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Families Under Siege: The Transformation of
Family Life Under Nazi Rule

by Tristan Spanopoulos & Ella Kornblit

When Adolf Hitler came to power in 1933, the family
was no longer seen as a private haven. Under Nazi
ideology, it became a political instrument — an es-
sential building block of the so-called Volksgemein-
schaft, the “national community.” This was not an
abstract theory. The Nazi regime believed that the
strength of the German state depended on the rao-
cial purity of its population, and therefore family life
itself had to serve political ends. Marriage, reproduc-
tion, and kinship were redefined according to racial
criteria, and the very definition of what constituted a
legitimate family was rewritten by the state.

This transformation was enforced through law. The
Nuremberg Race Laws of September 1935 institu-
tionalized racial segregation and explicitly banned
marriage and sexual relations between Jews and
so-called "Aryans.” Families that crossed racial lines
were stigmatized and criminalized. The intfroduction
of the Mischlinge classification reduced human be-
ings to pseudo-biological categories, undermining
the legitimacy of mixed families and degrading in-
dividuals through terminology that likened people to
livestock. In this system, family was no longer defined
by love or kinship, but by racial calculation.

Even before the outbreak of war, these policies de-
stabilized daily family life. Traditional gender roles, al-
ready strained after the First World War, were further
eroded by public exclusion, legal restrictions, and so-
cial humiliation. Families lived under constant uncer-
tainty, knowing that their private lives were subject to
racial scrutiny and state intervention.

Nazi control over families intensified through eugenics
policies that penetrated the most intimate aspects of
life. Marriage required proof of “hereditary health,”



Lest We Forget

extending state surveillance beyond couples to entire
family lineages. Disabilities, mental illness, alcoholism,
and certain chronic conditions were used to disqualify
individuals from forming families at all. Genealogy be-
came a political document, and reproduction a mat-
ter of state approval.

This logic reached its extreme in the Lebensborn pro-
gram, which aimed to increase births among wom-
en deemed “racially valuable.” Motherhood was re-
framed as a racial duty, detached from marriage if
necessary. Women were placed in maternity homes,
physically separated from their communities, reinforc-
ing the authority of the state over both family and re-
production.

For Jewish families, persecution soon escalated into vi-
olent rupture. During Kristallnacht in November 1938,
hundreds were Kkilled, synagogues destroyed, and
approximately 30,000 Jewish men were arrested and
sent fo concentration camps. Families were left sud-
denly without fathers. Women were forced to assume
responsibility for economic survival, bureaucratic ne-
gotiations, and the desperate planning of emigration
under tightening visa restrictions.

At the same fime, the Kindertransport forced parents
into unbearable moral decisions. Around 10,000 Jew-
ish children were sent alone to Britain between 1938
and 1939. Although framed as temporary separation,
it often became permanent. Parents secured their
children’s survival at the cost of family unity, knowing
they might never see them again.

With the expansion of the war and the establishment
of ghettos, family life deteriorated further. Ghettos
destroyed the family as a protective space. Children
became bread smugglers and providers, reversing tra-
ditional dependency roles. Survival required children
to take on adult responsibilities, permanently altering
parent-child relationships.
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The invasion of the Soviet Union in 1941 marked a
new phase of destruction. Mass shootings carried
out by Einsatzgruppen became routine, and letters
sent home by perpetrators reveal how mass murder
was normalized within family communication. At
the same time, Nazi persecution extended beyond
Jews to Roma and Sinti, disabled people, political
dissenters, and Jehovah's Witnesses — including the
forced removal of children from parents deemed
“antisocial.”

By thisstage, the boundary between public policy and
private life had completely collapsed. Families were
both targets of Nazi violence and agents of survival.
Women became providers and decision-makers;
children became messengers and smugglers. Even
when survival was achieved, the reconfiguration of
family roles and the tfrauma of separation left lasting
fractures.
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Memories /zﬂ)
by Oliver Togay &z

| throw away the stale bread, as hard as rock, in the trash,
Don’t throw it out.

The hunger rests just under the surface of the skin.

You hoard cans of peaches;

you build towering stacks against the walls,

We ate the sawdust.

We ate nothing at all.

The darkness waits for us.

| tell you that the house is warm,

the bills have been paid,

the war has ended,

but the scent of old mothballs lingers as heavy as a weapon.
Shut up.

If you talk too loudly, the good fortune will disappear.

You don't know what the sound of boots stepping down
through your head is.

| am waking up with sweat because the radiator is hissing like
a train,

And | can feel a ghostly snow falling deep within my mind.
The darkness always waits for us.

Before | go to sleep,

| check the locks three times,

Protecting a memory that | didn't want to protect.

