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Author’s Note

T

he historical backdrop of this novel is what happened to
staggering numbers of prisoners of war taken by the Nazi
German and Soviet militaries during World War II. The numbers
were unprecedented in the history of warfare, and their treatment was horrifying.
In June 1941 the Germans launched a four-million-man
Blitzkrieg eastward into the Soviet Union on a front 1,500 miles
wide, the biggest military operation the world had ever seen.
The goal was to establish German dominance by overthrowing
the Communist regime of Joseph Stalin. It is estimated that
the German military killed 2.8 million Russian POW’s through
starvation, exposure, and summary executions during only eight
months of the Blitzkrieg operation. Since the Soviet army had
been decimated through pre-war purges under Stalin, the Soviet
forces caved in quickly under the initial Nazi onslaught. By the
time the brutal Russian winter set in (the winter of 1941-42)
Soviet POW’s began dying in captivity in massive numbers.
They were either penned behind barbed wire with no protection
from the elements and starved; were executed en masse by the
German army; or were transported to the rear to be exterminated
by the hundreds of thousands.
Eventually the decimation of Soviet POW’s was stopped,
and the Germans began to use them as slave laborers. The total
number of Soviet prisoners taken by the Germans during the
entire war is estimated to be 5.5 million. One of the most tragic
ironies at the end of the war was that the estimated 2 million
Soviet POW’s who survived German incarceration were arrested
en masse by the Soviet authorities upon repatriation on suspicion of having collaborated with the Germans. Almost without
exception, these returning Russian POW’s were sentenced to
long terms in Soviet death camps.
The Soviets stopped the Nazi Blitzkrieg at Moscow in
December 1941 and eventually gained the upper hand at the
Battle of Stalingrad (1942-43) and the Battle of Kursk (July
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1943). By April 1945, the Soviet forces had crushed all German
resistance and occupied Berlin, the German capital.
The Soviets took terrible revenge on millions of German
POW’s and POW’s of other nationalities who were captured by
the Soviet armies. Some were executed, but most of them were
sent to prisoner of war camps deep within the Soviet Union
where many died of starvation, overwork, and exposure. Once
in the camps, the POW’s were treated as slave laborers. Of the
estimated 3.2 million German prisoners of war, at least 1 million
died in the Soviet camps.
None of the prisoners held by the Germans or the Soviets
were treated even remotely in accordance with the Geneva
Convention.
After the war, international negotiations concerning German
POW’s held by the victorious forces (United States, Britain,
France, and Soviet Union) resulted in an agreement that all German POW’s should be released by the end of 1948, more than
three and a half years after the end of the war. It became known
later that the only nation ignoring the agreement was the Soviet
Union. Many of their German POW’s were held considerably
longer.
Caught—Surviving the Turbulent River of Life is the moving
story of a very young German conscript who survived incarceration in Soviet POW camps in an unusual way because of his
youth, innocence, attitude, talents, and exceptional character.
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Experience of Death
We know nothing of our departing, for
it refuses to confide in us.
Our wonder should not be required, nor
love nor hatred, faced with Death, whose
tragic mask of grief disfigures it.
The World is full of parts which we must play,
as long as we still wonder if we please
Death will perform its own unpleasing part.
But when you left us, a reality,
a ray of light, shone in upon our stage
through the same chink through which you’d slipped away:
real green, real sunshine on real foliage.
We still perform and anxiously recite
our hard-learned lines; from time to time we must
make actors’ gestures. But your presence might,
though far from us, no longer in the cast,
descending like a breath of that reality
take hold of us sometimes and overcome us.
Then for a time we are transported: we
at last act life and look for no applause.
Rainer Maria Rilke
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PART 1
1959

