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AUTHOR’S NOTE


A handful of years ago, my wife, Ruthie, and I had our portrait painted by one of Israel’s most prominent artists. That encounter took place because many years prior, Ruthie got me interested in collecting art—paintings in particular. She was the one who bought the first two paintings we ever owned. And she bought them for a very practical reason: we had empty walls in our apartment. In one sense, I suppose, that’s a nice problem to have in Manhattan.


We acquired those first two paintings the same way we got the apartment: Ruthie did all the legwork. When it came to those paintings—and guided by her mother’s steady advice, “If it’s nice, you buy it”—she got in contact with a couple of art consultants … and that’s how our collection got underway. Ruthie even bought a Soyer that first day without yet knowing how famous he was. She has a good eye.


Abstracts, landscapes … they mostly don’t do it for me. I’m drawn to faces. I like to be surrounded by people. Every person has a story, and I like to learn what I can about that story.


There’s a painting by Lennart Anderson in our apartment—a woman’s face. When I bought it from the artist, he said to me, “My wife told me that I will never sell this painting.” When I asked why, he answered, “This is the portrait of a student of mine who fascinated me.” We have another very moving painting by Mary Beth McKenzie, which I learned was the first painting she created after being diagnosed with multiple sclerosis. Knowing that changed something about what I see when I look at it.


From these paintings and others, I’ve come to believe that the connectedness between painter and subject is almost never random. I may not personally know the people whose portraits hang in our apartment, but I know something about the relation of the artists to those people. This is important to me when I’m buying a piece—I don’t just want to feel connected to a work; I also want to understand something about its making. I want the story behind the story. To get that information, I often have to dive a layer below what most people might be able to find out from consultants, dealers, catalogues—sometimes even from the artists themselves.


For a time, I researched portraits painted by Israeli artists, whom I generally wanted to support. It helped, too, that our good friends in San Diego, Jeff and Vivien, were—and are—big art collectors. They introduced us to a number of artists, several of whom we adored.


My research ultimately connected me to a consultant from Israel with a tremendous eye for artists who are going somewhere. It was that consultant who introduced me to Aram Gershuni, one of the best portrait artists in Israel and the man who painted the portrait of Ruthie and me. I wanted to understand the process of portrait painting and thought seeing firsthand how he worked might offer some unique insights, so we decided the two of us would sit for a portrait.


Seven days a week, for six weeks, I sat for three hours, and then Ruthie sat for three hours. I took a picture of the work in progress after every session, two pictures a day, to track the whole thing as it came into being.


Having our portrait painted was a valuable experience for Ruthie and me. We watched as little transformations occurred on a daily basis. The painting itself changed at least thirty or forty times—even our expressions morphed along the way. Though it was overall a very time-consuming process, Ruthie and I were both blown away by the speed at which certain shifts took place, including the artist’s ability to add in, with great skill, a little detail like a necklace or an earring.


I think the whole thing was a valuable experience for the artist, too. Ruthie gave him a free three-hour-long therapy session every day for six weeks. I think the story behind our portrait is that Ruthie learned a lot about the painter.


Then, at the end of the process, all three of us—Ruthie, the artist himself, and I—were horrified. Having taken pictures of his progress every day, I can say that it was never obvious at any point along the way that the final portrait was going to be terrible.


Reflecting on it now, I think about how he didn’t really know our personalities very well before painting us—that I like to laugh, for example. When the completed painting arrived, I told him that Ruthie and I both looked like we had just received some very bad news. He took me to the portrait room at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, stood with me in the middle of the room, and said, “Show me one portrait of somebody smiling.”


I looked all around me and then said, “You know what? They all look depressed, too.”


But for me it was more than that—more than just the jarring experience of being memorialized not looking happy or content. In the portrait, I look as if I’ve had a lot of Botox. My laugh lines, for example, are completely absent. I see them every day on my face, but they’re nowhere to be found in that painting. The rendering of Ruthie’s face is not so bad. She’s a bit more accurately presented, and maybe that’s because Gershuni got to know her better during their daily sessions.


