Livia’s Diary

Excerpts from I Have Lived a Thousand Years. Livia Bitton-Jackson. New York: Simon, 1997).

*The City of My Dreams- Somorja, Summer 1943-March 1944- “There, right in the middle of my kitchen stands my brother … talking excitedly to my parents … [My father said] ‘Bubi, tell us, slowly, quietly, what happened.’ The Germans have invaded Budapest! On his way to school this morning Bubi saw German tanks roll [in] …‘Son, there must have been some mistake. How could the Germans have invaded … and the whole country knows nothing about it?’

The next morning there is no news of the invasion … Bubi leaves … [a neighbor] comes with a telegram: ’THE GERMANS INVADED BUDAPEST!”

* The Tale of the Yellow Bicycle- Somorja, March 27, 1944-“We are ordered to [give up] all of our valuables- jewelry, radios, and vehicles. I have to part with my new Schwinn bicycle … How can they tell me to take it to the town hall and just leave it there, my most precious possession? Without a sound of protest … I felt helpless, exposed. Violated … [When I give up my] bicycle, I feel no more rage or panic. Only pain and humiliation … I feel the ground slip under me … I see the other faces as they turn after depositing their precious objects. Degradation and shame flickers in every eye.”

* The Tale of the Yellow Star- Somorja, March 28, 1944-“This yellow star [that we’ve been forced to wear] was a Jewish badge! I refuse to leave the house. I was not going to appear with the Jew badge … My brother makes a brave joke of the whole thing. He makes believe that he has been awarded a medal … My brother’s ‘medal’ becomes the envy of his friends … Soon other young boys begin wearing decorative yellow stars, pretending to be honored and not humiliated by the star … I could not understand them … It was a bitter, bitter, joke … I do not know if I am proud to be a Jew. I have never thought about it. But I know I do not want to be marked as a Jew or anything else … [My friend sees my star and] his eyes hold unfathomable sadness … I feel unbearably bruised. [My friend’s] sadness is too much to bear.”

*Farewell, Old Mr. Stern- Somorja, April, 5- April 18, 1944- “Our neighbors and friends pass us unacknowledged, unrecognized, unseen. The awkwardness I feared never arose. Our Christian friends and neighbors seem to have no conflict in observing the restrictions. My sense of isolation is overwhelming.”

*Daddy, How Could You Leave Me? - Nagymagyar, May 14, 1944- “News of summonses sends a shockwave throughout the ghetto. Rumors are turning into reality…. Grim and tight lipped, Mother is packing Daddy’s knapsack. Mommy was looking forward to labor camp, but did not think Daddy would be taken from us. The suddenness of it… does not bode well….

‘Daddy, I want to speak to you in the morning [before you go]. I want to tell you something.’

‘Okay, in the morning.’ [Daddy replied. However, he leaves without waking me].

Oh, Daddy! How could you leave without saying goodbye? How could you leave me, Daddy? 

…The crying of children…. is the only prevailing sound.”

*Mommy, There’s a Worm in Your Soup! - Plaszow, June 1994- “This morning the food arrived early. As it stood for hours in the sun, it became putrefied and alive with worms … ‘Mommy, there’s a worm on your spoon! Look, Mommy, there are hundreds of worms in your bowl!’ 

‘Nonsense! These are not worms. Eat, and leave me alone’ [Mommy said]. 

… I want to save Mommy from a horrible fate: disease, or death. Or, simply from the horror of swallowing worms … My mother, the finicky lady who had been reluctant to eat in restaurants and even friends’ houses … now is glaring at me.

‘I can’t leave this food. I am very hungry. Do you want me to die of hunger?’ [Mommy said.]

As Mommy continues eating … [I] begin to cry. My God. My dear God, is this actually happening?”

*The Uprising- Plaszow, July 1944- “Just an other day of work begins. No one speaks. We are alive. Alive. The sun is shining and the wet grass is brilliant green… I dig into the soft earth. It is July 1944, and I am alive. Thirteen and a half, and alive. It is a clear, beautiful day.”

*An Echo in the Fog- En route to Dachau, April 3-4, 1945- “I sit stunned. Shattered. We are the survivors. Perhaps there is no one else. Only the three of us [-Mommy, Bubi, and me] … Some children may have survived.

‘No’ [Bubi explained]. No children survived, they were all gassed.’

‘And the mothers? ... What happened to the mothers?’ [I asked.]

‘Mothers were gassed with their children.’

… Freedom. The Americans will be here soon, and we will be liberated. We will be freed- to do what? To face a world in which little children were gassed with their mothers. To face the world in which this was possible. My God. My God. I have just been robbed of my freedom.”

*Freedom at Last- Seeshaupt, April 30, 1945- “A middle-aged German woman approaches me … ‘Did you have to work hard also?’

‘Yes,’ I whisper.

‘At your age, it must have been difficult.’

At my age. What does she mean?

… ’It must have been hard for the older people’ [she said].

‘How old do you think I am?’ [I ask].

‘Sixty? Sixty-two?’

‘Sixty?’ [I reply.] ‘I am fourteen. Fourteen years old.’… I am fourteen years old, and I have lived a thousand years.”

*Homecoming- Samorin, June 1945- “Can anyone understand the pain of the uprooted? This was my home, once, my town, my country. The pasture behind our house was my childhood playground… I can still hear Daddy’s firm, light footsteps next to me in the grass as we hurry for a quick swim in our river…. It is all part of the fabric of my inner world- the Danube, the meadow, the Carpathian foothills, and the town. Without it, I am not whole. Yet, it is no longer mine. It is not my home anymore.”
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