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To anyone in the world—whatever their gender, color, or religious beliefs—who needs a reminder that, in spite of past or even present suffering, life is wonderful and full of adventures and opportunities. So let’s make things better!










PREFACE


Dear Reader,


The story of Gidon’s life has been long, and it is still unfolding, chapter after chapter, with new joys, challenges, insights, and sometimes even heartbreak. We worked on Let’s Make Things Better during the time of a terrible war between Israel and Hamas, a war that has taken far too many lives and has devastated families and whole communities in Israel and Palestine.


We and many others will always believe in not just the possibility but the absolute necessity of peaceful coexistence in this land—and, by extension, in every land. In our everyday lives, Gidon and I see Arab–Israelis, Israelis, and Palestinians of every age and background work tirelessly to build bridges of understanding and inclusivity to create a shared, better future for all. We are especially excited about Standing Together, a grassroots movement made up of Jews and Palestinians living in Israel and Palestine, who are doing extraordinary work to build a just society for all. 


Gidon and I want to encourage you to read and learn more about some of the places and events described in this book. Being lifelong learners is one of the many things that makes our lives richer, better, more informed, and empathetic.


Gidon Lev & Julie Gray


August 2024
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Gidon in Tel Aviv.











INTRODUCTION


Gidon Lev, the little boy who never quite grew up, is taking a nap inside a sun-bleached cabin a few kilometers from the Egyptian border in the Negev desert. The dusty wind whistles in the cracks of our cabin and rustles the palm fronds on the roof. Gidon sports the orange, blue, and green madras shirt he picked out from a secondhand shop a few days ago. He also came home with some chairs for the dining table and a ladle. Shimon Peres once stayed in this cabin, or so we are told.


Tomorrow we will celebrate Gidon’s eighty-ninth birthday, and I’ve brought him down into the desert for his annual birthday surprise. In birthdays past, we have gone ziplining, up in a hot-air balloon, and indoor skydiving, to name a few. So far, Gidon has no idea what we’ll be doing tomorrow, but as usual, he is game.


As is my habit, as Gidon lies there sleeping, which is the only time he is still, I watch his chest to make sure it’s rising and falling. He has been slowing down a lot lately. Nine decades of a life well and truly lived will do that to you.


I try not to think too often about the fact that Gidon is on loan to me for a very short time, but this, of course, is something I cannot ignore. I have tried to prepare myself for Life Without Gidon, but I’m not sure there will be any soft landing after having been swept up in his wonderful orbit for as long as I have. Yet Gidon has left me changed—and not left me yet. I don’t think he ever really will.


On the eve of his ninetieth journey around the sun, I wonder to myself for the millionth time, What animates this man, this Gidon Lev? What has brought him and I, this odd couple, to this very moment, on a goat farm in the middle of the desert? How did I get here?


Suddenly, Gidon opens one blue eye and smiles at me impishly. “Aha!” He laughs, pleased that he startled me.
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In the fall of 2017, an elderly man called me up out of the blue and said he needed someone to help him write a book. He was a Holocaust survivor, he explained, and he wanted to tell the stories of his life. Could I help him? Could I meet him for a cup of coffee? I said yes.


Like most of the ordinary yet potentially life-changing moments of our lives, I had no idea what that single word, that yes, portended.


From that cup of coffee onward, Gidon Lev has merrily proceeded to reroute the trajectory of my life.


[image: ]


When I met Gidon, I was unsuccessfully trying to do an Eat Pray Love, that is, “reinvent” myself in an exotic place. In 2010, I lost my brother to suicide, and I was cast utterly adrift. Drowning in grief, I thought it would be a pretty good idea to move from Los Angeles to Israel. I didn’t speak a word of Hebrew. Sad Incompetent American Lady wasn’t really on my bingo card after what I’d been through, but there you go.


What followed were a few valiant years of volunteering, writing, making new friends, and speaking in a strange and, I am sure, quite comical patois of English and Hebrew. I got by. But I also discovered that you can’t outrun grief. I didn’t realize it yet, but I needed a partner in life, someone with whom I could feel safe enough to explore my grief and maybe—just maybe—even restore a sense of purpose and hope.