In the end, Ruthie was happy because she looks pretty good; I still look like a Botox guy. We hung the painting at the entrance to our bedroom, where no one except us has to see it. We’ve occasionally shown it to friends, and some of them have suggested that it’s similar in style to American Gothic, the famous Grant Wood piece.


What I find spot on about that comparison—funny, even—is that American Gothic is a painting that was the subject of some debate: Is it a caricature of people out of step with the modern world or an homage to humble beginnings and strong, lasting values?


Though you might not expect it, that question brings me straight to the matter of this book and its contents. Ruthie, I need to tell you, was and remains absolutely opposed to my idea that we should write our story.


I think about writing this book as an opportunity to talk about our parents, the influence of our upbringings on our lives, the strange and lucky and often wonderful experiences we’ve had, and our hopes for our children and their children. We are links in the chain of our families’ complicated histories. One hundred years from now, if one of our great-great-grandkids decides to pull this book off the shelf, I imagine them saying, “Wow, Itzhak and Ruth had some amazing experiences, and they had a fantastic sense of humor about their lives!”


For Ruthie, there’s something about writing about ourselves that she finds deeply unnerving. It’s one thing that my curiosity required her to sit for a portrait that hangs on our bedroom wall. It’s wholly another thing to try putting our experience into words—words that might be printed and shared with … who knows? She’s worried that we’ll end up in these pages as caricatures of ourselves, some of our qualities and features exaggerated, others entirely left out.


As someone who looks every day at a portrait of himself without his laugh lines—in my opinion, one of my defining facial features, representative of one of my defining personality traits—I can’t say that I’m so bothered by that possibility. Do I want us to create a truthful account of our lives, one that reveals our hearts? Of course I do. Am I so worried that we’ll end up the American Gothic version of ourselves in book form? No. By that I mean we may, in these pages, end up with a written version of ourselves that puts too much emphasis on some life events and not enough on others. Heck, by the time Ruthie is done redacting parts of my stories and tempering some of my “tell it like it is” insights, we may end up looking a bit odd. Still, I hope we’ll seem enough like ourselves for the generations to come to believe that we did a pretty good job finding ways to support our family and be content with this life.


For now, let me say this: If you find yourself reading this book, you might just be related to us. Or, if Ruthie decides that it’s okay for us to print more than one copy to keep on our bedroom bookshelf, maybe you’ll connect with our story, even if you don’t know us directly.




 


CHAPTER 1


The weather forecast projected rain, but it turned out to be a beautiful sunny day. Ruthie and I were participating in the Rwandan government’s eighteenth annual national celebration of the country’s efforts to preserve and conserve nature. The premiere event, Kwita Izina, is a big ceremony where the mountain gorilla infants born in the past year are given special names to recognize their great value to the nation. The ceremony for the gorillas is based on a traditional Rwandan ceremony for naming human infants shortly after they are born. But the mountain gorillas are named after qualities, ideals, and values, like Charity or Harmony or Destiny. People come from all over the world to witness them receiving their names.


Right now, I’m the chairman of the Rwanda Development Board, which has, among other things, charge over preserving the gorillas, the mountain, and all the tourism associated with them. That said, I’d never had the opportunity to be part of the gorilla naming until this day. I travel to the country four times a year helping to bring in productive business investments; Ruthie usually accompanies me on one of those visits each year. Given that Ruthie and I were part of the group naming the twenty or so new gorillas in September 2022, we timed her annual visit to coincide with the ceremony. We also brought American rabbi David Wolpe, our friend and pollster Frank Luntz, and good friends from New York Eti and Yair, Limi and Neri, and Jennifer and Mark.


The way the ceremony usually works—and since this was our first time participating, what we did not know ahead of time—is that the government prepares both the names and the short speeches explaining their symbolic significance. To the contrary, Ruthie and I were working under the assumption that we could choose the name for “our” gorilla. And we’d already come up with a plan. We would name the baby gorilla after Ruthie’s father, Leo. Our reason? Well, it was a bit irreverent. We figured that if there is an awakening of the dead, the two of us naming a baby gorilla after Leo would be sure to get him up and moving.


