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Introduction

			I began writing this book after my parents had passed, and I realized how relatively little I knew about their lives and values. I did not ask them enough questions when I had the chance. Now that they are no longer with us, I will never have the answers. I want my children and grandchildren to know my life story (starting with what little I know about my parents) and the values by which I have lived. 

			This book unfolds as a conversation between me, as the grandpa (Saba in Hebrew), and a grandchild. It has two main threads: one is biographical, recounting my life and family history; the other is a series of questions and answers about my life values. And yes, I do have something to say about everything. 

			When I finished writing, I discovered that the book carries a universal message for anyone who has given up believing that they can make it. I want to show that failing is not a reason to give up, and that trying to live a humble life can actually help you be happy and achieve more than you realize. 

			



	

Escape

			Why do you drive such a crappy car, Saba? (Saba means Grandpa.) 

			Why do you think it’s crappy? Toyotas are very good, reliable cars. 

			Yours is old and all beat up. Don’t you have money to buy a new car?

			I have money to buy a Rolls-Royce if I want to. As a matter of fact, I could buy several Rolls-Royces, but what do I need a new car for? I drive very little, especially now that I am retired. I go to the grocery store, doctors’ offices, malls, and come to visit you, which is not too far a drive, so for that I need a car with fancy leather seats, seat warmers and two settings for air conditioning? Ridiculous. And besides, I heard that new cars don’t come with CD players. What would I do without my CD player? How would I listen to my favourite music that I’ve compiled on CDs over the years?

			So, you’ll never buy another car? Is this what you’re telling me?

			Well, when this car, which is now twenty years old, dies, meaning that it has broken down and requires repairs that will cost more than the value of the car, I will probably toss it and then Savta (Savta means Grandma) and I will use only one car, hers, to do all our chores.

			But you hate her car.

			Correct, her car is small, so it’s a bit uncomfortable for me, but it is also reliable, only six years old, and has low mileage, so it can serve us many more years, maybe even the rest of our lives.

			So, if you admit, Saba, that her car isn’t comfortable for you, why would you suffer? Especially when you say that you have the money to buy a new car.

			This is how I think about it: Let’s say I have fifty thousand dollars in the bank to do whatever I want with. Do I spend fifty thousand dollars on a new car and let’s face it, Savta and I don’t really need two cars at this point in our lives or take ten trips to five-star all-inclusive resorts with Savta for five thousand dollars each trip?

			Want some more ideas? Savta and I could bring you and your family with us on three trips to five-star all-inclusive resorts. Or we could put away ten thousand dollars each for your and your sister’s college tuition. I can think of many other ways to spend fifty thousand dollars, including donating to charity, helping my children and grandchildren while I am alive, and so on.

			But Savta’s car doesn’t have a CD player either. Got you, didn’t I? 

			Yes, you are right, that would be another sacrifice, so I hope my car serves me for many more years.

			You sure are willing to sacrifice a lot, Saba.

			Sacrifice? Let me tell you about sacrifice. You did not know them, but my parents sacrificed so much more to give others a better life. Did your mom tell you the story about my parents? Your great-grandparents? 

			Not really.

			Well, I guess that’s because she did not know too much about them. So, let me fill you in.

			My parents were born and grew up in Romania. In 1945, WW2 ended with the defeat of Nazi Germany by the Russians and the Western European nations, with the help of the United States and Canada. 

			In 1941, Jews in Yasi, which is the city where my parents were from, suffered a pogrom by the Romanian government and the Nazis. Their houses were burnt, and over thirteen thousand people were killed. My parents were captured and forced to go to a labour camp, but managed to survive it.

			What is a pogrom, Saba? 

			Did you watch the movie Fiddler on the Roof? There is a scene in the movie depicting a pogrom, which is an organized massacre of people, Jews in particular. 

			At the end of the war, Romania, along with some other European nations, was conquered by Russia and forced to become part of a very repressive communist regime that Russia called “The Soviet Union.” My parents, along with my mom’s two sisters, their husbands, and a baby girl, my father’s sister, her husband and their baby girl, decided to escape Romania. They had to abandon their homes and all their belongings, fleeing the country with only one suitcase each and what little money they had. My father cashed in his savings to buy a famous American twenty-dollar gold coin, called the Saint-Gaudens. He went to a shoemaker and asked him to insert the coin inside the heel of his shoe for an emergency.

			What was so special about this coin?

			The twenty-dollar Saint-Gaudens coin was first minted in the United States in 1905. It was traded as money, so each year they minted more and more. In time, some of these coins ended up in Europe, where they were also traded as money; Europe suffered a recession and trading in gold coins was safer than the local currency. As far as my parents were concerned, they thought that keeping a small coin hidden for an emergency would be a good idea since cashing it anywhere would help provide their needs for several months. 

			What happened to the coin, Saba?

			He never used it. I inherited it, and I have it now. 

			Does this coin have any value?

			The value of a coin is determined by the type of coin, its condition, and the number of such coins minted. This particular one was minted over seven million times. Its condition is not the best, but since it is pure gold and it is a famous coin, without professional appraisal, I would say that the value could exceed six thousand dollars. However, it has great sentimental value for me, as it reminds me of my parents’ life story and values, so I do not plan on selling it.

