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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            A WOODEN BOX

          

        

      

    

    
      When I was five years old, my father told me his parents were getting a divorce. My grandfather, Louis, had been cheating for a long time. He left my grandmother and moved from New York to Florida with a lover he would marry.

      Louis became estranged from his children and grandchildren. He wouldn’t call on my birthdays, respond to my emails, or keep the family photos we mailed him. This was especially hard for my father. Family was everything to him, and Louis was one of the last living witnesses to a story my father wanted his children to know. Louis had been a hidden child during the Holocaust, a Jewish boy pretending to be a Catholic student under the care of the bishop of Fossano, Italy. Louis, his sister, and his parents were separated. They all survived.

      In Florida, Louis went on a speaking tour, telling his story in schools and on film. But he never outgrew the habits formed when he was forced into a double existence in the most formative years of his life. He had needed to lie in order to live. Then the war passed, and the lying never stopped. Louis described being on a train to a concentration camp when a bomb hit the car he was in, and he was spared without a scratch.⁠1 But I could never find any record of the transport. He claimed he joined the partisans at age ten, ate rodents while patrolling the Alps, and once shot a Nazi in the head.⁠2 But it’s hard to imagine his rescuers letting him leave his hiding places during the war. The general outline of the story contained truths, like the towns where he went into hiding, some of the names of the people who saved his life, and the fact that he and his family experienced great terror under the Nazi regime. I knew those things from what little my great-grandparents had shared with my father when he was a kid. Yet it was clear Louis’s narrative had been adulterated by heroic fantasies, the details of which changed noticeably from one telling to the next. 

      I share all this with empathy for the effects of childhood trauma, effects Louis spoke openly about. Oscar-winning filmmaker and Holocaust survivor Aviva Slesin once asked him in an interview if he was aware of his feelings while he was in hiding.⁠3 He said, “Feelings were something you simply did not have the luxury of having. Feelings would betray you. Feelings would cause you to do something that would harm you and the people around you.” 

      That interview was done in 1999, shortly before he retired from his law firm and divorced my grandmother, and he confessed that he still carried that same mindset from his childhood. “In 1942, after all, I was eight years old; in 1945, I was eleven years old. That’s when I think you develop most of your being and identity,” he said. “It even goes as far as my relationship with my wife of 42 years, with my children, and even my grandchildren,” he continued. “I’m afraid if I form an attachment, it will be taken away from me, and therefore, I deprive myself in the first instance.”

      Occasionally, one of his interviews or presentations was posted online, and my father and I would watch it. Even though Louis wanted little to do with us, even though we knew how unreliable of a narrator he was, his testimonies were all we had to connect us to a family history that felt important enough to preserve, even in an imperfect form.

      Some years passed, I became a journalist, and I began to think about trying to write an accurate version of my family’s story. I decided to go to Florida to see my grandfather and find out what documentation he’d kept from the war. I arrived at his house in a brand-new gated community in Palm City, Florida, on March 23, 2022. I hadn’t seen him in over eight years. I was twenty-six. He was eighty-eight. He had heart problems and, we suspected, Parkinson’s disease. He had bruises on his face and scabs on his arms from falls. He took slow, stiff, crooked steps toward me. He smiled.

      We made small talk, and I asked if I could see the things he’d kept from the Holocaust. He had me find a wooden box buried in a cabinet in his bedroom, and we went through it together. There were old passports, letters from Louis’s rescuers, and photographs of my great-grandparents. I didn’t know much about Louis’s parents or what they experienced during the war. There were my great-grandmother’s identification papers, stamped Juif (French for Jew) in red ink. There were cards issued by aid organizations to my great-grandfather, who had been enslaved in a coal mine. And there was one document in particular that caught my attention: a copy of my great-grandmother’s unpublished memoir from the early 1980s, written shortly before she passed away. It was a short document, just 18 pages, but everything in it was carefully detailed. She wrote of her difficult childhood in Austria-Hungary, moving to Belgium and starting a family, fleeing to the Pyrénées when the Nazis invaded, and jumping off a moving train with her children in her arms. These were stories I never knew, stashed away in a box all along.

      I’d always assumed Louis had had false memories. That wouldn’t have been unusual for a child survivor. But it wasn’t until that day that I realized he had intentionally ignored his mother’s account. Moreover, in his own unpublished manuscript that he showed me, he wrote, “I am making a concerted effort NOT to ‘research’ or try to ‘verify’ events and circumstances which were related to me. Instead, I will tell them as if they were the truth inviolate.”

