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INTRODUCTION

Stumbling Blocks

My father was born in Berleburg, Germany. Today in that town (now called Bad Berleburg), the only traces of the former Jewish community can be found in its Stolpersteine, which can be translated as stumbling blocks, stumbling stones, or stumble stones. Like so many cities and towns across Europe, Bad Berleburg chose to participate in Gunter Demnig’s public art project to remember the victims of National Socialism by installing “commemorative brass plaques in the pavement in front of their last address of choice.”1
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My dad’s Stumbling Block, 5 Ederstraße, Berleburg.
Courtesy of Rikarde Riedesel



You can step on the stumbling blocks, step over them, or step around them. But their presence causes you to hesitate. When considering a cataclysm as enormous as the Holocaust, who can do anything other than stop for a breath?

Recently, my dad mentioned something about his school days in Berleburg, and his Nazi teacher. I’d heard Dad’s stories about having to wear a dunce cap, listening to a barrage of vitriol against Jews in general and him in specific, and having to sit isolated in the last row of the classroom with an empty row of desks between him and his classmates. I knew he’d been miserable. I asked him how often he thought about his old teacher, Brockmeier.

“Every single day.”

I paused. Did he see his teacher’s face when he napped? Remember the sting of corporal punishment? Or find himself overcome with feelings of humiliation and anxiousness?

Dad didn’t elaborate; he valued history over psychology. By his definition of terms, he hadn’t been sent to a concentration camp, so he was not a Holocaust survivor. He was a very lucky man.

When Dad, his sisters, and his parents told a story about a relative left behind, a relative sent off to their death, they didn’t talk about feeling guilty. They didn’t say a word about survivors’ guilt.

No one would have entertained the idea that I, my sister, or my cousins would suffer intergenerational trauma by our second-hand exposure to the Holocaust.

These pages describe my trips and falls considering the journey of my relatives from that sparsely populated region of Westphalia (now Nordrhein-Westfalen), Germany, to the United States. I have not always known what to make of the stories, why I was being told something, or what exactly I was supposed to do with the knowledge. Perhaps I was being asked to acknowledge how much work my relatives put into their achievement of freedom. Or perhaps they needed to unburden themselves. They couldn’t stop the stories from coming no matter how hard some of them tried. Perhaps they wanted me primed to answer my children’s questions, to help them understand adversity and perseverance. Such is the weight on my shoulders, all of us children born to parents who survived the Holocaust.







A Note on Names

Certain names recur frequently in the following pages. My grandmother had a brother Fritz who died in the First World War. Two nephews were named after him: Fritz Bachenheimer and Fritz Oppenheimer. Fritz Bachenheimer was called Lange (the tall one). Fritz Oppenheimer was Freddy. Lange and Freddy lived in the metro New York area. I saw them mainly at family parties.

On the other hand, Uncle Fritz was my Grandpa’s brother. Every time I visited the farm to see Grandma and Grandpa, he’d pop into the kitchen to say hello. The photo on the front of the book was taken around 1970. I had spent most of a humid August day driving the old tractor during haying. Dad and Uncle Fritz brought sodas for me and the rest of the help. Uncle Fritz was probably delighted that I had not yet ground the tractor’s gears to smithereens.

Grandma had a first cousin Alex Katten, whose son was also a Fritz. Fritz Katten spent most of World War II living underground in Berlin. I never met him or learned his story until I moved to San Francisco and met his son Alex Katten, named, of course after his grandfather.

Speaking of Alexes, my sister named her older son Alex, because she liked the name, not as an homage to Alex Katten. Or to Alex Rosenberg, a cousin of Dad’s that we never met as he lived near Louisville, Kentucky. Alex Rosenberg survived Bergen-Belsen along with his brother and parents. I heard him describe his time in the camp in a video recording that is among the holdings of the USC Shoah Foundation Library.

My sister’s name is Amy, as is my spouse’s. Though my spouse Amy Oppenheimer’s mother went to high school with my mother, they were several years apart and did not consult each other as to what to name their babies. Amy Oppenheimer’s large extended family is unrelated to my Oppenheimer cousins, the descendants of my Aunt Frieda and Uncle Max Oppenheimer.

Another name that appears often in Stumbling Blocks is Julius. My grandmother Lina Bachenheimer married Julius Krebs in December 1922. At the time of this marriage, she already had a brother Julius Bachenheimer (father of Lange). Then her younger sister Anni married Julius Frank, a banker from Frankfurt. My great aunt Anni became Anni Frank, though she was not a world renowned diarist.

