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Background

The novel is set against a little known facet of the First World War when, desperate for manpower after the slaughter of the Somme, the British government conscripts the thousands of alien Russian Jewish refugees in London’s East End. 

While the main characters are entirely fictitious, public figures and incidents both in Russia, London and Flanders are drawn from the actual background and recorded events of the time, the result of original research in national and local archives and personal interview. 

Foreign words are in italics and the kh is pronounced as in the Scottish loch.
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by David Merron

Synopsis

Berl is barely fourteen when in 1912 he escapes Tsarist persecution and flees across Europe with his friend Ginger to build a new life in England. Landing at Tilbury to join his older brother in London and still traditionally religious, Berl is bewildered at finding Alex heavily involved in the East End Anarchist movement. At the same time he becomes infatuated with Hannah, Alex’s beautiful fiancée, a passion that despite her eventual marriage and becoming a mother, remains with him throughout. 


Just as Berl is growing into his new life however, WW1 breaks out. And when in 1917, desperate for manpower after the slaughter of The Somme the War Office decides to conscript the thousands of alien Russian refugees in London, Alex and his Anarchists’ mount a vociferous campaign against their enlistment. Fearing that her husband will be imprisoned, Hannah turns to Berl for support and solace, feeding his fantasies and bringing the two dangerously close.

Harassed by the War Office and stung by jibes of ‘draft-dodging’, Berl eventually persuades Alex to drop his agitation and together with many of their refugee friends, all still ‘foreigners’, the brothers are enlisted in the Royal Fusiliers Labour Corps. Stationed close to the front lines and facing constant danger from shellfire, gas and the treacherous mud, Berl, still in love with Hannah suffers a painful trial of conscience when Alex is almost killed. Alex, disillusioned at being part of a war he bitterly opposes, is shattered by the death of his close work-mate, Morry. 

The brothers manage to survive and at the armistice, as a married man Alex is released and returns home to Hannah and his young child. Feeling at first in limbo at finding his political friends dispersed, gradually he finds a new purpose by immersing himself in Union activity. Hannah meanwhile has realised that although she loves Alex, she is fond of Berl and deeply misses him.

Kept on in Flanders with all the single men to clear up the battlefield and the gruesome task of collecting up the remains of the fallen, Berl is comforted by receiving a letter from Rivka, the girl he met at Tilbury. His joy is short lived however, when an unexploded grenade kills his boyhood friend Ginger. As he pours out his heart to Rivka, Berl hopes that at the same time, through her he might rid himself of his fantasies over Hannah. 

 
Released a year later but haunted by traumas of the war, Berl questions his religious faith and finds it difficult to settle into everyday life. Still harbouring residual feelings for Hannah and sensing friction with Alex, Berl moves out. As he marries Rivka and they settle into their new home, Berl hopes to lay the ghosts of the past and together with her, to rebuild his life and look to the future.


170,000 words


Part One  -  Berl


1

The train rumbles along the tracks, gently rocking from side to side. Tugging at the peak of his soft cap, Berl leans back against the mahogany compartment door and stares through the corridor window. One hand grips the strap of a large cloth valise; a side pack is slung over his shoulder. 

Telegraph posts flit past and beyond them, the flat grey north-German plain, just emerging from winter. ‘Get on a train going west,’ said the guide after he’d smuggled them through the forest and across the border, ‘that’s all you have to do. Everyone does it.’ Bunking on the trains wasn’t a problem; not getting thrown off them though was but now, please God, in a few hours they will be in Hamburg - almost at Bremen. He’d looked at the map in the station at Berlin; didn’t seem that much further.

Berl fingers the corner of his long black coat where the boat ticket is sewn into the lining. For the first time since escaping from Russia, he feels able to relax from the anxiety and excitement – and at times fear. Glancing sideways, he smiles at his young companion. Ginger Leibel had only joined the small group just before they’d set off but the trials of the last few days had drawn them close.

‘Soon be in England, Ginger.’ Berl slaps the brass rail. ‘Soon be there!’ But as he turns back to look through the widow, his friend grips his elbow. 

‘The Inspector,’ Ginger hisses, ‘the Ticket Inspector!’

From the far end of the corridor comes a thump, thump as the tall, uniformed official with the peaked cap slides back compartment doors, leans in then closes them again. This is a fast direct train so they can’t be thrown off but the man will almost certainly hand them over to the police when they arrive. And if he did, they would be sent right back again.

‘Quick, the toilet,’ says Berl, his head burning and his body trembling as they scamper to the far end. 

‘Someone in there,’ puffs Ginger pushing at the door, his face ashen. ‘Locked, Berl.’


For a moment, the two boys stand rooted to the spot, gripping their packs and swaying with the rhythm of the train. At the far end, the inspector backs out of a compartment and opens the next door. Berl’s throat dries up as panic grips him. 


‘The next carriage,’ he snaps and turns to push at the connecting door, then springs back. ‘A brokh. Locked, too!’ Glancing up the corridor, he sees that the inspector is busy. ‘Have to get under the seats,’ gasps Berl, having managed to avoid being caught several times this way using empty compartments. ‘We’ll have to chance it, Ginger. Quick Come!’


Sliding open the nearest compartment door, he sees it is full of men in a fugg of cigar smoke. The next one is full too but as they back out, Berl spots the inspector’s back just three doors away.


‘No time, Ginger. Quick. In here!’ Grabbing the handle, Berl slides open the next door and pulls Ginger in with him. But as he turns round, he breaks into a sweat and backs away, squashing his friend against the door. This compartment is also occupied but even worse; four Sisters of Mercy dressed in their white coifs and voluminous black habits are sitting back, startled and staring at them.  


For a moment there is absolute silence, broken only by the rhythm of the wheels and as the nuns look them up and down, Berl’s optimism of a few minutes before has been replaced by a terrible sinking feeling; in their long shabby coats and soft black caps, Ginger and he are so obviously foreign. 

 ‘Where are you from?’ the eldest nun asks sharply, frowning as she leans forward and peering at him through heavy steel-rimmed glasses.


‘From Lodz,’ Berl lies, having been told to say he is Polish so they won’t send them back to Russia. His throat has dried up and the words come out choked. 


‘Hmm. I don’t think so,’ says the woman, and glancing at the nun opposite adds, ‘you’re from the East, aren’t you?’ 


Berl shrugs then looks down and for a few seconds doesn’t reply. He is still trembling from the severe, heavily lined face and his eyes are focussed on the huge silver cross dangling on her breast. She is one of them, a Christian. She’s bound to hand the two of them over to the inspector. 


Tears start to form in the corner of his eyes as Ginger Leibel presses tight against him, clinging to the back of his coat. ‘Ovinu shebshomayim,’ Berl prays silently, ‘we’ve managed to get this far. Please make them take pity on us?’ He sniffs back the tears as he looks up again, hoping that the sisters will at least feel sorry for Ginger; with his fresh chubby face and wide eyes, his friend looks even younger than his thirteen years. 

‘We’ve come a long way,’ he says hoarsely, putting an ‘ah’ where there is an ‘oo’ in his Yiddish to try and make it sound more like German, ‘and we have to get to Bremen,’ Gripping the corner of his coat, he holds it up, adding quickly, ‘here. We already have boat tickets for England.’


At that moment, the door of the next compartment slides open with a thud. Berl turns to look at Ginger, beginning to feel sick; they should have crept along the corridor and tried the next toilets while the inspector was busy. Now it is too late. They’ll be caught.

Apart from the train wheels, again there is silence as the Sisters look from one to the other, then begin to converse in a rapid German he can’t understand – the eldest one arguing with the younger one directly opposite her who keeps muttering, ‘nicht bleiben’ – unbelievers - before eventually sitting back, sullen and scowling.

In the tension that follows the argument, Berl unconsciously clenches his fists, her angry words are reminding him of that last pogrom; the Russian peasants shouting, ‘Christ killers!’ as they rampaged through the village. 

 Berl had never questioned his father’s – and his own - beliefs. The Almighty was the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob and they were His chosen people; the laws; prayers; synagogue – he could not think of his life without them; they were all one. Why did the different religion make them so hateful? He casts a brief glance at the young, sour-faced nun then quickly looks away, wondering what will happen now.

Suddenly the eldest nun stands up.

‘Very well,’ she says, ‘come on. Get down under the seats. Hurry now. Quickly!’ The nun in the opposite far corner stands too and immediately the boys crouch down then slither in and hunch themselves up, one under each seat. As the nuns sit down again and spread their huge black skirts, suddenly everything is dark and musty, smelling of incense like the Easter procession in the village. 

A few seconds later the next compartment door closes and theirs slides open. Berl feels his heart racing faster and he starts sweating again as he holds his breath. 

‘Billeten?’ he hears the man say, and he tenses even more, fearing that the young nun will give them away. But then, as though apologetic for questioning Sisters of Mercy, after a brief pause the inspector hurriedly withdraws and slides the door closed again. It is the only time Berl has found himself so close to a woman apart from his mother and he is beginning to wonder what is inside those huge skirts, when the nun calls for them to come out.


‘You will be alright now.’ She smiles when they stand up and try to brush themselves down. ‘He only comes round once.’ 


‘Danke. Danke. Vielleh danke,’ was all he and Ginger can mutter again and again as the train speeds on west, feeling like two little boys lost in a grown-ups’ world. 


The nuns make spaces for them and still trembling they sit down, hardly daring to look at one another. Berl wonders what his mother would say if she knew they were in the company of Christian nuns. Gradually, he begins to let go; there is nothing he can do but trust them and please God, they will at least get to Hamburg safely. 


Soon, feeling weary from the last two days of constant tension and fear of being caught, Berl closes his eyes. Lulled by the silence of the nuns and the rumble of the train, he finds himself thinking back to how this all began last year; when they came for Yosseleh. 

Every few months, the Tsar’s officials came to his village, forcibly recruiting a quota of young Jewish boys for the army, so many for every hundred families. After the losses in the Japanese war, they were coming more often. 

‘I’ve come to say goodbye,’ said Yosseleh as Berl had opened the door.  ‘They’re coming for me this afternoon.’ His schoolfriend was a year and a half older and taller, but as he stood on the step half hunched-up with his cap pulled down to hide his eyes and his face pale, he seemed the younger one. 

Old Sholmayeh, Berl’s uncle had been conscripted many years before. Berl remembers him always hurrying along the road - he never walked - his legs bowed from so many years on horseback with the Cossacks.

‘I was the only one left out of thirty,’ he would croak when the boys prompted him. ‘We were only fourteen or fifteen years old and when we were starving, they beat us and forced us to eat pork. ‘Cantonists', they called us. Took us on forced marches in Siberia to weed us out. Left us out all night in the snow. “Toughen-up you Zhids,” they laughed. And each morning we carried away the bodies of the boys who hadn’t survived. God knows how I did. No. They didn’t care a damn . . .’ And now Yosseleh would have to face all that.

Living in adjacent houses Berl and Yosseleh often played together  – even making up ditties about the school behind father Reb Yitzhak’s back. When his friend had been registered a few months ago, fearing the worst the two had made the most of every free moment, wandering around the village and through the fields together, thinking up wild plans for Yosseleh to hide or run away. But where – and how? 


‘Can’t you get across the border?’ Berl asked him shortly after the Tsar’s officials had called the first time.


‘No one to go to,’ replied Yosseleh. ‘Got a cousin in America but we don’t know where. And anyway, we’d never have money for the ticket.’ The innkeeper and a few wealthier Jews in the village had managed to bribe their sons out of the conscription. The poorer ones like Yosseleh, a woodcutter’s son had no escape.


‘What about the Rabbi?’ asked Berl. ‘Last year he collected money to pay off the police for Ezra.’

‘I know. And my father tried.’ Yosseleh shrugged. ‘Nobody seems to have spare money this year.’ 

 
Stepping out from his doorway, Berl had hugged his friend and tried to hide his tears as they said goodbye. Later that day the police came to collect Yosseleh and he was gone, along with four others. That evening his father had gone round to sit with his friend’s family as they recited the mourner’s kaddish, resigned that they were unlikely ever to see their son alive again. 