      His disregard for the truth bothered me, both as a journalist and as a Jew. It felt like he was trivializing the facts of the Holocaust. Six million Jews were murdered. That was two-thirds of Europe’s Jewish population, 40 percent of the world’s, killed between 1933 and 1945.⁠4 They were gassed, hanged, starved, shot, and tortured to death. Millions of non-Jewish Poles and Soviet prisoners of war, hundreds of thousands of Romani people and people with disabilities, and thousands of Jehovah’s Witnesses and gay men were murdered, too.⁠5 No exaggeration is needed to convey the horrors of Nazi Germany. The truth is ever so important as far-right nationalism makes a twenty-first-century comeback in Europe and the United States and as Jewish communities face an alarming increase in antisemitism from the Left as well.⁠6

      After Louis died in February 2024, I decided it was time for me to take over telling the family story. But first, I had to find out what had really happened. I searched through thousands of pages of wartime documents, listened to hundreds of hours of testimonies from survivors who had crossed paths with my family, and traveled to Belgium, France, Switzerland, Italy, and Poland. I reconnected with my father’s cousin, Shelley English, who had another of my great-grandmother’s memoirs—this one written in 1952. Shelley had been researching our shared ancestry for decades and introduced me to distant relatives I’d never known. She also took me to interview her mother, Louis’s sister, Regina.

      Eighty years after liberation, I have finally written my family’s story accurately. It’s a love story. It’s of great heroes who risked their lives for my family. And it’s of a mother whose bravery kept her children alive. My sources are cited in the notes.
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        The author’s grandfather, Louis Schneider; Louis’s mother, Deborah; and sister, Regina.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            ORPHANS

          

        

      

    

    
      The sweet, eggy scent of fresh challah bread filled their home. It was a modest dwelling in the plains of the Austrian province of Galicia. Twelve-year-old Deborah Sandbank and her mother, Ruchel, were baking for the Sabbath when the men of the First Don Cossack Division of the Russian Imperial Army came to their door with spears raised.⁠1 “Run away,” one said, threatening to kill them if they stayed. They had no time to put on shoes. Six children were still living at home, and Ruchel hurried them out the door. Her husband, Leib, had arthritis and struggled to walk, but the children helped him along as they hiked several kilometers into the hills until sunset when they fell over sobbing, too exhausted to continue. They hid in the woods for two days before beginning the slow march back to find rubble and ash where they had left their house behind. The chimney was all that remained, standing in the smoke like a headstone.

      Before the fire, there were two poor but proud towns,⁠2 Narol and Lipsko, joined by a narrow bridge over a trickling river. Narol was the bigger of the two, with about 2,100 residents, mostly farmers and craftspeople, half of whom were Jewish. In Lipsko, on the eastern bank, lived 470 Jews, the Sandbanks among them. Leib was the town’s assessor and registrar, a mohel, and a ba’al tefillah (prayer leader).⁠3 Although the two towns were separate in their governments, they made up one Jewish community with a big synagogue on the street that connected them.⁠4 It was a community strong in faith but absent wealth.⁠5 Even Leib, a prominent man in Narol and Lipsko, brought home a meager living. He fathered eleven children, the oldest born in 1880 and the youngest in 1909.⁠6 What he could not provide for them with earnings, he aimed to replace with divine grace. Most Galician Jews were followers of an orthodox movement called Hasidism,⁠7 which originated in the region in the eighteenth century, emphasizing simplicity and joy in one’s devotion to God. When Leib was not occupied with town affairs, he prayed and studied the Talmud.

      In less mystical ways, Ruchel was the family’s provider. She grew potatoes and other vegetables and raised chickens, geese, and two cows on her own. She sold the chickens’ eggs and the cows’ milk. She washed and mended the children’s clothes and did all she could to conceal their poverty. “If anyone were to walk into the home, he might think wealthy people lived there, everything was so lovely and clean, and the children were dressed so neatly,” Deborah would write in 1952.⁠8

      Jews in Narol and Lipsko spoke Yiddish but also learned Polish in school. All the children went to an integrated secular school through eighth grade, and the Jewish children had heder in the evenings.⁠9 Only some continued their secular studies in Galicia’s capital city, Lemberg—modern-day Lviv, Ukraine—seventy-five kilometers southeast of Lipsko. One of Deborah’s older brothers wanted to study there so badly that he worked as a private tutor to pay his way. But Leib, who believed his son was desecrating the Sabbath, demanded that he drop out before he finished his degree. 

      Deborah was sad to see her brother give up his dream, but she was also grateful for the money he sent home after he took a job as a landowner’s assistant instead. “Things became a bit easier for my mother,” Deborah wrote. “So what does G-d do? In the fourteenth year, war breaks out, and everything is ruined.”

