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“At Birkenau we met a group of local
boys, and I suggested that my father
show them his tatteo. He rolled up his
sleeve. They gasped. One of them
backed away. Slowly, the reality hit the
This man had been a prisoner here...”




Journey to my father’s
HOLOCAUST

Together, father and son retraced the path to Auschwitz and Buchenwald.

By DAVID LEE PRESTON

“Tell your children of it, and let your children tell their

children, and their children another generation.”
Joel 1:3

AST YEAR, I PERSUADED MY FATHER

to journey with me to the places of his
He did not say much about these

f"‘

aothlelhephcasuthzrfathemhndwm
in his

| If 1 wanted to catch a glimpse of my father i
Lwt.h. I could peer into the sound box
'pndohnmdﬁndthzm;rphotopummthchnd

inside as a boyv. This was his first mandolin,
mehmunckhadmvenhmin&mno,my

o _ of family members would have been lost to

Hyfathumdmonlymmhuﬁmdywho
urvived — a French-educated engineer, a Jew
se technical training kept him alive at Ausch-
yitz. Now, quick-witted and vigorous as ever, he was
'Ieasdonemddepmedlﬁermymdhes
gath in 1982. The numbered arm that held me as a
thild was still strong, but his hair was graying. If we
re to undertake such a trip, this was the time.

_We traveled to the Soviet Union (which now rules
he region in which my father was born and raised);
o France (where he had been arrested by the
sestapo); to Poland (where he had endured two
s in Auschwitz and other camps until the Soviet
rmy approached), and to East Germany (where he
d been imprisoned in Buchenwald until its libera-
ion 40 vears ago this month). During the trip, my
ther was both guide and interpreter, facile with

hnguuuawywbﬂowewnn But the trip was
peling; it taxed my father's body and soul.
Why, then, would I ask my father to return to

Omo!ﬂaﬂrﬂphonomﬁomtt\e
Nazi camps inspired my tather 1o paint this
barracks scene soon after he was liberated.

these places for the first time
since the Holocaust? Why subject
him to the painful memories after
all these years? And why open the
life of a private man to the scruti-
ny of readers?

Because the child of the survi-
vor has a special obligation: If 1
am David Lee, my father's son, it
is because somehow | am also
David Laeb, my father's father. If
I was born from the survivor’s seed, then somehow I
also rose from the victim's ashes.

And so | have made the journey through time and
place, back to the world of my father and of his
father, to a world that somehow also must be mine. [
have made the journey because one day | shall
transmit the seed anew, and I must know and feel. |
have done so because the future holds no meaning or
purpose without the past, and because the story of
an entire people can be told in the retracing of my
father’s steps and in the retelling of his life.

If I am a son, | must begin to understand my
father. If | am a Jew, [ must begin to understand my
people. If T am a human being, I must begin to
understand my legacy.

This was my duty. -
I ALREADY KNEW GEORGE PRESTON THE
suburban American, whose painting of my mother
hung in their bedroom, and whose humorous blue-
;mnt fora"habybovmmgement" announced my
“gpecifications” as well as my birth. 1 knew the
devoted family man, the father who didn't spare the
rod but his two children anyway, who gave
the neigh bully a good licking after 'd been
picked on. I knew the chess who allowed me
to retract my lousy moves and sometimes let me win.
1 knew the man who married a Jewish educator
despite his own ambivalence toward organized
religion, who stood in the for 30 years
while his wife, also a survivor, Delaware's
pre-emmznt public speaker on the Holocaust — and
who himself began accepting invitations to speak
after she died.

I knew George Preston, the faithful and industri-
ous Du Pont Co. engineer whom they called at home
from Chattanooga or Waynesboro or Seaford when
the spinning machines broke down, and they needed
quick advice. I knew this supremely disciplined
man, this early riser, this tree planter, auto me-
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chanie, refrigerator fixer, porch builder.

But when he sometimes would take out the old,
battered, round-back mandolin that still contained
a boy inside, the mournful melodies he strummed
bespoke a man who had known other times in
distant places, far from Wilmington, Del. — far from
me.

It was this man — Grisha Priszkulnik, Georges
Priszkulnik, Auschwitz No. 160581, Buchenwald
No. 124049 — whom I really needed to know.

OVNO, WHERE HE WAS BORN, WAS A
bustling commercial center in the Ukraine,
of Poland at the time. Also spelled

Rowne, it was a city whose 22,000 Jews constituted
about 70 percent of the population. Jews had lived
in the city since the 1500s, and by 1900 it was a
wellspring of Jewish culture.