Berl recalls how just before he fell asleep that same night, he’d overheard his father and mother talking softly.

‘In a year’s time, Berl will be liable for conscription as well,’ his mother was saying. ‘We’ll have to send him away, Yitzchak. He’ll have to join his brother Alex in London.’ Then a short silence before his father muttering, ‘After his bar mitzvah, Hinde.’ Then repeating, ‘yes. But after his bar mitzvah.’ And his mother responding, ’All right. All right. But no later. And we shall have to start saving up. Somehow we have to find the money.’ 

Berl remembered too his lying there still and silent, as though fast asleep, excited yet scared at the thought of travelling alone to a foreign land; he’d never been further than Brest Litovsk. But then he’d started to tremble; what if they didn’t find the money? He’d be taken to the army too; freezing in the snows of Siberia; beaten and kicked by the anti-Semitic officers, like old Sholmayeh . . . Slowly he’d calmed down. His father would manage to arrange it, somehow . . . Then he’d fallen asleep. 

All that was over a year ago, a year that had passed as in a dream, broken only by the sudden death of his father just before his bar mitzvah. Hinde, his mother had cuddled and spoiled him, but somehow it was the image of father, Reb Yitschak that was so fixed in his mind, the tall, square figure in his long coat and Russian peaked cap. He saw the massive black beard streaked with grey from which shone large brown eyes that seemed set so deep in his head. 

Father. Reb Yitzchak, everyone called him. Although Berl had respected him, they’d never been very close. Perhaps because he was past sixty when Berl was born and twice married, the rabbi having allowed him to divorce his first wife because she was childless. Berl had always felt sorry for the other woman, prematurely aged like an old booba in her brown headscarf and living on charity in the next street. His father had made up for it with five children by Hinde, his second wife. He’d probably have had more brothers or sisters had Reb Yitzhak not died of a stroke at seventy. Poor mother. She’d been left almost destitute. What could a village melamed have saved with his meagre stipend from the small community? 

Berl thinks of how his Bar mitzvah was saddened by his father’s sudden death, his mother weeping as he read his portion of the Law that if only his father had lived to hear his son do it so well. She had made a small reception in their house; small cakes and sweets from Brest Litovsk; cousin Barukh bringing two chickens the day before for her to cook and white khollah loaves, a present from the baker - and Berl still wonders how on earth she ever paid for it all. 

A few weeks later, convinced that Berl would be taken in the next round-up his mother had broken the news. 


‘You’re going to join Alex in London,’ she said,. ‘My brother Shmool, your uncle will set you up, like he’s done for Alex.’ From then, the weeks following had flown so fast that before he knew it, she’d given him his boat ticket and was crying and kissing him on the cheeks to say goodbye. And with her last words, making him promise to bring over his sister Rokheleh and her once he was settled in. 

To England, Berl was thinking as he fingered his coat lining, reassured gain by the outline of the envelope. Cousin Barukh had shown him where London was in an old school atlas and also the patch of blue between Germany and England. Didn’t look that big. But first they had to get to Bremen and find their ship. 

Glancing through the window again at the countryside flitting past and thinking of his elder brother in London, Berl’s stomach twinges. Alex had already been in there six years and in the few letters from him wrote that he was getting along fine. Knowing his brother, Berl reckoned that even if he were starving, Alex would not have written anything else. 


With his free-thinking ideas, Alex had bucked against their father and the religion soon after his barmitzvah. ‘Only a revolution will save the Jews,’ he’d shouted after the last pogrom, ‘not God almighty!’ Berl often wondered how it was that from the same parents and same home, he and Alex had turned out to be so different. And he tries to imagine what it will be like living with his brother and his wild politics and short temper – and in a strange city. 

Now, as the fields and trees speed past the window and feeling less anxious in the company of the nuns, Berl is impatient for the train to arrive in Hamburg. And once again, he thinks of how only a few days ago he was still in the shtetl, waiting to go with mixed feelings - and a conscience that the excitement of going on a long journey to a new country had almost blotted out his sadness at leaving his family and friends.

2.

Moteleh the wine-seller made all the arrangements for his journey, well lubricated with bottles of vodka to this official and that and one morning, Berl joined a group of nine people, going first to Bialystock. 

For two days and a night, they walked through a dense forest to cross the border into German Poland. Every few hours, the guide stopped to listen before carrying on. Whenever a startled bird screeched away into the trees, Berl held his breath, his heart thumping and scared stiff of being caught by local police or border guards and sent back - or even worse, imprisoned then sent to the army. 

Berl had often wandered in the woods near cousin Barukh but this forest was completely different, the trees so tall that even in the daytime it was twilight on the ground. He’d always reckoned himself a tough one but as they thrust their way through brambles or struggled through boggy patches and thick drifts of pine needles, he found himself heaving and panting, the straps of his pack biting into his shoulders. 

Poor Ginger Leibel; his little legs could hardly keep up. He’d joined the party at the last minute, his aunt in London having sent the money. The two girls in the party were becoming exhausted too.  


‘We’ve got to keep going,’ the guide muttered irritably every time any one of them flopped down and panted for breath. ‘You’re not safe until we’ve crossed the border.’ And somehow, up they would find the strength to get up and struggle on. 


That evening as he lay beside Berl, Leibel was completely exhausted.


‘You go on,’ he whimpered. ‘I can’t any more. I just can’t Berl,’ the tears rolling down his chubby cheeks.


‘You can’t stay here, Leibel. It’s nowhere. And if you go back, the army will take you.’ 


‘I’ll go on by myself then. Meet you in Bremen. Anything. I can’t move even.’


‘I’m not leaving you Leibel. You have to make it. We have to.’ And all next day, with Ginger whining and tripping on the branches again and again Berl had to help him with his pack or take his arm and drag him along.

 
Berl recalled that second night in that forest, sleeping in an old hut that suddenly appeared in a clearing as though by good fortune. Everything seemed so haphazard as if they were chancing their luck all the time. Looking back, he realised how organised it must have been. Even at the border itself.


As they emerged from the forest onto a dirt track, two German police suddenly appeared from behind a hedge. They must have been waiting. Everyone froze and as Ginger gripped his arm, Berl felt sick, certain that it was the end and that they’d be sent back.  But without hesitating, their guide stepped forward, raised his hand and from his pack produced two bottles of vodka and some packets of cigarettes. After a short exchange the police turned and walked away down the track. 

Yes. Everything had been so organised; except the last part.

 
‘You have to bunk on a train,’ said the guide as they walked towards a small Polish town. ‘Just keep finding trains going west. That’s all,’ he said. ‘Everyone does it.’ Then he’d disappeared back into Russia, leaving them alone.   


Trying to hide his own anxieties, Berl knew that he had to continue to encourage Ginger Leibel.


‘Nu.’ He grinned. ‘We’re out of the Tsar’s filthy hands.’ Spontaneously, Ginger leaned forward and hugged him tightly, thanking Berl again and again for keeping him with them. 


Bunking on the trains wasn’t as easy as the guide had intimated, even though they’d been told how to do it: ‘Creep around the end of the platform making sure a train isn’t coming in the other direction,’ the guide had said, ‘then quickly climb up the steps on the far side.’ 


Sometimes they found seats, and at others they hid in the luggage vans or stood in the carriage ends. Getting on the trains wasn’t the problem; it was managing to stay on them. Every time a ticket inspector came along, he and Ginger walked slowly away to another carriage to hide under seats or to bunk into a toilet, but as often as not they were caught, and without tickets, thrown off at the next station to wait for darkness or a quiet moment when another train pulled in. 


Somehow, it all had passed as in a dream. They must have gone through Warsaw and Berlin but he didn’t remember much of either city; only the constant chase to find the railway station.


‘Shoylem aleikhem,’ they would ask in Yiddish anyone who looked like a Jew. ‘Can you show us the railway station to Bremen?’ As if everyone would know where that was. ‘Or Hamburg?’ they’d been told to ask. And when it was indeed a Jew, Ginger - who looked much more the nebekh - would ask for food. One man even gave them a few Marks. Sometimes however, they’d ask the wrong person.


‘Do I look like a stinking Jew?’ came the retort and they would run away, scared of being reported to the police . . . and as he re-lived those last few days, still sitting up wedged between the nuns, Berl slipped into a fitful sleep. 


A gentle nudge from the sister woke him. The train was slowing down and through the window Berl saw that they were pulling into a main station. From their previous escapades, he knew what to do, join the crush shuffling through the barriers, then make a run for it.


‘Danke, danke, veilleh danke,’ they both said again and again as they backed out of the compartment, then as the train jolted to halt, they followed the other passengers out of the door.


Bremen proved much further than had seemed on the map and most of that day was spent running around the huge city trying to find the right railway station. Eventually, managing to bunk on a slow night train, they arrived there early in the morning, weary and hungry.


‘We have to get to the port,’ said Berl. ‘There’s supposed to be a refugee committee person there to meet us.’


‘I’m starving,’ moaned Ginger. ‘My belly is aching, Berl. We must eat something first.’


Berl searched in his pockets; the supply of marks Moteleh had procured for them had almost run out. All he had were a few coins and they’d finished up the dry food in their packs the day before. All the way through the damp, grey streets, his young friend was hugging his stomach and complaining but none of the shops had anything for the few coins Berl proffered. Finally, at a kiosk near the harbour, the man agreed to take them all for a small wurst roll. Berl was hungry too but reckoned on the refugee people inside the port giving them food. 


‘There it is,’ said Berl excitedly as they saw the huge stone gateway at the end of a broad street. Beyond, over the wall, they could see masts and wisps of smoke from the ships inside. He turned a hugged his friend. ‘We’ve made it, Ginger. We’ve made it!’ And marching up to the gatekeeper, he flourished his ticket.


‘Fine. Fine,’ said the man, ‘but where is your pass to enter the port?’


‘What pass?’ said Berl. ‘We have our tickets.’


‘Over there,’ said the man pointing to a small window in the wall. ‘Ten pfennigs.’


‘But we haven’t any German money,’ said Berl his stomach beginning to clench.


‘Well you can’t get in without a pass,’ said the man and turned to some people who had just come along.


‘What’s up?’ asked Ginger as Berl came back.


‘We have to get a pass, Ginger. Five pfennigs each.’


‘Where will get them,’ asked Ginger, his voice breaking into a sob. ‘We’ll be stranded here, Berl. We’ll never get the boat, We’re . . ‘ and tense and worn out from the last days, his young friend sat on the kerb, tears streaming down his cheeks.  


At that moment, two German soldiers walked by and one of them, a corporal stopped and looked down.


‘Is he hurt, your friend?’ he asked Berl. Berl looked up, surprised that anyone was taking notice. The man had a large square face and brilliant blue eyes, and a strange small scar on one cheek. Berl was even more surprised that the soldier’s expression showed genuine concern, so different to that of a Russian soldier who would probably have kicked Leibel off the kerb with a curse. 


Berl shook his head and told them about their boat and having no money for the port pass.


‘What?’ The man laughed laughed. ‘A few lousy pfennigs?’ He turned to his friend and between them they counted out the tiny coins into Berl’s hand. ‘Here. Away you go!’ He ruffled ginger’s hair and laughed again.  


‘Come,’ said Berl, wiping the grimy tear-stained streaks from Ginger Leibel’s face as the two German soldiers walked away. And clutching the pfennigs, he paid for their passes at the gatehouse and they joined the crowd of refugees waiting on the quayside.

‘We’re here. That’s our ship,’ he hugged his young friend’s still trembling shoulders. ‘We’ve done it, Liebel. We’ve done it! Soon, we shall be in England!’


Berl’s mother had assured him that uncle Shmool, her brother, would ‘set him up like he had Alex’, when he got to London. In what exactly he would ‘set him up’ in wasn’t at all clear, but it was enough to put Berl’s mind at ease about his reception. 


‘Uncle Shmool must be rich,’ his mother had said, ‘he’s got his own telephone.’ Berl had the number written on the paper with all the other travel instructions. All he had to do was get to London safely and it was this assurance that had made the journey bearable, especially the last part, the sea voyage from Bremen.