Over our first cup of coffee, Gidon Lev upended my preconceived notions about Holocaust survivors, not to mention elderly people. He then proceeded to challenge what I thought of as the conventions of polite conversation. He was very curious; he wanted to know all about me, why I was in Israel, what had happened to my brother, and how I was dealing with it. Gidon was, he explained, passionate about people expressing themselves honestly and getting right down to the heart of things. Somehow, Gidon’s unapologetic frankness made me feel safe.


It was clear to me that I had met an inveterate raconteur and a human dynamo who loved nothing more than to make good trouble. Reader, he had me at shalom.
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It didn’t take very long for us to realize that we were two peas in a pod. It was everything from our shared values about the five-second rule to fork sharing to our mutual love of Simon & Garfunkel that bound us together very quickly. A few months after we met, we moved in together and then we wrote The True Adventures of Gidon Lev: Rascal. Holocaust Survivor. Optimist. I was Gidon’s girlfriend, his main squeeze, his editor, and his manager. And he was the chief gravy maker, my ad hoc therapist, and my rock.
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Since that single yes and that fated cup of coffee many years ago, Gidon and I have traveled the world and met very many stern dignitaries in European cities. We have laid wreaths and we have gotten lost in airports and we have argued in the pasta and rice aisle at the grocery store. We once both fell through a cattle grate—simultaneously—late at night outside a farm in the Golan Heights. Don’t ask.


I have come to learn that Gidon is like his own mischievous weather system—I just hang on for dear life and follow in his wake, sometimes apologizing and very often paying for parking tickets.
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By far, my favorite moments with Gidon, the ones that endear him to me most, are the small moments, just between us. Like the time he whooshed up in his beat-up Suzuki Splash to pick me up, honking and waving cheerfully. “Gidon—did you eat spaghetti for lunch?” I asked. His mouth was ringed with faint remnants of spaghetti sauce. “Yep,” Gidon said. And off we sped.


Or the time when I was quietly working on my computer when, suddenly, there was an ear-splitting wrenching sound from somewhere in the house. Gidon had decided to take the door off our bathroom to get our new washing machine to fit through. While I surveyed the devastation and looked at him incredulously, Gidon simply explained, from where he was on the floor with a crowbar, that no, the door probably couldn’t really be put back on again, but not to worry, he planned to put a shower curtain up in its place.


Or when, despite my by then feeble protestations, he tied a thick branch, at least five feet long, to the back of our car and dragged it at least a mile down a dirt road so we would have wood for our campfire. The branch wound up puncturing our oil pan, something we did not discover until the following day, when we also discovered that we had set up camp next to a popular hiking path. We must have looked ridiculous in our camping pajamas peering at the puddle of oil under our car as hikers trekked past.
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Gidon Lev is a sprite, a rascal, and sometimes, yes, even a royal pain in the behind. No, Gidon, a shower curtain is not a good substitute for a door. Yet Gidon’s unfettered, unfiltered, and irrepressible soul is simply irresistible to me. And clearly to many others.


Not infrequently, Gidon is recognized for having been on television or from his social media accounts. He has quite an effect on people. Recently, a woman in a café in Kraków clapped her hand over her mouth when she saw him. Most people ask to take a selfie with him. Sometimes people hug him and cry. All this, Gidon, the little boy who never quite grew up, takes in stride.


I have often wondered how a man whose childhood was so totally, brutally opposite from my own can possibly be so relentlessly cheerful. Yet, suffering is relative, as Gidon would be the first to say. Loneliness can be a piercing experience, and you need not be in a concentration camp to feel it. There are a thousand and one varieties of suffering in this world; Gidon does not consider himself to be the arbiter or prime example of pain. He is wiser and humbler than that. Yet he does recognize his place in history and the responsibility that comes with it.
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I have spent at least ten thousand hours trying to figure out what it is about Gidon that makes him so relentlessly inquisitive, playful, cheerful, and optimistic. Over sixty thousand hours, actually. I can only conclude that Gidon has some kind of magical Vitamin G flowing through his veins. Believe me, I would bottle this if I could.