In Chapter 28, Children of the Holocaust, I describe one of my first attempts to sort out how I was related to this confusing group of relatives sharing the same few names. As that family tree was not very readable, on the following page, I have provided a cheat sheet so you can place the various Juliuses, Fritzes, Alexes, and Amys in context.
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CHAPTER ONE

Demons

Grandma called them the Nazis. Dad called them the Germans. Then he’d correct himself: not just the Germans. The French, the Polish, and most of Europe with their entitled upper classes. They were riddled with antisemites and retired generals itching for the next war. Aunt Lucie remembered a few people with strong moral compasses who acted with Zivilcourage. Aunt Hilda remembered the Hitler Youth activities, how betrayed she felt when her friends joined. Tears formed at the outer corners of Grandpa’s blue eyes when his children reminisced, but he said nothing.

As I listened to the stories of my family’s escape from Germany, the hair on my arms stood up as if each hair follicle held a special antenna. I held my breath, afraid I’d miss something. When I was very young, I thought the endings of the stories might change. That no one would die this time. No one would be left behind. Dad and his sisters would still emigrate to America as they had, but all their cousins, aunts, and uncles would come along too.

But the ending was always the same. They didn’t make it. Not smiling Doris or stuck-up Lore. Not sweet Anneliese or little Hilda, who was only five. Not blue-eyed Ruth, nor fusty Aunt Mathilde, nor the two bookkeeper aunts Bettie and Adele. Why them? I’d ask.

No luck was Grandma’s answer. Grandpa shrugged, wiping tears from his eyes.

“Schlaf gut,” Grandma said tucking me in when I spent the night at her house. “Sweet dreams.” I’d fall asleep quickly but wake in the middle of the night breathing loudly. I saw barbed wire and industrial looking buildings with smokestacks. I watched guards with masks and horns dancing around a fire. I was sweating and I felt trapped. But I wasn’t supposed to wake Grandma until the morning. I practiced holding my breath. I wondered how long I could hold it. I wondered if this skill would bring me good luck.

One day when I was eleven, I stood in front of my Hebrew school class prepared to talk about a trip to Israel my family had just taken. I wanted to tell my classmates about the day Dad and I spent at Yad Vashem, the Holocaust memorial. The teacher had asked me to tell them.

I knew a thing or two about public speaking. I stood up straight. I smiled. I raised my voice. I tried to establish eye contact with my classmates. Two girls towards the back of the room chatted quietly. No one would make eye contact. I said a few sentences about how the Hall of Remembrance reminded me of the chapel at our synagogue and that I had learned a lot.

But I kept to myself my fear about going into the exhibits, seeing the gelatin prints of starving people in striped pajamas, and watching my dad’s eyes tear up. Then being left by my dad for what felt like hours while he went into the records office. Yad Vashem was compiling names and statistics of those who had been murdered. It was Dad’s duty to fill in those forms. Grandma’s too.2

It was my duty to remember, to make sure people knew that this should never happen again, how my entire family had almost been killed. I should watch out, pay attention, talk down any antisemites I encountered. I couldn’t seem to do this with a Jewish audience in Hebrew school. How would I do it in the wider world? Who would listen to me?
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1972 Testimony by Lina Krebs, for her sister









CHAPTER TWO

My Birth / Rosh Hashanah 1957

My parents saw themselves as modern, what today we might call mid-century modern: spare, utilitarian, simple. Religion was for the old country, where you piled one thick European carpet atop another, instead of laying down a homemade rag rug on a wooden floor. I don’t think either of my parents prayed or looked to the heavens when Mom’s water broke on Rosh Hashanah. Dad simply called Dr. Grainer, who instructed him to bring Mom to Rochester General, and then went about his day. Dr. Grainer would call when there was news.

Restless, Dad drove over to the farm. He knew Grandma and Grandpa were at the synagogue in Rochester, where Mom and Dad had been married four years earlier. Dad had hardly been back since. Dad saw religion a bit the way he saw propaganda, crafted with someone other than him in mind. He only followed traditions when not doing so would have created waves. Today, having volunteered to mind the cows, Dad had a good excuse not to waste a morning in Rochester.

Dad parked his car outside the milking parlor, with its familiar smells of cooling raw milk with underlying notes of manure, urine, and mud from yesterday’s rain. Dad breathed in deeply, trying to calm himself as the cats roamed underfoot. They were always hungry. How many were there these days? Too bad the cows didn’t multiply like the cats, or he would have been a millionaire already.

Don, the hired man, was sweeping out the central aisle of the barn. He was a tall, gangly man from Ontario, Canada, who looked down at his feet whenever he spoke. “There may be a break in the fence out in the back lot,” he told Dad. “I saw a couple of heifers wander over that way earlier. They all came in for dinner and milking, so none got out. But I haven’t had time to get back there to look.”