      It was the First World War. In August 1914, one month after Deborah’s twelfth birthday, Russian troops entered Galicia and began a series of battles that devastated the unified armies of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.⁠10 One hundred thousand of their soldiers were killed in just three weeks on the Eastern Front.⁠11 The Russians’ Don Cossack cavalrymen soon invaded Narol and Lipsko, and the Sandbanks were forced to flee. Austria’s own soldiers burned down the towns as they retreated, leaving nothing for the Russians to plunder.⁠12

      After they found their home in ruins, the Sandbanks walked seven kilometers to Brzeziny, a village where one of Deborah’s older sisters lived. She had a baby and a small house with little space for anyone else, but her family knew nowhere else to go. Deborah collected kindling, which she carried back in bundles on her bony shoulders. She scavenged for potatoes in the fields. Her bare feet were covered in dirt and sores. Her dark hair, usually parted, combed, and cut to her earlobes, was growing knotted. Ruchel could not watch her children suffer like this, so she returned to Lipsko, where she slept on the floor of a neighbor’s house that had been spared from the blaze and milked the cows to trade some milk for stale rye bread.

      The Austrians soon returned, pushing their line of defense to the east, covering a distance of ninety kilometers from north to south.⁠13 The Sandbanks found shelter in barracks, where they did not have to pay rent, and Deborah was hopeful that they would recover from their tragedy. But the war brought with it epidemics of cholera and typhus as thousands of troops passed through while access to clean water and sanitation was limited.⁠14 Ruchel became ill with cholera and died within a few hours. One of Deborah’s sisters died the next day, as did a brother the day after. Two weeks later, she lost her father. The youngest of her older brothers, Mordechai, was conscripted into the army.⁠15 That left three orphans in Lipsko—Deborah and her sisters, fourteen-year-old Berta and five-year-old Beila—grieving and with no choice but to take care of each other.

      Lemberg was facing shortages of supplies and food as the war carried on.⁠16 In the countryside, Deborah could obtain provisions more easily than others in the city. She borrowed money to buy sugar, belted it around her waist, and asked a neighbor who smuggled food to Lemberg to take her there and teach her how to sell it. “Out of sympathy for me, she did,” Deborah wrote. With her profits, she paid her debt, filled a pack with more provisions, and started making the journey to Lemberg alone. “I was not searched. I was a child, so it was assumed that I was on my way to school,” she continued.

      Every other day, Deborah went by train from the station in Bełżec,⁠17 about ten kilometers away. Soon, she earned enough money that she and her sisters could buy underwear and replace the wooden clogs they’d been wearing with leather shoes. While Deborah traveled, Berta worked on farms in exchange for corn and wheat to bake for her sisters over an open fire.

      Now properly clothed and better fed, Deborah, Berta, and little Beila could build a new place to live. They mixed mortar and carried bricks, and with the help of a mason, they finished a single room for them to share. Others rebuilt their homes, too, and a vibrant community returned. There was a weekly farmers market in the Narol square and big celebrations, like on Purim, when Jews dressed as kings and queens performed plays in the streets.⁠18 Deborah continued trading in Lemberg and was able to put together a dowry for Berta, who married a Torah scribe. Then it was just Deborah and Beila. “We really loved each other, like two little swallows,” Deborah wrote. She bought Beila a sewing machine and paid for her sewing lessons, and when Beila started working as a seamstress, she made Deborah new clothes. They were finally enjoying their independence, and they didn’t give a thought to a dowry for Deborah. “I was lucky with boys. They all wanted to marry me even though I had no dowry,” Deborah wrote. One was a tailor two years older than she.
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        * * *

      

      Joseph Schneider came from a family of tailors.⁠19 His father, Isack Schneider of Lipsko, was the official tailor of the Narol fire department, appointed by a resolution passed in 1888.⁠20 Their name likely goes back to 1789 when Jews in Austria, who generally just used first names, were required by law to adopt surnames from the German language.⁠21 The German word for tailor was a befitting choice.