Reflection

In *“Memories,” Oliver Togay explores the lingering presence of
frauma and how it persists long after the source of suffering has
ended. The poem conftrasts safety and stability with habits born
from survival, such as hoarding food and fearing waste, reveal-
ing how past hunger and war continue to shape the present.
Sensory imagery, boots, darkness, hissing radiators, and ghostly
snow, illustrates how memory intrudes on everyday life, blurring
the line between past and present. The speaker’s repeated
attempts to reassure are overshadowed by fear and silence,
showing that frauma cannot simply be reasoned away. Ulti-
mately, the poem suggests that memory becomes something
inherited and protected, even when it is painful, as survival
leaves behind wounds that never fully fade.
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Running Past Tomorrow

by loannis Vasileiadis

| remmember the sound bellowing

Guns breaking the dark,

Orders shouted, and people running,
Smoke filled the air, dense and stark,
From the chambers the gas did not stop,
Boots were heard from the other side,
Unftil the silence came on top.

You ask why | lock the door twice,

Why | keep bread when it is stale,

| tell you some lessons are learned precise.
You lay in classrooms, not camps,
Whereas | lived in a jail.

You worry about grades and friends

| wait until tomorrow for this to end.

| remmember running through the trees,
Branches cutting my arms and face.

The camp was behind me, and | ran a breeze
Soldiers followed, enhancing their chase,
Their boots struck roots and frozen tracks.

| never, | didn't look back,

| was running on legs of concrete,

Since | knew soon my freedom was complete.
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Reflection

In “Running Past Tomorrow,” loannis Vasileiadis re-
flects on the lasting impact of Holocaust tfrauma by
conftrasting violent memories of the camps with the
safety of the present. Vivid imagery of gunfire, gas
chambers, and pursuing soldiers immerses the reader
in the speaker’s fear and desperation, emphasizing
how these memories remain alive. The repetition of
survival habits, such as locking doors and saving stale
bread, reveals how trauma shapes everyday behav-
ior long after escape. By contrasting classrooms with
camps, the poem highlights the generational divide
between those who endured the horror and those
who live without fully understanding it. Ultimately, the
act of running becomes both a memory of survival
and a symbol of the speaker’'s continued effort to
outrun the past.
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Your Teddy, Jerry.
by Rafal El Hares

| remember when you were nine,

and every day you would hold your small teddy called Jerry.
Each morning when you went to school,

| would take your teddy, tuck him into your bed,

and make sure he was clean when you came home.

Il remember how you always brought him to the dinner table,
and how Mom would set Jerry on the seat right next fo yours.
And as you grew older, Jerry grew with you foo.

With Jerry, we were a family of five.
His plastic eyes, furry body, and little bowtie
helped keep our family alive.

Although inanimate, he kept our memories and our journey.
He traveled across the world with us.
He kept you company.

But Jerry would never have mattered
if it were noft for you.

Now we are a family of four,

and Jerry has a single plastic eye,

a ruined bowtie,

and a run down body.

Jerry’s hands are no longer accompanied by yours,
and while his seat is not empty at the dinner table, yours is.

I never cleaned or fucked him in again,
mainly because | would be tucking him
info a bed that will never be slept in again,
a bed that will never be changed.

Jerry, along with the rest of your things,
will remain on pause.

Nothing will change.

Paused.
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Jerry will hold our memories,
our time,
but he will never bring our four back to five.

Jerry will grow old for sure,
but every year he ages,
you remain behind at fourteen years old.

And although Jerry was an important part of our family,
he never compared to you.
He will always remain an object.

| would do anything to wafch you grow older than your
memories.

But the reality is that time moves forward for all of us,

all of us except you.

While broken, he is all that | have left to hold.

When the world forgets that you were once here,

I will hold him close, because his soft, damaged body
is the last place where you sfill live.

Reflection

This poem reflects on the loss of a child during the Holo-
caust and the way families were violently torn apart by
persecution and genocide. Using the teddy bear, Jerry,
as a symbol, the poem explores how objects can carry
memory, preserve connection, and hold the presence
of someone who is no longer there. It captures both the
small, intimate moments of everyday life and the im-
mense void left by absence, showing how grief, love,
and memory persist even in the face of unimaginable
loss. The work connects to the theme of Broken Families
by illustrating the emotional, physical, and spiritual frac-
tures caused by the Holocaust, and how survivors carry
the memories of those who were taken with them, often
through objects and stories.

10



HRD 2025

Do I Want To by Alexander Kimel
Remember? Recited by Arina Dubrovina

11

Do | want to remember?

The peaceful ghetto, before the raid:

Children shaking like leaves in the wind.

Mothers searching for a piece of bread.

Shadows, on swollen legs, moving with fear.

No, | don't want to remember, but how can | forgete
Do | want to remember, the creation of hell?

The shouts of the Raiders, enjoying the hunt.

Cries of the wounded, begging for life.

Faces of mothers carved with pain.

