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EXHIBITION 
CATALOGUE 

Catalogue supported by the Consul General of the Federal Republic of Germany in Vancouver, 
Diana and Benny Kanter and family, and the Azrieli Foundation. With profound gratitude to the 
Hahn-Hayden family for entrusting the VHEC with their materials and memories for the purpose 
of advancing Holocaust education and remembrance.

Order your copy today of this 
beautifully illustrated book 
about the Hahn family during the 
Holocaust and their collection 
of artefacts, photographs and 
correspondence, with a preface 
and foreword by VHEC Executive 
Director Nina Krieger and curator 
Dr. Ilona Schulman Spaar, and 
an afterword by the exhibition’s 
historical advisor, Dr. Sharon Meen. 

This stunning and compelling 
publication extends the  
exhibition’s reach, longevity  
and learning potential.  

This is the first exhibition catalogue published in English about the  
Hahn family and their collection. 

All proceeds from catalogue sales support the educational activity 
of the VHEC.

TREASURED BELONGINGS: THE HAHN FAMILY  
& THE SEARCH FOR A STOLEN LEGACY 
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LETTER FROM THE ED ITOR

Dear all, 

As we reflect on our work one year following the onset of the pandemic, the VHEC’s professional team is proud of the 

adaptations we have made to deliver our core educational and commemorative programs to audiences at a time when 

learning from the history of the Holocaust is more important and relevant than ever. Our programs prompt young people to 

consider the dangers of dehumanizing any group of people and what is at stake when remaining a bystander to injustice.  

Our new online workshop on antisemitism, hatred and propaganda was developed in direct response to the rise of  

antisemitism in British Columbia and around the world. Tailored for students in grades 10 through 12, this workshop  

features historical examples of antisemitism and propaganda from the VHEC’s archival and museum collections, and explores 

how the Holocaust represents a paradigmatic genocide and the most severe consequences of hate and racism left unchecked. 

A focus of the workshop is on connecting historical examples of antisemitism to contemporary forms of the hatred of Jews, 

including examples taken from current events involving the far-right, white supremacists and Neo-Nazis. The workshop 

includes a toolkit to help students apply concepts and become allies against antisemitism and other forms of racism.  

By providing practical guidelines to students, this workshop will help students to enhance their media literacy skills, detect 

antisemitic tropes and consider how to safely respond to antisemitic comments, images and conspiracy theories  when 

encountering these in person or online.  

The workshop was previewed by educators at the BC Social Studies Teachers’ Association spring conference and the  

Liberation75 teachers’ symposium, and will be launched later this spring. It supports educators in their teaching about 

antisemitism, racism and the Holocaust in a variety of settings, including home-based learning.  

This and other initiatives are featured among our education updates in this issue, which also introduces topical new library 

acquisitions and other updates from the Centre’s collections. Archivist Shyla Seller contributes an article about a gift of 

thirteen photographs from local Holocaust survivor Shoshana Fidelman to the VHEC, and reflects on the distinctive process 

of gathering information and insights about Holocaust-era artefacts donated by eyewitnesses. 

Also in this issue, we are honoured to feature three moving personal accounts that capture relatively unknown aspects 

of the Holocaust: Reva Dexter on her evolving identity as a child survivor from Kazakhstan, Lev Shapiro on his wartime 

experiences in the former Soviet Union and Miriam Dattel’s story of survival as a young child from Croatia. We are grateful 

to these individuals for sharing their writings with the VHEC and our membership.  

Please watch your mailboxes for a special gift, accompanied by an appeal to support the VHEC’s 2021 Annual Campaign.  

We thank you in advance for your partnership and invite you to renew—and if possible, increase—your donation to the 

VHEC, as we work to meet the changing needs of our school audiences, and to strengthen our ability to advance the access to 

and educational use of artefacts and archival materials entrusted to the VHEC, ensuring that we can teach into the future. 

Sincerely,

Nina Krieger

Executive Director
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2020 presentation for the British Columbia Social 

Studies Teacher’s Association (BCSSTA), participants 

were asked if they had heard of QAnon or were familiar 

with the conspiracy, and the majority answered no. In 

a subsequent BCSSTA presentation in February, 2021, 

all teacher participants had heard of the conspiracy 

group. QAnon played a major role in the violent US 

insurrection, hand-in-hand with neo-Nazis and white 

supremacists; as such, this workshop will unpack the 

conspiracy’s nuances and dangers. 

Given the major role the internet plays in fostering 

modern antisemitic and extremist discourse, it is 

important that this workshop empower students 

to take action, and to recognize red flags signalling 

fake news, propaganda and radicalization online. We 

provide students with guidelines on how they can 

enhance their media literacy and detect antisemitic 

tropes, comments and images, and tips on how to 

respond to dialogues or conspiracy theories such as 

QAnon in person or online. We incorporate student 

questions via video, questions which are answered in 

the workshop. We are excited to connect with students, 

and collaborate with them in making this a valuable, 

empowering and personalized resource. 

A key element of the workshop is an understanding 

of the power of propaganda. The Holocaust is a 

severe example of how propaganda can be used 

to indoctrinate the masses and turn strangers, 

neighbours and friends against one another. The 

Holocaust section prompts students to connect the role 

orchestrated propaganda played through the stages of 

the Holocaust in Germany and beyond from April 1933 

Jürgen Habermas, in his essay “Concerning the Public Use 

of History” (1988), comments that “despite everything, 

history does not stand still.”1 While Habermas was 

referring to a change in the West German collective 

memory of its Nazi past in the late 1980s, this phrase 

resonates globally today as we bear a collective witness 

to an alarming uptick in antisemitic trends.  

At the VHEC, Dr Ilona Shulman Spaar has spearheaded 

a workshop entitled Antisemitism: You Can Make a 

Difference! in direct response to the local and global 

rise of antisemitism. This workshop, geared to students 

in grades 10 through 12, looks at the long history 

of antisemitism, and explores how the Holocaust 

represents the most severe consequence of hate and 

racism left unchecked. The workshop uses examples of 

antisemitic propaganda, video testimonies and other 

resources pulled from the VHEC’s museum and archival 

collection holdings. As a Masters student in Holocaust 

studies at the University of Victoria, it has been a 

welcomed challenge to work alongside Dr Shulman 

Spaar as a research assistant on this project. 

Since starting on this project in November 2020, my 

research has been dynamic and evolving, proving that, 

unfortunately, our work is extremely timely. Every 

week came new current events to add to the course, 

events which usurped age-old, historical antisemitic 

tropes and wrapped them in modernity. Following the 

blatant display of antisemitism at the US insurrection 

on January 6, 2021, we decided to include reference to 

the capitol riots and elaborate on the workshop sections 

looking at white supremacy and QAnon. At first, QAnon 

played a small role in the workshop. During an October 

History Does Not Stand Still: How a New VHEC Workshop 
Addresses Antisemitism, Hatred and Propaganda

BY GIORGIA RICCIARDI

EDUCATION

2 Jürgen Habermas, “Concerning the Public Use of History,” New German Critique, no. 44, special issue on the Historikerstreit (Spring/Summer, 1988), 43.
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through to January 1942. From anti-Jewish laws and 

regulations to de-naturalization and racial defining, 

from failed boycotts to a nation-wide pogrom; and 

in its later stages, ghettoization, forced identification 

(visible othering) and racially “justified” genocide. 

Using material from the VHEC’s collection, students will 

engage with Nazi-era propaganda posters and learn how 

to do a primary source analysis by closely examining the 

symbols and language used in the posters. Additionally, 

the workshop shares testimony clips from Serge Vanry 

and Jannushka Jakoubovitch, who were children during 

the Nazi period, and who recall the negative effects the 

propaganda they were exposed to in their youth had on 

their own self-image as Jewish children. 