David Laeb Priszkulnik (pronounced prish-
KUHL-nik) already had a thriving lumber business
in Rovno when he and his wife, Sonia, had their first
child. They named him Gersh, in memory of her

mndfathnrmdthayulhdhlmﬁmhn.

As soon as Grisha was old naugl:.hahqan
helping out at work. Grisha even helped his
build family a new home on the gra lmnd
batidethnn.ilmdtmks:tlnduplu tluﬁnl.
house in Rovno with hot and cold running water.

Grisha's artwork adorned the walls: watercolor
pain of street scenes, charcoal portraits, ab-
stract designs, an oil painting of his grandmother.
Gmhaandh!smotharwouldspendmmyhnppy

hours together in the dining room — Sonia embroi-
dering at one end of the long table and Grisha at the
other end hunched over the mandolin on his lap, his
ear against the table, strumming melodies for his
mother. Grisha also serenaded his younger brother,
Yasha, a shy lad whom he loved dearly. And he and
his cousin Aaron — his closest friend — enjoyed
continued on next poge
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At Birkenau, where the Nazis murdered 2% million Fews, we
visited a barracks similar to the one in which my father had
been housed. Six prisoners slept on each tier of the three-level
wooden bunks. My father’s technical training saved his life.
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HOLOCAUST

continued from previous page

playing their mandolins together.

The Priszkulniks belonged to the smaller of the two
synagogues in Rovno and traditionally sat in the first row
of seats. Grisha learned Hebrew from a private tutor hired
by his father.

Sometimes, the family would go for picnics to the
outahrtsoftown,totheummﬂedﬂmﬂ the Little
Pines — where every year on the agricultural holiday of
Lag B’Omer, the Jewish children of Rovno would cele-
brate with song and dance.

Jewish life was unhindered by the Polish government.
But if a Jewish child ventured outside town, he risked
being assaulted by Ukrainians, Poles or Russians. Grisha
suffered many a i

When Grisha was 17, his mother became gravely ill with
an undiagnosed ailment. David Laeb summoned a profes-
sor from Lvov to examine her, but her condition deterio-
rated. Sonia died on a Friday night, while Grisha and his
father sat helplessly at her bedside. No one could come for
her body on Saturday, the Sabbath day, so she remained
in the house until Sunday. They buried her in the Jewish
cemetery, and her photograph was inset in an enamel oval
at the top of the tall tombstone.

It was his first confrontation with death, but in time,
Grisha recovered, his creative zest He
hopedforncnreerasanarusLButDawdlmbmedto
steer his son toward a profession in which he could better

So Grisha went to Vilna and Warsaw to study engineer-
ing, then to France in 1935 to complete his education. Two
years later, he graduated from the University of Caen with
a master's degree in electrical and mechanical

eering.

Meanwhile, the Nazis were seizing more and more
power. Jews already had lost their jobs in Germany.
Grisha applied for a visa to enter the United States. He
5 e Al 1938, Grisha pleaded
; Ret!.lmm'g to Rovno in August , Grisha p
with his father to leave Poland. But David Laeb was not
ready. Like almost everyone else he knew, he did not take
Hitler seriously. “Why not stay with us?" he implored his
son. “You’ll have a business here.”

David Laeb had never ventured beyond the borders of
| Eastern Europe, but his son already knew a safer life in
France and intended to go back there to find work. In
April 1939, David Laeb drove Grisha by horse and buggy
alongthegravelmadfromthehomtothemhoad
station.

Tears streamed down their cheeks as they stood
together on the train platform — the proud father and his
adult son. And even as Grisha boarded the train for
Warsaw, neither man uttered the sad, inexorable truth:
They would never see each other again.

FORTY-FIVE YEARS LATER, ON THE SAME RAIL-
road tracks on which he had departed, my father returned
to Rovno with his son, David Lee. Holding a photograph
of my father’s house, it was I who recognized it from the
window of the train.

After we had settled in at the modern Soviet hotel
called Mir (“Peace”), my father’s curiosity got the better
of him: Almost immediately, we headed for his house.

As we walked from the hotel, 1twasclwthatnavno

mowahome;aunma.stahmandpoomoﬂgnm.
We passed my father’s synagogue, now painted the same
yellow as other public hm!dmp in the city.

in.