Hiding Children, dripping with fear.

No, | don't want to remember, but how can | forgete
Do | want to remember, my fearful return?

Families vanished in the midst of the day.

The mass grave steaming with vapor of blood.
Mothers searching for children in vain.

The pain of the ghetto, cuts like a knife.

No, | don't want to remember, but how can | forgete
Do I want to remember, the wailing of the night?

The doors kicked ajar, ripped feathers floating the air.
The night scented with snow-melting blood.

While the compassionate moon, is showing the way.
For the faceless shadows, searching for kin.

No, | don't want to remember, but | cannot forget.
Do | want to remember this world upside down?
Where the departed are blessed with an instant death.
While the living condemned to a short wretched life,
And a long tortuous journey into unnamed place,
Converting Living Souls, into ashes and gas.

No. | Have to Remember and Never Let You Forget.
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Reflection

Alexander Kimel is a holocaust survivor, who was forcibly
moved with his family into the Rohatyn Ghetto. Kimel, as
well as thousands of other Jewish people faced horrific
conditions in the Ghetto area: hunger, diseases, stress
and never ending fear. Kilem lost his mother to typhus
there. Through poetry and writing Kilem aimed to cap-
ture the heartbreaking experience. In the specific poem
“Do | want to remembere” Kimel depicts Ghetto with
emphasis on families. Highlighting multiple times the sep-
aration of mothers and children. Presenting how night
raids broke families apart. Erasing families and future
generations. Kimel's use of imagery, metaphors, and
symbolism portrays the theme of loss, forceful separa-
tion, and pain. To never let humanity forget about the
horrors of holocaust.

12
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I’s Not My Fault by Mika Carmel

1995

| always loved trying on my mom’s clothes, it makes me
feel like | am a woman, that | am on top of the world. |
took out all of her dresses and her hats and made faces
in the mirror. After | tried everything on and put everything
back in place, | saw a little box protruding from the up-
per shelf, | reached it and it fell on the floor, | opened the
box carefully and saw the most magnificent pair of yellow
shoes. Not just shoes but, a pair of yellow heels with a lit-
tle yellow flower. | almost took them out of the box when
my mom came in and looked at me with the most angry
and terrified look in her eyes, and said in a calm threaten-
ing voice "Don’t you ever touch or take these shoes out
again. Never in your life”.

Present time

Yad Vashem, the Holocaust museum was never more in-
timidating than today. | visited many times but never for
this reason. | am going to hear what | wanted to hear my
entire life. | am going fo hear my mom'’s survival story from
the holocaust. My sister and | entered the library to hear
our mom’'s Luba story.

The worker welcomed us and started playing the voice
audio, and for the first time in a long time, | heard her
voice again.

“I was a young woman when the war started, | was about
20 years old when my parents and | were sent to the ‘work-
ing camps’, we were standing in a line for the train when
I suddenly had the feeling we need to leave right this min-
ute, you can say it was a calling from god but | just knew
we had fo leave. Luckily the officer in duty was, what do
you young people call ite He was ‘crushing’ on me. | told
my parents that we needed to escape and we left the
line to the train. | don’t know if the officer noticed but no
one stopped us. After a long day on the road, at night
we noficed a house, and asked for a place to stay. My
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parents spoke Polish so no one suspected us, and even if
they did no one said anything. While we were sleeping my
mom Rachel mumbled words in Yiddish, the second our
host heard us they immediately threw us out.

I don’t exactly remember how we ended up there, but we
ended up at our friend Faleychic, the only thing | remem-
ber from my parents and | being thrown out from the pol-
ish people’s house, to the point we were hiding at Faley-
chic’s house is that | was bare foot, | had no shoes. There
was another man hiding with us, his name was Lonek. My
parents and | hid in a niche in the wall, while Lonek was
hiding under a doghouse near the pigpen. He only came
out at nights, for two and a half years.

After the war ended Lonek and | decided to get married.
We went to Berlin as free people, not scared, but proud of
our religion and not hiding it. The first thing he bought me
was a pair of yellow heels with a yellow flower on top of
them. This is my story.”

After we listened to the voice audio my sister, Alona and |
left the library and went outside. We were silent for a long
time until Alona said * I've never heard her talking about
the holocaust and her story, | didn't know anything”. * Me
too. Up until now the only piece of information | received
was from dad, before he passed away” u responded.
Now | can try and understand her story and try to under-
stand her behavior against Alona and | throughout our
childhood. The screaming, the silent treatments, the '’
must have bread in the house” rule. | can now say it's not
my fault, | don’t need to live with her frauma.

14



HRD 2025

15

Just In Case by Helena Vakali

Every Sunday or so, when | visit my Grandmother, | bring
bread. Not because she asks for it or forgot to put it on the
grocery list, but because I've been taught to never arrive
without something you can eat later; Even if you're not
hungry.

