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1. Introduction

Binjamin Wilkomirski’'s book Fragments: Memoriesa#Vartime Childhood, 1939-

1948was first published in 1995. In this work he dészs how as a child he was taken away
from his hometown Riga by the Nazis, subsequenityiged two concentration camps, and
then spent some time in an orphanage before beimgted by the Swiss Désseker family.
The book was an instant hit and in no time becaimesgseller. The original version was
translated into nine different languages and wassed for finally giving a voice to child
survivors of the Holocaust with, among other prjzbs Prix Mémoire de la Shoah. As we
also observe with other traumatic events such Hk @f. infra), survivors often encounter
great difficulties to get recognition from sociegfter all they are considered “the lucky ones”
compared to the huge number of deaths. Consequérlgtrength of Wilkomirski’'s story
rests exactly on obtaining recognition for theskdcsurvivors. For the first time in history,
real attention was given to this group and theifesing was recognized as well. Yet, after the
success came a massive disillusion with the ingatstins carried out by Daniel Ganzfried
and Stefan Maechler. They discovered that Wilkokningas not a child survivor at all and
found that the story contained many lies and ineaxas. Moreover, they also found out he
had been born as a non-Jewish Swiss boy by the oBBreino Grosjean. Yet, one of the
debates concerning this case that continues upgalay is whether this author was a sheer
liar or rather an unstable person who is easilj@rfced by his therapists and the people
around him.

In what follows, | will not restrict myself to awgty of the text itself, but rather intend
to adopt a broader, sociological perspective imgyyo unveil also what reasons are at the
basis of false testimony and what judgements — battal and literary — these cases provoke.
In order to do so, a summary of Wilkomirski’'s stamyFragmentsvill be provided before we
will deal with the sociological and literary dissigns caused by this event. Then, we will try
to determine how and why this story was createdestablish how someone could get
tangled up in their fantasy to such a great exténally, we will also look at the moral
implications of this invented survivor memoir ame fiterary debate it provokes. To illustrate
the complexity of these matters further, | will qoane this work to the case of Tania Head, a

fake 9/11 survivor, and the polemic surroundingriabl Beah’s A Long Way Gon&ania

Head claimed to be one of the few 9/11 survivors wiere above the point of impact when a
plane hit the south tower. Moreover, she told emeeyher fiancé had perished in the north



tower. As we will see in chapter three, she mada sfory that transcended everyone else’s.

In chapter four, we will have a closer look at AngoWay Goneln this memoir, Beah

describes how, as a child, he was forced to janSierra Leonean government army. He
describes his two years as a child soldier and l®was reintroduced in ‘civilization’

through the Unicef rehabilitation centre in FreatoWMonetheless, three Australian journalists
discovered that the rebels’ attack on his villageich caused him to flee, took place two
years later than the author says in his book. ft@ans that Beah was “only” a child soldier
for two months. On top of that, they have shown sitene of the most atrocious scenes in his
book did not take place (or at least not in Begiésence). In this study, it is not my intention
to use the Holocaust as a model or frame of reéeréor other traumatic events, since each
trauma is different and deserves its proper attantRather, | would like to investigate
whether the strategies of deception and the redsohgng on the one hand, and the moral
judgement of the audience on the other, are afiduyethe difference in circumstances
between these three persons: as we will see, ikowdirski’'s case the role of therapy will be
of the utmost importance, whereas for the otheritwloes not play any role at all.
Nevertheless, Head did not publish any book anadidry to gain any financial profit out of
the situation. Therefore, | would like to investg&ow she adapts her strategies to this fact
and, even more importantly, if the audience takesihto account when passing judgement
on her. Beah, on the other hand, can call to Hesnde neither the influence of therapy, nor a
lack of financial profit. However, he is the onlgewho really has an empirical bond with the
events he describes. He did not really lie, butgxsggerated his story. Because of this
interesting fact, | will compare his novel with hdtaditional real and fake memoirs.
Moreover, | believe that from a moral point of viéims case will also be particularly
fascinating because | expect it to be the most cechof the three cases.

On top of that, Wilkomirski’'s case also provokediportant literary discussion
about the genre of the memoir. | will also dediGasection of this dissertation to this
polemic. First, | will show how difficult it is talassify Fragmentander a particular literary
genre. Then, | will discuss a more general issugarature which concerns the existence of
the genre of the memoir and testimonies in genAsalve will see, many critics have argued
that a testimony can never describe the exact ¢d@rs event. Therefore, some of these
critics have argued that the genre of the memainotexist. Others, however, prefer to
redefine the concept ‘memoir’.

As | already said, | particularly chose to inveatgthese three cases in one study

because they differ in very interesting aspects ¢lleugh they are all cases of false



testimony. Because of these differences, | belithay; allow us to gain a greater insight in
the mechanism of false testimony. At the same tthney illustrate how difficult it is to form a
moral and literary judgement about them. By pla¢hmese three people alongside each other,

| want to unveil the thin line that lies betweeiticizing and defending them. Moreover,

Wilkomirski's Fragmentsand — especially — Beah’s A Long Way Gaeem to defy the
existing boundaries between the genre of the meamairfiction.

Even though Wilkomirski’'s case has been widely ussed, few studies have focussed
on “the making of” his false memory and the reaaptyy the public. If any judgement was
expressed, it was often too one-sided in condenthiag@uthor. Therefore, | would like to
nuance this judgement. Moreover, few studies hagaged in comparative work, especially
across the borders of one specific trauma, as thecdust for example. By using three cases
of different traumatic events, | want to investgéte similarities and differences they
present. In doing so, | hope to discover some ggeatures of false testimony, which would

allow to identify future cases easier.



2. The curious case of Binjamin Wilkomirski

2.1. Binjamin Wilkomirski’'s traumatic history

As mentioned above, Wilkomirski’s story begins Bl when the Nazis invaded
Riga. Lots of Jews were gathered in the synagogddarned alive, while the Latvian
fascists also murdered thousands of them, amongwgwssibly also Wilkomirski’'s father.
As a small child (he was only two or three yeah be managed to escape the Nazis together
with his mother and brothers, leaving their hometdinst by boat and then by train. They hid
on a farmhouse in Poland, but there he lost higlyamefore being arrested and deported to
the concentration camp of Majdanek, one of the tvaeath camps under the Nazi regime. In
his book he writes a very moving passage abouti¢l¢h of his mother in this camp in which
she gives him a valuable piece of bread at hehdszd. Later on, Wilkomirski was
transferred to Auschwitz-Birkenau, where, so hextdahe was one of the victims of the
medical experiments carried out by Doctor Josef dém nicknamed “the angel of death”.
This also explains why he does not have a numiteotd on his arm like other survivors.
Among these children was also Laura Grabowski, marmofrom Los Angeles who contacted
Wilkomirski after reading his book. She said shes wiéertile due to the maltreatment in the
camp. She was about the same age and claimedécshmaNar memories to his. Moreover,
once adopted she was not allowed to use wordsR&kand” or “Jewish”. When they finally
met each other, he claimed to recognize her anéxghressed in front of the camera the
legendary words: “He’s my Biji that’s all | know®. In Fragmentsthe author says he
managed to get away from Birkenau after the libenadbecause a woman who recognized
him led him out of the camp and walked with hinBandomierz near Krakow. At this point,
the story Wilkomirski tells tends to differ, confag various homes. Moreover, it is
impossible to reconstruct the author’s biographly on the basis of his book since it is
constructed out of fragments and consequently eauecertain episodes of his life.
Therefore, in what follows, | prefer to completelkdmirski’'s account of events where
necessary with what Stefan Maechler, an expehigndase, considers “the most plausible

version” (Wilkomirski Affair 42). First Wilkomirski was put in a home on DIugteet, but

he ran away because he found it unbearable. Coaestglhe lived on the street begging for

a while. He went in and out of different orphanagesi! finally Frau Grosz, a nurse at one of

! Short for Binjamin. This is a nickname she usesfm.
2 We will come back to Laura Grabowski further orchapter 2.4, page 25.



these homes, took him to Basel claiming she woakshim off as her son. Nonetheless,
when they arrived there she was gone. Yet stillvas lucky enough to be given a place in a
Swiss orphanage where he received the false igaitBruno Grosjean and thus stopped
being Binjamin Wilkomirski. From there, he movedwith the Ddsseker family who
eventually adopted him, according to Wilkomirskiybecause his foster father was a Nazi
sympathizer and was fascinated by the fact thatdee“one of Doctor Mengele’s children”.
Yet, it is important to keep in mind that the oifiicadoption only took place in 1957 against
Wilkomirski's own will, therefore he still referetthe Dossekers with the term ‘foster
parents’, as shall I in the rest of this dissestatiAccording to Wilkomirski’s story, his foster
parents tried to get him to repress and forgep&st. In a message to his editor Thomas
Sparr, dated March 1995, Wilkomirski recalls:
Once | discovered a magazine with pictures of warsrand lots of barbed-
wire barricades. | ran screaming to my foster motfveu see, that’'s where |
come from! From there!” and pointed to the picturedon’t come from where
you always tell me | do. Look here! Please tellwiere that was, please!” She
strictly forbade me to look at any more picture amges. Then she said the
usual thing: ‘“You just dreamed it.” But | wouldnét it go, and | begged her to
tell me whether she knew anything, if she knew whHerame from. And in the
end she grew weary and suddenly said, ‘That wasvéal, such a horrible
place, that no one should even speak about itl: (qtMaechler, Wilkomirski
Affair 49)
Nonetheless, the young Binjamin spent hours irrbis-house repeating his memories out

loud to himself in order to remember more and nadreut the place he came from, because,
he says, he “had the illusion that one day | cegichpe this place and go back” (Kind van de
dodenkampen

Moreover, in his book he also describes some duéadperiences he had in school
that contribute to shaping the image of a trauredtizuman being, which Wilkomirski clearly
is or at least claims to be. For example, he dessra scene when his class went to a Folk
Fair in Zurich and he got distressed because kate @wiming guns at a (painted) lady. At that
same fair he also began begging at a candy starai®e he had no money and, according to
the author, it reminded him of his time on theetisen Krakdéw. Furthermore, there is another
shocking scene he describes which contributesaetantierpretation of Wilkomirski as a child

who has been traumatized by the Holocaust. Wheteacher unrolls a poster of William



Tell, he recognizes him as an SS officer and pamcgh to the laughter of the other children
in class. This is definitely one of the most stikiscenes in his memoir.

Yet, these are not the only experiences of comymulsliving he describes. For
example, when he sees the coal furnace in hisrfpatents’ house he believes he is still in
the camp. Another appalling passage in the bowekhen he identifies a ski lift driven by a
noisy engine as “the death machine” (141). On tfapat, he claims that after research he has
discovered that both the ski lifts in Switzerlamatlahe trucks that produced the gas in the

camp of Majdanek were driven by Saurer enginesghiviviould explain his confusion.
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2.2. From Bruno Dosseker to Binjamin WilkomirskiHalocaust survivor

In his book, Wilkomirski confides to the readertttieanks to the conversations he had
with two of his teachers in the private gymnasiwrattended he realized for the first time he
was not crazy. He started to understand the comtextich his memories belonged and
became aware of the reason why people did not nemto talk about them. In particular, the
wisdom of Salvo Berkovici, his physics teacher,egrp to have been crucial for the young
Bruno Doésseker / Binjamin Wilkomirski. His histaigacher for his part made him acquire
more information on the Nazi system and World War |

Moreover, his Jewish awareness was stimulated Wwhewment home to tell his father
he was going to marry a Protestant girl. His fatiaged like a fury screaming he would regret
not marrying a Jewish girl. As Maechler states:isT$lip confirmed for Wilkomirski that
despite the family taboo, his foster father hadegisvbeen well aware of his past”
(Wilkomirski Affair 57). Later on, when his foster parents died in519& found a book in

their home about the psychological and psychiateatment of children who have been in
concentration camps in which his foster father naderlined certain place names and

symptoms (more specifically: William G. Niederlaadfolgen der Verfolgung: Das

Uberlebendensyndrom Seelenmporthe psychological description resulting from the

combination of all the underlined symptoms matctiedway Wilkomirski had behaved as a
child at home he said. The geographical namesgin tilrn were marked on a map by the
author which resulted in a route being drawn froigaRo Majdanek and Birkenau, exactly
the route he describes in his book.

Then again, there are various other importansfachis life that influenced him and
eventually led to the publication of Fragmerigst of all, his history studies, and especially
his investigations on Jewish migration in centrad @astern Europe between World War |
and the Refugee Conference at Evian in 1938, peohvidm with the opportunity to gain more
information on this subject matter. For his reskdre went to Poland several times and was
granted access to many archives. While workingismlbctorate, he tried to find out more
about his personal past as well. Also, Wilkomirskeéading of Jerzy Kosinski’'s The Painted
Bird® clearly influenced his later writing. Furthermotiee television film Der Prozess

® This book describes the life of the author aayear-old boy wandering the Polish-Soviet bordetkaduring
the War. Moreover, he claimed to have been sexaallsed during this period as well. Ironically, Kaki's
story was proven to be a fiction as well. In 199, Polish writer Joanna Siedlecka revealed théldeived in
gentle circumstances during this period and hag@miegen mistreated. In reality, his life appeacele the
exact opposite of what he had written down in loigah.
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broadcast in 1984 was very important for him sih@eas the first time he was able to see
photographs of Majdanek. It is all the details bguared from these events and which he
inserted in his book that in the end gave him tieglibility of a real Holocaust child survivor.

Another crucial person in his life is without autbd the Israeli psychotherapist Elitsur
Bernstein, who first approached him in 1979 becéeseanted to take clarinet lessons with
Wilkomirski, who was a musician at the time. Beemstbecame his closest friend and most
loyal companion on his trips to his past. As a psyleerapist, he also tried to help
Wilkomirski to evoke his memories sometimes for tsoen end until he would get physically
sick. In this process, Monika Marta’'s expertise &B® of the utmost importance since
Bernstein was often in Israel. For two and a haHdrg she worked with Wilkomirski in
emotionally very demanding psychotherapeutic sassio

Yet, probably the most essential person in theipipof his memories and the
realization of his book was his partner VerenaePillhom he met in 1982. She took him
seriously from the start and did not try to bloek Imemories or try to influence him by
saying he was not making any sense. In a videovietg for the Holocaust Memorial

Museum (included in Maechler, Wilkomirski Affaiwwilkomirski himself affirms her

importance:
| felt the first moment, she was able to createras atmosphere of security
and that | from the beginning could tell her fiadlittle bit and then more and
more ... about all my nightmares and where they civore and what |
remember. And she had incredible patience and lavésten, listen again and
again, and that was during the time | was ill anglas due to her that |
survived that, because | already had given upwirsachance anymore to

survive this illness. (qtd. in Maechler, Wilkomirgkffair : 62)

It was she who told him for the first time that ptsysical problems originated from memories
he had. Together with Bernstein she accompaniedhiims journeys and encouraged him to
write down his memories in a book as a therapenéans. She urged him to do so, since he
was very ill and thin at the time (according to Hietause of the experiments performed on
him in Birkenau) and she believed he would nothggter until he could express himself.
Interestingly enough she, just like Bernstein, oargs to call him Bruno because she feels
that the name Binjamin “tends to make him smaller”.

Finally, his visit to the camps of Birkenau andjtiének in the company of his
girlfriend and Bernstein was the climax of yearefibrt and investigation. In a video made

by one of Bernstein’s sons we see a very emotidhkdomirski, clearly moved by his
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“homecoming”. He plays his role very convincingty 1o one would ever dream of doubting
this man’s sincerity and truthfulness. Yet, as Wwéldiscussed further on, maybe Wilkomirski
truly believed he was a Holocaust survivor throaghtherapy sessions and in that case really
was sincere. Consequently, we should considerdlleeartherapist plays in the reconstruction
of memory (cf. infra). Moreover, the fact that dimwings made during therapy resemble the
camp almost perfectly only complicates things fertihis could be due to the information
he acquired during the events mentioned abovet getld also be influenced by his sessions
with Matta and Bernstein. Nonetheless, Wilkomifsknself tends to minimize this influence:
The process allowed him to bring order to his meesofThey are not the
product of therapy, Wilkomirski emphasizes; he haitten them down the
first time as a child. “I simply wanted to get &pise fix on it all and
concentrate on what was still in my memory, benpaortant or unimportant.”
(Maechler, Wilkomirski Affair 82)
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2.3. Allegations and exposure of his lies

Wilkomirski’'s manuscript immediately interested myalifferent publishers.
Eventually Suhrkamp Verlag published it in the sgrof 1995. Nevertheless, even before the
official publication of the book, problems alreastgrted. In February of 1995, Hanno
Helbling, former head of thideue Zlricher Zeitungent a letter to Dr. Siegfried Unseld,
publisher of the Judischer Verlag (a part of Suhmid/erlag). In this letter he makes some
interesting observations:

A fifty-year-old musician who has or has had a wifficult life — | don’t
know his name — has found his “identity” with theof a psychotherapist.
[...], he has been able to persuade himself thas Besurviving victim of
Auschwitz. On the basis of this assumption or @efya- perhaps not created
out of thin air, but at any rate incompatible wigality — he has written a book
that is ostensibly his “concentration-camp memdiieg. It also appears that
certain Jewish circles have encouraged him in this.

Everything depends, then, on how such a publicasigmesented: as an
“Auschwitz novel”, to which the author has giver titerary form of a first-
person narrative (thus leaving obscure that he dlirastually believes the
book to be remembered); or as “genuine” memoirsdbaner or later may be
identified as fiction; or what it is: a psychologicarity, testifying to the
Holocaust’s ability to radiate into new mythic skap..

