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“Memory is the most potent truth. Show me history untouched by memories and you show me lies. Show me lies not based on memories and you show me the worst lies of all.”

—Carlos Eire, Waiting for Snow in Havana
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Prologue
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“Medicine is a science of uncertainty and an art of probability.”

—SIR WILLIAM OSLER

My phone rang in the middle of the night, as it frequently did in the early 1960s. These were often calls about cases nobody else wanted. The caller was a doctor at Mt. Sinai Hospital, way uptown in Manhattan. A woman had just given birth to her third child, but her blood pressure was skyrocketing, 360/240. Those numbers meant that she was likely to die soon. Would I take her? The doctor promised to get her to Brooklyn Heights immediately. “By cab,” he added.

I tried to protest, but the line went dead. They were sending a dying woman named Essie down the length of Manhattan and over the Brooklyn Bridge, without even the sirens of an ambulance to ease her journey.

I threw on my clothes and left Maria and our small children sleeping to rush to Long Island College Hospital—LICH—where I practiced as a kidney specialist. I got there just before the taxi pulled up to the ambulance bay. A man jumped out and started shouting, “You’ve got to help her!” Inside the cab, the man’s wife was convulsing, flailing her arms and legs. As Essie’s head jerked backward and forward, sometimes sideways, two orderlies lifted her onto the gurney. Her eyes were rolling, and it was clear to me that she was dying from extraordinarily high blood pressure.

We shoved reserpine—the only drug available—into her veins. But despite the copious quantities we were giving this agonized patient, her blood pressure didn’t improve. We’d restrained her so she couldn’t hurt herself. With each excruciating breath her condition was getting worse.

At this point, other doctors—reasonable, prudent doctors—would have gone to Essie’s husband, who was pacing in the corridor, to deliver the tragic news of her imminent death. But I couldn’t. Giving up just wasn’t in my nature, not after all those years of staying alive in Nazi-controlled Romania, when survival seemed impossible. I also thought of the mantra I learned in the US Army: You are the storm! No one will ever stop you! When you get ambushed, you will march forward and defeat the enemy! You are indefatigable! You are invincible!

I went to the sink to throw water on my face, so I could think of a way to stop this hypertensive crisis before it destroyed all of Essie’s vital organs. If the reserpine wasn’t lowering her blood pressure, it was because the drug was insufficient to counteract the deadly effects of renin, a vasoconstrictor hormone produced by the kidneys. In plain English, her kidneys had gone into overdrive and were killing her. I saw only one possible solution.

I woke up LICH’s urology surgeon, Dr. John Ippolito. “John, I need you to take out both of her kidneys, right now.”

“Mike, this is a liability disaster,” John shouted into the phone. “You’re crazy.”

“I’m not, but I can’t face the husband if we don’t try everything.”

“Has this ever been done before?”

“No,” I admitted, “but it will work. I’m begging you to do this.”

Within twenty minutes John appeared, wide awake, unwashed with a stubble of a beard. But all business. “Mike, I’m only doing this because you’re asking me to. I still think it’s crazy.”

The scrub nurses brought the operating room to life, and the glare of the overhead lights flooded the table. An aging anesthesiologist put Essie under. John skillfully removed her right kidney, then looked up at me. I nodded. He removed the left kidney as well, and immediately she stopped twitching. Her face became serene. Then John skillfully sewed her up, and the head nurse announced: “The patient’s blood pressure is 120/80.”

John gave me a thumbs up. I went to the bathroom, threw more water on my face, marched back to the hallway, sat down on a hard, narrow wooden bench, and fell asleep from exhaustion.

We placed Essie on the artificial kidney I had helped develop to clean the poisons from her body. For three days a week for the rest of her life, she would need dialysis treatments. Driving hours each way, from home to dialysis and back again, wasn’t going to be fun. But this woman had already survived being tossed into a cab in the middle of the night by a hospital that had given up on her, and she was determined to keep surviving. Essie lived without kidneys for another thirty-eight years, enjoying a full life and the devotion of her husband, children and, later, grandchildren.

But that night . . .





