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“Until Then | Had Only Read about These Things in Books..”

The Story of Uri Orlev

Grades: 5-6
Duration: 1-1/2 hours

Rationale

This age-appropriate lesson plan is suitable for pupils in grades 5-6, enabling children to
empathize with an individual victim in a world of hardship and difficult dilemmas.

This lesson plan highlights the personal story of Uri Orlev, a Holocaust survivor, who
became a writer and translator in Israel. The story, based on his book “The Sandgame,”
is told from Uri’s viewpoint as a child. His dreams, hopes and ambitions are described,
along with his experiences in the ghettos, hiding, the death of his mother, etc.

Background Information

Uri Orlev was born Jerzy Henryk Orlowski in Warsaw, Poland in 1931. His nickname was
Yurik. As a small child, he initially did not know he was Jewish. When the Second World
War broke out with Nazi Germany in September 1939, his father was drafted into the
Polish army. In November 1940, Yurik and his extended family were forced into the
Warsaw Ghetto. After working for several years in a factory in the ghetto, his mother
became ill and died in January 1943. After his mother’s death, his aunt, Stefa, looked after
him and his brother Kazik.

In February 1943, Yurik smuggled them to the Polish section of Warsaw, and by the time
of the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising in April, Uri and Kazik had been in hiding for two months.
Fearing the Nazi search patrols, the brothers were then moved to a solitary country house
and hidden in a dark cellar for many weeks, which they were only allowed to leave at night.
In Summer 1943, together with their aunt, Yurik and Kazik were sent to Bergen-Belsen, a
nazi concentration camp, where they were incarcerated for about two years. After
liberation, their aunt managed to provide them with entry permits to Israel. Eventually, the
brothers settled at Kibbutz Ginegar.

Note to the Teacher:
It is suggested that excerpts from Orlev’s book be read with the students. Other sections of
Orlev’s story are recommended per the discretion of the educator.
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Childhood before the War

e How would you describe Yurik’s childhood before the war? Cite examples from
the text.

Shortly after Yurik’s brother, Kazik, was born, Yurik’s parents moved from Warsaw to a
village, hoping to get away from the city and live in open areas. Yurik’s father, Maximilian
Orlowski, was a doctor, and his mother Zofia assisted him at his clinic in the city. Yurik
enjoyed reading books and playing adventure games with his brother. When the two
reached school age, the Orlowski family returned to their Warsaw home. In 1939, following
the outbreak of World War Il, the Nazis invaded Poland and conquered the capital.

“And then the War Broke Out..”
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e How were wars portrayed in Yurik’s books? How did Yurik imagine them?
e How does Yurik remember the outbreak of the Second World War?

Note to the Teacher:

Using his imagination and after reading many adventure stories, Yurik tried creating a kind
of safe haven that would protect him from the traumatic experience of war and the
inevitable changes in his life. Point out the differences between fiction and reality. Yurik,
who had read many war and adventure stories, had secretly wished for an adventure of his
own. However, suddenly he faced the brutality of bombings and death around him.

Life in the Ghetto

With the outbreak of the Second World War, Yurik’s father was drafted into the Polish
army. At the end of 1940, the nine-year-old was forced into the ghetto along with his
family. The Warsaw Ghetto was a cordoned-off area that housed some 450,000 Jews in
extremely cramped conditions. The situation in the ghetto was extremely harsh: Many
Jews succumbed to disease and illness, and the children were particularly at risk. In an
effort to cope with this difficult new reality, Yurik and his brother made up stories:

e What role do imagination and role-playing serve in Yurik's existence in the
ghetto?

e What can we learn from these excerpts about Yurik’s relationship with his
younger brother?
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Note to the Teacher:

The day-to-day struggle and intolerable living conditions of the ghetto increased Yurik’s
reliance on imagination, which helped him make his conditions more bearable. Yurik
shared this world of imagination with his brother, and in doing so attempted to protect him,
as the elder brother. Yurik was only eleven-years-old, and was already forced to take
responsibility for his younger brother Kazik. It was common during the War children to
assume adult roles. In many cases, parents were either forced to work long hours or were
deported and thus could not comfort youngsters. In light of this situation. AlImost overnight
to become adults.