Their tickets were for steerage only, which meant that they could board the boat but that was all. Excitedly gripping the small food parcels provided by the Jewish refugee committee at the port, the boys climbed the gangway onto the ship. The officials had wished the two of them mazzletov but Berl felt it was more in being glad to be rid of them before the next group assembled on the dockside, because the boat was packed with other refugess like them. Many were in old clothes - even rags - with their few possessions wrapped in blankets and shawls. There were even tiny children and babies, snotty nosed and whimpering. Berl averted his eyes, embarrassed as he walked past one woman sitting on a coil of rope with a baby at her breast in full view of everyone and a tiny girl in a shabby red dress slumped beside her. 


At first, the voyage had been exhilarating, Leibel and he standing in the bows as the ship steamed out of the Bremerhaven estuary, the first time either of them had ever seen the sea.


‘Our great adventure,’ chirped Ginger. ‘On a real steam ship as well!’ 


‘A new life, Leibel,’ said Berl as they stood close together facing the salt spray in a whipping breeze, elated at having left the Continent behind them. ‘In England, we can do anything. Be anything!’ Yes, the two of them had escaped from Russia and made it all th e way across Europe, him and Leibel - and all by themselves. What a letter he would write to his mother.


In the open sea North Sea however, as the swell began to rock the boat and spray flew around them, the boys went down below deck to the hold, only to quickly come up again from the stench of so many people huddled together and the acrid smell of vomit. Soon the whole boat reeked of it and they too were sea-sick, retching again and again over the handrail. Eventually, too weak to stand up, they both went to huddle down in the lee of the cabin-deck, not daring even to look at the food parcels and unable to fall asleep as the night came in.  


Berl remembered how desperately he’d wished for the voyage to be over and to stand on dry land again as every few minutes people staggered up from below to spew over the side - more often not making it and spilling out over the deck beside them. And from everywhere in the ship came moans and groans of suffering and the crying and shrieks of infants. Poor Leibel was crying too, his stomach aching from the constant retching. 


‘I wish we’d never come,’ he groaned as he retched yet again. Berl felt no better but tried to act the older one to try to calm him down. If they’d known what was coming he told himself throughout that night, they probably would have never have boarded the steamer. What he did remember clearly was the relief when they reached the mouth of the Thames the next morning, where although the sea was not much calmer, with land in sight everything became more bearable. 


The boat docked in the late afternoon at Tilbury and as soon as the gangway was hauled up and the gate opened, everyone wanted to be first ashore, jostling and pushing to get onto the dockside and be met by friends and relatives. Or so they thought. But first came ‘Immigration’.


In a long line, they waited by a large blackened-brick warehouse. Every few minutes a heavy wooden door opened to let in about half a dozen people then slammed closed again. Outside the door a helmeted policemen eyed them up and down, silent, mouth tight under his trimmed moustache. 


‘Police!’ hissed Leibel, gripping Berl’s arm and hugging close to him, still fearful of the Tsarist police, as though together the two of them were safer. 


‘Looks like they don’t have guns though,’ Berl whispered, trying to reassure him.


Berl looked around the harbour, ships lined the dock with huge cranes hoisting and swinging wooden cases and bales and huge nets full of cans onto quayside. Above, the late afternoon sky was cloudy and overcast. Nearby, smoke rose from tall chimneys and underfoot the cobbles were damp. Everything seemed one shade of grey or another. ‘So,’ Berl was thinking as the line inched forwards, ‘this is London.’ Then he was inside the warehouse.


In front of him was a small family; bearded elderly man, woman wrapped in innumerable shawls and skirts and two small children, equally muffled up. 


‘Name?’ snapped an official in dark suit and blue tie. 


‘Mendel ben Avram Yitzchak. Mendel und Frumka,‘ he mumbled, except that traumatised by the long journey and now the officialdom, it came out in one long string of a word. The man queried again and again came the long-winded answer. Sighing the official turned to a smartly dressed plump man standing next to him who in turn asked the same questions in Yiddish, but could get no clearer response. Finally, exasperated, the official nodded to a clerk alongside him who was writing on a thick pad of official forms.


‘Never mind, Eric. Just write down “Cohen”,’ and he motioned to the family to go past, adding: ‘Another bloody Cohen or two won’t make a difference.’ The family didn’t understand and were just relieved to receive the official paper. Henceforth, whether they liked it or not, in England they would be known unto the law as Cohen. 


Berl hadn’t understood what had been going on and began to tremble as he was called forward.


‘Name?’ snapped the moustached official, looking Berl up and down.


‘Miller, Berl,’ he said handing him his Russian papers - and having learned in Germany to give his family name first and to forget about his Hebrew patronymic, Dov ben Yitzchack. 

Without a word, the man began to write and alarmed at his taciturn manner, Berl’s stomach began to turn. What if they didn’t let him in? Would they try to send him back? And where would he go if they did? 


The official looked up. 

‘Where you going?’ he asked. Not understanding a word and still trembling Berl spread his hands.


‘Vir geitst du?’ sounded a voice alongside. Berl looked round to the small man in the large brown Homburg hat alongside, so relieved at someone speaking Yiddish - ‘Mama loshen’, they called it, women not being required to learn Hebrew.  


‘My mother’s brother is coming to meet me,’ Berl explained, pulling out the piece of paper with Uncle Shmool’s name and telephone number. The man translated and the clerk filled out the official paper.


‘Sign’, he grunted. Berl hesitated. Don’t sign anything unless you know what it is, his mother had told him so many times. He glanced round. The plump man smiled and nodded. Reassured, Berl wrote his name Russian characters, feeling it was more like English print than the cursive Hebrew lettering. The official stood aside and nodded and Berl walked through. He wanted to wait for Ginger Leibel but the man motioned him to carry on. Glancing back to smile encouragement, Berl went out of another door at the far end of the warehouse and across the cobbled yard to the gateway.

Dumping his pack on the pavement outside, he stretched his arms and took a few deep breaths to calm down. ‘Now everything will be fine,’ he murmured to himself. ‘I am just fourteen - and I am in England.’ He couldn’t wait to write and let his mother know that he’d made it; that he’d arrived safe and well. Now all he had to do was to work hard so that he and Alex would soon bring Rokheleh and her over too.

Leaning back against the wall, Berl waited for Ginger to come out then together they stood amongst the large crowd that had emerged from the gateway, many still pale faced and dishevelled from the rough crossing. A few made directly for the railway station but most ran backwards and forwards to every cart or taxi that drew up, convinced that it was the promised relative or friend come to collect them.

The crowd had begun to thin out when Ginger Libel’s aunt from Shoreditch emerged from the station and immediately spotted him.  

‘With your mother’s red hair - couldn’t miss you,’ she said in Yiddish, smiling as she hugged him. Then straightening his collar and his cap, added, ‘A brokh! You look such a wreck!’ Seeing Berl so close, she asked, ‘this your friend? Does he want to come with us?’

‘No. No. It’s fine.’ Berl smiled. ‘My uncle is coming to meet me.’ But as they turned to go, Berl stepped forward and touched the woman’s sleeve. ‘Er. Could I have your address? Me and Leibel. We’ve been together all the way.’ He held out the piece of paper with the uncle’s phone number. The woman took a pencil from her handbag and wrote on the back. 

‘Thanks. Thanks for everything, Berl,’ said Ginger as the two boys hugged. ‘I’d never have made it without you.’

‘That’s okay,’ said Berl. ‘See you soon.’ 

‘Sure. Shoylem aleikhem, Berl. And thanks again,’ said Ginger, and as he followed the woman into the station he turned and waved, then was gone. 
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After Ginger had left, Berl walked back to the gateway rubbing his hands together in the cool evening air. Having been assured that uncle Shmool was coming, he wasn’t very concerned and sat on a granite bollard set against the high brick wall. 

As he waited, he noticed a young girl, about his age he reckoned, also waiting. With long black hair and a small nose, she might have been quite pretty if she hadn’t been so thin and bedraggled. Dressed in a brown threadbare coat and scuffed shoes, she looked so sad and quite forlorn. Her only belongings seemed to be a small bundle wrapped in an old red shawl. She kept looking about her with sharp, anxious movements as if searching for someone and seemed so lost and vulnerable. 

For split second, she caught Berl’s eye, but immediately looked away. He smiled, then stood up and slowly walked across to her.


‘Shoylem aleikhem. We seem to be left behind,’ he said in Yiddish. 

‘I’m waiting for someone,’ she said, looking down. 


‘Who’s meeting you?’ 

‘I’m not sure,’ she said, shivering slightly, then looked up. ‘A Refugee Committee woman was supposed to collect me, but . . .’ She didn’t say more and looked even more sad and lost. Berl suddenly felt really sorry for her. Like him, she was alone in a strange country.

‘I’m Berl,’ he said brightly. ‘What’s your name?’  


‘Rivka,’ she said, again avoiding his eyes.


‘What about your family?’ asked Berl. ‘Your family here, I mean?’ After all, he was thinking, every Jew seemed to have family somewhere in England.


‘No. No family,’ she said and looked down again, biting her lip. When she looked up, Berl saw that her eyes were damp.

‘Sorry,’ he said, embarrassed, ’sorry I asked. Really sorry.’

After a short silence she said hesitatingly, still looking at the ground.

‘Back there . . . they’re all dead; my mother and father, sister . . . In the pogrom.’ Then after a pause added softly, ‘only me and my older brother escaped - and they took him to the army.’ 


‘Sorry I asked,’ murmured Berl again, his stomach turning at what she must have suffered.


‘No. You weren’t to know.’ She looked up. ‘It’s a year now and so many people have asked.’ She wiped her eyes with her hand and sniffed. ‘Got used to it.’ A lock of hair fell across her eyes and she raised a hand to brush away. ‘Anyway, a Rabbi in Minsk collected money for me to come away.’ 


Berl felt a sudden urge to hug her just as he had with Ginger when he got scared or weepy in the forest, but it would be wrong. She was a girl and they hardly knew each other. Perhaps he’d ask uncle Shmool to take her in and to look after her until the refugee woman was contacted. Or Alex would find her a room. And now that he was close, Berl could see that under the grime and shabbiness she really was pretty with thin, shaped lips and half-moon eyebrows, though her wide grey eyes had dark shadows around them. Yes. Perhaps uncle Shmool would help her and they could be together; he’d really like that.


As different scenarios were flicking through his head, a smartly dressed man who had been standing by a small black car walked over towards them. Berl had noticed him waiting and looking over the people as they came out of the gate. He had a pencil thin moustache, smart hat and a thin cane - like the pictures of gentlemen he had seen on fashion posters on his way through Germany.


‘No one to meet you?’ the man asked the girl in Yiddish, not even looking at Berl - as though he wasn’t there.


‘I’m waiting for the refugee woman,’ said the girl. The man glanced around. There were now only half a dozen people still waiting.


‘They must be busy,’ he said. ‘But we have a good lodging house. You can stay there until the committee comes for you?


‘I haven’t any money for lodgings,’ said the girl, hugging her coat around her, her eyes darting to Berl as if for reassurance.


‘No trouble,’ smiled the man. ‘We’re here to help as well. And the Committee will pay us when they collect you. Come,’ he said, lifting her bundle, ‘that’s our car by the station.’


The girl hesitated again and glanced at Berl. Berl didn’t like the look of the man. He seemed too polished. Too eager. 


‘Perhaps you should give it a bit more time,’ he said, sensing that something was not right in the way the man appeared so helpful even though he hardly knew the girl.

 
‘It’s no problem,’ said the man, gently touching the girl’s shoulder, ‘come.’ She glanced at Berl, as if asking his opinion again. Berl shrugged and smiled at her, hoping it would be all right. Nothing he could do to help her anyway was there? She couldn’t just stand outside the docks all night. And he was beginning to be just a little anxious himself that Uncle Shmool hadn’t turned up.


‘’Bye, Rivka.’ He raised his hand. ‘Take care.’ 


‘Goodbye, Er. . .’ She glanced back and Berl felt her reluctance to go.


‘Berl. Berl Miller,’ he said quickly. ‘See you again.’