In any case, a very ticklish matter and, givenriglet circumstances,
dangerous as well, in the sense that a legend &hmehwitz might be
welcomed by those who endeavour to explain Ausahasta “legend”.

(gtd. in Maechler, Wilkomirski Affai®3-94)

As a matter of fact, Helbling really tackles sonegwfascinating issues here. Firstly, he

makes an interesting observation about the stdtilie dook. Would it not have been better if
the book had been presented as a fictional boaddbas historic events, which would avoid
all problems? Nonetheless, every reader must atiatian autobiographical story always
strikes him or her as more moving, in the knowletihge someone has gone through all these

horrors. Secondly, the risk of giving ammunitiorHolocaust deniers is something one must
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take into account considering the existing douBtth these issues will be treated more
extensively further on in this dissertatidn.

On hearing about the letter, Eva Koralnik, hisréity agent, called Wilkomirski
immediately, which caused him to break down. Hedslif everything was starting all over
and explained to her it was impossible for himamgaccess to his documents since he was
adopted. Consequently, she advised him to get gelato try and get hold of his documents.
Nonetheless, she realized the delicacy of thiggdn seeing that on the one hand, if he lied it
would be an outrage and a unique opportunity fdoesust deniers. On the other hand, if his
story were true it would be emotionally very comfting and extremely painful for him. As a
young Holocaust survivor herself she was able kohére more specific questions about what
he had been through, which he all could answerrefbee, she kept on believing and
supporting him, nevertheless still requiring theassary official documents. He was also
immediately supported by his psychotherapist Momhikdta, who stated that after twenty
years of experience she was able to distinguishd®et patients’ real and fake memories, and
that Wilkomirski's were clearly authentic. Also lgsod friend Elitsur Bernstein came to his
rescue in a letter to Thomas Spatrr:

In reading Bruno’s manuscript | never had any d@agbto its so-called
“authenticity”. | shall take the liberty of sayitigat in my judgement only
someone who has experienced such things can vooig hem in such a way.
To be sure, | have no knowledge as to what extaricplars are accurate
down to the last detail. But the spirit that mowveed as a reader was the same
one that | encounter working with someone who lenlihrough these things
and that is the hallmark of the stories told byeagnumber of those who were
children at the time. (qtd. in Maechler, Wilkomirgi{fair 100)

To be even more sure, Sparr and Koralnik travetieldrael in order to meet Lea Balint, an

Israeli historian specialized in the issue of ‘dhéin without identity’. For her, it was certain
that Wilkomirski spent some time in the orphanagétuga Street in Krakdw since he knew
the name of Karola, a girl that figures in the @il lists of this institution. Given that she
really is a specialist in the matter and already loés of experience with similar cases
probably was decisive for the publishers to gougfowith the publication of the book.
Moreover, Julius Léwinger, himself a resident af ttome on Augustianska Boczna (the
second orphanage in Krakéw where the author cl&rhave been), intervened in favour of

* The problem about the ‘label’ of the book will treated at the end of this chapter.
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the author as well. Lowinger states that his dptions of the house and the playground are
completely correct and that therefore there shaotdoe a single doubt as to the fact he really
was there at the time.

Consequently, they agreed on releasing Fragnwgtiisan afterword in which
Wilkomirski criticizes Swiss society for forcing idiren like him to oppress their memories.
He also provides an explanation why certain thohg®iot seem to fit his story officially:

As a child, | also received a new identity, anoth@me, another date and place
of birth. The document | hold in my hands — a makesummary, no actual
birth certificate — gives the date of my birth a&bRuary 12, 1941. But this date
has nothing to do with either the history of thesitry or my personal history.
| have now taken legal steps to have this impodentity annulled.
Legally accredited truth is one thing — the trutladife another. Years of
research, many journeys back to places where Imdreethings happened,
and countless conversations with specialists astotans have helped me to
clarify many previously inexplicable shreds of meyndo identify places and
people, to find them again and to make a possibtge or less logical
chronology out of it. [...](154-55)
Thus they hoped to cut all criticasters short,ayeadmitting that his story for some might
seem impossible considering the (official) factewn about his life. Furthermore, even
though not all doubts were dismissed, Eva Kordlsikply could not conceive that anyone
could invent such a story. And so the decision made inin dubio pro red...]” (Maechler,
Wilkomirski Affair 110).

The book was an enormous success and was re@itlagsiastically in the entire

world. Even Daniel Goldhagen, author of Hitler'dlimg executioners: Ordinary Germans

and the holocaushailed the book as “a small masterpiece” (qtdMerckelbach). By some

the book was even compared to Anne Frank’s diasyalfeady mentioned in the introduction
of this dissertation, Wilkomirski received varioasward for his book. For example Le Prix
Mémoire de la Shoah, an award from the city of &iirthe National Jewish Book Award for

autobiography and memoirs in New York, and thegftr nonfiction in the British magazine

Jewish Quarterly

However, there were already some jury members wpoessed their concern. Klara
Obermuller, the president of the Ziirich Literat@@mmittee, was still being careful when
she stated that “[Wilkomirski’'s memories were] few for reconstructing a trustworthy

biography, but enough for a book whose higherdigsignificance silences every doubt as to
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its authenticity” (gtd. in Maechler, Wilkomirski #dir 115). Gary Mokotoff, a member of the

Jewish Book Council, was much harsher in his chofagords, writing to his chairman that
he considered the novel a work of fiction rathemtlan autobiography. He even made a list
with his arguments, like the fact that it would bBaween virtually impossible for a three-year-
old to survive in a concentration camp for suchraylperiod of time. Moreover, he considers
a transfer from Majdanek to Auschwitz highly unlikand concludes by stating that “[if] you
take each of the events he describes, they sebmttee sum of the experience of all

survivors” (qtd. in Maechler, Wilkomirski Affait15). Yet, Wilkomirski was still widely

accepted as a true Holocaust survivor and waseithatl over the world to give speeches and
guest lectures about his experiences. He evercipatied in fund raisings for the Holocaust
Memorial Museum in Washington and figured in vas@ocumentaries about children in the
war. Most people did not even bother to check #toesfof his story, because for the first time
in history someone gave a voice to the children sidmived the Holocaust and that was all
that mattered for them. As | already stated in ntgoduction, the survivors were considered
‘the lucky ones’ and therefore found it hard to@mater real recognition for their suffering.
As a result, Wilkomirski was considered a hero agibris group, which felt as if it was their
story that was told too. In an interview for thelbtmust Memorial Museum, he himself
recognizes the importance of his story for thesmplee “What they experience for the first
time is a kind of totally self-evident, unconditedrsolidarity and love for one another. They
live in a world where they usually still feel suraded by the perpetrators” (qtd. in Maechler,
Wilkomirski Affair 120).

Nonetheless, writer Daniel Ganzfried was not irapeel at all by his story: “I read this

book like a movie script. It was like these thimlig not happen to him but it was like he saw

them happening” (Kind van de dodenkampéie says that it is as if Wilkomirski almost has

pleasure in describing certain scenes and hasn@@phic look at certain events. We must
agree with Ganzfried when we have a look at thevwehg scene for example:
By day, you had to go outside to relieve yourdalt, only if you could run far
enough to reach the latrine ditch near the bigdeMé¢e soon found out what
could happen to anyone who didn’t reach the ditctinne.
The image of the two boys in front of the barrad&er is burned into my
mind. They were forbidden to come back into thedzs. They were meant
to be a warning to the rest of us. Huddled ovefingrconstantly, they knelt in
the filth. I stared horrified at their trousers,iathwere all spotted with red.

The other children explained:
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On the way to the latrines they hadn’t been ableold their water anymore.
Two of the block wardens had caught them as theg weeing against the
wall behind one of the barracks. As a punishméaty'tl taken little sticks and
pushed them up into the boys’ penises, makingtibkssbreak off. The
wardens had laughed a lot and had a good time.
“Now all they’ll do is pee blood,” said one of the(Vilkomirski 60)
Also Carl Tighe remarked that his descriptions somes “have the feeling of a
sadomasochistic fantasy rather than an actual e(@8)t He also rightly observes some
practical issues about this scene:
And how, practically, are we to understand that thas done? Did one man
hold the child? If the incident took place it wouiéke three, perhaps four
people to do such a thing. Did they do it to batlgyd? Why did not the second
child run away? The author enjoys the idea of tredns too much and he has
no details to offer. He is too keen to shock usnéke us suffer for his
suffering. [...] The incident is constructed to offelmourgeois sensibilities.
(98)
The scene narrated by Wilkomirski does not staodealn his novel. For instance, he
describes a scene where two children ate their(fwpen) fingers overnight, or another
scene where he tells us how in the barracks théydatand up to their ankles in excrement.
Furthermore, in the quoted passage Tighe immeditdekles another crucial point,
namely the lack of details in many of his descoips. However, Wilkomirski seems to get
away with it by conveniently adopting the child'srppective and by constantly claiming that
he has only fragments of memory and therefore damaowide a full account of events (cf.
infra).
Moreover, the film-like quality of the book was rMéanzfried’s only point of
criticism. When he compared Wilkomirski’'s accoumthat of his father, who survived
Auschwitz, he noticed that, unlike his father’srss, in this account there was no room left
for imagination. He states that everything was gwdled up “with either pathos or

violence” (Kind van de dodenkampenhereas with his father’s stories he could always

imagine the camp for himself.

What is more, he does not believe a two- or these-pld can remember all these
details about his life. This is a view many critgtgare with him, among others Harald
Merckelbach, who expressed his indignation abcaifdbt that not even one of the many

psychotherapists who came to Wilkomirski’'s readiwp® remarked that this case countered
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all the existing principles about ‘infantile amre@sHe confirms Ganzfried’s statement that
people do not have memories — not even fragmentseaiories — of their first years of life
(n. pag.). Merckelbach is right to express thisceon, because Wilkomirski’s own
psychotherapist mentions nothing about the infleesfchis age at the time:
She notes that she has found Wilkomirski to beghliigifted, open, and
honest man, who is equipped with an extraordingmgcisely functioning
memory and who has been profoundly shaped by ighdod experience.
She can attest with certainty to his identity angéds that these absurd doubts
can be dispelled and declared null and void.
(Maechler, Wilkomirski Affair97y
Also Bernstein, who even though he is a friend alk@mirski still is a professional

psychotherapist, does not see any problem: “| thak when a child experienced very
traumatic events, something of these events miglfixed in his memory. And | was totally

confident that such things could be a part of kgeeience” (Kind van de dodenkampeBo

it appears that even professional psychotheragastdet their ‘suspension of disbelief’ take
the upper hand when reading or hearing a storyr8ingly enough, Wilkomirski himself
brings up the problem in a letter to Thomas Sgaridently, he does not endorse Ganzfried’s
viewpoints to the full but instead recognizes sarhthe limitations of a child’s memory:
[...], and | have learned, and it has been confirndgmemory functions
correctly, | can depend on it. All this while wallvare of necessary limitations.
A small child’s memory can be authentic, but one/ mat read
unconditionally from it a historical/juridical awghticity in terms of the events
contained within it. For a child’'s memory order®pis differently; sometimes
it builds bridges between events where there ane,na order to hold on
better to individual images. The child’s memory sloet order things
chronologically, but usually in terms of intensifihe sense of time is
different. Something that expands in a child’s mgnmaver several years can
in actuality have taken place within six months.
(qtd. in Maechler, Wilkomirski Affainl03-4)

Nevertheless, he still makes the mistake of nahtpito account the aforementioned

principle of ‘infantile amnesia’ which, according Merckelbach, is widely accepted among
psychologists. In his interview with Daniel Ganettihowever, Wilkomirski still believed that

® Maechler’s source for this was a letter which M@nMatta wrote to Thomas Sparr in February of 1285
after his authenticity was first called into questby Helbling.
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“[t]he traumatic memory of what has happened, emaerarliest childhood, is preserved, as
clear as glass, in the soul” (qtd. in Ganzfriegaqg.).

Exactly because Ganzfried had a father who manegsarvive the horrors of the
death camps, he was so appalled by this case.dtdset Wilkomirski of fraud and theft of
other persons’ personal history. He compared hiantactor taking on the role of a victim.
Because of that, he wanted to get to the bottotheotase and unravel the author’s real past.
For one thing, he discovered that Wilkomirski wenschool in Ztrich one year earlier then
he actually said he did. On top of that, he didewan tell a single one of his former
classmates about his traumatic past. Thereuporgfethdecided to confront him with his
personal doubts about the book and what he slidldcéhe rumours” (Kind van de
dodenkampen In a documentary shown on Canwa2003 he informs us how Wilkomirski
immediately began to cry once confronted by Gaedfrivhich made the latter even more
suspicious because, so he says, he had already talth dozens of survivors but had never
seen a single tear. Consequently, Ganzfried felh @wore confident about his own version
and published an article accusing Wilkomirski opesflfraud. Ganzfried’s harsh conclusion
read: “Binjamin Wilkomirski alias Bruno Ddssekenviever, knows Auschwitz and
Majdanek only as a tourist” (n. pag.).

Yet, Wilkomirski would not give up that easily asét up a counter-attack saying that
he who had struggled all his life to come to temith his past was now being attacked by

another jealous writer (Kind van de dodenkan)pkle also tried to defend himself by means

of the afterword which he inserted at the very tastment before publication:
Every reader can see from the afterword in my kbakmy papers do not
correspond to my memories. My memories are alhlmat up against a
seamless Swiss identity. That was clear from the.SsEhese charges are
nothing new. The reader was always free to regarthook as literature or as a
personal document. [...]. [I]t is most certainly &l this journalist wants to
give the impression that | covered that up. Alsbrusnis the charge that | never
attempted to locate the documents: | had extersimgersations with the

authorities thirty years ago. (qtd. in Maechler]R&imirski Affair 131)

In the aforementioned documentary, Verena Pillés tes how shocked her boyfriend was
about Ganzfried’s article. According to her accoinatwas in such a bad state she was not
even allowed to touch him. He also kept mumblirgggame incomprehensible word, which
eventually they were able to identify as the Russiard for bread. As if that was not

dramatic enough, he also lay in bed looking vellg far two or three hours. Just when Piller
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thought he was going mad he “came back” (Kind varadenkampgrand did not even

remember what had just happened. To further résksttiehis credibility she also tells us

about how she and Bernstein went to Riga with hmoh lzow he managed to find the house

where another Wilkomirski family used to live witltca map. Now the discussion was fully

open and more and more opinions were being exgteBseause of the complexity of the

whole case and the multitude of information we fallow Wilkomirski’'s account

chronologically, indicating particularities provi®y various historians and other people as

we move on.

First of all, the author remembers the scene wigeand his family had to run after

somebody yelled “Watch it: Latvian militia” (6). Bthe historian Raul Hilberg argues that

this term only came into use after 1940, and whendpisode took place the common term

was ‘auxiliary police’ or ‘Bendeldikk& (Maechler 2001: 167). Next, Wilkomirski claims he

left Riga by boat. However, another historian, MasgVestermanis, estimates that that would

have been virtually impossible at the time:

A rescue by ship is very implausible, though ofrseut cannot be excluded
entirely. [...] The passage down the Daugava intc3h# of Riga was
hermetically sealed. Theoretically you could haaiesl upstream, but all the
cities in Latvian territory were already “free @wis”. Farther upstream you
would arrive in Belorussia, at the cities of Pokoasmd Vitebsk, where there
were still Jews in Ghettos. For such a long jourymy would need not only
Aryan documents, but also various “permits” issbhgdhe German occupation
authorities. From Belorussia the Wilkomirskis (it looked Aryan and had
very good documents) could have made it to PolamKrakéw. In terms of
my own Holocaust research and my current work baak about stories of
rescue in which the most fantastic things did hapfits not impossible, but
this variant is hard to believe. (gtd. in Maechliilkomirski Affair 166)

Secondly, another historian, specialized in theohysof the camp of Majdanek, says the only

way it would have been possible for such a lithédcto survive over there was that the

Germans would not know he was Jewish. However, &tilikski claims to be circumcised, so

this seems rather unlikely. Moreover, various hiatts know of 38 people who were

transported from Majdanek to Auschwitz in April ¥94ut none of them survived.

Furthermore,

Marek Bojm, director of the first ogplage in Krakéw at the time, does not

® According to Hilberg this term refers to the armtis on their prewar military uniforms.
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remember a “Binjamin Wilkomirski” who stayed in tieme. What is even more, according
to Lieselotte Hilb, who provided assistance to geks in Switzerland, the alleged name
change to Bruno Grosjean would have been complstgdgrfluous since he arrived in
Switzerland after the war and therefore there weaseed to hide his real identity (Kind van

de dodenkampgnNonetheless, Lea Balint defends him, sayingshatfinds it rather

unlikely that he would know about the other, muctaBer orphanage in Poland if he has not
been really there, because it was not investigat¢itimore recently.

