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“. . . provides a fresh take not only on the Holocaust, but also the proper response to the seemingly inerasable stain left by profound anguish . . . A moving and original contribution to an inexhaustible body of literature.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“A wise and deeply stirring memoir that takes the reader on a powerful journey of body, mind, and heart.”

—Lama Tsultrim Allione, author of Wisdom Rising: Journey into the Mandala of the Empowered Feminine

“A rich prose journey into the author’s ancestral homeland where she unearths her Jewish family’s trauma legacy. Her search for answers is gutsy, yet elegant. Hers is a tempered soul, refined by her spiritual practice—Tibetan Buddhism—which adds a surprising layer of complexity to her quest. A beautiful and important memoir that uplifts as much as it compels.”

—Rabbi Tirzah Firestone, PhD, author of With Roots in Heaven and Wounds into Wisdom

“A powerful testament to human resilience and courage, this book reflects the power of inquiry in a world riven with suffering, and the capacity to transform that suffering into wisdom.”

—Rev. Joan Jiko Halifax, Abbot, Upaya Zen Center and author of Standing at the Edge

“An evocative and deeply spiritual book about a journey through space and time that also unfolds into a mystery about how the body carries and receives messages from the past. Read this and be prepared to think about your own ancestors in a new way.”

—Sonya Huber, author of Opa Nobody

“A compelling personal spiritual journey that crosses religious boundaries in order to tackle some of the deepest mysteries of life and death. Revealing how the past, present, and future intersect in the very cells of our bodies, Buried Rivers shows how we can more fully discover spiritual truth and personal healing through the conscious meeting of our ancestors as they appear to us in the here and now.”

—Zvi Ish-Shalom, Ph.D., founder of the Kedumah Institute and author of The Kedumah Experience: The Primordial Torah

“Ms. Mains takes us on a courageous personal and historical journey into the world of her Jewish ancestors and the atrocities of the Holocaust. What makes her venture so remarkable is the haunting question that accompanies her and a deep conviction in the human disposition for goodness. By shedding light on something so dark, she demonstrates that healing, opportunity, and magic can emerge from the densest suffering.”

—Elizabeth Mattis Namgyel, author of The Power of an Open Question and The Logic of Faith

“Deepening insights culled from years of Buddhist contemplative practice, and courageously assembling the puzzle pieces of her family’s past in Polish cities and remote villages, the author shares a colorful and revealing picture of contemporary life in post-Communist Poland and her own inner life. An intimate and illuminating memoir that depicts how trusting in the spontaneous wisdom of one’s own body and heart can heal intergenerational trauma.”

—David I. Rome, author of Your Body Knows the Answer

“Part memoir, part spiritual chronicle, Buried Rivers takes the reader on a journey into our most pressing real-life questions about good and evil. This Buddhist reflection on the intimate legacy of the Holocaust is a riveting page-turner.”

—Judith Simmer-Brown, Distinguished Professor of Contemplative and Religious Studies, Naropa University, 
author of Dakini’s Warm Breath: The Feminine Principle in Tibetan Buddhism
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Foreword

The two questions I am most frequently asked are: “Why have you not lost your faith in humanity?” and “How can human beings do such things?” I face these questions because I have spent my life working on the frontlines of some of the most barbaric and horrific acts of which humanity is capable: extreme hatred, torture, enforced disappearances and mass killing.

These questions lie at the heart of Buried Rivers. It is an inquiry that comes not a moment too soon. Across the globe we are witnessing the re-emergence of attitudes, popular movements, political forces and extreme violence that humanity believed it had decisively rejected after the horror of the Second World War.

In the depths of that wartime abyss, the Holocaust stands alone. It is indelible for the sheer scale of the slaughter, the calculated, systematic brutality, and the vast numbers of people active or complicit in the grim machinery of genocide.

Ellen Korman Mains’ search for answers is not only historical. It is personal. Her family was subjected to extreme degradation and extermination in the infamous Łódź ghetto and the Auschwitz-Birkenau death camps. It is that dark legacy she examines.

Buried Rivers is the story of her intimate and open-hearted journey. She travels to the killing grounds, into the surrounding villages and countryside, learns the local language, ceaselessly bringing her lifetime of spiritual practice and personal inquiry into her quest. Astonishingly free from dogma, sentimentality or bitterness, her journal becomes our watchful companion as we take this journey with her. Much of it takes place in what she calls “the inner space of the heart.”

Her innermost space was profoundly influenced, not only by the fate of her family, but also by an encounter with one of the most remarkable meditation masters to flee the devastation of Tibet in the post-war years—Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche. “The Communist army was arriving in thousands and using automatic weapons hitherto unknown in Tibet,” he later wrote. “All the districts were full of the wounded and dying.”