In my quest to understand what makes Gidon Gidon, I spoke to Oded Adomi Leshem, a PhD, political psychologist, and author of Hope Amidst Conflict. Oded told me that it is more likely for those like Gidon, who have gone through unimaginable suffering, to be more hopeful people than those who have not. Hope, Oded explained, is as necessary as food and water. In a brightly lit room, a candle does not make much difference. But when the room is dark, that candle is everything.


Gidon’s childhood was spent in the dark. For him, hope is not a cute saying for a coffee cup, T-shirt, or welcome mat. Hope is not aspirational merch. For Gidon, hope is life itself—nonnegotiable.


Beyond Gidon’s charming and cheerful demeanor, he is, of course, a complex character. His enthusiastic, all-in nature can, at times, make him a bit reckless, yet he is a deeply wise and patient man too—more than he knows—with depths of compassion and understanding that dwell in his bluest of blue eyes. He is also most decidedly a rascal—a Czech through and through, a man who loves expansively, fails dramatically, and never, ever gives up.
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We both wanted things to be better while we worked on this book together. It was, in every way, a difficult and even ridiculous time to be working on a book about hope and not giving up. On these pages, Gidon is not musing about hope and making things better from the comfort of time or distance; he is living the urgency of hope in real time.
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TELLING MY STORY FOR THE FIRST TIME


[image: A fabric Star of David, belonging to Gidon’s mother.]


Gidon’s mother’s Star of David.


KARLOVY VARY IS A HUMBLE LITTLE TOWN NESTLED AMONG FORESTED hills and flowing streams. The air is fresh and cold. In the breeze, there are the fragrances of the forest, pine trees, and fallen leaves. The beautiful Teplá River runs right through the middle of town and little bridges cross over it here and there. There are hot mineral springs too, and people come from all over Europe to renew their health and spirits in these waters.


I was born in this wonderful place in 1935. At that time, it was still Czechoslovakia. The home where my family lived is long gone, of course.


Today, when I tell people my story, I always talk about Karlovy Vary first, not because it’s where I was born but because that beautiful place is where I would have had a childhood and even grown up had it not been for the war.
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It took me over forty years after my liberation from Theresienstadt to be ready to share my story, and when I finally did, it was with the least likely group of people I ever could have imagined—a group of German high school students whose grandparents may very well have been Nazis.


It felt strange, and of course, I was nervous at first, but somehow, finally sharing my memories about my childhood and my family—some of them very painful—was good for me. And I think it was good for the students too. We both had a history to face and to share.


The German students were visiting Israel as part of a “twin city” program. This was in 1985 or so. I do recall that some people in our community were very opposed to this visit; they didn’t want Germans in our town because they had suffered terribly at the hands of the Nazis. But the municipality of Nof HaGalil, which is in northern Israel, where I lived, stood its ground. I was happy about that. My thinking was that these are new times with new relationships and we must try to move on.


I became involved with the students’ visit because I was teaching Israeli folk dancing at the community center, so the people at the municipality knew me and they knew that I spoke German—maybe not perfectly, but good enough. So they asked me to go along with the German students as they were sightseeing and translate for them. I thought it was a great idea, and I agreed right away. It sounded fun!


The students, their principal, and I traveled together all around the beautiful places in the Galilee region. We went to the Hula Valley, which is a very big nature reserve, where millions of migrating birds land every year, and we went to the Golan Heights. We also showed them all around Lake Kinneret (which is known in the Bible as the Sea of Galilee) and took them to places like Tiberias, Capernaum, and the Mount of Beatitudes. I am sure it was a trip of a lifetime for those students. I loved it, and I loved getting to know them as we traveled around this land that I love. In some ways, it was good for me psychologically to interact with Germans of a new generation.


A couple of days before the students were supposed to go back to Germany, the principal of their school, who had heard that I was a Holocaust survivor, asked me if I would be prepared to talk with the students about my experience during the war. I was a bit nervous about it. I had traveled with and gotten to know the kids a little bit, but I had never told my story to a group before. I didn’t know how it would make me feel. But I thought, Well, why not? Jump into it, Gidon Lev!


I simply started at the beginning and told them my story.
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My father, Arnošt Löw, was born in 1903 in Mošt, which is not far from Karlovy Vary, in what was known as Bohemia. My father and his father (my grandfather Alfred) owned a scrap iron yard that did very well because, at that time, many new factories opened up, failed, and then had to sell their machinery. My father was introduced to my mother by my great uncle Gustav, who owned a small electrical appliance shop in Karlovy Vary, where my father was a regular client.