—CHAPTER ONE—

I Am the Storm
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I shouldn’t have been there that night. Essie shouldn’t have survived. The much more likely scenario was that I should have died during the Holocaust, like so many of my family and friends and countrymen. What happened instead sounds too implausible for the plot of any novel:

At age eleven, I was separated from my mother and sister for six years, by order of the US Embassy—left in Nazi-occupied Romania to fend mostly for myself while avoiding the murderous Iron Guard.

At age twelve, I came very close to boarding the Struma, a ship that was taking nearly 800 Jewish refugees from Romania to Palestine, until it was torpedoed and sank after seventy days of horror at sea.

At age sixteen, I was strafed by a plane while walking in a field—a plane that belonged to the United States, my country, the country I was desperately trying to reach.

At age seventeen, after finally making it to the US, I was sent not once but twice to Montreal to re-enter the country “legally”—despite being entitled to citizenship under the 14th Amendment because my mother had been born in New York.

At age twenty-one, it looked like I would probably never finish my undergraduate degree, and that my dreams of becoming a doctor were impossible.

At age twenty-five, I dropped my mother off at the airport for what should have been a routine flight, only to find out that her plane had been machine-gunned, killing everyone on board.

There’s even more madness in my story, as you’ll discover in these pages. But the common thread is: I don’t give up. I am the storm.





—CHAPTER TWO—

Little Paris
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The Romanians called Bucharest “Little Paris.” When I was born there in the fall of 1929, it was a charming and cozy city with a little under a million residents. It had the beautiful River Dâmboviţa running through it, tree-lined boulevards, and several magnificent parks, of which the most famous in the center of town was the Cişmigiu, said to have been modeled after Central Park. The other important park at the north end was Herăstrău, which had a beautiful lake, much larger than Cişmigiu’s.

The center of Bucharest was home to the universities my cousins attended, the medical school, the law school, and many excellent restaurants. Slightly north of the central district was Royal Palace Square, which included the palace itself and the fancy Athenée Palace Hotel. Though it was less famous than cities such as Budapest, Istanbul, and Athens (all just a few hundred miles away), Bucharest was rather cosmopolitan. We had a Conservatory of Music, the National Theater, and the Theater Queen Maria.

Despite all these charms, many residents felt the pull of the new world. My mother’s father, Lazar, left Bucharest for the United States in 1902. He took a train to Paris, then to Le Havre to board the steamship L’Aquitaine on March 29. He arrived at Ellis Island on April 6, with twenty dollars in his pocket. He was thirty-eight years old and the manifest listed him as a “laborer.” Six months later, Lazar sent for his wife, Ernestine, who also traveled from Bucharest to Paris to LeHavre. Her steamer, La Gascogne, left Le Havre on October 13 but didn’t reach New York until October 28—a fifteen-day crossing. She was twenty-four, had thirty dollars with her, and was listed as a “housekeeper.”

By 1906, Lazar had become a naturalized US citizen and was making a living as a paperhanger. My mother, Rachel, was born on May 11, 1908. But in 1912, Ernestine, after bearing two American children and two others who had died in childbirth, decided the family all had to go back to Romania. It must have taken them at least two weeks to travel by ocean liner to France, then by train back to Bucharest.

Ernestine was a difficult person. I remember her well. Even my mother, who adored her, thought the woman was very demanding and peculiar. That decision she made in 1912 started a long series of problems for our entire family. I often wonder how different things might have been if she had chosen to keep her family in the US. For starters, I never would have been born.

My mother, Rachel Rella Erlich, and my father, Mendel Avram—his friends called him “Iancu”—were married in Bucharest on June 17, 1928, when my mother was twenty and my father was twenty-seven. My father was a wholesaler of meat products. I was born on November 11th the following year. It was the anniversary of Armistice Day, which celebrated the end of “The Great War” between the Allies and Germany—also known as “The War to End All Wars.” The irony would not be lost on me later on, when The Great War had to be renamed World War I. But at the moment of my birth, Europe was enjoying a period of peace.