Arrving in the West as part of the Tibetan exodus, he found a particular resonance with her generation—independent thinkers who questioned the world into which they were born and were determined to chart an alternative path both for themselves and their society. His message was that, despite the savagery, enlightened society was possible. What made it possible was the fundamental principle of basic goodness, an esoteric teaching that the totality of life is sacred.

His teachings awakened in her mind a further question she addresses in this book. Can the sacred outlook of “basic goodness” embrace the hard reality of extreme human violence?

Her pilgrimage of inquiry takes her to the edge of uncertainty where, she says, “place and time, past and present, weren’t quite separate.” She is led to the unimaginable, like Auschwitz itself that goes “beyond the bounds of speech and thought.”

The residual, unacknowledged and unquieted spirits of those who suffered in the camps ask, “How can you believe in basic goodness when there is such horror in the world?”

What sets this book apart from the many other heartfelt, analytical and hauntingly descriptive accounts of Holocaust historians and survivors is that into its fabric is woven a poignant record of many hours of meditative practice and introspection. This is the journey of a meditator.

As her encounter with the profound realities of these places of torture and mass killing deepens, she has experiences that, at the outset, would have seemed inconceivable. “The underlying energy of life with its nurturing motherly force surrounded me like a vast sea,” she writes. “It embraced everything. Everything was born from that space—both birth and death.”

In a pivotal moment that both holds and transcends the horror of what happened to her family and countless other victims, she comes to see that “even the Holocaust couldn’t destroy the truth of interdependence and interconnectedness. Nothing remained lost or cut off forever.”

Meditating in a monastery near the site of a notorious pogrom of Jews in Poland, she reflects on wisdom, hard won on the killing fields of both East and West. It is wisdom we all need to take to heart when our world risks being torn apart by so much divisiveness and hatred:

“In the end, one group’s survival had to include respecting and honoring all of life, not just one religion, one race, or one species. Until more people understood this, the suffering resulting from narrow self-interest and intolerance of differences would continue to be our teacher. As my uncle put it: Will mankind eventually learn from this horror? I hope to God. So far we haven’t!”
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Richard Reoch has devoted his working life to the international defence of human rights, peace and environmental protection. He is the former president of Shambhala, the worldwide community dedicated to the Buddha’s teachings on enlightened society.




Author’s Note to Readers

Buried Rivers chronicles a series of life-changing events that happened to me mainly between 2005 and 2012. But it also touches on historical events that occurred before my birth and their impact on my family members, as well as the lives of many others. Therefore, a few words of orientation and preparation may be helpful.

First, I felt it was essential to include a few flashbacks and other background from my childhood, adolescence, and younger adult years, as well as to provide a general picture of my parents’ lives. To bring immediacy to my investigation of the Holocaust and my family’s story, I’ve also included key portions of an oral testimony dictated by my uncle before his death in 2005. While I hope I have woven these narrative threads together skilfully, I acknowledge the challenge that such transitions of time and place may pose for some readers.

I am grateful to my aunt, Evelyn Goldbloom, who passed away in 2013, for sharing the raw transcript of my uncle’s story and allowing me to use it. While preserving most of its content and style, I have used my personal discretion and judgement in selecting or sometimes re-ordering words or sentences in order to improve clarity and narrative flow, and to minimize repetition.

Most importantly, I recognize that some material in this memoir may trigger uncomfortable feelings for readers who carry the burden of a family legacy such as the Holocaust, or another unresolved trauma. If you begin to notice such triggering, whether you understand the reason for it or not, I encourage you to take care of yourself using your own best judgement and/or the advice of someone you trust.

It may be wise to read slowly, only a little at a time, and to allow frequent breaks. You might take a walk, spend some time in nature, or with people who emanate kindness. If you can, be gently curious toward whatever has arisen, without judgement. Taking an attitude of openness, gentleness, and self-respect is itself a gesture of love and healing that will help whatever has been triggered.

Finally, a few words about the naming of people and places. In a few cases, I have changed the name of an individual to avoid confusion due to similarity with another name and, in other cases, to preserve privacy. And while I have done my best to use the correct Polish spelling for Polish locations, etc., I apologize for the errors that Polish readers will undoubtedly encounter.

I am honored by your engagement with my journey and, despite the seeming darkness of the subject, I sincerely hope it will impact you in a way that uplifts and benefits yourself and others.




1
Touched

Wherever the dead reside, in some heavenly kingdom or in earthly graves, their presence is felt by the living, and it is through the living that they find a measure of eternal life.