Dad didn’t really feel like walking to the far end of the property. As he looked out the barn door, he realized that in the few minutes he’d been in there, some of the brilliance had faded from the sky. It was only a few days after the equinox and the days were shortening quickly. Outside the barn’s back door, the leaves of the cherry trees in the orchard had begun to brown up around the edges. The old maple behind the farmhouse was turning yellow. The first cold gusts of air foreshadowing winter would come in a week or two. Before Dad walked out of the barn, he slid his shoes into the kneehigh rubber boots that were next to the barn door. There was sure to be plenty of mud. Too bad that he forgot his coveralls!

Walking out there, looking for the rupture in the fence, doing a quick repair and heading back shouldn’t take too long. Dad didn’t want to be far from a telephone, didn’t want to learn about the birth of his first child from Don. He wanted to hear what Dr. Grainer had to say directly. Then he remembered that it had been only a couple of hours since he dropped Mom off. It would probably be a while longer. And, if he took care of the fence problem – if there was a fence problem – then he wouldn’t get a 2:00 a.m. call from the neighbors about a heifer wandering into their backyard and eating their vegetable garden.

Dad thought about his upcoming four-year wedding anniversary, and the other events of 1953, a banner week during a banner year. On September 30, 1953, he said goodbye to Fort Dix, goodbye to his drab green army uniform, and put on white slacks and a civilian blue shirt. He went back to New York, to my mom’s apartment, where they spent a couple of nights behaving like newlyweds and then took the train to Rochester to get married in Rabbi Rosenberg’s study. Grandpa and Grandma were the witnesses. Small and discreet was fine. There were plenty of parties in the world; he could have one later. He didn’t need to make a speech. He just wanted to get in the car (Grandpa’s, that is, as Dad didn’t own one) and drive to Niagara Falls for a honeymoon.

At the back end of the back lot, Dad carefully inspected the 100 yards of fence, looking for a broken piece of barbed wire, a downed fencepost, or a fencepost vulnerable to blowing over in the next wind. He looked for places where the cows might spend time, where there was lots of mud and manure. He shoved a few fence posts forcefully into the earth, then tried wiggling them. With all the rain lately, it was a wonder the fence posts hadn’t floated up and away from the soupy soil. He retwisted a few nails that bracketed a strand of sagging barbed wire. He pounded in a couple of new nails, too. The post was still going to move around a bit unless he brought back cement. And cementing this hole would send the problem down the line to the next post. They couldn’t afford the time and money to cement every post.

Loping back through the field to the barn, Dad spied something out of the corner of his eye. Fox? Raccoon? Opossum? He squinted and then suddenly found himself on the ground, having tripped over a stone. Standing back up, his white slacks were soaked in mud on the right side. Why hadn’t he worn coveralls? Mom might get annoyed at him. He couldn’t blame her.

In September 1957, Dad was almost 29 years old. The years since his classroom humiliations in Germany, the march through Belgium to France, the sealed boxcar out of Germany were over half his lifetime ago. Yet, Dad’s anger and fear sometimes visited him when he least expected it. Driving yesterday, he thought he saw Brockmeier, his evil Nazi teacher, crossing the street out of the corner of his eye. Brockmeier in Spencerport? But no, Brockmeier had been killed by a drunk driver when Dad was still in Belgium. It was another man. He probably looked nothing like Brockmeier. There was just something about the man’s posture, or arrogance, or was it a smirk?

Back by the barn, Dad spotted his parents’ car. He took off his rubber boots and tried to smooth away the mud still clinging to his pants. As he approached the house, Grandma came outside holding a little piece of paper. In German she said, “Come quick. Dr. Grainer will be at this number for only a few more minutes. He has news.”

Dad ran to the small corner office off the kitchen that held all the farm business documents, an ancient and enormous safe (inherited from the farm’s past owner), and the telephone. He dialed the number, and Dr. Grainer picked up after the first ring. Dad was told to come back to the hospital. I was born, a small girl with a shock of black hair and dark, dark eyes. Mom was resting. Dad should come and meet me because I will need him. I will want to get to know him. I will love him and he me.

Dad told Grandma and Grandpa the news. For once, Grandma didn’t pressure him to sit down and eat a little sandwich. “Fast, fast,” she said. “Get back to the hospital!”

I was my grandparents’ fourth granddaughter. Still no boy! But it was too soon for anyone to wonder if there would be someone to take over the cattle business. Grandpa and Fritz were strong; Dad and Uncle Irv were young and still learning the ropes. They could be blessed by many more grandchildren.







