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Praise for The Boys: Triumph Over Adversity

‘This is the story of human beings sucked into a vortex of destruction in which family, identity, religion and culture were all ripped away. A sense of near-miraculous calm descends when the Boys finally arrive in Britain, when human fortitude finally prevails over absolute evil’

David Cesarani, Times Literary Supplement

‘A moving mosaic comprising the voices of the young refugees, setting this against eye-witness accounts of the European experience … The scope is vast. Research at its best’

Brian Case, Time Out

‘A story of human resilience, fortitude and victory that restores the readers’ hope for mankind’

Theo Richmond, Sunday Times

‘It is only when you read individual stories like these that you can come anywhere near grasping the full enormity of the events’

James Blitz, Financial Times

‘He doesn’t hide the dark side of the stories: he does stress the resilience of their humanity. It’s amazing and true’

Carole Angier, New Statesman and Society

‘This is an important book … [an] appalling and wonderful account of efficiently administered savagery, and how a few of its victims with extraordinary courage, resilience and luck, managed to salvage their humanity’

Patrick Skene Catling, Spectator

‘A masterpiece of decency and courage and joy… Superb’

John Simpson, Daily Telegraph

‘This is a book about coming out of hell, about great evil, about the triumph of the human spirit, and about great goodness on the part of those who helped. One is left with hope, and admiration’

Julia Neuberger, The Times
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FEWER THAN 100,000 JEWS survived the death camps, slave labour camps and death marches of Hitler’s Reich. This book is about 732 of those survivors; most of them boys, about eighty of them girls. What these particular 732 have in common, apart from their wartime experiences, is the journey they made together, after liberation, from Europe to Britain. They travelled under the auspices of the Central British Fund, a Jewish organisation which had been active in helping refugees since the rise of Hitler in 1933.

The first group of the 732 youngsters were flown from Prague to Carlisle in August 1945, the second from Munich to Southampton. A third group was flown some months later from Prague to various places in Britain. Later, all three groups were sent to residential hostels throughout Britain.

Most of those who were brought to Britain under this scheme were in their middle to late teens. All but a dozen of them had lost their parents, as well as brothers and sisters, murdered between 1939 and 1945, usually in circumstances of the utmost savagery. Almost all the youngsters had been trapped by the war from the very first days of the German invasion of Poland on 1 September 1939. ‘I was eleven years old when the war broke out and the nightmare began,’ Henry Golde later wrote. ‘I always say that at the age of eleven I became an adult, and five years later I became an old man. That is what I and countless others like me have seen and were forced to live through. Most people will never experience what we did, even if they live to a very old age.’1

All of the 732 ‘boys’, as they call themselves – and this includes the girls among them – had seen death at close quarters. Many of them had seen their parents, or brothers and sisters, killed before their eyes, or taken away to a death camp at the time of the deportations from the ghettos. Today, these ‘boys’, whom I shall refer to in this book without quotation marks, form a group of friends whose companionship is deeply rooted in appalling common memories. A few of them were friends from their pre-war childhood. Some had first met in the ghettos and slave labour camps. Most became friends after their arrival in Britain. Today
they are banded together under the auspices of their own charitable organisation, the ’45 Aid Society, named after the year in which the first of them came to Britain. Other survivors, who came to Britain later, were drawn to the society for the comradeship which it provided.

The reason there were so few girls among the youngsters brought from Prague is that it was much harder for girls to survive. At each deportation from the ghettos, a few boys under sixteen were selected for slave labour; almost all the girls of a similar age were sent with their parents to the death camps, where all the deportees were murdered. Girls under sixteen who did survive were mostly those who had managed to go into hiding, and were not betrayed. In Poland, this meant hiding for two or three years.

