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The Wloclawek Soap Maker and the Miedzyrzec
Watchmaker

Duvid Tsudek Zakalik
translated by David L. Zakalik

Introduction: This excerpt is Chapter 43 of In shturem (In the Storm), the first volume
of Duvid Tsudek Zakalik’s three-volume fictionalized account of his experiences during
World War II. Originally published between 1963 and 1975, these three volumes will
appear together in English for the first time, under the title Olek’s Gambit, in the fall of
2027 from Syracuse University Press.

Volume I recounts the author’s (fictionalized as “Olek”) escape from Nazi-occupied
Warsaw for Soviet-occupied Bialystok in late 1939 and his subsequent arrest. In the
summer of 1940, the NKVD (secret police) round up thousands of Polish-Jewish refugees
who registered to be sent back west in a supposed citizen exchange between the Nazi and
Soviet governments. These refugees, who had been given semi-legal status by a
supposedly benevolent government, are snatched from their workplaces in broad
daylight, or pulled out of bed in the middle of the night. The arrested refugees are
crammed into overcrowded prisons or makeshift detention centers and charged with
crossing the border illegally. These “socially dangerous elements” are then deported to
prison camps or labor settlements. Olek is sent to a camp in the Ust-Vym-Lag complex,
in the Komi Republic, near the Arctic Circle.

Olek and his fellow Polish Jews have already endured a brutal winter of starvation,
malnutrition, and hard labor. On Purim (mid-March 1941), the Jewish orderly in Barrack
9 performs an incredible act of kindness: He makes “homentashen” for his fellow Jewish
prisoners, all of whom are starving and exhausted. How he does so in the food-scarce
conditions of the gulag, you must read for yourself.

The orderly in Olek’s barrack, however, is not so kind or generous to his fellow Jews. But,
in the topsy-turvy spirit of the Purim holiday, he pulls a trick on the camp guards.
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The Wloclawek Soap Maker and the Miedzyrzec Watchmaker
by Duvid Tsudek Zakalik

The soap maker from Wloclawek is the orderly in Barrack 9. He has his own troubles—
multiple disabilities. That was how he got the job as an orderly. And yet he does his work
punctually. He does well by the commandant and by the lagerniki (camp inmates) in his
barrack. Infirm though he is, he carries all the coats and jackets to the sushilka to dry out,
and he brings the clothes back without delay in time for morning pod"yem. Thanks to his
timeliness, the brigades always manage to line up for the march to work without the
commandant rushing them.

The soap maker from Wloclawek is a religious Jew, but he hasn’t grown out his beard. He
doesn’t want to stand out from the others. He believes he has to survive his imprisonment,
and with all his might, he wants to. He’s sure that he’ll hold out, that he’ll outlive his
misfortune and live to see his liberation. He doesn’t even believe his sentence is final; he’s
certain that it’s contingent on the war. If the war ends, this detka srok—this child’s
sentence of only three years—will be null and void.

Barrack 9 is known as “the Wloclaweker soap maker’s barrack.” This is a byword for all
the optimists in the camp, those who believe they’ll survive and live to see their salvation.
The slob-komanda, invalid prisoners unfit for general work, are quartered in that barrack.
The majority are distended from hunger, racked by scurvy. Some work in the kitchen
peeling potatoes, some at cleaning, some at sawing wood with the free workers, those
select few young folk who are the only ones fit for the arduous work of hauling timber out
of the forest on horse-drawn sled. They have a special set of rules. Their reveille is always
an hour or two earlier than everyone else’s so the time it takes to harness the horses won’t
count toward work time.

Two doctors, both Poles, sleep in the Wloctawek soap maker’s barrack. At first the doctors
went with the vozchiki (wagon drivers) to work in the forest. Now they go into the forest
with medical kits as “rapid response” whenever a vozchik or a gruzhchik (loader) passes
out in the middle of work. The two doctors hang around the administrative office, where
there are also free workers who have radio sets and get newspapers. The doctors get news
about the war from them, and they, in turn, report the news in Barrack 9.

Ever since then, the Wloclawek soap maker’s barrack has been an information center for
all the refugees from all the barracks. They wolf down their soup in the canteen and sneak
into Barrack 9 to hear the war reports.

Doctor Myszelski is the one who conveys the news to everyone. He isn’t a refugee. He’'d
been mobilized in the Polish army, and when the Soviets occupied the western Belarusian
territories in September 1939, he got stuck there. But he was deported to the camp just
like the refugees. Doctor Myszelski grooms his moustache into a narrow thread. He’s
always serious. His imprisonment has suppressed any smiles. He is, however, an avowed
optimist—one of the “hold up and hold out” types. He’s certain the end of the war will be
the salvation of the refugees.
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“Whatever happens after the war, we won'’t stay in the camps,” he says, tossing back his
head.

When Dr. Myszelski is in the barrack, the refugees sit around the table like Hasidim
listening to a rebbe. Lest the nachalnik barge in and think that there’s a sobraniya (illegal
gathering) going on, they hold their mugs of hot water as if it’s some sort of community
meal. Dr. Myszelski also drinks hot water. He’s the only one whose mug has a handle.
When Olek comes into Barrack 9 this time, he finds Dr. Myszelski telling them:

“The French have a way of making the temperature drop—of sending frosts to far-off
lands. It’s like a kind of ‘Pillar of Cloud’: when the enemy’s army approaches, everything
freezes over. Russia will stop selling grain to Hitler and the Germans; America will join
the war. The Germans’ downfall is near.”

“Do you think it could happen this spring?” asks Mekhele, the perpetual slobkomandnik
(invalid), with the visor torn off his hat.

