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Dear Reader,

Max, our father, was a survivor of one of history’s most brutal crimes.

As you can imagine, such a violent, traumatic event took a heavy toll on those who lived through it.

Like most survivors, Max was left with physical and emotional scars after his liberation and reintegration into post-war society. He suffered grief and anger due to the extent of his loss. However, living through the experiences of the camps had made him resilient and resourceful. He kept moving forward and overcame negative emotions by relying on sound values and skills learned from his family as a boy and by believing in himself. He was still very young at the end of the war and realized he was responsible for making choices about the path his life would take.

The healing occurred in stages, starting with his years at an orphanage in Marienbad and then his emigration to Canada. He became stronger and more purposeful all the time as life unfolded in his new, adopted country.

One of his most important goals in later life was to ensure that youth, in particular, understood the consequences of hatred and intolerance. Max told them there is no freedom without responsibility. Freedom is not to be taken for granted. It must be defended. In a society where free speech is practised, there will always be those who preach hate. Therefore, hate must be challenged whenever and wherever it occurs.

Max knew from personal experience that even seemingly cultured and law-abiding democracies can descend into chaos and destruction. One person can have an impact in safeguarding rights and freedoms, but it is the multiplied influence of many determined, like-minded individuals that will keep society safe from oppression.

When Max spoke to a classroom of students, he would always drive home the message to be an “upstander” for freedom and not a “bystander,” and to confront the hateful offender by saying, “We will not allow you to bully others . . . not in our school, not in our town, not in our country.”

His words were passed on to his family and those who heard him speak. His aim? To inform us and to steer us toward a path of mutual respect and cohesion.

Ed and Larry Eisen





Prologue

March 1944

Our last Passover Seder together as a family is stamped into my memory forever. We were seated around a beautifully set table—my grandfather and grandmother, my father and mother, my uncle Eugene and aunt Irene, and my two younger siblings, Eugene and Alfred. Baby Judit was in her crib. The candles burned in their candlesticks, the fine dishes were laid out, and the heads of the family—my grandfather, my father, and my uncle—were leaning on cushions to symbolize relaxation and freedom from slavery in Egypt. After the reading and singing of the Passover story, we had a dinner of several courses that lasted about four hours.

I glanced around the table, thinking about all the troubles we had faced in the last years while this terrible war raged around the world. I hoped that my father and Uncle Eugene would soon be permanently released from their labour battalion far from our home in the country once called Czechoslovakia. I hoped that we would soon have more food and clothing, just as we’d had before the war began. I hoped that I would no longer have to wear the Star of David on every article of my clothing: the badge that made me and other Jews feel like second-class citizens, made us feel as if we didn’t belong.

We weren’t aware then that many Jews in other countries had it so much worse than we did. We didn’t know that Jews were being tortured and killed in terrible prisons called concentration camps. We hoped that the Russian Red Army would soon free us from the rules and laws that restricted our own freedom—rules that had been put in place by the evil Adolf Hitler. We hoped the war would end soon.

We had no idea that something terrible was coming. We were here together and celebrating on this special night. When the meal ended and everything was cleared away, we washed the dishes and prepared the table for the second Seder the following night. Around midnight, we went out into our yard to get some air before finally going to bed.

At 2:00 a.m., we were awoken to the sound of someone knocking at our gate. Farkas, my loyal Alsatian dog, began barking furiously as if he sensed there was trouble. We all got up and gathered together. Father opened a window and leaned outside to see who was there at this early hour.

“I need to speak to you right away!” a man called out to my father. He wanted to get through the gate so he could enter the property with his horse and wagon. The visitor turned out to be a man we knew well. Father opened the gate, and the man sped in. “I’ve just come from the pub,” he said, breathlessly. “I overheard several police say that they were planning to round up all the Jews from town and remove them from their homes. I have no idea where they’ll take you. But it’s not good.”

What does this mean? I looked at my father and grandfather, pale in the dim light. My mother wrapped a protective arm around my two brothers.

“I’m here to help you,” the man continued. “You must come with me in my wagon. I’ll drive you to the forest and find you a safe place to hide until the danger passes.” Then he added, “Please, we don’t have much time.”

My father, grandfather, and uncle huddled in a corner, heads together while I watched and waited. Finally, they turned to face the visitor.

“Thank you for the offer, but we can’t come with you,” my grandfather said firmly. “It’s Passover, and it’s the Sabbath. It’s impossible for us to travel on this important holy day.”

The man’s face fell, and he hung his head. “Please reconsider! I think you are all in danger.”

Father shook his head. “It’s hard to imagine something so terrible is about to happen,” he said. Then he thanked the man and led him to the door.