My father and I entered a kitchen that once was a
bathroom. We sat in the living room; it once had been the
Priszkulniks’ kitchen. It was sparsely furnished, some-
whatunkemptThemanu:dhehadhvedﬁwmonlyafw
years, the third or fourth occupant since the war.

Where is the Priszkulniks’ furniture? Where is my
father’s artwork?

We didn’t bother to ask: These poor folks wouldn’t
know. They didn't know the Priszkulniks. They knew only
that the Jews who once lived in the area were gone.

N NOV. 5 1941, THE NAZIS AN-

nounced that all Jews in Rovno without

work certificates were to gather in the

main square the following day with all

their belongings. The next morning,

18,000 Jews showed up. Even those with
work certificates came; they did not want to be separated
from their loved ones.

The Nazis chose this day for a reason: The Communist
world was celebrating the anniversary of the Russian
Revolution — one of many things for which the Nazis
blamed the Jews.

Now, in the snow, German soldiers, helped by Ukraini-
ans, Poles and others, herded the Jews of Rovno away
from the square, telling them they were being taken to a
work detail. Grisha was in France when David Laeb and
his fellow Jews were taken out beyond the city. The
process lasted an entire day.

Along the way, they were told to drop all their
belongings. Then they were led farther, to the Sosenki, the
place of so many happy Lag B’Omer celebrations. There,
the Jews were confronted with three enormous ditches.

David Laeb and the others were surrounded by armed
policemen with dogs. They were ordered to undress. They
were lined up at each ditch — the men, the women and the
children.

The police offered to spare Rabbi Maiofes, whom they
mmthemd.Butthenhbnrefmed.“Wheremyﬂock
goes,” he said, “so goes their rd.”

And so the Nam and their helpers machine-gunned
David Laeb Priszkulnik and 18,000 other Jews.

ONE MUST KNOW WHERE TO LOOK FOR THE
Jews of Rovno. No markers have been erected in their
memory. About two miles outside the city, set off from the
paved highway, Sosenki can be reached only by a dirt road
8o steep and rough that our taxi driver would not attempt
it. A Jew who had survived the Holocaust by joining the
R@sianamydimctadmtothespotWearrivedinthe

rain.

So this was where they ended up, the Jews of Rovno: an
area roughly 120 yards by 25 yards, unkempt, rugged,
muddy, overgrown with weeds, surrounded by a rusted
fence since the end of the war. In one corner, a broken

Was this perhaps a shovel that had been used to diz the
massive pits? Or was it used by the Latvian man who had
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participated in the Rovno killings, who returned a few
years ago with his son, in search of gold teeth? Working at
night, they dug up the remains. Some elderly Jews who
visited the spot found the disarray and notified Soviet
authorities. Police staked out the area and arrested the
two men while they were digging. But no effort was made
to repair the disturbed ground.

We walked inside the fence, trampling over the inno-
cent thousands, the entire families who were murdered
because they were Jews. And as we walked slowly in the
mud, we found human bones, jaws, teeth. This was the
epitaph for the Jews of Rovno.

Hesitantly, my father and I withdrew, moving back
outside the rusted fence. Together, we faced the mass
grave, and, in tenuous voices, we recited the Kaddish, the
ancient Jewish prayer for the dead. Then we turned and
walked slowly on the gravel road, down the hill in the rain.

THE FOLLOWING DAY, WE WENT TO FIND MY
grandmother’s grave. Because she had died before the
Holocaust, my father knew exactly where to lock for it; we
walked there easily from the hotel.

Alas, the grave was gone. The Russians, who themselves
had suffered terribly at the hands of the Nazis, had
bulldozed the Jewish cemetery of Rovno. In its place: a

My father had prepared himself for what we had seen at
Sosenki because he had been informed of his family’s fate
after he had survived his own harrowing Holocaust. But
he was not prepared for this: His mother, our lone relative
in all of Europe whose grave was marked, now was left to
obscurity, too, as if she never existed. My father was
disgusted. “Why couldn’t they just leave the Jewish
cemetery alone?” he asked. “Why did it bother them?
Wasn't it enough that the Jews were gone?” :

Just beyond the playground, in the newly turned earth
where bulldozers were landscaping the hillside, we found
more Jewish bones. And in a wooded area on the hillside
lay strewn both whole and fragmentary Jewish grave-
stones. I did not have to scratch too deeply into the
ground to uncover still more of them — even a Star of
David buried in the Soviet soil.