CHAPTER THREE

The Schlechte Brockmeier

When Aunt Hilda called to wish me happy birthday several years back, I was trying to open a jar of apricot jam. I had tried all three kitchen implements we owned that were designed to help people open jars: the plastic grabber, the metal turn-key affair, and the burper thingee. Nothing worked. I wanted that apricot jam. I was going to boil it down and strain it to become a glaze for the Zwetschkenkuchen. I am not the only one in my family who bakes plum cake every fall. It seems to be a German-Jewish thing, or a my-family thing. Apfelkuchen, Zwetchkenkuchen, Kirschentorte, summer and fall are one long fruit cake for me.

This year, I told Hilda, I was trying a Joan Nathan recipe for a quintessentially German-Jewish version of a classic Zwetschkenkuchen. The dough seemed very similar to Grandma’s, though the baker was supposed to slice the fruit just so, and then spend a goodly amount of time arranging plum slices into concentric circles, something Grandma would have considered too time consuming. Grandma typically baked her Zwetschkenkuchen on a large cookie sheet where it was simple to form neat lines of plums. The glaze, something else Grandma didn’t bother with, was supposed to make the cake gleam under the light. Trying to hold the phone while wrestling with the jar was not going well. “I can’t be that weak,” I complained. “Maybe they glued the jar shut.”

Aunt Hilda laughed. “You know, in Berleburg, I was the strongest in my class. I could climb up the pole in the schoolyard faster than anyone!” In the pictures I’d seen of Hilda, Paul, and Lucie in Berleburg, they were three skinny kids, none of them particularly athletic looking. I myself couldn’t have made it to the top of a pole if my life depended upon it. I hadn’t viewed anyone in my family as talented in the athletics department. Hilda continued, “I was the champion in my class. I won in climbing every time. One day your father’s teacher, the schlechte Brockmeier, was our substitute teacher...”

“Who?” I interrupted her.

“Your father’s teacher. I called him the schlechte Brockmeier.” Hilda giggled, as if she was still talking behind his back.

“Brockmeier?”

“Yes, Heinrich Brockmeier. He had the lowest party number in Berleburg.”

I rolled the name around in my mouth. Hein-rich Brock-mei-er. I hadn’t heard this name before. Or if I had, what had stuck was my dad’s curses or pejorative references, “my awful Nazi teacher,” “that damn teacher,” or “the SOB.” I had a feeling Dad might use even more colorful language when I was not around. That the man had the lowest party number in town indicated that he joined the Nazis before anyone else. He was a super believer, a fanatic, someone probably considered a nuisance or crackpot before 1933. And after Hitler took power, someone to fear.

Hilda went on. “That man was furious that I won the contest. He pointed at me in front of the class and yelled, ‘Was tust du hier? Du gehörst in keine deutsche Schule, geh zurück nach Palestina!’ You know what that means? You don’t belong here. Go back to Palestine! He was schlecht, awful.”

“I’m stuck on his name,” I said. “I can’t believe I never knew it.” If Dad had been puny as a child, by the time I was born he had admirable biceps. If he saw me struggle with a jar, he would have taken it, popped it open, and then handed it back, telling me he couldn’t do it. I should try again.

After I put the glaze on the Zwetschkenkuchen and sent Hilda a picture of the finished product, I went upstairs to consult the worldwide web. I learned that Heinrich Brockmeier (or Brockmeyer) was born in 1895 near Hannover. He married someone named Lina (same name as Grandma), and he died in a car accident in October 1942 near Berleburg. After his death, the Nazis gave his wife Lina a pension.3 No mention of children. No clue as to whether there’s a Heinrich III or Heinrich IV getting into trouble with the AfD or some other right-wing group in Germany, the U.S., or somewhere in South America. An index of regional teachers during the Nazi period confirmed that Brockmeier was indeed the first active Nazi in Wittgenstein,4 and was responsible for desecrating the Berleburg synagogue on Kristallnacht.5 Who knows? Maybe Dad and Aunt Hilda are the only people still walking the earth who remember the schlechte Brockmeier.







CHAPTER FOUR

First Day of School 1934

In pictures of Dad as a young child, like this one, when he was four and his sisters were about six and eight, he looks like a happy little guy.
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Hilda, Paul, and Lucie Krebs, undated family photo



The neighbors called him Booby (or little boy), though his real name was Paul, pronounced Pow-ell in German. He was small for his age. His older sisters kept him in line and on his toes. Lucie was sharp and quick, curious, determined, and intrepid. Hilda, too, was quick and opinionated, but she won people over with her charm rather than with arguments. Hilda resembled their father, Julius, with twinkling blue eyes and hair a wee bit darker than auburn. Paul and Lucie resembled their mother, Lina, with hazel eyes, jetblack hair, a high forehead, and a large pointy chin.