Furthermore, Ganzfried has discovered that thealyrwas a child named Bruno
Grosjean and correctly wonders where he could faotiin the skin of Binjamin

Wilkomirski” (Kind van de dodenkampg&nOne must admit that, as | will show in the

following section, the list of evidence collectdtearigorous investigation of this matter is
really impressive. Consequently, | consider it pagdly the biggest ‘onus probandi’ against

the author of Fragments
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2.4. From Binjamin Wilkomirski back to Bruno Grosape

Bruno Grosjean was the son of a single mother, Yiedarosjean, who became lightly
disabled after suffering a car accident duringgregnancy. Since she was very poor, they
had to live in bad circumstances and she couldaket care of her son properly. Therefore,
Bruno was placed with the family Aeberhardt in 198tefan Maechler was able to meet their
son René Aeberhardt in the summer of 1999. Thiswemnable to clear all doubts about the
authenticity of this work when he identified a pit of the young Binjamin Wilkomirski as
Bruno Grosjean among a series of old photograpbslsb states that this child was
definitely not circumcised and not Jewish. Wheregia version of the book, he goes even
further in unmasking Wilkomirski as a fraud. Hetssathat the Polish farm where the author
hid with his brothers was actually the house ofAleberhardts in Nidau. About the following
passage in the book he says that “Bruno desciilaépiecisely [...] just the way things
looked there” (qtd. in Maechler,Wilkomirski Affa27):

A farmstead, a cluster of small buildings arrayed rectangle to make a

courtyard in the middle. A house facing an emp#plgt, a barn for the
horsecart minus horse, standing open on the stegféghe courtyard, and
another barn for grain, now as empty as the stable.
The only grown-up is the farmer’s wife, severe,gloufull of punishments.
She supervised us, fed us, some kind of porridgefoa big pot.
[...]
A canal ran past the farmstead. We had to crossad ®otbridge over a weir
to get to a meadow where we were sometimes alldavpthy. There was only
one rail and it was too high for me, and | wasidfod the deep whirlpool
under my feet. (Wilkomirski 26-28)

René Aeberhardt clarifies that at their house thdged had a barn for grain which was

empty (gtd. in Maechler, Wilkomirski Affa27). There was also a canal with whirlpools and

a weir with a rail too high for Bruno Grosjean. Mower, this man also claims to know where
other parts of Wilkomirski's “fragments” come fromfror example, Wilkomirski claims that
even up to this day he moves his feet in his sesgause of his fear for rats nibbling his toes
which originated in Majdanek where, according t® d¢count, there was a rat plague.
Aeberhardt, however, remembers how he went toitieeside with his younger foster

brother, who panicked when he saw some mice padsitiged, the step from mice to rats is

very small, particularly for a young child like Bra at the time. On top of that, Tomasz
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Kranz, head of the research department of the Maklamuseum, says that there is no
evidence of a rat plague in this camp, only licd #i@as were present in great numbers (qtd.
in Maechler_Wilkomirski Affairl69). Furthermore, in the Canvas documentary Kamdde

dodenkampehAeberhardt also points out the resemblance betteefsevere farmer’s
wife” (cf. supra) and the block warden of the baokthe one hand and his mother on the
other. Sometimes she would have these outburstsger which eventually got so bad Bruno
Grosjean was moved to the adoption centre in AdkdboFirst, his uncle and aunt wanted to
adopt him, but they could not compete against tbeey of the rich Désseker family in
Zurich. Friends of this family confirm that Brunawalready present during the winter of
1945, when Wilkomirski was still in Poland accomglito his book. The same people also
contradict that the father of the family would hdeen a sympathizer of the Nazi system
These are not the only testimonies which contradlidkomirski’s account of events.
Another important person — in the light of what ghethor describes in his bdbok is his
teacher Ruth Akert. First of all, she says she dover have taken a group of such young
children to a folk fair. She states: “visiting arfis a struggle for a teacher, what with little
children fluttering off in every direction” (qtdniMaechler, Wilkomirski Affairl92).

Secondly, she denies having ever told legends di®yoes in class which makes the
appalling chapter about William Tell impossible eStlaims having told only fairy tales in
class. Likewise, none of his former classmates rebeg his fear of ski lifts or his talking
about ‘death machines’ when he saw them. More@rex,of his school friends even
remembers the author as an excellent skier.

Even though this is already very convincing evigent becomes even worse for
Wilkomirski when the interviewers in the Canvas ulmentary were able to track down one
of his ex-girlfriends, Annie Singer, who — like #tle others — is totally convinced that
“everything was still there” and so that he wasciatumcised. Also, she recalls his tendency
to tell little — at the time irrelevant — lies. Fexample, she talks about when they were about
seventeen or eighteen years old and he told heaine from the Baltic States. This makes
him look like someone with a history of lies andexely damages his credibility. What is

even more, in his book Maechler was able to colladgbus testimonies from Bruno’s former

" Dutch for “child of the death camps”

8 | would like to nuance this statement however binfing out that it is rather obvious that they tradict these
allegations even if they really were true. Not omiyuld it make their friend look bad, but it wowdtbo make
themselves look like possible Nazi supporters.

® Remember the scene about the legend of Williarhriehtioned on page 4 -5 and also his accountschaol
trip to a folk fair where he started begging.
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schoolfriends. These all recall that right froml@dghood “his stories were not always reliable”
(Maechler, “Wilkomirski the Victim” 61). Maechleoacludes from these testimonies that:
He did not actually lie so much as distort realigfating strange tales — of
scorpions or caves, for example — in his desiimfiwess others. He once
dedicated a poem to his girlfriend’s mother, whomréspected, claiming to
have written it himself, whereas it really was bgr®It Brecht. Even his
epileptic attacks, which aroused the concern ofdlisw pupils at secondary
school, were probably simulated as well. (“Wilkoskirthe Victim” 61)
Another major element that speaks against himegabt that he claimed Yvonne
Grosjean’s small inheritance. Wilkomirski himsetiiever tells two different stories about
this. In the documentary, he says that a man chllmadbne night and said that the woman
who ‘on paper’ was his mother had passed away adddit him some money since there
were no other relatives. Moreover, he also claimagked that man if there really was no one
else, since he did not consider her his mothery @ftér it was established that there was
really no one else did he accept the inheritaneedys. In Maechler’'s study of the affair,
however, Wilkomirski claims he was one of threeeiritors and only accepted the money
after insisting that it be shared with the two oshriends of Yvonne Grosjean).
Nevertheless, Maechler found Yvonne’s official vaiid surprisingly enough her son is not
mentioned as a beneficiary:
| have been informed that my son, Bruno Déssekeomnwl gave up for
adoption shortly after his birth, has rights tocatipn of my estate. And yet |
hope that Bruno Dosseker will not take advantaghede legal rights,
inasmuch as he has put together his own life t@ahayno personal connection
exists. (qtd. in Maechler, Wilkomirski Affai233)

According to this document, she left everythindnéw two sisters-in-law. Moreover, Bruno

Dosseker wrote a letter to the testamentary offiaghich he contests the will literally
referring to Yvonne Grosjean as “meiner leibliciutter™° (Kind van de dodenkampkn

Afterwards, he declared that he only did this beeaas a musician he did not earn lots of
money and still had five people to feed.

Nevertheless, Wilkomirski still tried to defendshiersion of the truth. One of his
strategies was the sudden appearance of a so-tathed in Israel. On one of his trips there
he met Yaakov Maroko, who lost a son in Majdanek wought that Wilkomirski might be

10 German for “my biological mother”.
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this long lost son. Because many people were obBly@ceptical about this new turn in
Wilkomirski's personal history, they had a DNA tesine which definitively ruled out this
possibility. Moreover, the investigators of the doentary were able to track down his real
father, who, however, preferred to remain anonym@iisen they show two pictures
alongside one another, one of Wilkomirski and ohiis man when he was young, the
resemblance is striking. When they invited the auth take a second DNA test, now to
compare the results with this man’s, he refuseaise he found it humiliating. This, in my
eyes, completely destroys any credibility that migjfil have been left. Maroko and
Wilkomirski continue to live in their reality, i.¢hat of a father-son relationship.

On top of that, people have found out that Laurab@wski, his most important
witness since they shared the same memories fofa)kus not who she claims to be. She
turned out to be Lauren Wilson, born near SeatttE94 1. Moreover, as Lauren Stratford she

already wrote a book, Satan’s undergrguatzbut her experiences with satanic rituals in

which even babies were killed. She describes hoanasght-year-old she was forced into
pornography and sex with animals. When the makiettsecdocumentary tried to contact her,
it appeared that her address in Los Angeles agtbalbnged to a mail-order company. When
they tried to phone her for a reaction she simplg her number changed and moved.

Furthermore, Maechler also unveiled where Brunedeker had got the name
“Wilkomirski” from. In 1972, when he visited the Mafamily in Katowice there was a
concert of a famous violin player named Wanda Wilkska. When another friend of the
family looked at the posters of the violin playleg, remarked that Dosseker and the artist
looked so alike they must be relatives. Accordm@hristine Marx, Bruno started to believe
he descended from the Wilkomirski family becausthif man’s statement (Maechler 2001:
193-95).

Finally, all the elements of Wilkomirski’'s storgemed to fall apart into small
fragments again. Today it is widely accepted that book cannot be autobiographical. In
what follows | will try to establish how he was altb mislead so many people — including
psychotherapists and historians from all aroundatbed — , and most importantly why he
wanted to do so (if he really did it consciousyurprisingly enough, this final question is
something important critics like Ganzfried and Malec did not go into very much

Therefore, rather than restricting myself to the$al would like to get to the bottom of this

1 Maechler would only later publish his article “Wbimirski the Victim. Individual Remembering as Saici
Interaction and Public Event”. Yet, both were titated in 2001, although they were originally noblished at
the same time.
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crucial issue. In 2.5 we will have a closer looleigght strategies — both inside and outside the
text — used by Wilkomirski to trick his audiencdén, in 2.6, we will try to uncover his
motives for lying and how it got that far.
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2.5. Bruno's strategies of deception

Already from the very first words of the book,dtghe impression that this narrative
was constructed to convince readers rather thaeptéhem a story objectivéfy | was
particularly drawn to the following words on thestipage of the novel: “[m]y early
childhood memories are planted, first and foremiastxact snapshots of my photographic
memory and in the feelings imprinted in them, dmelghysical sensations” (4). It gave me the
impression the author was already trying to jusdifiyl defend himself from the very
beginning. He calls on his readers to read betwleefines and construct a story themselves
from the photographical fragments of memory he gles' them with. It is exactly the
presentation of his memories as just small fragemthat poses the first difficulty to us as
readers since this strategy allows him to leavespatific dates or — from a historical point of
view — problematic connections between the diffepamts of his story. This is something
Anne Whitehead also observed: “He is extremely eaguhe details of the text and we are
given few clear dates or places. Even the childin@, and the identification of his mother
and father, are not definite” (n. pag.). These eagcovered memories give rise to a ‘double-
voiced’ narrative. This is a term coined by Bakhinich means that “in each utterance there
is present the representing and the represented™d/ice 82). More specifically, we notice
that the narrator understands things now that th@ali understand at the time, like the fact
that a ski lift is not a “death machine” (Wilkormkisl41). This again forms part of the shock-
effect on the reader.

Secondly, Carl Tighe also observes some interestaiters concerning the style of
the narrative, which he contrasts with that of Aweitz survivors like Primo Levi. He claims
that the book is designed to take advantage afetheer’s so-called ‘suspension of disbelief’
through the use of two techniques: First of allchaveniently leaves out certain details and
secondly, through the use of a child focalizer baims more empathy from the reader.
Indeed, the horrors described appear so surrettiéareader that they increase the barrier for
an outsider to question what an (alleged) survigoounts, even if it is just what Tighe calls
“sick invention”. The book opens with the followitiges:

| have no mother tongue, nor a father tongue eitfigrnanguage has its roots
in the Yiddish of my eldest brother Mordechai, daier with the Babel-babble

of an assortment of children’s barracks in the Blakeath camps in Poland.

2 However, | must admit that | knew the polemic sunding the book beforehand. Therefore, it was gt
much easier for me to identify certain passagesattempt to convince the reader.
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It was a small vocabulary; it reduced itself to bia@e essentials required to say
and to understand whatever would ensure surviiadofe point during this
time, speech left me altogether and it was a long before | found it again.
So it was no great loss that | more or less fotigistgibberish which lost its
usefulness with the end of the war. (qtd. in TigBg
Tighe observes that these opening lines are ngtaamtradicted by the rest of the book (he
describes several conversations later on in thetnae and tells us he is deaf, yet not dumb),
but also by the testimonies of Holocaust survivbisillustrates this by referring to Primo

Levi’s Survival in Auschwitzoriginally published as If this is a mamn which Levi says that

“not being talked to had rapid and devastatingot$fe(qtd. in Tighe 93). Moreover, Levi also

affirms that:
The greater part of the prisoners who did not ustded German - that is,
almost all the Italians - died during he first terfifteen days after their arrival:
at first sight, from hunger, cold, fatigue, andedise; but after a more attentive
examination, due to insufficient information. lethhad been able to
communicate with their more experienced companitires; would have been
able to orient themselves better: learn first bf@procure for themselves
clothing, shoes, illegal food; avoid the harsheola and the often lethal
encounters with the SS; handle the inevitable sii@s without making fatal
mistakes. | don’t mean to say that they would rastehdied, but that they
would have lived longer and had a greater chancegafining lost ground.
(qtd. in Tighe 93)

Therefore, if he really was unable to speak, hsaaly very improbable survival of the death

camps becomes even more unlikely.

On top of that, Tighe also indicates a numberasfative problems which illustrate
the importance of this ‘suspension of disbelief fioe acceptance of Wilkomirski’s story. For
example, one of the book’s most atrocious sceneshich he describes how he had to stand
up to his ankles in excrement in order to keegddes warm, seems to contain some
inaccuracies. First of all, if everything is froz@s he claims) the excrement should have
been frozen too. Secondly, the people in those samape suffering a diet of watery soup
which makes it rather unlikely for their excremémbe solid. However, this is not the end of
Wilkomirski's “play upon the reader’s emotions”, wh clearly irritates Tighe and causes
him to accuse the author of “unscrupulous play withreader’s willing belief and

sympathetic emotion.” He even calls it “a kind dkoenity” (95):
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In his depiction of life in both the Polish and Ssbrphanages we are led to
believe that this child has never seen jam, doeacuept bread from anyone
except his mother, that he thinks the Swiss baselaendry is reminiscent of
camp bunk-beds, and finds that the central heibilgr reminds him of the
furnaces at the camp - which, if he ever saw, dendt tell us about. For the
most part he can get away with these things bynihey that these are the
memories of a child, and that he could not reasigriaexpected to recount
his story or to ‘know’ facts in the way an adultghi. But Wilkomirski trades
on the gullibility of the reader, the willingnesstielieve all horrors. He has the
reader for a willing fool. (Tighe 2004: 95)

A third remarkable element is the style of thealpwhich is atypical for a surivor’s
account. As Norman Geras points out, “[t]he norra more linear narrative, in which the act
of literary construction has effected a conventiGeguencing” (118). Fragmenis the other
hand moves away from what Wilkomirski calls “thelerng logic of grown-ups,” feeling “it
would only distort what had happened” (qtd. in Maec, Wilkomirski Affair viii). Maechler

also points out that in doing so, Wilkomirski wriywgssumes that our memories can be
brought up unchanged in the present, whereas “emnary is subject to influences and
changes because it is always constructed or receted within the context of the present”
(viii). Moreover, Wilkomirski’'s account presentgarticular use of the tenses. Whitehead
observes that “the immediacy of the past, overwihrgrand flooding the present, is
powerfully represented in Wilkomirski’s distinctivese of the tenses” (n.pag.). This is
something Andrea Reiter pointed out, because stieedahat in the German edition of
Fragmentsach of the sections:
opens with a short passage in the imperfect, falbly an extended
description of the camps in the present tensecandluding with a brief
reflective passage in the imperfect. The preserge@arration is further
characterized by the use of ‘short and excited rolnses’. This method of
narration emphasizes the traumatic nature of theanies described, which
are not so much remembered as re-experiencediade(Whitehead n. pag.)
Fourthly, by working with a child narrator he makeeasier to justify the black-and-
white way of thinking in the book. In order to fuljrasp what the main character went
through, the reader has to adopt the child’s petspe He or she has to accept a world view
in which almost everyone is evil and only a fewgeare good. We enter the universe of a

small boy who has to face up to a world which rm@dt completely against him. Again, this
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stimulates the sympathy and pity we feel for thihau Also, it provides him with an
excellent excuse for not knowing certain thingshatit arousing suspicion in his audience.
Furthermore, because he adopts the identity ofld stirvivor, people automatically are less
critical. We all feel extremely bad about the haleithings that were done to these small,
vulnerable creatures in the camps, so much saehding this book fills us with hope and
makes us feel a little better knowing that at lsashe of them managed to survive. Even if
this book is a fiction, we just want to believéat ourselves.