			Can I have it someday?

			I’ll think about it. I won’t promise. I have several family members to consider.

			Anyway, back to the story. In the middle of the night, sometime in 1946, ten of our relatives decided to escape to safety on foot. Their aim was to get to a place then called Mandatory Palestine, as it seemed the right place for Jews to be. The trip took two years in total. Remember, it was a hike on foot.

			I do not have many details of what happened in those two years, but I’ll share what I do know, if you want me to.

			Yes, yes, it’s fascinating.

			So, I know that they had to take a circuitous route from their home city of Yasi, in the eastern part of Romania, by walking west across Romania to Hungary, crossing into Hungary by bribing border police, travelling all across Hungary, which at that time was also part of the Soviet’s Communist Bloc, then bribing border security again, this time to cross into Austria. After walking through parts of Austria, they sneaked into Italy and walked toward Rome. Not far from Rome was a port city where they had hoped to catch a boat sailing to Mandatory Palestine.

			This foot hike took them about a year. 

			Unfortunately, in Rome, my father had an appendix attack and required an operation. The Italians would do it, but at a cost that my parents could not afford, so my mother offered to work at the hospital as an orderly to pay for the operation and hospital stay.

			What’s an orderly?

			An orderly is a non-professional hospital labourer who does tasks like cleaning the floors, making the beds, and changing diapers. In other words, it was a lot of hard work that not many people would have wanted to do, but would do when there was no better alternative. Since this was the only way for my father to have a lifesaving operation, my mom agreed to work there until their hospital debt was paid off.

			Wow, that’s definitely sacrifice, Saba.

			Yes, and remember, this comes after a year-long hike, which I am sure was challenging, having to hide from everybody and anybody every single day and night.

			What happened next?

			Well, my mom’s two sisters decided not to wait for my father to recover. They had an opportunity to board a refugee ship to Canada, as Canada had decided to allow Jews who had survived the holocaust to come to Canada, so they took advantage of that. It helped that they had an aunt who had been living in Canada who could sponsor them. My father’s sister, her husband, and their baby girl waited for my father to recover and then boarded a ship bringing WW2 survivors to Mandatory Palestine.

			How long was the trip?

			Well, let me put it to you this way: the voyage that was supposed to have taken three or four days took almost a year.

			What? You’re kidding me, right?

			No. The ship was stopped at sea by the British. As the colonizers of Mandatory Palestine, the British had decided to no longer allow Jews from Europe to escape to Israel. My father told me about those few days at sea. They were staying in bunks several levels high, like the ones they had in the Nazi concentration camps, but it was supposed to be a relatively short sail. The sea was rough, and my father was the only one who didn’t get seasick, so he got out of his bunk, took a pail, and carried it from one passenger to the next so they could vomit in it. That lasted for a few days until they were stopped by a British ship that forcefully redirected them to Cyprus.

			Where’s Cyprus, Saba?

			Cyprus is a small Mediterranean island between Greece and Israel that was also a British colony at the time. Because of the number of vessels that were trying to sneak Jews from Europe into Israel, the British were catching them at sea and sending the passengers to internment camps they had built in Cyprus. As they were stopped, in protest, all the passengers threw their belongings overboard. This was their way of saying they were giving up all their material possessions and not going back to Europe. My father also threw overboard a journal in which he had written about all that the group had gone through since leaving Romania and walking through Hungary, Austria and Italy for over a year. It had been in his suitcase.

			What a loss, Saba. It must have been a fascinating story. 

			I am sure it was, and I would have been able to tell you so much more about their journey if I knew what had been in that journal.

			Anyway, I am not sure how they occupied themselves in the months that they were there. There was no torture or starvation as far as I know, but they could not leave the camp. 

			I do have a photo of a large group of people marching and holding a big banner in Cyprus. My father was holding a pole on one side of the banner, which read, “We demand going to Israel at once.” But it did not have any effect on the British.

			On May 14, 1947, the United Nations made a resolution to end the British colonialization of Mandatory Palestine and divided the land between the Jews and the Arabs living in Palestine. The Palestinians and neighbouring Arab countries refused to recognize the U.N. resolution of the division of Palestine between Arabs and Jews, and so the next day all Palestinian Arabs, with the help of the Jordanian, Egyptian and Iraqi armies, attacked the Jews in Palestine to take over the entire land and make it an Arab state. With the few weapons the Jews had, they managed to repel those armies with great losses to the Jews and claimed land beyond the U.N.’s “Distribution plan.” 

			Most Arabs living in Palestine escaped to neighbouring Arab countries, but some remained. On May 14, 1948, a Jewish government was formed and declared the State of Israel to be a Jewish state that would accept any Jew who wished to return. The Arabs who did not escape became citizens of Israel and enjoyed equal rights. The people who fled to the neighbouring Arab countries are known today as Palestinian refugees. In return, many oppressed Jews in those neighbouring Arab states escaped, leaving everything behind, to come to Israel.