Again, my father and I recited the Kaddish. Again, we
turned and walked down a hillside, heading for the city's
memorial to its victims of fascism — an impressive bronze
monument with a sign bearing a red flame. The inscrip-
tion, written boldly in Ukrainian, seemed like the final
affront: “Nothing is forgotten,” it says. “No one is
forgotten.”

HEN THE GERMANS INVADED

France in 1940, Georges Priszkulnik

was working for an engineering firm in

Lille, near the Belgian border. The com-

pany was about to relocate to the south of

France, but Georges did not want to risk

waiting. In the heat of the summer, he took a bicycle
and headed for the beach, hoping to board a boat carry-
ing British troops across the English Channel and out

hid in ditches,
is bicycle. he arrived at
from ing the ships to
overcrowded with troops. It
soon arrived and blocked
had no alternative but to
return to Lille. The city was occupied by Germans.
south. On June 21, within
surrendered.
interpreter for the French
theater controlled by the
e Nt kot o
on
Georges ignored the announce-
register and to wear yellow
i if inside a Star of David.

On Aug. 8, 1942, as he emerged from a Lille market,
Georges was arrested by the Gestapo and charged with
“anti-German activities.” He was taken to Gestapo
headquarters, where he was beaten unconscious, then to a
Gestapo prison guarded by French police.

Finally, he was put on a passenger train to Malines, a
Belgian town north of Brussels, where he and Belgian
Jews were loaded onto cattle cars and deported to Nazi-
occupied Poland.

In slave labor camps, wearing the Star of David now,
Georges and the other prisoners built railroads over a
period of months, They also were tortured by having to
carry gravel and sand at a running pace from one location
to another, then to carry it back again. It was in' these
camps that Georges first heard that Jews were being

§E E‘%?%
i
i
%a@%fa
iy
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A young officer barked orders, dividing the new inmates
into two groups. Those sent in one direction went directly
to the gas chambers. The including Georges, were

melfmrbnihﬂn;
Two and a half million Jews were murdered at Ausch-



prisoners

Auschwitz was the name the Germans gave the camp
they established in 1940 near the Polish town of Oswie-
cim, 37 miles west of Krakow. It was the camp that was
known to the world, the “model” camp the Red Cross
intact. The museum calls it Auschwitz L

But it was at Birkenau — or Auschwitz II — a camp set
up in 1941 near the Polish town of Brzezinka, and hidden

The Auschwitz buildings now contain rooms of glass-
enclosed exhibits with mountains of the victims’ eyeglass-
es, shoes, clothing, shaving brushes, false appendages,
suitcases, hair. One building is devoted to the martyrdom
of the Jews. Inside, a tape-recorded cantor wails a
continuous “E! Malei Rachamim” (“God, Full of Compas-

|
;
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the Nazis recorded their deeds. In one drawer, containing
information about blood tests and other records of the
“SS Hygienic Institute,” we found six index cards pertain-
ing to “Georg Priszkulnik, No. 160,581.”

At Birkenau, only one wooden barracks remains; the
others — including my father’s Block 11 — are gone, torn
down after the war. The vestiges of the five gas chambers
and adjoining ovens still can be visited in the woods
i My father hardly recognized the place:
inmate, it was filled with people, dead

: hi was where many Poles were killed,” offered one

“Jews, too?” we asked.

“Yes,” said one. “Also Jews. But mostly Poles.”

“Why did they kill Jews?” my father asked.

“Because Hitler was part Jewish,” a boy answered.
“And he was jealous because Jews were smarter than he.”

I urged my father to show the boys his tattoo,
of them backed away. Slowly, the reality hit

g
§

DAVID LEE PRESTON (3)
v

George Preston, my father, grew up in this
house, which he helped his father build In Rovno.

My father at the site outside Rovno where his
father — and 18,000 other Jews — were killed.

il

At Birkenau, he saw SS
men pull children away from
their mothers and throw
them onto trucks headed for
gas chambers. He saw an $S
down a dying man’s throat.

In a Moscow hotel parking lot, my father was
reunited with his cousin Aaron after 45 years.
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housed, he still had a tiny loose-leaf booklet
containing a few engineering notations and
precious photos of his family. Among the few
items he had brought to Birkenau, it was the

':onlyonehéhadmemgedtoholdonm:alast

link with his past.

One day, it was announced that technically
trained people were needed. Thousands of
prisoners came forward, hoping for a chance to
go far away from the continuously smoking

r‘chimne}m of the crematoria. Engineers from the

" Siemens Co. tested the prospective workers.

