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To Malka, my mami,
The best wife
The best mother
The best grandmother
To you I dedicate this book!
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9 

The Near-Far Away Land  
of My Birth

On June 22nd 1941, the Germans attacked the Soviet Union.
I turned to my father and told him: “Dad, I’m going to turn 
16 soon, I’m going to join the Partisans.” Dad listened and 
looked at me with a sad understanding, saying nothing. 
Then he placed the palms of his hands on my head, blessed 
me and went into the next room and wept. He did not 
want me to see him in tears.

Childhood and Youth

I was born on the 22th of December 1925 in the Polish village 
of Bratkowce, Galicia. I was named Menachem Mendel 
Urman, the youngest of six children: Shlomo, Hirsh, Avraham 
(Buma), Odela (Idel), Channah (Andesia) and myself. My 
father, Shlomo Zalman Urman, was most probably born in 
1894 and my mother Leah Weingarten in 1898.
My eldest brother Shlomo died of pneumonia when I was 
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born. My mother died when I was five. My family moved to 
Stanislaw, at the time a city in Poland, but now part of the 
Ukraine, that was later renamed Ivano-Frankivsk. During the 
Soviet occupation, the city was named Stanislawow.
The house that Dad bought was on 60 Halicka Street. Our 
family owned a textile store and a restaurant.

My mother came from an established family. She was a 
beautiful woman, short, with green eyes and famed for her 
kindheartedness. She worked for charitable causes and 
gave anonymous help especially to poor girls, finding them 
dowries so that they could marry. There were not many rich 
Jews in our town and those who were, were tight-fisted with 
their wealth. When people came to Mom and told her that a 
Jewish girl could not marry because she did not have a dowry, 
even if she had no money on her at the time, Mom mobilized 
the necessary sum to observe the precept (of good deeds).

Dad was a tough man, but he had a heart of gold. He loved the 
soil and nature. Farming ran in his blood. He loved animals, 
especially horses and even used to kiss them. During the First 
World War Dad fought in the Austrian army, attained the 
rank of officer in the army of Emperor Franz Josef and was 
awarded a medal of distinction. He was wounded in one of 
the battles and became disabled by the war, because of this he 
received a monthly income from the Austrian government.

As I mentioned earlier, my eldest brother, Shlomo, came 
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down with pneumonia from which he later died. My mother 
was pregnant with me at the time. Shlomo said on his death 
bed “If Mom gives birth to a girl, I’ll be her brother, and if 
she bears a boy, I’ll die.”

His prophecy came true. In those times, many sicknesses, 
which today are considered mild, were incurable.

Our home was a traditional Jewish home. Dad had a beard 
and long side-locks, he was proud of his Judaism; he was 
proficient in the Torah and in the Holy Scriptures and upheld 
the principle of Torah and work that is Torah with respect 
for the other, work and labor. We practiced the precepts of 
Judaism and like most of the Jews in the town we used to go 
to synagogue. At home we spoke Yiddish and a little German 
and Polish because of the commercial ties we maintained 
with people who spoke these languages.

Mom’s death was a harsh loss for me. I loved her very much 
and I was tied to her with every thread of my soul. Dad did 
everything to fill the place of a missing mother. I was his 
youngest child, he loved me and I loved him.

After Mom’s death the family dispersed.

My big sister, Adela, was already married and the mother of 
two children, Haimke and Lunka. I often visited their home 
and played with them. I helped draw water from the well 
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which was some 300 meters from their home. In those days 
running water and faucets in homes were extremely rare. 
Adela’s husband frequently traveled to different places, 
mainly to the Soviet Union. There was enormous tension 
between them that caused a heavy atmosphere to hang over 
their household. Her husband was disloyal, and his affairs 
were known to her.

Lunka (with the ribbon)  

and Haimke (behind her) - 

Adela’s children

My sister Adela   
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My beloved sister Hannah

My younger sister Hannah, whom I especially loved, was 
married to Issac Hermon, who was employed on a railway 
station, in a job seen as a prestigious government position, 
one to which Jews generally were not appointed. He was very 
proud of his position and missed no opportunity to boast 
about it. Hannah and her husband had a son named Kuba.