‘Yes. Well, thanks anyway.’ She smiled briefly then turned away. 

Still uneasy, Berl watched as the two walked across to the car, the girl glancing back twice as she went. Then, just as the man was opening the door, a stout woman in a smart black coat emerged from the station and saw them. Holding her hat on her head and waving an umbrella, she ran across the road.


‘Hey you!’ she shouted in English. ‘You leave her alone, d’you hear. Get away you villain!’ Berl couldn’t understand but her meaning was clear. Without a word, the man abruptly let go of the girl, threw her bundle on the cobbles and leaped into the car. A moment later, it was away and round the corner. 

Curious, Berl strolled across to the woman and the girl.


‘I’m sorry. The train was late,’ the woman puffed in a strangely accented Yiddish whilst catching her breath. ‘Those men look out for girls on their own . . . I’m so glad I got here in time.’ She glanced at Berl then back to the girl. ‘They’re wicked men. Very wicked men. Come,’ she snapped, ‘let’s go.’ 


 As she picked up the bundle and took her elbow, the girl suddenly turned and smiled at Berl.


‘Rivka,’ she said quickly, ‘Rivka Aronovitch.’ And as the woman hurried her away into the station, Berl hoped so much that somehow they would meet again . . . 


With all the excitement outside the docks, Berl hadn’t noticed the time passing. What he did notice though was that now, after the incident with Rivka he was the only one left waiting and Uncle Shmool hadn’t arrived. Suddenly he felt the same emptiness in the pit of his stomach as when he and Leibel couldn’t get into the harbour at Bremen but the feeling of helplessness now was even stronger. At least in Poland and Germany, he could get by in Yiddish. Now, he was in a country where he knew not a single word of the language. And he couldn’t see any office of the refugee organisations. What if Uncle Shmool was ill – or hadn’t received his mother’s letter? Letters took a long time from Vysokoye to London and even longer from London to Vysokoye. 

He walked back towards the docks’ entrance and sat down on the bollard, fingering the strap of his battered valise. Perhaps Uncle Shmool was important enough to have got inside and was waiting by the warehouse. He got up and looked through the gateway, but apart from the policeman and a few Dockers, there was no one. 


Two sailors from the ship passed by and looked at him but carried on. Just then the man who had been translating came out. Seeing Berl standing there alone, he stopped.


‘Nu. Vie gehst?’ he said, surprised. ‘Still waiting?’


‘My uncle hasn’t come,’ said Berl, stifling the feeling in his throat that he was about to cry. The man frowned and thought for a moment.


‘Wait a minute. I remember you from inside,’ he said. ‘You had a paper with his number. His telephone, no?’ 


Berl nodded.


‘Here. Give it me. I’ll ask them inside if I can ‘phone. You wait here.’ And he disappeared back into the warehouse.


It was beginning to get dark - and cold. Berl buttoned up his coat and sat down again, his back against the wall, waiting and wondering. At least there was a Jew here who spoke Yiddish. Please God he would fix up something until they found the uncle. And he waited. And waited. It was dark by the time the man came back.


‘Nu. A bit of trouble,’ he said. ‘Your uncle has just died. Five days ago. But his son was there. He thought you were coming next week. He will pick you up in a car. From Stratford station. Come. There’s a train in twenty minutes. I have to get to London as well.’


‘Isn’t this London?’ asked Berl, picking up his pack.


‘Ho. You’re at Tilbury,’ the man laughed. ‘Half way to Southend!’ - though that meant little to Berl.


On the train the man told him that he was a shammas, the beadle at a synagogue and did this translating work part time.

 
‘You have to earn money wherever you can,’ he smiled. ‘You will too. London’s an expensive place to live.’ He laughed and wiped his nose with a large red handkerchief. ‘Believe me. Without people like me, they’d all be in real trouble,’ he smiled, ‘the greeners. And the Immigration.’


The man waited with Berl outside Stratford station until the son Maurice arrived in his car and took him home to West Ham. But with the uncle dead, despite the big house no one seemed to feel obliged, not for lodgings nor in ‘setting him up’. After two nights in a spare room, Maurice drove him to Alex’s lodging rooms, pulling up by a smoke-blackened terraced house near Cable Street. 


‘Wait here,’ said Maurice. ‘I’ll make sure he’s in.’ 


He was and through the stairway, Berl heard Alex and the son arguing loudly in English before Maurice came out again followed by Alex, angry and red faced and still arguing with him.

‘Enough money for all of us, the komtzon,’ Alex fumed as with an embarrassed nod to Berl, the son got in and drove quickly away into the evening gloom. ‘The tight bastard,’ Alex cursed, glancing to where the car had disappeared, ‘the old man will be turning in his grave. You wait ‘till I write to our mother!’ Suddenly he stopped and spun round then leaning forward, hugged Berl tightly. And like that they stood on the pavement for a few seconds before he broke away and they looked each other up and down. 

‘Nu. Forget him, the bastard. Good to see you Berl.’ He held his young brother at arm’s length and looked Berl up and down. ‘Huh. How you’ve grown,’ then laughed. ‘All cousin Shloymel’s good food eh?’ 

Berl stared at his brother’s face; the receding hair and blue chin. The last time they’d been together, Alex was still a boy. Forgetting that six years had passed, it seemed to Berl that overnight his brother had become a grown man.  

‘Come, Berl,’ said Alex. ‘Good you’ve made it.’ He slapped his shoulder. ‘We’ll manage.’ And in his small kitchen upstairs, as they drank lemon tea and ate black bread and salami, Berl told of Mother and Rokheleh, of Reb Yitzchak’s death and of Yosseleh being taken to the army, talking until late until Alex prepared a bed on the sofa and they hugged again then said goodnight. 
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With the greenish glow of street gaslight shining dimly through the small window, and the street below silent, Berl lay back, his mind spinning from the eventful day. He’d arrived. Made it. Now he was safe in England. But with no Uncle Shmool to “set him up”, what was he going to do? How would he earn any money? On top on which, having never been close to his brother, he wondered how they would get on together in these two small rooms? Alex’s angry outburst at Maurice earlier had reminded him of  his brother’s quick temper and with it, that fierce argument between Alex and his father all those years ago . . .   

Berl must have had been only seven or eight at the time but he could still picture the scene as though it were yesterday, Rokheleh and he cringing back into the corner of their kitchen in Vysokoye as the argument raged, his father arching over his brother.


‘What do you mean you “paid back” the police,’ Reb Yitschak shouted and he smacked Alex around the face. ‘Don’t you think they have spies and tell-tales amongst the Jews too, you shtik yold? That someone could have recognised you, you idiot!’ 

Berl and his little sister were trembling. It was the only time his father had ever hit any of them. Alex though hardly flinched. 


‘The time has passed when they can beat up Jews and get away with it,’ he retorted, rubbing the side of his face, his other hand still clenched at his side. ‘From now on we’re going to stand up for ourselves.’ Berl hadn’t understood it all but he’d never witnessed such an argument in the house, nor had any of them ever answered back his father like that.  ‘All over the Pale, Jews are organising defence groups,’ Alex continued, unrepentant, ‘in Simiaticze as well. And we should do that here too1’


‘Sure,’ growled Reb Yitzchak, grabbing his son’s ear. ‘Our few hundred families will take on the police, the Cossacks and the Tsar - yimokh shmoy - and everyone else, eh?’


‘Sha. Sha,’ hissed Hinde, glancing towards the door, ‘the neighbours will hear. Everyone will start talking. Stop it, both of you!’ Suddenly the room was quiet and everyone froze where they stood. 


It was only later that Berl learned about the failed revolution of 1905. At the time he remembered everyone being on edge waiting for a backlash, which soon came in a series of organised pogroms. These were not the localised assaults by drunken peasants or town roughnecks with which the Jewish communities had learned to live but organised and widespread as the Tsar tried to divert the popular frustration and discontent. 


By chance, Alex had been visiting uncle Nakhman in Simiaticze when Tsarist police beat up two Jewish boys out for a walk in the nearby forest. Previously people would have just kept quiet and accepted it as part of getting by, but the spirit of the revolution - even though it had failed - had caught hold. For three weeks the populace of Simiaticze, most of whom were Jews, rose up and took control of the town. Alex, already fired with radical ideas, joined a group that was looking for revenge.

‘Look,’ Alex explained proudly a some time later when Berl had hesitantly asked him about that terrible argument, ‘we decided to sort out those police; tied scarves round our faces, laid an ambush one evening and set about a bunch of the swine with their own batons. The bastards deserved it!’ What he omitted to tell Berl was that one of the police had almost died. In response, Tsarist troops began a sweep through the town, especially the Jewish quarters, arresting anyone they suspected. Alex had meanwhile managed to get back to Vysokoye, but Nakhman told the family what had happened.

Berl also remembered how the argument had ended.


‘Nu,’ sighed Reb Yitschak, breaking the silence, ‘Alex will soon turn fifteen. If the police come here, even if they can’t prove anything, he’ll be taken to the army.’ He turned to Alex. ‘There’s nothing else for it my son. You’ll have to get away.’ He tugged his beard and sighed. ‘I’ll go round to speak with Moteleh.’ 

Three weeks later, in the spring of 1906 Alex had joined one of the many thousands leaving Russia to escape that wave of organised pogroms and the renewed forced conscription. And for the intervening six years, they’d not even seen one another.


The next day as they were eating black bread and pickled herring in the small kitchen, Alex told Berl how he had arrived in England anticipating that uncle Shmool would ‘set him up’ as his mother had promised. But although he’d lived in the big house in West Ham for nearly a year, the only ‘setting up’ was to arrange for him to be taken on at a cap-makers in the Old Kent Road, every day taking the train to Stepney Green then changing to the ‘Dockers’ Line’ to New Cross.

‘I didn’t mind it that much,’ said Alex, ‘I always wanted to be independent. At least I had a roof over my head and a few shillings for myself at the end of the week. Above all,’ he smiled, ‘I was glad to get away from our strict father and the tiny shtetl. And in the workshop,’ he continued, ‘I made a good friend, Morry - great sense of humour and never bears a grudge. We went around a lot together; he showed me the regular promenade along Stepney Green Waste on Saturday afternoons and took me to the Yiddish Theatre or a Music Hall.’ Alex took a sip of lemon tea. ‘You’ll soon meet him, Berl. Morry is an orphan - family massacred in the Odessa pogroms of 1880 and sent over by a Jewish charity, so he’s grown up in London. Almost an Englisher - a real cockney accent!’ 

As he took the plates and cups to the stone sink by the window, Alex turned at looked at Berl, then looked again and laughed.

‘Listen my little brother. I can’t have you wandering around London in those clothes.’ He nodded at Berl’s tight black trousers and dusty boots, ‘looking like you’ve just stepped on the onion boat, a greener,’ and took him round Old Isaac’s second hand clothes’ shop in New Road. The trousers were a bit loose and the jacket too long. Alex smiled, ‘nu, at least you look a bit like an Englisher!’ 

As they walked back down Christian Street, Berl fiddled the flat cap they’d bought. It was like the one he’d seen the local workers wearing – everyone seemed to have a hat or cap and at first he’d thought they must all be Jewish.  Alex had given his old cap to Isaac’s; ‘perhaps they’ll want it for props in the Yiddish Theatre,’ he’d laughed. Berl had noticed that though Alex hadn’t paid any money, Old Isaacs had written down a few figures in a small black book on the counter and he felt guilty. From what he had seen in the flat, it was obvious that Alex wasn’t well off. 

‘Plenty time to work; all your life, Berl’, Alex replied when he asked his brother to find him work as soon as possible. ‘Find your feet first.’

That evening, Alex told Berl more of his first days in England.

‘You know, I was happy in having regular work and earning my living; so many newcomers were living from charity handouts - or going hungry. But after a month or two, I could see how the workshop masters took advantage of the insecurity and desperation of the new immigrant greeners like me. Our lunch and tea breaks were irregular and rushed, we worked long hours – and when there was a large order, often overtime too without extra pay. And Sunday working was expected whenever the boss said so.’