Grandma accepts the loaf withrelief, asif I've done exact-
ly what I was supposed to do, and places it on the counter
beside the others. Three, maybe four. All untouched and

unopened. All unnecessary.

I've always felt that her apartment has a very peculiar still-
ness to it. It almost feels like a museum, a place with such
stillness that resists change. Nothing is ever thrown away,
only relocated. Newspapers are carefully bundled and
stacked against the wall with thin twine. Drawers are filled
with jars overflowing with buttons, needles and bent nails,
sorted by some private logic | don’t question.

My mother stores an almost decomposing box with extra
batteries on the corner on the top of her bookshelf. | keep
receipts | will never read again.

“Everything is useful. " Grandma says when she catches
me staring. “ You never know what you'll be in need of, so
keep it justin case.”

| furn my head and nod.

It sounds reasonable; It always has.

When we sit down for tea, | can always feel my sleeves
glide against the thick plastic covering the kitchen table.
“Just in case” She says, smoothing it flat with her palm. As
I'm drinking my tea, her eyes are glued to my fingertips
touching the mug. | can feel her every stare as | take each
sip, cautious to not spill even a drop.

“Drink” she says, in an urgent manner.

My mother also makes sure | am to never leave anything
unfinished. She says it's wasteful.

Grandma'’s wrists rest on the table between us. The num-
bers are faded but precise,

etched onto skin that looks too thin and tired to carry
them. I've observed those

numbers over the years; sometimes | even catch myself
counting them. When | was

younger, | thought they were identification, like the tags
on luggage.



Narratives of Sorrow and Dignity

“Did you choose them?2” | asked once. | distinctly remem-
ber her lips being pressed

against each other and releasing into a faint smile. * No”,
she said, " they chose me.”

| don't ask anymore, | only look.

After teq, she usually asks me to help rearrange the pan-
fry. We mostly move cans

from one shelf to another. We group them, ungroup them,
and | often check the

expiration dates, which she already knows by heart. Some
items are older than | am. She

apologises to me every time.

“It's not a mess, everyone keeps things.” | tell her.

She nods unconvinced.

Before | leave, grandma packs leftovers into my bag. The
bag gets overfilled with

containers and tupperware stacked and secured, asif I'm
packing my life away and

leaving my hometown.

“I' won't be able to finish it” | say. “You will,” she replies.
After | say my goodbyes, she pulls me in for a tight hug.
She always slightly digs her

fingers infto my back and squeezes me tight, tilting her
head on my shoulder.

She hugs me for long, as if she feels that she will never see
me again. “I'll see her next

Sunday”, | think to myself. Something about her tight hugs
feels like she is reliving as a

young girl, hugging someone for comfort after a big storm.
| feel the wind of this storm

on the back of my neck as it is gliding its way through her
apartment’s hallway.

When | get home, | carefully place the huge amount of
food into the fridge. Looking at

the stack of tupperware, | feel like a part of her home is in
mine. “I'll keep it here for the

upcoming days”, | think to myself.

Just in case.

16
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Inherited Hunger by Inesa Ivanova
(recited by Seirios Lazaridis)

| used to think my grandma'’s kitchen was like a museum,
but not a pretty one. The cabinets were so full that when-
ever you opened one, stuff seemed to be leaning out,
ready to fall. There were stacks of napkins, three identical
jars of salt and a drawer crammed with twist ties. And in
the pantry, there was this huge stack of canned beans
that looked older than me.

“Grandma, why do you keep all this stuffe” | asked her
once, laughing a bit like it was just a joke.

She didn't laugh. She just wiped the counter, even though
it was already clean.

That day, | sat at her table with my phone recording. My
teacher gave us a story about family history, and | picked
her because she was the only one left alive in our family
who had been through it. | thought it would be easy: ask
questions, get answers, write a story.

But as soon as | hit record, her eyes got a bit sharper, not
mad, but definitely alert.

“Don’t record my face,” she said.

“It's only audio,” | said.

She nodded. Then she reached into this little tin box she
kept way in the back of a cupboard, behind the teq,
the sugar, everything. She took out a stained card, worn
around the edges. It was a recipe.

The handwriting was thin and slanted. At the top, it said
Honey Cake. Underneath, some of the stuff was crossed
out and rewritten with a different pencil, like someone had
changed their mind.

“Your great-grandma’s,” Grandma said.
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| leaned closer,”So... did you bake this in the campse”
As soon as | said it, | knew | messed up. | didn't mean to be
mean, but that dramatic thing just popped info my head.

Grandma squeezed the card. For a second, she stared at it
like she was somewhere else. “Not there,” she said, quietly.
“There was nothing there.”

| gulped,” I'm sorry, | didn’'t mean to—"

She raised her hand, stopping me. “Listen.”