Being a boy, Paul was allowed to tag along with his father, encouraged to learn about cows. He was given a kid sheep to raise, which he did very proudly. He and his sisters participated in their first strike when the former pet was served for dinner. I’m sure Grandpa and Grandma taught him to count and handle money long before he started school. He told me he used to love to go to the butcher, Goldschmidt (a Jewish neighbor who ran a non-kosher shop), because when he bought a wurst for Grandma, he was given a slice or two of a wurst to enjoy on the way home.

On Dad’s first day of school, Grandma sent him off with his sisters after a good breakfast of an egg, toast, and milk with a bit of coffee. She would have inspected his hair, his teeth, his hands. Gone through his bookbag several times, showing him where to store his pencils and pens so that he could extract them cleanly and efficiently when needed. Perhaps on this special first day of school, Grandpa came home from the barn, or delayed his departure, so he could wish the children well.

Dad and his sisters were at least the second generation of Krebses to attend the Berleburg Volkschule. Grandpa and his five siblings had all studied there, education being compulsory through the eighth grade. At the time that Dad was enrolled, Berleburg had about a dozen Jewish families including the Elsoffers, Wolffs, Blumenthals, Gonsenhausers, Sterns, and Goldschmidts. But Dad was the only Jewish student in his grade.

Did Grandpa and Grandma know they were sending their little Paul off to be instructed by the person with the lowest Nazi party number in the region? Family lore held that Grandpa had been assured by his World War I veteran friends that the town was too staid for the Nazis to get a toehold. Hitler was a kook, a fad, a crazy person who’d be gone in a year or two. When Torahs were burned in Berlin, or Jews beaten up and arrested in München, Grandpa was assured that no one would let something like this happen in Berleburg. Even if Grandpa and Grandma knew that Brockmeier would harass, humiliate, and traumatize their five-year-old, education was mandatory. The town had only one school. What else could they do?

I picture Dad and Hilda skipping together in the direction of the Volkschule, Lucie having gone her own way by herself or with a friend. Before long, Dad and Hilda would have joined with another pair of children, or perhaps three, four, or eight. After walking her younger brother to his classroom, Hilda would have taken a quick look around, and assuming everything looked like what she expected, given him a little shove if he hesitated to go in on his own. And there, my five-year-old father met the enemy.

“Good morning, students!” said a slightly stooped man in the front of the classroom. “Come in. Take seats, all of you.”

Dad knew that the Hakenkreuz, or swastika, on his teacher’s lapel was a symbol of the Nazi Party. It was not a symbol of bravery in war like his father’s Iron Cross. Dad had seen Grandpa and other World War I army veterans wearing their Iron Crosses at funerals. The veterans paraded down Main Street following the hearse as Berleburgers watched the funeral procession quietly from the stoops of their houses.

But what did little Paul really know about antisemitism before this day? He had in mind words of advice from Grandma, “Listen carefully to your teacher. We want to you learn everything. We expect you to do as well as your sisters.” Looking at that swastika at the front of his classroom, Paul struggled to calm his racing heart.

The teacher cleared his throat and said, “I am Herr Lehrer Brockmeier. I will instruct you this year. We will work together to build a strong German culture. You will grow physically. You will gain knowledge. You will become strong Aryan children and work to better the Third Reich as it fights against our enemies abroad and at home. We must rid ourselves of this lesser race, the Jews, still living amongst us.”

Paul must have felt himself go red in the face. He was not an enemy. He was a child of loyal Germans. His father was a veteran. His grandfather had been born in this town. Should he say something or stay quiet?

Herr Lehrer Brockmeier motioned for the students to stand up. “Raise your right arm straight out from your shoulder,” he commanded. He walked around the classroom, inspecting each child. “Just so!” he said brusquely to students whose arms were not stiff enough or were sloping downward instead of maintaining a slight upward cant. Standing again at the front of the classroom, he shouted “Heil Hitler.” Only one or two students responded in kind. Brockmeier shouted louder, “Heil Hitler,” and he repeated this until he could hear all thirty voices shouting back in unison.

Dad thought his arm would fall off. He was relieved when this activity ended. But his teacher didn’t allow anyone to sit down yet. He read from the list in front of him, calling the name of each student. Somehow, Brockmeier already knew that Dad was Jewish. He instructed Paul Krebs to move to the back of the room, and had another child take his place in the third row by the window. As Paul walked to the back, he could barely breathe. He didn’t look at any of the other children. He was too embarrassed. As he walked—it seemed to take forever—he heard Brockmeier explain that Jews belonged at the back of the line because they were thieves. Jews had stolen the wealth of the town, the province, and the nation from good people. Jews had made Germany poor.