—From a Ruined Garden: The Memorial Books of Polish Jewry
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The train from Munster to Brussels gathered speed until its whispers grew silent, slicing the winter air like a bullet leaving no mark. There were hardly any passengers, just how I liked it. I inhaled into my belly, surrendering my limbs to the smooth vibration and letting everything else go. Beyond the spotless windows a pasty grey sky hung over the earth, stone-cold and featureless.

I felt at home here in Europe where land and people had bonded for centuries and grown native to each other. Even in Germany—except for those moments when the language cast an auditory double-take and sent it back out as German. It was the understandable hangover that anyone with a connection to the Holocaust would experience on German soil, though I’d always resisted being defined by labels or by my family’s past.

My adult life had been devoted to living in the present moment, not being the child of Holocaust survivors. The phrase itself carried shame and seemed to suck oxygen from a room, demanding attention. Everyone had a difficult childhood of one sort or another. Was it so different growing up with a mother who had survived Auschwitz?

A subliminal conversation found its way into my awareness, like fish eggs washing ashore. How everything seemed so normal now . . . the Germans so congenial and sincere . . . so very reasonable and intelligent . . . polite and well-groomed—so terribly normal. The shops thriving and colorful . . . everything clean and respectable . . . people shopping, having a good time . . . young people laughing, enjoying life . . . all of it so goddamn normal. Had everyone already forgotten? Was this how life went on, everything simply normal again?

It was January 2005. I had arrived five days earlier for a conference of Kyudo instructors. Kyudo (commonly known as Zen Archery) had developed in Japan over many centuries. I’d practiced it for twenty-five years, and had practiced Buddhism even longer. Normal was something I knew little about. As a child, my sense of normal came from TV shows like Leave it to Beaver and Father Knows Best, whose predictable realities I envied. I poured myself into those make-believe worlds, finding comfort in their structured family lives with punctual family dinners, agreements about who did what chores, and the notion that problems could be discussed with your parents and solutions found. My own life was nothing like those shows.

For my immigrant parents, building a new life after the war was all-consuming. From shoemaking to owning a delicatessen, to selling televisions and mattresses, and then a cigarette vending machine business—hard work was the key to security and little else mattered. We had few family rituals, religious or otherwise. No Sunday afternoon walks in the park or trips to the zoo. There weren’t even rules. At the age of five or six, I asked my mother if I could have a bedtime. She humored me for a couple of days, but I knew she didn’t mean it. Mostly, I was left on my own, whether playing in the neighborhood or in my room.

Once, when I had a high fever, they bundled me up and rushed me to the hospital. From inside a cocoon of blankets, I smelled the sharp wintry air and glimpsed their worried faces. They were holding me close as if I were something precious they could lose. Later, I often fantasized about breaking an arm or a leg, craving more of that attention.

As the train sped silently on, my thoughts took me back to the previous afternoon. A sudden downpour had sent me to a rack of cheap umbrellas outside a Munster shop. I picked one and went inside. A blonde woman in a blue vintage dress raised her eyes from behind the counter and then forced a smile that obliged me to smile back. That’s how it began. I didn’t want to smile back. It would have made me complicit in the seeming amnesia. We didn’t need to smile. We could have just been two people, not pretending anything. As I fumbled for change in my red coin purse, an impatient flicker crossed her face, and suddenly we were artifacts not people. Any moment she would yell “Schnell!” (Hurry up!) Though the Yiddish word was identical, when my mother said it, there was no resemblance to the Nazi command.

The flicker had little more substance than a hair out of place, but the imprint was like an indelible tattoo, as if secret ammunition were close at hand. Be careful; she might find out I’m a Jew and then . . . Ammunition? My murmuring half-thoughts sounded absurdly paranoid.

The truth was I needed something from her, that woman behind the counter who could have had any number of reasons for an insincere smile—a bad lunch, a sick child at home—I needed her to see me for one moment.

I left the shop with my umbrella and walked though Munster’s wet streets, an invisible membrane surrounding me like a time capsule of memory, though the memories weren’t mine. As if I knew the flip side of these civilized, respectable appearances. How could they act so normal? Was the disease really gone or just hiding?

I knew I’d over-reacted, of course. A burp from my unconscious. It was typical for me to want something from someone who couldn’t give it to me. I might have wanted the same thing anywhere else. But because she was German, somehow I wanted it more.

Through the train’s gaping windows, dismal surroundings stretched on monotonously, the flat horizon and grey sky punctuated only by isolated sheds and wire fences, as if even the trees had died. I couldn’t help thinking about a different kind of train and destination. My head registered a kind of atmospheric pressure in the background, like a dense cloud bearing down on me from the space above.

