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Summary 
 
Chaskiel Grunberg was born in Warsaw, Poland on October 9, 1923. His father Nissan owned a 
small tailoring factory, and his mother Chaya was a homemaker. His parents were both born in 
Warsaw. His family also included 3 sisters and one brother. Chaskiel estimates that his greater 
family, including his paternal grandfather and many uncles, aunts and cousins, amounted to 
around 100 people. His family was religious and observed most holidays, though his father had 
to work on the sabbath. They belonged to a large synagogue in Warsaw. Chaskiel attended both 
Jewish and secular schools. In his secular school he experienced antisemitism from fellow 
students and occasionally from neighborhood children. He and his family spoke both Yiddish 
and Polish. Neither he nor his father was interested in politics. 

The German invasion of Poland in 1939 changed Chaskiel’s life. He, one of his sisters and his 
brother-in-law escaped to the Russian zone, but the rest of the family stayed in Warsaw. 
Chaskiel stayed in Rovno for a while, but one day he returned to his new home and his sister, 
brother-in-law and new baby were gone. They had been taken to the train station by Russian 
authorities because they were Poles. Chaskiel found them there and they were all deported to 
Siberia. It took six weeks under harsh conditions in a cattle car, but the Russians gave them 
some food and otherwise did not mistreat them. Because of sickness his brother-in-law was 
taken off the train and was not able to join them in Siberia, though he ended up working in 
Siberia outside the camp. 

Chaskiel was now in charge of looking after his sister and new baby. They ended up in two 
locations in Siberia. The first was worse. They stayed in barracks with no beds, blankets, or 
coats. It was bitter cold and snowy. Chaskiel worked long hours cutting down trees, and 
occasionally was able to get extra bread for his sister and her baby. The Russian soldiers were 
strict – no criticism of Russia or Stalin – but otherwise treated the Jewish and gentile Poles 
equally. The Russians did not beat or kill the prisoners. Occasionally a Russian Jewish soldier 
would take pity on them and help. Chaskiel and his sister were there for one and a half years 
and then sent to another camp in Siberia where the weather and other conditions were 
somewhat better. Here he and his sister and baby had their own room and had better food. But 
he worked very hard, seven days a week, this time on concrete foundations for factories. 

In 1944 the Polish government in exile convinced the Russians to release the Polish Jews into 
the Polish army. But Chaskiel reported that they were sent to Uzbekistan. Again, the travel was 
difficult and the Russians had to stop Polish gentiles from attacking Jews. The change in 
weather was devastating, and many people died of dysentery and other diseases. Chaskiel 
himself caught malaria but survived. At first, he worked on a collective farm picking insects 
from crops but then drove a truck. They stayed there for two and a half years until the end of 
the war in 1945. Chaskiel told of many incidents where he helped others with food and work, 
and he was looked upon respectfully. He also met his future wife – she was 12 – in Uzbekistan 
where she helped his sister with the baby. Tragically, his sister later lost her baby to illness.  

Eventually, Chaskiel, his sister, her husband, Chaskiel’s future wife ended up in a Displaced 
Persons camp near Munich. He became a truck driver for the Jewish Agency, UNRRA, and the 
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Haganah who he helped rescue Jewish orphans and get ammunition from Czechoslovakia. 
Chaskiel was also able to find his youngest sister who was in Frankfurt. She joined them in the 
DP camp. In general, camp life was good. Chaskiel married the girl he had met several years 
before. (She was 17 at the time.) His family celebrated Jewish holidays with other Jews and 
sang Jewish songs. 

Chaskiel’s sisters eventually immigrated to Australia. Although Chaskiel had wanted to go to 
Israel he decided to join his sisters. Life in Australia was good. He worked hard but became 
successful. He and his wife and three children continued to celebrate Jewish holidays and spoke 
Yiddish at home. Chaskiel appreciated the opportunity to be interviewed, though he admitted it 
took convincing by his granddaughter. He also said that it was hard returning to the many harsh 
memories. Of the hundred or so close relatives, only he and his two sisters survived. 
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