My mother, Doris, was born in Karlovy Vary in 1912, but most of her extended family lived in Vienna. My mother’s father, Fritz Samish, also lived in Karlovy Vary, with his second wife, Elsa, and their son, Carl Heinz, my mother’s half-brother.


My grandfather Fritz had actually served in the army in the First World War, for the Austro-Hungarian Empire. In fact, he was a prisoner of war for over a year on the eastern front. He received a medal of honor from the Austro-Hungarians, which made him feel very secure. He did not think the Germans would ever have anything against him since they were allied with the Austro-Hungarian Empire during that war.


Before the First World War, my grandfather was the manager of a privately owned bank, and he fell in love with the bank owner’s daughter, Liesel, who was my grandmother. She was a very lovely, vivacious, outgoing woman. My eldest daughter, Maya, looks a bit like her. In Czech, Liesel’s name was Eliška.


Actually, many of my family members had two different names. One in Czech and one in German. So my grandfather’s name in Czech was Bedrich, but in German, it was Friedrich, or Fritz for short. My father’s Czech name was Arnošt, but it was Ernst in German. My great-grandmother was Ružena but Rosa in German, which means “rose” in both languages.


Because of all this history and sometimes even fighting about what part of the former Austro-Hungarian Empire belonged to whom, I was born in what was called Bohemia by the Czechs, but known as “Sudetenland” to the Germans. In this Sudetenland, there lived many Germans as well as Czechs. There were two cultures, side by side.


All in all, Germans living in Czechoslovakia and their Czech neighbors coexisted peacefully, but there was an underlying tension because many Germans felt that this part of Czechoslovakia really should belong to them. The German culture was somewhat dominant because their numbers were far greater. In my family home, we spoke German, mostly, though we also spoke Czech. German was considered a “higher,” more sophisticated language. In fact, I have a very old Jewish prayer book that belonged to one of my great-grandmothers. It was printed in Prague and it’s written in German. I think it’s amazing, actually, that it’s not written in Hebrew or Yiddish or Czech—but German.
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As I was growing up, I was only vaguely aware of being Jewish. At just three years old, I didn’t really know what that meant. We were, for the most part, a secular family, celebrating Hanukkah by lighting the candles, but at the same time we also had a Christmas tree. We celebrated Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year, and observed Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement. Most but not all the Jews in Czechoslovakia were secular and integrated into the existing society.


Though I have only a few brief memories of my life in Karlovy Vary before the war, the fragments I do remember, I cherish very much. I do remember that a big German shepherd dog guarded my family’s scrap iron yard. One day, I came too close to him. My mother warned me and took my hand. That dog barked and barked and scared me to bits! I also remember sitting at the table and my mother would bring me a small porcelain egg cup that had the figure of a rabbit attached to it. I loved the soft-boiled egg as much as I loved the cup itself; the rabbit looked a bit like an Easter Bunny. And I remember my beautiful red tricycle with black handlebars. It was my third birthday present, and I rode it all the time. My mother would say, “Do you want to ride it into your bed?” I thought, I wish I could!


But, suddenly, in September 1938, everything changed. Adolf Hitler, British prime minister Neville Chamberlain, Italy’s fascist leader Benito Mussolini, and Édouard Daladier, the French prime minister, signed the Munich Agreement. Hitler wanted to annex the Sudetenland to Greater Germany. Because Hitler did not recognize the existence of Czechoslovakia, there were no Czech representatives at the meeting.


My family could not have known that this was the beginning of the end. I sometimes wonder how different life would have been for me if that had never happened. To this day, I feel angry and betrayed by the world, but especially Britain and France, who thought that if they gave Hitler the Sudeten, that would appease him. Shortly after the agreement was signed, the Wehrmacht, the German army, entered Czechoslovakia without firing a single shot because the Czech army was told to put down their arms as part of the agreement.


Chamberlain, who had witnessed the horrors of the First World War, wanted to prevent another war at all costs. But in order to do so, he had to close his eyes, ears, and brain because everyone knew that the German war industry was churning out arms and munitions at double and triple time, and not for defense, since no one was threatening Germany, not even the Russians in the east.