Outside, I noticed an abundance of chain link fences topped with double or triple rows of barbed wire. Here and there, a chimney churned out smoke a darker grey than the sky. My awareness returned to the vague heaviness above me, like an enormous swarm of insects. As I paid it more attention, it seemed to become more real and palpable and I grew more curious.

Then it clicked. Of course there would be some residue of the Holocaust hovering over Germany. How could it not be here? The silent train’s seamless movement had simply allowed me to sense what was already here—a conglomeration of pain and sorrow, a leftover package of energy hanging over Germany on this late January day.

As I continued sensing it, the heaviness grew steadier and more solid, like a soup congealing as it cooled, allowing itself to be felt or examined from all sides. I told myself it all made sense, and that anyone would notice this if they were still enough to pay attention—something present in the atmosphere, as real as everything else, just invisible.

I switched to a seat on the other side of the train; I’m not sure why. Maybe to face the direction the train was moving, instead of what was behind. I wondered if something would shift in my new seat, but the heaviness persisted, unchanged.

I must have grown restless because my mind wandered for a moment, and then I felt shudder pass through my sternum, like feathers brushing through the tissue and ribs. With it came a putrid sensation too repulsive to inhale, like the smell of rotting meat. As it touched the inner space beneath my ribs, something in me recoiled and went numb. Within moments my throat felt sore and swollen.

Was it my imagination? Or was there a connection between my raw throat and the oppressive cloud, as if some invisible tentacle had injected me with its contents. I shivered in my jacket and tried nestling into my seat, but the tight fabric had no give.

It was dusk when the second train from Brussels to Paris pulled into the Gare du Nord station in Paris. Jean, the father of my cousin’s wife, found me on the platform. Too deaf to make sense of my rusty French, despite my shouting, he drove me to the large apartment he shared with his wife, Sabine. I looked forward to a good night’s sleep and to seeing my boyfriend, Herb, who would be flying across the ocean while I slept.

The next morning, my sore throat had eased but I felt oddly disoriented. Herb’s flight was arriving at 8:00 a.m., and I waited for him at the metro stop as agreed, a two-minute walk from the apartment where we would spend the next six nights.

“Howdy stranger,” I called, glimpsing his tall frame and rich chocolate leather jacket at the bottom of the stairs. He had good taste in clothes and the finer things in life. He looked up, eyes wide, the whites matching the collar of his shirt. The beginning of a smile was hidden by the trim, dark beard covering most of his cheeks.

“Bon joor,” he said, giggling self-consciously as he reached the top step, as if he were six, not sixty. He pushed his pursed lips out like a fish and planted a kiss on my cheek, then took my hand. I might have preferred a more overt show of passion, but his vulnerability was endearing. We’d been seeing each other for a year and were contemplating living together.

As I led the way back to the apartment, I wondered why my head felt like a revolving door spinning through space and my legs seemed so far away. Though Herb had just crossed the Atlantic, I seemed to be the one with jet lag.

Jean and Sabine were more than kind, but couldn’t understand a word Herb said. He’d been practicing French diligently for three months, but foreign languages didn’t come easily. Mine was rusty from living in Colorado, but since I’d learned it growing up in Montreal, the basics were hardwired at least. Maybe it helped that my parents had spoken French before learning English.

My mother was born in Łódź, Poland in 1920, the eldest of five children. My father was born in Kozienice, Poland in 1907, the eighth of ten. They met in Paris a year after the war ended. There, they married and had my brother. In Paris, my mother, born Masza Goldblum, took the first name Madeleine. My father, Szapsa Korman, took the name Charles, and they used these new names alternately with their Yiddish ones throughout their lives, depending on the situation and whether they were with people from the Old World or the New. Whenever my parents called each other by these names, they used the French pronunciation.

The grandson of my father’s older brother had married Jean and Sabine’s daughter. Though Sabine and her husband weren’t Jewish, each day she carried on about how sad it was, what happened to the Jews. I imagined her recent diagnosis of Alzheimer’s was the reason for these seemingly random comments.

One evening they invited some friends, a Jewish couple, over for dinner. Sabine was chatty and engaging, and we all followed her lead. Wondering if there was a plan for what the six of us would eat, I followed her into the kitchen along with her friend, Charlotte, pretending to help serve while discreetly investigating the food situation.

“Et pour manger?” I asked, trying to sound casual.

“Oui, le diner, bien sur” said Sabine, confirming we were having dinner, of course. Then she shrugged, pointing to several days’ vintages of bread and rolls overflowing their baskets.

“Voila le pain, il y a beaucoup du pain,” she said, as if the bread absolved her of further responsibility. I caught Charlotte’s eyes and we searched the kitchen for anything else to eat while Sabine returned to the men drinking aperitifs at the dining table.

