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FOREWORDS

	 

	MEMORIES OF LOVE AND OF DEATH

	— Dr. Elizabeth Odio Benito

	 

	When World War II finally ended in Europe, on May 8, 1945, with the fall of Berlin, the allied armies that had advanced through the different European countries, encountered the terrors of the concentration camps, the work camps, and the extermination camps organized by the Nazis and their collaborators. Of these camps, spread throughout Germany, Poland, the Netherlands, France, Ukraine, Austria, Italy, Latvia, Czech Republic, Estonia — without this numeration being exhaustive — emerged a genocide without comparison in the history of the human race.

	There were millions of deaths, disappeared persons, tortured persons, men, women, children. Auschwitz, Buchenwald, Dachau, Treblinka, Majdanek, Mauthausen, began to be names of sites associated with tragedy and horror that took down European Jews, without any other justification, for being Jews.

	As a formal date of the beginning of the genocide, the Night of the Broken Crystals — November 9, 1938 — is often recognized as the beginning of the deportations and creation of the ghettos. But the persecution, deportations, and the deprivation of rights, which the Jews had as citizens of Germany and Poland suffered, had been taking place for years before then.

	When the allied soldiers entered the ruins of the camps at the beginning of 1945, the innocent civil victims of the genocides were accounted in millions. Officially, approximately six million Jews, men, women, and children were indicated, plus two million more of non-Jews, handicapped, homosexuals, gypsies, and other “impure” races.

	Also, from these ruins, like ghosts that barely were on their feet, women, men, and children emerged, whom their own destiny permitted them to survive, to be witnesses of the most horrifying barbarity ever seen in the history of humanity. Before the astonished and frightened eyes of those who came to help them stand, these victims assumed the faces and the names of all the deceased, to denounce and build a collective memory of what happened.

	But the six million human beings in the European camps of death and extermination were not the only victims of the politics on the “Jewish matter”, and its “Final Solution”, designed by Heinrich Himmler under the murderous anti-Semitic rhetoric of Adolf Hitler, that traveled throughout Europe, and especially Germany since the 1930s. There were other victims and other histories of pain and death, the product of these years and war. There were also in this apocalyptic madness, stories of love, courage, valor, solidarity, sacrifice.

	The family history of Abraham and his brother Jacobo Gutreiman is one of those stories. The story of Frieda Goldberg, wife of Abraham, is also one of these stories. This is the story that herein they tell us, with their own voices, from the bottom of their own memories, in the first person, as survivors of the Holocaust.

	It is a story soaked with tears, with questions without answers, in forgotten prayers. It is a recounting of lost lives and lived lives. Abraham’s dreams, since he was a boy in his natal small Polish town of Parysow, are nightmares. “Where was G-d that night?” “Where were you during all that time of our agony?”

	While millions of European Jews were exterminated without their murderers showing any mercy, other millions fled terrified of the ghettos, jumping from the trains of death, they hid in holes; they suffered grueling cold, survived barely eating or drinking. They ran through the war fields, daily evading death, they helped and held onto each other. And sometimes they found small miracles of solidarity by non-Jewish families. Or defenseless, they died of hunger and cold in hostile scenes, with nobody to bury them.

	Abraham and Jacobo Gutreiman were among those that fled without stopping and without knowing where to run. Both looked for their mother, for their family; they wanted to survive. Their brother relationship was weaved stronger with the threads of a tragedy that nobody could or can explain. They never were separated. They are the only survivors of their family, now they rest together in the Jewish Cemetery in Costa Rica, a country where they came one day to live almost by chance, looking for the peace that their Polish homeland never gave them. They had their Kaddish and their names are registered in the book of life, as their children wrote at the end of this story.

	But Abraham and Frieda, his wife, fulfilled an essential task, that reached out to their children Max and Chana: they transmitted their memories. And they, at the same time, when writing this story, have transmitted it to their children, who must also transmit it to their children and their children to their children. This is what this moving and unique story is about. Of the memory of those who cannot nor must permit silence and oblivion to cover what happened to them and to millions like them, only for being Jews.