He raised his hand and pointed across the table.

‘You know Berl, ever since that fight in Simiaticze, I’ve hated injustice and exploitation. Had I stayed in Russia, I would have certainly joined the Socialists - or the Jewish Workers’ Bund. So when I saw what was going on in the workshops, it didn’t take me long to become involved. And by chance I’d landed in London just before the huge, East End Tailor’s Strike of 1906.’ 

Berl watched entranced as his brother became more animated, describing his first brush with English politics.

‘One afternoon Berl, as I came out of Stepney Green Underground station with Morry, all along Mile End Road there were posters in Yiddish announcing a mass meeting in Trafalgar Square the following Sunday. “Can anyone go?” I asked Morry. “Sure. Why not?” he said, “England’s a free country.” Well, after Russia I could hardly believe it. Not only a strike and a demonstration, Berl, but all organised by Jews!’

‘Anyway, I couldn’t wait for that weekend. Without telling Uncle Shmool where I was going I took the crowded bus from West Ham, men excited and arguing - and quite a few young women too, again a new experience for me. When the bus emptied out Gardiner’s Corner, I followed the crowd and was soon swallowed up in the huge mass of people marching down Aldgate High Street and through the City towards Trafalgar Square, with everyone shouting slogans, like:


“A twelve hour day for everyone!


Proper dinner and tea breaks!


No more piecework!


Recognise the Tailors Union!” 


Alex laughed, ‘I didn’t know then that there were at least four unions, Berl, each claiming to represent the true interests of the workers . . .’ 

As he went on to describe the scene, his brother grew even more excited.

‘Suddenly I was in this huge square, along with thousands of Jewish workers, free to express their views - and no Tsarist police or Cossacks waiting to ride them down. And on the plinth by Nelson’s Column, speaker after speaker denouncing the Jewish bosses and the sweated labour and rotten conditions in the workshop. And the main speaker was a burly fair-headed man, speaking Yiddish as though it was German, the man who was to become my mentor – the anarchist leader Rudolf Rocker.’

‘As it so happened,’ added Alex, leaning further across the table almost conspiratorially, ‘just after that huge demonstration, Rocker and the East End Anarchists opened their new meeting hall in Jubilee Street. So when I went along, immediately I felt at home. But with tailor bosses amongst uncle Shmool’s friends, I had to keep it pretty quiet.’

A few days later, on a miserable rainy evening when the two of them were sitting by the wooden table, Alex, told him more about his first year; how he’d felt too constrained at Uncle Shmool’s and eventually moved out to his own lodgings in Sidney Street. 

‘Like most single men, I paid a few shillings for a room and a cup of tea in the morning from the landlady before leaving for work, Berl; had my meals in small eating-houses along Mile End Road,’ omitting to say that he had long given up eating kosher. ‘At the same time I was learning English in the evenings at Toynbee Hall.’ He smiled. ‘I’ll enrol you there too when you’re settled in, Berl.’

Although left to his own devices during the day, Berl was finding that he was getting accustomed to London. Just two days after he’d arrived, while Alex was out at work Berl felt secure enough to venture out alone. He stood in the Commercial Road watching the trams and buses intermingling with horses and carts, overwhelmed by the smells and noise and constant activity after the quiet village life. In just a few hours, he saw more people than he’d meet in a year in Vysokoye. 

On fine days, Berl also went down to the Thames; Alex told him he could also go down to Wapping Stairs - but only when the dockers’ urchins were in school. Here too he stood for hours, mesmerised by the cargo steamers passing under Tower Bridge; tugs pulling strings of barges upstream, the huge brown sails of the sailing-barges and lighter-men poling their loaded flat boats from ship to quayside. He loved to watch the huge cranes swinging their loads up and across and with them, the smells of grain and coal-dust, and exotic fruits and spices.

On rainy days, he would sit alone in the kitchen reading Yiddish newspapers and back copies of Alex’s Arbeiter Freint as well as trying to copy English alphabet letters from one of the few English books Alex had left on the sideboard.  He made lemon tea after carefully lighting the gas stove as Alex had shown him, remembering the old wood-burning stove back home as he stared at the tiny dancing blue flames. And every few days he would scribble brief Yiddish letters to his mother. He’d also written to Ginger, using the address the aunt had scribbled on the back of the telephone slip and after an exchange of notes, they arranged to meet at Aldgate East Station.

‘Don’t get lost,’ cautioned Alex the evening before and started to explain the way back along Commercial Street.

‘If I can find my way to Bremen,’ said Berl smiling, ‘I think I’ll manage.’ And Alex suddenly sat back. Yes, he was his little brother – but perhaps not so little . . .

And suddenly, without warning, there was Hannah! 

It was on one of those dull days about a fortnight after he’d arrived. He was sitting at the kitchen table and leafing through a copy of the Yiddish Anarchists’ latest Germinal magazine, when there were footsteps on the stairs. He supposed it was either Alex or one of his khaveirim, but when the door opened, it wasn’t either. Instead a slim girl dressed in a long, brown coat and wide hat with red flowers along the brim stood in the doorway. She had a pale, oval face, dark eyes and beautifully shaped red lips. 


‘So,’ she said in English, smiling and a surprised flush on her cheeks as she stepped in, ‘this is the little brother?’ 

Berl stood up, embarrassed and puzzled. Alex hadn’t told him anyone was coming; Mrs Grossman downstairs must have let her in.

‘Oh sorry,’ she said, putting a hand to her mouth, then repeating everything in Yiddish added, ‘Alex not home? He said he’d be here.’ 


‘Shoylem aleikhem,’ Berl said hesitantly. ‘I . . er . . nice to meet you,’ and didn’t know what else to say - plus which her Yiddish had such an English accent, that he was trying hard not to smile as he hesitated whether to hold out his hand or not.


‘Nice to meet you too,’ she smiled again and for a moment, they both stood there, awkward and motionless - and Berl absolutely dumbstruck and his neck growing hot; she was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. 


Mercifully, the two didn’t have to stand there like that for long. A few seconds later Alex bowled up the stairs, raving about the Tailors’ Strike.


‘The bosses have given in,’ he sang out as barged through the door. ‘Agreed new wages after our mass meeting at the Pavilion. And even more important,’ he carried on, ‘they’ve had to recognise the Tailor’s Union and . . .’ 


Suddenly he stopped and glanced from Hannah to Berl and back again, then hit his fist into the palm of his other hand. He hadn’t told Berl about Hannah, or that she was coming to the flat and had fully intended to get home beforehand and introduce her. But as usual the anarchists had come first and he’d lost count of the time.


‘A brokh! I’m sorry, Berl.’ He waved his hand from one to the other. ‘This is Hannah. Hannah, this is my young brother Berl.’


‘We’ve met,’ said Hannah, adding pointedly, ‘you said you’d be here, Alex.’


‘I did, but there was such excitement – I got caught up.’ And still enthused, immediately carried on in English where he’d left off, waving his arms as he strode around the kitchen table. ‘You should have seen the crowds, Hannah - and the way even old frum Jews came up to Rocker along Whitechapel Road, shaking his hand almost to pull it off, as though he was a prophet. “You are not a Jew” they said, “but you’re a real mensch . . ,” carrying on and on about the strike and it’s success then abruptly stopped and turned to face her. ‘And all because of us; we, the anarchists – our organising everything!’ 


Berl was smiling and nodding, not understanding a word and only half listening, his mind still in a whirl from the impression Hannah had made on him. She meanwhile had seated herself by the table and pulling out two long pins, removed her hat. As she did, long black wavy hair tumbled down to her shoulders. It was love at first sight. Never, Berl knew, would he ever be smitten as he had been in that room, with Alex still babbling away at how the strike had gone and he not hearing a word of it, so entranced he was with that wonderful creature. 


After almost a full minute, Alex calmed down, took off his jacket and went downstairs and the two of them were left alone again, the girl smiling at him from time to time and Berl smiling back and blushing, neither knowing quite what to say until Alex came up again with a tray, a pot of tea, cups, sugar and milk that he’d asked the landlady to prepare, together with some home-made keikhel biscuits. 

Hannah poured, then asked Berl about his journey and how his mother was, all very matter-of-factly in her strange Yiddish. And as he responded with brief details, all the time looking straight at her, Berl was aware that he was still only a kid and what possible interest could she have in him. But it made no difference and he could hardly suppress the excitement in his chest as they continued to talk, wanting her to continue asking about the family - anything - as long as she was there and he could look at her.

Berl’s hands were shaking as he took the cup and saucer from Hannah after she’d poured the tea, unable to take his eyes from her as the three of them sat and talked for a while longer, Alex and Hannah occasionally breaking into English then realising that Berl didn’t understand a word, abruptly reverting to Yiddish. 

Eventually, Hannah got up to go and Alex put on his coat too.


‘Back soon,’ he nodded to Berl. 


‘Wait.’ Hannah smiled. ‘Why not let your brother come for the walk?’ 

Berl’s heart leaped as he took his coat and cap then went out with the two of them to see her to her parents’ home in the Rothschild Buildings in Flower and Dean Street, his mind spinning all the way and already weaving the fantasies that would never leave him.

Sure, he was still a kid - but she was only a couple of years older than he. Soon she must grow weary of Alex’s politicking and gruff ways; would see that he was much more the person with whom to spend her future life - just give it a year or two. He would learn English, earn his own money, be able to take her out and buy her presents - if only she and Alex didn’t . . . if only she would wait  . . . 

Excerpt from -

Part Two  -  Flanders
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They arrived at their new camp after dark. ‘Redan Farm, its called,’ said Corporal Watkins as they trudged into the muddy field. And after a hurried bite of bread and bully-beef, they dispersed to flop down wherever they could in the two lines of bell tents. Soon, exhausted by the lack of sleep and long march, the men were soundly asleep. 


The next morning, the only signs of a farm Berl could see were scattered piles of masonry and charred timbers amongst which were sited Nissen huts and more tents and guns covered with camouflaged netting. For the next few days, in a fine drizzle, they made camp; set up Yankel’s cookhouse tent and stores, the CO’s and NCOs tents, dug latrines and spread Hessian screens – and dug zig-zag slit trenches. 


‘A sure sign that we’re not far from the bloody front line,’ muttered Ginger, pointing down the slope to the where the muddy waters of the Yser canal glinted in the grey light. And each evening after the usual meagre supper, weary, they bedding down early for the night.


At the end of the week - and not for the first time - Berl was been dreaming of Hannah when he woke. He tried to hold the image but as he emerged from the tent, her soft eyes and beckoning smile dissolved into the damp night air.

Corporal Watkins had woken them as usual, his country voice booming through the sodden canvas; ‘Wakey, wakey, you lads. Let’s be ‘avin’ you!’ - the same phrases every morning and each time as he sat up still half asleep, wondering what he was doing here with brother Alex, Ginger, shovel-fisted Khayim and all the other Russian refugees, conscripted despite being ‘bloody foreigners’. The bell-tent was made for eight but twelve of them had huddled into it for warmth, the men stirring one by one, stretching out of their blankets and cursing, pulling on sodden boots and jackets and struggling for the opening, puttees in hand.

Jamming his forage cap on his head, the Royal Fusiliers’ flaming-grenade badge now dull and tarnished, Berl peered into the darkness. A green Very Light soared into the sky over towards Elverdinghe where the Belgians were dug in. Three flashes followed and a few seconds later came the distant explosions. It was just like any other night - the German army just beyond that Yser canal and no sign of an end to the war. 

Stuffing his puttees into a trouser pocket, Berl headed for the mess-tent through a mist reeking of mud and trampled grass. In the darkness he joined the other men at the standpipe taps as they stood on the duck-boards quietly giving vent to their feelings in a mixture of English and Yiddish. No shouting, no calling, for fear that it might carry up to German spotter planes flying over. Splashing his face and neck and feeling more awake, Berl sat on an old ammunition box and wound up his puttees.

Yankel had prepared a dixie of hot sweet tea over the field stove, together with the usual doorstep slices of bread and brick-hard yellow cheese. Berl could smell it as he trudged across the mud, hunger making him walk quickly, slipping and sliding towards the faint light of a hurricane lamp tucked well inside the tent. 