      When Joseph was young, four of his older brothers, tailors too, left Lipsko for the United States.⁠22 This was typical of Jewish families in Galicia at the turn of the century. Political shifts gave greater influence to Catholic leaders, many of whom held antisemitic views.⁠23 Pogroms were increasing in frequency and intensity. There were organized boycotts of Jewish businesses. New legislation barred Jews from working in the salt and wine industries, leaving tens of thousands of people without incomes.⁠24 Especially in Narol and Lipsko, relations between Jews and Christians were strained.⁠25 Jews there were kidnapped, beaten, and murdered by local Poles on several occasions in the early twentieth century. One Naroler would remember Catholics throwing rocks into his home on Good Friday because they blamed Jews for killing their lord.⁠26 Faced with such hardships and hate, roughly 237,000 Galician Jews emigrated to the United States between 1881 and 1910.⁠27 Joseph wanted to join his brothers,⁠28 but by the time he was of age, the United States had begun limiting immigration from Eastern Europe.⁠29 

      World War I ended in November 1918, bringing major political change to Galicia. The Austro-Hungarian Empire and its ally Germany were defeated, and Narol and Lipsko fell within the borders of a newly independent Poland. Joseph was conscripted into the nascent Polish Army but soon decided to leave his country.⁠30 Isack, his father, had died a few years earlier.⁠31 Then he lost his mother, Rifka, not long after he began his service. He was left with only his oldest brother, Mechel, and younger sister, Channah, in Poland, with most of his siblings in New York. Hoping to reach the United States, Joseph stowed away on a cargo ship bound for Charleston, South Carolina, but was caught and sent back to Europe before he could step foot on the palmetto-lined coast.⁠32 (This wasn’t such an outlandish idea. Many immigrants arrived in America as stowaways around that time.)⁠33

      Joseph continued seafaring over the next decade, traveling throughout North Africa and Western Europe, searching for someplace to settle down. In Antwerp, Belgium, he found a good Jewish community and became a partner and master tailor at a menswear business.⁠34 Though it had been years since he’d left Poland, he had not forgotten about his childhood sweetheart, Deborah—Dora, he called her. Now that he’d set up a future for himself in Antwerp, he returned to Lipsko, where he found her, twenty-eight years old, engaged to another man.⁠35 He asked Deborah to marry him instead and promised her a better life, far from the shtetl.
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        Beila (left) and Deborah (right), August 1928.
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        Joseph with his mother, Rifka, and sister, Channah, ca. 1919.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            LEBENSRAUM

          

        

      

    

    
      In March 1931, Deborah arrived in Antwerp, where her fiancé was waiting for her. They were married two months later and moved into an apartment in the city center with floral wallpaper and big windows from which they could see into the zoo across the street.

      My grandfather, Louis, was born at the first dawn of 1934. “My husband was among the happiest of men,” Deborah wrote. She was happy, too. But she felt as if her family remained incomplete without her beloved sister.

      About a month after Deborah arrived in Belgium, she petitioned the Ministry of Justice in Brussels to grant a visa to Beila.⁠1 As immigrants, Joseph and Deborah lived under government surveillance and had to appear periodically before the Antwerp police. Written reports highlighted Joseph’s work and income. They needed to be able to support themselves. With Beila being a single woman without a job lined up, the request for her immigration was denied. But Joseph would spare no expense for Deborah’s happiness, so he hired an attorney who helped them bring Beila over. “The day she arrived was a happy day for us,” Deborah wrote. “She stayed with us for some time. My husband was like a father to her, and I beamed with joy.”

      In September 1935, Beila married a twenty-seven-year-old merchant named Wolf Engelard.⁠2 They moved into a townhouse a few doors down the street from Joseph and Deborah,⁠3 and a little over a year later, Beila gave birth to a daughter, Rachel. A little over a year after that, on January 16, 1938, Deborah gave birth to her own daughter, Regina.

      It was a time filled with joy and togetherness, like on the summer trips the Schneiders and Engelards took to Middelkerke, where they played on the sandy beaches with their children. But not far away, across the border in Germany, a dictator was unleashing violence upon the Jewish people. It would not be long before he came for them in Belgium, too. For Deborah, it was like the outbreak of the first war all over again. “What does G-d do?” she wrote, echoing herself. “He sends a Hitler and destroys our lives.”
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        * * *

      

      Twenty years earlier, in September 1919, Adolf Hitler, an Austrian-born German soldier, showed up to a meeting of a new far-right political group that would soon name itself the Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei, better known as the Nazi party. Hitler had a command of fascist rhetoric that quickly advanced him into a party leadership position. His ideology was rooted in a belief that the success of Germany depended on seizing territory and expanding throughout Europe and, in doing so, eliminating the millions of Jews who lived there.

      The years following the First World War saw rising antisemitism in Germany. The mass casualties of the war, the nation’s defeat, and then the economic depression beginning in 1929 brought blame upon leftist leaders, several of whom were Jewish. There was growing belief in a baseless conspiracy theory that communist Jews were operating a traitorous deep state intent on dismantling Germany, gaining influence throughout Europe, and enriching themselves in the process. The myth that a Jewish cabal instigates and profits off global conflicts was not new in the twentieth century and has not been retired in modern times. But Hitler, with his captivating oratory, weaponized Jewish stereotypes at a time when Germany was eager to point a finger at anyone who seemed different from the majority Christian population.

