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OH BEAUTIFUL SWITZERLAND, HOW I REMEMBER THEE!
PREFACE
This story is dedicated to the heroes and heroines of the French Jewish Resistance called “La Sixieme” (The Six) a group of young men and women dedicated to rescuing Jewish children from deportation and annihilation.
In their task to find shelter for those children of all ages, they roamed through occupied France (1940-1944) risking their lives daily.  Some paid the ultimate price.  They saved thousands of children from babies to adolescents, I was one of them.
CHAPTER ONE

I will always remember the handsome young man who came to my parents’ hiding place in Paris to pick me up.  I was a teenager then.  He gave me a false identity card, taught me a new family background corresponding to my forged papers, he told me to remember it all well, in case we were being questioned on the train by the French police or the German Gestapo.  To the terror in my eyes he responded with a gentle smile, to my parents he said not to worry, and we went to the train station on our way to Clermont Ferrand, the capital city of Puy De Dome, France. 
We arrived safely.  I remember doing a lot of walking, up and down hills toward my new home, feeling exhausted and hungry.  Nevertheless, I could not help but stop for a moment or so to admire those majestic mountains surrounding the city.
We arrived at an apartment, our “safe house” as we called it. It was a busy place where leaders met. Sometimes bringing along children in transit to other safe places, and some, like me, were there to stay.  Our leaders came regularly to check on our well being. They also find paying jobs for some of us, me included.  We were a group of teenagers, girls and boys living as a family.  We did not have much money and food was rationed.     

Still, we joked and laughed a lot, and we sang too.  There was this French girl, age 17 like me, who was orphaned since the beginning of the war.  Her parents were killed by an air raid bombing.  She sang beautifully, and from her I learned to love the opera “Carmen”.
We even celebrated birthdays. I remember one in particular. The happy birthday boy received from us a big box as a birthday present.  He opened it very excitedly. Then he found a smaller box in the big one, and then a smaller one again and again, until he came to a very, very small package.  In it were two pieces of hard sugar – a very important item in those days. 

Thanks to my false identity card, our leaders found me a job in a big store, in the center of town selling grains and seeds to farmers.  It was a combination of a nursery and hardware store.  There, very often, German soldiers stopped to shop for their families in Germany.  With the owner of the store watching over us, I did not have a choice, but to face them and serve them.
As the war drew closer to an end, the French underground became more active, while the occupying forces grew more brutal.  If one German was killed, hundreds of French hostages were shot as a reprisal.  Those unfortunate people were grabbed in raids in the streets, hotels and restaurants.
Also, our hiding place was no longer safe.  Our leaders were worried that someone would reveal us, since some neighbors were getting suspicious seeing so much movement in and out of our apartment.  So, they decided that we had to leave our place as soon as possible.  They had arranged for illegal passage for some of us to Switzerland; others would be staying in a convent.  I decided to join the group of children for Switzerland.  The girl with the beautiful voice went to a convent. 
We left as a group of students, as if we were on a vacation trip, with one leader as our teacher. No luggage was allowed, except whatever we could wear, like two or three dresses which I did. At the border our leader delivered us to a well paid guide.  
The journey itself is fuzzy in my mind, except the time when we came face to face with the wire fence at the border. We were told to climb over it as fast as possible and to help the smaller children in the process.  We could hear dogs barking not too far away.  It was a terrifying experience.  Call it power of survival, or special strength that is stored away for a moment of need, because suddenly, we were on the other side, in a different world, safe at last. 
 Dazed, our hands and legs bloody from the spikes on the wires, our cloth torn, we set on the grass in a meadow somewhat in shock.  In the morning hours, we saw a farm near by.  Suddenly, facing us were two beautiful children, well fed, with very blond, long braids, looking at us, observing us. They did not say a word but I felt from their looks that they saw us as weird animals… not to touch. 
Within minutes they turned around and ran toward their home.  Soon after the Swiss Police were in front of us with orders to stand up and follow them. 
I recall a long trip on a bus toward our refugee camp, admiring all along the beauty of the mountains surrounding us and the peacefulness of the villages we crossed by.