And all of a sudden, the kitchen seemed to shift, like some-
one had laid another time over the present.

“I was sixteen when | learned to ignore my hunger”, she
said. “To make it smaller, to hide it. After, when we had
bread again, my mother wrote down this recipe because
she wanted proof that sweetness still existed.”

She tapped the card. “But | didn't trust the good. I still don't.
| kept food like it would vanish if | looked away. | counted,
checked locks, watched the windows. Your father used to
call me a prison guard.” Her mouth twitched, but not quite
a smile.

Back in the kitchen, my phone screen glowed. My voice felt
too loud when | spoke. “Is that why you have all the cans?2”

Grandma didn't answer right away. She got up, walked
to the pantry, and touched the towers gently, like she was
checking they were real.

“I keep them”, she said, “because | went through a world
where empty shelves meant death, and | promised myself
I'd never see emptiness again.”

18
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| looked at the recipe card, the smudged ink, the crossed-
out lines. It wasn't just how to make something. It was a
message from way back: We were here, we had names,
we had birthdays, we had cake.

“Can we make ite"” | asked, and my voice cracked.

Grandma hesitated. Then she put the card on the table
between us, like a bridge.

“We will,” she said. “But you be careful and don’t waste
anything.”

| nodded fast, wanting to do it right, like perfect measuring
could change what happened.

As we cracked eggs and warmed honey, she started to
talk, slow, with pauses, like she was walking on ice. And
| understood that the story wasn't just about then, it was
about now: her silence, my misunderstanding, and this lit-
tle card that refused to let our family disappear.
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The Great Guta Goldstein by Uri Lipkin Afek

My emotional connection with my aunt is rooted in deep
admiration and love, as her survival, resilience, and willing-
ness to share her painful memories became a source of
personal inspiration and familial strength for me.

Guta’s importance to the community lies in her tireless
commitment to Holocaust education, as her testimony
has helped preserve collective memory, foster empathy,
and educate generations about the consequences of
hatred.

Her work speaks powerfully to the reality of broken families,
as her life story reflects the devastating losses caused by
the Holocaust while also showing how memory, storytell-
ing, and rebuilding can restore meaning after profound
family destruction.

Guta Goldstein was born in 1930 in Lodz, Poland where
she had spent her early childhood in peace and prosper-
ity. After Nazi invasion, for several years, Guta and family
lived in the Lodz Ghetto.

As the ghetto was gradually dismantled between 1942
and 1944, its inhabitants (a total of about 200,000 peo-
ple) were deported to concentration and extermination
camps in different Nazi-controlled territories.

Unfil the end of the war, Guta survived Auschwitz-Birke-
nau, Bergen-Belsen, and Meltheuer camps. She was fif-
feen years old when the American forces liberated Mel-
theuer on April 16, 1945.

After the end of the war, Guta spent several years in a Dis-
placed Persons Camp where she also met the man who
would later become her husband.

20
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She arrived in Melbourne, Australia in 1949, where she's
lived ever since. Guta gave birth to 2 daughters and has
7 grandchildren and many great-grandchildren. In 1999,
50 years after arriving in Melbourne, Guta published her
autobiography ‘There will be tomorrow’, in which she re-
counts the story of her extraordinary life, and reflects on
her Holocaust experiences.

In the book, Guta recounts childhood memories that
proved priceless to her during her captivity, as both a
source of spiritual escape from her brutal confinement
and as a motivating factor to survive her harrowing expe-
riences. These memories included significant events in her
life, such as her sister’s birth, the death of her grandmother
and mother, and the re-marriage of her father. Guta also
recounts the vibrant community life that was pre-war
Lodz, but also alludes to the anti-Semitic feelings amongst
the general population, recalling instances where she was
abused for being Jewish.

Over the years, Guta has spoken widely about her Holo-
caust experiences, including touring New Zealand and
engaging with thousands of students.

Every year, on April 16, she meets with a friend from Mel-
theuer, fo commemorate their day of liberation.
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A Childhood Interrupted: by Miki Saltzman &
Naftali Fiirst’s Story Christos Vratsidas

Naftali FUrst was born in Bratislava, Czechoslovakia, into
a close-knit Jewish family. When he remembers his early
childhood, he speaks of warmth, safety, and simplicity —
a life shaped by the love of his parents and the compan-
ionship of his older brother, Shmuel. To a young child, the
world felt complete. The sky seemed vast and protective,
and home was a place of belonging.

That world began to disappear as the shadow of the Third
Reich reached Bratislava. At first, Naftali did not fully un-
derstand what was happening, but he sensed the grow-
ing fear around him. Even as danger approached, his
parents did everything they could to protect their children
emotionally. They remained calm, reassuring, and strong,
becoming pillars of stability in a world that was rapidly
turning hostile. Their presence gave Naftali and his brother
courage, even when the future became uncertain.