Immediately after the Munich Agreement, Jews in the Sudetenland were targeted. They were fired from all municipal positions. Teachers, doctors, lawyers—all lost their jobs. There were lootings and pogroms. The synagogue in Karlovy Vary was burned down. The fact is, during this time late in 1938, the Germans made it impossible for the Jews in the Sudeten to live any kind of normal existence. No Jew felt safe. Jews had no right to work and no right to sell, to buy, or to trade. In short, the Jews of Sudeten had no rights and no future. There was so much uncertainty, fear, and violence.


Being three years old, I of course did not know what was going on. The nanny who looked after me refused to work for us anymore because we were Jews. Or maybe she was scared to work for us. I will never really know. Anyway, she left and that was the end of that.


My family and many others decided to flee to Prague, thinking that it would be a safe haven for Jews. After all, it was still democratic Czechoslovakia. But that was foolish and wishful thinking. About two thousand Jewish people escaped Karlovy Vary during that time, including my family. After the war, only about twenty-five of us would return.


It was late at night when we left Karlovy Vary. It was me, my mother and father, and my grandma Theresie and grandpa Alfred. There was a night train from Karlovy Vary to Prague, which was about an hour and a half away. I remember that it was a cool night. We had as many of our things as we could carry, suitcases, bedrolls, and knapsacks. Of course, I had my beloved red tricycle with me. But as we got on the train, suddenly (or so it seemed to me) my parents said that I could not take my tricycle with me because we had too many things and it just wouldn’t fit. For me, this was a devasting pronouncement.


My grandpa Alfred tried to persuade my parents to let me bring it, and he offered to carry it himself. But my parents would not allow it. I remember the feeling of despair to this day; I can still feel it. I cried, I begged, I cajoled, but the answer was nein. And that was it. My red tricycle stayed behind at the train station. Hopefully, someone found it and loved it as much as I did. My parents told me they would get me another one in Prague. Did they know then that would never happen? In some ways, that moment was the beginning of the end of my childhood. Of course, I did not realize it at the time. I didn’t understand why we had to go to Prague. I didn’t understand why we couldn’t live in Karlovy Vary anymore.


Prague was totally unfamiliar to me. It was a big city compared to where I came from. It felt strange and inhospitable, and I was very angry and sad. My family and I moved into a small apartment with a kitchen, a living room, and a couple of bedrooms. We didn’t have our belongings because the mover my parents paid to bring our things from Karlovy Vary simply never showed up.


So, there we were, five souls in this little place on the third floor on Italska Street, No. 7. It was not far from Václavské Náměstí, one of the main town squares, a wonderful place, which is close to the center of the city. My grandmother Theresie was very sick at that time. She was always in bed and had to be looked after completely. She had her own room, so the rest of us, my mother, father, grandfather, and I, somehow crowded into the two other rooms.


I was too young to understand these things very well, if at all, but I remember a great deal of tension in our apartment. It is so distressing to me now to realize that my parents were worried constantly and must have been so very distraught and fearful. When I try to imagine that today, as an adult, and having raised a family, I cannot imagine the pressure they were under.
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I went back to that same apartment a couple of years ago. My son Asher was with me, and Julie too. I wanted to see the apartment again. Asher knocked on the apartment door and a very nice woman answered. She didn’t invite us in, but she was friendly enough. We only spoke for a few moments. I wish I could have seen inside, but it must be very strange, I think, to have people knock on your door so many years later, not knowing what they want and not knowing what to say to them.


Sometime soon, Stolpersteine will be placed in the sidewalk in front of Italska No. 7, one for my father and one for my grandfather. If you ever visit Prague, I hope you can go see them.


