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“A lot of you cared. Just not enough”.

—Jay Asher, Author

Dedications

I dedicate this book to my grandpa, Jack Grinbaum and to my grandma, Genia Grinbaum. Grandpa Jack was an incredibly warm and loving person with an endless appetite for life. He was, without a doubt, a perfect grandfather. Grandpa Jack was the consummate winner with an infectious smile and a constant ability to brighten up any room he was in. His life and presence were a gift to everyone he crossed paths with. As Oscar Wilde said “Some cause happiness wherever they go; others whenever they go.” During his Eighty-eight years on this Earth, Grandpa Jack brought happiness, a positive energy and usually a song into every room he entered.

Grandma Genia was the most honest, kind soul I have ever met. Her love for her family knew no limits. Grandma Genia lived a tough life but thankfully she had those times where she was able to enjoy the freedom that was so hard to attain.  Grandma Genia was one of the worlds truly righteous human beings.  Nobody has been as nice or as good to me as Grandma Genia. If the concept of God judging your life and deciding about Heaven/Hell is indeed true, God did not deliberate at all when it came to Genia. I’m sure it would have been something to the effect of “Thank you. I’m sorry for the extreme hardships and I bless you on a life well-lived”. Grandma Genia is the angel looking over her family and friends.

I am unbelievably lucky to have had these two incredible human beings as my grandparents. It is the honor of a lifetime to share their story.

[image: image][image: image][image: image]

Prologue

“Death ends a life, not a relationship.”

― Mitch Albom, Author

One of the most common questions that I get asked is “When did you decide to write these books about your grandparents?” The answer that immediately comes to mind is that the writing process began the day I was born. At least that’s when my small role in it began. The books actually began to write themselves many decades earlier. When events this unreal play out and stories unfold in this fashion, it becomes the obligation of future generations to retell the stories and events.

I was extremely close to all four of my grandparents.  I knew that I had this obligation and an opportunity to record their life experiences. For various understandable reasons, none of them did the formal Holocaust storytelling recordings. If anyone could get them to open up about their experiences, it would be me or my sister (their only grandchildren). I was the one that lived near all four of them until I was in my later 20’s (Weiss grandparents) and mid/late 30’s (the Grinbaums). This gave me the extraordinary opportunity to ask and have answered all of the questions I had. Both me and my sister had and have a great interest in our grandparents’ journey.  They were sometimes reluctant to share their experiences simply because it was difficult to shift their mindset from the present day back to that difficult era in their lives. Fortunately I found the ‘right’ time and the full stories were told. I have interviews with them from 1989 (Both sides), 1992 (Both sides), 2001 (Weiss’s), 2009 (Grandpa Jack) and 2011 (Grandpa Jack).  While none of my grandparents looked forward to it, once they began it seemed like they found moments of satisfaction and knew that it was a good decision to share/tell all. My Grandma Grinbaum spoke most often about the war, but I wasn’t able to get the same type of interview with/from her. She suffered with Dementia for many, many years and I wasn’t able to get the in-depth information that I did from the others. My Grandpa Grinbaum shares what he knows about my grandma’s experience in this book so that certainly provides considerable additional insight to go along with what Grandma told me over the years. The Weiss’s full interviews are available in “Czech Mates” and “Holocaust Underground”.

While I did video interviews initially, I found that recording them on audio tape actually worked better. It seemed like a better conversation and a more comfortable setting for my grandparents. Then I found that if there was no recording device, it was even better. In these cases (no recording devices) I felt a divine presence with all four of my grandparents. I wasn’t just listening and remembering what they were saying. A whole new area was forming inside of my mind. Or perhaps past generations were stepping forward and planting this as “forever knowledge” in my brain. Perhaps what they were saying already was known by my DNA and simply needed to be activated. While I have no firm idea or concept of God, something divine was going on as I was interviewing them. God and past generations were present in some way. Whichever form of interview was conducted, it was always so poignant and I was always taken to another almost other-worldly place. I remember right after the interviews, getting a pen and notepad and being able to write down thirty, forty, fifty pages of what they said. I remembered each word and could hear their voice as I was writing.

It is never easy to transcribe (audio interviews) but it was also the honor to be able to finish that part of the job. I had begun transcribing them right after doing the initial interviews years ago. I knew that the next time I listened to them or saw them would be after they passed away. I figured that it would be hard to hear their voices after their death....and it was. I always feel odd because all of my grandparents had to handle so much death, yet I struggled with their deaths so much, even though all four lived long, full lives. This interview is almost entirely from the longest, most extensive session that Grandpa Jack did with me in 2011. It was done on audio tape and he was more emotional than I had ever heard/seen him. He did mention details and answer questions with very revealing answers in the previous interviews which I added into this book. The most amazing thing is that he talked so much about the “massacre” that happened right after he left the “Kibbutz” or Displaced Persons Camp, but he didn’t focus on the name of it. He had seen so much murder during the Holocaust that it was just another tragedy in his life. He didn’t know until a few years before he died that the Kielce Pogrom had been so widely documented and known about. 

