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TO ALTER, WHO LIT A FIRE THAT WILL NEVER GO OUT














There are two ways to deal with the cold—put on a coat to be warm or light a fire so that others can be warm, too.


—RACHEL WURTZEL WIENER, ALTER WIENER’S STEPMOTHER
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A smart man is the one who learns from his experience, but still the smartest man is the one who learns from somebody else’s experiences.


—ANONYMOUS


















PROLOGUE
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WHEN YOU’RE FOURTEEN YEARS OLD, THE ONE place you don’t expect to be on a random weekday is standing in front of your state capitol building with a ninety-two-year-old Holocaust survivor you met four years earlier. But on a sunny September morning in 2018, that’s exactly where I found myself. I wasn’t on a field trip, at a Model Congress conference, or waiting to snap a selfie on a family vacation. I was missing school to testify in front of a committee of Oregon state senators, and I was so excited I thought my heart might burst out of my chest.


The man I was with was named Alter Wiener. I’d first met him when I was nine years old and attended a presentation he gave. Alter was a slender, white-haired Polish immigrant who had experienced more tragedy and loss than I could comprehend. Yet he was filled with so much joy and optimism that it was contagious—and, lucky for me, he had become my best friend.


It was a pretty unlikely friendship for a girl who had just started high school, but it worked, and Alter’s influence had changed the course of my life.


Like so many of us born in the shadows of 9/11, I couldn’t log on to the internet without sensing that my life was somehow connected to others across the world. But social media is not the real world, right? Instead of using those online connections to enact change, it felt like everyone in my community looked inward, toward our own needs. At school, we studied hard so we could get into good colleges, rushed to make it to dance or soccer practice on time, and texted our friends long after we should have turned the lights out. In the summer, we splashed in the lake and slept late, and nobody really worried about the war our country had been fighting since before we were born. If we did, it was something happening far, far away.


With Alter, it was different. War had destroyed his childhood, and by teaching me about it, he had taken me out of my comfort zone and made my life fuller. Through knowing him, I had become a catalyst for change, like he was. Instead of obsessing over Instagram, my grades, or Harry Styles (okay, maybe I’m lying about being over Harry—more on that later) now I spent most of my time furthering Alter’s mission: raising awareness about the Holocaust.


Alter wasn’t getting any younger, and he was tired. Over the course of nearly twenty years, he’d spoken to almost 1,000 community and school groups about the Holocaust and how remembering it could help prevent intolerance and violence. His words had made a lasting impact on so many people, young and old, but he was worried that when he was gone, Holocaust education would die as well.


I assured him: Not if I had anything to do with it.


Alter’s message felt especially urgent in 2018, when our country was so culturally and politically divided. Worse than these divisions, though, was the all-out hate. In fact, there had recently been a few hate crimes in my hometown, Lake Oswego, Oregon. I thought that if more people knew Alter’s story and understood the history of the Holocaust and other genocides, then maybe these acts of hostility would stop. Maybe, just maybe, tolerance would finally overtake violence.


Alter and I had spent months building a case to make Holocaust education mandatory in Oregon’s public school curriculum. I’d researched other states’ laws and curricula extensively, and I’d gotten out of bed at 6:00 AM—even on the weekends—to email parents, teachers, and community members about our efforts. Alter and I had written and called hundreds of his contacts, asking them for their stories and photos so we could add them to our presentations. We’d spent hours drumming up support for our cause and trying to get people to attend this meeting. If we could convince the Oregon State Senate Education Committee how urgent it was for students to learn about the Holocaust, then these seven senators would go to the full legislature and push to pass a bill.


With every bone in my body, I knew what was at stake. This bill was everything. But what if no one else cared?


I took a deep breath, looked toward Alter in his wheelchair, and began to help him up the ramp that led to the Oregon State Capitol Rotunda. Together, we’d made it this far. Together, we were going to change history.
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MY BEST FRIEND
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A VERY TRUE STORY


OF THE HUNDREDS OF PEOPLE STANDING IN THE cafeteria of Crossler Middle School on May 30, 2014, I knew I was probably the youngest. I was nine years old, and the only reason I was skipping a day of fourth grade was that my aunt Sue taught at Crossler and she and my mom thought I’d be interested in the man who was there to speak: Alter Wiener, a Holocaust survivor.