A fifth strategy | encountered is the extensive aswhat | would like to call the ‘I am
alone-motif’, which he uses to play upon the reademotions. In the first chapter, for
example, Wilkomirski says he witnesses the deathrofin in Riga whanay behis father.
Yet, he immediately adopts the victim role of tbhedly child by stating, “All at once |
realize: From now on | have to manage without yoo,alone” (7). Consequently, this
“allows Wilkomirski the odd gift of accruing all ¢hemotional sympathy we might give a
child who has witnessed the death of his fathethaut the difficulty of having to sketch in a
relationship with that father, or the emotionaldmm of having to mourn for his loss” (Tighe
94). Yet, this is not the only time he uses thidim®n the contrary, such scenes of
abandonment return more than once throughout thel:no

The waiting room was empty. “Why am | always the evrho’s left behind?” |
wondered. (18)

Switzerland isn’'t a beautiful country, the way Ffarosz said. Frau Grosz lied

to me! Frau Grosz has left me all alone. | hateif3aosz! (25)

Where could they have gone? Why didn't they takenitie them? | thought®
(34)

| felt absolutely helpless, crippled, | was begmnto turn freezing cold. What
had happened? | didn’t understand. All | knew wes t was alone now. (76)

But one day, | noticed that Kobo had vanished, @lith the others. Why
have | been left on my own? [...] They're all goin @omewhere, they all
seem to know something | don’t know. Why am | als/étye only one who
doesn’t understand? Why doesn’t someone tell me€r&Vdre they all going? |

don’t have anywhere to go, I'm hungry and I'm frieggcold. (107)

13 when he could not find his brothers anymore
14 after Jankel’s death in Majdanek
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Where was the woman who knew my name? She’d gomever saw her
again. (115)

They took it away. Here there’s nothing but stonades — everywhere — and
no grandpa, no mama, no brother to take me awagr&an | go, what can |
do? (117)

The camp’s still here. Everything’s still here. Ve only got to carry the
“fruit racks,” the bunks, into the wooden gardem$m, they've only got to take
the cast-iron oven with the children’s door andatist out on the stone
forecourt outside, the garden’s already fencedrnul, it would all be just the
way it was before, except that this time I'd benalototally alone. (125)
As we observe, he constantly tries to present Hfraséhaving no one around him to help
him. Yet, | believe that he overdoes it by repeatirall the time. The first time it is effective,
but the more he uses this motif the less impawstupon the audience.

Another strategy which Wilkomirski uses extenspslto stuff his narrative with
well-known, documented historical facts. In thisywéhne story fits perfectly into the larger
historical context the readers already know. Téisamething Stefan Maechler also points
out:

In reaching back, for his narrative, to the culkun@mory of the Shoah and its
aftermath, Wilkomirski makes use of many familidernsents: the guards’
unpredictability, plagues of rats, children hiddém laundry barracks,
experiments by doctors (mentioned only orally),estséve hoarding of food by
children after their liberation, the survivors’ senof guilt, the returnees’
painful experience of finding no one who will listeand so on. Thus readers
find in Wilkomirski’'s text essential historical fiscthat are already known or
sound plausible. They automatically locate theystathin the realm of reality.
The context and the individual facts scattered wiihlend the narrative the
authority of fact. (Wilkomirski Affair278-279)

In this way, the reader — albeit unconsciouslylt agcept this novel much more quickly as an

autobiography because he or she recognizes elefn@mi®ther testimonies he or she knows.
For example, Wilkomirski conveniently uses the esecaf being a medical test case in the
concentration camp for not having a number. Likewi® tries to stage a name change by the

Swiss administration for his growing up first asiBo Grosjean and later as Bruno Ddsseker.
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Yet, according to Maechler, he does not only uséhlstorical knowledge, but also his
psychological knowledge. In order to make his stagdible in the eyes of therapists,
Wilkomirski creates “stereotypical situations [..n]which the I-narrator is seized with
unexplainable panic by everyday circumstance” (M&a¢ “Wilkomirski the Victim” 81). It
is as if this account is textbook material for gsylogists. He knows the exact strategies and
attitudes he has to adopt to present himself asdibte traumatized person. Nonetheless,
Maechler also observes that the author makes lamigéake in adopting this tactic. He
correctly observes that traumatized people whaesutimpulsive reliving of their trauma
often do not know why they feel panic. If we take episode of William Tell as an example,
we can conclude:
In contrast to Wilkomirski’s narration, if a geneiformer child camp-inmate
were to panic when confronted with the story ofl,Treé would not know that
he was confusing the Swiss national hero with am@&8, and the present with
the past. He would experience fear without knowiiregcause. Recognizing
the confusion would remove his panic, since thera8 would be relegated to
the place where he belonged — to the past.
(Maechler, “Wilkomirski the Victim” 81)
Ironically enough, even the experts in psychologyarso impressed by his story that they
simply ignored this. Only after the investigati@mfs<Ganzfried and Maechler would people
start to see the problems in his narrative.

On top of all these textual strategies, he alseetlg uses other means to enhance his
credibility among the audience. For instance, tegdent public appearances as a victim
constitute a well-considered tactic. Wilkomirskinted to be seen constantly in this context.
Because of that, the audience gets so accustontes new identity that no one would ever
dream of questioning it. For this, his strategiesthreefold. First of all, he appeared in
various films and documentaries on the Holocaulsto Ahe managed to obtain public
recognition from historians, like Lea Balint, amdpgortant Holocaust museums. Thirdly, he
offered many public readings and guest lecturesetsy turning himself into the
spokesperson of child survivors.

Finally, one of his most important tactics consistgvolving other people in his
account of events. The best example is of courseal@rabowski. As | already pointed out,
she was lying as well, yet Wilkomirski immediatslgized his chance and claimed to
remember her as well. This feast of recognitionnitedy helped improve the trustworthiness

of his story. As it turned out, they just providedtual alibis in their ‘survival of the slickest'.
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Also Yakov Maroko’s appearance proved to be verweaient for Wilkomirski. If this man
wanted to believe that Wilkomirski was his longtlesn, than why would he argue that? It
fitted perfectly into his invented Jewish past sgust played along.
It is remarkable that there is only one person wihenliterally mentions in his novel,
namely Mild>:
Mila was somewhat older than | was. | recognizedWieen we met each other
again in the orphanage in Krakéw. | didn’'t havééoafraid of her. We knew
each other from somewhere, from one of the mamabks probably, we
weren’t sure anymore, and we never talked aboWdtjust looked at each
other and that was enough. [...]
And now we were together in this orphanage in Kvgkst least some of the
time. | don’'t know anymore whether | lived theretor whether | was just put
there during the day, and got something to eawaawallowed to play. [...]
Years later, when we were both grown up, we mdedwy chance. She was
working as a translator, and I'd become a musidiita had managed to find
her mother, and we went together to visit her —vgag old by now — in a
hospital. She died soon after that. Mila and | sash other regularly now —
we often had long talks. We discussed the prebehtyhat we really meant
was our past. (80-82)
As we can see, this woman plays a part in almastyewmportant episode of his life.
Nonetheless, creating a fellow-sufferer who clearss still alive turned out to be a vital
mistake in the end. Stefan Maechler was able kottaithe real Karold® who told him that
Wilkomirski simply stole her memories and preserttezin as his own. As it turned out, they
only met for the first time in 1971 on the traiorm Zurich to Paris, where she started talking
about her past. She was really angry with Wilkokiibecause she felt that “he took over my
whole life, all my memories, and the lives of &lbse that were deported” (qtd. in Maechler,
Wilkomirski Affair 196). In contrast with what the author says irgirants she did not lose

her mother. They stayed together and for some werd to the homes of Dluga Street and
Augtianska Street to eat. She claims that Wilkoknigs definitely not there at that time.
Moreover, they could not have been together inajriee camps either because she was in a
concentration camp in Germany. The only thing thabrrect is that she and her mother were
saved by a Nazi, only not the spectacular way lheiten the book. He describes an amazing

15 Stefan Maechler points out that in the Germariait and in real life — this character's name &sda.
16 She does not want her complete name to be knotichvis why we have to keep using the first namg.on
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scene where they were thrown quickly onto a pildexd people by an SS man, which
allowed them to escape, while in fact they were toisl to go “because my mother looked
like the wife of a Nazi and | looked like his dawgfi (Karola qtd. in Maechler, Wilkomirski

Affair 197). On top of that, this scene did not take @iadhe camp, but rather in the
Lemberg ghetto. What also betrayed Wilkomirski rafiger investigation was that he did not
know about her using the name Marta during and #ftewar in the orphanage, something
which all the former residents of the home do reilm@mNonetheless, before all this was
discovered, this added an extra emotional dimensidms story. It is a subtle way of
introducing other victims in his story, which in ropinion provides more space for real
Holocaust survivors to identify with the accounteeknts. Her story is one of the many
incredible stories of people who just managed tajes a horrible death. It was most
important for Wilkomirski to introduce another stdhat sounded true and authentic to the
people who lived through the hell of the camps al.w

Evidently, two other essential figures are ElitBernstein and Monika Marta,
Wilkomirski's psychotherapists. They provide hinthvihe scientific basis for his long-
repressed fragments and testify how hard it wakifarto relive his memories during their
sessions. What is even more, their authority apeeise in their domain automatically
enhance his credibility with the audience. Why wiowk as ordinary readers question
something that is accepted by experts in psych@dgythermore, during their sessions he
could always repeat his “memories” and train hifse it were. A lot of psychotherapists
confirm that by doing this one can also reallytdbatieving what one says. However, we
must wonder who took advantage of whom here. I&d¥hirski a pathetic liar who tried to
gain the confidence of two psychotherapists whogos caught up in his lies? Or was he
rather a victim who was lost in the world until $legpeople came along and tried to convince
him that he was a Holocaust survivor, thereby angahassive publicity for themselves and
their expertise as well? | will come back to tigsue in the next paragraph where we will try
to determine how it ever got this far. Not onlylwile consider the author’s personal motives,

but also the possible effect of certain ‘triggesdund him.
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2.6. His possible motives and ‘triggers’

Since this case was such a large-scale media,ganyle from all around the world
are interested in his motives. Especially psychetsgand psychotherapists have tried to
explain what exactly could have happened. In wbliwis we will first have a closer look at
some possible personal motives before turningdadle his upbringing and other people
played in the construction of this story. With rej#o this last factor, particular attention will

be given to the role of his psychotherapists.

2.6.1. His personal reasons

First of all, we must keep in mind that Wilkomirs&ally was a victim, only not from

the Holocaust, as he claims. He suffered a lot fnisradoption and has lived the life of a
social outcast. When he was young, he did not hayeclose friends and he also failed to
bond with his foster parents. We must also not textenate the impact of the violent mother
of the Aeberhardt family on this small boy. Alsbetpassage in the orphanage was probably
not the happiest period of his life either. He alavéelt alone, like an outsider. Keeping this in
mind, we could argue that he just assumed a mdrerag victim role, because he knew that
he would get much greater recognition that way.&\Karpf shares this opinion:

If you are [a] victimized, miserable, turbulent gem because you've been

adopted, because you've been badly treated yott aesessarily going to get

the kind of sympathy which you're going to get dware a Holocaust

survivor. In the hierarchy of suffering it's at thanacle.

(Kind van de dodenkampgn

He knew that his story as it was would not be gdéng for other people. If he had written a
book about what really happened to him, it probawbyld not have received the same
attention as it did now. Moreover, Carl Tighe agtleat his lies might have originated in the
shame of being the son of a so-called ‘VerdingKihde indicates that Bruno went through
his own personal Shoah because almost everyomepééd to make an ordinary Swiss boy
out of him, thus erasing his — and also a natierellameful past. Tighe concludes:

In Fragmentghe cruelties, pain, desire, the longing to belareyall

expressions of otherness, aloneness, apartness)farnuity, unease at

" The ‘Verdingkinder’ were children who were aucgarlike slaves, only here “the bid went to the peraho
put in the lowest figure for the child’s upkeep’idfie 96).
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privilege, desire to be different, desire to namd shame those who caused
pain, a desire to be legitimate, a potent desiteeteomeone else. (98)
With his book Wilkomirski finally received sympatlaynd solidarity from the audience,
something he had missed his entire life.

Ganzfried, on the other hand, also considers ¢issipility that the author really had
some fragments of memory which he could not pl&tarting from that idea, he argues that
the Holocaust just provided Wilkomirski with an &@evay of explaining “his hazy and
troubled background” (Ganzfried n. pag.). Using @tah allowed him to fill the gaps in his
memory. It is not so strange that he resortededHblocaust to express his suffering,
because, as James Young already observed in 1988 lbecome an archetype for new kinds
of suffering. Young rightly points out a very ingsting paradox in this respect when he states
that “[i]t is ironic that once an event is percalwe be without precedent, without adequate
analogy, it would in itself become a kind of preeetfor all that follows: a new figure
against which subsequent experiences are measulegtasped” (99). He concludes that
“[t]he figure of the “Holocaust Jew” [...] [has comig] epitomize for both Jews and non-Jews
the embattled victim, the sufferer and martyr” (9®s0 Maechler believes it plausible that
Wilkomirski really originated from a traumatic hasy. Yet, Merckelbach argues that, by
following this line of thinking, Ganzfried and Mader make the same mistake as the author
did. They assume that his present failure in lifestrhave a traumatic cause (Merckelbach n.
pag.). He states that in accepting this way ofkihigpn these authors just follow Wilkomirski’s
path which eventually led to his survivor story.

Evidently, a specific kind of personality is reqgd to engage in this extreme kind of
lying. As | already stated above, his former frieohd classmates remember him as someone
who often told small lies. For instance, he ondé fnnie Singer, one of his ex-girlfriends,
that he was from the Baltic States even thougtkake that this could not be true. Yet, when
she confronted him, he always admitted his lies atiaely. She believes that his reason for
lying “was always to show himself in a better ligint— you know — to be noticed, to be

looked at, attract attention” (Kind van de dodenkan. This type of character is what

psychologists define as ‘fantasy pronen€s&eople who have such a character get so caught
up in their lies and fantasies that, in the endy tteally start believing them. Bruno Grosjean
even came to believe in a different identity. Tame goes for Laura Grabowski the

difference being that this was the second timeesigaged in such lying. After her first book

18 This term was first coined by Wilson and Barbet #83.
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was exposed as fictional, she just sought a netinvidentity. Merckelbach states that these
people start off as liars trying to convince othemgl eventually, by doing so, also convince
themselves (n. pag.). Maybe even the author hinssslirprised about the massive scale his
lies took on. It is possible that he just wantetdéaecognized as a victim of the Shoah by a
small intimate group but that things got out of ¢thény the many contacts he acquired after a
while.

Also Bruno’s real father speculates about whathtingive gone wrong. He suggests
that maybe as an unborn child Wilkomirski suffesedne damage from the car accident his
mother had while being pregnant with him. HoweVéelieve this chance to be rather small.
If he really suffered brain damage, one would ekpesee other problems as well rather than
just a tendency to lie. Wilkomirski however, as &arwe know, does not suffer any other
physical or mental ailments.

For Ganzfried, the solution does not necessaaleho be that complicated. He also
proposes a very simple option:

He had a lot of talents, but none of the talentsevdead-locked enough to
make really something out of it. And — you know.=][he grew up with a lot
of other rich kids — you know — so this guy despayearied to make a
character out of himself so — you know — what etbaracter can you have
but the victim. (Kind van de dodenkampen

This assumption is in line with what Crombag andd®kelbach say in their studies of cases
of sexual abuse. In this book, they state thas€falecovered memories can have diverse
causes. For example, people with failed marriagesined career or psychiatric diseases like
anorexia and bulimia often have a great need &@bear, unambiguous explanation. Therefore,
they turn to external causes, as we can see wilkowiirski’'s (ab)use of the Holocaust. It is
possible that he felt his life was a failure anddrto find an external explanation for this by

inventing a new traumatic past for himself.

2.6.2. Social conditions

Nonetheless, maybe the most important reasonigdigls cannot be found with
Wilkomirski himself but rather with the people ttgtrround him. Maechler for example

points out that:
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Generally speaking, most of our memories form winenparents, friends or

other people recall them to us. It is the familg ather social institutions that

constitute the necessary framework within whichvitiial memory is

possible at all. (“Wilkomirski the Victim” 70)
Yet, we know that during his childhood Wilkomirskas moved constantly between
orphanages and foster families. Therefore, he bddm base or ‘framework’ to help him
develop his personal memories. When in his bookays that his past was a taboo subject for
his foster parents, this might be true. He jus &ibout his real past, but his statement that his
new family wanted him to start again from scratebiras plausible. Consequently, no one
ever told him about where he came from or whatdeleen through, something essential in
the development of a child’s memory. On top of thatcame into contact with Jews at a
young age in school. This is significant because®éer claims that figures of authority, in
this case his teacher, can have a strong influend¢be development of memories
(“Wilkomirski the Victim” 70-71). Because of thatie could assume that his fascination with
Jewry and the Holocaust proceed — at least partiditom his respect for Jewish role models.
Moreover, Bruno’s former school friends testifyttha was extremely fascinated and

influenced by books on the Holocaust. | alreadytmeed Jerzy Kosinski's The Painted Bird

(cf. supra), but Annie Singer also indicates tHience of Gerhard Schoenberner’s The
Yellow Star | believe it to be very significant that the éatbook also contains large-scale
pictures of the Holocaust. Therefore, it is possthiat Wilkomirski drew a large part of his
“inspiration” for his so-called visual memoriesiinahis book.