As I lay back in bed, my mind was spinning, reliving the man’s warning over and over. What if the man is right? I wondered. Should we have listened to him? Should we have left? But there was nothing I could do. Father and grandfather were the decision-makers in my family. We had to listen to them.

I had no idea that this decision would change our lives forever.





1

“How do you know which mushrooms I can eat?”

I was called Tibor when I was a child. I was born in 1929 in Moldava nad Bodvou, a town in the eastern part of the country that was then called Czechoslovakia. Our town had approximately five thousand people in it, mostly Christians. There were ninety Jewish families, mine among them. I grew up on a large farm with space for several of my family members. My grandfather, Raphael, and grandmother, Malvina, lived in one area of the home; my uncle Eugene and aunt Irene in another. And I lived with my mother, father, and siblings in the third. Ours was a sprawling compound with fruit orchards, plenty of land, and grain-fed chickens and ducks that roamed everywhere.

[image: image]
My younger brother Eugene (left), Alfred, and me in 1939.


My grandfather and Uncle Eugene operated a lumber business on our property. I loved all my family members, but I was especially close to my grandfather. He had fought on the Russian front in the First World War, years before I was born. And he’d been a cavalry officer in the Austro-Hungarian Empire, which had been formed in 1867 with Franz Joseph as emperor. Our family admired the emperor greatly, and my grandfather fought proudly in his army. He even had his old officer’s cavalry uniform up in the attic, along with all the medals he had been awarded. My grandfather was strong and smart. I loved working side by side with him in the lumberyard, even when I had to shovel the manure left by the horses that came into our compound pulling the wagons where orders of lumber were piled.

“No matter what job you have to do,” my grandfather always said as he worked next to me, sweeping horse manure, “make sure you do the job well.”

Sometimes, my grandfather invited me to come with him when he went to buy sections of nearby forests to add to our supply of lumber. One day, I walked with him through a small grove of pine trees, pausing to smell the scent of pine and hear the wind blowing through the branches. My grandfather stopped next to a tall tree, checking its height and width. I knew he was looking for the perfect trees to cut down. I glanced around, feeling the thickness of the forest closing in.

“How do you know how to get out of here?” I asked. There was no obvious path in or out of the pine grove, and every direction looked the same to me.

My grandfather smiled. “There are signs everywhere,” he said, pointing to the position of the sun in the sky and the shadows that had been cast by the trees behind us. “You just have to know where to look for them.”

Then he pointed to the ground below us. “Your mother and grandmother would love to add those mushrooms to our dinner.” He bent to pluck several white mushrooms from the soft earth. “Tibor, do you know how to tell a poisonous mushroom from one that we can eat?”

I shook my head and came closer, knowing that my grandfather was about to teach me a lesson.

“If the gills are brown like these are,” he said, turning the mushroom over and pointing to the dark area under the cap and surrounding the stem, “then the mushroom is probably a good one.”

“Probably,” I repeated, nodding my head. I learned so many skills from my grandfather just by watching and listening to him.

After working with my grandfather in the lumberyard, I often went to see my father at the pub he owned, which was called the Cellar. He had opened the Cellar years before I was born, and people came from all over to drink and socialize. A popular beverage was liqueur, a flavoured and sweetened alcoholic drink. Sometimes, after school let out and on the way to the Cellar, I stopped at a bakery in town to pick up some soft, yeasty buns. My father would let me open the cork on a barrel of liqueur and dip my bun into the sweet mixture. All my friends wanted to come with me on those days!

My father filled empty bottles with liqueur from casks that he kept. I had an important job putting fancy labels on the bottles of liqueur. I also put red wax on the corks and added my father’s seal to the wax. The bottles looked as if they had never been opened. Then, I placed each bottle into a woven sleeve that was dusted with white chalk powder. That made the bottle look older than it was. There were times when my father let me deliver bottles of liqueur to customers in town.

I took the responsibility of all my jobs at the Cellar very seriously. My father was strict and demanded that I work hard and do a good job. I was never sure I measured up to his expectations of me. But I knew I didn’t want to disappoint him.
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“Eugene was the smart one in the family.”

I often waited at the Cellar for my father to close up so we could walk home together. A tall fence enclosed our compound. It had a main gate for cars, trucks, and wagons and a separate small gate to walk through. Farkas was the first one to greet me as I came through the gate. I always felt safe and well protected by our large white Alsatian that stood guard on our property. He had a bark that would scare off any unwanted visitors. We had two other dogs, fox terriers named Ali and Prince, but there was no question that Farkas was the one in charge.