Antisemitism is known as “the longest hatred,” and 

thus it is imperative the workshop broaden students’ 

understandings of antisemitism beyond the Nazis 

and the Holocaust. Broadening the students’ historical 

comprehension of antisemitism includes drawing 

parallels between modern antisemitic tropes and 

historical myths. For example, the workshop notes 

parallels between the vilification of Jews during the 

COVID-19 pandemic and when Jews were blamed for 

the existence and spread of deadly disease during the 

bubonic plague (1346–1353).

The workshop spotlights local antisemitism in 

Vancouver and Canada by using images of antisemitic 

vandalism spray-painted on Vancouver school property, 

EDUCATION

The Canadian Nationalist political newspaper, 
Winnipeg, Manitoba, 1938. Donated to the VHEC  

by Dr. Jack Naimark in 1993. Item 93.08.0089.
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and sharing first-hand accounts of antisemitism 

experienced by Jewish people living in the Vancouver 

and Victoria areas. It provides insight into Canadian 

antisemitism during the Holocaust, addressing the 

MS St Louis and the “none is too many” immigration 

sentiment. (Canada admitted fewer than 5,000 Jewish 

refugees between 1933 and 1945—the fewest among 

developed nations. In 1945, a Canadian official was 

asked how many Jews would be admitted to Canada at 

the end of the war. He answered “none is too many.”)

The workshop will feature videos from locals who 

share thoughts on what it means to be Jewish to them 

in 2021, how they identify as Jewish, if and how they 

have experienced antisemitism, and more. Our hope 

is that students will feel connected to the Vancouver 

and Victoria Jewish communities through these video 

messages, learn something new about the diversity 

of identifying as Jewish, and stress how antisemitism 

affects real people around us today. By standing up 

as an ally against hate and antisemitism, we hope to 

improve the sense of safety and acceptance for Jewish 

individuals in a local (and growing) community. 

When Habermas asserts that history does not stand 

still, I take it as a lesson that we, as a society, must 

do more than simply look back on the past and make 

note of all that our predecessors did wrong. We must 

be cautious not to spend all our energy only looking 

back, to take what we learn from the past and apply it 

to today. Antisemitism did not disappear when the last 

concentration camp was liberated in 1945; history does 

not stand still. Communities continue to be victimized 

by hate—a hate that continues to redesign itself, but at 

its core, is the same hate that has existed since time 

immemorial. We hope that the repetitive antisemitic 

tropes seen throughout history, re-presenting 

themselves contemporarily, focussed on in the 

workshop will resonate with students and empower 

them to respond in allyship and educated resistance, 

rather than stand idly by.  

Giorgia Ricciardi is a Masters student in the Holocaust MA stream at the 
University of Victoria. Her primary research interests include gender and 
resistance during the Holocaust, and her thesis focuses on Spanish Republican 
women and resistance in Nazi concentration camps.

EDUCATION

ANTISEMITISM: YOU CAN MAKE A DIFFERENCE! 
WORKSHOP 

• Free-of-charge online resource

• Two hours long, adaptations possible

• Supports in-classroom and online teaching

• Integrates video-taped student questions 

• Recommended for teachers & students  

of grades 10–12

• Launching in Spring 2021

Left:  High school student Vida Sussman speaking in her video message for Antisemitism: You Can Make a Difference!, January 2021. Right: Screenshot from 
Antisemitism: You Can Make a Difference! workshop.
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Education Director and Curator Ilona Shulman Spaar offering a tour through 
the exhibition Treasured Belongings: The Hahn Family & the Search for a 
Stolen Legacy.

Scene from short film If We Had Followed the Rules, I Wouldn't Be Here, based 
on the making of a graphic novel about survivor David Schaffer's experience 
during the Holocaust, illustrated by graphic artist Miriam Libicki.

ONLINE GUIDED TOUR

Treasured Belongings: The Hahn Family  
& the Search for a Stolen Legacy 
https://vimeo.com/502529730

Join us for a 30-minute video-recorded tour with curator 

Dr Ilona Shulman Spaar through Treasured Belongings: 

The Hahn Family & the Search for a Stolen Legacy.  

This online resource brings our current exhibition to 

your home. Learn about the German-Jewish Hahn family 

and find out how their story is connected to Vancouver. 

This tour offers engagement with themes including 

Nazi persecution and discrimination, looted art and the 

question of justice after historical wrongdoings. 

Tailored to a high school audience, the tour is accom-

panied by a Teacher & Student Activity Guide. Students 

learn about the theft of Jewish belongings in Nazi 

Germany through two case studies. The guide provides 

further activities related to the question of justice in the 

aftermath of the Holocaust and offers links to Canada’s 

own history of injustices. 

GRAPHIC NOVEL AND SHORT FILM 

If We Had Followed the Rules, I Wouldn’t Be Here 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YCDlGZ_SWik 

Based on local Holocaust survivor David Schaffer’s expe-

rience during the Holocaust, illustrated by graphic artist 

Miriam Libicki.

This documentary shows the making of a graphic novel 

of the same name as part of the international SSHRC-

funded project Narrative Art & Visual Storytelling in 

Holocaust and Human Rights Education. As a project 

partner, the VHEC assisted in the production of the film 

clip. The project was recently featured in two articles 

for Facing History and Ourselves Canada, a social justice 

education organization for teachers and educators. 

Find out more here:

• http://holocaustgraphicnovels.org

• https://facingcanada.facinghistory.org/when-story-

telling-intersects-with-holocaust-human-rights

• https://facingcanada.facinghistory.org/approaches-

to-gathering-trust-based-testimony

EDUCAT ION
NE WS
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EDUCATION NEWS

Screenshot of jeniferreads.com.

JENIFER READS 

Anne Frank: The Diary of a Young Girl  
Read by Diverse Canadian Youth 
jeniferreads.com

As an educational partner of Jenifer Reads, the VHEC 

was represented at a live virtual launch event as part of 

the 17th Annual Downtown Eastside Heart of the City 

Festival, October 28 to November 8, 2020, featuring Ilona 

Shulman Spaar as special guest speaking to Holocaust 

education in Canada and the undertakings of the VHEC. 

As part of the project’s speakers series, VHEC survivor 

speaker Dr. Robert Krell shared his experience of hiding 

as a child in the Netherlands during the Holocaust.   

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
 
Education Director and Curator Ilona Shulman Spaar 

participated in several online teacher conferences, 

presenting on existing and upcoming teaching resources 

developed by the VHEC. 

• OCTOBER 2020: Annual conference, British Columbia 

Social Studies Teachers Association.

• OCTOBER 2020: Preparatory workshop for teachers 

for Holocaust Education Week. In partnership with 

Fighting Antisemitism Together (FAST).

• FEBRUARY 2021: Pro-D Day spring conference, British 

Columbia Social Studies Teachers Association, with 

thanks to the generous support of the David & Lil 

Shafran Endowment Fund.

• MARCH 2021: Liberation75’s Teacher Professional 

Development Symposium offered to teachers across 

Canada. More than 120 teachers and educators 

attended the presentation: Antisemitism, Propaganda 

and the Holocaust: Teaching Resources from the 

Vancouver Holocaust Education Centre.

Photo by Chris Montgomery on Unsplash.
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REFLECT IONS

Authority escalated, as did the paranoia surrounding 

spies and enemies in the country. Posters in the streets 

of Stalino portrayed a woman with her index finger to 

her lips, and read, “Pst … an enemy doesn't sleep, they 

eavesdrop.” These had political aims: to shut people up. 

Other than members of the Party and their associates, 

who lived in better apartments and ate better than the 

general population, there were no rich people in the 

Soviet Union. We lived a poor life; our family consisted of 

five people. My older sister was 11 years old, I was nine, 

The day before the start of the war was a warm and 

sunny day in Stalino (now Donetsk, Ukraine). High school 

graduates celebrated the end of the semester and dreamt 

of a new and happy life. The main street of the city was 

full of joyful sounds. No one had died yet. 

