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Author’s Note

My name is Renee Salt. I am ninety-five years old, at the time of writing, and I am a witness to history. I am a survivor of the Holocaust and this book is my attempt to make sense of a story which, at times, I can scarcely believe happened to me. But it did.

I have relived it all with the help of author and journalist Kate Thompson, who traced my footsteps: first to Poland, and then to Germany and on to London. There are times when the past is vividly bright and clear for me, almost as if events happened yesterday, instead of eighty years ago. Sometimes, I close my eyes and I see everything so clearly. It plays in my mind like a film.

Trauma is complicated, though, and Kate has stepped in to help me find out the parts of my story I don’t know so well and commit them to the page. She has found out things that I, as a ten-year-old prisoner of the Nazis, could never have known. I was a child at the time and couldn’t have been aware of everything going on around me. Our words flow around each other to create my story in full, Kate’s historical research adding to the telling of my very personal story.

Indulge an old woman as I share my story. Some of the pages that follow are drenched in horror, but, every so often, a little light of hope and humanity shines out. There is love, too, believe me, so much love.

This book is timed to come out eighty years on from my liberation from Bergen-Belsen, a place that even in your worst nightmares you could never imagine. On this significant anniversary of the liberation of the Third Reich’s camps, we should learn to live in peace. I think the world would be a better place.

Renee Salt

November 2024



The last act of genocide is always denial and silence. For the witnesses to have the final word, inscribed in history and memory, is to overcome the attempt to silence truth.

Stephen Smith, co-founder of the National Holocaust Centre & Museum

Learning about Auschwitz and the Holocaust became a challenge for many. But with the help of survivors like Renee Salt, and her story, everything that happened over eighty years ago is so close and personal. This publication will be part of the legacy so graciously left for the next generation to come.

Dr Teresa Wontor-Cichy, historian at the Research Center of Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial and Museum



Chapter One

Home

I was born Rywka Ruchla Berkowicz on 8 August 1929, in a city in the middle of Poland called Zduńska Wola. Growing up in Poland, I was known as Renia (only many years later did I become known as Renee). And what a happy childhood it was.

April 1939

Steam. Chatter. Fragrant smells of roasting chicken and bitter herbs. Every so often the kitchen door would open, releasing its secrets. The preparations for Passover (Pesach) had begun and, to the Berkowicz family, like all religious Jewish families, it was a time of glorious celebration. As one of three major festivals in the Jewish calendar, Passover symbolised their liberation from slavery. For Renia, it’s a perfect, untainted memory.

Pesach was my favourite holiday. All my family would gather at my maternal grandmother and grandfather’s house, or Bubbe and Zayde’s, as we called them. They lived in a beautiful, historic city not far from ours called Kalisz.

My mother, Sala (Sura Bajla), her younger sister, my Auntie Gitel, and Bubbe would begin by cleaning and scrubbing every corner of the house, replacing all the cutlery, crockery, pots and pans with others used only during these eight days of the year, and get rid of any food that contained leaven such as bread, pasta, cakes or biscuits.

For Renia and her family, it was a timely metaphor, a call to remove the parts of themselves that might become overly important, to remember humility, love and the worth of everyone else. So, her mother and bubbe bought matzah to remind themselves that when their ancestors left Egypt, they had no time to allow their bread to rise.

My family observed the Seder, eating symbolic foods to relive the experience of liberation from Egypt. Charoset, a sweet mixture of apples, dates, nuts and wine, stands for the mortar the slaves used to build the Egyptian pharaohs’ buildings. Maror, a bitter herb like horseradish, represents the bitterness of slavery. Karpas, usually parsley, is dipped twice in salt water to remind us of the tears shed during our years as slaves in Egypt.

On the first and second evening, the whole family sat around the table and retold the story of our escape from slavery to freedom. The adults stayed up until late talking and my little sister Stenia and I would beg to stay up too, until our eyes were too heavy to stay open. What a time that was. Pesach was family, it was love, it was togetherness.

My father, Szaja, (sometimes spelt Schaja) was one of eight children and my mother was one of four. There was a non-stop flow of aunts and uncles, cousins and two sets of grandparents coming and going. We spent every Jewish holiday and festival together, as well as the long summer months. Bubbe and I were very close. I loved her so much. She was incredibly elegant and wore beautiful tailored coats and, like a lot of married orthodox women, a sheitel (wig).