Secretly amused, I smiled to myself. The food had become refreshingly irrelevant—the opposite of my childhood world where food was never overlooked and hardly irrelevant. To eat was the first and most important commandment in our home. For my mother, food was survival itself, the antidote against death.

The business of eating once loomed over me like an odious mountain I had to climb again and again. My mother would watch from the stove, her blue-grey eyes like penetrating steel rods waiting for me to complete my joyless obligation. She must have believed my own survival instincts were insufficient. Eating only some of the food on my plate was not an option. Not being hungry that day was not an option. What my body felt or wanted was irrelevant. If I could have avoided eating entirely as a child, that’s what I would have done.

As long as I ate three good meals a day, no one seemed concerned about what else I did, as if physical nurturance was the only kind that mattered. The more I ate, the happier my mother was, but I could never eat enough to please her. Once I heard her complain to a neighbor about her struggles getting me to eat. From the open door of our fourth-floor apartment, I listened to their echoing voices in the empty hallway.

“Maybe it scares her to see such a big plate of food,” the neighbor called from the floor below. “She must be afraid of it.”

I’m not afraid of it, I thought. I just don’t want so much. I don’t think my mother could comprehend either possibility. The neighbor didn’t have a foreign accent like my parents. It titillated me to listen in, as if one solar system were communicating with another. It intrigued me to be talked about. I felt aware of myself as if from a great distance.

When I was sick, meals became something I truly dreaded. Three times a day I struggled to override nausea. Mealtimes painfully measured the passage of hours. Often I threw up afterward. I was trapped in a dream that wasn’t mine, the nightmare of hunger that had taken over my mother’s body and soul. Everything in me rebelled.

Maneuvering silently in Sabine’s tiny kitchen, I assembled a slightly wilted green salad. Charlotte microwaved two frozen pasta meals she’d found in the freezer. We carried our marginal offerings through the living room to the long dining table clad in white with pastel embroidered flowers. Someone mentioned a new Holocaust memorial opening in Paris.

After the guests had left, we watched TV coverage of President Chirac inaugurating the new memorial and study center intended to be one of the most important in Europe, a counterpart of Yad Vashem in Israel. Its opening coincided with the 60th anniversary of the liberation of Auschwitz, the day the Russian army entered Auschwitz-Birkenau and liberated the remaining ill or dying prisoners, January 27, 1945. Commemorations were happening throughout Europe.

I finally understood why Sabine kept referring to Jews and the Holocaust. She was losing her mind, but her heart was intact.

Once I was home, my mysterious illness took a stronger hold. Something had happened to me on that train, but I made no connection between these events.




2
Skeleton Tracings

. . . those who are born after calamity sense its most inward meanings first and have to work their way outwards toward the facts and the worldly shape of events.

—Eva Hoffman, After Such Knowledge
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Back in Colorado, I stayed home from my job at the Boulder Shambhala Center to rest and recover. My flu had worsened from the flights and jet lag, and having had chronic fatigue for years, I was also exhausted. But there was something else—a pervasive absence. I simply couldn’t find myself.

It was not the absence of ego to which a Buddhist would aspire. I was missing something essential, something we take for granted and depend on, and don’t know how to talk about when it isn’t there. Everything was flat, stripped of dimension and depth.

There comes a point with non-specific illnesses when doctors are little help. I’d hit that wall many times in the fifteen years since my fatigue began, after my father’s death, and now I’d hit it again. Over the years, I had tried various types of alternative healing. This time, I called an energy healer I’d been working with.

“It’s like you’ve been shattered into a million pieces and they’re everywhere, all over Europe,” she said after we talked for a bit. “You were enlisted to help with that situation, and you’ve been working very hard on it.”

“What do you mean I’ve been working hard on it?” I asked. “Wouldn’t I know?”

“I’ll have to work on you every day to find all those pieces and put you back together again,” she said in her Texas drawl. “It can take a lot out of you to go out on these missions, especially when you don’t know you’re doing it. I’ve done it enough to know.”

The idea that parts of me were scattered all over Europe was a lot to swallow. If such a thing were possible, I needed to understand how, why? But she didn’t explain.

The next day, she worked with me again by phone. As we talked, I sensed something familiar floating by, something I’d been missing, as if a cherished possession had fallen in a river. All of a sudden, it was back inside of me and I felt more like a human being; I was myself again. At least part of what she was saying was true, apparently, but I wanted to understand more. The frustration of being in the dark reminded me of a morning seven years earlier, soon after my mother died.

