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How do you fit a three-year-old, even a small three-year-old, into 
a rucksack? Over the years I have tried to imagine how it could be 
managed, because that is how my life was saved and I have no memory 
of it at all.

My story has been pieced together a snippet at a time over many years. 
My mother did not speak of the past. I was one of those children who 
caused conversation to stop when I entered the room, but not before 
I had heard enough to learn that horrible things had happened during 
the war. The term ‘Holocaust’ had not yet entered common usage in the 
1940s. It was only when I was at university and began asking questions 
that the details of my rescue became fully known to me.

I was born in the beautiful town of Krakow, in July 1939, six weeks before 
the Nazi invasion of Poland. During its history of partition, that part of 
Poland had fallen to the relatively progressive Habsburg Empire, and its 
Jewish community had fared better than in those parts administered by 
Russia. I remember hearing that pre-war Krakow had even had a Jewish 
member in local government.

Legend has it that, long ago, a Polish king fell in love with a beautiful 
Jewish maiden and granted land for a Jewish quarter, Kazimierz, named 
in his honour. This is where my family lived. My grandparents’ home was 
at 5 Krakowska Street. My maternal grandfather, Moses Przeworski, was 
a tailor. During the summer, my grandmother Rozalia ran a kosher (food 
prepared according to Jewish law) restaurant from rented premises in 
the holiday resort of Zakopane. They were not wealthy: my mother told 
of how one orange would be shared among all five family members, 
and that she had one dress for weekdays, and one for Shabbat. Their 
three daughters, however, all received an excellent education: Regina 
at a commercial college, and my mother, Manya, at the institute of the 
famous educationist, Dr Janusz Korczak, in Warsaw.

Ida, the youngest, was very unhappy in her strict Polish school and 
transferred to the Hebrew Gymnasium, where she thrived. Her heart 
was set on a career in medicine, a seemingly impossible dream, as Polish 
medical faculties did not then accept Jewish students, and anti-Jewish 
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violence on campus was rife. Happily, she was awarded a scholarship at 
the University of Florence, and she was still in Italy when World War II 
was declared.

My parents had met through the left-wing Zionist youth movement, 
Hashomer Hatzair. My father, Chaskel Entenberg, who hailed from 
Przemysl, had probably trained in agricultural science on its training 
farm (Hachsharah) and had a position lined up in an agricultural institute 
in Mandated Palestine. Four of his sisters had already migrated there. 
Tragically, my mother was too far advanced in her pregnancy with me 
to travel. When I was born they lived in the Kazimierz quarter where my 
father was director of the well-respected Jewish boys’ orphanage (Bursa 
dla Sierot) at 6 Podbrzezie Street. Here, young orphan boys were cared 
for and taught a trade.

My parents lived in a small flat on the premises. Although they did not 
own anything, I have the impression of rich and active lives. They loved 
music and the theatre, and went hiking and skiing. My mother was well 
read and could quote poetry by both Bialik, whose wonderful verse was 
in the revived medium of Modern Hebrew, and Adam Mickiewicz, the 
most renowned Polish poet of all time. During her studies, she attended 
seminars on education in Berlin and had also been taken to some of its 
famed cabarets.

All dreams crashed with the Nazi invasion on 1 September 1939, and a 
reign of terror was unleashed against the Jewish population. There were 
random arrests, shootings and beatings; humiliations of all kinds. There 
were home invasions, and confiscation of valuables and property. On 
18 November, an edict was issued which compelled every Jew over the 
age of twelve to wear a very specific badge of identification – a white 
armband with a blue star, the precursor to the infamous yellow star that 
Jews were later forced to wear on an outer garment.

The terror continued, and my grandparents were its early victims. They 
were shot in the street. My aunt Regina probably shared their fate.
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On 3 May 1941, another edict was posted proclaiming that a ghetto was 
to be established in Podgórze, a poorer district of the city. Transfer there 
was compulsory, and was to be effected by 20 May.

It must have been during these seventeen days that my parents made 
contact with Mrs Jozefa Dadak. I do not know how they had come to 
know her, or of her. To hazard a guess, it might have been through some 
welfare agency my father had been involved with during the course 
of his work. Jozefa was a social worker. Photographs show her as a 
good-looking woman in her late 30s or early 40s. She was divorced and 
childless. I do not know anything of her personal history. I do know that 
she was paid a certain amount in cash and given some of my mother’s 
household goods to take me into her care, should it become possible to 
smuggle me out of the ghetto.