We had a nice home at 117 Calea Vacaresti. Most of the houses in our neighborhood were Art Deco, painted in a variety of colors. In front we had a fountain where red fish swam. We also had a small orchard that included apricot and apple trees. For me, that was especially good because I could pick the fruit right off the trees to eat.

We had a few part-time servants, and many, many friends and relatives. I remember vividly what a happy house it was, and what a strong marriage my parents had. Once, in the 1930s, my Aunt Sedi visited from New York and drove a car to our house, which was unusual for a woman at that time in 1930s Bucharest. She’d been born and raised in America and was quite liberated. But when she drove through the main gate, she knocked down one of our trees, which made my father furious. But he bit his tongue so as not to upset my mother.

Every Friday night we celebrated the Jewish sabbath, and I loved the majesty of the rituals. While lighting the Shabbat candles, my mother and my aunts would cover their heads to recite the special prayers. Every week it was a momentous time. Those candles were sacred; I was told the flames were holy and not to be fiddled with. A traditional Shabbat cuts you off from the world for twenty-four hours. There’s a certain amount of peace that envelops you. In addition to the food and rituals, you can enjoy a great repose for the soul and the mind.

Those Shabbat candles also encouraged my passion for scientific questions. I was mesmerized by the little cone of blue flame in the center of each candle. Why was it blue?

Our house also had coal fires with briquettes made out of remnant coal and pressed into brick shapes. I’d often gaze at the heart of a fire, watching it evolve from the dim red gleam to orange to yellow. And I would blow on it, either with my breath or the bellows until the fire glowed almost white hot. If it got hot enough, I would often wonder, would it blaze blue?

Then I found out that the sun and the stars burn the same way. Why did they never go out as the candles did? What were they made of? I was always watching the night sky, and I was told that each of those thousands of stars is a sun, maybe with planets orbiting it. I was pleased when I was told that we ourselves are made of the same elements that compose the sun and the stars. Some of my particles might once have been a distant star.

I became obsessed and a bit frightened with the idea that my particles, my atoms, might only be on loan and might fly apart at any time to reconstitute this Earth, or some other interplanetary body among the endless stars.

We ate well on the Sabbath, and often on other nights also. In Calea Victoriei there was a restaurant called Capsa that served magnificent food and, above all, pastries. My parents would take me there once in a while and we savored those dishes. My mom’s favorite cookies and pastries included a savarin. I absolutely loved cartofs, called “chocolate rum balls” in English and “truffles” in French. My favorite food was influenced by my mother’s brother, Uncle Rica, who visited us frequently. He loved wiener schnitzel, so I grew up eating lots of veal cutlets with french fries.

We had a huge number of relatives. My mother had three siblings, my father had five siblings, and all of them were married and had children, most of them living near us at Calea Vacaresti. I grew up with about forty or fifty aunts, uncles, and cousins.

Every year on New Year’s Eve, which in Romania is called Reveillon, our entire family had an enormous party, which rotated between houses from year to year. There were enormous amounts of food, including salads, several kinds of grilled meats, mamaliga (polenta), and lots and lots of caviar, both red and black.

I grew up very much cocooned by this large extended family. My grandmother’s maiden name was Bardar, and the Bardars were prominent in Bucharest. My mother’s maiden name was Erlich, as her father was Lazar Erlich. The Bardars and the Erlichs got along fairly well, although the Bardars had a tendency to look down their noses at the Erlichs because the Bardars were more established and considerably wealthier. My father’s side, the Avrams, were from Moldova, a poor part of Romania.

All in all, we had an idyllic family with a huge number of people living in harmony and peace. I loved my life as a child. I became best friends with Dan Cişmaru, and my other friends were Beno Cohen and Carol Drucker—all of us practically inseparable. From about the age of nine, I began attending movies, the theater, and the opera at the city’s wonderful cultural institutions. Bucharest, for me, was a charmed place where I assumed I would live happily ever after.

Then came the war.





—CHAPTER THREE—

A World Gone Mad
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“It is a fantastic commentary on the inhumanity of our times that for thousands and thousands of people a piece of paper with a stamp on it is the difference between life and death.”