	There are people that say that the past must be forgotten to live in a present of peace; that you cannot relive the pain or tragedy of the actions that occurred many years before. And even less, maintain the memory alive of those acts in the generations that came after.

	This story, Oy, Mame!, is a living testimony that we cannot nor must we forget that hate, violence, discrimination, contempt, humiliation, anti-Semitism created the monster of the Holocaust. That Shoah must remain in the present and live in the memory of humanity, so it is not repeated. That the pain and suffering of Abraham and Jacobo through the years where their prayers were not listened to, is a universal story, it is the story of the genocide of the Jewish people. Of their women and men, that for many centuries have pilgrimed throughout the planet looking for peace. And also, it is a mirror, so Jews and we who are not Jews, and all, see ourselves reflected in the way Abraham, Jacobo, and Frieda fought together for life, for peace, with love and courage, now and forever.

	 

	DR. ELIZABETH ODIO BENITO

	President of the Inter-American Court of Human Rights

	Former Minister of Justice, Vice-President of Costa Rica

	and Vice-President of the International Criminal Court.

	 

	San José, Costa Rica

	August 2014

	 


MR. ABRAHAM GUTREIMAN  Z’’L

	— Rabbi Gershon Miletski

	 

	Abraham Gutreiman was a name and figure that I carried with me during the fifteen years of service as Rabbi of the Orthodox Jewish Community of Costa Rica. There is no encounter by coincidence. Nothing in this world occurs by coincidence. Each connection has a reason. The history of Abraham Gutreiman summarizes, with great strength and intensity, the history of our people in general and of the previous generation, whose third part was vilely cut.

	I had the opportunity to know him very personally and speak with him on many occasions. He was a habitual visitor of the Synagogue for many years and every time he went, he had something to say. Constantly he spoke with the Creator of the Universe: “Where were you at that moment?” Why did you permit these things to happen to our people?”

	He, who had experienced in his own flesh, the most difficult experience of that dark epoch, felt that he had the right to ask and demand answers. Frequently he made these questions in my presence as if my help could work to obtain the desired answers.

	Even though it was hard for me to listen to him and direct his doubts, I knew that he was not worthy of a warning for the simple reason that he was the only one in body and soul that had forever deep wounds. I sustained that nobody had the right to criticize him, since nobody was in this place at that unbearable time.

	I tried to balance his questions with heroic Jewish stories that decided to not let their heads down before the Nazi bestiality, and not go with a bowed head to the killing. 

	Additionally, the inseparable Gordian knot between him and his brother, Yankel, is a phenomenon that is seen very few times. This connection between brothers that they reached at a respectable age, marked all of his family and each one of them in a crucial manner. This is a marvelous story by itself.

	Who permitted this special relationship and supported them with sacrifice during many years was his wife, Mrs. Frieda (may she enjoy a long life), who with the power of her personality directed for many years the family life, raising their children in Germany, Bolivia and later in Costa Rica, where they established themselves for many decades and until this date. There isn’t a way to describe or imagine the family’s life without her special and dominant personality.

	The deceased Mr. Abraham came to the Synagogue every Saturday, every festive day, and Yahrzeit1 day of his parents and family members, until one day he decided that while he did not receive a satisfactory answer to his doubts, he would not pass through the doorstep of the Synagogue. He continued praying and putting on the tefillin2 in his house without missing even once. He assured me of it many times. For him, it was important to clarify it. He also completely complied with the Mitzvah3 of Tallit Katan4 and he always showed me his Tzitzit5. Nevertheless, he did not appear anymore at the Synagogue. It was a strange sensation as if he was “pressuring” the Creator to give him an answer to his questions.