My mother’s condo in Miami Beach had been my home away from home ever since I was a teenager. All those years, I’d slept on the lumpy sofa bed in the den, but my twenty-year-old daughter, who’d come to help sort through photographs, was dozing there now, so I slept in my mother’s bed.

That morning, I entered the sanctum of my mother’s immaculate walk-in closet. Empty of my mother’s presence, her private spaces disarmed me with their spaciousness, still carrying her energy, but now with a gentle calm about them. On the top shelf, I spied a brown manila envelope and pulled it down. Inside were fifteen letters in children’s handwriting, dated February 10, 1986, thanking my mother for speaking to them about the Holocaust.

Dear Mrs. Korman,

Thank you so much for coming to the Lehrman Day School to talk to us. I know how hard it must be to talk about your past, but you did a great job. We had learned so much about the Holocaust, and when you told it to us, you brought it all to life. While you spoke I could actually see and understand even better the tragedy our people went through.

Sincerely, Stephanie

Dear Mrs. Korman,

Thank you very much for coming to speak. I understood a lot more of what the ghetto and Auschwitz were really about. Also I enjoyed the way you spoke. When I go to see a speaker they never speak as freely as you did. I would love for you to come back and speak more about your family in the Holocaust. Thank you very much.

Sincerely, Joey

Were they talking about my mother? I realized she must have visited them on February 9th, the day before the letters were written and the date on which she would die twelve years later. There was a note from the teacher as well.

Dearest Madeleine,

I, too, want to add my deep appreciation for your visit to our class. I doubt if you realize the great impression you made on my students. They are still discussing your lecture. It was a great success. My heartfelt thanks,

Love, Arlene

My face streamed with tears. I was proud, but envious. Why didn’t she ever tell me about this? Were there other times she’d spoken to children about the Holocaust? My heart ached, wishing I’d heard what they had heard. Those children probably knew more about my mother’s Holocaust experiences than I did, certainly more than I remembered.

It was different growing up in the fifties and sixties, the “decades of amnesia.” The past was on one side of the ocean, and we on the other. My parents had a new life to construct, brick by brick. To look back would serve no purpose. For them, it was choiceless, but for me, it was as if blinders had been put on the sides of my face at birth, my vision cut off from all that came before.

Not just the Holocaust, but the entire history of my family was missing, as if it had never existed. My parents had emerged naked from a murky void, like Adam and Eve. They probably wanted to protect my brother and me from knowing too much about what they’d lived through, and to protect themselves from remembering the people they’d lost. But now all I had were skeleton tracings, outlines of stories that could no longer be colored in.

The only time my mother spoke to me about the Holocaust or her family was in the ninth grade. I’d entered a public speaking contest and, having chosen this as my topic, I asked her to tell me about her experiences. From that conversation, combined with facts drawn from later research, this is what I knew:

My mother and her family lived in Łódź. Within a few months after the Nazis invaded the city (September 1939), its thriving Jewish population, the second-largest in Poland, was forced into an area of barely one and a half square miles. The ghetto was sealed and surrounded by barbed wire.

My mother included neither numbers nor dates nor years, nor any sense of the passage of time or daily life during the nearly five years she spent in this infamous ghetto, the longest-lasting and second-largest of 200. I remembered only two facts she shared. Her brother was shot trying to escape, and her father fell ill and died.

Years after my mother’s death, I learned that her father had had a twin brother. Records from the Łódź Ghetto Hospital revealed that they both died in December 1941—my grandfather of pulmonary tuberculosis, his twin brother of starvation just three days later. Ghetto life was a dance with death, and starvation and illness were its harbingers. It was a life of absences: the absence of food, sanitation, and heat. In winter, some people simply froze to death in the night.

Next, my mother told me that she, her mother, sister, and two remaining brothers were herded into cattle cars, without food or water, and taken to Auschwitz-Birkenau, the largest of the great killing centers in Poland. In a gently controlled voice, she told me that her mother was immediately selected for the gas chamber. She made no further comment about this.

I later understood that they were part of the final liquidation of the ghetto’s 67,000 remaining Jews, which began in July and ended in late August of 1944. By this time, Hitler and his commanders knew their defeat was certain. Rather than defend their homeland, they devoted their last resources to eradicating what was left of European Jewry.

At Auschwitz, my mother, then twenty-four, and her sister of about sixteen were separated from their brothers and put to work in a munitions plant, whether inside the vast Auschwitz complex or somewhere else, she didn’t say. In addition to functioning as a death factory of unprecedented capacity, Auschwitz served as a headquarters for deploying slave labor wherever the Reich needed it.

From there, my mother and aunt were sent to Ravensbrück, a concentration camp for women, north of Berlin. My mother provided no details about the camp or how long they were there before they were released in late April 1945.