The following two excerpts focus on Yurik’s daily life in the ghetto:

e What can we learn from these excerpts about Yurik’s moral choices? Refer to the
decisions he makes.
e How does Yurik’s mother respond after hearing about his actions?

Note to the Teacher:

In the first section, Yurik engages in typically childish behavior, riding a rickshaw in order
to “feel like a king”, despite his mother's warnings. In contrast, the second section
describes a more mature Yurik, and a deeper understanding of the harsh reality
surrounding him. He overcomes his urge to buy toys in favor of assisting a child in need.
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Deportations from the Ghetto and Life in Hiding

In 1942, the Nazis began deporting the Jews of Warsaw to the camps, most of them to the
Treblinka extermination camp. Many houses stood empty, a grim testament to their
previous inhabitants. Meanwhile, the remaining Jews in the ghetto were employed in
workshops and attempted to sustain themselves under worsening conditions. The few
remaining children lived in constant fear of being deported, and were forced to hide to
avoid capture. Each day, while their mother was working in a factory, Yurik and Kazik
would hide until she returned. Eleven-year-old Yurik described the prevailing fear in hiding:

e What difficulties did Yurik and his brother face? How did they try to cope with them?

Note to the Teacher:

Allow the students to discuss their impression of the brothers’ day-to-day existence. As
Yurik focuses on the war games the two played, the greater context is of a life in hiding,
with a constant fear of being discovered.

“What Will Happen to the Children..?”
At this stage, Yurik and Kazik’s life became especially difficult and dangerous. After a

prolonged period of hard labor and intolerable living conditions in the ghetto, their mother
Zofia fell ill. She was hospitalized in the ghetto hospital and eventually died:
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e How did Yurik try to cope with his mother’s death?

Following the death of his mother, Stefa smuggled Yurik and Kazik to the Polish area of
Warsaw, and they were later hidden in a dark cellar for several long weeks. In 1944, Yurik
and his brother were transferred to the Bergen Belsen concentration camp in Germany.
Later, their aunt managed to obtain travel documents allowing them to emigrate to pre-
state Israel, but without her. From that moment on, the brothers would be on their own.
Yurik (Uri) recalls his aunt’s words before they part:

e What instructions did Aunt Stefa give the children? What was she preparing them
for?

Note to the Teacher:

Stress to the students that Yurik and Kazik are orphans. Until this point, their Aunt
attempted to care for them as best as she could. Now, however, they would have to
confront the difficulties of life without a parental figure. As the older brother, the
instructions were aimed mostly at him, and he had to carry most of the responsibility,
though he was only thirteen years old at the time.

Arrival in the Kibbutz
After a long journey, the Orlowski brothers reached Israel, settling in Kibbutz Ginegar

(collective community). In the kibbutz, the boys were called by their new Hebrew names —
Yurik became Uri, and Kazik became Yigal.
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e How can his arrival at the kibbutz be considered a turning point in his life?

Note to the Teacher:
It's important to point out that despite Orlev’s many painful experiences after the war, he
fondly describes the night he told his story to the kibbutz members.

Yurik Orlowski formally changed his name to Uri Orlev. He married, and today has four
children and two grandchildren. He became a writer, and has written many books,
including children’s literature.

In Conclusion

Yurik’s childhood, full of imagination, freedom and leisure time, was cut short very
suddenly with the outbreak of the Second World War. Life in the ghettos was difficult -
especially for children. They were forced to endure the conditions of the ghettos, and often
suffered from the absence of an adult figure to guide and protect them. In addition,
children had to come to terms with being torn apart from family and loved ones. With the
help of his rich imagination, Yurik tried and overall succeeded in overcoming these
difficulties. The stories he created served as a kind of anchor for Yurik and Kazik during
the Holocaust.

This same imaginative spirit inspired Yurik/Uri, who later in life became a writer, and thus
managed to impart his story.
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