The next day was just as sunny. At nine in the morning, 

three radios resembling gramophones hanging in 

the central square sounded an alarm, then projected 

this announcement: “At 12 in the afternoon listen for 

an important message.” This combination of alarm 

and announcement was repeated many times that 

morning. Finally, at 12 o’clock, Molotov, the Minister of 

Foreign Affairs, spoke: “Today, at four in the morning, 

treacherously and without warning, fascist troops 

crossed the Soviet border. Our cause is just, and victory 

will be ours.” People in the crowd discussed how long the 

war might last; they said: “two weeks, maybe a month.” 

We were taught that “the Red Army is the strongest, 

we are ready for war because Stalin is our saviour.” 

Unfortunately, the reality was the opposite: we were 

fully unprepared for war. 

In those first few months, almost without resistance, the 

Germans took over our territory. On August 31, 1941, I 

was getting ready to start second grade, but the Germans 

bombed our city, and we couldn’t go to school. The city’s 

residents were forced to tape their window glass with an 

“X” shape so that during a bombing the glass wouldn’t 

shatter and wound us. When it got dark in the evenings, 

all houses with lights on inside had to have their curtains 

fully closed. Factories and other production facilities were 

evacuated. There was no working or public transportation 

after dark. Our radio had to be on at all times; it broadcast 

air raid warnings with a siren. In the case of an air raid, 

we had to run to our bomb shelter, a communal basement 

in the yard. The Germans usually bombed at night. 

My War: Fleeing the Germans
BY LEV SHAPIRO  

TRANSLATED FROM THE RUSSIAN BY RIMMA SHAPIRO

Lev Shapiro and his older sister, before the war. Photo courtesy of Rimma Shapiro.
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REFLECT IONS

almost all drivers knew something about mechanics. Our 

driver turned on his flashlight, found the car and worked 

his magic for a while. The car started to make some 

noise. Eventually it started and we hopped in the back. 

There was not enough space for the family of my father’s 

co-worker, so they decided to go by rail. As the sun rose, 

we noticed an unfamiliar bag with new boots inside it. 

The family must have forgotten it in their hurry and the 

darkness. I believe that the bag with the boots were left 

there not by accident, but to save us.

The closest city to the east of us was Rostov-on-Don. On 

our way, to the right and the left, black fields surrounded 

us: there was no time to harvest the crops, they were 

burned to avoid being taken by the enemy. When we 

arrived at the bridge over the Don River, we saw a 

lineup of wagons pulled by oxen and horses, tractors, 

and my younger brother was three. My mother didn’t have 

a job. We ate meat and fish only on special occasions. Our 

money barely lasted us from pay cheque to pay cheque. 

From reading the newspaper, we knew that the Germans 

treated their Jews badly, but that was all. 

At this time of war, members of the Party were 

evacuated from the city, but the government, with Stalin 

in charge, didn’t help the Jews evacuate to the east. The 

government never even warned the Jews of the danger 

we were in. We had no money, and not even one train 

ticket, with which to flee. 

The company my father worked for owned a three-

tonne truck. After the bosses fled, they left my father 

in charge of it, with the understanding that he would 

use the truck to transfer company paperwork and 

stamps to an office in Samara. The firm’s driver agreed 

to join us; he was a communist and thus also afraid 

of German persecution. Another of my father’s co-

workers, with his wife and teenage son, asked to come 

with us in the truck. My mother invited her two sisters 

and the wife of her brother along, with her three kids. 

One of her sisters had a two-week-old baby, and one 

had a baby of seven months. Together we fit tightly into 

the back of the truck, along with a barrel of gasoline, 

and left Stalino for Samara. 

A strong, cold wind blew into the back of the truck; 

we sometimes also got soaked by the rain. By evening 

we made it to Makeevka. An officer with a gun in his 

hand blocked the road in front of us. He told us that 

all vehicles in the country were to be confiscated for 

the use of the Red Army. So, we unloaded there on the 

roadside. It was dark and cold, the rain was encroaching; 

it was the end of October. We were on the outskirts of 

an unknown city, with no electricity to light the dark 

streets. The women, with small children in their arms, 

cried of hopelessness and the unknown. But then, a 

miracle! The officer approached my father and said: “In 

the yard of that neighbouring house is a broken car” 

(two times smaller than the truck just confiscated). “If 

your driver is able to fix it, you can take it.” At that time, 

Lev Shapiro at age 12. Photograph courtesy of Rimma Shapiro.
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everyone in the crowd rushed onto it, and the railing 

broke. People were thrown off the ramp and our group 

was separated in the rush. After the ship departed, 

we looked for one another. Did everyone make it on? 

Fortunately, yes, we all made it safely on board! The 

vessel was a small, old, single-decked ship with a steam 

engine. There was coal in the downstairs compartment, 

where the passengers sat tightly packed. 

Eventually we made it to Samara. My father delivered 

his paperwork to the company head office. We found 

some sort of covering outside and spent the night 

under it. Snow fell, and we all froze. In the morning 

we decided to head to the train station and get on any 

empty train car heading south. There was another 

miracle waiting for us at the train station! An empty 

freight car was headed to Central Asia. We loaded onto 

the train, and already felt shielded from the wind and 

rain. As for food, there was only bread, which had 

turned green on the inside due to mold. We still ate it, 

as there was nothing else. 

We passed the dried-out Aral Sea; its beaches were covered 

with thick layers of salt which sparkled in the sun. The 

train stopped right at the coast. We could have gathered 

some salt, but we did not, which we later greatly regretted. 

Salt was expensive. Finally, the train made it to Tashkent, 

but meeting every car was a police officer, prohibiting 

people from disembarking, as the city was already filled 

with refugees. “Ride further along on the train,” they told 

us. But my mother’s sister and her brother’s wife had 

asked their husbands who were fighting on the front to 

post letters to them in Tashkent, as they did not have a 

home address. So, we got off at the next stop and met an 

Uzbek with a horse and cart. He agreed to take us back to 

Tashkent where he was building a house close to the city. 

The house already had a roof, but no windows or doors. 

He allowed us to temporarily stay there, as apartments in 

Tashkent were very expensive. We rang in 1942 there. Our 

money was almost out; we saw no prospects. We slept on 

the cold ground in our winter clothes. 

harvesters, and wagons filled with cargo, pulled by 

people, reaching all the way to the horizon, all waiting 

to cross to the other side. Rostov-on-Don was being 

bombed, and the bridge was empty, closed due to the 

airstrike. We pulled up to an officer at the bridge and 

said, “In our car are women and newborns, we are 

not able to stand in line. Help us get to the other side, 

in exchange we will give you new boots.” The officer 

looked at the boots, thought, and replied: “If your driver 

is able to get down this hill, beside the bridge, with its 

dangerously sharp inclines, then you will can quickly 

access and traverse the empty bridge.” 

Our driver took the risk. Everyone got out of the car, and 

our driver, with short jerking motions, maneuvered the 

car down the embankment beside the bridge. We got 

back in, and with maximum speed crossed the empty 

bridge, and got to the other side, as if we had wings. We 

got lucky! And then continued our journey to Saratov. 

In the Stalingrad region (now Volgograd), in the village 

of Kamyshin, we were stopped by another officer who 

confiscated our car, for the same reason as the first, for 

the use of the Red Army. The closest train station was 

still very far away. Getting to Saratov would only be 

possible via the Volga River, which was already starting 

to freeze over. At the marina they told us that the last 

steamboat would arrive in ten days. If the weather 

wasn’t too cold, then the steamboat would be able to 

pass down the river. 

In Kamyshin, there were many empty houses with 

cellars filled with potatoes and pickled goods, and yards 

filled with firewood. These houses were previously 

occupied by Germans who had left for Siberia and 

Kazakhstan. The driver and his wife stayed in one of 

them; we stayed in another, for ten days. We drew 

drinking water from the Volga, and drank it without 

boiling it. It was clean! 