			Saba, your parents! Your parents! What happened to them? You’re getting off topic.

			The war over the land ended on July 20, 1949. The British opened the gates of the camps in Cyprus, and Israel sent boats to pick up the interned Jews and bring them, including my parents, to Israel. 

			



	

If the Water Doesn’t Reach the Mattress, I’m Okay

			Welcoming my parents to Israel were my father’s brother and sister-in-law. She had been born in Israel (then Mandatory Palestine), and my uncle had come from Romania way before WW2. The new government of Israel was assigning newcomers, who had nothing—remember, my parents had gotten rid of all their belongings while on the ship—to transit dwellings, sort of a trailer park, in a location chosen by the government. My uncle suggested that my father forego the trailer and live with him in Tel-Aviv. Tel-Aviv was a large city in the centre of the country, so there would be more work opportunities there. My parents agreed and signed away the government-assigned dwelling.

			For several days, my father built a hut in his brother’s backyard to have a place to live. It was one room with two mattresses on a wood frame and an oil burner for a kitchen stove. My father described to me that on some days in winter, it rained so hard that the water was almost as high as the mattress. I thought that was terrible, but when he was telling me about it, he said that if the water did not reach their mattress, they would be okay. Can you believe that? I learned so much from this story, recalling it when I faced life’s difficulties.

			So, did your uncle support your parents?

			I guess, because they had nothing to start with, they did it for a while. But knowing my parents, they immediately started looking for work.

			What did they do for work in Romania?

			Both my parents came from large families and had many siblings. Their parents struggled financially, so both my parents only had a few years of elementary education (my father six and my mother four) before they went to work. My father was a salesperson (at ten years old) in a fabric store, and my mother learned to be a seamstress and started working in a factory at age nine. According to their story, my mother was very good at what she did and had a bit of entrepreneurial blood in her. At a very young age, she started her own little sewing factory and had a few people working for her.

			My parents got married during WW2 in secret with only a couple of witnesses. A portrait I have of their wedding shows my mother in a white blouse and a dark skirt. She said they had to hide from the authorities the fact that they were getting married.

			Got it, Saba. Back to Israel and the hut.

			Okay, to make a long story short, my father was told that working for the government would be good and safe, so he got a job at the municipality’s sanitary department sweeping streets with a broom. My mother started cleaning homes for people.

			What do you think I learned from that? 

			I guess, Saba, that I’d better get a degree or I’ll be sweeping streets and cleaning homes for a living.

			Maybe, but what I learned is that when there is no choice, do anything to survive and look at this difficult stage in your life as a steppingstone to the next phase.

			



	

Son of a Garbageman

			Did their life get easier after?

			Well, you tell me. This is what happened next. My parents accumulated enough money and had a good enough income to rent a small apartment in Tel-Aviv. At the same time, my father took driving lessons and got licensed to drive a truck, while my mother bought a sewing machine.

			Soon after getting his license, my father applied for and got a job in the city as a garbage truck driver, and my mom started sewing dresses for people upon request. The apartment had a living room, kitchen, washroom/shower combination, and a large balcony. They figured life was good and that it was time to consider expanding the family. Sometime in 1951, my parents had a baby girl. They named her Eve. 

			Eve? Like in the bible Eve?

			Yes, after the first woman God created. My parents and Eve lived in this one-bedroom apartment, but sadly, this did not last long. There was a Polio epidemic in Israel that affected children. In 1951, the Polio vaccine hadn’t been invented yet. It was shortly after, and according to the story my parents told me, that one day my father was on the roof of the apartment fixing something (they lived on the top floor), and my mother started yelling frantically at my father to come quickly. My father said he jumped from the rooftop onto the balcony and ran inside to find the baby lifeless. 

			This is horrible, Saba. After all they went through and thought they’d arrived at peace and tranquility and could start building a life for themselves?

			Are you crying?

			Yes, Saba, this is sad. How old were they when this happened? 

			Thirty-one. Both my parents were the same age. I am sure they went through a tough period of mourning, but life just continues whether you want it to or not. As a small child, I remember for several years my parents would visit Eve’s grave with paintbrushes and black paint. They told me they were refreshing the paint on the tomb, which just had her name and the dates she was born and passed. She was nine months old when she died.

			As I said, whether you want it to or not, life goes on. My parents decided to sponsor my mother’s parents to come from Romania to live with them. They very quickly got approved because, as old people, they were just seen as a burden on the Romanian government. In 1952, my parents had me, and in 1953, they had my brother. My mother told me that her mother-in-law told her she was crazy to have two children so close together in age, but this was how determined they were to live life and look at the future, not the past.

			How could they afford to look after a family of six? And how could six people live in a one-bedroom apartment, Saba?

			Well, this is what you do when you really want

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			



	OEBPS/image/Tellwell_Black.png
teII_we_II%





cover.jpeg
Pk You
~ Mrs. G..

'm préctically a Very. High. Net. Worth. Individual.

.Michél-lﬁri'édgqn- i
% .





OEBPS/image/1.png
F**K You
Mrs. G.