They were right.


Alter Wiener was famous around the Portland, Oregon, metro area for sharing his experiences and educating people of all ages about the Holocaust. Aunt Sue had helped organize the event, and she’d saved me and my mom seats in the first row. When we reached our chairs, I sat down, adjusted my glasses, and looked just ahead of me. I’d finished Alter’s memoir that week (my mom had bought it for us to read in advance of seeing him), but here he was, real and only a few feet away. He was slender and elderly and wore a dark suit and tie. His white hair hung in wisps at the sides of his head, his mouth was closed tight, and his dark, piercing eyes scanned the crowd. Next to him on the podium sat a water bottle and a laptop.


I’d never met a Holocaust survivor—Alter had written that western Oregon didn’t exactly have large communities of European Jewish immigrants—but Mom had told me about the Holocaust when I was in first grade. I was barely six, and a big part of her worried that the subject would really upset me. But a bigger part of her thought it was important for me to understand even the worst parts of human history so I could learn from them. She described how she, Aunt Sue, and my grandparents had taken a trip to Germany when she was ten and Sue was twelve. They’d traveled ten miles outside of Munich—Germany’s third largest city—to visit the concentration camp Dachau. She told me that seeing the cramped barracks and the memorials to the 41,500 people who’d been murdered inside the camp’s walls has haunted her since then. But after that trip she vowed to become a better, more compassionate person—something she wanted me to grow up to be.


“When we forget about history, Claire,” Mom said, “we’re doomed to repeat it. I want you to understand that hate and intolerance led to millions of people being killed during World War Two, and that should never happen again.”


When Alter Wiener stood up carefully that day and began to speak, it was clear he had the same goal my mom had: to talk about history so that we could avoid repeating it.


“What I’m going to tell you is not pleasant, but it’s a very true story,” he said in his heavy Polish accent. “I have no reason to exaggerate. I am not an actor.”


Alter was eighty-seven, which was about ten years older than my grandparents were at the time. His movements were slow and deliberate, and his body tilted slightly to one side. He was also short, but he didn’t look frail or weak. In fact, he delivered his words so confidently and steadily that it was hard to think of him as anything but strong. There was something powerful inside him that had held him together through incredibly brutal times.


As Alter continued talking, the last few noises in the room faded away, and for the next seventy minutes, he spoke almost without stopping. He told us that the Nazi army (the army for Germany’s ruling political party during World War II) invaded Poland when he was thirteen, and he was forced to wear an armband with the Star of David. Nazis believed that anyone who was Jewish was inferior, and the armbands were a way to identify them easily. Officials closed his synagogue and made it illegal for Jews to worship, and Jewish children were forbidden to attend school. This new way of life meant that Alter couldn’t travel, own a radio, go to the playground, or visit a theater, and he endured verbal attacks from non-Jews as he walked down the street.


But by far the cruelest thing was this: Within two weeks of the Nazis marching into Alter’s hometown, soldiers shot his father and watched as he bled to death. Then they threw his body into a mass grave. Alter and his stepmother didn’t find out where he was for two long, agonizing weeks, and when they went to identify his remains, Alter watched her collapse to the ground in shock.


“When I was fifteen,” he continued, his Polish accent softening the way he pronounced the letter s, “I was deported to Blechhammer, a labor camp in southern Poland.” He pivoted right, then left, his hands raised and gesturing animatedly. “This was my first camp, but it wouldn’t be my last.”


After Blechhammer, he moved around to four other camps until he was eighteen. For almost four years, Alter didn’t see a woman, a child, or a blooming flower. He ate all his meals out of one metal bowl, with no forks or spoons to help him. He couldn’t brush his teeth or comb his hair. He didn’t eat a fruit or a vegetable. He didn’t have a calendar, so he had no idea what day—or even year—it was. He wore wooden-soled shoes without socks, even on the coldest days of winter, and he slept without a blanket or sheets on a pile of straw that was infested with roaches and lice.


Alter shared each new piece of information about what his life was like in a matter-of-fact tone. But the weight of his words was not lost on anyone.


“The Nazis took away my name, too,” he said, then paused as this sank in. “I became Number 64735 instead.”