Paul sneaked a peak out the window as Brockmeier continued talking. The school, like most of the houses, was in the valley. Dad saw the hills above town, the verdant pastureland, and the darker conifer forests. He pictured his father walking with the cows in the pasture that was his favorite color, green. His father never said “Heil Hitler.” His father detested Hitler. What would he say when he heard that Paul had learned the Hitler salute?

Was it last weekend, or the weekend before, when he and his sisters had played soldier with Grandpa in the pasture? Grandpa pretended to be their commander and ordered them to sing a silly marching song as they climbed the hill. He handed Paul a stick to hold as a pretend rifle and gave Lucie a stick to hold as a bayonet. Hilda reached the top of the hill first, and he picked her up and tickled her. She slid out of his arms and rolled down the hill. Paul and Lucie followed, rolling and rolling. When Paul stopped rolling, he saw a cow looking at him. Paul looked straight into the brown of the cow’s eyes. He watched the cow bat its eyelashes. They studied each other for a moment or two before Paul got back up.

Back at home, Grandma was not happy to hear about the marching, the bayonets, the rifles. “Schrecklich!” she shouted, whenever she heard about war games. Grandma didn’t believe in war. She believed in words. “Talk about your problems,” she said. “Don’t hit each other. Hitting solves nothing!”

When Dad told her about his first day at school, he wasn’t surprised to hear Grandma say, “Schrecklich! How could they teach young children that schrecklich Hitler salute?” Grandma’s favorite word seemed to be schrecklich.

That evening at dinner, Grandpa was angry to learn that Dad’s teacher was a Nazi. Hilda said she would tell her friends to be especially nice to her little brother. Lucie said that if anyone was mean to Paul, she would tell them a thing or two. Grandpa said, “Jude sein heißt Kämpfer sein.” To be a Jew is to be a fighter. That is the way of the world. Grandpa had been taught this by his grandpa. They were not too young to learn this.

Grandma said the important thing was how you fought. You could fight with words. You could fight with persuasion. You could fight with cunning, with jokes, with tricks. She told Dad, “You must learn to fight with your head. Luckily, you have a good one.” Dad thought he might have had a good head, but it was a good Jewish head. He wasn’t looking forward to going to school the next day and seeing that terrible man again.







CHAPTER FIVE

First Day of School 1962

If Dad and his sisters were skinny little things in Germany, growing up in the land of large portions, second helpings, and plenty of desserts showed on my frame. I was always one of the largest kids in my class until junior high. I had plenty of friends and the three R’s, “reading, writing, and ’rithmatic,” as they used to call them, came easily. I also followed Dad’s suggestion that I participate in as many extra-curricular activities as my schedule would allow.

We were encouraged to appreciate what we had. I collected rocks and fossils; I observed frogs, turtles, caterpillars, moths, and butterflies. I found the North Star and the constellations around it. I took to maps immediately and was the family navigator by the end of elementary school. If the history textbooks at school were dull and repetitive, the school librarian supplemented these with biographies. I remember a series about accomplished women like Jane Addams, Eleanor Roosevelt, and Clara Barton. When I noticed how cool a friend of mine looked carrying around a thick novel, I started raiding my parents’ bookshelves filled with books by Leon Uris, Sylvia Plath, John Fowles, Truman Capote, Vladimir Nabokov, and other popular writers of the 1960s. That these covered themes beyond our schoolbooks, or had bizarre protagonists, made them even more alluring.

If taking tests, making friends, and joining school clubs came easy, I still experienced anxiety when I had to tell the teacher that I was Jewish. This usually came the first or second week of school. My mom told me that I should tell my teachers in advance that I’d be missing class for Rosh Hashanah. I didn’t know my teachers well at that point in the school year. I always feared their reaction. Mom said to smile and be direct. Some teachers said, “Thanks for letting me know.”

But many teachers said, “I didn’t know you were Jewish.” I’d keep smiling even though I thought this was a rude thing to say. It wasn’t like Jews had horns.

Worst of all were the teachers who said, “When you come back to class, you can tell everyone about YOUR holiday.” Standing in front of the room on week three of school and telling my classmates about the Jewish New Year or the Day of Atonement was about as appealing as sitting in synagogue for a whole morning. No one was interested in MY holiday. Why should they be? It wasn’t important enough for them to get a day off from school.

Mom and Dad (mainly Dad) thought I needed a Jewish education. Unlike my friends at school, whose parents seemed concerned about their souls in the afterlife, my parents had no worries beyond the life I was living. But it must have occurred to my parents that I was going to grow up illiterate when it came to Jewish subjects. Starting in fourth grade, Mom picked me up early from school twice a week to schlep me to Hebrew school, which began at 4:00. I had to mind the clock during band practice. At 3:25, I had to quietly stand up and scoot out of the clarinet section without knocking over a music stand or banging into someone’s chair.