As promised, and to our surprise and happiness, our 

steamboat arrived. A large crowd gathered at the 

marina in anticipation. When the ramp was brought out, 

REFLECT IONS

CONTINUED ON PAGE 22
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Shoshana (née Ejnesman) Fidelman first called the 

VHEC in February 2020, wondering if there was anyone 

interested in coming to her home to have a look at her 

family photographs, portraits of members of the Jewish 

community in pre-war Wierzbnik, in Poland. I booked an 

appointment to visit her in the first week of March. This 

would be the last time I would visit a donor indoors, 

without social distancing requirements in place, for a 

very long time. 

On the day of our meeting, Shoshana welcomed me 

in and invited me to sit down on a couch in her living 

room, beside a coffee table, photographs carefully 

laid out on its surface. She started going through the 

pictures of her family, identifying each person by name, 

their relationship to her, and where they died. I tried to 

keep up, quickly writing down names and other details, 

and any identifying features, so I could accurately link 

the notes to the right picture when I returned to the 

office. We went through each photograph one by one. 

In my role as archivist, I try and gather as much 

contextual information about an archival artefact as 

possible, to aid in its description and cataloguing later, 

when I fill out fields of information guided by national 

standards followed by archival institutions across 

the country. When was this photograph taken, where 

was this taken, by who? How did this end up in your 

possession? When and where were you born? What were 

your movements during the war? When did you come 

to Canada? What does this inscription in Yiddish on the 

back translate to? Approximately how old is this person 

at the time this photo was taken? 

Archivists also try and understand and retain what is 

known as a creator’s original order—the order an owner 

keeps papers and photographs in, which contributes 

to the items’ meaning as a whole. By disturbing that 

order you can break that meaning and interfere with the 

relationship between the items, or their archival bond. 

Those details, and this training, is important, but it can 

take over a conversation. As I formulated questions, 

Shoshana picked up all the photographs we had just 

gone through and reordered them, placing them down 

again on the coffee table in the order of the year in which 

the person pictured was murdered. 1942, Treblinka. 

1942, Treblinka. 1942. 1944, the Starachowice labour 

camp complex. 1944, the forest near Starachowice. 1945, 

after the war ended, in a pogrom in her home town of 

Wierzbnik. 1945.

I looked down at my notes, and the order they were in, 

worried that I would lose track of which notes referred 

to which image. And then I started to understand that 

the information I was asking for was eclipsing what was 

essential for Shoshana to express about these pictures. 

I needed to capture the traditional information in order 

to record the creation, form and transmission of an 

archival record, which archivists use to assess and 

communicate a document or photograph’s authenticity, 

its trustworthiness and reliability as a historical source. 

But as well as this, and more importantly, I needed to 

convey what the photographs represented to their owner: 

the only remaining personal items in her possession of 

her family who were murdered by the Nazis during the 

war and by anti-Semites in a pogrom in Poland at the 

end of the war. Her father, mother, brother, sister, aunts, 

uncles, healthy and beautiful and together, with a strong 

family resemblance, were taken from her at a young age 

in the course of events she couldn’t comprehend, events 

which left her entirely alone in the world. 

At the end of our meeting we completed paperwork 

establishing the legal transfer of ownership from 

COLLECT IONS

A New Acquisition: Uncovering a Tragic Story
BY SHYLA SELLER
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Shoshana to the VHEC. Her daughter called to check in 

and make sure she was ok. Then Shoshana showed me 

a beautiful portrait of her and her husband, and brought 

out a memorial book about the Starachowice-Wierzbnik 

community, in which the names of some of her family, 

and others she knew, appear in the list of eleven Jews 

from Wierzbnik, Wachock and Bodzentyn killed when 

they returned to Poland after the war.1 She also told me 

a bit about a meeting she’d had with a famous Holocaust 

historian. “I can’t remember his name right now, but he 

wrote about me in a book.” I took a picture of the page in 

the memory book, packed up the photographs and my 

notes, and put them in a folder I’d brought with me for 

safe transfer back to the office. 

Without a testimony to turn to for information about 

a donor’s biographical details and story of survival, 

I needed to find contextual information to better 

understand this donation elsewhere. Shoshana had never 

given a Holocaust testimony because her childhood 

memories weren’t distinct, they didn’t take a clear 

shape which she could communicate in the form of a 

testimony. In this case I was able to turn to Christopher 

R. Browning, and his work on testimony and how he uses 

collected memories (individual plural, as opposed to a 

singular collective memory), to construct a history of the 

Starachowice slave labour camp. 

Before Browning’s research, Starachowice was a little-

known camp without much of a historical record because 

of little remaining traditional evidence. According to 

Browning, the use of survivor testimony as historical 

evidence has always been somewhat contested; he 

gives examples of flawed historical research conducted 

by historians who embraced survivor testimony too 

uncritically and emotionally, and missed errors in 

memory and fact. Testimonies differ greatly in the way 

they are delivered, he notes, depending on who is taking 

1 See “Murders—After Liberation,” by Perele Brodbeker-Unger. In Sefer Wierzbnik-Starachowice, https://www.jewishgen.org/yizkor/wierzbnik/wierzbnik.html.

Portrait of Shoshana, Noakh Khaim and Lea Ejnesman, likely taken in Starachowice, circa 1936. Item 2020.012.012.
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the testimony, and whether the interviewer simply 

asks the witness to speak, if they shape an interview 

with predetermined questions, or if they ask unplanned 

follow-up questions as the conversation progresses. 

For his book, Remembering Survival: Inside a Nazi Slave 

Labor Camp, Browning scoured through recorded 

testimonies, conducted his own interviews, and, in 

total, gathered eyewitness accounts from 292 survivors. 

These were often conflicting, contradictory, and at 

times mistaken, but had enough points of agreement 

in order for him to construct a very helpful timeline 

of events in Starachowice, where Shoshana had been 

imprisoned as a child. In the course of this work he met 

and interviewed Shoshana Fidelman. Her memories 

inform Browning’s chapters on children in the camp, an 

escape attempt from the camp which killed 64 prisoners, 

including Shoshana's brother and sister, the prisoners’ 

return to Wierzbnik after the war, and the Wierzbnik 

pogrom which killed Shoshana’s mother and family 

friends, in which Shoshana was badly injured, and the 

sole survivor.2

The events of Starachowice are untypical, Browning notes, 

in the way that its residents, deported to Birkeneau after 

its liquidation, avoided selection. Of the approximately 

1,200 to 1,400 Starachowice Jews deported to Birkenau in 

July 1944, about one half were alive at the end of the war. 

They gathered in DP camps and some, like Shoshana and 

her mother, eventually returned to their hometown of 

Wierzbnik to look for relatives. He writes, “We must be 

grateful for the testimonies of those who survived and 

are willing to speak, but we have no right to expect from 

them tales of edification and redemption.”3

Working on this collection of photographs, with 

Shoshana Fidelman and the work of Christopher 

2 Shoshana Fidelman is referred to by the name Roszia Einesman in Browning’s book, Remember Survival: Inside a Nazi Slave Labor Camp. 
3 Collected Memories: Holocaust History and Postwar Testimony, Christopher R. Browning. Madison, Wisconsin: University of Wisconsen Press, 2003.

Meir Ejnesman (left) and his two sons, Noah (centre) and Shlomo (right). Meir, grandfather of Shoshana Fidelman, was sent 
from the Wierzbnik ghetto to his death in Treblinka on October, 27, 1942. Shlomo was killed following his escape from the 
Starachowice labour camp in 1944, and Noah was killed by Polish anti-Semites in 1945. Item 2020.012.001.
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Browning, has taught me to be more thoughtful and 

considered in my reliance on Holocaust testimony as a 

main source for biographical sketches, in cases where 

the donated records themselves don’t provide enough 

information. Biographies are an especially essential 

component of archival descriptive work in the context of 

the VHEC, as it is the events in a survivor’s past which 

can establish an artefact as relating to the Holocaust, 

and thus falling under the VHEC’s collecting mandate. 