Each year the boys meet for various events, the highlight being their annual reunion to commemorate their liberation; to celebrate their rebirth after their almost inconceivable ordeals. At their reunions, while rejoicing in their daily life, they also recall old times: the years before the war when they enjoyed childhood, the war years when both their childhood and their family life were violently interrupted and destroyed, and their rehabilitation in Britain. This book tells their story, as recounted to me in letters and conversations, or in articles published since 1976 in their journal, Journal of the ’45 Aid Society. The book begins with their early memories of towns and villages where Jewish life had evolved a pattern, over several hundred years, of family life, worship, and the intensity of a self-contained Jewish environment, surrounded by a mostly alien and often hostile world.

This is in part a gruelling story, which those who lived through it often found painful to set down, as it is painful to read. It is also a story of courage, bravery, survival and renewal, of triumph over adversity. When the Germans invaded Poland in 1939, most of those whose story is told in this book were only nine or ten years old. As youngsters, they were the horrified eyewitnesses of the disintegration of civilised behaviour, and of the carrying out of a monstrous pattern of destruction, the imposition of tyranny and barbarism in the worst form imaginable, and the negation of civilised values. Together with their parents, brothers and sisters, they were prisoners for four years and more in the wartime ghettos, slave labour camps and concentration camps. Today they are among the fewer and fewer remaining witnesses to the cruelties practised in those ghettos and camps. As the Second World War drew to a close, almost all of them were on death marches, some of which lasted for many weeks, and during which many of the marchers either died of exhaustion or starvation, or were shot for being unable to continue. Of those who were sent on the death trains, they were the fortunate ones who survived.

After liberation came the slow, hard process of adjusting to freedom, first in Europe and then in Britain. Their new lives reflect their tenacity. The strength of the bonds that have held them together is mirrored in the close friendships made after the war which have lasted for more than five decades.

I have a personal reason for writing this book. It is twenty-two years since I first met Rabbi Hugo Gryn, a survivor of Auschwitz, and one of those whose story is told in this book. Not only did he encourage me to devote time to recording the fate of the Jews during the Second World War, he also introduced me to the members of the ’45 Aid Society, of which he was a part. His death in the summer of 1996 was a blow to all who knew and loved him.

The boys have an incredibly strong sense of comradeship, born of common wartime adversity, and nurtured during their early years together in Britain. At each of their annual reunions, which I have attended over the last eighteen years, and during many talks with them at other times. I was struck by their experiences, and encouraged them to record them. Three years ago one of their most active members. Ben Helfgott, suggested to them that they send me their recollections, and urged me to write an account of their lives. This book is the result. Ben Helfgott, who represented Great Britain in two Olympic Games, as a weightlifter, was able, as chairman of their society, to exhort, cajole and encourage more than a hundred and fifty of his fellow-boys to send me their stories. Some of their accounts were four or five pages long, most ran to twenty or thirty pages, and several filled more than a hundred pages. There is no doubt that every story could have been extended to form a short (or even a long) book on its own. Every account which I received contained aspects of the Holocaust that are not to be found elsewhere: episodes, attitudes and reflections.

Almost all the boys in this book had only three or four years of formal education before the outbreak of war. After that they knew only camps and death, at a time when other children of their age, even in Nazi-dominated Europe, were able to study. In the very years when I was learning the alphabet at school in Toronto, those whose stories are told in this book were in ghettos and slave labour camps. Each one who wrote to me made enormous efforts, both emotionally and physically, to set down a comprehensive account. Some had already felt a need to record their experiences. ‘My children always wanted to know my story,’ Krulik Wilder wrote on the fiftieth anniversary of his liberation. ‘I always found it very difficult to sit down with them and tell them my story, but after fifty years I feel the time is now right to put pen to paper

and try to tell them what happened to me and my family and the Jewish people.’2

Martin Gilbert
Merton College, Oxford

28 November 1996

1 H. Golde, ‘It seems like only yesterday’, Journal o f the ’45 Aid Society, No. 18, December 1994.

2 Israel (Krulik) Wilder, ‘Krulik’s Story’, manuscript, sent to the author, 1 January 1995.
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