- 160581 passed an oral test. Next, he had to drill
" a hole in a metal plate and to file a square
' opening to a precision of one-one-hundreth of a

millimeter through which a cube could fit.
Six workers were chosen. One was 160581. He

~ would be housed in Block 11 at Birkenau, along

with 25 other engineers. Their assignment: tc
transform an abandoned four-story brick build-
ing several miles away at Bobrek into a mod-
ern, one-story plant. To do this job, they were
iven ropes to climb up, and hammers to knock
icks down. In the bitter cold, 160581 and the
others wore thin prisoner uniforms and wooden
shoes. '

Every evening, they were brought back to
Block 11 until the plant and its barracks were
completed. Block 11 was laid out like the other
barracks: three tiers of wooden bunks on both
sides, with an oven running down the middle
for heat, 160581 slept with five other prisoners
on a board, sharing a single blanket. He slept in
the same clothes he wore during the day.
Several times, men lying beside him died.

At Block 11, the Siemens workers were to

receive better treatment than the other prison-
ers so they could be strong to build the plant.
But the “senior inmate” in charge of Block 11
was a particularly vicious Silesian who delight-
ed in abusing the Siemens workers. His name
was Emil Bednarek, and he maintained a strict
regime: If he found a speck of dust on a
prisoner’s blanket, he would beat him with his
walking stick. Bednarek hit 160581 over the
back so often that he was almost paralyzed.
" Bednarek forced his prisoners to do painful
exercises, which he called “sport.” During one
running exercise, a prisoner was unable to
continue, and fell exhausted onto the ground.
160581 saw Bednarek kick his shiny boots into
the man’s chest until he was dead. On another
occasion, while an SS man watched, Bednarek
placed his walking stick against a fallen prison-
er's throat and stood on it. Then he rocked
back and forth until the prisoner was dead. The
SS man offered hearty congratulations. After
Bednarek killed people, he returned to his
room to pray.

160581 was so hungry that at one point he
sneaked away from Block 11 in the middle of
the day, when he was supposed to be working,
and headed for the kitchen to beg for some
soup. An S8 officer stopped him.

“What the hell do you have there?"” the man
barked.

Tt was the little booklet with the photos of his
family. The SS man grabbed the book.

“These are pictures of my parents,” 160581
said. . :

The officer laughed uproariously. “You stu-
pid bastard,” he said. “You think you’ll ever
see your parents again? You see those chim-
neys?” He pointed to the crematoria. “That’s
where you'll end up.”

The officer beat and kicked him. Then he
walked away with the book. 160581 was left
writhing on the ground.

In May 1944, after the Siemens workers had
readied the Bobrek plant, they began to be
housed nearby. At the plant, 160581 and his co-
workers were put to work making dies to be
used in fabricating electrical components for
German submarines.

It was only a matter of time before 160581
became ill with typhus from the constant expo-
sure to lice. As part of the Siemens group, he
was not sent to the gas chambers despite his
illness. Instead, he went to the camp “hospital”
adjacent to one of the crematoria. There he lay
for several weeks without medical treatment.
His fever was high, and most of the time he
didn’t know what was going on around him.

Among the prisoners in the hospital, 160581
recognized a face: It was the Jewish doctor from
Paris, the man who had extracted the bullet
from the prisoner at the work camp. He was
working in the hospital as a nurse. One day, the
doctor told 160581 that no matter how sick he
still was, he should get discharged from the
hospital and report back to work. A new
transport of inmates was expected, the doctor
said, and all the sick prisoners would be sent to
the gas chambers.

Summoning his last ounce of strength,
160581 willed himself to leave the hospital and
return to his job.

THE SUN IS SETTING OVER BIRKENAU
on the first day of June, and 1 am standing in
the middle of the railway tracks, alone, inside
the camp. To my left is the building where
Mengele stayed, and beyond that the women’s
camp. I stand where the selections were made.
Ahead of me, the gas chambers and the ovens.
At my right, the men's camp. Behind me, along
a sidewalk outside the camp, a boy in shorts is
pushing a baby in a carriage. Two men in a cart
are pulled by a horse. Another boy, maybe 5
years old, rides past on a tiny bicycle.

It is quiet but for the sounds of the country
evening: a cow’s moo, the music of many kinds
of birds, a dog’s bark, frogs’ croaks from the pit
where a little more than 40 years ago, human
beings were drowned. In the distance, a train.
Wooden watchtowers on either side. At my
back, the main gate.