In reading about Browning’s experience with different 

testimony approaches and styles, I realized that I can 

take some of what he learns from survivor interviews 

and testimonies and apply it to donor conversations 

and related archival work. It is tempting to try and 

guide a conversation with a donor in the direction of 

predetermined fields of information I know I will need 

to fill out in a database later, but, in the course of that 

conversation, how can I make room for a donor to 

express what is significant to her about the items being 

donated? How can I make room for what is difficult to 

speak aloud? Or for long-buried memories reignited by 

looking at artefacts from the past, which may lead the 

conversation in a surprising and unexpected direction?

After spending time with Browning’s work and 

familiarizing myself with the history of the Jews from 

Starachowice and Wierzbnik, I completed a draft of a 

finding aid describing Shoshana’s donated materials, 

and scanned and numbered each item. I mailed copies 

of these to Shoshana with a letter of thanks, and 

asked her to check the work over before we made it 

publicly available. She replied quickly, noting one 

photograph scan I’d made upside down, which made 

the Yiddish difficult to read, so we flipped it. This 

work is now accessible, with biographical information 

of the Ejnesman, Kornwaser family, and scans of the 

beautiful photographs, evidence of vibrant pre-war 

Jewish life in Poland, from which you can now put 

faces to the names mentioned in Shoshana’s family’s 

deeply tragic history.  

Shyla Seller is the Archivist at the VHEC.

Chana Ejnesman, née Szafir, and Lea Ejnesman, both 
sent to their deaths in Treblinka on October 27, 1942. 
Item 2020.012.002.
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INTERNATIONAL WORKSHOP

In November 2020, Archivist Shyla Seller participated 

in a virtual workshop entitled Using Holocaust 

Documents Online: The Changing Relationship 

between the Archivist and the Users, hosted by Yad 

Vashem with support from the EVZ Foundation. 

Shyla presented on a panel with the Archivist of 

the Melbourne Holocaust Centre and the Director 

of the Sardinian Shoah Memorial Centre, providing 

a comparative perspective on the activities of 

institutions holding Holocaust archival materials 

during the COVID-19 pandemic. The workshop 

addressed the changing role of the archivist and 

reference expert in interaction with the user and 

attempted to define expertise in an age where large 

amounts of source material and information is 

accessible online. Participants attended from all over 

the world, and included staff of the US Holocaust 

Memorial Museum, Wiener Holocaust Library, Arolsen 

Archives, Yad Vashem and the Ghetto Fighters’ House.

NEW IN FINDING AIDS

Newly described and digitized materials are now 

available for research in the VHEC’s online collections 

database at collections.vhec.org. These include 

photographs donated by Klara Forrai, from when she 

was a displaced person at the Bergen-Belsen DP camp. 

Holocaust survivor Mottel E. Menczer’s manuscript, 

entitled Between the Prague, Dniester and Bug Rivers, 

and related travel and immigration records are now 

described and accessible in the Yiddish original and 

English translation. Parts of Menczer’s manuscript first 

appeared in the April 2004 issue of Zachor, available 

at vhec.org/annual-reports-publications. Dr. Helen 

Karsai donated documents she created and/or gathered 

as a result of her volunteer work with the Western 

Association of Holocaust Survivor Families and Friends 

and other Holocaust remembrance and educational 

activities in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Sara 

Frisby donated 67 photographs taken in 1945 by Royal 

Canadian Air Force photographer Fred Thompson and 

collected by her grandfather, Albert Edward Frisby, who 

also served in the Canadian military during the Second 

World War. The photographs have been captioned by the 

photographer. Now available in an English translation 

by Gabriela Wieczorek is correspondence written from 

Holocaust survivor Maryla Zalejska-Komar in Warsaw 

to Alexander Dimant in Vancouver. The translations, 

from Polish originals, were generously funded by 

Gina Dimant, and increase the accessibility of her and 

her husband’s moving correspondence with a fellow 

Holocaust survivor in Warsaw. The letters cover subjects 

such as Zalejska-Komar's memories of the Warsaw 

ghetto, the political situation in Poland in the 1990s and 

personal information about her life and family.

CONSERVATION UPDATE

This past year’s fundraising efforts focused in part on 

improving the storage and conservation of items in 

the VHEC’s archival and museum holdings. With funds 

generously donated by our supporters, the VHEC was 

able to purchase a map cabinet to safely store posters, 

maps and other large-format flat pieces. Conservator 

Sabina Sutherland has completed work on some of 

the VHEC’s most fragile and damaged artefacts. She 

cleaned and strengthened paper artefacts, including 

an antisemitic propaganda poster donated by Peter 

Moogk and a songbook made by Rebecca Teitelbaum in 

Ravensbruck, removed handmade lace owned by the 

Meyer family from an acidic and potentially damaging 

backing and frame, and prepared preservation and 

storage recommendations for some deteriorating 

leather pieces. The successful conservation of these 

items results in the extension of their useful life and 

supports research, reference and exhibition in service 

of the Centre’s continued work in Holocaust education 

and remembrance.  
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French prisoner of war poses to show his scarred face, the result of SS men.  
Item 2019.098.061. Donated to the VHEC by Sara Frisby in 2019.

Organizers and participants of a demonstration of displaced persons at Bergen-Belsen. 
Klara Forrai is pictured at right. Two of the men pictured were members of the Jewish 
Brigade, according to a note taken at time of donation of photographs. Item 96.041.004. 
Donated to the VHEC by Klara Forrai in 1994.

Letter from Maryla Zalejska-Komar to the 
Dimants dated February 28, 1995. Translated 
by Gabriela Wieczorek. Item 2019.012.010. 
Donated to the VHEC by Gina Dimant in 2019. 
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*After the Holocaust: Human Rights and Genocide Education  
in the Approaching Post-Witness Era

Edited by Charlotte Schallié, Helga Thorson and Andrea Van Noord

REGINA, SK: UNIVERSITY OF REGINA PRESS, 2020

LIBRARY CALL NUMBER: 371.3 A258

CATALOGUE RECORD: HTTPS://COLLECTIONS.VHEC.ORG/DETAIL/OBJECTS/9112

A Convenient Hatred: The History of Antisemitism

By Phyllis Goldstein

BROOKLINE, MA: FACING HISTORY AND OURSELVES, 2012

LIBRARY CALL NUMBER: 305.8924 G62C

CATALOGUE RECORD: HTTPS://COLLECTIONS.VHEC.ORG/DETAIL/OBJECTS/8982  

*The Geographical Encyclopedia of the Holocaust in Hungary
Edited by Randolph L. Braham

EVANSTON, IL: NORTHWESTERN UNIVERSITY PRESS, 2013

LIBRARY CALL NUMBER: REF 943.9 G345 V. 1–3 (REFERENCE COLLECTION)

CATALOGUE RECORD: HTTPS://COLLECTIONS.VHEC.ORG/DETAIL/OBJECTS/9121 

*Holocaust and Human Rights Education: Good Choices  
and Sociological Perspectives
By Michael Polgar

BINGLEY, UK: EMERALD PUBLISHING, 2019

LIBRARY CALL NUMBER: 371.3 P76H

CATALOGUE RECORD: HTTPS://COLLECTIONS.VHEC.ORG/DETAIL/OBJECTS/9110 

*The Last Ghetto: An Everyday History of Theresienstadt
By Anna Hájková

NEW YORK: OXFORD UNIVERSITY PRESS, 2020

LIBRARY CALL NUMBER: 940.5317 T398HA

CATALOGUE RECORD: HTTPS://COLLECTIONS.VHEC.ORG/DETAIL/OBJECTS/9120 

The Ravine: A Family, a Photograph, a Holocaust Massacre Revealed
By Wendy Lower

BOSTON; NEW YORK: HOUGHTON MIFFLIN HARCOURT, 2021

LIBRARY CALL NUMBER: 947.708 L91R

CATALOGUE RECORD: HTTPS://COLLECTIONS.VHEC.ORG/DETAIL/OBJECTS/9184 

L I BRA RY
ACQUIS IT IONS

The library collection can be searched online in the VHEC collections catalogue: https://collections.vhec.org/.  