My reflections about my grandma and grandpa are shared in the next part of this book.  I include some funny stories, my own reflections and more about how they viewed the world as well as some lessons from their struggles and successes. Their life-story contains time-tested wisdom. It also has considerable comedic value. This book is about surviving, but it is just as much about thriving. I also have commentary from my grandfather’s first cousin in Israel and a friend who knew Grandpa Jack from the Miechow Ghetto.

The last section, The Everyday Remember, contains thoughts about how “we” can and should carry on the Holocaust Legacy. Our main focus must be on Human and Civil Rights. We must be strong, unapologetic defenders of the Rights of all. This chapter tracks how the Human and Civil Rights violations that occurred before Hitler’s rise to power helped to contribute to the Nazi large-scale genocide of Jews and other minority populations.

In the first part of this book (the interview section) I had to make some decisions about proper grammar and word choice. I want readers to understand everything but I also want to keep the flow of my grandpa’s message in his “voice”. He spoke fluent Polish, Yiddish, French, German and Flemish and some Italian, Hebrew, Russian and Dutch. English was not his best language.  Yiddish was his native tongue followed by Polish. English was probably only his 4th best language behind German. So there are times when you can tell things aren’t grammatically correct, but I felt it was best to keep it as-is. Other times I had to make it easier for the reader to follow so I adjusted his grammar. Still other times I had to translate his Yiddish words into English or change things around a bit so the reader could understand.

Grandpa Jack was a supremely confident, capable, fun-loving man who always captured the spotlight. He had a big personality and an unparalleled love for having fun and for his family. As you will read in the interview, he understood and appreciated his immense abilities and many talents. He had every reason to be confident. He really could do it all and he actually did “do it all” during his incredible lifetime. He was the consummate Alpha-Male and one of life’s true winners. When you saw Grandpa Jack, you knew you were looking at ‘the real deal’.  He “Won the Life”. It is a statement that I feel best sums up his inspiring journey. While I wish I could have conducted the same type of interview with Grandma Genia, I am sure that her story and the essence of who she was will shine brightly in this book.

I send my love, my warmest thank you and greatest appreciation to my Grandpa Jack and Grandma Genia for talking to me about their experiences in the interviews and informally over the years. So many Survivors, for very understandable reasons, wouldn’t talk about the Holocaust.  The Grinbaums always said “yes” to their grandchildren. They also understood that although it was difficult, they had a story to tell and lessons to pass down.

Grandpa Jack died in 2012. He had cancer first in 2010 and survived chemo with no issues. Then it came back. While he always said he’d live to be 100, I think it all worked out for the best. He was such an active, lively man, I think he ended up deciding to leave while he was ahead. There is of course the warm feeling that now he hopefully can re-unite with his original family and make up for all the lost time. I have the some home for Grandma Genia who passed away in 2009 after a long struggle with Dementia. 

Shkoyekh (Thank You in Yiddish), Grandpa Jack and Grandma Genia.

“It is not enough to stare up the steps. We must step up the stairs”.

—Vaclav Havel, Czech Playwright and President

Pictures are at various places in the book. A “picture walk” before reading may help some readers understand the people/places mentioned in the book.

[image: C:\Users\DavidJulie\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Word\20160317_152833-1.jpg]Grandpa Jack with his two grandchildren (1975)

Escaping Death, Embracing Life

“But man is not made for defeat. A man can be destroyed but not defeated.”

—Earnest Hemingway

The Interview with Grandpa Jack

Did you know much about your family history before your mom and dad were born?

Not too much. My father’s family lived near Sosnoweic so I did not see them as much as my mother’s family. I remember my grandparents on that side a little bit. My father also had two brothers. Even though I didn’t see them as much as the other side, we did see them at all of the holidays. We had a big, loving family. Both of my father’s brothers made it to Israel before the war. My father was the oldest but my uncles were still about fifteen to twenty years older than me. They were both married before the war. We also had many other cousins on that side of the family. We had a big, big family and a very happy family. My mother’s parents lived closer to us, about 10km away. I would go to see my grandmother every week. Every couple of months I would get to sleep over and I called this my vacation. My grandmother and grandfather had three boys and four girls. Just two boys, Jack and Tobias survived the war. Both were a few years older than me and survived the concentration camps just like I did. They were in Mathausen.  I was a very bad eater when I was young. My grandmother would make me soup and anything else I wanted. Both sides of my mother’s family came from near the area of Krackow and Sosnoweic. We lived right by Miechow, not far from Krackow. In my family people did not write down too much. I don’t think we had records of our family but after the war there would be no records anyway. I have nothing at all from before the war. No papers, no pictures, nothing from my childhood.

