War stories

As a teen, Sabina Zimering fled Poland and posed as a Catholic in Germany to escape
Nazi persecution. Playwright Kira Obolensky has adapted her memoir for the stage.

By Graydon Royce
Star Tribune Staff Writer

abina Zimering visited some of the early rehearsals
for “Hiding in the Open,” which opens tomorrow
night at Great American History Theatre. For the
most part, that was fine with playwright Kira Obo-
lensky, who adapted Zimering's memoir about sur-
viving the Holocaust by posing as a Polish Catholic.
“But Sabina would
cry, and then we'd all
|[ ""I (l() starttocry.”Obolexlllskg
said, teasing her collab-
Hiding in the Open orator during a recent
What: Adapted by Kira Obolensky interview.
from the memoir by Sabina Zimer--  “That’s why they
ing. Directed by Sari Ketter. kicked me out,” Zimering
When: 8p.m. Sat.; 2p.m. Sun.;  said with a smile.
10a.m. Wed.; 10:30a.m. &7:30  The retired St. Louis
p.m. Thu, Thru April 25. Park ophthalmologist
Where: Great American History ~ popped back fora cameo
Theatre, 30 E. 10th St., St. Paul.  atrehearsal the other day,

Tickets: $25-$27. and she was on her best

651-292-4323 or hitp: //www. behavior — that is, she

historytheatre.com. didn’t cry. She watched as
actors portrayed her and

her sister, Helka, on their trek through Germany, hiding
their Jewishness and dodging countless tight spots.

Tom Sweeney/Star Tribune
Playwright Kira Obolensky (left) adapted Sabina Zimering's
book about the Holocaust, “Hiding in the Open.”

“You're under arrest!” an actor shouted at the girls at
one point.

Zimering looked over at Obolensky and nodded with
a silent affirmation that said “Yes, that is just how it
happened.”

HIDING IN THE OPEN continues on E8



Znnermg was 16 when Germany B
. bludgeonedhernative Poland on Sept.

- 1,1939, plunging Furope into a surreal-

istic nightmare that lasted six years. She

and her family were quarantined in their
. hometown of Piotrkow. For three years, .

they survived hunger; degradation and .
~ disease whil

of someone else’s apartment.

' Then in 1942, the Germans. began liq-

uidatingthe Jewish ettoes. Sabina’s
‘mother was tired of and
" seemed resigned to their fate. But even :
in her weariness, she enlisted Roman’
Cathohc friends, Danka and Mala Jus-"
, in ascheme for her two teénage

would use the Catholic girls’ identity pa-

could work until the war énded —es: -
' sentially hiding in broad daylight while

they toiled as maids in a hotel froquqnt— :

ed by German military men. ‘ :

As the play shows, Zimering and her
sister faced constant peril, survwmgon
bravura, pluck and luck.

“Alot of luck,” she said with alaugh y

“I was a teenager, and when you area .
teenager, nothmg is unposs le WO

| Story nally emerged
Zimering; her sisterand:

vived the war. Her mother perished at

Treblinka and her father died two days
before Buchenwald was liberated. The
children immigrated to the Twin Cities
.and have lived here for haif a century, *

working and raising families. Zimering’s -
\ - ' were.in Regensburg, Zimeringhad a -

" boyfriend, a Polish man a fewyears -

- older than she. The

children had begged her for years to
write her story. She demurred, citing the
demands of running a medical practice:.
When she retired, her excuses
.ed, and she'was left to cast back in her
memory. -

- North Stat Press of St Cloud pub-

lished her story, and Ron Peluso, History

. Theatre artistic director, asked Obolen-
~ sky to adapt it for the stage. o

- “Some books should be plays, and
‘others shouldn't,” Obolens
is a book that for many reasons would.
work well for the collective experience.

e cramped into the kttéhen e

porat- .

rsaid. “This

result, even though the story looks dlf-
ferent when it is compressed todia- .
logue. ,

“Ithought I had suspense in the
book, but she beat me,” she said of
Obolensky’s script. “It’s quite an expen
ence.”