VHEC members and BC teachers may borrow library materials using our takeout service: https://collections.vhec.org/

Libraries/guide. To request any of the titles above or to inquire about other library items, please contact the Librarian 

at library@vhec.org.  

*The purchase of these titles was made possible thanks to a generous contribution from the Chaim Zbar Foundation.
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NE WS

COVID RELIEF & RECOVERY

Canadian Heritage Museum Assistance Program—

COVID-19 Emergency Relief Fund

The VHEC has received $100,000 in funding from 

Canadian Heritage’s Museum Assistance Program 

—COVID-19 Emergency Relief Fund to support our 

activities as a heritage institution. This funding will 

support ongoing work to support the preservation, 

access and educational use of the VHEC’s collections.

The library, museum, archives and testimony 

collections were formally established when the 

Vancouver Holocaust Centre Society opened the  

VHEC in 1994, and have continued to grow ever since. 

Survivors and their families have donated personal 

items, which are accessible to researchers along 

with gifts from private collectors, military veterans, 

community members and academics. Each item carries 

a unique Holocaust perspective.

Staff are continually adding catalogue records and 

digitizing items from the collection. Researchers are 

encouraged to contact the VHEC to inquire about 

its holdings and to access non-digitized materials 

described in this system: collections.vhec.org.

Jewish Federation of Greater Vancouver— 

Community Recovery Fund

The VHEC has received a grant of $25,000 from the 

Jewish Federation of Greater Vancouver's Community 

Recovery Fund program to support technological 

upgrades to continue our online outreach to students, 

teachers and the broader community, and to offset lost 

revenues from our Symposia programs.

Thanks to the Jewish Federation’s Community  

Recovery Fund, the Vancouver Holocaust Education 

Centre’s Holocaust survivor speakers are able to 

continue to engage with students in online seminars,  

at a time when at a time when increasing antisemitism, 

racism and xenophobia are making Holocaust education 

more critical than ever. 

One teacher commented: “Thank you again for bringing 

a survivor speaker to my students. There is one student 

in particular I’ve had a hard time getting through to.  

He strongly connected with the survivor’s story about 

settling into Canada after the war. The survivor speaker 

really gave this young man a sense of hope, and I am  

so grateful.”

SENIORS TECHNLOGY LENDING 
PROGRAM FOR HOLOCAUST SURVIVORS

Supported by an anonymous donor through the Jewish 

Community Foundation of Greater Vancouver, the 

VHEC has received a grant from the Jewish Community 

Foundation to acquire tablets for circulation to local 

Holocaust survivors, to support participation in online 

programs and to counter isolation. The devices will 

include a data plan, in the event that the borrower does 

not have wi-fi connectivity. 

The VHEC is pleased to partner with the JCC’s Issac 

Waldman Library to offer this borrowing service.  

Further details about this program will be announced 

soon. Please contact info@vhec.org or 604-264-0499 to 

learn more.  

THE VHEC is grateful for all grants, donations and 

bequests which support our mission to advance 

social justice, human rights and genocide awareness.
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Jewish Community Foundation Helps  
Seniors Connect Online

BY THE JEWISH COMMUNITY FOUNDATION

seniors to borrow tablet devices and learn their basic 

functions, as well as providing data services to those 

borrowing the devices when needed. 

The Seniors Technology Lending Program addresses two 

critical needs as identified by the Jewish Federation’s 

Community Recovery Task Force: access to technology 

and technical support, and mental health support. In 

order to meet these needs, the Foundation, with the 

support of a fund holder, identified two community 

partners, the VHEC and the Isaac Waldman Library at 

the JCC. The VHEC was a natural choice, because of the 

number of seniors they work with and the services they 

provide, as was the Waldman library, with its existing 

information infrastructure and expertise in lending 

materials. The three organizations in partnership are 

launching this critical pilot program to serve seniors. 

The Foundation is uniquely positioned to partner 

with communal agencies and fund holders to address 

community needs in impactful ways because of its deep 

understanding of community and its relationships with 

fund holders. The Seniors Technology Lending Program 

is a great example of the impact that can be achieved 

through collaboration and strategic partnerships. 

Thanks to the combined efforts of the Jewish Community 

Foundation, the VHEC and the JCC’s Isaac Waldman 

Library, the Seniors Technology Lending Program 

promises to enable seniors to participate virtually in 

community life until it is safe to resume in-person 

programming. During this challenging time of social 

disconnection, it’s encouraging to see how our 

community continues to come together to ensure that no 

one is left behind.  

The Jewish Community Foundation is the centre for philanthropy in the Greater 
Vancouver Jewish community.

The past year has been an isolating time for us all, but 

some people in our community have been impacted more 

significantly than others. When it comes to our seniors, 

who are among the most vulnerable to COVID-19, many 

have not left their homes in months. Combined with the 

lack of access to technologies that many of us take for 

granted, such as internet connectivity and video calling, 

some seniors are doubly vulnerable to the pandemic’s 

impact on mental health and social isolation. The Seniors 

Technology Lending Program aims to alleviate these 

challenges by providing seniors with the tools they need 

to connect virtually to community programming, as well 

as with their family and friends.  

The Jewish Community Foundation was able to launch 

this initiative by partnering with the Vancouver 

Holocaust Education Centre (VHEC) and the JCC’s Isaac 

Waldman Jewish public library. This pilot program allows 

Illustration courtesy of the United Nations on Unsplash.



ZACHOR SPRING 2021     19V A N C O U V E R  H O L O C A U S T  E D U C AT I O N  C E N T R E

and grew up in small towns in southeastern Poland. 

Krasnystaw and Izbica were 12 kilometres apart. Close 

enough for biking and walking between the two towns 

along the Wieprz River.

Typical of small towns in that region and era, Sarah and 

Mechel grew up poor. Sarah’s father was a barber, who 

taught her his skills as soon as she could hold a razor 

blade. Mechel’s father was a tailor who had taught him 

the art of sewing, also at a young age.

Sarah and my father had moved to Chelm after their 

marriage, and Sarah was already six months pregnant 

when the German troops invaded.

Mechel was a member of a Zionist/socialist club, so he got 

the news early that the Nazis had taken over the town—

1,500 young men were rounded up and shot. Rumours 

of castration created panic. Mechel took off by bike with 

some of his pals, telling Sarah he would be returning.

Sarah’s birth mother lived in Rovno, Ukraine, so she 

made her way alone across the border with the help 

of a Yiddish-speaking Russian soldier. She had the 

prescience to bring her barbering tools. Little did she 

know that trains and train stations were going to 

dominate her life from that night forward for the next 

six years.

Sarah and Mechel gave birth to their first child, Chaim 

(Hy), who an aunt testified was born in Rovno, while 

an immigration document states that he was born in 

Novosibirsk, Siberia. Memories do seem to play tricks 

when the brain is violently assaulted.

The Russians saw and seized the opportunity of so many 

Jews fleeing Poland into Ukraine. They tricked Jews by 

A year ago, I attended the 31st Annual World Federation 

of Jewish Child Survivors of the Holocaust and 

Descendants. I have kept the story of my own Holocaust 

experience suppressed because it never seemed as tragic 

nor as diabolical as other people’s stories. Furthermore, 

because I was an infant, born in 1944, I did not think that 

I had the right to call myself a child survivor. However, 

attending the conference changed that perception.