At a trestle table nearby, three men were reciting a brief benediction on breaking bread. Over by a splintered tree stump, caps on and prayer shawls ghostly white around their shoulders, swaying and genuflecting, Moishe and Simkha recited a brief version of the morning prayers.

‘Blessed art thou O Lord, who has not made me a woman. . ,’ ran the verse.

‘Bloody well wish He had,’ muttered Morry as he joined Berl in the ragged queue, ‘then I wouldn’t be in this mess!’ 

Like most of the others, by now Berl had given up praying, but not without a troubled conscience. He hadn’t yet eaten bacon or the leg of ham that the boys had scrounged from a Belgian farmer, but with little else in the rations he’d been downing bully beef and God knows what else - and drinking milk-tea straight afterwards. When the chaplain rabbi came over from Mont des Cats last week, that same troubled conscience had made him join in the service. Sure, he’d return to it all when he got back home to the East End, but what with the shellfire and treacherous mud, his only deeper thoughts were those of survival. 

From habit, Berl took out his pocket-watch. In the faint light of the lamp it showed three thirty. His mother had given him the watch just before he left Vysokoye. It had been his late father’s - Reb Yitzchak the melamed. 


Coming out from the mess-tent Berl bumped into Ginger. 


‘Nu. Vi gehst?’ said Ginger. 


‘Azoi,’ muttered Berl. 

‘How goes it? So, so,’ - their usual morning greetings. 

Tightly gripping their tin canteens to warm up, the two sat down together on a bale of hay; each time a load came for the horse lines, the lads kept a few bundles behind. Having been together ever since escaping from Russia, their deep friendship had helped sustain one another through the traumas of this last month.


‘Heard that the Americans are going over the top soon,’ said Ginger through a mouthful of bread. Berl took a gulp of tea, the warmth spreading from his stomach.


‘Huh. They said that last week.’ Ginger, ever the optimist . . .


Rumours. Rumours. Everyone desperate for the war to end and clutching at any hint that made the rounds. All the high ground captured in the carnage of Paschendaele had been lost to the German spring offensive. That too had now petered out and with both sides back where they were before and no end to stalemate, everyone was pinning their hopes on the arrival of American troops.


Berl remembered the doughboys with their funny pointed hats marching through London on their way to the ports. He wondered how they felt now? Like him, he supposed, confused and anxious, just trying to survive and get back home. Home?  


Home was once where he’d grown up, the shtetl of Vysokoye. Now it was the East End of London. Yet from time to time, home would still mean back there where his mother and young sister were stranded by the war and desperate to join him and Alex in London.


‘Right. Let’s be ‘avin you then,’ called Corporal Watkins. Breakfast was short. Lots to do before daylight exposed them to enemy lookouts on Pilkem Ridge. Tall and gangly, the Corporal was a country boy who’d been in the Worcesters since second Battle of Ypres. The only one of his Lewis-gun crew to survive the Steenbeck quagmire last autumn, after triage at Calais he’d been posted to the Labour Corps and still limped from bits of shrapnel buried in his calf.


Watkins waited patiently while the shadowy figures gathered up packs and tools in the darkness. No point in getting annoyed or shouting – take more than a couple of months to make soldiers this load; no King and Country stuff for them. He thought them a strange lot these Russians - noisy too. Always arguing about something, though he couldn’t understand a word of it; sounded too much like German for his liking but he’d got used to it by now. They weren’t used to this labouring work either. Still, like the Captain said, they’d all have to make the best of it. He should have been annoyed – like Peters, but after so many more of his Company had gone in the Spring Offensive, he too had come to realise the pointlessness of the war – though he would never let it show.


‘Right,’ he called, ’let’s be off then!’


Berl tucked the canteen into his side-pack and joined the others. Wearily shouldering picks, shovels and mattocks, the men formed-up into ragged fours and began to march - or just about - down the muddy track towards the Yser canal.


Half-way down Ginger tripped.  


‘Can’t see a bloody thing,’ he puffed, clutching at Berl’s arm. ‘You must have cat’s eyes, Berl.’ Ginger. It had to be Ginger who tripped. He couldn’t explain it but more even than for brother Alex or himself, Berl feared for his young friend - as though if any of them would cop something - it would be Ginger . . .


‘Got used to the dark at my cousin Shloymel’s farm,’ muttered Berl as they neared the canal, ‘often sat outside their hut at night hoping to see a deer - or even a wolf.’

They crossed on the wooden bridge, footsteps echoing in the darkness as more gun-flashes split the night sky, reflecting in the dark muddy waters. ‘Aye. An’ if it ‘and’t been for t’ruddy canal,’ Sergeant Harrison had told them, ‘we’d all ‘ave been gonners!’ After his right arm had been shattered in the failed assault on Poelcappel, the sergeant, a dour Yorkshireman had been had been re-graded and posted to their 1002 Russian Labour Company. 

Once on the far side, the fresh dank smell from the wet Flanders plain reminded Berl of his boyhood, of the mists that rolled in from the Pripet Marshes. Here though, that freshness was tainted with the odour of cordite and of decomposing bodies half-buried in the mud. Between the canal and the front trenches, every square yard had been churned over a dozen times by shells and mortars, horses and gun carriages and limbers - and thousands of squelching feet. And as they moved off, Berl felt his neck muscles tighten; out there in the darkness the enemy was dug in on the rising ground.

In single file the men made their way along a corduroy-track - short logs of wood and branches looped together with rope or wire. A careless step and you would be up to your knees or deeper. Only yesterday, it had taken three of them lying flat on their bellies to extricate Issy from the morass. Berl shivered as he recalled Corporal Watkins’ tales of infantrymen stuck fast, begging to be put out of their misery before they slowly drowned. 

Some hundred yards further on, the Company split up into working parties, one NCO to thirty men, repairing roads, patching up timber walkways to the front trenches or banking-up the light railway tracks with the Railways’ Labour Company. They were supposed to work on ‘till the afternoons but more often than not were ‘shelled off’ and brought back to unload supply trains or hump hay and carry water for the Artillery’s horses. 

Guided by gun-flashes and the occasional star shell they emerged onto what had once been the road to Langemarke, now a tangled morass littered with the remains of the last battle: smashed up carts and limbers – and dead horses. 

‘Here,’ grunted Khayim as he stumbled into one, ‘let’s get this out the way.’ Groping in the darkness, four of them took a leg each and toppled the rotting carcass into a nearby crater. Then, with mud-coated hands, they began pulling aside shattered timbers to repair the tracks or tie into fascines; large bundles of sticks and branches used for crossing points over the old trenches.

In the half-light of dawn, signs of the abortive assault on that village some months before were only too clear. Huge craters, six feet deep and half-filled with yellow evil-smelling water pitted the road and the fields around them - or what had once been fields, now just a sea of pockmarked mud. The line of the old road was strewn with shattered limbers and carts, bloated rotting carcasses of horses and mules, and scraps of torn khaki and field grey. 


Slowly it grew lighter and as they were pulling out some heavy timbers, Berl’s boot squelched into putrid corpse hidden under the mud. 


‘A brokh!’ he yelled as the sudden stench made everyone run away. Tying grubby handkerchiefs over their faces, a few of them quickly threw shovelfuls of earth over the spot then moved the track sideways. For a moment Berl just stood and stared, thinking that once that must have once been a young brave soul; just one of the thousands . . .

A short while later, Joel pointed to an embalmed hand poking out between the timbers of a shattered corduroy track alongside the road. Khayim slapped it down with the flat of the shovel and covered it with fresh mud a stones, but when they looked back a short while later, it had risen again pointing to the sky with blackened fingers - as if to remind them that it was there – it and heaven knows how many more thought Berl - and that they would always be there.  


Further along the road three rusting tanks were lying in line, each at a different crazy angle having become bogged down in the mud where they had slipped off the prepared track under fire. As Berl stopped to look inside, Corporal Watkins came alongside.


‘May have been okay at Cambrai out on firm ground,’ he muttered and nodded to the other two tanks. ‘Not much use here in all this mud though.’ 


Berl stared at these huge machines that everyone had thought would turn the tide in the war. One, a ‘male‘ tank had a gaping eye socket in the front where the ordnance men had removed the six-pounder gun. The other two, ‘female’ tanks, had 

four openings where Lewis machine guns had similarly been dismantled. In the rear of one was a hooded sponson hatch from where the crew could release a carrier pigeon. Had that bird had been the only thing that had got out alive? 

Tank, six pounders, corduroy tracks . . . So many ordinary English words were still difficult for him, but in just two months all these military terms and concepts had become part of his vocabulary . . . 


‘Hey. Berl!’ Ginger’s voice broke into his thoughts. ‘Enough dreamin’ for one day! We got work to do.’


Slowly the men began to re-create the shattered road, filling in the smaller craters and deviating around the larger ones, pulling aside shattered timbers and dragging away the festering horse carcasses to tip into the nearest old trench or pit, all the while carefully keeping to the timber tracks or rubble pathways. 


It was now the third week of June, the drizzle had ceased and as the morning mist lifted, a watery sun rose and shone from a cloudless sky. It soon grew quite warm and everyone began to remove pullovers and shirts, many of the men working stripped to the waist, glad at last to get their backs exposed to the air and be rid of the itching, lice-ridden vests and shirts. But with each degree the sun rose, so the flies gathered and the stench grew ever more unbearable. 

Further up the slope, in the shattered remains of a small copse, Alex’s squad was gathering snapped-off branches and light timbers to rope together and form new tracks across the mud. And from time to time, everyone paused to listen for the crack of a German five-point-nines or the rumble of a howitzer from the north. 

As they continued to work on the road Berl thought again about his brother, his conscience still pricking from his thoughts of Hannah from the previous night. Poor Alex; he’d ended up in the same squad as that nasty piece of work, Sammy.


‘So much for all your workers solidarity,’ he’d overheard Sammy scoffing at Alex’s internationalist ideas one day. ‘All fighting each other now, eh?’ Then adding his own mantra; ‘Like I always says; in the end everyone just looks after themselves. Human nature.’ 

Alex hadn’t risen to the bait, but Berl knew it hurt nevertheless. 

True to his nature, Sammy was always looking for a way out of the awkward work. ‘Only ever touches a body if he thinks it’s got something in the pockets . . .’ Alex scowled as he was chatting to Berl one day. Then suddenly he grinned, ‘but the CO certainly sorted him out!’ 

He began telling how Sammy had refused to bury a decomposing body they’d uncovered on the road: ‘“Get the bloody burial people to deal with it,” Sammy grunted. Anyway, back at camp, Corporal Mc Donald marches him into Captain Henderson’s tent, and we all eavesdrop through the canvas walls. “Right,” we hear the Captain say, “you realise that you’ve refused to obey an order.”


“I don’t think it’s in my terms of service, Sir,” Sammy quotes from something he’s heard.


“Well then,” says the Captain, ”I must inform you of the following Army Regulations.” And as if reading out of a manual he goes on; ”One. Refusing to assist in making a military work in the field – 14 years penal servitude. Two. Disobeying a lawful command of an NCO or Officer in the field – 14 years penal servitude or the death penalty.”’  Alex grinned. ‘Well, for a moment there’s dead silence. Then the Captain asks, “Do you want me to go on Private Hershcovitz?” Again there’s a moment’s silence, and we’re shtickin a laughin’ outside as Sammy replies,

“No, Sir. I understand, Sir.” And he’s marched out of the tent to see all of us standing nearby and killing ourselves!’

Berl smiled to himself as he recalled that conversation but felt it had been little consolation to Alex and wished his brother were in the same squad as his friends and himself.

Half an hour later, a sliver of grey dawn opened above the high ground to the east and the sky lightened. Berl stopped to stretch and look around. All across the desolate brown and grey landscape and right back to the canal men were working. About half a mile away, the Railway Company was extending and repairing the narrow gauge track and rebuilding the shattered embankments. Meanwhile infantry, carrying-parties and mule trains were trudging back from night-time forays to the front line. 