I turn right and enter the men’s camp
through the opening in the barbed-wire fence.
Before me, two endless rows of naked concrete
posts bent at the top, the rusted barbed wire
stripped away.

The brush is thick, the wildflowers many and
diverse. A brick chimney is all that remains of
Block 11; the same is true of the other barracks.
I kneel to inspect a daisy, studying it for a few
minutes, marveling at its intricate beauty.
Then I rise again to face the rows of chimneys
and cement fence posts, stretching far into the
distance on every side.

1 try to imagine it as it was, the constant
movement of human bodies assuring that not a
blade of grass could grow, let alone a daisy. All
around me in the tall grass are weeds, mush-
rooms, rocks, pieces of rusted metal. Some-
where toward the sunset, the call of a cuckoo
pierces the air. The sun is red now, sinking
farther into the woods where they burned my

ple.

1 would like to say that I can imagine what it
was like for my father in this place for 14
months — each day a new battle to remain
alive, each minute an eternity of pain and fear.
But I can’t; my mind is incapable of imagining
such things. I cannot see my father here,
clinging desperately to life, nor can I see the
others who suffered and died.

As | walk back along the railway tracks
toward the main gate, | stop and turn around
for one last time. Standing erect, I look toward
the gas chambers and crematoria at the far end.
More people were murdered here than at any
other single spot in history. What gives me the
right to stand here now?

With the watchtower at my back, I begin to
retrace my steps, moving ever closer to the gas
chambers, with an irrational thought of keeping
vigil nearby. I would be unafraid of the coming
darkness, unfazed by the cold of the night.

But how long could I sit, before the rains
would come? Eventually I would grow hungry,
and what purpose would it serve? If I sing

a lullaby to the one and a half million
infants and children murdered during
the Holocaust, would they be comfort-
ed? I could not return a single one of
them to life. If I shed a tear, would it
matter?

I spin round again, walking slowly
along the tracks, leaving the millions of
my murdered people to spend another
lonely night unattended but for the
crazy, mindless cuckoo bird marking
time in the distance.

The sun has set on Birkenau.

N THE NIGHT OF JAN.
17, 1945, with the Rus-
sian army approaching,
the Nazis evacuated the
camps. More than 14
months after he had be-
come a number, 160581 set out with the
other Siemens workers, joining thou-
sands of prisoners from Auschwitz, Bir-
kenau and other camps, marching
northwest. Ten thousand prisoners were
led on foot about 50 miles through the
cold of winter. Some tried to hide in the
snow. For many, it was a death march.

When the prisoners arrived in Gliwice,
S8 men loaded them onto flatears. After
the train was rolling, some prisoners
jumped off and tried to flee. A few made
it, but most were shot. 160581 did not
jump; he didn’t trust the local populace
to save him.

As the cars rolled slowly across the
countryside, snow fell, and 160581
caught the fresh, crisp flakes in a tin
container; no foed ever tasted so won-
derful to him. The train passed through
Czechoslovakia, losing more passengers
with every mile. At Prague, 160581
found himself with a loaf of bread and a
container of watér, among hundreds
thrown into the train by kind-hearted
Czechs at the risk of their lives.

More days passed, and the train came
to a stop outside Weimar. 160581 looked
around him. He knew that he was still
alive, but he didn't know how much
longer he could last. All around him, for
days on end, fellow travelers had fallen
by the wayside. And now, when the SS
men pulled him off the flatear, he found
himself once more in a camp with
barbed-wire fences, railway tracks and
watchtowers, This time, the slogan on
the gate said: “Jedem das seine” — “To
each, his due.” This was Buchenwald.
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At
Buchenwald,
we saw the
ovens where
the dead were
burned, the
shrunken
heads...

my unwavering attention was a
tiny sepia print in which my
grandfather, David Laeb, is
reading a newspaper. I could see
him more clearly now, after our
trip, and I took pity on him.
Like so many of the Jews of
Eastern Europe, he was blinded
by naivete, relying on the past
and accepting of the future,
reading the news without facing
reality.

And yet, when David Laeb
stood on the train platform on
that day in 1939 and said good-
bye to his first-born offspring,
he was casting out his only real
hope for survival — a son who
was well-educated, worldly wise,
prepared to face whatever
might confront him.

