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The Severed Trunk of the Danons
It was the afternoon of a gloomy autumn day in 1961. I heard the bell at the door of my one-room apartment in Maksim Gorki Street in Belgrade. I opened the door and was Milan, a clerk in the Vracar municipality. I knew him since both of us were in the same Party organisation. He asked at me and said in a surprised way; - You are here, I did not know that you were living here. At my question why he came to my house, he told me that was being gathered on the casualties of the Fascist terror. He brought questionnaires to be filled in. I asked him by this was being done and he replied that diplomatic actions with West Germany were established, which were continued when Yugoslavia recognized East Germany, compensation for the victims of Fascist terror was to be guested. He asked me whether anybody from my family had perished. When I replied affirmatively, he opened his bag and he handed me a questionnaire.
· For how many people is this questionnaire?
· For one victim.

I told him that I needed many questionnaires and he again opened his bag and started counting how many he still had. He had six and he handed them to me; I said that I needed many more. Surprised, he glanced at me, and I told him that 1 needed at least thirty. He opened his eyes wide, not believing that I was serious.
-
Do you really need so many? - he asked.
I repeated that I needed even more, but that I still did not know still the precise number. He kept silent for a few minutes and then asked me to come the following morning to the Municipality, across the street, to give me the questionnaires. Then we said goodbye and he left walking backwards through the door.
I sat at my drawing table and started thinking how to record all my closest relatives, from the paternal and maternal sides who had perished in the last war as victims of terrible crimes. I took the questionnaire and started reading the columns which were to be filled in: First name, Family name, Year and Place of birth, Profession, and so on. The last column read: Where, when and from whom the person perished. There were a lot of questions and I saw that they could not be so easily filled in, so I concluded that the best way would be for me, as an architect, to take a big sheet of drawing paper, to line it and enter all the columns.
I sat down, stretched out the paper, took a ruler, a pencil, and started, according to the questionnaire to draw vertical and horizontal lines. I began from my father's family, because almost all of them had perished. My grandfather Avram Danon and his wife Sara from Bijeljina had thirteen children, five daughters and eight sons. None of them remained alive, all of them were older, mature persons, with wives and children - all of whom had several children - and also sons-in law, dauhters-in law, grandchildren...
I started working. I began with my father's eldest sister Rufka Altarac, who had lived in Bijeljina, and went on. I filled in all the data I knew; the most difficult part was to fill in data where, and how they had been killed and by whom. About some of them I knew nothing. I started writing, filling in the columns, remembering and describing the destinies of my relatives, of my entire family; I became more and more sad. Because by writing on paper, instead of designing buildings, I revived the faces and fates of my relatives who were not alive. I went on one after another and the number was increasing, it grew incessantly. I filled in data for ten names, then for twenty, and for thirty, but still there were those who were not included. It made me so sad that the tears began to flow down my cheeks. At the end, I reached the number of forty-five. It meant, forty-five heads were severed by the hands of the criminals, evildoers, non-humans only because they were Jews. At the end, I could not write any more, my hand was trembling, I shed tears, I collapsed.
I awoke when the day broke, lying on the drawing table. That number of forty-five souls was like a wound in my heart and I began thinking what to do. I decided that I could not allow it to be forgotten, that I should write whatever I knew about my closest relatives both from the maternal and the paternal sides, describe their fates, and also what I, myself had experienced and seen, which could be evidence for the present and future generations.
In the morning I went directly to the Municipality and looked for Milan. He was sitting in the office with another clerk, both of them at their typewriters. We greeted one another and he asked how many questionnaires I needed. When I said forty five he jumped from his chair and started, confused, towards the door as if he had something urgent to do. He told me:
-
The questionnaires are on the table, take as many as you
need.
The other clerk began to fidget in his chair, and he too went away. I understood that they were shocked by the number of victims. I sat at the table and started counting up to forty-five. I took the questionnaires and wanted to go, but the head of that service entered the office. He addressed me with great respect, extending his hand to me, introduced himself and asked:
-
Did really so many of yours perish?
I confirmed this, then again he pressed my hand and with a lot of sympathy he expressed his condolences.
I took the questionnaires home. I gathered strength to fill
them in I needed ten days to enter all the horrible data about
my family. Working on this I decided firmly to take it to the
very end, to write down whatever I knew about these people,
that it would be a kind of requiem mass to my dear and
beloved relatives. 