The playwright's principal t&sk witha

i ZOG«page mermoir that sweeps through, -
. sixyears of the 20th Century’s definitive. -
"‘eventis making itfitontoa stage with

etght Aaclors. -
phycanaot beabout Woﬂd

; Warﬁ not with-éij 'peoplea" s
~* Obolensky said. “It can be aboutthe
- - human beings in the war. What's great.
- about| ays isthat everythmg becomes
.~ meta
daughters to escape. Sabinaand Helka .~

- Here, thét metaphor becomes the

myth of survival, guile and wit, practiced -
.pers and travel to Germany. There, they - by

twogidseveryﬁme yfaced dan-

. ger.Once they feared a train conductor .
. would-inspect their papers and question
“why'they were so fay from Poland. An-"
. othertimea guest at the Regensburg -
"hotel commented to Sabina that she
- lookedJewish. Would he tellherem- -
‘ployer? Should she and Helkanm?0r
- would that raise suspicion? Perhaps the
- tiffest test came when Gestapo.de-

tained them, held tHem whiletheywere -

’s story, though, lns1sts on

¥ When: dlocaust staties started -
showmg up, I could only stand it up to a
point,” she said. “When I tried to write -

‘my story, I fvoided unmterrupted terri-

ble things.
For example, while she andHelka

talked, haddhme’t‘
went to movies, jalongthe.
Danube River. Even iathg,Pmtrkow o
ghetto she found romance. .’

“She did a lot of lassmg, Obolensky

said,

.. The anxiety and adventure of hiding -

‘ every day ‘made grief almost impossible
‘when
. war end,

e(fi;rls were on the run. Afterthe;
and Zimering returned to her -
hometown, she: could lether defenses -

~.down, and sadriess poured into the voii
- These young girls were acting, pretend-
ingwh;le theywere on this )ourney So it

“That’s the pomt wherel always cry,”
Obolensky said. when they come back

o These youngglrls wereactmg, ~ ret ndi
thzs journey. So it puts this swzrl ofcharacters mto
a theamcal device. It'slikea vimd dream. ” o

R
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1o Poland That S the emotmnal break—

, 7 ‘her Catholic an
‘years. Shortly

o thiy sea:chedandmentinexpho-
ably; letthemgo.

sake, her father s aunt who was“ldlled in

was kllled in the Ho ocaust. She, Helke -
and brother Nathan, who was 8 when -
the war started, live in the Twin Cities"

. area. Nathan was in Buchenwald with

his father and witnessed some of the -

_ most tragic events of the Holocayst, He

had thought he was the onl farmlysm'-;
vivor until a military rabbi tol‘d himin’

* Paris that his sisters were alive in Po- - -
{and. Unlike' Sabina«, he has never talked

- about his experiences.

Zimering has stayed in touch with .
els throughthe . .
r thewar, she sent” |
‘antibiotics when Danka came dowg;\
“with tuberculosis. Later, when Mala
-was jailed on sus

~ Communist sen nt, Znnenng;ent =

_documents to secure herrelease. In

1979, Zimering beseeched Yad Vashem
the Holocaust Memorial Centetin =
Jerusalem, to declare the sisters Right:
eous Among the Nations. They have

.. been honored with plaques and phnted
" treesin Israel. -

“THust tallae%nm Mala on Saturday, ;
olensky, vmtmg the play eom- -

“For O

mdedmth her leamin%some
natydetails about her background. Her ,

‘fathersfamilyalsomsaffect Eu-
ropean t n, in the

~ Union. She points out ‘that she in no Way -
: compares her hlstory Mﬂn Zimenng S,

1937 durmg Stalin’s p
“It’s opened possibil tles forme to.
address as a writer of my own history,”

* shesaid. “Bxgtragedlestaketimetoget

- For Zimenng, this staging is the‘latost

“"manifestation of her story, oneithathas
:~ .taken form on paper in the ps
‘but has its roots more than
ﬁago .Itis almost likea dream, anotlﬁr
etime, she said

tdecadg :
& centit- -

“I couldn’t believe it had ha?gened

i " she said of her: thoughts when she ﬁrst

_sat down to write. “I'd had 40 years of . .

normal life. How could that have hap-
pened? Iwrote 40 Years aftefward butl
. still could remember it b S :
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