Having been blown to pieces, the Langemarke Road was providing plentiful rubble from houses destroyed along its way to fill in the new shell craters and they prized the bricks out of the mud with picks and bare hands, backs aching from the heaving and bending while struggling to avoid sinking into the treacherous mud. 

Soon, a watery sun rose and Berl grew more anxious; with the mist clearing they would be soon exposed to the German lines up on the ridge. 
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Trying not to think about it, Berl took up his pick again but as he did, a loud shout came from up the slope. Slamming the point into the earth, he straightened back. A raiding party was coming down the track from the front trenches. 

‘Bushrangers,’ grunted Corporal Watkins. ‘The blighters do it for sport!’

Carrying pick-handles and pistols and with bayonets tucked in their belts, the Australians were driving before them a group of five captives. 

Everyone stopped work and stared as the prisoners passed close by, heads bent and arms swinging loosely, their field grey uniforms smeared with mud. One had a bloodstained dressing round his head. 


‘Gonna christen your new prisoners’ cage lads,’ called one of the Aussies as they headed for the bridge over the canal; Alex’s section had recently been setting up high, barbed-wire enclosures along the road to Vlamentinghe. ‘Won’t be the last lot either,’ he added as the rest of the patrol grinned, teeth glinting white against their burned-cork-blackened faces. 

Amongst the prisoners was an officer, hatless but with neater uniform and stiff braided collar. He was tall and fair-haired with bushy eyebrows. Suddenly Berl stiffened; there was something familiar about that man – and the scar on his left cheek - like a small vee. Quite a few of their officers had duelling scars but what made him start was the shape. It might just have been a coincidence, but with a sudden lightness in his stomach Berl was convinced that he recognised the face too. It was the face of that corporal in Bremen! 

‘Right then. Show’s over!’ Corporal Watkins’ voice cut short his musings. ‘Let’s get some road repaired before the blighters up there use us for target practice!’ 

 Head spinning, Berl gripped the handle of his pick but he couldn’t get that man’s face out of his mind – nor the strange sensation from his stomach . . . 


As he started prising rubble from the ground again, a brick broke in two. The orange-red face seemed to glare up at him from black mud. He must have seen similar dozens of times before but suddenly he was aware of the bright colour, the rough texture and sharp edges.

Puzzled, Berl raised his head and glanced round. On the skyline, shattered tree stumps poked up like tiny twigs as they always had, but now against the lightening sky from the east looked so stark and black. Everything around him seemed to have moved into sharper focus. 

‘Hey, Berl. Wake up!’ He jumped. Ginger, buck-teeth white in the half-light, nodded at a loaded stretcher. ‘I’m not carrying this lot on my own, you know.’

The day before Berl had found a torn stretcher in one of the old trenches and by placing a few short timbers across the struts, they used it to carry the rubble. 

‘Labours of Sisyphus’ muttered Joel as he came by. Having taken a course on ancient Greece at the Whitechapel Library, Joel was never short of an apt quotation. ‘In a couple of hours, the Boche guns from Polygon Wood will have blown up the road again,’ he added, throwing a few chunks of twisted metal onto the stretcher.


‘Never mind,’ chirped Ginger as Joel turned away, ‘keep us out of mischief tomorrow, won’t it?’

Berl hardly heard the exchange but still feeling as though he’d been woken from a dream, he stepped closer to his friend. 

‘Sorry. Just thinking, Ginger. It was seeing that officer.’ He pointed after the patrol. ‘You know I’m sure it was that soldier – the one in Bremen that time? You remember?’ 

Ginger pulled off his forage-cap and wiped his face.

‘Bit much of a co-incidence, ain’t it?’

‘Maybe. But it’s really shaken me.’ 

Berl paused for a moment then lowered his voice.

‘You know, Ginger, ever since landing in France I’ve been in a kind of trance - as though I wasn’t really here; like the dead bodies and mangled horses were all part of a crazy dream.’ He shrugged. ‘Stupid I know - kind of a self-defence, against . . ,’ he swept his arm in a semi circle, ‘against all this - and of being so bloody scared I suppose. But seeing that man in this place seems to have shaken me out of it.’ 

‘You think too much, Berl.’ Ginger rubbed his hands on his trousers. ‘Me the only bloody dream I have its getting out of this hell-hole alive!’ And as they both bent down and took hold of the handles he grunted, ‘sometimes I think it’s only the work that keeps me sane!’

They tipped the load into a pothole and as they dragged the stretcher back, Berl tried to concentrate on the work. But with his mind in ferment and his stomach tight, he knew that something had changed and it wasn’t the bricks, or the skyline – it was him, as though the gold braid and tiny scar had sharpened his vision - on everything. Suddenly, it wasn’t just grey and brown mud, and pools of yellow water amidst the swirling mist. Each stagnant crater had been a shell carrying death and injury; of gas, choking and blinding. Each lifeless body had been someone’s son or father or husband; each bloated corpse, a horse that had been lovingly reared and tended; each pile of rubble or blasted stump, once someone’s farm or livelihood . . . 

Sure, he’d seen it all before today – too much of it. But now it had so much more meaning and significance. A man that had befriended him had become a dangerous enemy. How? And this horrific slaughter. Why? His mind suddenly a seething cauldron, reviving memories and raising questions that in his trance state he’d tried to brush aside but no longer could. And as he bent to loading the stretcher again, Berl knew that what was really getting at him now, was the absolute senselessness of the war that so incensed his brother.  

With the whole Company out here, Berl knew that somewhere further along, Alex was working on the road too. After the first week at Bailleul when the company had been divided into working groups, Captain Henderson had separated them. ‘Can’t have you both going at once, can we?’ he’d half-smiled. Berl had thought it just a joke then – like when they called themselves “The Royal Jewsiliers” after being kitted-out at Sevenoaks Camp. Now after just one month out here he could find little to joke about.

No, they didn’t have to go over the top like the poor footsloggers, but a mile or two made no difference to the German gunners. Three of his Company had been seriously wounded and last week poor old Rutstein was invalided home after that ammunition wagon they were unloading blew up.

He was okay the captain, Berl reckoned. Been gassed on the Somme and his lungs and throat still suffered. Not like Lieutenant Peters - a right anti-Semite that one. Been gassed too but resented being posted to the Labour Corps, wheezing his way along the ranks looking for trouble. 

Sender, his brother was called back home, short for Alexander, but in England he’d adopted Alex; sounded more English, he said. Alex. Always had been a hothead, even back home - like in that terrible argument with their father after his fight with the Tsar’s police in Simiaticze. In London it had been his militant politicking with his East End anarchist pals, organising meetings and demonstrations against their conscription as though it were just another Tailor’s Strike, like in 1912. If it hadn’t been for Hannah, his brother might easily have ended up in prison. England wasn’t Russia, she kept telling him; you couldn’t wangle your way around the authorities in London.


Alex and Hannah. For the hundredth time he wondered how a gentle, cultured girl like that come to be married to such a quick-tempered firebrand? And yet again, he tried to stop himself thinking about her - “Thou shalt not covet . . .” - but as always, couldn’t. 


When she wrote, Hannah often addressed her letters to both of them and in quiet moments, through the drizzling rain or lying in the damp tent, her lovely calm face would smile at him; soft brown eyes and long black plaits wound neatly round her head. And in thinking of her yet again his mind flicked back to those two evenings together when they’d almost . . . almost . . . Agonising yet again that if only he’d come to England earlier; if only he’d met her before Alex. If only, if only – at times, his head so full of Hannah that it took the shells shrieking towards them to distract him from thinking of her. 

For a moment, Berl stared blankly at the skyline. He had woken dreaming of Hannah; now she was in his mind again. And despite his nagging conscience, as he bent to and carried on working, for a while he let her stay there . . . 

As they worked on through the morning, not waiting for the road to be repaired a string of mules heavily laden with boxes and sacks was picking its way forward towards the support trenches, plodding and slipping as they passed by on the remnants of a timber track.  


‘Must have been delayed from last night,’ said the Corporal.


‘Just what we need to bring the German gunners onto us eh?’ muttered Joel.


‘Probably waiting ‘till they get closer to the lines,’ puffed Ginger as he heaved a broken limber wheel into a crater. 


Khayim who’d been a carter back in the heim straightened back and snorted. 


‘If they get there,’ he said, pushing his forage cap back on his head. ‘Just look at their ears.’ 

Khayim was huge, his shoulders broader than most of them were tall. ‘Built like a real muzhik,’ the boys laughed. In London, he’d become a presser, picking up the heaviest of irons as though it was a box of matches. Berl was reckoned to be one of the tough ones in the unit, but he was no match for Khayim. 


‘What d’you mean?’ asked Berl.


‘Listen,’ said Khayim, ‘one ear down shows they’re reaching their limit. Two ears down and they’ve had it.’ He shrugged and nodded towards the mules. ‘Look at that one there.’


Just as they turned to watch, the mule staggered then slipped off the boards into an old crater. With hardly a struggle, it soon became half submerged in the liquid mud. Without waiting, a lance corporal in charge of the party grabbed a rifle from one of his men, took aim and shot it through the head.


As the report reverberated in the stillness everyone froze, waiting for a reaction from the high ground to the east. After half a minute, reassured by the silence, work continued but Berl and Ginger were given the unenviable task of unlashing the boxes from the dead animal and heaving them up to firm ground, becoming covered in mud and slime by the time they’d finished.


‘Thanks lads,’ muttered the lance corporal. ‘We’ll pick ‘em up on the next time through.’


‘That one there won’t make it either,’ Khayim pointed as the mule train moved off. ‘You’ll see.’  


Berl was too tired to look - or to bother. So many carcasses they’d seen and buried. He glanced again at the tanks. Eight men each they contained when going forward. Where one had a huge shell-hole in its side, rusting fingers of jagged metal reached out towards him as if warning, ‘Look well. Nothing’s safe!’ No, he was thinking. Life meant nothing out here - neither for man nor for animals in what Alex always called ‘this fershtinkener war . . .’ 

Alex. Despite his brother’s and his anarchist khaveirim’s frenetic campaign against enlistment, here they were in the middle of it all.  
They were dragging the stretcher back for another load, when gunfire sounded from over the ridge followed by the now familiar whistling coming towards them. Immediately everyone dived into whatever was nearby; shell-craters, old trenches and an abandoned pillbox. The shells landed a short distance away, spattering everything and everyone with mud. The target appeared to be a Labour Corps railways’ unit; with the roads impassable, the light railways were the main means of supplying the front lines. And as a second salvo demolished part of a new embankment, everyone knew that it was.


‘Right,’ yelled Corporal Watkins in a brief pause, ‘let’s get out of here you lads.’ 


Needing no further prompting, everyone jumped up onto the nearest timber track and hurtled back towards the canal. But despite the explosions of more shells to their rear, all the way back Berl couldn’t get that officer’s face out of his mind. 


‘It was our soldier,’ he puffed to Ginger as they neared the bridge, ‘the one in Bremen. I’m sure it was.’


‘Chance in million,’ hissed Ginger. ‘Chance in million.’ 

Berl didn’t respond but he knew he hadn’t been mistaken. If only he could have spoken to the man before he was sent to the rear for interrogation . . .
As the whole Company re-grouped along the canal, sweating and chest heaving, Berl slowly regained his breath. He couldn’t see Alex but as Sergeant Harrison seemed happy with the roll call he knew he must be nearby. Then, in a ragged column, they crossed back on bridge No. 5 by the lock. 

On the far side, the Aussies had been met by others of their unit and were munching breakfast by the side of the track. Berl looked around – and his heart thumped. On the canal bank nearby, sitting hunched forward amongst the other prisoners and staring at the muddy water, was the officer. 


‘Waiting for a pick-up wagon,’ the patrol sergeant called to Corporal Watkins as the men straggled by. ‘Get this lot to Intelligence, pronto.’


Berl thought quickly. This would be his only opportunity. There was no way a British NCO would let him speak to an enemy soldier, but he’d already learned that the Aussies cared less for regulations. He fell back to walk alongside Corporal Watkins.


‘Need a favour corporal,’ he puffed. ‘Can I fall out? Want to talk to those men for a minute. Think I know one of them.’ 

