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Papa Was Right 1 

 

 

“Are you listening?” 

 

I shifted my weight as I sank into the leather armchair in the parlor. I blinked away the clouds of 

smoke lethargically trailing from Papa’s cigar as he crouched to look me in the eyes. Eye, really. 

The other was red and swollen shut thanks to Ralf’s fist.  “Yes Papa.” 

 

“Good. What I’m going to tell you is important. You don’t learn what you need to in school 

anymore so listen to Papa. A fight never starts with fists, but with words. Everything begins with 

just a few words that enter through our ears and float to our hearts, not our minds like your 

teacher believes.” 

 

I nodded. Once. Twice. Two nods was all it usually took to escape one of Papa’s “talks.” My eye 

traced the clock’s hand as it approached 12, only for it to begin all over again.  I did not realize 

this was to be the last “talk” we ever had. That was the summer of 1936.  

 

A fight never begins with fists. Papa had constantly told me this. I considered it often, especially 

when I came home from school with a bloodied lip, swollen eyes, and a biased story of the fight 

that happened during recess. Still, I believed the teacher. Words were in the newspapers Papa 

read, the songs Mama liked, and the school books I read, not in us. I thought Papa was silly. 

Now, I think Papa was right.   
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The war started with words.  

The hatred, 

The discrimination, 

The sorrow.  

 

Before the broken glass and hiding, there were words. Toxic words that drifted like smoke 

through the loud, crackling German voice on the radio and seeped into the minds of the weak and 

afraid. Hatred became synonymous with power. The Fuhrer yelled louder, so more people 

listened. The Fuhrer—his words began the fight. The hatred started with words.  

 

Before the crowded trains and camps there were words. Discriminatory words that separated 

them from the rest of us. Words like “Aryan” and “Jew” dribbled out of the soldiers’ mouths, 

and soon these words became tangible parts of life. “Jew” plastered on a simple, yellow star 

morphed a special symbol into a badge of oppression, a permanent bullseye pinned to the Jews’ 

defeated souls. The discrimination started with words.  

 

Before the sorrow and loss there were words. Hopeful words that touched the soul and seized the 

heart, the residue of a dream for a life that had already ended. A broken dream left a broken 

people, and the blood, the glass, the tears revealed the truth behind what words can do. An 

apology could never be enough to repiece the lives lost to hate, to oppression, to discrimination. 

The sorrow started with words.  
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Papa also told me that a fight ends with words, not who lands the last hit. My friends at recess 

laughed when I told them this. They thought Papa was silly. I thought Papa was silly. Now, I 

think Papa was right.  

 

“Are you listening?”  

 

“Yes Sir.” 

 

“Good. What I’m about to tell you is important. You don’t learn what you need to at school so 

listen to me.” I survey the recruits gathered in front of me: tired men like Papa, hopeful youths 

like me. Closing the golden pocket watch in my hands, I mull over Papa’s words and let them 

sink into my heart. Papa forgot one thing.  

 

Healing, it starts with words too. I choose my words very carefully now. I don’t want to start a 

fight; I want to end it. 
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