When the Russian army finally liberated Alter’s camp on May 9, 1945, he was down to eighty pounds, and he had thick, dark circles under his eyes. He made his way back to his hometown, and there he discovered he didn’t have an apartment anymore. So he walked unsteadily to the local cemetery, and he slept for three nights on his father’s grave. He had no money for food or a clean bed, and he didn’t have anyone to stay with, either. He didn’t know it yet, but he’d soon discover that nearly every person in his 123-member family—except for him and a few cousins—had been murdered.


“Through all of this, though,” Alter told us, his voice lifting and carrying through the room, “I’ve become better, not bitter.”


My heart was already aching, but it started to feel like it weighed one hundred pounds as Alter pointed out people, places, and images on the PowerPoint slides projected onto the screen at the front of the cafeteria.


“This is my father, Mordechai-Markus Wiener,” he said, motioning toward a young, bearded man dressed up in a hat, coat, and tie. “He’s with my uncle and a family friend. This was taken sometime in the late 1930s. My daddy didn’t live to see 1940.”


Alter switched slides and pointed to his grandmother. As I looked at her—this woman with a slight smile—I thought about how, in that moment, she had no idea that she’d be murdered in Auschwitz only a few years later. Then he scrolled through images of men digging their own graves and women without shoes clutching their children’s hands as they walked into the gas chamber.


I grabbed my mom’s arm. Alter hadn’t put these last images in his book—only in the slideshow—and the grief that was washing over me felt unbearable. Shuddering, I finally looked up toward Alter. He was pacing near the podium, still talking without one note of self-pity.


“I always have hope,” he said, his voice rising like he was about to break into song. “I could have died as a young man in the camps, but instead, I lived. Against all odds, I survived. Remember my story; it will remind you why you should never ever lose hope.”


When Alter finished his speech, the room erupted in applause. I looked behind me and saw a few kids dabbing their eyes and a handful of others who looked like they might burst into tears at any second. I wasn’t crying. Instead, I was filled with a wave of hope that extended out of the cafeteria and right up into the stars. Here was this kind, brave soul who’d spoken for more than an hour about how he lost his childhood and his entire family, yet he didn’t seem angry. He said he didn’t want revenge. He just wanted people to understand what had happened in the past so they could educate others, spread messages of kindness, and never ever again stand by when they see something unspeakable happening.


Now I wanted that, too.
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MAKE THE WORLD A BETTER PLACE


“HI, I’M CLAIRE SARNOWSKI,” I SAID, CAREFULLY pulling down the microphone that stood in the middle of the Crossler cafeteria. “I’m a fourth grader at River Grove Elementary—”


Alter interrupted me. “Nice to meet you, Claire. Did you enjoy the presentation?”


I must have blushed because Alter’s mouth curled up into a kind, encouraging smile. “Oh—yes,” I stammered, searching for the words that would show him how inspired I was. “I—I—loved every minute of it.”


“Thank you for coming,” he responded. “I’m glad you are here.”


I nodded my head and straightened my glasses. Even though I had rehearsed my question the night before, I was nervous. In fact, a few students had gone before me, and I’d been so busy saying the question to myself that I’m not sure I’d even heard them. “I wanted to ask you… What would you have done with your life if the Holocaust hadn’t happened?”


Alter paused, then scrunched up his nose and eyebrows. “Thank you for your question, Claire,” he said warmly, instantly reassuring me that I’d been fine. “I’m not sure what I would have done. I can’t really imagine my life without the Holocaust because it changed everything. But I believe I would have done something that satisfied my heart and mind. I have always wanted to make the world a better place.”


And you have, I thought.
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After the question-and-answer session ended, Mom, Aunt Sue, and I walked toward Alter. Mom stood next to me, and she opened her purse, pulled out our copy of Alter’s book, From a Name to a Number, and handed it to me.


“Hi, Mr. Wiener,” I said. “Um, I was wondering… Can you sign a copy of your book for me?”


Alter nodded his head, then smiled. “Of course I can sign it,” he answered. “I am honored you liked my book. Your question was excellent and very thought-provoking.”


I smiled right back because I so badly wanted to talk more with him. I hardly knew Alter, but he had an energy that felt like it was making me grow inches and years by the second. Luckily, Aunt Sue had already asked me to ride with her while she drove Alter home.