Nonetheless, this “inspiration” might have entevéitkomirski’s world obliviously.
Domnick LaCapra points out the phenomenon of ‘sdaontraumatization’ and states that
“vicarious experience, linked to processes of idieation, may lead to the extreme blurring
or effacement of these distinctions [of experienaspfar as one who was not there comes (or
is moved) to believe he or she was indeed thergoeasents fiction as if it were testimony or
historical memoir” (132). This means that Wilkonkirdittle by little, may have grown to
believe he was a real Holocaust child survivortii@enmore, as we will see in the next

section, the psychotherapy he had only stimuldiedbtelief.
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2.6.3. The influence of others

Even though the theory put forward in the previsestion seems plausible, many
critics have argued that the answer is to be foweither with the author himself nor with the
social environment in which he grew up. They cléivat Bruno Ddsseker has become the
victim of ‘false memory*® due to his therapy sessions. Also Maechler reeegrthis
important influence. He states that “without thgrép.] single episodes would not have
taken on such concrete shape and his manuscriptwotuhave materialized” (“Wilkomirski
the Victim” 74). Indeed, it is possible that Bruhad this fragmented memory which was
interpreted by Bernstein as a consequence of thachlast. Once Wilkomirski got convinced
by this, he and Bernstein just — unconsciouslylediin the story piece by piece. This
psychotherapeutic phase is described by Dori Lauttha phase of joint acceptance of the
Holocaust reality by both analyst and patient” (69wever, | would like to point out that
Wilkomirski's name change dates from 1972 whenralsd, already mentioned above, attended
a concert by Wanda Wilkomirska, whereas he onlyBtigtur Bernstein in 1979. Thus, the
truth is probably somewhere in the middle. | thinis plausible that Dosseker, who possesses
a tendency to lie by nature, was encouraged bthbispy and decided to take things a little
further. Furthermore, we can assume that peoplegehato therapy feel more uncertain than
others. Therefore, they are more easily influeraneditend to accept the therapist’s ideas
faster. For these reasons | believe Bernsteinigante to be of the utmost importance, and
therefore | did some more research on the possifileence of therapy. The scientific
literature published on this subject is enormond. 996, for example, Garry et al. observe
that “when a mental health professional repeatedbpurages a client to imagine an abusive
childhood event, these imagination activities magnowingly promote a greater belief that
particular episodes occurred. The search for fagt oneate fiction.” (qtd. in Horselenberg et
al. 129). A person experiencing an event as authdoe to having imagined it first —
individually or in therapy sessions — suffers framat psychologists call ‘imagination
inflation’. On this theme, Horselenberg et al. getan interesting study in which he let people
rate the probability of an event twice. In betwdegse two question rounds the guinea pigs
were told they were assisting in a study on theagination abilities. They had to elaborate a
story around simple ficticious events like “Youptaying outside the house. Your mother just

told you that within half an hour, dinner will beady.” (Horselenberg et al. 130).

19 By the supporters of this type of therapy thisdfled ‘recovered memory’.
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Surprisingly enough, they concluded that “irrespecof imagination, asking twice about the
same events increased the subjective probabilitgesfe events” (131).

In this respect, the case of Laura Pasley proves teery interesting as well. She
suffered from bulimia nervosa and decided to skekapy. Her psychotherapist convinced
her that her condition originated in sexual ab&sem her testimony, we can derive which
tricks he used to keep her in counselling:

The visions in my head were of severe physicalsaxdial abuse. The images
were so incredibly bizarre, yet they seemed so Mylpicture of my family
became distorted. Was it the drugs the doctorsrtedn, was it television
shows or traumatic events | had witnessed oveyehes, or was it actual
memories? | did not know, but Sté¥said they were fact and to deny them
meant that | did not want to get well. He said bvimdenial, | was running, |
was ‘protecting’ my family. (qtd. in Crombag and idkelbach 198)
Eventually she realized she was the victim of ‘mgmmplantation techniques’ and sued her
counsellor. He did not even try to win the case jastisettled the manner with a six-figure
number on a cheque. This is definitely not an teal@ase of withdrawal. Even though
Wilkomirski has not joined this group of ‘retracsgrit is possible that he fell victim to a
similar kind of therapy.

Furthermore, Crombag and Merckelbach publisheddysin sexual abuse in which
they stated that it is possible that under thauiarice of psychotherapy one might interpret
certain memories in a much more extreme way (IBik is particularly interesting since
René Aeberhardt (cf. supra) claimed that Wilkomisskook in certain aspects is just an
exacerbation of certain things that happened wieestdyed with this family.

Nonetheless, there are also important argumeriéssgur of psychotherapy. It is
scientifically proven that patients who get a cléiagnosis from their therapists tend to heal
faster. The hearing of a diagnosis creates new dbpealing in the patient. This particular
kind of placebo is known as the ‘Rumpelstiltskifieef’ (Crombag and Merckelbach 205). In
this specific case, Bernstein — maybe becauserhgelfiis Jewish — may have truly believed
that his patient’s memories had their origin in Haocaust and genuinely tried to help him.

But this is something only he himself knows fortaar.

2 her psychotherapist
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2.6.4. Conclusion

As we have seen, the quest for one specific mativeason why Wilkomirski made
up this story turns out to be virtually impossibléerefore, we have to settle for a truth that is
probably somewhere in the middle of all these exgtians. We could say that the basis was
already formed during his childhood, where he mdy showed a strong tendency to lie, but
also was the victim of a very unstable family ditoia Then, at a later age, he encountered
great difficulties dealing with his past and defigiihimself in the Swiss society and therefore
sought professional help. When he and Bernsteintaa#y tried to work through his
supposed trauma together, they created the oppdsitereen memorie&', which Spence
defines as “exaggerated piece][s] of reality in \Wwhets in bad fiction, subtleties are erased,
colors are brighter, and outlines bolder” (qtdMaechler, “Wilkomirski the Victim” 75-76).
This description fits Wilkomirski’'s Fragmengerfectly. As | already stated above, these
screen memories could be influenced to a greahekiehis confrontation with lots of Jewish
texts and television documentaries about the SHolimately, we can conclude that it was
rather a concurrence of circumstances than jusbbtiee individual possibilities presented
above. Because of this great complexity, it is \diffycult to form a conclusive moral
judgement about this case. In what follows, to dahe this chapter, | will discuss various

opinions expressed by others on this man and arairst.

2 According to Freud, screen memories are relativedgsuring or comforting memories that serve de hi
displace or erase more disturbing memories. How&Vdkomirski seems to have done the opposite here.
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2.7. Moral judgement

When it became known that Wilkomirski’'s story adty was a fiction, people
obviously felt appalled and upset. It is hardlysiging that the numerous criticisms levelled
at Wilkomirski were very sharp and harsh. Anne Kadpughter of a real Holocaust survivor,
puts it as follows:

It almost felt blasphemous — you know — as if bartgolocaust survivor was
some kind of costume that you can just put on argersonate someone, | felt
absolutely appalled. [...] It is incredibly hurtfd genuine child survivors that
this man came along, if that's what he did, andedoow thought he could filch
their experience and use it for whatever his owasemere.

(Kind van de dodenkampgn

It seems almost unimaginable that someone — Hosbchniers apart — would lie about
something as awful and serious as the Holocaustilge of that, Ganzfried believes that
what Wilkomirski did was as bad as denying the ldaisst (Kind van de dodenkampen

Natalie Gold-Lumer, for her part, touches one efiost important issues of this case
when she states that “it was so hard to come ouh&my of us and to have him questioned
makes all of us feel like all of a sudden our €®m@re questionable” (Kind van de
dodenkampen In composing an invented narrative, he preserdtaddcaust deniers with an
ideal argument for defending their beliefs. As extpd, they immediately jumped on this case
and tried to present all Shoah testimonies asTighe correctly summarizes the situation as
follows:

By producing a fake personality to go with the mamm&ilkomirski pointed

up the unreliability of oral and personal testimamyan area where a great
many documents are missing and where there arenensrvoids in our
understanding of the Holocaust and the people wilabled it. He underlined
just how fragile are the achievements of oral mjsemd autobiography in the
face of the Holocaust, and emphasized that thendigin sometimes made
between literary imagination and memoir is not cl¥dorse, Wilkomirski has
brought into question the personality and religpibif survivors. Worse still,

he has made survivors seem like people with a @dggictal disorder, rather
than people struggling to make sense of an experitgrat defies description or

explanation. (100)
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Indeed, by lying he also destroyed diminished tledibility of other witnesses. In my
opinion, this is the worst consequence which ahasa Wilkomirski’'s invented memaoir.
Because, as Roger Boyes observes “withess accauméssential to deflect the efforts of
Holocaust deniers, and [...] fake testimony disttnesdebate” (qtd. in Vice 163).
Nevertheless, Suleiman does not seem to be wommiaxh by Holocaust deniers. She
points out that “[h]istorians have never reliedlasorely on survivor testimonies, and even
less so on a single testimony, in writing the gtf the Holocaust” (30). Therefore, denying
the entire Holocaust on the basis of Wilkomirskiése clearly is a false synecdoche.
However, | believe it would have been much wisepresent this novel as a work of
fiction rather than autobiography. Of course, haelldaot have got the same compassion he
received now, since the emotional effect on theeeaould inevitably have been smaller.
This is something Norman Geras, for example, oleseag well. He states that:
There is no doubt that [reading Fragmeagsa novel, not a memoir,] alters the
impact of the episode. For we are then aware beatragedy summoned up for
us may have no exact correlate in the real worleixpkerience, where
otherwise it would have had. [...] The most painfgberiences, where these
are literary or dramatic creations rather thanréperting of actual events, will
take on a different importance for their audier{¢@1)
Nonetheless, | believe he would still have beeneléed for writing a great novel and have
received attention and recognition from the audéentbeit in a different way. After all, it
must be said that there is also something positiveing out of the publication of Fragments
As | already mentioned various times, the bookltedun child survivors becoming widely
recognized for the first time. Although | do nonstder this to be of higher importance than
the factual truth, | believe we have to give hiradit for giving a face to this group which has
been in the dark for too long. Again, Geras makessame observation when he says:
Though [fictional tokens] may not report any reattjgular event or episode,
they can nonetheless elicit an understanding oétivronment in which they
are set, of the manner of what occurred there,haitwt meant or how it felt to
the participants, of individual motivation and cheter. It is in this mode that,
in my view, Wilkomirski’'sFragmentgetains its quality as a novel of a
Holocaust childhood and its truth in the way aérigture. (121-122)
On top of that, | also think it would be unfairliame only Wilkomirski for what
happened. Maechler, for example, believes thatdwimfluenced by various other people

who just used him for their own interests. For Kartte was a cousin she had lost during the
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war, for Yakov Maroko his long-lost son, for LealiBahe was an interesting test case for her
studies, and we could go on like this. Evidentlymugst not forget Bernstein, who might have
used Wilkomirski as “an instrument to realize hisrapeutic plans” (Maechler, “Wilkomirski
the Victim 88-89).

Therefore, | would like to conclude by arguingttive all must nuance our criticisms
of this man. | hope | have been able to show thatdase is not as simple and clear-cut as it
may seem at first.
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2.8. The problem of authenticity and genre

As Sue Vice points out, “literary judgements ofsgrade seamlessly into the moral”
(73). Therefore, the moral polemic discussed alads@ gives rise to a literary discussion.
The revelation that Wilkomirski’s book was not amwr caused a great uproar because, as
Vice points out, the “implicit anxiety is that aljerizing or fabulizing the Holocaust implies
that its specific historical events do not matéer that its uniqueness may be questioned”
(70). As | have shown, the fear that this book thasperfect example for Holocaust deniers
was enormous. However, | also discussed the fadsavfehe synecdoche this group attempts
to use.

Moreover, the complexity of this case has givea tsan interesting literary
discussion. As | already suggested briefly (cf.raypghe distinction between memoir and
literary imagination is not always clear. In thespect, Wilkomirski’'s case only complicates
this vague distinction further, since we can neithbel this book as a memoir, nor as a
complete fiction. Because, as we have seen, Wiliskinseems to genuinely believe that the
account he gives in Fragmergsvhat really happened to him due to his fragee@miemory.
Nevertheless, what the author describes in his Imokt what actually happened. Various
authors, like Vice for example, have pointed oetithportance of the author’s biography in
the evaluation of a book: “critical estimates vacgording to what is known of a writer’s
biography, and what relation a narrator has tddRkeés author” (163). Generally, non-fiction
works are evaluated better than fiction works, heeaf the greater effect they seem to have
on the reader. Nonehteless, Wilkomirski really se¢orbelieve his work belongs to the
category of non-fiction. Therefore, it seems thatgfmentan be categorized best as a “false
or deluded memoir” (Suleiman gtd. in Whitehead g.paMoreover, John Kihlstrom proposes
to classify false memaoirs, like this book, undeoridfiction fiction” (n. pag.). Only,
Wilkomirski seems to have reversed the usual masiraninstead of introducing fiction into
non-fiction, the author has “incorporate[d] nontifi, details of the Holocaust gleaned from
a lifetime’s obsessive reading, into fiction — amugr which isn’t based on personal
recollection” (Kihlstrom n. pag.). Even though Ireg with what Kihlstrom proposes here, |
find his description not completely adequate, siasel already suggested various times,
Wilkomirski's memoir might be based on personabitection, albeit false personal
recollection.

Furthermore, James Young observes that it is isti@g“to know the memoirist
before knowing the memoir,” because “[t]he figuhesbrings to his memoir may have much
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more to do with his current occupation than with évents under his pen” (30). Here, Young
immediately highlights another interesting polemicegard to the genre of the memoir and
testimony in general. It brings us to the discussi@ testimony can ever be completely true.
On the other hand, we could wonder if it has tdrbe to be authentic. Many critics have
already suggested that writing is always a stepnioedf the facts of lived experience. To say
it with the words of André Breton, “[...] life is o#ln than what one writes” (qtd. in Suleiman
21). | believe that Suleiman makes the right cosiolu when she states that “[a] memoir,
whether it be a Holocaust memoir or any other kprdyides only a single, mediated
perspective on reality, not a direct, immediaterappnsion of the ‘thing itself’ ” (32). As
Young points out, survivors will always let theiriting be influenced by the outcome of the
events (30). This “post factum element of thesenemies” (Young 30) indeed seems to be
the biggest flaw of the genre. Whithead goes euethdr, because she seems to suggest that
Holocaust fiction may be more accurate than testie® “[iJt has been recognized that
Holocaust fiction is often based on extensive histb research and documentation, while
Holocaust testimony is subject to the inaccuraaresdistortions of memory” (n. pag.). This
means that neither of these two genres can eversen the exact factual truth. Or, to put it
in Robert Scholes’ words, “[i]t is because realiself cannot be recorded that realism is dead.
All writing, all composition, is construction. Weaot imitate the world, we construct
versions of it. There is no mimesis, oplyeisis (qtd. in Young 17). Nonetheless, as |
already suggested, this does not mean that Holboamoirs or novels cannot be authentic
or truthful by definition. If we proceed from Suec¥’s definition of ‘authenticity’, we clearly
observe that Wilkomirski’'s story can be definechathentic: “Authenticity generally means
[...] that the author must be writing in good faipheferably about events they have
experienced. However, as well as real it can mezalseeming [...]" (78). Moreover, in

this definition it strikes me that Vice first usése author” as the subject of her sentence, but
then moves to “eventbeyhave experienced”. This could be a mere linguistior; yet, |
believe this “they” could refer to the victims &kt Holocaust in general. If we interpret it in
this way, this definition suits Fragmerggen better. Because, almost all the critics seem
agree that this book is a real-seeming accounthat they, i.e. Holocaust child survivors,
have experienced during the Shoah. This is ex#wtlyorce of Wilkomirski’s book and also
the reason why it was such a massive success. Meexs Whitehead observes,
“[Eragment$ may not be the true account of a child’s Holotaxperiences, but it
nevertheless arguably contains a version of ‘trithits representation of post-war

Switzerland” (n. pag.). Some authors even takewaig of reasoning even further, which
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causes the distinction between the concepts dfiéaticity’ and ‘truth’ to blur. James Young,
for example, states that “[w]hatever ‘fictions’ enge in the survivors’ accounts are not
deviations from the ‘truth’ but are part of thettrun any particular version”. This means that,
since writing the exact truth is impossible, a# thuthentic’ works on an event together
constitute the truth of an event.

What is even more, there are critics, like Webel Afolfe for instance, who suggest
that the facts in book are subordinate to the eftgaroduces on the reader (Young 62).
Young correctly observes that the readers’ respandiéferent when he believes a testimony
or a work to be true than when the work is a fittids we have seen, it was exactly because
Wilkomirski's book provoked such a great effecttba reader that Holocaust child survivors
were finally recognized. This could make one woritldre end justifies the means here.
Because, as Young states, “when we turn to litelstfmony of the Holocaust, we do so for
knowledge — not evidence - of events” (37). Nonlett® Lejeune still argues that the
distinction between autobiography and fiction labé maintained, because ‘it is not a
guestion of actual fact that separates autobiogr&pim fiction, in Lejeune’s view, but a
guestion of the right to invoke the empirical bdahdt has indeed existed between a writer and
events in his narrative” (Young 24). Also Vice thguishes Holocaust testimony and fiction
in this way. Because, she says, that with testinfong might reasonably demand an
authentic connection between the author-narratditiaa events described” (4).