I passed an old, rusted convertible that sat in a corner of our front yard, buried in the mud down to its axles. My father had driven the car for years until it finally broke down and couldn’t be repaired. Some people might have thought of it as a piece of junk. But I loved sitting in the rusted car and pretending to drive. I passed by the chickens and ducks and heard the geese in their separate enclosure, where they were fed boiled corn to fatten them up. Then I entered our home and was greeted by the aroma of my mother’s cooking. My father may have been the provider in our family, but my mother was the one in charge of our home. She cooked every day, feeding my siblings and me nutritious meals from scratch. She was a gifted seamstress and made many of our clothes. Once a year, she picked plums from our orchard and, along with other family members, made dozens of jars of black plum jam. She did crafts for our synagogue and helped the poor. She even learned how to knit dresses for herself. She had some help in the house from Anna, the Christian woman who had come to live with us when I was born. Anna was as much a part of my family as my blood relatives. But my mother was the one who ran the household. We had no running water in our home and no washing machine or other comforts. My mother never complained about any of this, and to this day, I don’t know how she managed it all.

The other important member of my family was my aunt Bella. She loved to read, and I loved to read with her. At a young age, I would climb onto her lap and follow the stories in the books that she read aloud to me. That’s where I learned to read Hungarian, and by the age of five, I was reading books on my own.

Aunt Bella had contracted polio as a child, a terrible disease that infected her spinal cord and meant that she couldn’t move easily. Grandfather had to help her out of bed every morning, and Grandmother washed and dressed her. Then, Grandmother combed Bella’s long, silky hair, braided it, and put it up in a bun on the top of her head. Despite her limitations, Aunt Bella was always happy and directed the activities in our home from her chair.

My brothers and I competed for Aunt Bella’s attention. There was already a natural sibling rivalry between me and Eugene, who was three years younger than I was. Alfred, who was seven years younger than I, was lovable with his blond hair and blue eyes. Everyone, including me, spoiled him, and he was considered the baby of the family until Judit came along seven years after him. We all sat at Aunt Bella’s feet, listening to her tell stories and begging for more.

Mother smiled at me when I entered the house at the end of a long day. “How was your day, Tibor?” she asked as she stirred a pot of meat stew that was bubbling on the stove. “Do you have homework?”

I nodded and moved over to the table, where Eugene was already bent over his books. Everyone thought of him as the smart one in the family. He could finish his homework with no problem and in record time. Aside from my love of books, I struggled with my studies, especially mathematics and grammar.

I went to two different schools. One was a regular public school, where I learned subjects like mathematics, geography, history, and art. Even though my family spoke Hungarian at home, at school we had to study Slovak, the official language of my country. The other school I attended was a Hebrew school, where I studied sacred Hebrew writings from the Bible and also learned Yiddish, the language spoken by many Jews.

One of the earliest memories I have is riding on the crossbar of my father’s bicycle as he took me to Hebrew school for the very first time and introduced me to my teacher. I was only five years old then and terrified of this new place and of the teacher, with his grim face and the stick in one hand that he tapped against the palm of the other. I quickly learned that he wasn’t afraid to use that stick if I didn’t learn the text properly. And the more he punished me, the less I wanted to learn.

Reading was the one thing that saved me. And the books I loved most were those with cowboys and bandits. Those books were filled with adventure and danger and great suspense. One time, my friend Gaby Lichtman and I ran from Hebrew school to his house to get some books to read before evening prayers. Every day at Hebrew school, we would stop at sundown to pray in the synagogue, then return to school until 7:00 p.m. It was wintertime and we knew we only had ten minutes to grab some books and be back at synagogue before the sunset. I quickly stuffed several under my shirt and winter coat. But we were late, and by the time we got to the synagogue, the services had already started. I got into line with the rest of the students and said my prayers, keeping my head down and trying to be invisible. It didn’t work. The teacher saw me and walked over, his face dark with anger. I knew I was in trouble. It was one thing to be punished for bad behaviour in class in front of my friends and classmates. But I didn’t want to be punished here in front of the entire synagogue congregation, including my father, who was also there for prayers. My teacher raised his arm to slap me across the face and I twisted away. That’s when all the books I had been hiding under my shirt came tumbling out and onto the synagogue floor.

My face burned with shame, and I wanted the floor to swallow me up, especially when I saw the look of disappointment on my father’s face. I had seen that look before. And now, not only would I be punished by my father when I got home, but I knew that all the books I wanted to read—all those stories of adventure that I loved so much—would be taken away from me.

The only thing I hoped was that my mother would come to my rescue, as she often did. Her understanding was what I counted on.
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