It was a daring commitment, as the penalty for harbouring any Jewish 
person was death. I try to understand why she would or could take 
such a risk. My hypothesis is that, in the course of her work, she might 
have acted as foster-parent to many children, so the sight of another 
small stranger in her neighbourhood would not have raised questions 
or suspicions.

In the ghetto, my parents and I shared one room. All the boys from 
the orphanage, about twenty-five of them, came into the ghetto with 
us. My father, whose identity document of the period lists him as a 
locksmith, was sent out daily on work detail. His group was responsible 
for the classification and storage of looted Jewish property in designated 
warehouses throughout the city.

Then the deportations began. Orders were issued for specified persons 
to assemble with their belongings in the large square at the edge of 
the ghetto. Fear was palpable, and loud cries and wails rent the air. We 
stood very quietly to one side, and miraculously, one of the Nazi officers 
overseeing the proceedings spoke to my father: ‘You and your family can 
go back home today’. On our return, it was decided that the time had 
come to smuggle me out of the ghetto.
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This risky undertaking was entrusted to one of my father’s charges, one 
of the boys from the orphanage, who had joined the Jewish resistance 
within the ghetto. One night, he carried me on his back, in a rucksack, 
through the sewers. We emerged into cold clear air and a brilliant sky full 
of stars. There was a doroszka (horse-drawn cab) waiting, its coachman 
in a top hat. He drove me to Jozefa’s home at 21 Felicjanek Street. It was 
1942 and I was three years old. This is my earliest childhood memory.

Of the next three years, I have only a few fleeting images in an 
otherwise total amnesia, and what I know I have reconstructed through 
photographs and what Jozefa must have told my mother. In the early 
photographs, Jozefa looks proud and happy, and I, though warmly 
and beautifully dressed, look forlorn. Later photographs are happier, 
some taken in holiday mode in the country. I don’t know whether I was 
baptised, but there I am, all in white for Holy Communion. I attended 
a convent kindergarten and must have behaved nicely, as a cherished 
story tells that I was the one chosen to present a bouquet of flowers to a 
visiting bishop! In preparation for my new religious identity, my parents 
had taught me the basic Catholic prayers. Photographs with nuns show 
me smiling.

I believe Jozefa cared for me as well as she could, given the harsh 
wartime conditions. I remember once being force-fed cod-liver oil, eating 
bread and jam, and drinking just-boiled water. She certainly cared for me 
well enough for me to grow to love her. Eventually, I came to believe she 
was my mother, and I quite forgot my former life.

In 1945, local survivors of the Nazi horror met at the Jewish community 
centre in Krakow, searching for whatever remained of their families. My 
father was not among them. My mother returned, damaged in body and 
spirit, with a number tattooed on her arm. She was not strong enough 
emotionally to seek me out herself, so she sent a friend, a fellow survivor, 
Pola Frankel, to Jozefa’s home to see whether I was still alive. Pola 
brought a tomato, a rare item, as a gift and, I am told, I devoured it on 
the spot.
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Then my mother came to visit, and brought a piece of chocolate cake. 
She made several visits so I could get used to her, but when I was told 
that she wanted to take me away, I would hide under the bed and refuse 
to see her. On one such visit, she came accompanied by an old friend. 
He wore a military-style uniform with a pistol in his belt. During the 
negotiations about my future, he undid his belt and placed it on a chair. 
Jozefa snatched up the pistol, and threatened to kill herself if I was taken 
away. This did not happen, but she was left distraught and crying as I was 
led away.

It was a very angry and resentful six-year-old that my mother now had to 
contend with. I gravitated towards Pola, the neutral party in this affair. 
In the shared accommodation we were provided, I chose to sleep in 
her bed.

Somehow, my mother obtained exit papers, and the three of us left 
Poland. I remember sitting on suitcases in railway stations, clutching my 
doll. During the long journey, my mother removed lice from my hair with 
a very fine-toothed comb. I could hear the ‘pop’ as she crushed them 
between her thumbnails. From the train, one could see a war-blasted 
landscape with children playing in the rubble. Occasionally, a train 
carrying Russian soldiers back east stopped alongside us at a station. 
Dzievochka (little girl), they called out to me. One soldier passed me 
some sugar and told my mother he had a little girl just like me at home.