1

Dancing with Gypsies

R

umor had it that he was an incorrigible eccentric, though
I refused to believe it and tried to pay no attention to the
incessant gossip. But when it was time to go home at the end of
the day, it not infrequently happened that he burst into our office
and boomed, “Hey, my friends, I feel like dancing with the gypsies again tonight! Please join me, I implore you! The evening
is going to be my treat!” He sounded upbeat, and yet I thought
I detected a faint desperation in his plea. As usual, he refused
to take no for an answer. The more anyone resisted, the more
insistent he became. It never took too much persuasion, for we,
too, yearned for a release from the pressure of maintaining a fast
work pace all day. We promised we would meet him at seven.
We were almost entirely a young staff, and we loved
and admired him. Throughout the day, he was a taxing boss,
demanding top performance, speed and efficiency. He exacted
these qualities of himself more than of anyone else. When we
spent the evenings with him it was different—he brought excitement, exuberance and imagination into our lives. He made us
feel cherished, always attentive, plying us with drink, music,
food, and dance.
He always took us to the Gypsy Baron, a favorite Hungarian restaurant of his in the old part of the city. It was located
in a house built more than three hundred years ago, thickwalled, with deep-set, many-paned windows, and an ornate,
hand-carved entrance door. On entering, the passionate exotic
gypsy music, the guests’ laughter and excited chatter, and the
spice-laden wafts from the simmering goulash stew transported
us into a world at once foreign and utterly inviting, a charged
atmosphere alive with sensuality. The center of the house had
been opened up when it was converted into a restaurant so that
one could see from the ground floor up to the third story ceil3
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ing. The two upper floors, encircling a central space, were supported by heavy timbers. Both levels were filled with diners and
enchanted listeners. The place vibrated with sound and energy.
You could call us regulars at the restaurant. I wondered what
pulled Janos back to the same place again and again, to the
same ambiance with its wailing, weeping gypsy violins, at once
passionate and full of sadness and yearning. We were quickly
seated at one of the foremost tables near the band. The table
was set and seemed to be waiting just for us. Maybe Janos had
been planning this all day long behind a façade of business and
efficiency. Maybe what appeared to be spontaneity was a wellplanned outing, dictated from an inner need. We would never
really know how he planned or arranged these events; but after
we left the office, everyone had voiced his or her own surmise.
Though Janos appeared to be an open, communicative man, I
was certain there was much within him we were not privy to.
We were barely seated when the first round of Slivovitz, a
delicately scented yet powerful plum schnapps, arrived. Everyone toasted at once and downed the little glasses bottoms up.
Later in the evening Janos would crush each of his slender
schnapps glasses in his bare hand with a kind of furious delight,
and never once did his hand show any trace of blood.
He was a bear of a man in his middle thirties. I would not have
called him handsome then, though I guessed he could have been
handsome when he was younger and slimmer. He had that husky
Germanic look with a trace of the Slavic—a rather broad, high
cheek-boned face, blond wavy hair, stood not more than 5 foot
10, had very broad shoulders, was somewhat paunchy around
the middle, had sturdy thighs tightly sheathed in his trousers,
and a pair of large, expressive hands. He had an imposing presence, made less intimidating by his habitual warm, broad smile.
He loved people and was always surrounded by them. Indeed he
magnetized them. He gave them what they needed and yearned
for—a release from the every-day, the dreary, the ordinary. I
could never quite figure out from where his charisma and power
emanated, certainly not from his intellect alone, which was one
of the sharpest I had ever encountered in my young years. I
4
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suspected it was mainly an indomitable spirit that seemed to
come from the depth of his being. To us he was, what we termed
amongst ourselves, a golden man worthy of emulation, whose
rumored early suffering and being tossed about had buffed his
presence into a deep lustrous sheen, one that compelled respect.
Though I had not been with the company for a long time, I had
heard stories about Janos, but couldn’t separate the truth from
the myth even if I had wanted to.
We were all seated one minute and up again the next as we
downed another round with clinking glasses. It was like a ritual.
Presently, the waiters brought a mighty pot of pungent goulash
stew, bowls and spoons, and then the feasting began. All through
dinner, the gypsy band played its slow melodious strains that
would become inevitably faster, more furious, and electrifying
as the evening wore on.
Having downed a fair amount of the plum schnapps and a
bowl of stew, Janos got up, chatted briefly with the musicians,
and started dancing on the wooden floor in front of the band.
It, too, was part of the ritual. He started hesitantly at first, not
being the most graceful man anymore. But soon he fell into
rhythm with the band or the band fell obligingly into rhythm
with him. I don’t know which. We clapped enthusiastically and
hollered, spurring him on. His footwork became faster and more
complicated, while his body turned and swayed. It always ended
up with his dancing himself into a near trance-like state. Many
of the guests had come forward to the railings of the ‘balconies’ on the upper floors to watch and clap. Somewhere on the
top ‘balcony’ someone began to stomp his feet. The stomping
caught on, and soon the whole place became a huge pulsating,
throbbing organism. The blood surged in every one of us, and
the excitement was feverish. It always was at a moment like
this, when a state of ecstasy and delight had been reached, that
the music would stop abruptly. The sudden pause came as a
shock, causing us to fall back in our chairs stunned. Then, after
a brief silence, the music began again, lovely, softly, as if it were
intended to stroke us. This prompted a release as we laughed and
hugged each other.
5
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Janos had one more treat in store for us on this particular
evening. It was like his special encore. He walked over to the
band and spoke to them in an urgent, persuasive manner. Then
out came several balalaikas and the music turned Russian.
“This dance I dedicate to my friends in Russia, whom I love
very dearly,” Janos bellowed out with his booming voice and a
sincere expression on his face.
Many guests clapped approval, but many others booed.
Only someone like Janos would dare to express love for the old
archenemy. Apparently, he didn’t give a damn what anybody
thought.
He would give us one more dance performance, a Cossack
number with fancy footwork and some impressive squats and
leg work on the floor. Most guests who had by now become
his standing audience loved every moment. I always wondered
where he learned such dancing and where he mustered the
stamina and agility. When he finally returned to the table, he
was quite exhausted and perspiring profusely. Now that the
ritual and show was over, he appeared spent but happy. He has
purged himself, was the thought that suddenly entered my mind.
But purged of what? I wondered. Perhaps, as I came to know
him better, I would find out what it was.
We soon left the restaurant as a group, but not before Janos
had called on the flower lady to buy little bunches of violets
or miniature roses for ‘the girls’ in his company. In the lobby,
people, mainly women, crowded around begging him to stay. By
then, however, he had gotten his fill physically and emotionally.
He was determined to leave. Needing to assure himself that we
would get home safely, he asked the receptionist to phone for
several taxis. He accompanied us out to the curb. As I walked by
him, he unexpectedly turned toward me, causing me to hesitate
momentarily. Bending close to my ear, he said in a low, barely
audible, intimate sort of way, “Take care, Little Sparrow. See
you tomorrow.”
Another one of his unexpected and capricious moves I
thought to myself.
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“Good night, Mr. Jablonsky. Thank you for a very wonderful
evening,” I whispered respectfully.
“It’s Janos in the evening,” he whispered back.
The next moment I climbed into the back of the taxi and we
sped away. As I turned my head and looked back, he seemed a
bit forlorn left alone there. His shoulders were bent forward, and
he became not as big and powerful as I usually perceived him.
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