If David Laeb survives
through his son, who
through hell intact, then surely
he also survives through his
grandson, who was born free
and never experienced adversity
or the pain of hate.

Just as I carry my grandfa-
ther’s name, my younger sister
carries the Hebrew names of our
two grandmothers. As children
of Holocaust survivors, it is
both our privilege and our obli-
gation to go forward in a man-
ner worthy of those for whom
we are named.

WHETHER THEY DIED BY
machine gun, like the Jews of
Rovno, or in the gas chambers
of Birkenau, whether they lie
piled behind rusted fences like
that at Sosenki or near elabo-
rate, wreath-bedecked monu-
ments like those at Auschwitz
and Buchenwald, the Jews of
Eastern Europe are gone.

For the survivor’s child, the
omnipresence of death over-
comes the imparted stories of
life, the sadness inevitably de-
stroys the joy, and the land-
scape of the journey becomes a
vast, macabre museum of fear
and despair. The people work-
ing in the fields, the peasants on~
the dirt road beside the tracks
in Rovno, the men eating Wie-
ner schnitzel in a Weimar res-
taurant — all are tainted with
some measure of guilt. If they
did not take the Jews to slaugh-

ter, they watched them go.

In 1965, my father flew to
Frankfurt, West Germany, to
testify against Emil Bednarek
in the first Auschwitz war-
crimes trial. Bednarek's lawyers
actually had invited him as a
defense witness, believing that
as a specialist, he had received
less severe treatment than other
inmates.

Facing Emil Bednarek and 20
other defendants, my father
told how he had seen Bednarek
kick an inmate to death, how
Bednarek had forced inmates to
take cold showers and then to
stand outside until they froze to
death. After a 21-month trial,
Bednarek was convicted of mur-
der in at least 14 cases, and
received a life sentence.

But what about the other
Emil Bednareks? What about
Mengele, who reportedly is still
at large? And what about the
thousands of other Germans,
Ukrainians, Poles, who walk the
streets of Europe, South Amer-
ica, the United States and else-
where — unaccused because the
plaintiffs are dead, unprosecut-
ed bet‘:,ause the victims cannot

How many German homes
still use the mattresses filled
with Jewish hair from Ausch-
witz? How many homes across

" Eastern Europe are furnished
with the plundered possessions
of the Jews? And how many
people still wear the Jews’
clothing, or hoard the gold
that the SS melted down from
the teeth of their gassed
victims?

What about the Soviets, who
tear down cemeteries, who erect
no monuments, who demon-
strate the will to forget?

And what of the local boys we
met at Birkenau — the grand-
children who inherit a world
without Jews and who must be
the hope for the future? What
will t.hey know of the past?

“Blessed be Jesus Christ,”
one of the boys wrote to my
father. “Did you and your son
return home in good health?”

For the survivor, Eastern Eu-
rope is no museum but a place
from a previous life, with faces
and languages from the past. He
carries his own gmlt, knowing
that those who died also de-
served to live. The survivor did
not need this trip, as his child
did. The survivor has no use for
Eastern Europe anymore.

On Hanukah, I gave my fa-
ther a mandolin that was made
in Montana. It is flat-backed
and extremely thin, unlike tra-

. ditional European models, but
it has a rich, full tone, and he
enjoys playing it. His boyhood
mandolin hangs on the wall
now, an old and trusty friend,
retired, while the old melodies

ring true on the new model.

Although the instruments
may change, memory can touch
the strings so that the melodies
live on. Maybe I am David
Priszkulnik, or David Preston.
Give me.a name or a number, it
doesn’t matter, What counts, in
any of us, is what is transmitted
in heart and soul from one gen-
eration to the next. What sur-
vives is the ability to remember
even the unimaginable, the will
to learn the unspeakable, the
capacity still to love.

For there remains the oppor-
tunity to stand alone beneath
the setting sun at Birkenau and
know that tomorrow it will rise
again — to allow the realization
of the enormity of the crime, of
the cruelty, the pain and the
suffering, to come crashing
down upon one’s head and yet
to summon strength from the
ashes, to realize that daisies still
grow there.

For all God’s children, there
remains the opportunity to
choose love over hatred, knowl-
edge over ignorance, under-
standing over apathy,
compassion over ambivalence
— the chance to learn the sad
melodies of the past so that we
might create from them a hope-
ful song for the future,

I promise you, George Pres-
ton: This lesson I shall never
forget, n

DAVID LEE PRESTOM

April 21, 1985
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