Back in the mid-1990s, I attended the funeral of the Chabad Rabbi, who is called the messiah by the people who believe his existence marked the end of Jewish exile. Everybody was screaming, “Wake up, wake up!” because, in their view, he was not supposed to die. He’s been dead all the while since, but to this very day, there is a tent next to his grave where people gather around the clock. If he wakes up, they are going to be there for him. I’m not sure what they intend to do when he arises. Maybe take him home and get him cleaned up and fed. By contrast, Ruthie and I didn’t expect that Leo would awaken without some prompting. And we certainly didn’t have any plans for what to do with him after witnessing his confusion at discovering himself in Rwanda.


The other thing that I did—again, not knowing how the ceremony works—was ask a Rwandan fashion designer to make us both special outfits. It turned out that everyone was required to wear the same outfit—the men in one design, the women in another—all the exact same color and style. In the end, Ruthie and Limi were allowed to wear their specially made outfits, but all of us men were required to wear identical clothes.


Entering the space set up for the ceremony was a little bit overwhelming. Neither Ruthie nor I expected that there would be so many people—fully forty-five thousand—in such a beautiful setup at the base of Volcanoes National Park. There was a lot of participation from the local villages, which are set up to receive 10 percent of the income from gorilla-based tourism. Back in the day, poachers hunted the gorillas, but keeping them alive has become far more profitable. In response to gorilla-based tourism, the surrounding villages have developed community centers, art galleries, and many other ways of inviting interest and bringing economic development to the area. I don’t think I’m being partial when I say that there’s a richer experience to be had visiting gorillas in Rwanda than in any of its neighboring countries. There are beautiful lodges around the mountain; you get the experience of being in nature right next to the volcanoes, and a gorilla research center is set up where visitors can spend time learning about the animals and the other wildlife.


I decided to run our chosen name and the words I wanted to speak by the people in charge of the ceremony. They made some edits to my speech and then gave me permission to go off script.


When it was time for the naming, Ruthie and I stepped up to the microphone together. I leaned forward and began.


“The baby we will be naming is a male born on the first of August, 2022. We are naming him Intare, the Kinyarwandan word for lion, after my father-in-law, who was called Leo, which also means lion. Leo was born in a small town in Poland prior to World War II. The Germans sent him to a labor camp and death camp. All forty-five members of the family were exterminated with the exception of Leo, his brother, and one uncle. For Leo, his biggest sources of pride were surviving genocide, having a family in America, and having future generations carry on his people’s legacy.


“The most amazing thing about him was his constant smile and his optimism. And that is what struck my wife and me in Rwanda, as soon as we came down the steps of the plane on our first visit here. This place has risen from the ashes and is full of pride and forward-thinking people. It is exciting and vibrant and filled with both the young and old, all working to make it a miracle country. We have a special bond emerging from genocide to redemption.”


When we met people afterward, they told us how moved they were by the speech. Our musings about the name for our gorilla had started as an inside joke about the awakening of the dead, but we turned it into something fitting to the occasion in its shared meaningfulness.


I believe Rwanda is a miracle country in many ways. But what stands out to me is the country’s decision, after the genocide of 1994, to seek reconciliation with rather than revenge upon that part of the population responsible for mass murder. Myself—I’m not sure that if I were in that situation, I would be able to forgive and live side by side with people who had murdered my family. But when I asked President Kagame, “How do you forgive the people who killed your parents, your sisters and brothers, your neighbors and friends?” he answered, “By living with them, we help the country move forward. We didn’t have a choice. We had to move forward and try to be a nation.”


After the genocide, a million and a half people were in jail. By this fact alone, you cannot have a functioning country. The first ten years afterward, Rwanda remained in shock. But for the past fifteen or so years, the reconciliation system has been successful. The leaders of the genocide were punished, and others who participated had to stand in front of the whole community, including the families whose members they killed, and admit to the crimes they committed. Then, they were put to work rebuilding what they had helped destroy—everything from roads to houses to schools. No one speaks of their tribal lineage any longer. Instead, they are all Rwandans.


As I see it, the most important factor in their ability to live together is the country’s economic situation. It’s a much different place now than it’s ever been. The GDP is growing between 6 and 8 percent a year. Foreign investments are pouring in. Infrastructure is expanding, and access to electricity alone—which in 2008 was at only 6 percent—is at 75 percent today. The country is flourishing. The citizens see that the country is doing well, that the economic situation is better than it was years ago. Those are the circumstances that make it possible to move forward together as one nation.