Come Hanukkah, there I was front and center at an assembly, telling the entire school and their parents about the eight nights when the oil never ran out. The chorus of all Christian kids sang “Dreydl, Dreydl, Dreydl.” Why, I wondered as I tried to skirt off the stage as quickly as possible, did we live in a town where we were the only Jewish family? On the way home from school, I asked my parents why there weren’t any other Jews in Spencerport, and if I’d always be the only one.

“Is there a problem?” asked Mom.

“What are you complaining about?” asked Dad. “I thought the evening went very well.”

I was incapable of expressing my discomfort in a way that sounded like something other than petulance or paranoia. They didn’t see what my problem might be, that I didn’t like asking for an exemption from making Christmas tree ornaments in art class. They didn’t hear my classmates discuss how people who didn’t believe in Jesus were going to hell. That was going to be me. I wondered if they hated me for it.

There was the time that boy in the back row tried to trip me when I went to the water fountain. Another boy, when the teacher asked us to write on a secret slip of paper who we did not want to buddy with for a project, wrote my name in capital letters. One girl scowled at me every day. Did they hate me for being a Jew? For being a smarty-pants? Had I slighted them in some way? What was I to make of my peers’ mean actions?

Perhaps Dad dismissed my concerns because they did not concern swastikas or Nazi anthems. He did not try to understand what I might be concerned about, how I should navigate the passionate and sometimes disturbing religious (or political) beliefs of my peers. For him, Spencerport was far from his turbulent youth, and I didn’t appreciate how good I had it.

But I couldn’t let go of the idea that being the only Jew in my class was dangerous. After all, it hadn’t gone so well for Dad being the only Jew in his class. And what tools did I have that he hadn’t? So I asked again, why Spencerport?







CHAPTER SIX

Safe Deposit

“Why Spencerport?” I asked Grandma. It was so far from New York City, where most of her siblings lived. Surely, they could have bought a farm in closer proximity. We were the only Jews in Spencerport.

Grandma said that though she loved living in New York City, Grandpa was mis-er-A-ble. He hated his work painting apartments. He always felt dirty, didn’t like working indoors, couldn’t stand the smell of the paint. New York was killing him, Grandpa told Grandma one evening after a very long day at work. Grandpa wanted to farm again. He missed his brothers, the fresh air, the pastures, even the flies and the manure. He missed the cows. He was a Viehhändler. He was not a New Yorker. He cried. Grandma couldn’t remember the last time he’d cried like that. Grandma said if you loved someone, sometimes you had to compromise.

As Grandma told me this story, I could see her and Grandpa sitting at a kitchen table in New York just like the one where I was sitting with her in Spencerport. It was rectangular with a yellow Formica top. The sun shone through a window, illuminating a diamond shape of bright yellow. Grandma was probably peeling and slicing apples. Her hands were almost always moving, doing some chore. She would have had to look up from her apples to see Grandpa’s tears. When she did, maybe her eyes teared up too.

Grandpa piped in now, “We found this farm. A nice town. Good people. Lots of customers.” By this, I knew he meant he and his brothers Fritz and Adolf. These three were the original Krebs Brothers, as was written on the signs on their two green cattle trucks. Fritz had arrived in the U.S. before Kristallnacht. He found his way to Rochester probably through another family from Berleburg, the Gonsenhausers, who’d immigrated before Fritz.

Adolf hadn’t come to the U.S. until after the war. Grandpa had helped Adolf get from a concentration camp to England, where Adolf spent the rest of the war. Adolf was supposed to help get his wife and daughter to safety. But tragically, his wife Betty and daughter Ruth had been killed by Hitler while Adolf was in England. Now he had a new wife, Erna, another refugee from Germany. Adolf and Erna moved to Spencerport for the farm.

“This used to be a fruit farm,” Grandma added. I already knew that. The cows wandered into and out of the milking parlor via the orchard, where they chewed their cud under the cherry trees after their evening milking. When Grandma, my sister Amy, and I went to pick cherries, we had to step around the cow manure.

