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To Tommy, on His Third Birthday in Terezin, January 22, 1944

Tommy stands on the suitcase - the essence of his home. What did this suitcase contain?

"For hours on hours they sat over lists, erased and added, debated what to take with them within those 50 kilograms, they weighed everything on a scale. They obtained vitamins on the black market, they purchased medicines, they copied in a notebook their beloved poems. They took with them books, sheet music, paints, at the expense of clothing or food."

"The crowded city was in tremendous need of means of transport, to move great quantities of commodities, and a large number of people, from one place to another. Accordingly, the chilling burial wagons moved back and forth on the obstacle-strewn streets of the city, bringing the personal belongings of inmates who had just arrived in the ghetto, and the old people, who were gray and wornout by starvation, who at times were moved from one dormitory hall to another, in order to make room for new inmates. There were wagons loaded with potatoes and accompanied by a guard of ghetto police, and there were wagons that brought coal to the kitchen, building materials to some German factory, and also the large pots from which they poured the watery soup meant for the old, the insane, and the dying, who could not stand in line to receive the tiny food portion in the dormitories."

But within the same ghetto could also be seen clear signs of the will to hold on to life, in the form of the establishment of the youth garden: "In the summer of '42 those engaged in aiding the youth sought ways to alleviate the suffering  of the youth's existence, and to create for it more healthy living conditions. The trenches and embankments that we were given permission to work were covered with a thick layer of soil, and vegetables and trees could be grown there. Youths who were 14-16 years old were appointed to work in these gardens. The children had to bring every drop of water from down below to the embankments. The working conditions were terrible, but the children nevertheless worked willingly and happily. In the busy season, the youth garden employed up to 800 young people. Every year the youth garden celebration was held at the fortress, with competitions, costumes, and diverse programs.

"Faced by the horrible overcrowding, the Housing Department was forced to transfer people from place to place, from one dormitory to another, in a desperate effort to house the new inmates. At first double-decker pallets were installed in the dormitories, and afterwards triple-deckers. The elderly were crowded into the attics, where they died in the darkness and stench."

And in the same rooms, there was the stubborn clinging to life, such as that of Tommy's parents.

Tommy, Sleep, Sleep

"One of our important tasks was to maintain the cleanliness of the children and their surroundings. After we received triple-decker beds, our job became a bit easier. Because we didn't want our rooms to look like the other dormitory rooms, in which each one lived his life on his bed, surrounded by junk and rags, we held a competition in the practical and aesthetic arrangements of the dormitories. When the beds went up, we gained boards that we used to make closets and bookcases. The rough edges of the beds were planed, and pictures were drawn on them with colored pencils or water colors."

Tommy Wants to Eat, Tommy, More! More!

"Can my son survive in the difficult living conditions in the ghetto?"

"In the dormitories the inmates were allotted 200 grams of bread per day, along with tiny portions of sugar and margarine. Even the young people who engaged in physical labor, who received more nourishing portions, were always hungry. The old people and those who were unfit for work lived on the brink of starvation."

Tommy Paints

My bedmate was a talented artist. He painted beautiful pictures. The difficulty lay in the lack of artist's supplies, paints, and the like. The Youth Welfare Department could not supply these. And so we made efforts to obtain paints in the chemistry classes. From chestnuts, for example, we extracted orange pigment; from ink, black. That means, we cooked ink and the like, and we prepared for the youth paints from different materials, really different ones. We were not always successful, but the chemistry teacher always had new ideas and he prepared many colors of paint."

A Parcel - a Parcel

"How did a parcel get to the ghetto? That's a very long story. First of all, a person had to receive an invitation to the Transport Department. There he was told that he was entitled to send what was called in the language of the ghetto a 'bul [literally, "stamp"]' that imparted the right to receive a parcel. This bul was sent to a relative or to an acquaintance from a mixed marriage (because Jews no longer lived freely, and it was forbidden to address Aryans). When the relevant party received the bul, he could act in one of two ways: either he could say to himself that he had neither the time nor the money to search for food to send, and then he would sell the bul for a handsome sum of money to someone else (who would send the longed-for parcel to his own relative). In such an instance the unfortunate citizen of Terezin [Theresienstadt], for example, could wait all the days of his life for his dream to come true, without it being realized. If, however, the person's approach was comradely, then the beneficent individual would begin to search for goods. He could do so by two methods: either he could obtain what was generally defined as good for 'nebikhim' [that is, poor things], that is to say, bread, potatoes, horseradish, and the like, or he could devote attention to the parcel - to the good luck of the ghetto occupant - and obtain oil, butter, flour, and so on. When the search rituals are concluded, the sender must wrap the parcel. Naturally, it must be wrapped with feeling, lest, Heaven forbid, it come open on the way. After this, he brings it to the post office, and with this the role of the sender comes to an end.

"The fortunate addressee, the moment he receives the glad tidings of the receipt of the parcel, immediately recruits a whole company of men to come and help him. He waits in line next to the post office, and when his turn comes, he pays his five krone (the ghetto currency, that was worthless as a real means of payment), and with supreme joy receives the parcel. On his bed he immediately falls upon its contents, tastes the various delicacies with delight, and blesses those people who had pity upon him. He sends a thank-you postcard, and hopes that the day is not far off when he will no longer have to receive presents from strangers, and once again will be a free man."
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