitriol and violence. But the warning signs grew steadily brighter. The Nuremberg Race Laws, enacted in 1935, proclaimed that Jews belonged to a disparate race and could be legally persecuted. Following this declaration, Bratislava became a gateway for Polish and German Jewish refugees on their way out of an increasingly inhospitable Europe. Zippi’s grandparents took in refugees for dinner and listened, flabbergasted, to their stories of terror. Many joined Hashomer Hatzair, which helped them cross borders in the hope of reaching the relative safety of Hungary with the goal of reaching Palestine. For the most part, they were well received in Germany’s neighboring countries, but as their numbers grew their welcome wore off. Many chartered steamers to Palestine, where they aspired to create a safe place, a Jewish home state. Zippi’s expertise in graphic arts would have made her an ideal candidate to forge documents for refugees such as these—but if she contributed to their escape in this way, she left no record of it.

Violent flare-ups were getting closer to home; ethnic tensions that had stewed since the creation of Czechoslovakia now bubbled up to the surface. Soon after Hitler’s rise to power, the Slovak People’s Party, a nationalist political movement, gained momentum. The party, run by Catholic priest Andrej Hlinka, had resisted the new nation of Czechoslovakia from the outset. It spurned the thought of allowing Slovak history and language to be eclipsed by Czech culture. Its population, made up primarily of Catholics, resented the immigration of Hungarian and Czech intellectuals, many of them Jews. They saw Czechoslovakia’s multi-ethnicity as a threat, its anti-religious and socialist leanings as abhorrent. They yearned for an autonomous Slovak territory with its own traditions, its own values.

With the rise of Hitler, the Slovak People’s Party shifted from a silent majority to an aggressive one. Anti-Jewish rhetoric and violence that had been confined to small eastern villages now awakened in Bratislava. In 1936, students broke out in violent antisemitic demonstrations during the showing of the Jewish folklore film Le Golem. Protesters armed with firecrackers and stink bombs smashed windows of Jewish homes and paralyzed Bratislava for days in a chilling manifestation of what was to come.

With this new reality dawning, Sam gravitated toward leftist politics and got involved in resistance work—what he called “small stuff” at first. He distributed leaflets with information about subversive activities around town. Known for his adventurous streak and for being an enfant terrible with the best intentions, he helped out friends from Hashomer Hatzair and colleagues from the trade union at his uncle’s carpet warehouse. He never asked questions, knowing that the less he knew, the better off he’d be—and the less likely he’d be tortured into giving up secrets if he were caught.

It was likely around then that Zippi began dating Tibor Justh, a Jew from Nitra, a city with a longstanding Jewish community, some sixty miles east of Bratislava. Tibor was three years older and, unlike Zippi, was engaged in the politics of the region. Zippi introduced Tibor to her brother. The two young men, both headstrong idealists, found common ground.

One evening, Tibor asked Sam if he could tour the carpet warehouse where Sam worked. It was a large, easily accessible space, and Tibor wanted to know if a few men could spend the night inside the underground storage room on occasion. Sam didn’t hesitate.

From then on, each night around 10 p.m., a cluster of young men trickled in from the dark streets into the warehouse. They were gone by dawn.

Meanwhile, Zippi kept her head down and worked. A 1938 snapshot captures her smiling at the camera in a skirt and heels as she stands on a step stool on the sidewalk. Her sleeves are rolled up as she paints lettering on the window of the Luxor Palace in Bratislava.



[image: image]
Zippi painting letters at the premises of Luxor Palace in Bratislava, 1938.



Each day, she practiced her skill set, honed her techniques. She amassed knowledge of her craft, which she recorded in a notebook. She expected that this expertise would lead her to a fulfilling career—a working life in which she’d break ground as a woman, and as a Jew. In a sense, she was right.
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“Mesmerizing and inspirational.”
—JuDY BATALION, New York Times bestselling author of The Light of Days
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