	In this way, during a couple of years, he continued with his “stubbornness” and his “protest” and they did not help me with the petitions and the pleads to return to Shil6, neither of his children, Max and Chana, nor Mrs. Frieda, his wife. They told me, “Give him time, he will return.” And in effect, he did. One day he walked with steps that were a little indecisive, and it seemed that he was with hesitation, towards Shil, and since then, until his last day, he did not miss a Saturday nor a festive day, going to the Synagogue and not only to pray. He was one of the fanatics of Torah’s speeches. He always had observations or questions of great interest. He also cared, in every way, of the Israeli endeavors. He was a Zionist and pro-Israel with all his being.   

	The close relationship between us lasted until his last day. I remember when his brother passed away, Yankel Z”L. He sought my closeness and he asked me a lot. I must say that I also enjoyed these conversations a lot. They were very fructiferous for me.

	His pride was that his children, Max and Chany, learned and acquired a superior education and became distinguished professionals, without abandoning for any moment their Jewish identity. Also, they mastered the Yiddish language, which was very dear to him. He always awaited happy the opportunity to speak in this language.

	Lastly, I would like to conclude with a story that I believe represents the life of Mr. Abraham Z”L. It is the story of “Jason Ish” a very famous Halachic figure of the previous generation, who lived in the city of Bnei Brak, Israel. In the year 1952, a person came near him and asked, “Where can I find a just person (Tzadik)?” The Jason Ish answered, “Go tomorrow to the central Synagogue of the city and look for someone that has a blue number in his arm and is putting on the tefillin. He is the just man that you are looking for. That person experienced in his own flesh the darkest horrors of humanity and he daily continues putting on tefillin, this man is pious.”

	Mr. Abraham Gutreiman Z”L was in this way. A strong man who maintained himself firm. A man that fought for his life and for the life of his family. He was full of questions as a grenade towards the Creator of the Universe, and with all that, he kept putting on tefillin every day, fully complying in this way with the divine commandment. This is Mr. Abraham, who I had the joy of knowing. May he rest in peace.

	 

	Rabbi GERSHON MILETSKI

	Former Chief Rabbi of the Jewish Community

	of Costa Rica for 15 years

	 


A TESTIMONY OF SURVIVAL

	— Merida Morales-O’Donnell

	 

	This book is a testimony of survival of the horrors of the greatest tragedy of the history of mankind. A moving and poetic description of the discrimination and persecution suffered by Abraham and his brother Yankel, the only surviving members of a Jewish family from Poland. Reading “Oy Mame! Oy Mame!” you hear the voice of Abraham, telling you the journey of his life and that of his brother, moment by moment - an agony of depravations, humiliations, physical aggression, and killings perpetrated by the Nazis against the Jewish population of Poland. “They first killed our souls, and then our bodies”.

	It is difficult to find words to describe the horrors and grief experienced by these two human beings, examples of the suffering of millions of Jews persecuted and exterminated during the Holocaust. The book reflects Abraham’s desire to keep the story alive and pass it on to future generations, in order to prevent its repetition. Unfortunately, the lessons of history are not always followed. Antisemitism and discrimination are features of today’s society, racial cleansing occurs in some parts of the world, intransigence and authoritarianism persist, resulting in restrictions to rights and liberties, persecution and, ultimately,  displacement.  Today’s refugees will join Abraham Gutreiman when he moans:

	 

	“...we do not occupy a place

	in any space; in any time.

	We are travelers towards

	an uncertain future”.

	 

	UNHCR was created to help refugees such as Abraham and Yankel.  However, its relevance did not end with the resettlement of victims of the Holocaust. Today many more victims of human intransigence remain in need of UNHCR ‘s help.

	Chana Gutreiman surprises me with this book that she, with her brother Max, put together - a vivid testimony of discrimination and persecution resulting from intolerance on religious and racial grounds. I met Chana at the UNHCR Office in Costa Rica in the 1980s, and witnessed her kindness and unwavering commitment towards refugees, most of them from Central America, who came to the Office searching for help.  Having read the book, I understand why...