Dad and Uncle Irv joined their fathers in the cattle business after Uncle Adolf left Krebs Brothers to start Albion Cattle. Mom and Dad bought a house about a mile away from the farm. Mom didn’t want to live in the









































OEBPS/nav.xhtml


Contents







		Title Page



		Copyright



		Dedication



		Table of Contents



		Introduction: Stumbling Blocks



		A Note on Names



		Chapter 1: Demons



		Chapter 2: My Birth / Rosh Hashanah 1957



		Chapter 3: The Schlechte Brockmeier



		Chapter 4: First Day of School 1934



		Chapter 5: First Day of School 1962



		Chapter 6: Safe Deposit



		Chapter 7: Passover 1967



		Chapter 8: The Morning After Kristallnacht



		Chapter 9: Poker Face



		Chapter 10: King of the Road / The Auction



		Chapter 11: On to Mechelen



		Chapter 12: The Kindertransport



		Chapter 13: Crossing the Border



		Chapter 14: Party on Long-Gi-land



		Chapter 15: Hamlin Beach



		Chapter 16: Lapwings



		Chapter 17: The War Correspondent



		Chapter 18: Walking Toward Dunkirk



		Chapter 19: Thanksgiving in Connecticut



		Chapter 20: Back to Berleburg



		Chapter 21: End of an Era



		Chapter 22: The Cooking Gene



		Chapter 23: Tante Adele Says Goodbye



		Chapter 24: The Penultimate Train



		Chapter 25: Demonstrating Proficiency



		Chapter 26: Visiting Berleburg



		Chapter 27: Second Visit to Berleburg



		Chapter 28: Children of the Holocaust



		Chapter 29: An Argument



		Chapter 30: A New Direction



		Chapter 31: Passover in Miami Beach, 1985



		Chapter 32: The Mahnmal



		Chapter 33: Lucie’s 80th



		Chapter 34: The Stolpersteine



		Chapter 35: Shalhevet



		Chapter 36: German Citizenship



		Chapter 37: Auschwitz, 2018



		Chapter 38: Berlin



		Chapter 39: The Kattens



		Chapter 40: Two Great Aunts



		Chapter 41: Aunt Mathilde’s Jahrzeit



		Chapter 42: Cousin Doris



		Chapter 43: Murmur



		Chapter 44: Mach’s Gut



		Chapter 45: Saying Goodbye



		A Prayer for the Dead



		Acknowledgements



		Endnotes











Guide





		Title Page



		Copyright



		Contents











OEBPS/images/17-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/6-1.jpg
Jennifer Krebs
Amy Oppenheimer
(spouse)

Children

Talia, Adin

Amy Krebs (sister)
Children:
Alex and Max

Family Tree

Paul Krebs
Rosalind Hirsch
(spouse)

Lucie

Stanley Weinstein
(spouse)

Child: David

Hilda

Samuel Zimmer
(spouse)

Children:

Barbara, Joan, Linda

Julius Krebs

(father of Paul,
Lucie, Hilda)
Parents: Leviand
Johanna

Siblings: Fritz, Adele,
Rosa, Mathilda,
Adolf

Lina Bachenheimer
(mother of Paul,
Hilda, Lucie)
Parents: David and
Auguste

Siblings: Herbert,
Julius, Fritz, Leo,
Mathilde, Frieda,
Paula, Martha, Anni,
Albert, Otto






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
STUMBLING
BLOCKS

Jennifer Krebs

Legacy BLgok Press

Camanc he, lowa






OEBPS/images/1-1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9-1.jpg
YADVASHEM DAFED TU-TT [
Martyrs' and Heroes' !

Aoty A Page of Testimony  serusaien st

— YD mOTR 1 pm

1953 3mwn BWY T THE MARTYRS' AND HEROES' REMEMBRANCE LAW, 5713 — 1953

2 ™ T Y determines in Artice No. 2. that
et gy b s e The cuk of YAD VASHEM i v prbr s she bendand s oll those
o ey o 12 7= | enembes of dhe Jewish poople who g e wag o g ormse
[ e s oy | the Nazi ememy and his collsborstors, and to perpecuste thee memoey and thae of
S0 rewh oo o ow Ttn | e commusies, copamisations, and intinions which were desroyed becsmse they
wpeny 33 wwow avewmdy oo | were Jewish.

RO o B

(Gun 708 1 132 90 PN W)

Gaareen)

(09

Residence before the war

Residence during the war

Place and date of death ,“."‘4 s ,l mpn oD

Circumstances of death Wﬂ‘m MDD M)
Name of wife nexn oo | Maiden same O et ANNeYD oY
Neme of busbond 0 g g ol letiree Syan 0w
Children deceased under the age of 18 1030 18 7 1y ©TN mow

Yo m/m. [C,oMM C . Mo -
I, the undersigned B"Rn N
resding w__13:0/3 £ grluuu.f&)»é//;/ 1S5 cwés rwe) 3 n/an
relationship %o deceased 5 e n/vonanp

hereby declare that this testimony is correct to the best of my knowledge.
" MY 2 M3 N/YNED