Stolpersteine is German for “stumbling stones,” and they mark the places where Jewish people lived before they were taken away to all sorts of concentration camps where they were murdered, whether in gas chambers, by shooting squads, or by starvation and overwork. You can find Stolpersteine all over Europe and I think that’s sad and wonderful, both. Sad that there are so many, but wonderful that these places are marked. Not too long ago I read an article in the newspaper about the idea of having these types of markers in other places, like America, to show where there were slave markets and other terrible things like that. I agree with this, I really do.
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I do have some memories of our time in Prague. I remember one day, I came home from a stroll with my grandpa and saw my father outside on the sidewalk with a lady who was angry and yelling at him. It turns out a pillow had fallen out of our window and almost hit her. My father apologized profusely and tried to calm her down. I didn’t understand what was happening. Then my father went back upstairs, clutching the pillow with both hands. He was very angry with my mother. In fact, I had never seen him so upset. It turns out that my mother was airing out the bedding on the windowsills, as she always did, and one pillow had fallen, perhaps because of a strong wind, which can happen. What my mother did not know was that my father and grandfather had hidden a lot of cash inside that specific pillow for safekeeping because the Nazis had confiscated all the bank accounts and transferred the money to the Third Reich. After that, my mother was very careful about our bedding and that pillow did not get an airing on the windowsill ever again!


In Prague, because of the restrictions against the Jews, my father and grandfather could not work. So one of the big problems was earning money to buy food and to pay for the rent, electricity, and water. In this dire situation, my mother and father decided that to earn money, my mother would go back to her old profession as a milliner. She set up a table, a sewing machine, and shelves and created wonderful hats for well-to-do Czech ladies. She taught me how to sew, and I remember sitting next to her on a little stool sewing clothing for my doll.


Of course, my mother cooked for all of us in that apartment. One funny story that was passed down to me is that my mother had to learn how to cook after she got married. She had not done so before. My father used to go to his mother Theresie’s house. She was a great cook. He would eat her food because my mother couldn’t cook. Finally, one day, my grandma told my father, “Enough! Your wife needs to learn to cook and you will start eating her food!”


The last family photo I have of my parents together with me must have been taken just before the terrible restrictions on the Jews started. It’s a picture of my mother, father, and me swimming in the Vltava River, which runs through Prague. My father is wearing one of those funny, old-fashioned bathing suits with a strap over one shoulder. In the photo, I am getting out of the water and my mother is helping me. I am glad I have the photograph because I do not remember that carefree day at all.
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The real nightmare for the Jews living in Prague and all over the country started in March 1939. Using the main road to Prague, the German army broke the Munich Agreement and took the country over completely. Hitler himself came to Hradčany Castle in Prague, which is the seat of government to this day, and had his photograph taken. He declared that from then on, the Czech part of Czechoslovakia was now the Protectorate of Bohemia and Morava, part of Greater Germany. The Slovak Republic had broken off and become an independent entity aligned with fascist Germany two days earlier. The Nazis began isolating, segregating, ostracizing, and humiliating the Jews that lived in Prague and the rest of the country.


Of course, I did not understand what was happening, but I’ve learned since about some of the restrictions placed systematically, one by one, on the Jews in Prague and elsewhere. Jews had to sit in different parts of restaurants. Then, they were not allowed to go to restaurants at all. Jews were not allowed to go out of their homes after eight o’clock at night. Jews were not allowed to ride on public transportation except certain trams and then only at the back and then only if there was room. Jews were not allowed to own cameras, typewriters, radios, phones, or bicycles.


Jews also were not allowed to own musical instruments. My grandfather Fritz, who was living in a different part of Prague, had to turn in his viola, which he loved. I have the receipt he was given. He must have brought that receipt with him to Theresienstadt and given it to my mother so she could get the viola back. But, of course, that never happened. The “receipt” was a ruse. There was never any intention of returning any confiscated item.


As time went on, everything got worse and worse. Even as a little kid, I felt uneasy and afraid. I think children can sense things like that.


My grandfather Alfred used to take me to a little park, right around the corner from where we lived on Italska Street. I loved going to the park and especially this park because there were swings and one of them was in the shape of a canoe. I must have been about five years old. I used to run to that swing and climb right into it, and my grandfather would push me. I was, as they say, in seventh heaven!