I later learned that this prisoner release was negotiated by the Swedish diplomat and nobleman, Count Folke Bernadotte, with Heinrich Himmler himself. The Swedish Red Cross transported several thousand prisoners to Denmark in trains and buses painted bright white, with large Red Cross emblems on the side, to minimize the chance of accidental attack by the allies who were bombing heavily in Germany. From Denmark, my mother and aunt would be taken to Sweden by boat.

Tragically, the bus carrying my mother, her young sister on her lap, was bombed, and her sister was killed. Finally, my mother spilled out a flood of details. The bus, she said, was strewn with body parts—various limbs and a decapitated head. She staggered out of the wreckage, only to find a soldier pointing a rifle at her.

“Go ahead and shoot,” she said in German. “I don’t care!” I would never forget the passion and hopelessness in her voice telling me this.

A Red Cross worker stepped between the soldier and my mother.

“If you shoot her, you shoot me first!”

He lowered the gun.

There was nothing left to take from her. No reason to go on living and nothing left to fear. Yet, at that moment, someone stepped in to save her life. Someone made her feel she was worth saving. Perhaps that’s why I always remembered it. Later, it occurred to me that I was about her sister’s age when she told me these things.

Another transport must have picked her up after the bombing, for she soon made it to Sweden. There, she was well cared for and worked as a skilled seamstress.
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Masza in Sweden, 1946
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Idel in Paris, 1946

A few months later, the World Jewish Congress informed her that a family member—her youngest brother—was alive, and they began to correspond. Although she was happy in Sweden, in October 1946, she left to join her brother in Paris. Idel was eighteen, my mother twenty-six.

Idel was working as a shoemaker. My father, then thirty-eight, had recently returned to Paris from Colombia where he had spent the war years. Idel and my father happened to be working in the same factory, owned by my father’s older brother Josef.

I knew less about my father’s early life than my mother’s. He never spoke about it or his hometown of Kozienice. One of his nieces recalled not having shoes as a young child, and her mother, my father’s sister, wrapping the children’s feet in rags in winter. Poverty must have contributed to my father becoming a socialist, but I also knew he was idealistic and cared for the welfare of others.

His political activities had gotten him imprisoned for eight years, probably between 1928 and 1936. It was part of a mysterious past never discussed, like the silence surrounding so many things in my family. After his death in 1990, two pieces of information were shared by relatives who attended his funeral. My father had been part of a secret messaging operation, tying red strings to pigeons’ feet. When the authorities came to arrest him, he hid, and they initially arrested his nephew Srulek by mistake because of their resemblance. Srulek’s widow later told me that her husband had visited my father in that Polish prison; she knew only that he’d called it “a bad one.”

Between the two wars, some of my father’s siblings left Poland to find a way to support their families. In the mid-1930s, word came back to his family in Kozienice that things were likely to get much worse for Jews. The Nazi threat was growing, as was the possibility of war. His sister, Laja, was convinced by her husband to join him in Panama with their four children. My father followed soon after, stopping first in Paris where his older brother Josef and a sister named Mala lived.

Months after my father’s death, I found a file of correspondence concerning his application for U.S. residency. Among the papers was a typed affidavit signed by my father stating that, in November 1937, on that visit to Paris, he had married a Polish woman named Fela (Fajga) Falkowicz—a full decade before he met and married my mother. How could I know so little about my own father?

Since he had a visa and she did not, he traveled to Panama, planning to bring her there as soon as possible. She returned to her family in Poland until she could join him. When the war broke out, he lost contact with her as well as the rest of his family in Poland. He lived for a while with Laja’s family in Panama, and then opened a retail shoe store with two brothers1 who were custom shoe peddlers in Medellin, Colombia. 
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When the war ended, he returned to Europe by way of Paris, planning to look for his wife and other relatives in Poland. In his immigration affidavit he wrote:

I was willing to do anything to find her. My sister in Paris had died during the war, and my brother had been liberated from a German POW camp in 1944, after being captured as a soldier in the French Army. We had many discussions about what was the best way to go about finding my wife. He persuaded me not to go to Poland. He explained that it would be a useless trip to try and find my wife and family. After searching through the Red Cross channels without any result, I was convinced that he was right, that my family in Poland was all dead. I was also convinced that if I went to Poland to try and find them, I would not be able to leave very easily. I therefore decided to make my living in Paris. My brother owned a shoe factory and I worked for him. There was also a young man working in my brother’s factory and he introduced me to his sister. We became very attached.

The young man’s sister was my mother. His first wife was killed, along with the rest of my father’s family who had remained in Poland. My father had avoided the camps, but he hadn’t avoided loss. My parents were married in Paris in March 1947 and their first child was born the following year.