—DOROTHY THOMPSON, AMERICAN JOURNALIST, 1938, QUOTED IN MICHAEL DOBBS’S THE UNWANTED: AMERICA, AUSCHWITZ, AND A VILLAGE CAUGHT IN BETWEEN

In the late ’30s the fear of Nazi aggression throughout Europe reached our bastion of semi-paradise. Our idyllic life in Bucharest was over, and my family was scared. My Aunt Sedi, who was living in the US, wrote to us to say that she’d spoken with a congressman, and that because my mother had been born in the United States, she could come to America with me and my baby sister, Liliana, who’d been born in May 1937. Sedi also urged us to begin inquiries about my father’s immigration.

Our long nightmare in dealing with the US embassy was just beginning. Mom took me along with her when she went to the consul’s office. She could barely speak English because her parents had brought her back to Romania when she was about five. She was told to return to the consulate in three months. Three months later, she was told to return in another three months. Over and over again.

Much of the work of the US embassy in Bucharest was not being done by American diplomatic personnel. Instead, their Romanian assistants were in charge of administrative details, and Romania had a long history of xenophobia, as well as anti-Semitism. The prevailing attitude was that if you were not Greek Orthodox, you were not really Romanian. It was also rumored that President Franklin Roosevelt had quietly passed along a warning to US embassies: Don’t let in too many Jewish refugees because we don’t want Americans to think this new war was only about defending the Jews.

Hitler invaded Poland on September 1, 1939, and war was officially declared. The US consul had issued both visas and US passports to my mother and my sister in July of 1939, but nothing for me or my father. My mother wouldn’t leave us and wouldn’t give up. We kept returning there to apply for those visas for me and my father. Each time, we waited hours and hours. In 1940, my father and I applied for and obtained American visas. My father tried to obtain transit visas for him and for me through Italy. We were denied. The American visa expired after three months. We were able to renew it. My father desperately tried to get a transit visa for the two of us through Turkey. We were denied.

Then the American visas expired for my father and me. We could not get passage through the countries surrounding Romania despite the fact that money covering the passage for the four of us had been deposited with the Romanian National Bank of Bucharest and that a credit in American dollars had been credited through the Thomas Cook & Son agency in a Swiss bank account.

My mother had been born in New York, which made her a US citizen. Liliana was just a toddler, so maybe the officials considered themselves kind by issuing her a visa as well. We’ll never know. But still my mother couldn’t abandon us. When we went to the consul, she’d plead: “My son must go with me. He’s my only son. I love him. I can’t leave him. My husband must come with us. I can’t leave him either.” Finally, in September 1941, when my mother and I went to the embassy yet again, the vice consul told her that she and my little sister had to leave Romania immediately for the United States. He must have received some sort of diplomatic intelligence about what was coming. He was insistent. Mother faced a Sophie’s choice. Mr. Burns, the consul for the American Legation in Bucharest, told my mother that if she left Romania, the chances of getting American visas for her husband and son would be much stronger. The opposite turned out to be true.

That morning, Mom, as usual, dressed me up. She chose a velvet sailor suit with a beret, short pants, long socks, and sandals. Then I watched Mom put on her makeup, slowly, looking into the mirror. She turned to me: “Moreluš, you were such a gentle baby.” She brushed my suit and beret. Then took a hankie to wipe her tears. Then she spit into the handkerchief to wipe a spot off my shirt. “Mendel,” she said to my father, “time to go.”

My father could barely walk; his legs and arms trembled. Finally, we got into the taxi. There was silence. Nobody, not even Liliana, talked during the half-hour ride. Until the very end: “Morrell, I will never give you up. You’re my life. My only son. I’m going to work with Aunt Sedi to bring you and your father right out.” She desperately hoped that within weeks my father and I would be able to join them. When the cab stopped, Mom grabbed Liliana by the hand and started running to the ticket counter. Then to the plane’s steps. A look back. Up the steps. Another hesitation. She looked at us again. And again. And then they disappeared into the cabin.