      In the Nazi party platform Hitler presented in February 1920, he publicly declared the Nazis’ plan to revoke German citizenship from Jews, repeal their civil rights, and segregate them from the rest of German society.⁠4 He promised he could revitalize the country by ridding it of the current, ostensibly corrupt system. Despite his extreme views, Hitler gained many admirers in the 1930s as economic conditions worsened and millions of Germans lost their jobs.⁠5 The Nazi flag—a red-and-white banner with a black swastika at its center—came to signify hope, as was Hitler’s intention when he appropriated its design from an ancient symbol for good fortune. At the height of the depression, in July 1932, the Nazis received over 37 percent of the vote in the parliamentary elections. The party had gone from a fringe movement, having previously received less than 3 percent of the vote in 1928, to now the largest party in Germany. In January 1933, under political pressure, German president Paul von Hindenburg appointed Hitler as chancellor.

      One month into Hitler’s chancellorship, on February 27, the German parliament building burned down. The real reason is unknown, but Hitler cast blame on communist terrorists, resulting in enough panic to sway Hindenburg to pass an emergency decree suspending freedom of speech and other constitutional rights. It gave the Nazis near limitless power to make arrests without due process, and in March, they established Germany’s first concentration camp near the town of Dachau to imprison suspected political opponents. One month later, a Jewish man named Arthur Kahn, wrongfully accused of being a communist, was shot and killed by a guard there. He was the first of six million Jews to be murdered by the Nazis.⁠6

      Following Hindenburg’s death at eighty-six years old in August 1934, Hitler secured the support of the military and declared himself dictator of Germany. In the years to come, the Nazis continued building concentration camps and enacted hundreds of laws restricting Jews’ participation in public life.⁠7 There were limits to how many Jews could attend public schools. They were banned from holding various jobs. Their passports were stamped with the letter J so they could easily be identified and discriminated against. It did not matter if they practiced Judaism or not. By Nazi definition, anyone who had at least three Jewish grandparents was Jewish, even if they were an atheist or had converted to Christianity.

      The lucky ones were able to leave Europe before it was too late. My grandmother—Louis’s first wife—was born in Frankfurt in 1936. Her parents had just enough money and the right connections in the United States to arrange for their immigration after Kristallnacht—the Night of Broken Glass—on November 9, 1938, when the Nazis led a series of attacks on Jews across Germany. Their synagogues were set ablaze. Their businesses and homes were destroyed. Shattered glass from their windows littered the streets. One hundred Jews were murdered. Thirty thousand Jewish men were arrested and sent to concentration camps.⁠8 One month later, my grandmother and her parents were starting their lives over in New York. Not many European Jews had that opportunity.

      The Second World War began on September 1, 1939, when Germany invaded Poland. Within weeks, the Nazis took control of the western half of the country. They removed hundreds of thousands of Poles from their homes, settled half a million Germans there, and rounded up Jews for forced labor.⁠9

      When the Germans reached Narol, they drove their tanks down the main street and set fire to the synagogue and Jewish residences.⁠10 One survivor, Charles Schechter, would recall in a 1998 interview that a German soldier broke down the door to his family’s home and yelled, “Pigs! Get out!” then threw an incendiary grenade into the house as they ran away. Jews who did not flee were shot. The Nazis soon established a labor camp spanning Narol and Lipsko, where Jewish inmates were forced to grind up tombstones stolen from the Jewish cemetery so the fragments could be used to pave a nearby road.⁠11

      Following Germany’s success in the East, Hitler launched an invasion of the Netherlands, Belgium, Luxembourg, and France. Bombs were dropped on train stations and aerodromes across the Low Countries in the early hours of May 10, 1940.⁠12 Joseph and Deborah were awakened at three o’clock in the morning by the sounds of shooting and airplanes. They carried their children down to the cellar, where they waited for a lull in the fighting. 

      Tens of thousands of Jews in Belgium decided to evacuate in the days after the German invasion.⁠13 Joseph and Wolf ran around Antwerp for hours before they could find a driver who would take them to Ostend, where Joseph thought they might be able to get on a boat to England.⁠14 Deborah packed a few necessities and fifty thousand francs in cash,⁠15 then bundled up Regina and put her and Louis into the back of the car. But Wolf refused to get in and wouldn’t let his wife or daughter go, either. There was no time to argue. Deborah said a tearful goodbye to Beila. “It was as though we already knew that was the last time we would see each other,” she wrote. She and Joseph got in the car, and the driver took them away.
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        Beila and Wolf Engelard at their wedding.
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