Soon, the family was torn apart. Naftali and Shmuel were
separated first from their mother, and shortly after from
their father. The loss was devastating. Naftali remembers
the pain of losing those who had protected him most, yet
he held tightly to hope. His father had given him one clear
instruction: survive. One day, he told him, they would re-
furn home to Bratislava and reclaim the life that had been
stolen from them.

In the extermination camps, survival consumed every-
thing. Hunger, exhaustion, fear, and constant threat left
little space for memory or mourning. Survival was no lon-
ger a choice — it was an instinct. Yet even there, Naftali
was not entirely alone. He remained with his brother, and
that bond became a lifeline. Together, they endured con-
ditions designed to strip them of dignity and humanity.



Narratives of Sorrow and Dignity

Amid this darkness, Naftali recalls rare but powerful mo-
ments of kindness. One such moment came from a Greek
prisoner who saved the brothers’ lives by advising them to
pretend they were blacksmiths, allowing them to avoid
execution and find warmth by an oven. These small acts
mattered deeply. They reminded him that evenin a system
built on cruelty, humanity had not disappeared entirely.

Liberation did not bring closure. Returning to Bratislava
meant facing a new reality: their home was gone, their
community destroyed, and much of their family lost forever.
What remained were memories — and silence. Speaking
about the camps was difficult. Building a new life proved
to be another kind of struggle, one that required strength
of a different kind.

Naftali FUrst carries his past with him, but he also carries a
message for younger generations: always be human. He
warns against the misuse of power and blind obedience,
reminding us how easily cruelty can become normalized.
His life stands as a testament to resilience, to the enduring
bond of family, and to the responsibility we all share — to
choose compassion, even when the world seems to have
lost it.
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The Tattoo by Hila Hammer

My great-grandmother wrote a diary recounting her per-
sonal experiences during the Holocaust. The passage | am
about fo read describes the moment she first arrived at
the concentration camp and was forced to receive her
fattoo.

Suddenly, the doors were thrown open, and several wom-
en entered, dressed in striped uniforms. One of them ad-
dressed us in Polish, while the others spoke Hungarian. She
instructed us to line up according to the alphabetical or-
der of our names, explaining that a number would be tat-
tooed on our arms.

The number was meant to mark that we belonged to
the camp. It offered no comfort, only the promise of a
prolonged, meaningless existence. How long would they
continue to drain our souls and strip us of our last strength,
all in honor of the Third Reich?

We stood silently in a long line as the tattooing began.
Some girls screamed in pain. | did not. | noticed that one
woman seemed especially skilled at tattooing, the same
woman who had spoken to us in Polish, and | tried to reach
her. | saw how swollen the girls’ arms became afterward,
but | was not yet alarmed.



Narratives of Sorrow and Dignity

When it was my turn, | asked her quietly, “Is it frue that
there is gas heree”

“Yes,” the woman replied. “You have a sharp sense of
smell. Yesterday they gassed sick horses.”

At that moment, | distinctly sensed the sweet odor of gas
and its bitter taste on my lips. | continued, “Where do they
gas the people¢” The woman looked at me in astonish-
ment. “You know that too2” she asked. Then | pressed on:
“Does the world know that people are being killed and
burned here?¢”

She did not answer.

Of course they knew. Yet the world remained silent while
thousands of men, women, and children were murdered
here every day.

“I wish a bomb would strike right now,” | cried out, “a
bomb that would kill us and the Germans together. Let
me die with the Philistines.”
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The Holocaust Assault on by Kheyden Aikaterini
the Core of Jewish Life Tachmatzopoulou

For centuries, the Jewish family functioned as both a cultur-
al anchor and a space of adaptation. It preserved Jewish
identity through rituals, holidays, and Shabbat, while also
mediating between Jewish tradition and the surrounding
non-Jewish world. This dual role meant that the family was
not only a private institution, but the primary carrier of con-
tinuity, memory, and belonging. When the Holocaust tar-
geted the family, it struck at the very core of Jewish life
itself.

Nazi persecution delivered what historians have described
as a “mortal blow" to this institution. Family life was disrupt-
ed not only symbolically, but practically and relentlessly.
Yet evidence from letters, diaries, and survivor testimony
shows that families continued to function as emotional life-
lines for as long as physical separation had not become
ireversible. Even under exireme conditions, memory of
family offered comfort — while simultaneously intensifying
pain and loss.

In ghettos and camps, families were systematically dis-
mantled. Physical separation by sex eliminated traditional
cohabitation, and in its place emerged alternative forms
of kinship. Prisoners — particularly women — formed substi-
fute “families” based on shared support, care, and remem-
brance. These bonds reveal both resilience and despera-
tion: the need to recreate family structures in environments
designed to erase them.