To me, Rwanda is quite like Israel. Both are small countries surrounded by hostile neighbors, and both have strong armies. The Rwandan army even acquires some of its training and equipment from Israel. One of the big reasons I do what I do for Rwanda is that it is a big friend of Israel on a continent where Israel does not have a lot of friends to begin with. I wouldn’t persist in trying to help if Rwanda were an enemy state. And the president’s message is not unlike those I grew up hearing in Israel: We can rely only on ourselves. And no one should dare start anything with us, because we will be ready for them.


People ask me, “Why don’t you help the Democratic Republic of the Congo?” I have a lot of explanations to offer, but the two I usually focus on are these: Congo has 95 million people compared to 13.5 million in Rwanda. I sense that I can personally make a more significant difference in a smaller country. I also explain that the level of corruption in the Democratic Republic of the Congo is shocking to me. Corruption is so ingrained that it’s assumed; it’s at the very surface of every deal and transaction. Things are different in Rwanda. A lot of people there come to me for help, and I am very clear that I do not wish to get paid for whatever assistance I can offer. That’s not how I work, and I sense that my approach is respected. Rwandans have clear, public steps for addressing whatever corruption attempts to thrive there. Both the government and the media have processes for flushing out people who are corrupt.


Honestly, those are just a couple of the many reasons Ruthie and I have such affection for the place. That, and when we visited there for the first time just a handful of years ago, on a safari with our friends Vivien and Jeff that took us to multiple countries in the region, Ruthie could not get over how beautiful, clean, and orderly it was. “You should do something here,” she said to me on our late-night taxi ride from the airport to our hotel.


Ruthie says I always run with her suggestions like a full-force maniac. Maybe that’s true. But she has come to appreciate the products of my enthusiasm. Now, when Ruthie comes to Rwanda with me for her annual trip, the president always hosts a little celebration, and the two of them discuss their families and kids like the best of friends. When the visit ends, Ruthie insists on walking backward out of the room, reminding the president that she refuses to show him any disrespect.


Me, I show President Kagame my respect in other ways. I think it’s amazing that one person can change twelve million people’s lives as he has. He’s doing well by his people. And that country is carrying more than its weight. After COVID-19 precautions were lessened, Rwanda held a summit for thirty-five heads of state—the Commonwealth Heads of Government Meeting—coordinating thousands of participants, lectures, and meals. President Kagame is also now the president of the Commonwealth—a voluntary association in which the member governments agree to work toward shared goals like development, democracy, and peace. And just this past March, the FIFA Congress—with over six thousand people—took place in the capital of Kigali. I find impressive the country’s capacity to successfully host such big events and play a leading role in the region.


There’s more to say about my experiences in Rwanda, the way they feel to me like a culmination of all the skills and talents I’ve developed over a lifetime. But we’ll get to that.


For now, I imagine the important thing to know is that Leo did not wake up after becoming the namesake of a baby gorilla. At least … he has not yet.




 


CHAPTER 2


When we look at the lives our parents created for their children, both Ruthie and I find it amazing that, as survivors of unspeakable trauma, they were able to lead so-called normal lives. They did their very best to offer us some perspective on life and to share with us the positive values that had given shape to—and been shaped by—their own upbringing.


Though Ruthie and I were both very close with our parents, there is not a lot of detail to share when it comes to recounting what we know of their experiences during World War II. We are poor in stories about that time because we barely heard them told. And if we did discover the thread of a story here or there, it was often told bereft of color or emotional resonance. My parents almost never spoke of their experiences. Ruthie’s father spoke of his with some regularity but in coded language to his brother and brother-in-law and others, well after Ruthie had been tucked into bed. She remembers lying in bed, awake, listening to family and friends who had gathered in the kitchen as they sat around drinking tea, eating cheese danish and cookies, and talking until late at night. She could barely hear their conversations but was always trying to piece together what she could. Most of what she overheard involved the group trying to account for what had happened to all the people with whom they had grown up, trying to find those still lost to them.


