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The Pocket Watch 
 

A short story by, “Uncle Russ”… 
 

Josef stood quietly in front of the false mantle in his bedroom.  Downstairs, in the 

living room, was a fireplace with a grand mantle that glistened in the light of a 
winter's warming flame. When his son had taken over the house and moved his 
own family in, Josef had taken his few treasured possessions up to the bedroom 
that was all that remained of what had been his home.  This mantle, jutting 
awkwardly from the wall, had been added so he could display these treasures; 
even if no one ever came up to see them.  They were the small relics of what 
was his life.  There was the photograph of when he and Goldie had been on their 
honeymoon at Niagara, there was the small plaque he had received for his thirty 
years employment at the shoe store just before it had closed, there was the 
statue of the swan that his daughter had made in high school for his fiftieth 
birthday; and there was the pocket watch that laid carefully on a velvet base.  It 
was the pocket watch that held his attention.  Over the years many people had 
asked him about that watch, but with the exception of once telling Goldie, he had 
never told anyone about it or answered their questions.  Josef picked up the 
watch as he reluctantly remembered a time over seventy years past... 
Krystalnacht.  Crystal Night.  
 
For all living in Hamburg in late 1938 it had been a time of confusion and chaos. 
 To Josef, only four years old, it had become a time of fear of things he neither 
recognized nor understood.  He didn't know that the yellow star on his jacket was 
what made so many people look at him so meanly.  He just thought he had done 
something bad and that they were mad at him.  But no matter how hard he had 
tried to be good in every way, so many people kept looking at him with so much 
anger in their eyes.  At home he saw that his mother was so very frightened, 
especially since that night when the men had taken his papa away, and that 
caused Josef to be so very frightened too.  His sister seemed to sit alone in her 
room instead of going to school the way she had in the little past that young 
Josef could remember.  On the nights when singing could be heard from the beer 
hall down the street, his mother would turn off all of the lights and beg the 
children to be completely quiet and not get up from their beds until the next 
morning.    
 
There was much to that night, and to the day leading up to it, that Josef still 
remembered well after so many years.  In the next house to theirs had lived the 
block leader of the groups of men who went up and down the street at night 
shouting and singing and laughing.  His mother had told him to stay away from 
that man and from his house, but to always be polite and obedient if he ever 
stopped Josef and talked to him.  The man, too, had children in his house but 
Josef had never played with them at all.  He knew his mother had not spoken to 
the mother next door and he remembered that she once pulled him quickly 
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across the street then looked down at the sidewalk when the neighbor came 
walking their way in the market district.  There was an old grandfather living in 
that house who sometimes wore a uniform from a long time past and who most 
everyone seemed to ignore.  You usually only saw him on those days he would 
take his ancient car for a ride somewhere outside of the city.  
 
In the afternoon of that day the old man had quietly come to the back door and 
knocked persistently until Josef's mother had opened the door just a crack.  They 
had spoken so softly that Josef could not really hear any of the words….but soon 
enough his mother had let the old man into the kitchen and the talking had 
continued.   The talking had turned into crying and Josef was frightened that the 
old man was trying to hurt his mother.  But when he peeked into the kitchen he 
could see that his mother was crying in the chair and the man was standing close 
putting his arm around her shoulder.  When she stood, Josef slipped back to the 
front of the house so as not to be caught.  His mother came straight out of the 
kitchen toward him and he was certain he was in trouble, but she just took his 
hand, grabbed his coat from the hook, and walked him back to the old man in the 
kitchen.  
 
