WeNeed Time

In Chernivtsi with Action Reconciliation
by Kate Power

The Ukraine gives us a loud welcome, long beforeewen reach the border. Men and women
screaming at each other — that’s the family siteanming in an endless loop on the bus ride
from Berlin to Lviv. We're sitting directly beneathe speakers - sixteen volunteers, ready for
atonement. We're entering a country that our fathemnd grandfathers barreled across as
masters of the imperial race.

Our goal is Chernivtsi in Bukovina, now Ukrainerrfeerly Soviet Union, formerly Romania,
formerly the Empire of Galicia, crown land of theugiro-Hungarian Empire, formerly
Russia, formerly the Ottoman Empire, formerly Malida formerly Kiever Rus. Each period
left its traces - buildings, people, languagest@aland barbarism.

We're coming to clear the jungle out of the Jewigimetery of Chernivtsi - actually a tiny
part of the cemetery. Founded in the 19th centiaing, one of the largest preserved Jewish
cemeteries in Europe with 50,000 graves. Until médgeit was completely overgrown. The
ancestors’ children are no longer there to takee air the graves; they were deported,
murdered or they left.

Are we setting signs of atonement if we tear oots@nd chop vine tendrils in the blistering
heat, or are we just creating chaos in the cemstdayly routine? Wouldn't it be better if we
gave our invested money to the cemetery adminisiraso that they might clear the grounds
more effectively with a chain saw, lawn trimmer addemicals? Doesn’t an overgrown
cemetery seem more beautiful and enchanted; ise’tieterioration part of the natural order
of things? And anyway - is it presumptuous to waratone for something that is too large to
be atoned for?

These are German hands with German tools that twadg a path to atonement. These are
German questions that can’t always be answered.

On the second day, Paula arrives from the US togar group. She is in Chernivtsi for the
first time in 65 years. She chose this path to ekiloam a painful journey into the past:
working together with Germans in the Jewish cenyetére fell trees, remove tendrils and
brush, while clearing a path towards the gravesl &siwe defoliate tombstones, discovering
the emerging letters, stories are remembered addd @awed by nettles and covered in
mosquito bites, we try to discern and count thestoferging a path in the search for the
grandfather’s tombstone. We come across blankssialere the letters are too weathered to
read, the engravings as if washed away by the by time; just like the memories - a
haze. The stone keeps its real story locked indMgat Paula has experienced and seen has
been engraved into the body and soul; it isn'tokesi

It's good that we have time. Paula has offerecetioher story. This is not the first time she
talks about herself; she was a teacher and istareanember of the Breman Jewish Museum
in Atlanta. But this is different. We're in Chertsv here, and we are Germans. We're right in
the middle of the story.



Chernivtsi on August 17, 1941. Curfew had justtethias Paula’s mother Etka was getting
her first contractions. There was no way for thelwiie to come: Since the raid by the allied
German and Romanian troops on July 5, 1941, Jews prehibited from going out on the
street after 8 p.m. under punishment of deathid¢taduring the Soviet occupation, the father
had already been dispossessed and abducted bKWie Becret police. So the three-year-old
Paula was left alone when her mother took the withtthe yellow star and disappeared into
the night.

That's Paula’s earliest memory: the bronze hanéildtn@® apartment door and the fear in the
night. Only the next morning did her mother retwith the newborn sister. A few months
later, in October 1941, the Romanian officers dr&@000 Chernivtsi Jews into a pre-
established ghetto under orders from the German amts. That was where the first deadly
deportations to Transnistria started from. How doal newborn survive the death march?
How was a mother to take care of her two littlddrtein on this hellish journey?

The current mayor, Traian Popovici, was able tovomwe the Romanian governor that the
city would fall apart if all Jews were deported. as allowed to issue special exemptions.
He wrote as many certificates as he could and Wwiesta save the lives of 20,000 Jews.
Paula and her little sister were also spared far.no

Traian Popovici was discharged and arrested insphigng of 1942. The coveted certificate
lost all value and could no longer protect Pautarfibeing deported to Transnistria. This new
province under Romanian command in occupied Ukrams used as a giant ghetto and
extermination camp. Those who survived the massaamd shootings soon died of hunger,
cold or typhus. Etka had to leave the little cheldievery morning to perform forced labor in a
stone quarry. At only four years old, Paula wast aédne with her sister. It was well into the
night when their mother returned and nursed thg.daach day was marked by the dread that
their mother would never come back. Each day sipedh¢hat there would be an end, that one
day all of this would be over.