Whenever we got together, the women cooked all the time. How those women could cook! They were the best cooks in the whole world. To me, my bubbe’s yeast cake, rich and buttery, was the best in all of Poland. She would cut me off a big slice whenever I stayed with her. A stream of beautiful food cooked with love poured out of her kitchen. Beetroot borscht, dill pickles, pickled herring and rye bread. It was her puddings and desserts I loved the best, though. Lokshen kugel, poppy seed cake, marinated melon and light-as-air sponge cake always served with a little glass of cherry juice.

Food was more than fuel to these women. It was family, symbolism and nostalgia, an expression of love. In Bubbe’s kitchen, there was always a jam pot to lick or a pudding basin to scrape.

Renia longed to learn the secrets of this kitchen, watching intently as her mother’s long, graceful fingers kneaded dough for challah bread for Shabbos. She was, her mother felt, too young to learn to cook, at only ten. Education, prayers and play should occupy her time. There was plenty of time to become familiar with the stove. Besides, her parents had greater ambitions for her beyond being a balabusta, a good homemaker.

My father was Chief Accountant for Rosen-Wiślicki, one of the largest textile firms in Europe, its grand offices and factory taking up a whole street over the road from our home. Over 600 people worked there. There were floors filled with spinning workshops and drying rooms, and even its own shtiebel, a small synagogue. To me, it seemed like a very important place, its red-brick chimney soaring over the city rooftops.

Mama and Tatuś (Polish for Daddy) were modern orthodox, speaking Yiddish in the home but Polish outside. They were cultured people, interested in world politics, history and literature.

Tatuś had lots of books in French and English. He had set his sights for us not on marriage when we finished school, but further education in Paris. He wanted his girls to go on to get good jobs. He set great store on the value of education as a means of a better life.

Opposite our block of flats, there was a small school which taught Jewish boys carpentry skills. Tatuś would take me over there. I loved to watch them carve the wood, creating things, and the lovely scent of wood shavings.

Tatuś was well regarded, a man of influence and status. People would bow their heads to him in the street or knock on our door and ask for work in the factory.

And what of Mama? Mama was an elegant, well-dressed lady. I close my eyes and I can see her now. Lovely skin. Beautiful thick, dark hair. She was my whole life. She was such a loving, kind mother. Tatuś was the strict one, but my mama was more indulgent and there would be lots of hugs and kisses. She would sit and read with me and my sister, or take us for walks in the park to play with other children.

Like nearby Łódź, where Renia’s paternal grandparents lived, Zduńska Wola, situated in the broad, low-lying plains of central Poland, was one of the largest cloth, linen and cotton weaving centres in Poland between the wars, with a population of over 27,000. Most of the cobbled streets that spooled out like thread from their home at 42 Piłsudskiego Street were involved in the textile trade. Clustered around the factories were hundreds of smaller workshops crammed with cobblers, weavers, yarn merchants and tailors.

It wasn’t one of the famed, historic cities of Polish Jewry like Kraków or Warsaw but for the approximately 9,300 Jews who lived there, who were hard-working, prosperous people, it was a spiritual place with a big beating heart. The remaining inhabitants were Poles and ethnic Germans. Yiddish, Polish and German were all spoken on the streets.

My parents were one of the most respected Jewish families in Zduńska Wola – elegant, cultured people.

On Tuesday and Friday mornings, a peasant woman came from the villages nearby with freshly churned cream, big blocks of crumbly white cheese, and geese and chickens, still alive, which Mama would take to the shochet, a man officially certified as competent to slaughter cattle and poultry in the manner set out by Jewish law.

On Friday, before dark, the table was laid with our best white linen tablecloth. The apartment was spotlessly clean, the silver candlesticks polished until they gleamed.

Mama lit the white Sabbath candles before sunset, then Tatuś would say the special Kiddush prayer, drink from the silver cup of kosher wine and then pass the cup around the table for the family to share.