“It could,” says Myszelski, sounding as if he wished it would.
“Some say the war is flaring up now,” someone at the table interjects.
“The bigger the flareup, the nearer the end is,” Myszelski explains.

“Passover’s coming. Maybe we'll be ‘free men,’ like long ago,” another voice at the table
interjects.

The soap maker from Wloclawek, over in the corner on his bed, was busy doing something
with a sack, humming the melody of Shoshanat Yaakov. He came over, sack in hand, and
set it on the table:

“Today’s Purim, the whole world over! Back home we’d have a big feast; we'd eat
homentashen dipped in honey,” he said quietly and pointed at the sack.

The long-legged Zelazko, the elder, lunged at the bag but promised he wasn’t going to
snatch up the homentashen. He just wanted to see them.

There were no homentashen. The soap maker had bought a coupon from a Stakhanovite
(shock worker), given away the rest of the food, and kept just the bread. He’'d cut it into
little three-sided pieces and dusted them with sugar.

“Today, these will be our homentashen!” he said and nodded his head, as if inviting them
to eat.

There wasn’t enough for everyone, so Zelazko said they should let the orderly himself have
the treat. They would just look at the homentashen, as it were, and each of them would
imagine a real one, dipped in honey.
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“Let’s talk about all the wonderful things we used to eat on Purim!” he exclaimed
cheerfully with a clap of his hands.

Everyone began talking at once:

“There was a bowl on the table with oranges, figs, dates, nuts, and raisins and almonds.”
“We ate pickled herring with honey cake; we ate sauerkraut with raisins . . .”

“We drank wine from Eretz Yisroel, and we ate strudel.”

“When I'm released, the first thing 'm going to do is eat two lunches,” said Zelazko, the
younger.

“I'm going to the Venus Bar, at the end of Dzielna-Zamenhofa. I'll order half a roast
goose,” someone else called out.

The Wloclawek soap maker didn’t want to keep the ersatz homentashen for himself. He
calculated that every third person would get a piece. . .

* % *

As Olek left Barrack 9, he was in a lighter mood. The news from Dr. Myszelski that
Germany’s downfall was nigh, and the refugees’ certainty that they’d be liberated from
the camp, gave him hope that he’d live out his time here. Home felt closer again. He could
picture Rachela and his child in his mind more easily now: Winter, snow, frost. He’d
bought a sled for his little girl, and she was brave enough to ride it. Rachela was amazed
he was so nonchalant about sending their little girl sliding downhill, but he knew nothing
would happen to her. He’d tied her to the sled—neither she nor Rachela had known . . . I'll
write to Rachela to send me a photo of the child, maybe the authorities will let it through.
The only photograph he’d had was confiscated by the enkavedist (NKVD officer) in
Sosnéwka, outside Bialystok, just like his belt so he wouldn’t try to hang himself . . .

* % *

Olek’s bunk was in the watchmaker’s barrack. Just now it was a bit in disarray. There had
been several thefts. Russian crooks, together with the commandant, had come in to
disinfect the barrack, and yanked shirts and jackets out of people’s rucksacks. The
watchmaker, the orderly, stood there and did nothing. Those who’d been robbed knew
that he was to blame—as the orderly it was his job to keep watch so that nothing got stolen.
They couldn’t say this to him, because he was quick to get angry and he was in the
commandant’s good graces. It was no good getting on the commandant’s bad side. . .

The watchmaker hadn’t gotten to be an orderly on account of his disability. He’d paid a
nice bribe for it. Nevertheless, they allowed him to be the orderly out of charity. And he
was terrified of, heaven forbid, losing favor with the naryadchik (labor assigner), who was
one with the commandant. . .
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Whenever the watchmaker let the thieves steal the prisoners’ jackets, the commandant,
who got a cut of the proceeds, would be pleased with him. After every theft the
watchmaker would grow pale and anxious, trembling like a leaf, as if he had a fever. But
everyone knew this was a pretense, that he was playacting. They knew that the
commandant had his back. . .

Though he came from a very poor family in Mezritsh, the dark-eyed watchmaker with the
thick eyebrows and lots of gold teeth in his mouth insisted he wasn’t a provincial. He had
considerable cachet with a great number of refugees in the barrack; he was clever and
pulled tricks on the guards to expose them for the fools they were. And because there had
been several thefts today, he planned to pull a prank on the riflemen, who had announced
that they were coming to conduct a provyerka—a count of the prisoners in the barrack.

Olek lay on the plank bed, but he wasn’t asleep. He was still buoyed by hope from what
he’d heard in the soap maker’s barrack. Besides, he wanted to see the trick the
watchmaker had prepared.

And here they were—the guards and the commandant barged in, fog rolling in behind
them from outside. They yelled that no one should move from their places. They went
around the bunks and counted the inmates by their feet, using sticks, as if they found it
distasteful to touch them with their hands. They recounted, and it turned out that the
counts didn’t match up. There was one too many. They counted a third time, this time
with their hands, and one of them discovered that instead of a pair of feet, a pair of stuffed
socks was lying there. The guards got angry. They dragged little Zelik, the crooked lip—
people called him that on account of the cleft in his lip—who was lying next to the socks,
down from his bunk by the feet, to tell them who had done this.

Little Zelik, the crooked lip, stood there like a simpleton. His eyes were shut; he was so
groggy he couldn’t pry them open. The guards shook him from both sides—now it looked
like he was going to fall, but the guards didn’t let him. And the orderly, the watchmaker,
sat in his corner and watched. He didn’t laugh.

Everyone on the bunks was silent, too. The trick had succeeded.
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