I claim the dubious distinction of being in the one 

percent of children born of Polish parents who survived. 

As three million Jews of Poland were murdered, I feel 

very privileged.

Of course, the circumstance of my miraculous survival is 

due to several factors. First, my parents escaped Poland 

in September of 1939. Second, they were living close to 

the Ukraine border. Third, they had the essential skills 

and resilience to overcome many hardships.

My mother Sarah (daughter of Pinchus and Chana) and 

my father Mechel (son of Israel and Esther) were born 

Mother Saved by Flowing Milk
BY REVA KANNER DEXTER 

FIRST PUBLISHED IN THE JEWISH INDEPENDENT IN DECEMBER 2020. REPRINTED WITH PERMISSION.

The author as an infant with her parents Sarah and Mechel, and brother Hy, in 
Kazakhstan, where she was born in 1944. Photo courtesy Reva Kanner Dexter.

FEATURE
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A photo taken at a displaced persons camp in Germany, 1947. The author and her older brother, Hy, are in the centre, with their arms draped 
over each other. Photo courtesy of Reva Kanner Dexter.

telling them that eastern Poland was now under Soviet 

rule and that they would be given safe passage back home.

It was a lie, a big one. The Jews were shoved into open 

cattle cars and sent to forced labour camps all over 

the USSR. Workers were required to keep the country 

running under the murderous hand of Stalin.

My parents and baby brother survived the train ride from 

Rovno or Kiev, which finally stopped in a logging camp 

on the banks of the Ob River, in Siberia. They realized 

immediately that their lives were only worth what their 

labour could produce.

I recall stories of wolves howling in the night and rats “as 

big as kittens” stealing their meagre rations while they 

slaved in the tundra in the day and tried to sleep in the 

frozen barracks in the night.

My father organized a strike—after all, they were in a 

communist country weren’t they? The demands for better 

working conditions were answered rapidly by rounding 

up the leaders during the night and incarcerating them in 

the Gulag.

Sarah had to fend for herself again. Even though she was 

freezing, undernourished and exhausted, she had an 

ample amount of milk flowing from her body. This was 

noticed by the commandant, whose wife had just given 

birth and could not nurse their sickly baby. Sarah was 

promoted from lumberjack to nursemaid.

As the two women became friends, Sarah got news that 

Mechel and the other men were still alive.

CONTINUED ON PAGE 22
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NO LONGER ALONE

Portraits of the author’s parents when they were known as Filipi Gigi and  
Filipi Margarita. Photos courtesy of Miriam Dattel.

been studying law. My mother worked for Union Chocolates 

designing boxes and packaging, and instilling in her family 

a lifelong love of good chocolate.  

On April 11, 1941, just a day after raids had begun 

on Jewish institutions, as well as mass arrests and 

deportations, the German army entered Zagreb. The 

letter Z (Jew) on a yellow button was mandatory on all 

outdoor clothing, and was placed on my stroller as well. 

My parents recognized the danger and planned to leave 

Zagreb with my grandmother for Budapest. Hungary was 

safe for Jews at the time, and my mother had siblings 

there. On the planned day of our departure, however, I 

spiked a fever and rash and my mother refused to leave 

with a sick nine-month-old baby (it was measles). 

My grandmother, Irma Stern, went ahead to Budapest, 

and—sadly—that was the last time we saw her. She was 

later deported to Auschwitz, where she perished. 

Once I recovered, my parents considered alternative 

safe places, and decided to head toward Dalmatia, a 

historical region of Croatia under Italian authority at 

the time; they were more tolerant toward the Jewish 

What I remember is the sweet smell of the hard, corn-husk 

bed we sat on in the loft at the windmill where we hid. What 

I remember is the small, leather-bound prayer book, clutched 

tightly to my mother’s heart. What I remember is the softness 

of her hand, holding mine. What my mother remembered was 

me, whispering reassurance to her, squeezing tight: “Don’t be 

scared—we’ll be alright.” 

I was three years old, and that day, I went by the second 

name given to me. 

 

It was 1943, and at an isolated windmill in a remote 

Italian valley, Fritz Oberson answered the door, knowing 

two SS officers were on the other side. Speaking perfect 

German, my Croatian-born Uncle Fritz convinced them 

that only he, his wife Lili and baby boy Gerardo lived 

there as refugees from southern Italy. His natural charm, 

from years as a performing musician combined with a 

masterful (and life-saving) ear for languages, convinced 

the Nazis to pass us by. 

Though young at the time, there are unforgettable 

moments from these first years of my life, spent in a 

near-constant state of fight-or-flight, as two couples 

and their children (my parents, and my aunt and uncle) 

moved discretely through 18 different locations over four 

years, fuelled by fear and a fierce will to survive. 

But let me go back: I was born in Zagreb, Croatia in 

September 1940 to Andor and Margita Friedman. The name 

first given to me was Branka. We lived with my maternal 

grandmother; my grandfather passed away three weeks 

before I was born. Since 1933, our home had regularly been 

a safe refuge for persecuted Jews fleeing Germany and 

Austria to Yugoslavia and points beyond. In Croatia, the 

fascist Ustaša movement had embraced anti-Jewish laws, 

and so my father was expelled from university, where he’d 

What’s In a Name? 
BY MIRIAM DATTEL
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My parents heard that in Kazakhstan, there was a train 

station where you could get a clay wagon for next to 

nothing. We had nothing to lose—near Tashkent or the 

train station of a different republic—we didn't care, at least 

there was some sort of hope. By freight train, we made it to 

Chu station in Kazakhstan. Sure enough, a man was ready 

to sell us his clay wagon and help us look for a second one 

the next day. We stayed the night at the man’s home; he 

and his family fed us meat and pieces of cut-up dough. In 

the morning, the man found us a room in a hut with its 

own entrance. The hut was made of clay and straw walls, 

a dirt floor and a straw roof. It was 3 by 3.5 metres and had 

one small window; my mother’s sisters bought this hut for 

the nine of us to live in. The hut was the last on the street, 

closest to the desert. Sand surrounded us, and there were 

sandstorms; the dust would stand in the air like fog. The 

dust got in your eyes, ears, nose and mouth, and with all 

that, the heat! One day a woman knocked on our door and 

asked to stay with us because a sandstorm had pushed her 

to our house and she didn’t know where else to go.

We lived there for almost three years. After the liberation 

of Donetsk, we decided to return home, but things weren’t 

that simple. Our apartment had been taken over by a family 

who had lost a soldier in the war. Donetsk was burned 

down and ruined. There was no working transportation 

system. There was not enough space at school so we 

studied in shifts, with no heat, books, notebooks or ink. 

Almost all the city infrastructure was ruined. Factories and 

mines could not function, there were not enough workers. 

Captured Germans laboured at construction sites. These 

Germans worked for another ten years on the recovery 

of our ruined city. Women from Hungary and Romania, 

countries which fought against us, cleaned up our ruined 

homes. For the four-year duration of the war, nothing was 

produced, which led to a shortage of everything, but that in 

itself, is a different story.  

Lev Shapiro is a member of Vancouver’s Russian speaking society Мост-Bridge. 
Rimma Shapiro is his daughter. An expanded version of this story, in its original 
Russian, has been donated to the VHEC and is accessible here:  
https://collections.vhec.org/Detail/objects/9383.

In June 1941, when the Nazis attacked Russia, 

the Soviets granted amnesty to the surviving 

Polish citizens. Poland and Russia became 

allies. The Jewish prisoners were released,  

only into a more dangerous predicament.

With Mechel’s leadership, the ragtag group 

of Jewish lumberjacks built rafts, trusting the 

river to lead them to safety. They navigated 

the Ob River by day, roping up by night.