Mama then served the Shabbat feast she’d prepared the previous day, and on Friday morning. Poached gefilte fish first, making sure to serve my father the head of the fish, then chicken soup with matzo balls, followed by chicken or duck with roasted potatoes or vegetables. I was a picky eater so I used to hide little pieces of food on a ledge that ran under the table. How I wish I’d known then how precious food is. How, in the years to follow, I would torture myself with memories of that hidden food.

After dinner, I loved strolling with my parents, holding Mama’s hand. What a time. So many sights and sounds – people stopping to chat in Yiddish, horses clopping over the cobbles and pulling carts known as dorożki.

Renia was a Zduńska Woler. It was more than a city; it was an identity, and to take a stroll with Renia and her family through the pretty cobbled streets after dinner on the Sabbath is to glimpse a bygone world.

Sala, always elegantly dressed, turned heads in a powder-blue dress made of the finest wool, cinched in at her slim waist, matching gloves, silk stockings, high-heeled shoes and a fashionable little hat, perched just so. Szaja, in a tailored suit and natty trilby, matched his wife in the sartorial stakes. They might have stepped straight off the silver screen.

[image: A man and a woman walk along a street. She wears a long coat and a hat with a large bow. He wears a long coat, scarf and a trilby. They are both looking at the camera.]
Renia’s mother and father

Renia and her little sister Stenia, younger by two years, walked behind in royal-blue velvet dresses embroidered at the collars with little bees.

There were few cars on the road and electricity only came in the early 1930s, shortly after Renia’s birth. Children played out on the streets, running hoops or playing hopscotch. On Shabbat, the air was thick with the smell of cholent, a rich stew cooked at the Jewish bakers and eaten on the Sabbath.

If we were lucky, on a Sunday, Mama would take us to watch a picture starring our favourite actresses, Deanna Durbin or Shirley Temple, at one of the town’s two picture houses. That reminds me of the only row I had with Stenia, when I was nine years old, such a silly row. In those days, they sold little bars of chocolate for children, with pictures of Shirley Temple on the wrapper. Both Stenia and I wanted the wrapper and as I grabbed it, I accidentally scratched her on the cheek! Poor little thing.

Sometimes, we went to the park, which had a beautiful lake with rowing boats and ducks. School was something to endure. Stenia was so clever, brilliant even, but learning didn’t come so naturally to me. I always felt behind, though I did enjoy geography and maths. We went to the only Jewish school in Zduńska Wola. The only thing I really liked was the uniform, a smart black dress with detachable white collars and cuffs, which my mother changed every day so that they were always snowy white. ‘My daughters aren’t going to school with dirty nails, hair or ears,’ Mama always used to say.

Like so many women, she was a house-proud balabusta, always polishing, peeling, kneading or baking. Whenever I got home from school, Mama was waiting.

Mama was the centre of everything.

At the end of our street was an orchard with apple trees where I loved to play. When I was ten, I remember reading a book that everybody seemed to be reading, Gone with the Wind. At that age, I dare say, I was probably too young for it. It took me a long while to read each chapter, but I loved reading books. I’ve always loved stories and being transported into imaginary worlds.

Life was very smooth then, and I thought that it was always going to be like that.

Within Renia’s world, everything had a place, and life played out with a comforting, familiar rhythm. It was a time of innocence, as timeless as the 600-year-old tree that grew in the park.

Until it wasn’t.

Sala and Szaja had done a good job protecting their daughters from the hatred and antisemitism spreading like gangrene through the guts of Europe. Were it not for local boys, whose minds were conditioned to hate, it might have passed Renia by altogether at this time.

When I came out of school, there were local boys who used to demand money and frighten us. I had to give them a few groszy, which was small money, and which I had to have ready for them. I was scared that they would beat me up if I didn’t give it to them. They had such nasty, spiteful tongues. It wasn’t just me. All Jewish children were targeted, but we got used to it.

Other than their cruel taunts, Renia was oblivious to the dark clouds brewing on the horizon. Since Hitler had become chancellor of Germany in 1933, a barrage of vicious antisemitic propaganda had begun, echoed in Poland by the Endecja (Polish right-wing National Democratic Movement) spreading poison and hatred into the once-harmonious city.