We reached Florence’s beautiful and imposing railway station and 
made our way to my aunt Ida’s home, at 120 Viale Petrarca. It was 
24 December 1945. We were to spend the next three years in this 
safe haven.

Through her studies, Ida had met and married a fellow doctor, Achille 
Florenzano. Neither family was happy about this union, hers, because it 
was outside their faith, and his, because it was felt that this handsome 
and talented young man should have found a more suitable bride than 
a penniless foreigner. His family was a distinguished one, with a landed 
estate in Sorianello, Calabria, and all its sons were highly qualified in 
the professions.
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It was fortunate that the marriage took place before 1938, when Fascist 
Italy passed its own racial laws. Jewish persons were no longer permitted 
to marry Italians, or work in state or other public institutions. Foreigners 
were to be expelled. Ida’s husband had somehow, illegally, found her 
a post as a doctor in a psychiatric hospital in a small town in the deep 
south of Italy. She lived there in terror of la denuncia (being denounced 
to the police and arrested). 

Eventually, her husband’s family’s attitude towards her softened, 
and she was allowed to return to Florence and come under their 
protection. In 1941, her son, my cousin Francesco, was born. His father, 
my uncle, worked secretly as a doctor to the partisans, and had many 
narrow escapes.

On arrival, my mother and I received prompt medical attention from 
my aunt and uncle. I was found to be suffering from tuberculosis and 
malnutrition, and was subjected to a host of injections, some of them 
very painful. My mother needed a hysterectomy, which was then a major 
and dangerous procedure, and which kept her in hospital for a long time. 
I was taken to visit her, but I did not feel much enthusiasm or emotion. 
My life became centred on my little cousin within the large, protective 
Florenzano clan. It was a very privileged life – a good school, piano 
lessons, holidays by the sea, visits to Florence’s museums and gardens, 
and Sunday bike rides to Piazzale Michelangelo to admire the view. I 
soon learned Italian and became a voracious reader. My nightly Catholic 
prayers slipped easily into the Italian language, and around my neck I still 
wore the silver medallion Jozefa had given me – delicately carved in the 
form of a rose on one side, and the head of the Madonna on the other. 
Some decades later, I would say to my daughter, ‘Who knows if she did 
not keep me safe? She, too, was a Jewish girl in search of refuge’.

The Florenzanos were not churchgoers, but I was a devout Catholic, 
and whenever the occasion permitted, I was allowed to go to Mass and 
Confession with Maria, their maid.

During this period, while still physically and emotionally very fragile, my 
mother had to confront major decisions about our future. She was not 
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sure if she would be able to provide for me in her weakened state. My 
uncle offered to adopt me and to provide me with a good education. 
However, for our protection, he thought we should renounce our 
Jewish heritage.

My mother wrote to one of my father’s sisters in Palestine, informing 
her of this, and asked for advice. A telegram arrived soon after: ‘REJECT 
ADOPTION. CHILD TO REMAIN JEWISH. CERTIFICATES IN A SHORT TIME.’

I don’t know whether these entry permits ever arrived. Soon after, the 
State of Israel was declared, and the War of Independence broke out. My 
mother felt she could not face the hardships of another war.

Our relatives in America also tried to arrange entry there, but it would 
have meant a five-year waiting period. In the meantime, our friend Pola 
had already migrated to Melbourne, sponsored by her relative Rosa 
Zerfas. Pola persuaded her to sponsor us as well.

We left Italy in 1948 on the SS Napoli, an immigrant ship that carried 
refugees as well. Only one quarter of these refugees were Jewish. 
On board, I heard the word ‘Jewish’ for the first time. From the deep 
recesses of memory, that word brought to mind frightening images of 
black and evil beings who stole children away. I must have heard such 
stories during my years of hiding in Poland. No such beings, however, 
were to be seen aboard the Napoli. I had not yet been told that I, too, 
was Jewish. Years later, when I asked my mother why not, she answered, 
‘I had bigger problems to contend with than your religious affiliation’.