Years later when the town was under Soviet rule, I lived with 
them for some time. Their house was out of town and I worked 
in the garden and tended to the chickens. Her husband did 
not like me, maybe because he was jealous of my sister’s 
love for me. On one occasion he purchased a fancy sofa and 
asked: “who slept on it?”
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“Mendele, my brother slept on the sofa,” my sister answered 
him.

I used to get up at dawn and go downtown to wait in line 
for the shops to open. Commodities were scarce and if we 
wanted sugar or meat we had to be among the first customers 
there because often the goods ran out.

Dad gave my two sisters part of the house and our property.

My brother Hirsh also married and left my parent’s house.

My brother Buma. With the following dedication written on the 
back of the photo:
“To my beloved brother Mendele, from Buma.”
I kept this photo with me for 30 years.
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My other brother Avraham-Buma was a particularly handsome 
man and very popular with the opposite sex. He knew 
languages and traveled to many countries because of his 
commercial affairs, in which he was very successful. Avraham 
dressed elegantly and had an impressive appearance. He used 
to buy me clothes and shoes and took me to cafes where I 
could fill my belly with delicious cakes. He generously assisted 
all the members of our family in need of help.

After Mom’s death, I lived for several months with Dad, in a 
cottage built in the yard. Dad met another woman and soon 
remarried but that soured and they parted. Dad then met 
another woman who lived in the village of Kamienka, not 
far from our town and soon moved in with her. She already 
had two children, Esther 15, and Issac, 18.

“You will not call my wife Mom,” my father instructed me, 
“call her Auntie. You had a mother and she will always be 
your mother.”

Two years after Mom’s death, at the age of seven, it was time 
for me to go to school. Dad decided to enroll me in a Polish 
school in a town named after Adam Mitzkewitch, Poland’s 
national poet laureate.
“I want you to be among the gentiles, get to know them, 
learn their language and customs properly,” Dad told me. 
“Torah and Judaism I’ll teach you.”
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Dad paid the teachers to teach me if, Heaven forbid, I did 
not meet the required level of study.

I started my studies at the Polish school in the first grade. 
About 90% of the children in that school were Polish and 
10% were from other nationalities, including Jews.
When Dad moved to Kamienka, I stayed in town and lived 
with my big sister, Adela, in her house. Dad came to visit me 
at least once a week and, as he promised, taught me Torah 
and Jewish studies. He would bring with him milk products 
and vegetables, grown on his farm in the country.

My teacher in grade one was Sofia Svitzka, a beautiful young 
Polish woman who was very fond of me. Teachers in Polish 
schools used to sit on elevated platforms so that they could 
see all the pupils, and that pupils could all see them. My 
teacher seated me close to her, on a bench in the first row. 
She sat opposite me on a chair behind a table and did not 
wear panties. Whether I wanted to or not, I saw the lower 
part of her body between her parted legs. That was my first 
sexual experience and it was hard to restrain myself in the 
face of temptation and provocation…

About Our City

Stanislawow is located in the western Ukraine, near the river 
Bystritsa, 115 kilometers southeast of Lvov. The city dates to 
1662 and kept its name until 1962, when it was changed to 
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Ivano-Frankivsk, honoring the Ukranian poet who lived 
between 1856 and 1916. Lvov nestles in the foothills of the 
Carpathian Mountains. In 1999 it served a population of 
250,000 as the cultural, commercial and industrial center of 
the entire region. It has a university and faculties of medicine, 
commerce and sciences, theaters, a philharmonic orchestra, 
museum and many cultural and social institutions. Jews have 
lived in this city since its founding and the community grew 
gradually, mainly in the 19th and 20th centuries. Most of the 
Jews were merchants, trades people and workers in light 
industries. The community was economically and socially 
prosperous, and in 1939 totaled some 300,000 people. The 
majority of the city’s Jews perished in the Holocaust.