I shuddered with a violent spasm, crying. My father hit himself on the head twice with a ferociousness: “Rella, come back!” Then he thought for a deep and ugly silent second and turned around, taking me by the hand outside the gate. We stayed there, abandoned for want of a stamp on a piece of paper. We watched the plane take off into the Romanian afternoon, becoming a speck of dust in the western sky until it disappeared.

I was eleven years old.

That day, September 11, 1941, my mother and Liliana left Romania for Rome where my mother was able to obtain a fifteen-day transit visa for my father and me. The one condition was that my father had to obtain plane accommodations from Bucharest to Rome. It was wartime. I can’t imagine how hard my father and mother worked to get those plane reservations. But the visas expired.

My mother and Liliana went to Lisbon, all the while believing that if they touched American soil, my father and I would soon be allowed to follow. They arrived in the US on October 1, 1941, aboard the Excambion, a ship of the American Export Line.

The obstacles to my father and me joining Mom and Liliana weren’t just entry into the United States but also the infamous pre-World War II transit visas—the crux of the film Casablanca. You needed every country to give you a stamp in order to pass through it to get to the next country. My father and I returned to the consulate. “We’ll give you a visa,” officials told us, “but first you have to give us all the transit visas.” A chicken-and-egg situation. We’d get a visa for one country, but it would expire before we could get visas for the others. We went everywhere and to everyone we could find—to a Mr. Paves who was involved with Wagon-Lits/Cook, the international travel agency that had a great deal of experience with transit visas. No luck.

We kept figuring out different routes, going through Hungary, Italy, then Portugal. But whenever we got one visa, the other had just expired. Things in Western Europe grew uglier and uglier. My father just kept saying, “None of it makes any sense. A world gone mad.”

Then the worst possible thing happened. The Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, which meant that the US was no longer a neutral country but actively at war with Japan, Germany, and their allies, including Romania. My father and I were trapped, with no way to even contact my mother. No telephone calls. No letters. Nothing. Everything was too dangerous. The dark night descended.

More cruelty that I would discover eight decades later through my daughter Rella’s research: Once my mother arrived in the United States and learned that the American government was removing American citizens from Romania after the war’s declaration, she went to the US State Department asking for my father and me to be allowed to leave Romania. The response? She was told that the only possible way my father and I could leave would be if she went back to Romania to accompany us.

Exactly the opposite of what she’d been told before.

For eight decades I had no true idea of my mother’s anguish. Of her extraordinary efforts.

And she had no idea as to what was happening to us.





—CHAPTER FOUR—

The Iron Guard
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Soon after my mother and sister left, my father was sent to a forced labor camp. He was digging canals—probably graves—along the Danube. At that time, a place full of malaria and yellow fever. He survived. But essentially I was alone. Sometimes with relatives. But alone.

Despite everything that’s been written about the Holocaust, few people outside of my home country know the uniqueness of the persecution in Romania. Its long history of xenophobia and anti-Semitism, its geography, and its populace all made for an extraordinary situation. I must report on those years leading up to and during the war, if only as a small contribution to the historical record. As Robert W. Kenny, a history professor at George Washington University, once said to me, “Historians cannot create history without having the scraps of paper of the eyewitnesses.”

To survive thousands of years of anti-Semitism in the leading cities of Europe, many Jews moved east to agrarian areas that were less competitive and allowed them to own cows and chickens. Think Fiddler on the Roof, Romanian-style. At the end of World War I, France and England had insisted that Romanian Jews be granted citizenship. In return Romania was given Transylvania and Bessarabia. Romania grew from a population of 14 million to 21 million overnight and became the last European country to declare Jews citizens.

Between 1940 and 1942, some eighty anti-Jewish regulations were passed in Romania. In August 1940, King Carol II approved a law that labeled Jews as a race, not a religion—it was a broader law than Germany’s. A few weeks later General Ion Antonescu, the prime minister, deposed King Carol II and invited Nazi troops into Bucharest. On October 7, the Nazis entered Romania, and on November 23, Romania officially joined the Axis. In February 1941, Romania entered the war on the Nazi side.

That December, Hitler issued his Nacht und Nebel decree: Political activists were to be imprisoned or killed. They disappeared in the “night and fog.” As the war escalated, so did the violence against civilians. Soon they didn’t even try to cover up their crimes. Millions across Europe were taken in broad daylight.