"Frau … bitte".  The old man stopped his mother and took the coat.  From inside 
his own bulky greatcoat he pulled out a small jacket.  "This one does not have 
the badge of identification.  The boy must wear this."  "Of course", whispered his 
mother and then turned to put the jacket on him.  Josef could the tears coming 
down her face - which made him so sad that he wanted to cry too.  "Josef", his 
mother looked straight at him "this is Karl.  He is very kind and is almost like a 
grandfather.  He has come to take you for a ride in his beautiful car.  You get to 
go into the countryside and see the tall trees and the horses and cows.  You will 
have so much fun Josef.  You know what?  You have to play a game during this 
trip.  You must pretend that Karl is your real grandfather.  You must call him 
'grosspapa' and hold his hand and do everything he tells you to do.  If you want 
to win the game you have to keep pretending until Grandfather Karl says it is 
okay to stop.  Will you do that Josef?  Will you play the game as best as you 
can?"  Without really waiting for an answer his mother had stood back up and 
faced the old man.  "I don't understand why you, the father of the blockfuerher, 
would do this."  Before he took Josef's hand to depart Karl answered "The things 
that I have overheard that will happen tonight are not the things of my Germany, 
they are not the things of my people. I cannot stop the tide of what is coming; but 
I can do one thing, even if it is a small thing, and take one little boy to some safer 
place.  If things return to sanity I will contact you and bring Josef back as quickly 
as possible.  If things do not return to sanity …" And Karl's voice just drifted into 
silence.  His mother kissed him and Grandfather Karl took his hand and walked 
to the back door.  A quick look to insure it was empty and no one was looking 
and then around the opening in the fence and into the rear of the old car.  "Lay 
down on the floor and be very quiet" Grandfather Karl urged.  "I will cover you 
with this nice warm blanket.  Don't move until I tell you to."    
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Josef heard the engine start and then felt the car move forward into the street. 
 He was pushed against either the middle floor hump or the door whenever they 
would go around a corner - and it seemed like they went around many, many 
corners during the drive out of the city.  By late in the afternoon they had passed 
the last of the office buildings and factories and Josef was told to climb up to the 
front seat and to see the wonders that his mother had promised.  In the crisp 
autumn air there were few leaves on the trees but the horses and cows were out 
for a bit of the remaining sunlight and the farms were just like in his picture book 
at home.  Before the sun had completely set, Grandfather Karl had opened a bag 
that was full of rolls and meats and strudel.  They pulled off of the main road into 
a wooded area and spread a blanket for a picnic.  By the time they had finished it 
was dark and Grandfather Karl had taken his hand again and started walking into 
the forest.  "Grandfather. Aren't we going back to the car?" asked Josef.  "Nein, 
kinder" the old man answered.  "We are going to walk for a long ways…..and we 
must be the quietest we can be.  Soon enough we will get to a nice warm place 
where you can sleep just as long as you might want".  
 
Josef remembered that the walk was much longer than he had ever walked 
before.  It was hard to be quiet when he couldn't see in the dark but he kept 
trying to play the game until he won.  When he would stumble, Grandfather Karl's 
big hand would hold him up and keep him from falling to the ground.  When he 
would try to slow down because he was tired, the big hands would gently but 
firmly pull him along the path.  At one spot, where there was a small house with 
bright lights shining out onto a road, they bent low and made certain they were 
well hidden by the bushes near the path.  After what had seemed longer than 
anyone could have possibly walked, they came to a small town and walked into 
the center of it to a building with a bright light outside of the door.  Grandfather 
Karl walked them up to the door, and then opened it and went in.  He walked up 
to a man in a uniform at a desk and took off his hat.  "Good evening officer. Do 
you speak German? I am afraid I do not speak Danish."  The man behind the 
desk stood up and smiled at me and told us to come in and get warm. 
 Grandfather asked, "Has there been any news from the south?"  "Yes" the 
friendly man said, "there are reports of looting and fires and arrests and killings 
from almost every city in Germany.  It is so widespread and so savage that it 
cannot be anything random.  My superiors have ordered every police station here 
in the south of Denmark to watch for anyone trying to escape and to help them in 
anyway possible.  You are not the first who have come here tonight.  Come, 
there are families waiting to give you a place to sleep and clean up."  
 
Josef remembered the small house where he awoke the next morning.  There 
was the smell of hot bread hanging in the air and the sound of a radio with a 
voice in a language he did not understand.  He could see Grandfather Karl from 
where he lay in the bed so he let himself fall back asleep once more.  When he 
finally got out from under the thick comforter he saw that a man and a woman 
were also sitting with Grandfather listening to the voice still coming from the 
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radio.  Often the man would turn to Karl and tell him what was being said.  It 
seemed so bad.  Karl hung his head often and shook it slowly from side to side. 
 When the woman saw that Josef had come out of the bedroom she came over 
and picked him up and held him in her lap in a rocking chair.  He wasn't sure at 
first, but soon enough felt safe and comforted with her.  She even sang a song to 
him that sounded familiar but he didn't understand any of the words.  Before long, 
though, he and Grandfather Karl had to leave and get on a train and ride again to 
the north.  
 
Many years later Josef understood that Karl had taken him first to Copenhagen; 
and then to London and eventually to America.  At first he had missed his mother 
and sister in the same way that he had missed his father when he had been 
taken.  Later, when he was much older, the missing had been replaced by a 
nagging guilt that he had survived and that they, most likely, had not.  Shortly 
after they reached America, a great war had descended upon the whole of the 
world and Grandfather Karl tried hard to be quiet and unseen.  He thought that to 
be German in America at the time of the war would be dangerous.  But, he did 
insist that Josef go to a synagogue in the small town they had settled in. 
 Grandfather Karl had taken him there almost immediately after they had arrived. 
 Karl had explained to a man who spoke German that while he was Lutheran, 
Josef was not, and he was in need of the spirit and the history of the people in 
the synagogue  - and that to do anything else would be a betrayal to the life he 
had promised Josef's mother that he would give to him.  The temple took a small 
boy of seven in and became a second home to him.  
 