You already know a little bit about Leo, but I need to introduce you to him once again, to his wife, Celia, and to my parents, Martin and Haviva, in order to give you a sense of the extraordinary odds they’d all faced.


This is what Ruthie and I know of their experiences.


Leo


Ruthie’s father was born in a small town in southern Poland—and about an hour and a half north of Krakow—called Kielce. On a visit there midway through our lives, Ruthie decided that the whole town was a dump, but I rather liked the place. Leo and his siblings—a brother and sister—were all raised in a religious home; at that time, there were very few Jewish homes that were not religious. At one point in their youth, the siblings’ father went bankrupt. If you were Jewish in Poland in those days, there were very few options for making a living, and both sons understood that it was their responsibility to help the family as they were able.


Ruthie’s uncle Shulim was an amateur boxing champion in the region. Though he was quite short, about five foot four, he had unbelievable physical strength, which—we can attest—he maintained throughout the entirety of his life. As a kid, if Shulim heard someone say a negative word about his family, he would turn on his heel and beat them up. He was also something of a rebel—always in trouble, uninterested in practicing the family’s traditions, and always sneaking out the windows of their home, climbing down the trees, and heading out toward his next adventure. It wouldn’t be unfair to describe him as having, overall, a serious dislike of authority.


Ruthie’s father, Leo—if you stretched him—might have been about five foot seven, and his physical prowess was not at all like his brother’s.


The Nazis invaded Poland in 1939. Ruthie’s grandfather, grandmother, and the three children were sent to the ghetto and then on to Auschwitz. In the death camp, both of Leo’s parents, his sister, and his sister’s husband perished. The Germans knew that Ruthie’s uncle was a prized fighter, so they would put up fights between him and another of the prisoners or sometimes even pit him against one of the guards. Because her uncle fought well and the Germans were suitably entertained, they occasionally gave him additional scraps of food. Shulim shared those extra morsels with Leo, and together the brothers survived the death camps long enough to be moved along to a labor camp. There, they were sent out into nearby fields to risk their lives locating and digging up all the bombs that had not exploded on contact.


The brothers survived that, too, and at the end of the war, they were among those liberated by the Americans. As they walked away from the camp with nothing but the tattered clothes on their backs, the pair eventually came across an abandoned mail train. The brothers decided that the trains were destined for the German troops on the front lines and that there must be cigarettes somewhere inside all the envelopes. Once they finished opening every envelope, they had amassed hundreds of cigarettes.


Leo and Shulim started dealing on the black market, eventually found their way to where all the displaced persons were in Germany, and sold everything you could imagine, from cigarettes to carpets to cameras, from chocolates to currency. With his profits, Leo bought himself nice suits, got himself a driver’s license, and purchased the first civilian Mercedes right off the assembly line. Later in life, Ruthie asked him, “What were you trying to do by being the first to own that car?”


“I was trying to make myself into a real human being,” he answered.


Immediately postwar, many Jews lived in Germany, but very few of them stayed long term. Within a handful of years dealing on the black market, Leo made the decision to move to America. He wired himself $100,000 (an absolute fortune at the time) and boarded a boat to New York. Ruthie remembers that her parents ultimately had only one or two acquaintances who remained in Germany. Her mother would always remark, “How could anybody stay in Germany and build their life, do business, send their kids to school?” She couldn’t imagine her fellow Jews having to look at, let alone live and interact with, the very people who had been their oppressors only a short time before.


Shulim took over the brothers’ business in Germany when Leo left. By then he was married to a woman named Luba and had a son. Within a few months, he ran into some trouble and was sent to jail. Though he was jailed for less than a year, his transgression created an obstacle to joining Leo in America. When Shulim’s immigration pass to that country was rescinded, he and Luba chose to go to Argentina, imagining it as a waystation on their journey to the US.


Shulim and Luba would call Argentina home for another thirty-five years before finally moving to America. As Ruthie tells it, every phone conversation she ever witnessed between her father and her uncle consisted of her father screaming into the receiver, “You need to get on a plane and move to America!” or “Stop lending other people money and get out of Argentina!”