The First Signs of Anti-Semitism

Opposite my school was a building with a large store inside 
it. On the walls of the building, around the windows and 
doors of the store, posters were hung up which were clearly 
visible from the street as well as from the school. The posters 
portrayed Jews with beards, long side-locks and crooked 
noses, sucking the blood of a Christian boy and sitting on a 
Polish man’s head (such caricatures appeared in a well-known 
German newspaper ‘Der Spiegel’), and acrid anti-Semitic 
inscriptions were drawn over the pictures. In the front of 
the store a huge poster was hung, on which was written: 
“Don’t buy from Jews, buy only from us.”
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Like the other children I saw the posters and felt a sense of 
injury and insult. True, I was a young child, however I had a 
Jewish awareness and I was proud of my Judaism. My cousin 
was in the same school as me and I asked him:
“Why don’t we Jews do something? Why don’t we defend 
ourselves?” These were questions which I also asked myself. 
Perhaps this was the start of a crystalizing world view that 
Jews must defend themselves against their enemies.
These anti-Semitic posters were an important and formative 
lesson of character for me, like the process of welding steel, 
which when blazing and red, is dipped into cold water until 
it solidifies. The phenomenon of anti-Semitism also taught 
me another thing: to respect all people, not to do to others 
which is not good for me, and not to hate people because 
they are different from me.

Polish society was fertile ground for anti-Semitism. Poles in 
our city were considered first class citizens while Jews and 
Ukrainians were considered second class. Poles looked down 
upon us as servants to the “Panim” (Masters). The majority 
of the city’s Jews were poor and struggled to make a daily 
living. Poverty forced some of them to perform fraudulent 
acts, which gave a bad name to all Jews. Fraud was found in 
all nations, but gentiles saw Jews as the worst.

For instance, many Jews were horse dealers and had 
sophisticated methods of selling a worthless old horse 
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as a strong working horse. Unfortunately, there are many 
examples of behavior like this.

By contrast, there were beautiful sides to the Jewish People, 
among adults as well as among its youth. I remember young 
people, friends training in Zionist youth movements, the 
Shomer HaTza’ir (Young Guards) and others seated on the 
ground hammering huge stones to pound them up into 
gravel, in preparation for life in Palestine.
I remember a Jewish girl who came from a good family, 
holding a heavy hammer as her mother stood by her, feeding 
her a banana. Bananas in our city cost a lot of money and I 
personally had never tasted that fruit.
Emissaries from Israel arrived in our city, the adults shunned 
them and the young were drawn to them. Already then I 
understood that life in the galut (exile) offered no prosperity 
to Jews.

Luckily I was accepted and liked by kids my age and was 
considered a leader of my band. I had no problem filling in 
my spare time. I was busy socializing; I had friends and was 
involved in games and sports.
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Tales and Memories

The Chain Tearer

There was a Jew in our city named Zissi Brieberg who was 
endowed with extraordinary physical strength. The man 
performed in the circus before Jews and gentiles. He used 
to tear iron chains apart with bare hands. At one of his 
performances he was provoked by a gentile:
“Here, I brought you a chain; let’s see if you can tear it apart.”
It was a chain made of exceptionally strong shatterproof 
steel. Zissi Breiberg took the chain in his hands, flexed his 
muscles, tore it apart and threw it on the head at the gentile 
who had provoked him.

The Man Who Knew How to Kick

Another Jew in our city, Bergleiss, was famed as a man of 
strength. He was a football player in the “Rowna Hasmonia” 
team. During one of the games against a gentile team, the 
umpire gave the eleventh goal to the “Hasmonia” team. 
Bergleiss readied himself for the kick, turned to the rival 
goalkeeper and told him:
“I suggest you leave the net because I’ll kill you with the kick.”
“I’m not afraid of the Jews,” the goalkeeper replied and stood 
his ground.
Bergleiss stood some distance from the ball, ran up to it and 
hurled the ball with a mighty kick toward the goal keeper. 
The ball hit him in the chest and landed in the net. The 
goalkeeper collapsed and was taken to hospital. With that 