Karl had been careful to bring nothing but money with him when they had made 
that first dash from Hamburg.  Over the years, Josef had outgrown the clothes he 
had and Karl had worn out the ones he was wearing.  The only thing that had 
made the transition from the old country to the new world, besides the old man 
and the little boy, had been this watch.  When Grandfather Karl had passed away 
as Josef attended the nearby college it had been the only thing that was left to 
Josef to remember by.  Over the many years since then, from his first apartment 
to his final home, Josef had kept that watch in a place of honor to remind him of 
all that had occurred.  When he was out of college he had made an attempt to try 
to find any information about his family but the overwhelming lists of the names 
that passed through each of the camps had been too much for him. Yes, he had 
told Goldie the story, but he had also told her of the stigma he felt in having 
survived.  He had made her promise never to tell their children.  That they knew 
the greater history was enough.  They did not need to know of his past.  
 
When Josef and his bride settled into a house it was near to the synagogue that 
he had entered so long ago.  As the elderly passed on there were fewer and 
fewer who remembered how Josef came to them and, one day, there were none 
left.  Josef was considered an elder member of the temple and he had had both 
of his children benefit from the Talmudic school inside its walls.  His daughter, 
with her deep studies, had started the road to becoming a rabbi there.  His son, 
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much more of a firebrand, had joined and then moved up in the ranks of the 
'defense society'.  Through the years Josef saw his children grow, then his 
precious wife pass away, then his son's family take over the home that Josef 
believed he would die in.  Despite these seeming successes, Josef had passed 
every year as one of sadness and remorse.  
 
When the terrorist attacks that stunned the world had first occurred, Josef was 
merely glad it had not been levied at his family, his home, or his congregation. 
 He was old and it would be someone else's business to handle it.  But, when 
things started to change Josef could no longer ignore what was going on around 
him.  The small upstate town that was his home had a small and quiet Moslem 
community.  They were spread through most of the neighborhoods both well-to-
do and working class.  Until that time there had never really been much worry 
about them.  There was even one reasonably nice family living just next door. 
 That there was anger immediately after the first attacks was understandable. 
 But, when the young men would drive by almost every Saturday night after the 
bars closed and shout at the house next door, and throw things at their windows, 
Josef began to take more notice.  When the neighbor man was taken from the 
house in the middle of the night, and then held somewhere without any chance to 
get out or to let his family know of his condition, Josef's worry went to alarm.  He 
could see the look of terror in the eyes of the young wife on those few times he 
would see her outside.  He noticed the daughter had stopped standing on the 
front lawn with friends in the evenings and seemed to rarely go outside.  He 
noticed that the young boy was no longer playing in the street with the other 
noisy kinder.  
 
When the war had finally started the situation seemed to have become even 
worse.  Despite that the war was being fought half a world away, the emotions 
and hatred were running high and both government and media seemed content 
to fan them even higher.  Then came the night when Josef had overheard his 
own son talking to others of the 'defense society' who had gathered to make 
plans.  If this was a war, and "they" were the enemy, then to allow some of them 
to be right here among us and be a dagger hanging right over our hearts was 
something that no one could possibly permit.  They had to clean out the nests of 
traitors.  They had to protect everything they held dear.  They had to strike before 
being stricken.  And…..they had to do it soon.  Tomorrow it seemed was just 
soon enough.  
 
Josef opened his eyes.  He was still holding the watch tightly.  Instead of 
returning it to the mantle he slipped it into a cloth pouch and put it into his jacket 
pocket.  He had already withdrawn his remaining savings from the bank and 
there was a bag of rolls and meats and apple pie in his car.  He slipped down the 
stairs and into the mid-day sun and around the fence to the back door of the 
house next door to knock persistently. When the door finally cracked open, Josef 
could see Mrs. Hassan, with her young son Akeem standing in the background. 
Not too far into the talking she had started to cry……. 
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Josef knew full well what lay before him to the north in Canada, and he 
understood what he was leaving behind.  When she had asked why he was 
doing this, he remembered the words of Grandfather Karl "The things that I have 
overheard that will happen tonight are not the things of my country, they are not 
the things of my people. I cannot allow such things to harm this one little boy, but 
I cannot stop them from happening to others……." 
 
In the dark of night, when they finally walked into the cluster of buildings 
surrounding the flag with the maple leaf, Josef was at last free of the burden he 
had carried for so many years.  He hoped things would return to a gentle 
normalcy; but he feared that he and Akeem might never have anything or anyone 
to return to.  He felt the pocket watch in his jacket and wondered if he would, 
some day, pass it on to this small dark skinned lad who was exhausted from the 
march through the forest.  And he prayed that there would never be a need for 
Akeem to pass it on to someone else. 
 
 