I found it out unexpectedly and dramatically when I was nine years old. 
We had arrived in Australia in October, and as the days grew warmer, I 
asked my new Aunty Rosa, ‘How do people celebrate Christmas here, 
where it’s hot?’ She was puzzled. ‘But Jewish people don’t celebrate 
Christmas’, she answered. ‘What does that have to do with me? I’m not 
Jewish!’ ‘Oh, yes you are’, she informed me. I was upset and angry, and 
asked my mother if it were true. She said, yes, but when I grew up, I 
could be whatever I liked, and I calmed down.
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Aunty Rosa enrolled me in an English language class for immigrant 
children at St. Kilda Park State School, provided us with accommodation, 
and found my mother work in her hat factory. It came as a great shock 
to me when I was in grade 5 and a sturdy grade 6 boy accosted me in the 
playground to hiss in my ear, ‘Dirty Jew!’ I had no defences against this 
onslaught. My schoolwork suffered, and my nights were disturbed. I can 
only imagine what my mother felt when I told her. Somehow, a transfer 
was arranged to Elwood Central School, very near to where we lived. 
Happily, I experienced no further anti-Semitic attacks neither at school 
nor later at university.

Many, but not all, of my school friends were Jewish refugees. With the 
latter, there seemed to be a special bond. It was good to be able to 
visit each others’ homes and to speak to their parents in Polish. As if by 
unspoken agreement, we never mentioned the past. We were too busy 
learning to be good Aussies.

On arrival, my dominant language was still Italian. I could speak to my 
mother in a very basic, childish Polish, but this needed to be improved 
so I could also converse with her émigré friends. As English came to 
dominate my reading and school work, the Italian language gradually 
faded away, and with it, my Catholic prayers.

My mother remarried a good and kind man, Jacob Frisch, whom we had 
met on board the Napoli. His wife and small daughter had perished in the 
Holocaust. We moved to 11 Wenden Grove, East St. Kilda, which would 
remain the family home until 1980.

Now began the process of repairing the relationship with my mother, 
fractured by the years of separation in Poland, and emotional distance 
in Italy. Her love, care and patience with me, even during a turbulent 
adolescence, were formidable. She did not talk about her past, but when 
the book Scourge of the Swastika was published in 1954, she gave me a 
copy. It was the first time I saw the photographs of piled-up corpses, and 
started asking questions. At university, my psychology course featured 
the work of John Bowlby and others who had studied the harmful 
effects of maternal deprivation on very young children. I asked further 
questions, and my mother now answered them.
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When I myself became a mother, I was not able to leave my daughter 
until she was three years old, and in kindergarten. I would imagine what 
it would be like to care for a baby’s multiple needs in wartime, and how 
far one could run in search of shelter carrying a heavy child, and so on. 
Anxiety about the future was never far away.

My return to the Jewish fold came in stages. First, school friends 
persuaded me not to attend school on Jewish holidays. There was also a 
brief and unhappy stint at the Sunday school of the Liberal Synagogue, 
where Aunty Rosa was a member. I was the only refugee child there, and 
my innocent questions, born of true ignorance, annoyed my classmates 
and I was made to feel more of an outsider than ever.

I don’t remember how I came to join the Zionist youth movement, Betar. 
It had a superb education program, and no one queried my religious 
observance or objected to my questions. Now I learned about the Jewish 
People’s history, their writers, artists, and heroes, and that one could 
be proud of being Jewish. Though religious tradition was respected and 
always honoured at functions, Betar’s ethos was aimed at producing 
persons of honour and integrity to help build the new State of Israel.

As soon as it became possible, my mother began to help Jozefa 
financially and by sending her dress materials from my stepfather’s shop. 
Under Soviet rule, the Polish people suffered shortages and hardships of 
every kind.

When my mother passed away in 1976, I assumed this obligation with 
the help of a Polish interpreter. She would read me Jozefa’s letters, and I 
would dictate a brief reply.

After some years, I initiated proceedings at Yad Vashem in Jerusalem to 
recognise Jozefa as one of the Righteous Among the Nations. Sadly, she 
passed away before this was finalised in 1984, but a plaque bearing her 
name can now be seen along the Avenue of the Righteous.

I was informed of Jozefa’s death by Jasia, a young woman who had been 
placed in an orphanage after the war. Jozefa had been her social worker, 
and she knew all about me. I bought a Polish dictionary and we began a 
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correspondence. We actually met in Poland in 1994, and our friendship 
continues to this day.

I visited the apartment building where I had lived with Jozefa. I had 
hoped to regain some memory of my years in hiding by returning to this 
spot, but this did not happen.

At Yad Vashem there is a poignant memorial to the million and a half 
Jewish children murdered during the Holocaust. I could so easily have 
been one of them. That I was not, I owe to the kindness of a stranger. 
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