Every year, Shulim, Luba, and their children would visit New York—Luba even spent whole summers in the city visiting both her sister and Ruthie’s family. On one of those visits, Shulim smuggled diamonds into the US from Buenos Aires and was very happy with himself for having successfully transported them in the double bottom of his luggage. When Leo asked to see the diamonds, Shulim took him into another room where he’d left his travel case. He opened the luggage to find it full of women’s clothing. Leo ran straight to the bathroom, as was his habit whenever he was stressed, but the other relatives there had the good sense to take Shulim and the mistaken piece of luggage back to the airport. To everyone’s surprise, when they arrived, there was Shulim’s lone case circling the baggage claim belt.


Though Shulim and Luba visited New York regularly, Leo’s visits to Argentina fell off relatively early after one occasion when, during a flight there, a technical difficulty forced the crew to land the plane in the Brazilian Amazon. The crew and passengers waited a full four days for the part they needed so that the plane could once again take flight. For four whole days, Leo believed that his life was over. He refused to travel to Argentina ever again.


Leo didn’t work during his first five years in New York. He needed to find himself, as the saying goes, and he could more than afford to do so. When he decided to end his hiatus and find a profession, he learned relatively quickly that he didn’t want to work for anyone. He worked one day selling women’s clothing in a dry goods store, and at the end of that day he quit, saying to the shop owner, “Mr. Goldstein, you don’t have to pay me. I just need to leave.” After deciding to be independent, Leo found and financed a business partner, and the pair became a highly successful duo in the optical goods industry. They were importers of eyeglass frames but named their business Exportimar—a fact that has always made us laugh. Over the course of forty years, Leo sold millions of frames. His most successful ones early on were a hexagonal metal pair, another style called the General, and a third called the Pilot. The Pilot, which we now refer to as the aviator frame, was introduced to America by Ruthie’s father in the 1960s.


When Leo started his business, he was one of only five main importers selling frames to opticians and optometrists. He made it big, especially because it wasn’t until the 1970s that big designer houses started getting into the eyeglass business, putting their names and later their logos on frames and then selling them at truly exorbitant costs. Ruthie remembers sitting in the kitchen with her friends helping her father come up with a brand name for Exportimar’s frames. Ruthie and her friends suggested Henri de Paris, a style that did well for quite some time against its established luxury-brand competitors.


Celia


Ruthie’s mother was born in Krakow, a big city compared to the small one from which Leo hailed. Celia grew up in the company of two siblings—a sister and a brother—and her parents.


When I schlepped Ruthie kicking and screaming back to Poland, we visited the building where her mother had spent her youth. Unfortunately, we weren’t allowed into the building—not even the lobby. When the building superintendent came to understand that we were Jews visiting a building in which a family member had once lived, he started screaming his head off. Apparently, he believed we were there to reclaim the apartment despite the fact that it had always been a rental property. He refused to understand when we tried to explain that all we truly wanted was to see, to stand inside, the space where Ruthie’s family had lived. Later, we learned from our young tour guide that the superintendent’s venomous resistance to our attempt merely to trace our roots is so typical of building managers that it’s almost an everyday occurrence.


When war broke out, Celia’s entire family was among the Jews put in the ghetto called Plashov. Later they were transported to Auschwitz—the death camp.


Celia’s father died at Auschwitz. Her brother survived the death and labor camps, only to be killed just a few days before the liberation. Miraculously, her grandmother, mother, and aunt survived both Auschwitz and the labor camps.


It took Ruthie’s mother fifty years before she told us the story of how that happened.


The family had already lived several years in a ghetto before being sent to the death camp. After arriving at the camp, the prisoners were divided into two groups—those selected for work and those selected for extermination. Ruthie’s aunt Hela was selected for work. Ruthie’s grandmother, already forty-two years old, was selected for the gas chamber. Celia—who was about fourteen years old at the time—saw her mother crying after the selection and thought to herself, I’ve had enough. I’ll go with her. We’ll go together.


Hela saw what was happening and turned to a nearby officer whom she recognized, begging him to help her. With his assistance, Hela pushed both Celia and their mother from the line. The area where they happened to be standing in line was under construction, so Hela pulled aside a piece of the construction material and helped her mother and sister hide behind it.


The chances of that action being successful were already extraordinarily slim, and slimmer still were the chances that no one would discover them and either shoot them on the spot or put all three of them in the line to the gas chamber.