During the night, the women would scramble 

up the banks, scavenging for food on adjacent 

farms. My mother told us that she dodged many 

bullets through the darkness. But the plan 

succeeded in getting them to a train station.

The next few years, they were underground, 

following trains, bartering at train stations, 

trying to regain health. Sarah would do  

pop-up barbering, thankful for her tools  

and endurance.

They finally made it to Czymkient, 

Kazakhstan, where Mechel got a job sewing 

uniforms for pilots at a pilot training 

academy. I was born in December 1944. Hope 

and optimism returned to our little family.

Of course, the story does not end here. Other 

chapters will emerge, as I continue to pull 

pieces of the survival puzzle together.

Thanks to the conference, I realize how 

important it is to keep searching for objects  

and recording memories, which return our 

beloved victims and survivors to us in spirit.  

Reva (Rivka) Kanner Dexter has been a docent at the 
Vancouver Holocaust Education Centre since 2007.

MOTHER SAVED FROM FLOWING MILK,  
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 20

MY WAR: FLEEING THE GERMANS,  
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 9
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population. A friend of my Uncle Fritz was our ticket to 

safety; she helped five of us (my parents and I, plus my 

mother’s sister and her husband) depart to Split, Croatia 

on May 29, 1941.

There, we gratefully traded one captive experience for 

another, as the Italians transferred us just as the Ustaša 

were again deporting Jews from Split. Transported by 

boat and train to Italy, I was the lone child in a group of 

28 adults. I passed my first birthday in much the same 

way we’d be for the next three years: on the run, with 

my parents in constant distress about finding food and 

nutrition for me. 

On November 27, 1941, we arrived at the village of Valli 

del Pasubio in Northern Italy, where our movements were 

limited, and we were allowed no contact with locals. We 

were interned there until May 1943, a month after my 

cousin Gerardo was born to Fritz and Lili. 

With the Germans closing in on Valli del Pasubio, we 

were helped by members of the Italian resistance, and 

NO LONGER ALONE

given new identities and false identification. It was 

here my Croatian heritage was muted, and I was given 

a second name, one upon which my life depended. At 

age three, Franka Fillipi spoke only Italian (taught by my 

uncle), memorized her family’s new names, and never 

uttered a word of the language she first learned, nor 

revealed her true identity to anyone. 

Tipped off by local police that Germans were on the hunt, 

we ran for our lives once again, fear around every corner 

and down every road; capture seeming imminent—finding 

some safety along the way, refuge in Switzerland and 

ultimately ending up back in Zagreb after the war ended. 

There is much more to the story, as there is for all 

survivors, but my writing this tells you I am one of only 

twelve percent of Jewish children who survived the 

Holocaust. From the time we emigrated to Israel from 

Croatia in 1949 until now, I’ve gone by the third name I 

ever used: Miriam.  

Miriam Dattel is a member of the Child Survivors group and will be one of the 
VHEC’s outreach speakers. She lives in Burnaby, BC.

Postcard with picture of author at six 
months of age, when she was known  
as Branka. Postcard was mailed from 
Italy to her grandmother in Hungary.
Postcard courtesy of Miriam Dattel.
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When people give to charitable causes like the VHEC, 
they are motivated by altruism more than tax benefits. But 
financial planners are quick to point out that astute estate 
planning can mean more funds for family and good causes, 
making altruism go further.
 
Through effective planning, one can provide for family 
and leave a substantial legacy to causes that have been 
important through one's lifetime. With proper planning, the 
tax burden of a legacy gift can be minimized. 

LEAVE  
A LEGACY  

The VHEC has a Planned Giving Committee of in-house 
experts who can help people who are considering leaving a 
legacy gift to the Centre. This committee donates their time 
and expertise to advise supporters. A bequest to the VHEC 
is a unique opportunity to ensure that future generations will 
remember the Holocaust and its important lessons for today.

TO ARRANGE A MEETING WITH THE VHEC’S EXPERTS  
IN FINANCIAL, TAX AND ESTATE PLANNING,  
CALL 604-264-0499 OR EMAIL US AT INFO@VHEC.ORG

THANK YOU TO OUR DEVOTED VHEC VOLUNTEERS !

Our sincere apologies for any errors or omissions.

SPECIAL PROJECTS

Fran Alexander, Alex Buckman, Valerie Levitt 
Dolgin, Noah Duranseaud, Bonnie Elster, Chris 
Friedrichs, Debby Freiman, Norman Gladstone, 
Sharon Handelsman, Helen Heacock-Rivers, 
Ethel Kofsky, Shoshana Krell Lewis, Kit Krieger, 
Rachel Lando, Ella Levitt, Robert Levitt, Mattie 
Lewis, Janice Masur, Herb Mills, Agnieszka 
Stadnik, Al Szajman, Ronen Tanne, Stan Taviss, 
Marg Van Wielingen, Peter Zetler.

TEACHER ADVISORY

Ryan Chapman, Eyal Daniel, 
Mark Figuera, Stephanie 
Henderson, Lindsay 
Hutchison, Dale Martelli,  
Kit Krieger, Andrea Webb, 
Anna-Mae Wiesenthal,  
Emily Winckler.

OUTREACH SPEAKERS

Amalia Boe-Fishman, 
Lillian Boraks-Nemetz, Alex 
Buckman, Mariette Doduck, 
Serge Haber, Robert Krell, 
Claude Romney, Louise 
Sorensen, Tom Szekely, 
Robbie Waisman.

DOCENTS

Sylvie Epstein, Helen Heacock-
Rivers, Gloria Joachim,  
Ellen Millman, Herb Mills, 
Cathy Paperny, Gita Silver, 
Laurie Simpkins, Lotti Smith, 
Anita Willson.
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Why Support 
        the VHEC?

Please watch your mailboxes and thank you  
for your consideration and support!  

The VHEC has introduced generations of students to the lessons of the 
Holocaust and inspired them to value social justice and human rights.

THE VHEC’S VITAL  
& RELEVANT WORK

Since the onset of the COVID-19 
pandemic, the Vancouver 
Holocaust Education Centre has 
pivoted to provide outstanding 
support and resources for students 
and teachers. 

These online lessons help students 
learn about the consequences of 
prejudice of all kinds—real lessons 
that prompt young people to 
recognize and stand up against 
injustice. 

They also provide educators with 
tools, strategies and opportunities 
to explore and teach about the 
history of the Holocaust in age-
appropriate ways.

THE IMPACT  
OF YOUR GIFT

The VHEC introduces generations 
of students to the lessons of 
history and inspires them to value 
social justice and human rights.

None of this would be possible 
without you—those who recognize 
the importance of our work. More 
funding is needed to fulfill our 
mandate and meet the growing 
demand for our programs. That is 
why we are asking you to please 
consider making a tax-deductible 
gift and be part of ensuring the 
VHEC’s ongoing dedication to 
education and remembrance of  
the Holocaust.

YOUR SUPPORT  
MAKES A DIFFERENCE

Our Annual Campaign 2021, the 
VHEC’s only major fundraising 
campaign for this year, will land 
in your mailboxes in early June. 
We invite you to help us to meet 
an increasing demand for our 
acclaimed teaching and online 
educational resources which 
promote social responsibility, 
critical thinking and historical 
understanding—tools that are 
essential to our ability to resist 
disinformation, which presents a 
real threat to democratic norms. 

When you receive this package, 
you will find a special gift inside to 
show you our appreciation.
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A meaningful way to mark special occasions, send best wishes or 
condolences. Tribute cards acknowledge that a donation has been  
made to the VHEC and can be personalized with your chosen message.Minimum $18 donation includes postage.

VHEC 
TRIBUTE 
CARDS

VISIT WWW.VHEC.ORG/DONATE/ OR CALL 604-264-0499 AND SEND A TRIBUTE CARD TODAY