Surmising that it was the Australians, Watkins didn’t seem to mind.


‘In your own time though Miller. We’re ‘aving a bit o’ snap then straight into unloadin' some wagons at Bletchley.’  Bletchley, Bristol, Reading, Rugby . . . With the Railways’ Company having named every junction, Berl had learned of more towns out here than he’d ever even heard of in London, 


‘Sure. I’ll come straight there,’ he said.


‘Right. Quarter of an hour is fifteen minutes. Savvy?’ 


Berl smiled and nodded. After he and Khayim had helped lift that gun carriage out of the mud, they’d established a rapport with the Corporal. So while the men carried on up towards the camp, Berl turned back and hurried down to the patrol, desperately hoping that they would they let him speak to the man. 
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The Australians looked surprised as Berl strode up.


‘’Scuse me sergeant,’ he said, standing smartly to attention, ‘can I speak to that officer for a minute?’


The sergeant’s eyes narrowed almost to slits. 


‘What for, mate?’ 


Berl knew what he was thinking. With his foreign accent, Berl could be a German spy. It wouldn’t be the first time one of their Company had been arrested and taken to area headquarters by troops new to the line. Luckily the Aussies had seen his unit working on the roads.  


‘I think I met him. Before the war,’ said Berl. ‘He helped me out. Me and my friend, Ginger.’


By now the rest of the patrol had gathered round, curious. Berl was glad it was the Australians; they were so much more easy-going. The sergeant though was still apprehensive.


‘Only if I can listen, y’know mate.’


‘Sure. Sure,’ said Berl. ‘Thanks. Thanks a lot, sergeant.’ 


The prisoners looked up, flinching as the men approached, perhaps fearing they would be beaten up. As well as the bandaged one, two others had cuts and bruises from the capture. 


A few feet from the German officer, Berl crouched and stared at his face again. Yes. It was him; he knew it was. Berl had been just a boy so the officer probably couldn’t recognise him, but the German had already been a man and despite the stubble growth and dirt smeared cheeks, hadn’t changed that much. 


The German glanced at him puzzled, then quickly looked away, as if wary of seeming arrogant. 


‘Herr . . ,‘ Berl began slowly, ‘In Bremen. Zakz yaar,’ remembering to put the German ‘aa’ where the Yiddish had an ‘oo’. The man looked back at Berl, creasing his forehead but remained silent. Berl sighed; it would have been easier to talk with him in Yiddish but the Aussies would be suspicious. Hoping that being an officer the man would know some English, Berl held up six fingers and repeated; ‘Bremen port. Six years ago. You gave a few pfennigs to two boys? Tzvei yinger,’ he continued, removing his forage cap and smoothing back his hair.


At that moment, more shells exploded in the distance and everyone tensed. In the silence that followed, the officer stared closely at Berl. Suddenly, he sat back, his eyes growing wider as a thin smile crossed his lips.


‘Ah. Wait. You make boat for England, ya?’ he said slowly. ‘Mein Gott. And your friend. He is crying, ya?’ 


Berl nodded, his stomach churning at the recognition.


‘Without you and the other soldier,’ he said slowly, ‘we could still be there.’ 


The officer gave a faint smile, glanced around at the Aussie patrol then back to Berl.


‘Ya. For sure, I remember. Ya.’ He paused for a moment. ‘And now we fighting, ya?’ He shrugged. ‘Der kreig. The war. Is crazy. Crazy. But now, fur mir. Fertig! Is over. Sehr gut. Fertig . . .’ Pursing his lips, he looked down into the canal again silent, his face sad. And for both of them, there seemed nothing more to say.


Berl was overjoyed at the recognition. That man and his friend had been complete strangers yet so sympathetic. He wanted to say more but just smiled again and nodded, then stood up and put on his cap. Silent – and sad too.


‘So,’ asked the sergeant as they walked back to the patrol, ‘what was all that about, mate?’


‘Long story,’ said Berl, half-smiling as he remembered Captain Henderson joking: “All you Jews seem to have long stories.” ‘You see,’ he continued, ‘Ginger, my friend and me, we came from Russia, all the way across Poland and Germany - farmers’ carts, bunking on trains, walking. We had steamer tickets from Bremen to London sewn in our coats, but when we got to the port, the gate-man wanted a few pfennigs for an entry permit. Well we had no German money. Couldn’t get in. So as we sat on the kerb wondering what to do, Ginger started to cry that we’d never get on the boat; he wasn’t even thirteen then.’ 

Berl wiped his face with his cap.

‘Anyway, two German soldiers walked past, one was a corporal – that officer. He asked why Ginger was crying. In broken German I told them why we couldn’t get to our ship and they both burst out laughing. “Ten pfennigs? Just ten lousy pfennigs?” Like a couple of farthings I suppose. Anyway, they dipped in their pockets, patted Ginger on the head and gave us the coins.’  


Berl looked back at the prisoners. They were talking to their officer, then glancing round at him, no doubt hearing the same story.


‘So if that German hadn’t been so decent, who knows how we would have got on the boat?’ Berl stopped for a moment and looked at the sergeant then waved his hand. ‘And now we are all in this . . .’ He held out his hand. ‘Anyway. Thanks a lot sergeant. Thanks for letting me talk to him.’

‘Yeh. A f-----g great mess,’ muttered the sergeant returning the handshake, and as Berl turned to go he picked up his canteen and shrugged, ‘no worries, mate.’  

Berl walked away his head spinning from the encounter and thinking about the officer and the ten pfennigs. Until the war, he had nothing against Germans; on the contrary, they had helped him escape from Russia. Now, they were his enemy, liable to kill or gas him or Alex or any of them. Like the man said, Crazy. Yes, crazy. 


At that moment, British guns opened up on the German positions that had been shelling the light railway lines. Berl recognised the thump of the sixty-pounders dug in behind Brielen and hoped the German long-range artillery wouldn’t open up in reply. Bletchley junction would be a prime target if they lobbed over a few from their big howitzers in Houlhurst Forest. 

How scared he’d been the first time he’d heard the guns. Now in just a month he seemed to have become inured to shellfire - except when it was coming his way and they were ‘shelled-off’. ‘Shelled-off’ - the official term - sounded so innocuous. So far they’d been lucky. His stomach tightened; one day it might be ‘shelled on’ - for him or Alex . . . 

Trying to push those thoughts away, Berl pulled out his watch and saw that he still had a few minutes to join the others. The company wouldn’t be on time anyway; it would take them more than quarter of an hour to eat and tidy up and get to Bletchley. And with the railway sidings and huts in sight just a few hundred yards away, he sat on a some charred baulks of timber and rested for a moment, and with his mind stirred up from the encounter, his thoughts wandered back to his childhood - back home. 

Home? The shtetl had been his home for more than half his life – and might still have been of he hadn’t had to leave. But home was now London; the East End. Only mad fanatics like Issy’s brother Avremel who’d gone back to join the Revolution still felt Russia as their home. Yet Vysokoye was where his family had always lived, a poor village of a couple of thousand, half them Jews living in a cramped wooden houses on the outskirts and everyone struggling to eke out a living.  

It would be mid-summer back there now, the long straight road to the railway halt – it was hardly a station - and the square churned to dust by the wagons and carts, his mother forever wiping over the table and benches in their small wooden house, or getting his sister Rokheleh to do it with much complaining. The same grey dust seeping through the cracked shutters of the rickety old schoolhouse where his father in his long black coat and Russian peasant cap – and thick stick - taught Aleph Beis to a score of unruly urchins; him too – and not showing any favours either . . .

Easing himself off the timbers, Berl walked on up the slope, his boots slipping on the muddy track. Mud, he was thinking. From mud to mud – the brown mud of Flanders and the thick black mud of the White Russian spring after the thaw. But at least Vysokoye had a summer too. Here, the rains never seemed to stop. ‘Except when t’ruddy Boche go on th’offensive,’ Sergeant Harrison would curse. 

 
The track skirted a large crater half-filled with stagnant yellow water. In a field nearby, a wizened Belgian farmer was cutting hay with a scythe and loading it onto a two-wheeled cart pulled by a cow; all the mules and horses had been commandeered for the military. The man glanced at him and nodded, then carried on working.  

The cow and the primitive cart turned his thoughts back to Vysokoye again and to his cousin’s farm, about five miles distant. Having a hard time trying to keep up with his ever-growing appetite, his mother would often send him there for weeks at a time. ‘Getting him filled out like a real muzhik,’ Uncle Boris would joke every time Berl came back home. 

As he stopped for a moment to catch his breath, watching the farmer load hay and jog the cow along a few yards each time, in all this chaos and insanity Berl felt a sudden sense of normality. Someone was doing what had always been done; growing food; producing something even here when everything around was bent only on death and destruction. He recalled cousin Barukh – poor yet content to plunge his hands deep into the rich black soil while the Jews in the shtetl lived in squalor and insecurity.

At times, when he visited his cousin, he too liked to feel the soil trickling through his fingers, or to winnow grain from the ears of rye and crunch it between his teeth. He also remembered how he used to miss all that on his return home, and how when his family and friends scorned the ignorance and drunkenness of the peasants – and they weren’t wrong - he wanted to distance himself from their remarks, as though feeling an affinity with the muzhiks despite it all.

Cousin Shoymel’s farm was more of a smallholding at the edge of a village, only two or three Jewish families living there. As opposed to the anti-Semitic stones and insults of the Vysokoye peasants and officials, it was strangely idyllic. ‘Too many Jews in one place is always trouble,’ Barukh would mutter whenever there was news of another pogrom. Now, in the East End, it was the same, so many Jews in one place and the local people despising them, accusing them of avoiding the war and of ‘job-snatching’ whilst the Cockneys were away in France. Wasn’t his fault that he and thousands like him were still Russian subjects and couldn’t be conscripted. Not until “The Convention” with Russia anyway. Not that Alex’s Protection Committee’s campaigning against enlistment had helped. But now that so many of them were out here in Flanders, would it make any difference when they got back, he wondered?  


At the top of the rise, a freshening wind coming from the English Channel blew in Berl’s face and with his mind still stirred-up, the irony of the whole situation suddenly struck him. He’d run away from Russia to escape forced conscription, yet now he’d been conscripted into another army. And despite six years and more than a thousand miles distance, here they were huddling together in the tent for warmth just like he and his brother used to lie close on the earthen benk over the cooking fire on winter nights . . . 


Berl swung to his right just before Brielen. The tiny village had been shelled so many times that there was hardly a house that had a complete roof and all the windows were covered in sacking or thick paper. A zigzag trench ran right around the perimeter like a dry moat, prepared for an attack. It never came; the canal was as far as the Germans got.


 ‘The Boche reached Armentieres,’ said Sergeant Henderson, ‘but once again, it were us lot in Ypres - “Wipers” he called it - that stopped ‘em reaching t’Channel! Aye, th’old ramparts and deep canal - them and th’wine!’ During one of the odd quiet evenings, he and the corporal had been swapping war stories. ‘Y’see, Jerry’s shock-troops blasted a hole in our lines but those coming on behind, most of ‘em transferred from the easier Russian front and not very happy wi’it, broke into French wine cellars and got blind drunk.’ He laughed. ‘Gave our lads a chance to regroup.’ 

Had any of those German soldiers from the East ever reached Vysokoye, Berl wondered? Perhaps even that officer? And again he was sorry he hadn’t been able to speak longer with him. 


With the guns still echoing in his ears, Berl glanced back towards the canal. A lorry had stopped by the track and prisoners were climbing aboard. It would probably be the last he’d see of his German and hoped he would be treated properly. Yes. Like the man had said; the war - crazy - and for Berl even more so, a war that had been in alliance with the hated Tsarist regime that had confined Jews to specific areas, victimised and persecuted them and banned them from universities and the professions. 


Instead, he was fighting a Germany where Jews were free and could live anywhere, go to university and work at anything; against Germans who had allowed him and his friends and so many of his people to escape. And now fighting that officer and his friend who had been so decent and kind at Bremen. Yes, like the sergeant had said, everything was crazy . . .