Thus, we can conclude that although no literaturéhe Holocaust can really
reproduce the complete factual truth, we still hiveaintain the distinction between
testimony and fiction on the basis of an ‘empiricahd’. Nonetheless, as | have already
argued so many times, the peculiarity of Wilkomisskase rests, among other things, in the
fact that it is plausible that he really feels amp&ical bond with the events he describes in
his book. Therefore, it is hard to form any monaliterary judgement on this man.
Consequently, | would like to conclude with the d®of Susan Suleiman, which perfectly
reflect the complexity of this case:

Being an extreme caseragmentsposes certain questions starkly: Where does
literature end (or begin) and psychopathology bégirend)? Where should

the line be drawn — Should the line be drawn? wéenh personal memory and
imagined or “borrowed” memory? To whom does the mgnof the Holocaust
belong? The fact th&tragmentgaises these questions, powerfully, may be

reason enough for its continued presence in analy landscape — if not as a
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memoir (it is not that), and not as a novel (ihd that either [...]), then at least

as a “case”. (37-38)
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3. Tania Head’s Miraculous 9/11 escape story

3.1. Introduction

In this chapter, we are going to have a closek Bidhe story of Tania Head. Even
though she has not written a false memoir, likekafiirski did, | believe this case deserves
particular attention because of the interestinglpels it shows with his case. Moreover, like
the Holocaust, 9/11 clearly is one of the most ingd events in contemporary history.
Therefore, it is not surprising that another ‘fatsemory-case’ surfaced exactly here. Even
though the attacks took place in 2001, Tania Hedy mopped up the radar in 2003 with a
story not even a Hollywood director would dare carpewith. As Barbara Conrad, a (fellow)
survivor, puts it: “She had all the key elementsrireveryone else’s story. She saw it, ran
from it, survived it, had a lost husband. Everyets® had one element, she had all the
elements, the perfect story.” (Conrad in Gatton@@ecause of her incredible story, just like
Wilkomirski, she was ‘the rising star’ among suiygroups and for the first time drew
massive media attention to the fate of the so-g¢&llecky-ones”. She became president of the
World Trade Centéf Survivors’ Network, gave many guest lectures aatlings, and led
tours for the Tribute W.T.C. Visitor Center. Shesveaven chosen to tell her story and give a
tour to the Mayor of New York, Michael Bloombergdaformer Mayor Rudolph Giuliani.
Consequently, the shock was enormous when it camnnat she was not even in New York
at the day of the terrorist attacks.

As this is a more recent case, there has not jpeglished very much on this issue.
Nonetheless, the parallels with Wilkomirski's case obvious. Therefore, | will discuss her
unbelievable story in the light of the theories amtussions presented in the previous
chapter. In order to fully understand this polerigjll use a similar structure to the chapter
of Wilkomirski. First, | will reconstruct her stofyefore going into the exposure of her lies.
Then, | will try to articulate an answer to the gtien how she managed to trick everybody
and, even more important, try to answer the ‘whggfion’ as well. Ultimately, we will have
a deeper look at the moral judgements this casedat@s. Of specific importance during this
discussion will be the fact that she did not pubésbook and did not benefit financially from

her story in any way. We will try to find out ifithinfluences the public’s opinion in any way.

22 Since we are referring to the name of an Amerargianization, | prefer to use the American Enggipklling
in this case.
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3.2. The making and unmaking of her personal Halg@/story

She claimed that at the moment when the plane edasito the north tower, she was
working on the 98 floor of the south tower as a spokeswoman for Méynch &
Company. When United Airlines flight 175 hit theuso tower minutes later, she was waiting
for an elevator at the ¥dloor, exactly the floor where the plane crashed the tower, to
leave the building. This would mean that she wasafronly nineteen survivors who situated
themselves at or above the point of impact befoeegptane crashed into the Twin Towers. On
her way to the stairs, she came across a dyingwharhanded her his wedding ring which
she later returned to his wife month'’s later. S@esélf owes her life to the solidarity and
helpfulness of the twenty four-year-old Welles Ctlogr, who stanched the flames on her
burning clothes while she was unconscious for a emdrand helped her down the stairs. Up
to this day, she still wears the consequencesesktburns on her arm. Then, when she was
almost downstairs, a fireman took her in his arm ran outside with her before handing her
over to another fireman. As they were running awwayards the ambulance, the tower
collapsed. According to her account: “[the firem&mjnd cover under a truck and covered me
with his body. We were engulfed and soon it washplitlack and impossible to see or breath.
We shared his mask until we were rescued. Nexgthremember is waking up in the
hospital” (qtd. in Gatton n.pag.). As if her stevgls not remarkable enough as it were, she
went even further by stating that when she wokeupe hospital five days later, she found
out that her fiancé Dave had perished in the nostler. Her account became even more
compelling when she stated that at 8.30 a.m. —taboieen minutes before the first plane
would hit the north tower — Dave had phoned hexrstoher if she wanted to meet downstairs
for a cup of coffee, which she had refused becahbsevas too busy. Her last words to him
were “I'll see you later” (Head qgtd. in Carney rgpa As a tribute to her dead fiance, she said,
she founded the Dave’s Children Foundation. To ecddhe movie-like quality of her story,
she also told everyone how she had met Dave ygara/en fighting over a taxi.
Consequently, to commemorate how they met, sheguoiisiature yellow cab at ground zero
each anniversary of the disaster.

Then, as | already said, in 2003 she starteddbl@herself publicly as a 9/11
survivor. Eventually, in 2004, she got into contath Gerry Bogacz, co-founder of the
World Trade Center Survivors’ Network, who, unliker fiancé, had managed to escape the
north tower just in time. Like many others, he wasply amazed after hearing her story:
“The constellation of her experiencing the plareshrpersonally on the 78loor and her
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fiancé’s being in the other tower and getting killgas just amazing” (qtd. in Dunlap n. pag.).
About a year later, she became a board membersofoilmdation and the face of all 9/11
survivors.

When asked about her past she just told everyomgvah the daughter of a diplomat
and had done work as a financial executive in thi#dd States, the United Kingdom,
Argentina, France, Singapore and Holland for “legdirms” (Dunlap & Kovaleski n. pag.).
With respect to her education, she claimed to Hameindergraduate degree from Harvard
and a graduate business degree from Stanford” @pusalKovaleski n. pag.). However, even
her closest friends do not know more about Head.p

Surprisingly enough, it was not until 2007 that plecstarted to ask questions and
wanted to verify her story. Because she acquiret big fame, the New York Times wanted
to interview her. Yet, Tania Head avoided the wmitax and that is when they grew
suspicious. Eventually this newspaper exposeddarliar. From the beginning it was
obvious that she did not seem to get certain detigiht in the construction of her story. At
various times, she made statements that contrddieteearlier story. For example, to some
people she said that she had already married Davks originally she told it was her fiancé
with whom she shared an apartment and a dog Bhis later tried to explain this
discrepancy by stating that, shortly before 9/h®, and Dave went on a vacation to Hawalii
and celebrated their commitment for each otheniareofficial ceremony. She also claimed
that there official wedding would have taken plac©ctober of the same year. Yet, the
family of this man says they have never heardwbman called Tania Head and do not
remember Dave going on any trip to Hawaii in tret f@ears. Moreover, according to his
mother, none of his e-mail messages indicatednaditad a relationship. Because of this, she
changed her story again, this time telling Janiten® that she had only known Dave for a
couple of months and that his family could not kntwev since they kept their relationship
secret from his family. On top of that, even sndafails, for instance the dog they shared,
seem to be invented. Because, when friends of inev®rs’ Network visited her later on,
there was no sign of a pet living in the apartmernentually, Tania had no other option but to
admit that her relationship with Dave had beemsafsy.

Moreover, scrutiny of Merrill Lynch & Company’saerds has pointed out that there
was not a Tania Head employed at the time. Heveeisshe tried to solve this problem by
adapting her story. Linda Gormley, another boardhtver of the Survivors’ Network, affirms

that in 2007 Tania told her she was in the buildipglying for an internship. What is even
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more, Harvard and Stanford both do not possesseaoyd of a student by the name of Tania
Head.

Since the larger framework of her story seemddlt@part, people started digging
deeper for information on this woman and startedetify even the smaller details of her
story. For example, the Dave’s Children Foundatwanich she founded in memory of her
alleged lost fiancé, is not officially registereslacharity neither with the federal government
nor with the New York State. Furthermore, she lasenrevealed the identity of the man
who gave her his wedding ring in the tower, thiegehare no witnesses to confirm this
statement of hers.

Piece by piece, Tania’s story seemed to fall apatording to Gatton, while on her
way back from seeing relics of the Twin TowersFK &irport, she muttered to another
survivor “What if all this had just been a dream¢gd was never even there?” as if knowing
that her lies were coming to an end. He correatings out that “the life of an impostor is a
lonely one” (Gatton n. pag.) and that she mighehared to see how her new-found friends
would react to this semi-confession.

However, Gatton continued to investigate thing#hier for the making of his
documentary The 9/11 Fakierthe UK. He found out that Tania was not who slagmed to
be. Her real name was Alicia Esteve Head andrigiout that she was not even in New
York or the United States on September 11, 200thdRathat day she attended classes at the

ESADE Business School in Barcelona. What is everepghe is said to have travelled to the
United States for the first time only in 2003. @p of that, her classmates stated that Tania
had told them her arm injury was from a car acdidenalternatively a riding accident. Never
did she mention something about the terrorist ktac a lost fiancé or husband. This
investigation was the final blow for Tania Hea#telMaechler’s study meant the destruction
of Wilkomirski’s story. In what follows, we will §rto determine whether or not her motives
are similar to those of Wilkomirski. Also, we witlok at her strategies for deceiving the
audience. As we know, she has not written a meofdier story, which makes it all the more
interesting. Because of this fact, we can seerihi@ans for lying are different to those of
Wilkomirski — seeing that she cannot use textualtsgies like him — and if this affects the
overall moral judgement of the audience. Two othtaresting differences between these two
cases is on the one hand the fact that Wilkomnesidiy might have been traumatized in his
youth, and on the other the important role of thgrdania Head’s case possesses neither of
these elements. Consequently, some interestingasteirelated to their motives and moral

judgement are likely to surface.
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3.3. Her strateqgies of deception

Tania Head’s most important strategy is that, flweginning to ending, her story
sounds like the scenario of the ideal Hollywood moVA woman fights with a man over a
taxi and hates him at first. Nonetheless, theyifalbve a bit later. Everything goes perfect
for them and they want to marry, until one day ¢hierthis huge disaster. She heroically
manages to escape alive thanks to the help of avharstanched the flames on her clothes.
On top of that, she even receives the weddingafragydying man on her way down.
Unfortunately, her fiancé appeared to have be¢hdrother tower and was not able to make
it. Yet, she still finds the strength to adopt &ipee attitude and tries to give strength to other
fellow-sufferers.” Everybody is moved by how shenages to get on with her life after such
a disaster and so her tragic story still gets d kihhappy ending. Thus, it is obvious that, just
like Wilkomirski, Tania Head extensively uses th&ypupon the audience’s emotions. Her
equivalent for Wilkomirski's ‘I am alone-motif’ ia kind of ‘romantic comedy-motif’. She
also uses this motif very consciously when tallabgut her heroic escape: “I kept thinking
about my fiancé, about our wedding. | wanted tortieat white dress and swear my love for
him. Something gave me the strength to get uplié\®today that it was my fiancé on his
way to heaven” (qtd. in Gatton n. pag.). Moreow&{ton had the chance to read her written
report of events via hundreds of emails and wriagd he observes that she constantly uses
iconic imagery: “white wedding dresses, weddingsiexchanged, last words, love letters
ripped up and cast into the ocean. An overweigim-aescript person, her writings showed
an unrequited desire for romance. That powerfulatiae captivated those who heard it.” (n.
pag.). One of these e-mails was posted ofiling Al Siebert, director of The Resiliency
Center, and perfectly shows what Gatton meanstivé@labove statement:

| think | already told you that Dave’s family do&swant to go to the site this
year. They get heartbroken with the way it lookseydon't like to see trains
and construction trucks go by in their son’s firedting place. Instead |
proposed that we spend the day quietly at the Hamspta coastal area in Long
Island, where Dave and | bought a house. Dave tosgaove] that place! We'll
have a service there in the morning at a localadhuvlany friends are driving

up there for the service as well. The priest iyvece and knows us well so we

% This e-mail from Tania Head to Al Siebert (datep@mber 2, 2004) was posted on the website
http://www.survivorguidelines.org/articles/taniadé@&ml as a reaction to the article in the New Yoieson
the 27" of September 2007.
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asked him if it could be a mass and a memorialiceat the same time and he
agreed. This means that we’ll have friends andlfacome up and talk about
Dave and we’ll also play his favourite songs. la 8vening we’re going to
have a sunset ceremony where we’ll congregatesdieach and we’ll throw
flowers and messages for Dave into the ocean. Idiband will play and we’ll
have a few beers and a BBQ just as he liked itIMFen get a fire going and
we’ll talk about him all night till sunrise.
Again, the romantic, idealistic tone stands outen account. Once more, we can perfectly
picture this as a typical Hollywood movie. Notwitdwsding the fact that her story seems very
extraordinary and unusual, nobody dared to questorstory. | believe that this is — at least
partially — due to the audience’s familiarity witories like these through Hollywood
scenarios. These movies make us believe that egtaecumulations of horrors are possible
and maybe even normal to a certain extent. On ftitipad, she realizes very well the
importance of a kind of happy ending in order tityfgrasp the audience. It is clear that she
did not just tell the first thing that came to n@ind, but instead prepared her story very
meticulously in the two years preceding her arrigadllew York. Just as in Wilkomirski’'s

story, we want to believe it is true because & sory of hope. As the New York Daily News

puts it: “[tjo behold Head’s smile is to know thegrorists did not come even close to winning.
To see that smile is also to be challenged to lteesnt and positive as this true survitor
‘If | get sad and cry, then everybody cries,’ shi t8ll you. ‘You have to keep that smile

coming.” ” (n. pag.). Her story stands out exatirause she perfectly managed to depict
both the tragedy and heroism of that day.

Secondly, we also notice that Head’s accountmiai to Wilkomirski’'s in providing
very detailed description of the horrors she has skonically, this opposes them to other
survivors. Nonetheless, people only seem to obdbrsdact after they have been exposed as
liars. Because, at first they seem to think thak@mirski and Head form exceptions in that
they are very courageous and have a enormousyabiltiope, which other survivors lack. In
Wilkomirski, we remember for example the scenehefthoys who got sticks pushed up into
their penises. Here, Head provides a detailed adarfithe moment just after the plane hit the

south tower in the New York Daily News

She went to the #8floor, where several hundred people waited inShyg
Lobby for the express elevators. “This woman sthstying, ‘There’s another

24 This article was written before her lies were disered.
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plane coming! There’s another plane coming! ” Heaechlled. “We didn’t
believe her at first.” The tip of the wing toredkigh the crowded Sky Lobby.
“The first thing you feel is a tremendous incremspressure, all the air being
sucked out of your lungs,” she said. “The nextghyou feel is flying through
the air.” She was knocked unconscious and awokeanng pain. A young
man was patting out her burning clothes. His narag Welles Crowther and
he wore a red bandana his father had given hintiéo $moke should he ever
get caught in a fire. He saved dozens that day.wHdorever be known as
the man with the red bandana,” she recalled. “Hismanade me calm.”
Burned, bleeding, nearly blinded by dust, she gfiedjtoward the stairway.
“Blood. Body parts. | crawled through all that,"estecalled. “I realized
everybody around me was dying.” (n. pag.)
Furthermore, in Gatton she said: “I looked aroundas like a horror movie, people were
mounted on each other, the smell of burnt skineaple’s insides was gagging” (n. pag.).
Again, this immediately catches the reader by lineat and, in my opinion, helps to obtain
the ‘suspension of disbelief’ in the audience. Alsaould like to point out that she herself
uses the word “movie” in this last quote, whichmi view is indicative for where she got her
inspiration.

Another strategy which Tania Head and BinjaminRairski share is the
introduction of well-documented facts in the constion of their story. Very important for
her story is the presence of Welles Remy Crowthenan who is known to have saved
numerous people in the south tower but sadly endigyhot make it himself. How crude it
may sound, this provided Head with a unique opmitsince he would not be able to
contradict her story. Also, by claiming she wassanh a high floor on the moment of impact
she not only made her story more heroic, but aladenit easier for her to pretend working for
Merrill Lynch & Company. She just chose a firm winigrobably had lost all its employees
present at the time. As it is such a big compargpte from that firm itself would not be
suspicious of her so easily since it is imposdiblknow everyone there. Only after specific
requests from investigators did they check thecfficompany records. Moreover, also the
selection of her fiancé was a well-considered decisShe chose the name of a man whom
she knew really had perished in the north towerDABlap and Kovaleski observe “[i]t felt as
though her vocabulary for that day and the aftelnhad been gleaned from talking to real
survivors, assiduous research on the internetrabdaks and films about 9/11 (she didn’t put

a foot wrong on the factual details of that compdernt)” (n.pag.). Again we observe the
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similarities between this case and Wilkomirski'srgt Even though Tania Head has not
written a book she works by the same principlesraedns as he does. Both engaged in a
scrupulous study of the facts by talking to reatims and looking in archives of all sorts
before stepping forward with their own stories.

Nonetheless, she did not construct her story@etighly as Wilkomirski did, because
| believe she has made various mistakes that desaldzer credibility. First and foremost, she
seemed to have forgotten the fact that the fanfipave, whose surname is kept a secret for
privacy reasons, normally should have known ifitsen was engaged. Only afterwards did
she realize this and did she try to adapt her storgake it work after all, but it was too late
already. Secondly, in my eyes she makes the efrotdeing consequent. As we have seen,
she provides such a detailed description abouattiaek itself, yet there are other things
which she does not tell us anything about. For gtamve do not know the names of people
she might have met in the tower aside Mr. Crowti\rat is even more, she has never given
the name of the hospital where she was treatdaeaname of the man whose wedding ring
she got that day. In my opinion, this accumulatbsecrets stands in great contrast with
other details she does provide her audience wiith tlaerefore loses a great part of her
credibility. Nonetheless, for a long time she gwag with it, just because people felt this was
a private and very painful issue for her. For exiangven Alison Crowther, Welles
Crowther’'s mother, who lost her son states: “Sheenshared those details, and it was
nothing we wanted to probe. | felt it was too ptevand painful for her.” (qtd. in Dunlap &
Kovaleski n. pag.). Even a fellow-sufferer like @eBogacz felt it was inappropriate to
guestion certain aspects of her story. One camitidff understand this kind of reasoning
since it is often hard for victims to talk aboutavihey have been through. Nevertheless, it
strikes me as odd that no one ever seemed to @ger\wbvious contrast with the rest of her
detailed account. Yet, | only read about her stdtgrwards, already knowing that she was
lying which evidently makes it easier for me nowrttor other people who heard her story
before these revelations.