By 1942, Romanian troops were helping the Nazis build extermination camps at Treblinka, Sobibór, and Belżec. Why? In his brilliant analysis of the Holocaust, Black Earth, Yale historian Timothy Snyder writes:


Romania, Germany’s major military ally on the eastern front after 1942, was the only other state to generate an autonomous policy of the direct mass murder of Jews. Historically, antisemitism was far more integral to Romanian political life than to German. In the nineteenth century, state authorities had already identified and stigmatized Jews as a threat to Romanian security; only foreign pressure from the western powers that extended Romania’s territory after the First World War brought the Jews inclusion as full citizens.

Romania’s policy to deport and kill Jews began during the Second World War in connection to a drama of lost lands. Romania did not lose statehood during the war, but it did lose state territory. Regaining that land would become the central political obsession in Bucharest; Jews on the territory that Romania lost would later be the main victims of murderous new policies.



The Iron Guard—those Romanians also known as the Green Shirts—were extraordinarily vicious. This fascist group was originally founded in 1927 as the Legion of the Archangel Michael. One of my favorite cousins, Michael Iancu, was caught by the Iron Guard. They beat him, tortured him, yanked out his nails. Then they stripped the skin from the soles of his feet.

I watched as this right-wing fringe fomented more and more rage among the population, and terror among the Jews. Then, from January 21 to 23, 1941, they went on a rampage.

One night I saw something amiss in the sky. Even though I had been warned over and again that people were being killed on the street, I snuck out of the house and followed the banks of the Dâmoviţa. It was dark by the river, but there was an eerie glow in the distance. I could hear screams and shouts. I felt a magnet drawing me to where I’d spent so much emotional religious time. As I got closer I saw that the Sephardic temple was a giant torch. I could feel the heat. The night sky was orange flames, and people were running in every direction. I ducked behind a tree. That night the Iron Guard had robbed and then set fire to that synagogue, where from the age of seven I’d taken religious instruction, learned Jewish history and Hebrew, and prayed on the holy days.

Firemen didn’t dare try to cross the Iron Guards to extinguish the flames. The blasphemy! That building had required years of craftsmanship to create—suddenly all its beauty, the Portuguese and Spanish influences, were destroyed. The curtains, the magnificent scrolls, the altar, the grand rabbi’s throne, the sculpted wooden chairs, all taken away. I felt such humiliation. Finally, pushed back by the smoke, I forced myself to turn around and follow the riverbank back. I had to heed my father’s advice and get off the streets. I would learn later that the Iron Guards first set fire to the Torah, then doused the whole building in gasoline. The sight of those orange flames, the smell of that gasoline and smoke scratching my throat, stinging my eyes, that violation of my body and spirit, has stayed with me always.

On another bitterly cold night of that rampage the Iron Guard dragged my father’s best friend, Marcus, a dentist, from his office. They threw him into a car, drove him to the nearby forest of Jilava and shot him. In the morning they took him to a Bucharest slaughterhouse and hung him by the neck on a hook as if he were a side of beef. In crude letters, they wrote “Kosher” on his body. Thousands more Jews would be taken to that Jilava forest to be stripped, shot to death, and left in the snow.

Over time all of Bucharest became a partially active concentration camp. If caught on the street or otherwise arrested in their homes, many Jews were taken to the slaughterhouse, hung by their wind pipe for slow asphyxiation, or, if lucky, the young and strong were assigned to construction at the Danube Canal, where thousands of Jews who had perished from famine, malaria, or been beaten to death were buried.

From the steps of her plane at the Bucharest airport, Mom had shouted to my father: “You must keep our son safe! And yourself!”

As Dad and I returned home from the airport that day, we said very little to each other. But I could see that my father was thinking, planning what our future would be, how we would protect ourselves. He knew that he would frequently have to travel for his work, buying cattle and bringing it to Bucharest for retail, so he started moving me from one aunt or uncle’s house to another. Sometimes I’d stay a few days or weeks. He was diligent in protecting me, honoring his promise to my mother.
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