Nowhere was the strain on family life more visible than
in the ghettos of Eastern Europe. The absence of men —
many of whom fled early, were arrested, or deported —
triggered dramatic role reversals. Women became primary
breadwinners, while children were increasingly drawn into
survival labor. These shifts sometimes strengthened coop-
eration, but just as often destabilized traditional hierarchies
and generated tension under conditions of scarcity.



Special Unit: Broken Families

Food scarcity became a defining force within families.
Bread and rations were not merely sources of nutrition;
they became moral and emotional fault lines. Decisions
over who would eat — and who would go hungry — tested
familial solidarity. Some families preserved ritualized meals
as acts of cultural resistance, while others fractured under
hunger, leading to theft, violence, and lifelong survivor
guilt.

Children were among the most vulnerable. Working moth-
ers were forced to leave children unattended in unsafe
conditions, leading to illness and death, especially during
harsh winters. Widowed fathers, unprepared for domes-
tic care due to rigid prewar gender divisions, struggled to
protect their families. These failures were not moral ones
— they were the result of deliberate structural destruction.

Family autonomy was further undermined by the Juden-
rate, Jewish councils imposed by the Nazis to administer
ghettos under coercion. These bodies were forced to en-
force policies that had infimate consequences for family
life — from labor quotas to deportation lists. Their position
was morally impossible: refusal risked collective punish-
ment, while compliance implicated them in the destruc-
tfion of their own communities.

This intrusion reached its most brutal form in the £to6dz ghet-
to. Mordechai Chaim Rumkowski ordered workers not to
share extra rations with their families, prioritizing produc-
tivity over familial survival. Later, during the Sperre depor-
tations of September 1942, parents were told to surrender
their children, the elderly, and the sick in order to “save”
the rest. This was the ultimate violation of family integrity
— forcing parents to participate in the destruction of their
own families under the illusion of collective survival.
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The Holocaust Assault on the Core of Jewish Life
(cont.)

In Western and Cenftral Europe, the breakdown of family life
followed a different tfrajectory. Legal and economic perse-
cution preceded deportation, disrupting families through
emigration attempts, forced separations, and child remov-
al. While middle-class domestic structures initially persisted,
they ultimately collapsed under the same pressures of vio-
lence, fear, and loss.

Across all regions, common factors emerge: forced sep-
aration, hunger, and the unbearable moral weight of sur-
vival choices. Postwar testimonies often oscillate between
nostalgia and guilt, revealing the deep psychological scars
left by decisions made under coercion. The Holocaust did
not simply destroy families physically — it reshaped memo-
ry, identity, and belonging in ways that survivors carried for
the rest of their lives.




Special Unit: Broken Families

Hidden Children and

the Search for Family

by Nikolaos Papazidis
After the Holocaust

When the war ended, survival did not mean resolution.
For thousands of Jewish children who had been hidden
during the Holocaust, liberation marked the beginning of
a new and painful search — not only for surviving relatives,
but for identity, belonging, and a sense of home. In many
European cities, Jewish family networks had been almost
entirely erased. In places such as t6dz, where a prewar
Jewish population of approximately 220,000 was reduced
to fewer than 1,000 survivors, children emerged from hid-
ing to discover that parents, siblings, and extended family
were gone.

The chaos of postwar Europe made reunification extraordi-
narily difficult. Borders shifted, populations were displaced,
and millions moved through refugee and displaced per-
sons camps. Many children had no knowledge of where
surviving relatives might be — orwhether any were still alive.
Jewish committees, the International Red Cross, and relief
organizations created registries, published missing-persons
notices, and coordinated fracing efforts across borders.
Yet reunions often brought not joy, but confirmation of ir-
reversible 10ss.

For many children, there was no family left to find. Mass or-
phaning became one of the defining realities of the post-
war Jewish world. Across Europe, thousands of Jewish chil-
dren were declared orphans. Orphanages and children’s
homes were established in Poland, France, Belgium, and
the Netherlands to provide care. In the Netherlands alone,
more than half of the surviving Jewish children were placed
under state guardianship as “war foster children.” While
many were eventually returned to Jewish relatives or insti-
tutions, hundreds remained permanently with non-Jewish
families.
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Hidden Children and the Search for Family After
the Holocaust (cont.)

The effort to reclaim hidden children often led to bitter cus-
tody disputes. Wartime rescuers who had sheltered children
for years sometimes refused to return them, citing emotion-
al bonds, financial demands, or religious claims. In deep-
ly Catholic regions, some argued that returning a child to
Judaism would endanger their “Christian soul.” These cas-
es frequently escalated to court battles, forcing judges to
weigh wartime attachment against cultural, religious, and
communal restoration.