What do you remember about your childhood home?

We did not have too much extra money but my father was a good provider. I had two younger brothers. My father was a merchant. He grew fruits and vegetables and brought them to Miechow and other towns. He also rented out wagons and other materials to merchants. He had to do a lot of different things to make a living but we were never hungry. We had a nice life but not too much money. It was a small house, two rooms, a small kitchen.  My mother was very busy. Having three sons was not easy. My uncles always said that my mother was the prettiest woman in town. I wish I had one picture of my mother. I looked my whole life since the end of the war but I never found one. I thought some second and third cousins from Mexico might have one but they did not. It is the one thing I want, a picture of my mother. Six cousins left Poland for Mexico a few years before the war and opened an electronics factory.  Life in Poland was much harder then. Everything had to be done the hard way. Nothing was done with the push of buttons but we were a big, happy family. Most Jewish people did not live in farming areas but we did. There was nature all around us and I loved all of the animals and other wildlife. My best memory was going to my grandmother’s house. My parents always knew where to find me. My grandmother and grandfather had a very nice house. I don’t remember my grandfather as much as my grandmother. I also remember how much I loved my parents and my two younger brothers. I looked for them and missed them very much for many years after the war.

[image: image]Before there was the Miechow Ghetto, there was a Jewish Shtetl in Miechow. Shown here in 1927, three years after Grandpa Jack was born it was the center of Jewish life. He attended Synagogue and Hader (Jewish School) in the Shtetl but the family lived in a rural area outside of town.

(Pic compliments The Union of Jewish Communities of Poland, ZGWZ)

[image: Image result for miechow rabbi 1920]Rabbi Moshe Natan Kahana Shapira was Miechow’s head Rabbi in the early 1900’s. A Rabbi had a lot of prestige in “The Old Country”. (Pic courtesty of ZGWZ)

What was your day to day life like when you were a child?

I went to the Polish school and to the Hebrew School (Mizrahi/Hader) until I was twelve. All of the Jewish children learned to read Hebrew and say all of the prayers. I liked the singing but I was shy. I did not like to talk but I loved to sing. I always had a very good voice. I did not like to sit still and did not like school too much. Polish school was in the morning and Hader was in the afternoon. School was not as serious then in Poland as it is now here in the United States. I only went to Hader (Jewish school) until I was about twelve, then I went to learn to sew at Matusinski’s Tailor Shop in the afternoon. I can read and write Polish but I did not have a lot of schooling in my life.  We went to school just so we could read and write. How successful you are now a lot of times depends on how good you are at school, but in Poland that was not the case. If you could find a craft you could do very well then you could have money and nicer things. Plus you had to be good at dealing with people and you had to be clever. 

[image: Image result for miechow boys mizrahi school 1930]Miechow’s Hader/Mizrahi School graduates of 1932. These gentlemen were expecting to live a life filled with faith and family. Most likely the majority of these men were killed with-in the next ten to twelve years. Grandpa Jack recalls that Miechow’s Jews seemed slightly more assimilated than Jews of other Polish villages. (pic courtesy of Jewish Heritage Initiative-Poland).

Did all young boys become an apprentice? Did you consider any other professions? 

No, not everybody. Some people stayed in school longer. Other children helped their parents on farms and got a job right away without learning a trade. Even if somebody went to high school they could not usually go to a university. There was no university in our town. There weren’t too many choices for me. I was happy to have the chance to be a tailor. I wasn’t in love with going to school but I learned things my own way.

I loved to play soccer and singing was my other love. I did not really know much about sewing or think too much about it. I was small and skinny but I was very good at soccer. I also loved to hear singing in any language. I loved to hear the men sing at the synagogue and any place I could hear singing. And I loved to join in with the singing. When I passed the tailor store, Matusinski’s, I would hear all the tailors singing. It was owned by two brothers and there were three other tailors that worked there. The brothers were Jewish. Almost every time I passed the tailor shop there was singing. That was really why I decided to become a tailor. They would show me how to sew something one time and I could do it as well as the professional tailors. It saved my life many, many times to know how to sew. I also learned German at the tailor shop. This also helped save my life. By the time I was put into the ghetto I spoke Polish, Yiddish and German. Now I know many more languages.

OEBPS/d2d_images/image060.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image093.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/image086.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image097.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image077.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image016.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image006.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