[image: ]



Wedding Photo of Masza and Szapsa 1947

My uncle wanted to get as far away from Europe as possible and left for Montreal as soon as he could. His name became George Goldbloom. My father had opened his own shoe factory, but my mother wanted to be close to her brother, the only other survivor of her family. So, in the spring of 1951, my parents and brother, Marcel, not yet three years old, stepped off the ship “Washington” in the port of Halifax. I was born in Montreal a year and a half later—a child of new beginnings.

However my parents may have tried to leave the past behind, it was constantly present. Whether they spoke about it or not, it was transmitted in their behavior and, even more, through silence. As Eva Hoffman writes, “The pain of their psyches reverberated in my body almost as if it were mine.”4 I, too, was extremely permeable to such transmissions. I hadn’t experienced my parents’ pain directly, but I had never existed apart from it.

Once in a while, my parents would go out to play cards or see a show with their friends, other Jewish immigrants like themselves. For some inexplicable reason, their leaving filled me with dread. I was certain they would be killed and never return home. I must have been four or five, maybe even younger, when this terror began. I would be standing just outside the door of my parents’ bedroom, in the shadows of the hallway, watching my mom in her bra, arranging her hair and make-up in front of the mirror. Her persona would change, as a certain smile that was reserved for friends would start to bloom on her face. She was looking forward to the evening ahead, but to me, she was drifting further and further away.

Something unnamable would cause my limbs to stiffen to stave off the feeling, but it would begin to crash in and around me anyway. At some point, the terror would jump inside the hollow feeling in my gut. Feeling more and more like a ghost, my body frozen, yet strangely dissolving, I continued watching as she slipped on her dress and put on her lipstick, while I remained suspended in a place between the living and the dead. When she stood up and reached for her coat, the coffin shut. I was in the darkness now, it was final. There was only me and this old, familiar nausea. My parents were never coming back.

After they left, I would throw up, possessed with the ineffable certainty that they would die and never return. It was like a terrible recurring dream I couldn’t shake. Its predictability only amplified my helplessness as I tried to resist the feelings that spread through my body like poison. There was no apparent reason, no logic. It simply was. The babysitter watched TV or studied and probably never noticed. In the morning, life somehow returned to normal, but the nightmare kept repeating.

No one ever said, “Don’t worry, you’re safe, everything is okay.” My fits of terror were never talked about. My parents loved me, of course, but that was never spoken either.

When I started school, my episodes of terror began to dissipate. A larger world opened in which I was noticed and began to shine. One teacher encouraged me in writing, another in gymnastics. But darker shadows would occasionally intrude.

One weekend, when I was nine, the reality of death took hold of my awareness with such force that it became an almost palpable presence. I was possessed by the certainty that every person alive would inevitably cease to exist. For two days I was in an altered state, flooded by this truth. Afterward, I felt a greyish film between me and everything else, as if the world of color and innocent enjoyment had turned black and white.

Despite the work of my Texan healer, the imprint of the experience on the train still remained. Lying in bed a day or two later, my eyes tracing the contours of my bedroom ceiling, I called my friend Elizabeth. We had met through a mutual friend about five years earlier and I occasionally consulted her during times of transition. She had the unusual ability to communicate with spirits who had passed on. Some of these were her personal guides. Others were connected to the people who came to her for help or advice.

The idea of spirit-guides had never bothered me. It wasn’t particularly a part of Buddhism, nor did Elizabeth belong to my Buddhist community. But fifteen years of navigating chronic fatigue had helped to stretch my more conventional assumptions about reality. I trusted Elizabeth and hoped her spirit-guides might be able to explain what had happened to me.

She answered her phone immediately, and I got straight to the point.

“Something happened to me on that train in Germany. I’m doing better now, but I want to know what it was.”

“You’re right,” she said. “There’s something important here.” A potent stillness filled the space around her words as if she were listening. “Someone has a message for you, something for you to understand. I don’t know what it is, but it’s important. For now, just take good care of yourself.”

“Okay,” I said. “When can I see you?”




1   One brother was Israel “Srulke” Korman. The other “brother” was likely their nephew, Velvu Korman.

2 On September 27, 1942, approximately 8,000 Jews were deported from the Kozienice Ghetto to Treblinka and immediately murdered.

3 According to J.O.R.F. n° 215 du 14/09/1991 p 12120, Fajga Falkowicz, wife of Korman, born in Konskowola, Poland 1914, died at Bergen Belsen 11/1944.

4   Eva Hoffman, After Such Knowledge: Memory, History, and the Legacy of the Holocaust, Public Affairs 2004, 14.
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