A fourth important strategy she cleverly emplaypliacing herself at the pinnacle of
the hierarchy of suffering by producing the biggasty. Again, this reminds us of
Wilkomirski's case, because there we observedHisatistory of a bad childhood was turned
into the account of a child who survived no lesmttwo concentration camps. In an online
interview with Adrian Gatton about his documentdrg,observes:

The nearer you were to the impact at the toweesirtbre important you were

in the post 9/11 survivors’ group. And Tania obalywunderstood that
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perfectly and very quickly because she had the vwojigries, she was at the

impact floor, plus lost her fiancé — you know —,or@ had this double “why

me?”. So, compared to everyone else, she was tendaee and she used that

power that was inexistent [...] for her own mearmselan, she rose throughout

those ranks, she became president. She had sonoé semay over the

direction of the group and it’s interesting thatgh hierarchies form in any

[group] but | just hadn't considered it before i1 survivors>
Even Gerry Bogacz admits: “[e]Jven though we triedb¢ egalitarian and equal, there’s no
guestion that this hierarchy of suffering does fa@mal the stories that we were telling didn’t
seem to have as much impact as what she experiefytddin Gatton n. pag.). Because her
story topped everyone else’s, she immediately haditmost respect of everyone in the
Survivors’ Network. Moreover, again parallel to Wimirski, she obtained massive attention
for a forgotten group. Consequently, people weenewore reluctant to accuse her of being a
fraud. In this way, she also managed to becom&#der of this group and get a greater
control on the others. Moreover, this also senedititention of becoming famous which
worked out wonderfully well. This is proven, foraxple, by the tour she was allowed to give
to Michael Bloomberg and Rudolph Giuliani.

Finally, I would also like to point out a smalkibtlety which Head introduced in her

story. When she describes her way down out ofdivett she recalls the moment when she
first encountered a man in FDRYbunker gear: “I always like to say for me it wi|

seeing God [...]. It was like, ‘Okay, we're goingriaake it.” ” (qtd. in_New York Daily News

n. pag.). In a nation like America, the mentionafgsod always works on the audience’s
emotions. We only have to look at the famous fimatds of the presidents’ speech “May
God bless America” to understand the enormous itapoe and influence faith has in this
country. As she was from Spain, a very religiousntoy as well, she perfectly understood the
strength of this three-letter word. Moreover, slse &learly mentioned that she felt her
husbandn his way to heavegave her the strength to escape (cf. supra).

As we see, the way in which she tried to decdieeatudience largely corresponds to
Wilkomirski's strategies even though they did neé the same means. Whereas Wilkomirski
mainly uses his novel and his speeches, Tania Wedds only via her spoken statements and
e-mails to other survivors. Let us now turn to imartives and see if these parallel our first

case as well.

% Source: http://www.channel 4.com/culture/micrasi@cutting_edge/9 11_faker/
% the New York City Fire Department
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3.4. The reasons why it came so far

In my opinion, the main reasons why Tania Headtadto lie about such a horrid
event are threefold. All of these, save her quasioive (cf. infra), again correspond to
Wilkomirski's motives. Nevertheless, | believeathie essential that Head did not work with a
therapist and has not got a fragmented memory abspécific trauma in her life. Therefore,
unlike Wilkomirski, she is the only one who is te beld responsible for what happened.
Later on, in 3.5, we will try to establish if tHias any effect on the moral judgement formed
by others on her.

As said above, a certain type of personality isegally observed in these cases of
extreme lying. This “fantasy proneness” is someahiue can also attribute to Tania Head. If
we may believe Gatton:

She was a serial liar, whose arm injury — dependmghich of her stories you
believe — may have been from a car or a ridingdsetti Or it may have been a
disabling birth defect. Tania was from a rich Sgarfamily and had even gone
to finishing school in Switzerland. She had beeulieg a double-life. [...] We
could not find out whether she is estranged fronfdmily, but certainly
people who knew her in Barcelona were well awareesfpropensity for lying.
(n. pag.)
From this testimony we can assume that people whage in such forms of deception
probably are quite experienced and are definitetydoing this for the first time. Again, |
would like to point out, that maybe she got caughtn her own lies to such an extent that
there was no way back for her. Also in the previchepter | did not exclude the possibility
that they lost control and got more famous thay gatually wanted.

This immediately brings me to the next possiblgl@xation for this case, namely a
guest for love and attention. If this was her nrawmtivation, she probably never wanted her
story to take on such large dimensions and wouwe Ipaeferred to keep it in an intimate
group. Nonetheless, leaving in the middle if hew mequired fame was intentional or not,
Gatton observes that once she established hemd@# iSurvivors’ Netwerk she “was in
search of love and friendship, using the network aert of catastrophe-smitten lonely hearts
club.” (n. pag.) This means that even if she ditvwant everything to take on such a large

dimension, she still continued to pursue love atehéion albeit on a much bigger scale.
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Last but not least, there is a very important axation that lies in the basic nature of
humankind which we have also seen in studying Wiilikeki’s case. Tununa Mercado in her
novel En estadio de memoudascribes this feature as follows:

La persona se relaciona en permanencia con ekafloegue viene del otro

lado de su pared condiciona sus movimientos y agaus rituals; busca,

fundamentalmente, estar en grupo, pertenecer @l geasando tal vez con

razon que esa petenencia puede alejar de elladealo, por lo menos, la

incertidumbre. (24)

Man constantly relates to the outside world, wioasthes from the outside

determines his movements and organizes his ritiimlslamentally, he wants

to be in group, to belong to the mass, thinking Ioeawith reason that this

belonging can remove his madness or, at leastinusrtainty. (My translation)
| believe this is an essential element in undedstenboth her story and Wilkomirski’s. They
were both indistinctive, unimportant figures whd tdone in the world and wanted to be part
of a group. Both went very far to satisfy this desind placed themselves in survivor groups
of some of the most horrific events in human hist¥vhen we have a look at Gatton’s
description of Tania Head we clearly notice how kviear first impression on people was:
“[h]er clothes were unremarkable, she struck meacssiescript and underwhelming. This
matched what | later heard, few people — even thahigy had been with her many times —
could remember anything distinctive about her:lipstick, her clothes. It was as if Tania
Headwasher story. Without that, there was little leftd. pag.). We must admit the fact that
in our society usually only the one who sufferedsinor the prettiest, the funniest, the most
spectacular, the most intelligent, etc. get attentAlthough | realize it would be utopian to
demand that society would change this immediatelgnt to point out that every one of us
contributes to this kind of society and therefoa@dna hand in these kinds of stories showing
up. Nonetheless, not everyone who feels left ogbriety turns to this means to get attention.
Thus, as | already pointed out, it is rather a dowion of factors that provokes fictitious
accounts like these.

Nevertheless, there is also something which djstshes Head'’s case from
Wilkomirski's. Since Tania Head has not written amoir, she cannot be accused of having
done all this for the money. Moreover, she alsordilearn any money as president of the
Survivors’ Network or her guided tours. In Wilkosir's case by contrast, this possibility
cannot be excluded. We will return to this in tlextparagraph where we will see that this

definitely seems to influence the moral judgemaébat ts cast upon her.
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3.5. Moral judgement

Again we are confronted with a difficult situatitmat has to be nuanced. On the one
hand, she lied and, unlike Wilkomirski, she doeshave the extenuating circumstance that
her story might be — at least partially — the restibad therapy. On the other hand, she did
not try to make any financial profit whatsoever otiher story, something which again
opposes her to the author_of Fragmemtss is also something she herself calls in leéenkce
stating “I have done nothing illegal” (qtd. in Dapland Kovaleski n. pag.). Therefore, it
seems interesting to me to have a closer lookwatTemia Head was judged by others and
compare this to the great variety of opinions atukomirski.

Surprisingly enough, most newspaper reports onctise result to be fairly neutral in
forming an opinion and rather tend to sympathizid \Wiead. Usually the greatest focus goes
to the fact that she has done a lot to improvddtesof the survivors. It seems as if the
survivors themselves do not have any problem wieatgowith her lies. What is mentioned,
for example, is the fact that she managed to olpiaviieged access to the site for this group.
Carrie Coen Sullivan testifies that before “[w]alhia stand out around the big metal gates
with all of the tourists taking their pictures ath@ people selling the horrible tacky
merchandise of the attacks [...]. There was no giacgieve.” (qtd in Gatton n. pag.).
Moreover, she managed that the Survivors’ Netwaoklel have a say as well in the decision
of the memorial. Gatton even claims that some sorsiliterally told him that if everything
would result to be a lie they would forgive Tamamediately. Indeed, it seems very unfair to
suddenly discredit everything she did for the orgaion.

Nonetheless, there obviously was still some argiqn what she did. For instance,
Janice Cilento points out:

“I've been there anytime she needed someone &nligtven if it was at three
in the morning. She has stolen my time and my sshk said.
Cilento said many of the network’s members “fealyugpset and betrayed.
“We have members who thought Tania’s trauma wasxg@me they did not
want to discuss their own. They gave their timbetp her, and she didn’'t even
need it,” she said. (qtd. in Worstall n. pag.)
This indeed seems one of the worst things she dr@s. $he has demanded all the attention,
even from the real survivors, when it was actutdgm who needed help and not her. Gatton
even mentions that “[some] felt ashamed they caoldmatch her energy” (n. pag.). This is

of course very painful once one knows the truthualber story. Moreover, in his
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documentary Cutting Edge: The 9/11 FaKeatton also recounts the story of something

horrible she did to the parents of Welles Crowtkie®,man who allegedly saved her. These
people had lost their son and still she was lookamgheir sympathy as well. She promised to
give them a piece of her burned clothing, which wabably one of the last things their son
had touched. In doing so, she really has played thi¢se people’s emotions. Therefore,
Gatton believes this is actually the worst thing did in terms of lying. He feels as if she has
crossed a line here from “an attention seeker ilogbeery dark®’. Nonetheless, at the same
time he also observes that during his interviewts waal survivors and Crowther’s parents,
his interviewees could talk more rational aboutiiawhereas they were obviously really
emotional when talking about the events themsekesn though they all felt angry and
deceived, it was just “a bee sting” for them coneplatio what they already had been through.
Obviously, they all felt that losing a husband @oa was much worse than her lies.
Furthermore, on blogs and internet fora we encawstme heated discussion about
this topic with harsh judgements towards both Tamid her friends of the Survivors’
Network. A person with the avatar “dawg” posted fibllowing excerpt:
Max and Leanne, you are so wrong about Tania yoll eaen imagine what a
bunch of idiots you all are. You would rather bediea reporter with nothing on
her and reports from unknown sources in a foregmtry than a person who
gave so much to the cause of survivors. Mark mydgosome day soon you
will have to eat your words. Especially those tyiad judas Janice Cilento
and Linda Gormley. If this is what they do to a&frd, | don't want to know
what those two would do to an enemy. They andfatba who go around
posting things about a person who was there eveeyyou needed her, should
just shut up and go play victim, that's what yoowrbest. | know what true
friendship is*®
Nonetheless, | feel that, even though he or she sy strong language, he or she does not
build up a strong argument by simply mistrusting thedia. A certain “Nicole” suggests that
maybe Tania herself has posted this, which coulpdofectly possible, and expresses the
frustration of many real survivors:
Good point, Tania! | see you never stop pretengiogre other people. Why
don't you show this so-called evidence and clear yame already? We all

" source: http://www.channel 4.com/culture/microsi@cutting_edge/9_11_faker/faker1.htmi
28 Source: http://timworstall.typepad.com/timwors20i07/09/tania-head.html
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know the answer to that question. We just figured would have found
another tragedy to exploit by now. Who cares alother people's feelings.
The emotionally damaged rich girl feels unloved antody can understand
that. Even people who lost loved ones in a terratigck across the ocean
from your hometowr??
Indeed, by adopting the identity of a 9/11 surviVania Head seems to imply that her
personal ‘trauma’ (not being loved) is worse thaa trauma of the survivors. Sadly enough,
many of the real survivors would happily exchariged with Tania. Cynthia Shepherd for
example says: “I think if Tania had asked me tddrd would have traded with her. | would
have loved her to have my suffering and my painlazah have her life.” (qtd. in Gatton n.
pag.). Both Head and Wilkomirski descend from femilies and have enjoyed a good
education. Therefore, it is hard to understandithatexactly in those circles that these lies
popped up.

Nevertheless, as | already pointed out, we anegfionsible as a society for the
creation of a hierarchy of suffering in which otiye most spectacular stories receive our
attention. Because of that, Wilkomirski and Heathlbitad to go to great extremes to get this
attention. | am not saying this is a valid excuseeveryone to start inventing whatever story
they like; yet, we all have to stand still with tb@ensequences of this hierarchy we created.

Finally, I would like to close this polemic withelwords of a person named “Alan” on
the same forum as already mentioned: “I watcheditioeimentary on her, it seems she
helped more than she hurt. Apparently she got iuptbr the organization, got survivors
access to the pit, got counselling for people wheded it. So she lied, we all do, but not
everyone helps people affected by 9/11 as muchedid. Do we really have to vilify her
like that?” (Cf. footnote 29)

On top of this argument, | would like to refer to@urt case in Washington in which a
fake Vietnam veteran was sentenced to 500 hoursramunity work. More specifically, he
had to tend the graves of the real war veterans. Sgems like a fair and appropriate
punishment to me. But, if we look at it in that wayd Tania Head not already do her part of
community work? Therefore, just as in the treatnWitkomirski’'s case we have to be very
careful for passing a judgement too quickly. When@dalkomirski was probably influenced
by his years of psychotherapy, Tania Head has ddoeof good things for the survivors’
movement. This affair again shows us that thesescaf(literary) invention have to be

29 Source: http://timworstall.typepad.com/timwors20i07/09/tania-head.html
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treated with careful attention and must be nuamted time. Although at first we all are
compelled to condemn these persons, we must remmgme extreme complexity and great
variety of opposing arguments that always seemarkinese judgements. It is always
balancing between condemning a person for his olidgeand laurelling the same person for

his or her merits.
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4. Ishmael Beah's best-selling child soldier memoir

4.1. Introduction

In 2007, Ishmael Beah published his novel A LongMeanewhich recounted his

life as a child soldier in the government army @ Leone. In his book he vividly

describes his life starting just before the war anding just after it. According to his account,
at the age of twelve, rebels invaded his villagdanuary 1993 upon which he wandered the
Sierra Leonean country for ten months before b&anged to join the fighting for a period of
two years. In January 1996, he was saved by a tUNi&tions’ force and was put in a
UNICEF rehabilitation centre. Finally, he was chobg the UN to be ambassador for
children at war. Now, he lives in New York City Wwihis foster mother Laura Simms.
However, in 2008, a trio of Australian journalistaimed that Beah had largely
exaggerated his story. They stated that residdrteauthor’s village all told them that the
attack on Mattru Jong only took place in 1995, whiaplies that he would have been a child
soldier for only two months at the age of fifteant thirteen as he claims. Logically, Beah
tried to counter these allegations stating thateteere already sporadic attacks on the mining
areas since 1993. Moreover, he also cited withessgaming his account of events.
Nonetheless, thAustralianwas able to come up with a document showing satesuilts for
March 1993 in which Beah figured. What is even moran interview for th®©xford
Student the Oxford university newspaper, Beah himselfl $& was in secondary school in
Sierra Leone “up toor 5" form” (qtd. in Wilson, “Thanks for the memories’pag.).
Usually, secondary school in Sierra Leone startseatige of twelve or thirteen, but Beah
claimed to have left the village at the age of iweethus he seems to contradict himself here.
On top of that, several people in the village areckrtain that the attack of the rebels
and the subsequent escape through the swamp -toaelsicr the book in the pages 21 until 25
— only took place once, in 1995. Peter Wilson, ofhese three journalists stated: “This
wasn’t a skirmish, this was a wholesale invasi@mé the only time that happened in Mattru
Jong was in 1995. For people from that town, iKe Questioning a New Yorker on whether
the Twin Towers fell on September 11, 2001.” (ghdRayman n. pag.) One of these people
was Moses Sao Kailie, the priest whom the rebedsusad as a messenger before attacking
the village, who says: “[...] this only happened oncen 1995. | know it because it was me.
And it was just impossible for it to have happeteedny other priest in 1993 — | was the only
priest in the (Mattru Jong) region from 1991 to Mmber 1995.” (qtd. in Wilson, “Beah’s

credibility a long way gone” n. pag.).
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Furthermore, there are no official traces to bentbaf the battle in the UNICEF
rehabilitation centre in which, according to Besilt,children were killed. This seems rather
strange since a fight of that extent would haveire massive attention in the press and
would be at least written down in an official rep@klso, one of the most striking scenes in
the book, when he gets shot three times in theldpain AK-47 and has the bullets later
removed with a pair of scissors, raises questidasayda wonders if this would not cause
some permanent damage. Vincent DiMaio, a gunslemtigst, as well thinks it would be
unlikely for someone to put three bullets into atf0Moreover, “he also notes that it's
common for wounded soldiers to believe that theygen shot when, in fact, they were
actually hit with shrapnel.” (gtd. in Rayman: ngpa

Also, the map that figures in the front of the ba®kerribly wrong. According to that
map, the coastal boarder of Sierra Leone would20® Iniles (or 1931 kilometres), while in
fact it is only about 250 miles (or 402 kilometre&lso, he situates the village of Yeke on
more than 400 kilometres from Mattru Jong, whiléaict these two villages are only about 12
kilometres away from each other.

