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“Once I escaped from an orphanage to find Mum and Dad.  Once I saved a girl called Zelda from a burning house.  Once I made a Nazi with a toothache laugh” (dust jacket).  For three years and eight months Felix has lived in an orphanage, although he is convinced that his parents are coming back to get him.  After a group of Nazis come to the orphanage and burn all of the Jewish books, Felix thinks his parents are in danger because they are Jewish booksellers and he doesn’t want the Nazis to burn their books.  Felix escapes the orphanage, but instead of finding his parents he experiences the awful truth of the Holocaust.  However, Felix doesn’t quite know what is happening, but as the story progresses he slowly begins to understand what is going on. Throughout his dangerous journey he rescues a girl from a burning house after her parents have died, and hides in a basement with a kind man named Barney and many other Jewish children.   He comes face to face with evil as his hiding place is discovered and he becomes aware of the Death camps and hatred towards Jews. Despite all of the horrible things that have happened, Felix never loses hope.   Once by Morris Gleitzman is a powerful, unique and meaningful novel with a realistic setting, believable characters and a memorable plot.

This novel takes place in Poland in 1942.  After Felix escapes from the orphanage he makes his way down a long dusty road, and towards the mountains and the river.  “I slither down the mountainside through the cool forest” (29).  There are farms with pigs, chickens and many other animals.  The vacant houses stand tall and abandoned with nobody inside.  “A house on a deserted road” (32).  “Where are the people” (33).   This realistic setting reenacts the life in 1942.  All of the Jews were either taken away by the Nazis, or are hiding in the basement of their house, similar to Felix.  The basement was gloomy, dark and smelly.  Many beds were lined up adjacent to each other, one for each child.  Gleitzman is able to write with such description, that the reader is able to paint a picture in their head and create a visual of what the scene looks like.  

Felix, Zelda, and Barney are the wonderful and believable characters that Gleitzman has created.  Throughout this story the characters bring sadness, joy, hope, happiness, and anger.  They experience many horrible things, but never lose hope.  Felix, a ten year old boy, is the main character and the narrator of the story.  He is a confused and innocent little boy, who doesn’t know that his parents have died and doesn’t realize what is happening around him until the very end of the novel, where he is warned about the Death camps.  Zelda is a little girl, younger than Felix, who is rescued by Felix from her house that the Nazis have burned down.  The Nazis killed her parents and destroyed their farm.  Felix and Zelda form a friendship that lasts even after the Holocaust and are saved from going onto a train to a concentration camp by Barney.  Barney is a caring man, who is hiding a few Jewish children in his basement.  He cares for the children by giving them food and water, and treats them when they are sick.  These characters that Gleitzman has created show how some of the Jews might have lived during the Holocaust.  

The memorable plot is what makes the story meaningful.  Felix’s parents leave him at the orphanage to protect him, because they know that because he is Jewish, he might die.  Although, Felix doesn’t know anything about the Holocaust, and thinks that his parents will come back for him and everything will one day go back to the way it used to be.  He escapes the orphanage in search of his parents, but winds rescuing Zelda, and then runs into Nazis. The Nazis send Zelda and Felix into a line of Jews walking to the city.  Felix thinks that this is a good thing because his parents live in the city and he needs to find them.  “It’ll feel better when we get to the city” (63).  However, as they walk miles and miles, Zelda and Felix see children being taken away from their parents, hungry and tired people, as well as dead bodies on the side. “They’ve been walking for hours and they’re tired and hungry and worried” (69).  “Soldiers are grabbing Jewish kids and throwing them into the back of a truck.  It looks like no kids are allowed through the gate.  People are screaming and crying as their kids are snatched away” (78, 79).   Families are being broken apart, as well as friends are being lost. Felix begins to realize that it is not just books that the Nazis are after.  “Maybe it’s not just our books the Nazis hate.  Maybe it’s us” (71).   After Barney saves them from going onto a train, they hide in the cellar of his house.  Unfortunately, the Nazis discover their hiding place, and they are sent onto a train.  Luckily, Felix uses his imagination to find a way to escape the train.  Gleitzman is able to add humor to this novel even though the Holocaust was a horrible event in history.     

In conclusion, Once by Morris Gleitzman is a powerful, unique and meaningful novel with a realistic setting, believable characters and memorable plot.  This story is great for all ages, as it includes humor, and even though Jews are suffering.  Friends and family is what gave the Jews hope to survive the Holocaust. It is good for everyone to be aware of what happened to these innocent people.  Once the reader opens this book, they will never be able to put it down.  The reader feels like they are in the story with the characters, hiding from Nazis or telling stories to little Jewish children to keep them distracted from the world around them.  Gleitzman writes with such detail, and intensity that the reader will want to read on and on until the very last book of the series.  Every chapter begins and ends with an adventure.  Gleitzman has created a novel that illustrates the life of Jews during the Holocaust.  It is important that everyone knows about this tragedy so that something like this could never happen again.