A few minutes later, Alter got settled into the front seat of my aunt’s car, and I moved into the back. I opened the small tote bag I’d carried with me. Right there next to a novel I was reading was a drawing I had made and was working up the nerve to give to him.


In his book, Alter had written about how, when he was imprisoned, he’d think about the blue skies and fields of flowers he’d grown up surrounded by in Poland. During restless, nightmare-filled sleeps on his straw mattress, he imagined the butterflies that used to soar over those fields. He decided that someday, if he ever got home, he’d never take nature for granted. He would never ever forget to be thankful for flowers and butterflies and big blue skies.


My picture was my best interpretation of what he’d imagined. I wasn’t a great artist, but I’d put my heart and soul into it, carefully blending the colors so that the butterflies’ wings looked soft, yet vibrant, and the clouds melted into a deep blue sky.


“Mr. Wiener, I made something for you,” I said as I reached toward the front seat, holding the drawing in my hands. “It’s like what you described in your book.”


He looked at it for a few seconds before taking it from me. “Oh, Claire. This is one of the nicest gifts I’ve ever received. Thank you so much. And, please, call me Alter.”


I breathed a sigh of relief. I just knew he’d like it.


The ride from Salem to Hillsboro, where Alter lived, was about an hour and twenty minutes. I had so many questions for him, so I started asking them, and before I knew it, we were trading stories. We covered everything: my friends, his friends, my parents and grandparents, his kids and grandkids, world events, the weather, our favorite books.… I mean, everything. It might seem weird that a nine-year-old and an eighty-seven-year-old could connect like we did, but Alter was just different. He was never condescending, and he listened to me. His energy was like a warm blanket or an old sweater, soft and comforting at all the right moments.


I think Aunt Sue liked seeing me so excited about something, so she kept mostly quiet as she drove. When we pulled into Alter’s apartment complex, it felt too soon. Aunt Sue and I walked him to his front door, and for a split second, I was glad Alter moved slowly. I didn’t want to say goodbye yet.


“Please, come in,” he said, standing on his pink doormat as he turned his key in the lock. “Make yourselves comfortable.”


I guess Alter didn’t want to say goodbye yet, either.


Aunt Sue and I followed him inside, and we sat down at a square table in front of a large wall that had a built-in shelf. On the wall and shelf were diplomas, photos, and a framed letter he’d received from President Barack Obama.


“See?” he said, pointing to the wall. “I’ve received an honorary bachelor’s degree and an honorary law degree. I was banned from attending school in Poland when I was thirteen, but I got my high school equivalency in America when I was thirty-five because I went to night school… after I spent my days working as a janitor to afford the classes.”


“You must have been so tired,” I said. “After school and dance class, sometimes I’m so worn out I can’t do my homework.”


Alter laughed. “I was exhausted,” he said. “But I had a wife and two young boys, and I wanted to give my family a good life.”


I noticed that Alter had taken off his dress shoes and put on a pair of slippers. He moved carefully from the couch to his desk, then walked to the table holding a baseball cap with the title of his book on it.


“So you can remember me,” he smiled, extending the hat toward me. I put it on right away. “Now, would you like some smoothies? After all the time I spent in the camps, I have digestive problems. I’ve become very interested in nutrition and find that smoothies really help me.”


“I’m so sorry,” my aunt said sympathetically. “But if you’re offering smoothies, Claire and I would love some.”


As Alter shuffled over to his kitchen, I wondered if his small size was due to his age or the fact that he’d spent so many years without good nutrition. He’d written that while he was a prisoner, he ate snow and stole raw potato peels out of the trash. He even once traded his father’s watch for a loaf of bread—and received fifty lashes with a whip for it. I guess I’d taken for granted all the food I had in my life. My family wasn’t exactly rich, but I’d spent my entire life with three meals a day and a school that provided a hot lunch if Mom hadn’t packed my lunch box for me.


A few moments later Alter emerged from the kitchen with three tall glasses on a tray. Each was filled to the brim with a thick pink liquid dotted with blue flecks. My aunt jumped up to help him.


“Here’s to friendship,” I said once everyone was seated, lifting my glass and clinking it with Alter’s.


“Here’s to friendship,” he echoed.


And that was how it all started with me and my best friend.
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