Even though Beah and his environment are stillrttiifeg the book as it is written
now and refuse to include a disclaimer, it lookd &eah actually did exaggerate his story.
As Wilson observes, his pace of writing seems tootmrate this. Because, it takes him a
hundred pages to describe his first ten month&iemun but only thirty pages to recount his
two years as a child soldier before “[revertingjitie original pacing once he reaches the
refugee camp” (qtd. in Rayman n. pag.).

Therefore, we are confronted with a very pecul@nderline situation here. We will
try to study in which ways Beah's story, motivascamnd judgement correspond and differ
from fully invented narratives like that of Wilkorski. Consequently, we will unveil how

hard it is to establish a clear border in whatciseptable for the audience and what is not.
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4.2. How the text differs from false memoirs andresponds to them

4.2.1. Typical features of a testimony

Even though Beah exaggerated his story, it sthagend question that he definitely
has been a child soldier. Therefore, his book énstsome of the features Robert Eaglestone

observes in Holocaust and African trauma literatbnest of all, in A Long Way Gonee

encounter a great variety of metatextual mateniglded in the book. For example, the map
at the beginning clearly situates the book in #isgkaspatial framework. Also, the
acknowledgements and chronology of Sierra Leonéstarly at the end of the book help
situate the novel in real life. Thus, all this etts contribute to define this book as an
authentic memoir.

Secondly, Beah has also introduced a clear negr&ame in his novel through a kind
of introductory chapter set in an American schoaly®y doing this we can identify the
author as being in the United States recountingtsvieom his past. It announces what is
about to come in the continuation of the book.

Finally, also the use of confused time schemestypical characteristic of
testimonies. Here, as | also indicated in the previparagraph, the author frequently uses
flashbacks to recount his experiences as a chilieso

Beside the above described characteristics foo¢#nist and African testimonies, the
photo on the cover of A Long Way Goseems to be a stereotypical feature borrowed from

African literature. As Binyavanga Wainaina satilig@abserves in his “How to Write about
Africa”: “Never have a picture of a well-adjustedridan on the cover of your book, or in it,
unless that African has won the Nobel Prize. An AK-prominent ribs, naked breasts: use
these...” (qtd. in Eaglestone 75). Although Beah dumdlrive it as far as described here, the
reader is immediately appalled by the child ondbeer with his gun on his shoulders and the
worn-out flip-flops on his feet. In this way, thi&ap upon the reader’s emotions already starts
before he or she has read even one letter of thie. bo

What these features also illustrate is the faat itlhhreality no memoir can actually be
authentic since there is always some literary mextian play. Therefore, maybe it would be
better to publish these books as works based dityresther than real authentic testimonies.

In this respect, Uzodinma Iweala’s Beasts of Nadte&nd Dave Eggers’ What Is the What

seem to be a better alternative. As the narrattdrisflast book tells us:

This book was born out of the desire on the plamyself and the author to
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reach out to others to help them understand tlogitig's many successive
governments of Sudan committed before and duriagivil war. To that end,
over the course of many years, | told my storyhtduthor. He then concocted
this novel, approximating my own voice and using llasic events of my life
as the foundation. Because many of the passagéstayeal, the result is
called a novel. It should not be taken as a defmtistory of the civil war in
Sudan, nor of the Sudanese people, nor even ofretlgren, those known as
the Lost Boys. This is simply one man’s story, sgbyely told. And though it
is fictionalized, it should be noted that the wdrlthve known is not so
different from the one depicted within these pag#s.live in a time when
even the most horrific events in this book coulduscand in most cases did
occur. (Preface)
Here, the author clearly indicates us that he leas linvolved in the atrocities described, but
also leaves open the possibility of some fictiogeqing in his story. He also stresses the fact
that he wants to draw the reader’s attention totwghgoing on in Sudan. This is particularly
interesting, since we have seen that one of tingshihat was always called into the defence
of the three authors treated in this dissertatian @xactly that they at last were able to draw
attention to a forgotten trauma. Eggers, in thig,vg@ems to suggest that there is also another
possibility for obtaining this kind of attention thvout actually having to lie. For instance,
Wilkomirski could have included a preface in whightells that his book is a fiction but that
it is also based on real history and the testimwaofeothers. Although he would not have
received the same sympathy from everyone, | thenlwbuld still be celebrated for simply
drawing attention to the fate of child survivorsme this really is an essential issue in the

treatment of these three cases, | will come backisin the final conclusion.

4.2.2. Characteristics of an invented memoir

In spite of all the above characteristics, theeestill some clues in the text that
already seem to suggest that there is some defjr@eeation in play. Particularly three
strategies caught my attention here.

First of all, | was struck by one passage that dedmrather familiar after reading
Wilkomirski's Fragments

This medicine worked. During my primary-school yeand part of my

secondary-school years, | was able to permanegtiyrr everything that |
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learned. Sometimes it worked so well that duringnexations | could

visualize my notes and all that was written on gaepe of my textbooks. It

was as if the books had been imprinted inside nayl h€his wonder was one

of many in my childhood. To this day, | have anedbent photographic

memory that enables me to remember details ofdlge@day moments of my

life, indelibly. (51)
Similarly to Wilkomirski’s “exact snapshots of mpg@tographic memory” (cf. supra), this
reads as a plea in favour of his own memory. disis he is already anticipating doubts that
could emerge while reading the text. By stressimgggreat ability of his own memory, he tries
to get the reader to conform easier to what hededicribe later on in the book. Nonetheless,
there is a scientific debate going on about whathsractually possible to possess a
photographic memory. Alan Searleman, a psycholaogiepsor, states that “virtually no
adults possess the ability” (qtd. in Rayman n. pag.

Another strategy which we have already seen inwlecases above is the placing of
oneself at the top of a hierarchy of suffering.sTisisomething Rayman also observes when
he says that “[b]ecause of the power of Beah’'systopst observes are loath to question it,
thanks to the attention it has so successfully ginoto the plight of the child soldier” (n.
pag.). These three cases have all chosen to desaribxtreme story which consequently
received a lot of attention. Because of all thedgthos attention brings with, people will —
even if they actually have doubts — suspend thsiredief more easily. Also Boothby, an
expert on children at war, observes that Beahty steems to include every possible trauma
in the life of a child soldier and estimates ithiigunlikely that all these events would have
happened to one person (qtd. in Rayman). As we $eae already above, this ‘hierarchy of
suffering’ brings along some moral implications ahiwe will treat in the next subdivision of
this work.

Finally, Beah complicates any possible verificatfor his book by using a lot of
characters without mentioning a surname or somstimeename at all. This is a technique
Wilkomirski also introduced in his novel; think bfila / Karola for example.

Since the literary technique he uses is very ne@dncombining elements from both

real and fake testimonies, it is interesting toiséés motives will be nuanced as well.
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4.3. His reasons for exaggerating and moral impboa

Even though we have always treated the reasongirigrand the moral judgement
separately, | placed them together here becaugekbarly go hand in hand here.
As we know, Beah is not a pathological liar andnyview, has a very obvious

reason for his exaggerating. We cannot forgetdbethat because of his story, Beah was able
to speak for the UN in New York and in that wayoadssured a safe home for him with Laura
Simms in the United States. Because his story hesnost remarkable of all, he has received
chances that many other ex-child soldiers can drédgm of. If we look at it that way, can we
really blame him for overstating certain eventsismbook? Whereas Wilkomirski and Head
were judged because they proceed from rich famiiene can ever suggest that Beah was
leading an enviable life. In his shoes, we all widgoiiobably try to do the same. Moreover,
Wilson observes that “at every step of the way lsélmvas given incentives to exaggerate his
story” (qtd. in Appleyard n. pag.). Indeed, we fear his book that at school Ishmael already
had a gift for language and quoted Shakespeateaadovery well. Furthermore, after the war
in the UNICEF camp, Esther, one of the nurses,d#tas him to recount his story to her and
even rewards him with a Walkman. Thirdly, as | athg said, his story was his access ticket
for the UN and the United States. On top of thatlives with Laura Simms now, a storyteller
herself, who stimulates his writing. Finally, thesehe important influence of Dan Chaon, his
writing professor at Oberlin College, who noticad Vivid imagination and encouraged him
to start writing a book. Nonetheless, it is velgngiicant that this book he started in class was
originally meant to be a fiction work. Boothby alsffirms this when he states:

| think what [Beah] has done is meet with UNICEsymalists, and others, and

he told stories, and people responded to certaiestenthusiastically [...].

That has encouraged him to come out with an acdbabhthas sensationalism,

a bit of bravado, and some inaccuracies. To mekeleuestion is whether

there’s enough accuracy to make the story credigtd. in Rayman n. pag.)
Again, this brings us back to the problem of therdichy of suffering we have created in our
society. Therefore, | agree with Boothby when hgssilhe system is set up to reward
sensational stories. We all need to look at whysdsmenething have to be so horrific before
we open our ears and hearts?” (qtd. in Raymang).@eah’s only chance on a better life
was to introduce this exaggeration in his storgaose our Western world only is interested

in the most extreme cases. Therefore, maybe wddhather judge ourselves rather than a
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man like Beah. Nonetheless, Wilson also has a pdien he argues that the truth also has its
importance: “I'm sure he went through a terribldeal, but the truth matters. It is plain to
anyone who wants to look at this objectively thatdd not experience what has been sold as
the truth to hundreds of thousands of readers tiTitle matters. It sounds naive, but the
shocking thing is: the publishers don’t care alibig. They've made millions of dollars.”
(gtd. in Sherman n. pag.). Again, one of the megamter-arguments is the great profits the
author and his publishers make with these falgartenies. In this way, he corresponds to
Wilkomirski and differs from Tania Head. Nonethalekbelieve Beah, just like Wilkomirski,
also could have some sort of excuse for this. Madlgbg both never wanted to publish a book
but were urged by others to do so. It is perfegtgsible that at first they lied for other
reasons — in Wilkomirski's case attention amongigage circle, in Beah’s case a better
future in the US — and then there simply was no beagk. As | have already commented
above, Beah was stimulated by a lot of factorglichis story, which goes as well for
Wilkomirski who was urged to write by his girlfridrand his psychotherapists.

Moreover, as we know from the book, Beah was aigsimost of the time while
being a child soldier. Because of that, it is dédiy plausible that his memory was affected
by the effects of these drugs. The combinatiomefttauma of war, his young age and the
drugs might easily have transformed the memoridsalse Even Wilson, one of his biggest
criticizers, admits the unreliability of memory wdstress. He himself has been in the Iraq
war and when he was asked how long he had beenlibaeplied “that it felt like it lasted
three years but was probably only three months’Iguvi, “Beah’s credibility a long way
gone” n. pag.). To his great surprise, when helarbbis notes he found out he had actually
only been at war for three weeks. Therefore, heoggges the author not the fact that he
exaggerates but rather that he does not want twoad&dge the unreliability of his memories
—and memory in general — .

On top of that, we again observe a kind of ‘fapfaneness’ in Beah. Many sources,
like Dan Chaon for example, mention his greatfgifimagination and storytelling.

Consequently, once again the audience cannot sijongdpe this man as a fraud since
there are so many other factors in play. On thehamel, the readers feel betrayed because of
the financial profit that has been made with thelydut on the other, there are also various
factors that speak in favour of Ishmael Beah. Onoeg, this illustrates the great complexity
of false testimonies and brings us back to the téetwa whether the genre of the memoir can
actually ever be authentic (cf. supra). As | alsesdggested, it might be wiser to opt for a

book like Beasts of No Natioor What Is the WhaiOn the other hand, we have seen in the
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discussion of Wilkomirski’'s case that the distinatibbetween testimony and fiction can be
made on the basis of an ‘empirical bond’. Theneagloubt whatsoever that Beah really has
been a child soldier and has experienced at |gasitaf what he describes in his book.
Therefore, if we look at it in this way, Beah’s mbvin my opinion, still deserves to carry the
label “memoir”. As Young already observed, if the¢tion of testimony is to show an
intimate link with experience there is no probldfhowever, testimonies and memoir aspire

to an exact account of the facts, the existen¢kisfgenre is impossible (Young 23).
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5. Conclusion

As we have observed, these three cases eachriowheway unveil the strategies
used to trick an audience into believing a falstirgony. We clearly notice the importance of
not only textual features but also elements outsiddexts, like the involvement of
professional psychotherapists or alleged partmeasiversity.

Moreover, | have tried to demonstrate the greaetyaof ‘triggers’ which eventually
can lead to this kind of lies. At the centre ofthltse features and influences, however, seems
to be what is described by psychologists as “fanpasneness”. We have observed in each of
the three cases that the protagonists showed latefedency to invent stories already from
their childhood. Therefore, | believe this capatitype indispensable for the realization of
this type of stories. Nonetheless, it appearsalgreat variety of other influences can
eventually contribute to the creation of such asivaslie. Mostly dissatisfaction with their
personal lives seems to be a critical issue as Welvever, in Beah's case the audience
seemed to understand and approve his lies morarttihose of Wilkomirski and Head,
because for them he was in the worst situationrbdfe started telling his story. Some even
still called him a hero after he was exposed. ghest degree of understanding was not
present in the other two cases. Nevertheless,dass have also shown us that there are
other factors as well which diminish the resporigybof the false witness. They received
sympathy and understanding for other reasons. Wiiliski was given the benefit of the
doubt by some, because it is perfectly possiblettbavas influenced to a great extent by his
therapists. Head in her turn was praised becawsdidha lot of good work without financially
benefiting from it.

Nonetheless, as | already suggested before, itddayve been perfectly possible for
them to get attention — although not to such gegtdnt as now — for themselves and for the
victim group they describe without resorting to genre of the memoir. If Beasts of No

Nationand What Is the Whahow us one thing, it is that it is perfectly pbksto denounce a

horrific situation with a fictional novel. Moreovarve have seen that one can wonder whether
it is actually possible to write a real memoir. 3arah Kofman rightly asks: “How can
testimony escape the idyllic law of the story?’d(gh Eaglestone 81). Our memories can
never be a hundred percent accurate, especially tieee is a long time between the event
and the recounting like in the case of Holocaugtdurvivors. Nonetheless, Primus St. John
states that it is a misconception of the genredhatything has to be perfectly true. He claims

there is a difference between “what’s true” and atauthenti¢ (qtd. in Rayman).
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Consequently, St. John’s opinion corresponds to\8ceEs statement that an authentic
account must not be completely true, but ratheal“seeming” (cf. supra). Therefore, we can
conclude that Beah'’s book can still be given theelaf “memoir” without much difficulty.
However, | have also insisted on the importancefempirical bond between an author and
the events he describes. Because Wilkomirski ltkshond, it complicates the categorizing
of his book. Consequently, | believe it would beach safer alternative for the publishers to
publish the book as a fiction, or — even bettes “n@n-fiction fiction”, like Kihlstrom
suggested (cf. supra). This would certainly puiop $o the large number of polemics that
have turned up recently: Jerzy Kosinski, Mischadnséca, Binjamin Wilkomirski, Rigoberta
Menchu, Margaret Seltzer, Lauren Stratford, Janeg, fetc.; all their memoirs have caused
massive scandals. Without wanting to accuse anyr#ishers should see the flaws of the
genre and try to do something about it. Afteriaik clear that a person’s memory is not
sufficient proof for the actual occurrence of aemv

Yet, | am not so naive as to believe their willnan end to fake victims showing up.
It is something that has always been there andceiitinue to exist. For example, already in

1704 Psalmanazar wrote a fake eyewitness accaubDedcription de I'lle de Formose en

Asie he described how, as a native of the island Foerheswitnessed “its cannibalistic
religious practices, among other exotica” (Suleir@éh It seems as if you cannot have a
trauma without some fake testimonies surfacing.@doer, as we have seen, these fake
testimonies are not always created consciouslytefbiee, some of these authors really
believe they are writing their memoir. Nonethelédhjnk recognizing the flaws of memory
and introducing the genre of the non-fiction fictiould already contribute to a solution. On
the other, we can wonder if there is any pointying to avoid the genre of the memoir, as
has been suggested by some critics (cf. suprapuBes even if Wilkomirski had admitted
there is some fiction in his book, he might stdlie lied about his true autobiography and still
claim that some of the passages were inspiredsgvan life. Even though this problem
seems insoluble, | hope | have contributed to sebahderstanding of the creation of fake
testimonies and the techniques used by their asithbave shown that we cannot just vilify
these “fakers” without looking at the complete pret surrounding their story. More
specifically, by comparing these three cases, we haticed how difficult it is to draw a line
between what is acceptable and what is not. In easé we have seen strong arguments that
complicated the moral judgement cast upon the auBspecially in the last case, because
Beah really has been a child soldier, the finalcbugsion was extremely nuanced. Since the

moral judgement and the literary judgement go hartand, it is not surprising that the
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discussion on the genre of the memoir also resthiéed to conclude. Nonetheless,
testimonies of traumatic events are essentialerutiderstanding of these events. Therefore, |
would like to conclude by stating that “[t]he leago be drawn, finally, may be this: If
memory is a ‘shifting and many layered thing,” nergaching the bedrock one longs for, the
way around that problem is not to keep silent,toaronfine oneself to fiction, but [...] to

keep on writing and rewriting. Breton was righte lis not what one writes. But one may

never get closer to it than that” (Suleiman 42).
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