What happened, instead, was that the officer let the women sleep in the work barracks and the next day assigned them to another camp to work.


After I heard Celia tell this nearly unbelievable story, Ruthie turned to me and said, “I’ve never asked too many questions. It hurts my mother to talk about it.”


We left it at that.


When the sisters and their mother were released from the labor camp by the Americans, Celia and Hela found work at the Joint HIAS in its Frankfurt headquarters. HIAS, or the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society, is the world’s oldest refugee agency, originally established by Jews to help fellow Jews fleeing pogroms in Russia and Eastern Europe. For nearly seven years, the sisters helped relocate World War II refugees. They went to work every day; they bought themselves nice clothes; and they learned English, which gave them a substantial advantage over other survivors who would eventually have to build new lives in foreign countries.


Ruthie’s aunt Hela, whose job it was to make official decisions about where each refugee would go, would meet those people years later and remember each of them. “Oh, you! I sent you to Georgia,” she’d say in recognition, or “You, I sent you to California …”


The way the immigration process worked was that a city or town would agree to take in a designated number of refugees but then insist they possess skills applicable to specific professions—so, for example, Atlanta might need tailors or bakers or some other category of professionals to fill a gap in its workforce. Hela would dutifully fill out the official paperwork with “tailor,” “baker,” and so on to ensure that all the mostly unskilled teenagers she was relocating would be welcomed in some new place and offered another chance at living.


When nearly every refugee who came through the Frankfurt office had been assigned and transported, the program began the process of shutting its doors. The sisters were not sure they wanted to move to the US yet, but one of the HIAS staff warned them: “If you do not take this last plane, you will not be going to America.” That’s how Ruthie’s mother, aunt, grandmother, and a cousin finally left Frankfurt in 1952, the very night before the Frankfurt HIAS was shuttered. The borough of Manhattan had closed to immigrants just before the group left Germany, so they were formally assigned to Jersey City instead. When they arrived at the airport in New York, Celia and Hela told their mother, “We are not going to Jersey City. Forget about Jersey City.” To them, a metropolitan-area suburb would not suffice.


The sisters convinced HIAS to book them a hotel room in the city, and the next day they went out in search of work and more permanent housing. Hela found work as a bookkeeper; Celia got a job as an office assistant. But Celia did not much enjoy transcribing tape-recorded dictations for her boss. After typing out a whole document in which she mistook the word “abreast” for “a breast,” she decided she’d find something less stressful to do. Bookkeeping would turn out to be a far easier task for her.


Leo and Celia met in New York on a blind date arranged through a mutual friend; he took her to a movie and a very nice restaurant. In those days, a young woman’s entire family might accompany her on all her courtship activities. In our family, we joke that every time Celia met up with Leo, she brought along anyone she knew who was hungry and needed a free meal. Every time the check came, the relatives headed to the bathroom, and Leo covered the bill.


Within a few months of dating, the couple married. When they arrived at their honeymoon location in Florida, Celia, who was otherwise quite frugal, quickly informed Leo that she forgot to bring a bathing suit. She went shopping and purchased an expensive suit—the most expensive one in the shop—then informed her new husband, “My sister needs a bathing suit, too. And I think my mother needs one, too.”


After returning to New York, the couple moved in with Ruthie’s grandmother and aunt, but it wasn’t long before Ruthie’s grandmother moved out to give Celia and Leo their freedom. Shortly after that, Leo introduced Hela to his friend Joseph, known as Josie, hoping the two would become a couple. Leo had met up with Josie after the war. They knew each other from when they were young people and neighborhood friends, but they hadn’t seen each other since Josie, who was a brilliant student, had moved to Warsaw for school. Josie knew everything about everything and read all the time—qualities that Leo assumed would appeal to Hela’s own intellectual leanings. Josie would have made a perfect university professor or entrepreneur, but when he immigrated to the US—unlike in Europe, where he had pursued a number of different initiatives—he took someone’s advice that it was most important to put your head down and work a steady job. He worked as a salesman in a dry goods store and then as a salesman for Leo’s optical business before declaring at age sixty that he had a heart condition and needed to retire.
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