CHAPTER TWO

From the Swiss border, we were driven by bus toward our new home, a refugee camp.  Our eyes wide open, in silence, we passed through small towns and villages, with views like pretty post cards.  How green were those valleys where cows were grazing leisurely.  How clean and neat looking were those houses we passed by.  When the bus stopped in a small town, we actually saw chocolate bars and imported sardines on display in a store.  It all seemed like a fairy tale.

At the refugee camp we were faced with reality.  The entire place was surrounded by a tall fence, the only entry or exit guarded by Swiss authorities.  We were told that we were being quarantined as a preventive measure against infectious diseases.
We were given straw for mattresses. Very soon after, I and many others were covered with some kind of infection; we were itching all over.  They took us in a van to a nearby hospital.  In a basement room, we were told to undress.  Then some attendants sprayed a disinfectant all over our bodies.  It was not a pleasant experience, but I think it helped.
I recall a group of well-meaning volunteers who came to entertain us.  They sang in chorus outside our gate, and we listened politely from inside our camp.

It is there that I, seventeen years old at the time, learned of the outside world, living in close quarters with people from different countries who spoke different languages and practiced different religions.  We soon found a way to communicate.  For me, becoming friends with some of those strange-looking people was fascinating and exciting.  It was indeed a learning experience to discover that people from all over the world could look so different and be so much alike.
Also, this is where I discovered that not all Jewish people are the same.  Some were strictly observant, and some were not religious at all. Some of them smoked on Shabbat and other ate happily whatever they were served, without worrying about whether or not it was kosher.  Still, they shared the same bond, they were all Jews.

It was at this refugee camp that I, challenged by my inner soul, asked myself, “Who am I?” It began with my first day, when an administrator at the camp, preparing a file on me, asked me whether I was an observant or secular Jew.  I recall clearly hesitating for a moment.  Into my mind came my strictly religious upbringing, my parents, especially my father, and my daily trips by Metro (subway) to a bi-cultural Jewish school.  We were taught mainly French, but lessons also included the Jewish religion and traditions, and kosher lunches were served daily.  I also recalled my smart mother, making the painful decision for sending us kids to our neighborhood stores to buy cold cuts, since all Jewish stores were ordered closed by the occupying forces.  No kosher meat was available.  She made us eat the non-kosher food with our fingers outside of our apartment, from the open package. She did not touch anything, but accepted the fact that growing children needed protein to be healthy.  Inside the house, my father was busy praying to God.  He did not see anything, or maybe he knew and was asking for forgiveness.

Finally, seeing insistence in the administrator’s eyes, I answered, “Yes, I am an observant Jew.” For a while, avoiding most of non-kosher food served, I often felt hungry.  So, later on I changed my mind and adapted to my surroundings.  As for those who held to their beliefs, I found out later on that the local Swiss Jewish community came to their rescue with kosher food packages.
I especially remember one sunny Saturday morning observing a young Jewish couple talking to each other while the woman was busy washing her lingerie in a small basin.  When she finished, I saw him pick up those intimate pieces from her basin and hang them up to dry.  I looked at them in total disbelief.  I never saw this kind of intimacy between married people.  Not in my parents’ household, for sure.  Then, I looked up at the sky, telling myself, “Now God will strike them dead as punishment for working on Shabbat.” I was relieved to see that nothing happened.  This lovely couple stayed on chatting while waiting for her lingerie to dry, watching over it, so nobody would steal them.

That evening, my young friends and I discussed God, religion and love until late at night.

EPILOGUE

A year later, when the war was over, I returned to my family in Paris.  There I met a former roommate from our hiding place in Clermont Ferrand. She told me the following:

The girl with the golden singing voice became a nun.  At the convent they convinced her, that if she converted to Catholicism and sang in their church, her Jewish parents would go to Heaven instead of burning in Hell.

One group of children on their way to Switzerland was caught by the Germans near the border.  Their leader was shot right away and the children were kept alive for a week.  One day they starved them, another day the soldiers gave them candies and played with them.  By the end of the week, orders came from Germany to kill them all.

Some of our beautiful leaders, including the one who rescued me, were caught in a raid and shot to death.

I am forever grateful to those who saved my life.

This story is written for my children and grandchildren, for them to know and learn from their family’s past, and hopefully say, “NEVER AGAIN”
April 1, 1993

Sarah Lew Miller