	 

	MERIDA MORALES-O’DONNELL

	Former Director, Americas Bureau,

	United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees

	June 2021

	 

	 

	
INTRODUCTION

	 

	We were raised in a home formed by our parents and uncle, who came to Bolivia from Europe as survivors of the Holocaust.

	Our father insisted, day to day in a continuous manner, on telling us all the details of his life in Poland, before, during, and after the Second World War. He had a privileged memory and he remembered in chronological order all the events; this story became our story.

	When our father turned 90 years of age, we asked Mr. Jaime Tishler, that he, with his professional video camera, help us eternalize his story. We were conscious that his health was starting to deteriorate, and we did not want his experiences to disappear without being fixed in the memory of our family. Mr. Tishler fulfilled our request with great professionalism and love.

	After the death of our father, at the age of 95 years, we decided to collect the recorded information in the videos with memories of the prolonged and unforgettable moments when our father told us his experiences. Our mother, Frieda Goldberg, helped us to review the details and we were able to collect the information that later became the book that we are presenting.

	It is of our interest that this book is read by our children Leo and Marina, Harry and Shely, Eitan and Katherine, Sergio and Hilda, Mauricio and Sally, and Alex and Mijal; but above all that this legacy for their children and their children’s children is depicted in writing.

	 

	— CHANA AND MAX GUTREIMAN

	


Chapter I

	 

	The Faded Lights of Parysow

	 

	I

	 

	The daily path of a young boy winds through the streets, past the old synagogue, the market, the smells of your kitchen, oh Mother. These are the everyday places where my brothers and sister shone like stars; stars that would later be extinguished. Like that first light in my hometown, that small shtetl, each day, at the crack of dawn, I remember you, Mother.

	
Memory blurs, one light among many;

	the cold light of that morning,
the firelight which warmed me like a coat,

	 the last light in the eyes of
my closest partner on this journey
my one surviving brother.

	 

	All the faces stopped at that moment; even my own face; deteriorating towards nothingness. That eternal instant, as I was thrown from that train, just one, among all the trains that took our People towards their death.

	 

	All the exoduses,
All the exiles,
All the fires.
I am frozen in a mirror of shame, Mother
forever dazed.
What of the Fate that faced

	 everyone left on that train?
You are also left.
Oh, Mother! Oh, Mother!
I will repeat this cry until my last breath.

	Oy, Mame! Oy, Mame!7

	 

	
 II

	 

	Have you ever had the feeling of forgetting something? Suddenly you reach a point and you are sure that something was left behind, something important, something essential. I have known people who check over their house ten times before leaving, to make sure that they have not left anything behind. And despite all this exhausting effort, once they are already on the bus or train, far away, without the ability to return, that terrible sensation that something is not okay, returns to them. It is the feeling that they missed something: did I leave the lights on? Did I close the door?

	That terrible feeling has always accompanied me. What treasures did I forget in Parysow? How many things were left behind when I departed? Which doors did I forget to close? How many prayers did I forget to raise to Heaven on that last peaceful night of our People?

	 

	Would You have listened to me then?
Would You have turned Your fierce gaze away from us

	 and the murderous hand of our enemies? 

	Where were You, G-d, that night?
Where were You in our time of agony?

	 

	I am stranded.
Half of me remains a ghost, 

	forever left behind in a small Polish village.
Half of me is here looking to You.

	
Do not think that I do not know the objects:

	 furniture, lamps,
the windows through which
the daylight is already fading.
But behind these surroundings
there is another sky and other stars.
For me, time is not time, but more space.

	 Anything that strikes my eyes is a potential key,

	 A key to a door which remains with me,

	along with all its tragedy.
a door that opens to my lost childhood.

	 

	The long journey along a steep and stony slope started for me on January 5, 1917. I was born in Parysow in the Siedlecki province, located 10 kilometers from Garwolin and 50 kilometers from
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