
Bug River

042-58234_ch00_3P.indd   2 8/14/14   2:03 PM



042-58234_ch01_3P.indd   2 8/14/14   2:19 PM



 a  d i f f e r e n t  s t y l e  o f  t o r t u r e  2 3 7

In late summer 1942, Moszek Tuchendler disappeared behind a torn 
piece of paper and became Zdzisław Pływacz. Morry left behind the letters 
from his mother, a few photographs of his family, and anything  else that 
might compromise his new identity. His survival now depended on main-
taining a fiction.

It is impossible to determine the exact date Morry left Helena Jagodzińska’s 
farm and went into hiding. It must have been after August 24, 1942, when 
Jews  were forbidden to leave the Węgrów ghetto, and before dawn on 
Monday, September 21, 1942, Yom Kippur, when the Jews in the Węgrów 
ghetto  were murdered in their homes or in the streets, or deported to be 
murdered elsewhere. Members of the SS, German and Polish police, and 
Ukrainian auxiliaries surrounded the ghetto. According to the Encyclo-
pedia of Camps and Ghettos, “They went from  house to  house, ordering 
the Jews— approximately 9,000 people— to the town’s square. Those who 
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“Ah. And that’s the catch,” Morry interrupted his recitation of the data. 
“Like, aka, circumcision.”

They didn’t check? I asked.
“No, sir.”
And nobody ever asked you, the entire time?
“Never. So. And then . . .”
And then fingerprints, signature. “And at the end of the line, okay, they 

take a picture. And they said, ‘Come back in four weeks.’ ”
In 1993, Morry had said, “So, I went home with that and I said to my-

self, ‘Now, is that all I have to live, four weeks?’ ” If the German authorities 
 were to check his papers, they would discover that Zdzisław Pływacz was 
deceased.

The Kennkarte still contains the photo taken that day, probably No-
vember 11, 1942, at the end of the line. Zdzisław Pływacz, a few months 
shy of his twentieth birthday, and Moszek Tuchendler, just a few days be-
fore his eigh teenth.

And Maurice Chandler, on January 23, 2012, looked once more at the 
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the war in Eu rope. “Dear Friend!” it begins in a translation that Leslie had 
made for me.

Inadvertently I happened to call at the post office in Nasielsk, where 
I was handed your letter. From the tone of your writing, I get the 
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would have arrived in Warsaw on Wednesday, August 3. Early the follow-
ing morning, they hired a car to drive them the thirty- five miles north to 
their destination. My grandfather’s three minutes of film show Nasielsk— 
and so Moszek Tuchendler, Avrum Kubel, his friend Rotstein, “Boortz” 
the dummy, the stonecutter Chaim Nusen Cwajghaft, “Chezkiah” the 
itinerant storyteller, Samuel and Faiga Tick, Miriam and Czarna Myrla, 
and perhaps Chaim Talmud, a Piekarek or a Jedwab boy, the boy Srebro, 
the boy Wilczynski, a Brzoza or two, and many others whose names we 
will never learn— on Thursday, August 4, 1938.

Knowing the exact date allows me to place the story of my grandfather’s 
film in historical context, the events of that time that seem important to us 
today, but through which my grandparents and their friends floated so 
blithely during the six weeks of their vacation.

I don’t know whether David bought a newspaper on this trip, to pass 
the many hours he would be spending on trains. But if he did, it would 
almost certainly have been the New York Herald Tribune’s Paris Edition, 
later known as the International Herald Tribune, an eight- page digest of 
the news from its parent newspaper in New York. If David had picked up a 
copy of this paper on July 31, 1938— the day he and my grandmother and 
the Malinas visited Volendam, the cute seaside town outside of Amster-
dam, where David tested color film in his new camera for the first time—
he would have read, “Hitler Decorates Henry Ford on Auto Maker’s 75th 
Birthday.” At a lavish banquet the previous day, sixteen hundred guests had 
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