Paula survived. Only as they returned to Chernigdidithey see how many people did not
make it. Nearly all relatives and friends had beemrdered. The worst was that their father
never returned. In their native city, they werehwiit country and home. Etka decided to
leave Chernivtsi. They made the arduous journeyth®® American troops in southern

Germany. Paula lived in the Displaced Persons’ Cmpix years until the family emigrated

to the US.

It is difficult to talk about these experienceseénerhe suffering is intimate. Paula’s story ends
with the approaching Sabbath. We leave for the gygae. The rabbi invites us to the
service.

It's good that we have time. Time to talk and asksjions. But ten days are not a long time
to open up, have all of the needed discussions thighJewish community, the German
community, the Hesed welfare center. We visit #a@ish museum and the former pilgrimage
site Sadhora. And we absorb the city. Anew eachmayany small encounters.

At lunch we buy bread and cheese at a nearby mdakkiere do you come from”, asks the
babushka who is selling us tomatoes from her gai@ehof an old habit of not wanting to be
German in Eastern Europe, | reply: “From Berlinhdathen correct myself: “From Berlin,
from Germany.” “Oh”, the old woman says radiantiyell me - isn't it good that Hitler is
gone?” “Yes,” | say, “that’s good, it's really gtea*And”, she continues, “isn’t it good that
Stalin is gone?” “Yes”, | say, “that’s really worrfid.” “But now”, she adds, “everyone is
going away, everyone is leaving home. That's nat faised to be.”

Her granddaughter is with her at the market, smiliNo, she no longer lives here. She’s
studying medicine in Kiev. Now she’s on vacatioisjting her grandmother.

Translation into English by Julia Solis



It's night in the hotel bar. The restaurants anfiésg
close at 11 p.m.; no alcohol is permitted outsi
There are few cafes that have special licensetato
open for celebrations, such as weddings, which s&g#
to be the most important and frequent celebrationg
Chernivtsi. Dance music is blaring from thg
restaurant; it's the third wedding this weekerh
Wedding guests are smoking outside the door; tht
are high and even higher heels; the women ;| .
outdoing each other with their dresses and the dtglists are fuIIy booked for the weekend.
Marrying couples are standing in line at the registfice while a music ensemble is playing.
After church, they sway through the city in a psety choreographed photo session; once
they would have stopped at the memorial for theiead fallen in the battle against fascism in
the great war of the fatherland, but now they posar gaudy iron carriages, buckets of
flowers, the rented and heavily decorated Mercetlesy stand and wave into the camcorder
from the top deck. The highlight is a round pldzat the married couple is swaying in as the
Mercedes drives circles around them, the brothdamnrolling down the window to capture
the immortal 360° tracking shot: Sway, sway, arsski

Inside the bar, we come across the local youth:aDiMasha, Shenya. At 19, they're no
longer teenagers but young adults entrenched inghefessional life or studies. They show a
lot of interest and ask many questions, then dffetake us to us the Carpathians. Hiking,
climbing, rafting. “Anyway,” they tell us, “we likthe Germans.” “Because of soccer?” | ask.
“No, all around, the economy, the industry, evengh Germans are well-respected here.”
For a moment | let go of any guilt, shame and thst,pand turn towards the future, the hope,
and the youth of the Ukraine: web designer, archite student, transportation entrepreneur.
| ask about politics, the local parties, the elawdi Silence. “You know, it's like this,” Shenya
starts. “Back then, during the so-called OrangedReion, we talked about politics all the
time. We got into arguments. We argued so muchithate apart the friendships. Now we no
longer talk about politics.”

Maybe there has to be silence for a while when sloimgis still so fragile.

In the end we cleaned nearly 500 graves. Yesjslassign. Something invisible has emerged
into view. Long hidden inside a green darkness,nbw returning into the light. It has been
there, in front of us, for a long time. And it witlontinue to be there long after we have
stepped back on the bus. We're tired and also elled@ihe 15-hour bus trip is ridiculously

short and we love the heated Russian comedies.

Before starting on her trip, Paula asked herselb wiese Germans might be and why they
would come. Each one probably gave a differentaesp. But I'm back at the beginning,
immersing myself in the story of this city, its vitheand its terrible tragedy. | need time.

Translation into English by Julia Solis