And then one day, we went there and my grandpa, who was about ten feet behind me, shouted, “Nein, nein, nein! You cannot go there!” He took me in his arms and forcefully pulled me out of the swing. Nein, nein, nein he kept shouting. I couldn’t understand. Had I been a bad boy? Why was I being punished? I was so scared and upset. I remember hitting him with my little fists. Then, as he held me in his strong arms, he said, “Look up there, you see that big sign? You see? Do you know what it says?” I was five years old, I could not read yet. But he told me it said, “Juden verboten.” He tried to explain to me, of course, but I simply could not understand. It was at that time that the restrictions were passed that Jews could not go to public places like parks, swimming pools, or even the river for a walk. Jews were not allowed in any public places or facilities, not even public benches.


Finally, every Jew ten years old and older had to wear a yellow star with Jude written on it. If you went out of your house, you had to have that star on the left side of your chest. Germans didn’t give these out; Jews had to buy them at the post office. Some people sewed them on their clothes, but that meant you had to buy several for each person. But my mother refused and used a safety pin so she could use the star no matter what she wore. It was her personal revolt, I think, against the Nazis. To this day, I am in possession of that yellow star with the safety pin on the back of it.


During this time in Prague, my grandmother Theresie died. I do not remember her death or her funeral, just that she was very ill. To this day, I am not sure what she died from. She must have been something like seventy years old at the time. It was lucky for her that she died before she was sent to Theresienstadt because older people suffered terribly there. I don’t think she would have lived long, especially because she was sick.


Many years later, I tried to find her grave in the New Jewish Cemetery in Prague. I had the exact location of her grave written down, but far too much ivy covered the ground. A couple of years ago, Julie and I went together to look again. We discovered that the reason I couldn’t find Theresie’s grave is that after the war, under the communist regime, the Soviets took Jewish headstones from that cemetery to use for building roads, repaving squares, and other projects like that.


Then and there, Julie and I decided to have a plaque made to remember my grandma Theresie and all my family members who were murdered and do not have graves. It took some doing and several months, but eventually, the memorial plaque was installed on one of the stone walls of the cemetery. Together, we went to Prague to see it. I was filled with so much emotion. Looking at all those names of my family members who were murdered filled me with both sorrow and rage.


[image: ]


In December 1941, two transports of “volunteer” men were sent from Prague to Theresienstadt (or Terezin, in Czech) to prepare the camp for the “resettlement” of the Jews of Czechoslovakia. My father and grandfather were on the second transport. They were promised they would be treated well and that they would be joined by their families soon.


My father and grandfather came to visit me to say goodbye. At that time, I was in the hospital having my tonsils out. My throat hurt so much, and of course, I couldn’t talk. They brought me some ice cream, which is a funny word in Czech—zmrzlina. I was not able to say anything, but I understood they were going away.


A few days later, my mother and I received orders to go to Theresienstadt too. I remember dragging a heavy suitcase down the stairs at Italska No. 7. We were told to bring our warm clothes and that we could bring fifty kilograms of belongings. We went to a train station in Prague. It seemed huge to me, like Grand Central Station. Now I know, of course, that it wasn’t a very big train station at all. There were hundreds of mothers and kids there. It was December, so it was freezing cold. It was so crowded and everybody tried to stay in the small space they had. I remember people jostling up against each other as they tried to stay calm and warm. Nobody knew what would happen. There was so much fear.


We had packed some food from home, so we ate a little. It was miserable and frightening. My mother was distraught. She was very sharp with me because, I suppose, I complained a lot about the cold and not having anywhere to lie down. I did not understand what was going on, where my father was, or where we were going. Finally, after two days of waiting and suffering at the train station, we boarded a regular passenger train and left for Theresienstadt. I didn’t know it then, but I was prisoner number 885. It was December 14, 1941. I was six years old.


[image: ]


I didn’t know if I was doing a good job talking to these German students, but I have never seen a group of kids sit that quietly. I didn’t have any photographs to show them or anything like that. But I did seem to have their attention and, to my surprise, their interest, and that gave me the confidence to continue and tell them more. I was surprised at some of the details that I could remember from being such a little kid. Some things really stick with you.


Though it was painful to recall many of my memories, I had the feeling that it might be good for all of us, in the end, because in some ways, it helped build a bridge between us, from the past to future generations.


I explained to the students that, unlike them, I don’t have memories of birthday parties, favorite teachers, camping trips, or pets from when I was little. My memories are different. I remember saying goodbye to my great-grandmother on a train platform. I remember hunger. And I remember the tumbling girl.
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