For the children themselves, reunification was not always
experienced as rescue. Many had spent their formative
years in Christian households or institutions and associated
Jewish identity with fear, danger, and loss. Some resisted
return, having internalized antisemitic attitudes or feeling
deep loyalty to foster families they perceived as their true
parents. In extreme cases, children had to be forcibly re-
moved, leaving lasting psychological scars and profound
identity conflicts.

The story of the hidden children reminds us that the Ho-
locaust did not end in 1945. Its consequences unfolded
across decades, in fractured identities, contested memo-
ries, and lives shaped by absence. For these children, the
search for family was not only a search for people — it was
a struggle to reclaim a self in a world where the most fun-
damental bonds had been violently severed.



Pictures Speak a
Thousand Words
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When Thoughts Coil by Kleoniki Kipourou and

Katerina Maneva

Reflection: In this piece of artwork, the focus is placed on Art
Spiegelman himself and the emotional and psychological
burden he carried while creating his graphic novel Maus.
Spiegelmanis depicted seated at a desk, surrounded by his
art supplies, actively drawing and writing. This imagery em-
phasizes that Maus was not merely a creative project, but
an intensely personal act of expression. The act of drawing
becomes a confrontation with memory, trauma, and in-
herited pain, illustrating how deeply immersed Spiegelman
was in reliving and documenting his family’s past.

Emerging from Spiegelman’s torso are visual representa-
tions of his thoughts and memories, symbolizing the ines-
capable frauma that shaped his life. Although Spiegelman
did not directly experience the Holocaust, its effects are
permanently embedded within him through his parents,
who were survivors. These thoughts manifest as haunting
symbols that reflect the weight of generational trauma he
carries. One of the most striking images is the rope, which
represents his mother’s suicide. Despite surviving Auschwitz,
she was unable to escape the psychological devastation
inficted upon her, leaving Spiegelman burdened with



Pictures Speak a Thousand Words

inflicted upon her, leaving Spiegelman burdened with grief,
guilt, and unresolved sorrow that follows him throughout his life.

Another powerful symbol within his thoughts is the knife en-
twined with a dead rose. The knife represents emotional pain,
tension, and the sharpness of Spiegelman’s relationship with
his father, while also symbolizing the wounds left by the loss
of his brother, Richieu. The dead rose signifies lost love and in-
nocence, as well as the brother Spiegelman never had the
chance to know. Richieu's memory became frozen in perfec-
tion, casting a shadow over Spiegelman and intensifying his
feelings of inadequacy. Together, the knife and dead rose
convey how love, loss, and suffering are inseparably linked
within his family dynamic. Additionally, the abstract stripes
flowing through his thoughts reference the striped uniforms
worn by Jews in concentration camps, reinforcing how Holo-
caust imagery is permanently etched info his subconscious.

The artwork also highlights Spiegelman’s Jewish identity through
the use of the Star of David and the mouse. In Maus, Jews are
represented as mice, a metaphor that reflects their dehuman-
ization during the Holocaust. However, by reclaiming this im-
agery through storytelling, Spiegelman transforms the mouse
from a symbol of weakness info one of survival and remem-
brance. The Star of David further emphasizes his connection to
his heritage and the collective suffering of the Jewish people.

In contrast, the inclusion of a cat skull marked with a swasti-
ka represents Hitler and the Nazi regime. In Maus, Nazis are
portrayed as cats, natural predators to the mice, reinforcing
the power imbalance and brutality of their actions. The skull
signifies death and destruction, while the swastika embodies
Nazi ideology and hatred. Placing this symbol upon a skull un-
derscores the irreversible damage and lasting consequences
of their violence.

Overall, this artwork communicates that Maus is not solely a
historical retelling, but a deeply personal exploration of inherit-
ed trauma, identity, and survival. It demonstrates how Spiegel-
man channels his pain, grief, and complex emotions into art,
using visual symbolism to express experiences that words alone
cannot fully capture.
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Under the Swastika’s Claw by Catherine Doolan




Pictures Speak a Thousand Words

Reflection:

| focused on the metaphor used in the book “Maus”
by Art Spiegelman that represented the jews as help-
less mice and the Nazis as their natural predators,
cats.

This metaphor creates a predator-prey relationship
that reveals to the audience the permanence of
this dynamic: the cat cannot stop being a predator,
swastika proudly worn on its chest, and the mouse
cannot stop being prey, The Star of David placed on
its chest.

The people these figures represent can and will not
change what they are and the power imbalance is
evident. The message is the fact that this dynamic will
last, the blood on the cat’s jaws most obviously rep-
resents the innocent lives lost to its brutality and the
lines beneath the nose like a mustache symbolize the
man behind the genocide and sadism, Adolf Hitler.
The red outline of the jewish mouse is to highlight that
it is the next victim of the feline's wrath and is facing
its own demise, tears streaming from its beady eyes
as it sits and accepts its fate without screaming nor
running.
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