[image: An aerial photograph of a city square filled with people. In the middle is a building with a central courtyard and a tower. Roads and buildings radiate from the square. ]
An aerial photograph of Zduńska Wola, believed to have been taken by the Germans after the invasion of the city, in September 1939

Jews, Poles and ethnic Germans had integrated well in Zduńska Wola and by and large had lived peaceably together until Hitler’s rise to power. By 1935, that changed.

One spring day, two weeks before Passover and Easter, three eight-year-old Christian boys went missing. They were last seen playing in sand dunes at the edge of a beautiful pine forest near the city. Wild rumours soon started to fly. They had been kidnapped by Roma people. They had been killed by Jewish people, sacrificed for Passover.

The National Democrats’ newspaper, Orędownik, stirred unrest and blamed the Jewish community, calling for a boycott of Jewish stores and for limiting Jewish access to trades, professions and universities. Tensions reached fever pitch. The Jewish community feared a pogrom.

In January 1936, the truth was revealed. The dunes had collapsed on the three boys while they were digging tunnels in the sand and suffocated them. Overshadowed by events that followed, it symbolised the start of change in Renia’s life.

After that incident, many in Zduńska Wola saw darkness ahead. But few could have imagined how unspeakably tragic that future would be. Some managed to leave Poland, travelling over the border to Russia, or emigrating to the United States, Palestine and Great Britain if they had money, family connections or influence.

Most people, though, went about their business, hoping and praying for the best.

In August 1939, we went on holiday with Bubbe and Zayde. Each year, we all went away together for the month of August to escape the hot Polish summers. They would rent a villa outside Kalisz on the edge of a deep forest, where the air was so clean you could drink it. After the smoky air of Zduńska Wola, everything smelt so fresh. I looked forward to these holidays all year round. Tatuś always joined us for two weeks at the end of summer and then we all went home together.

Mama, Bubbe and my Auntie Gitel, who had just married and had a little baby boy called Rywus, would take their deckchairs into the forest and play cards or backgammon. Stenia and I took baskets and picked wild blueberries, raspberries, herbs and mushrooms. We played games of hide and seek and dominoes, or sat in the shade of a tree and read books. Apart from Pesach, these holidays were the happiest times of my life. No school, just the chance to feel free, play in the forest and be a child with no cares or worries.

Stenia and I enjoyed each other’s company greatly. We weren’t just sisters; we were best friends. She was the other half of me.

[image: A young girl, wearing a dark coat, hat and gloves, sits behind the wheel of a toy car. ]
Stenia, around six years old

Cushioned in that cool and fragrant forest, Renia could almost imagine that the fear was not real, that there weren’t conversations that trailed off when she walked near the adults. Oh, they tried very hard to keep it from her, Bubbe and Zayde, her mama and tatuś, but Renia was observant. War. A whispered word that came laced with a dark edge of fear.

The word ‘Hitler’ hung in the late summer air that year like a ripe odour, frightening Renia and silencing the once garrulous adults. What she didn’t wholly understand, she felt. And she felt that war must be a very bad thing indeed to steal smiles off her mother’s face.

It was a Friday evening in August 1939, at the end of the holiday. Tatuś had joined us by then. Mama, Tatuś and her two younger brothers, Szachna and Szlomi, went out for a stroll after Friday night dinner. It was a lovely warm evening. Stenia and I stayed home with Bubbe and Zayde.

While out strolling, they were all beaten up by a gang of young men. Poor Mama got it the worst. Her back and shoulders were covered in bruises. They didn’t know who these men were, but it was clear they were attacked because they were Jewish.

Bubbe had to put cold compresses on her injuries all night long. She was in pain. I was so terribly frightened for her. Everyone was so upset and scared. We knew something bad was going to happen, but we just couldn’t imagine what lay ahead.

That night, Renia buried her face in her mother’s thick, perfumed hair and hugged her tight, fearful, but unable to articulate exactly what she feared. A few days later, the Berkowicz family returned to Zduńska Wola and the long summer holidays came to an abrupt end. There would be no more Gone with the Wind, no more of Bubbe’s yeast cakes, no more Passover celebrations.

On the cusp of war, real life was about to snatch Renia from her quiet, ordered childhood.
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