The difference in the number between my father's and my mother's families is the consequence of purely geographical positions. It transpired that the permanent place of their stay was meaningful. My father's relatives lived predominantly in Belgrade, then in Bijeljina, Tuzla and Sarajevo. It is known that the Germans immediately upon their arrival in Serbia started registering the Jews and assigned them to hard labour after the bombardment of Belgrade and that in Serbia and in the Independent State of Croatia the Jews, the first in Europe, experienced genocide by Hitler's servants with the Gestapo and SS troops at their head. It was more difficult tor my father's family to flee into the Italian occupational zone. My mother's family, which lived in Sarajevo, found a way out and fast upon the occupation they moved to Mostar, where the Italians were. The Italians did not have genocidal intentions towards the Jews. When they withdrew from Mostar and handed over the city to the Ustashas, all the Jews were given Italian passes to go to Dalmatia. Some people from my father's family had tried to go to the Italian occupational zone, but failed. So my uncle Haim with his wife Batseva and two-year old son Albert, wanted to go to Split through Zagreb, where they were caught. All trace of the uncle was lost there, and his wife sent us a card to Tuzla from the Lobograd camp, where she was with her son asking us to send her a parcel of food. We sent the package but all trace of them was also lost. My father's brother Mihael, whom we called Mika, had tried to reach Dubrovnik, where his wife and daughter were, but he was caught, and then disappeared for good. Father's brother, my uncle Jakob, with his wife Cikula, had tried to go to the Italian zone through Sarajevo. We did not know anything about them until my visit to the Jewish museum in Sarajevo in the seventies. I was very surprised when among the exhibits I came across their photos under which their names were written. Those were the usual police pictures, the profile from the left and right hand side and front. I had difficulty in recognizing them, they were so emaciated and exhausted and Their countenances from the pictures are engraved in my memory and I will remember them to the very end of my life. My father's sister Sipura, with her husband Majer Baruh, daughter Rasel, and sons Isidor and Bern, as well as uncle Sado, managed to reach Skopje, where the occupiers were the Bulgarians. Unfortunately, in March 1943. they were imprisoned by the Bulgarians as well as thirteen thousand other Jews from Macedonia and South Serbia. All of them were first robbed, the women raped and then given to the Germans. They were transported in freight cars to Poland. The last station of that transport was the Treblinka concentration camp. This camp was notorious for not having any accommodation, so that immediately upon unloading them to the platform, the prisoners were taken to be killed in the crematoriums. Even today I have in front of my eyes the countenance of my cousin, Rasel, whom we called Selika. She was a real beauty, and she was only seventeen. She was raped and cruelly killed.
My family, father Isidor, mother Dona, sister Sida and myself, managed a few days upon the entry of the Germans in Belgrade to go to Tuzla to my father's brother, Mose Danon. The elder sister Sarina with her husband went inland to Serbia and joined the preparations for the uprising. At the end of 1941 a Muslim woman came from Mostar, sent by our family with passes for my father and my mother, to take them to Mostar; Sida and I had planned to go to Majevica to the Partisans; but our attempt failed. However, when the Muslim woman came with the passes, my father and I were already in prison and taken to the Jasenovac camp. My mother with a veil over her face went to Mostar and was followed by my sister Sida.
The only people from my father's family who had managed to go to Dalmatia, were my father's brother Mosa, his son Albert, whom we called Berti, and his wife Ancika. The Italians transported them with other Jews to the island of Rab. Upon the capitulation of Italy (1943), many Jews from Rab went to join the Partisans. A Jewish battalion was formed where my uncle Berti's son was. I learned what had happened to him. In a battle with the Ustashas he and another fighter were surrounded. When they were captured, the Ustashas started their bloody feast. First they cut Berti's both ears, then the nose and at the end the penis, which was put into his mouth. When the other fighter saw what was happening he started running. Under the shower of Ustasha bullets he managed to reach a forest and his co-fighters. This was how we leared how Berti finished his days. Uncle Mosa and his wife Ancika survived the war and returned to Tuzla. Mosa only then learned what had happened to his only son. He couldn't endure that life's blow; his heart broke.
I remember with great sadness all those who had perished but my greatest grief is the memory of the small Albert. He was a two-year old child, with big black eyes, curly hair, with a face from which his joyous, carefree smile, full of life never disappeared. He finished his days as a martyr though he had hardly begun to live.
I remember vividly the fate of my father Isidor, whom the Ustashas killed in a cruel manner - at Stara Gradiska they were killing only with clubs and daggers.
I keep in my mind's eye the look of my youngest uncle Gedaj, who was a very handsome man. I found him in Jasenovac so emaciated and exhausted that I failed to recognize him. After a few days he died of hunger.
All my relatives, the whereabouts of their graves I do not know, perished all over Europe. From Sajmiste to Jajince in the vicinity of Belgrade, through Jasenovac, Stara Gradiska, and Djakovo, to Auschwitz, Treblinka, Dachau and other Nazi camps.
Those are the destinies which cannot and must not be forgotten, because the danger always exists that what once occurred can be repeated. So let this book be an introduction into memories which I must write down. Because in those sleepless nights, my severed family tree remained on paper: forty-five of its branches. On my paternal side only five of us survived. Maybe five of us are enough for Danon's family tree to bloom once again.

