
 
 

 1 

The Unsilencing of a Holocaust Survivor 

 

M. Chet Mirman, Ph.D. 
 

 

  

 

 

My mother is a Holocaust survivor.  For years she was silent about her trauma.  This is 

the story of her unsilencing.   

 

THE TRAUMA 

      

             Born in 1927, my mother grew up in an upper-middle-class Jewish home in Kreva, 

Poland. It was a small, quiet town, and she and her family had a nice life there. In 1939, 

when my mother was 11, the Germans turned Kreva into a ghetto, one of many ghettos 

throughout Eastern Europe where Jews were forced to live behind barbed wire fences 

guarded by armed soldiers. The ghettos were characterized by brutal conditions with 

overcrowding, insufficient sanitation, disease and malnutrition. 
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             In 1941, the Nazis took the oldest child from every family in Kreva to work in a labor 

camp.  And so at the age of 14 my mother was taken from her family and brought to the 

Zezhmary labor camp in Lithuania where she worked cutting down trees and chopping 

wood for the Germans.  She would get up when it was still dark, work all day, and return 

to her barracks after dark.  She estimated that she was there for roughly a year but wasn’t 

sure because it was difficult to keep track of time.   

 

In 1942, she was moved to a labor camp in Koszedary, also in Lithuania, where she was 

made to dig ditches.  The soil was made into bricks and was sent to Germany so it could 

be used for fuel.  By an extraordinary fluke, she was reunited with her family when 

shortly after her arrival at Koszedary, her mother, father and eight-year old brother were 

also brought to this labor camp after the ghetto in their hometown had been liquidated.  It 

was then that she learned that her grandmother had been killed in the ghetto. The women 

in Koszedary were housed together so she was able to be with her mother, sleeping next 

to her on wood boards in the barracks. She recalls the constant blaring of loudspeakers 

and the ferocious German Shepherds that were used to intimidate and control the inmates. 

Anyone attempting to escape was shot on sight.   

 

              It was at Koszedary that she watched as the Germans forcibly took her brother away 

from her father. Seventy-six years later her memory of her brother crying, “I don’t want 

to go,” as he was forcibly torn from their father’s arms, is as clear to her as if it had just 

happened yesterday. She never saw him again.  
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My mother and 
her brother in 
quieter times 

 

        

 

In 1943, my mother and her parents were moved briefly to the Kovno ghetto. Shortly 

after arriving they were put on trains, separated by gender; her father was sent to 

Dachau concentration camp in Germany, and she and her mother were transported by 

cattle car to Stuthoff concentration camp in Poland.  

 

My mother’s parents – also at a quieter time 
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              When she arrived at Stuthoff my mother was brought to a big barn where she was 

made to undress.  After being internally searched, she was directed to go to the 

showers. Expecting to be gassed she was relieved when she wasn’t. She assumed, 

correctly, that this was because the Germans would use their group to work as slave 

laborers.  While at Stuthoff, she and her mother were given one bowl for sharing the 

one ladle of thin soup they were jointly allotted each day. She recalled her mother 

often telling her that she wasn’t hungry so that she would eat her mother’s portion. 

 

             In 1944, after slightly less than a year, she was moved out of Stuthoff and sent to a 

series of labor camps. She still remembers the terrifying sense of loss and dread that 

she felt when once again she was separated from her mother. While in the labor camps 

my mother slept in a tent, even in the winter, and recalls waking up with her hair 

frozen to the ground.  At times she had no shoes and only a large man’s coat to keep 

her warm.  

  

             By January of 1945 the Germans were losing the war, and my mother was sent on a 

three-day march with no food or water. The Germans, in hopes of hiding their 

identities as soldiers, were fleeing from the prisoners and telling them to just go their 

own way. And so, at the age of 17, my mother was liberated.   

 

             Wandering through the countryside with a number of her fellow liberated but starving, 

inmates, her group discovered an abandoned farm. In the kitchen they found a huge 

kettle of porridge.  She knew it was very old and so, as hungry as she was, she resisted 
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eating it.  Her intuition served her well as a number of the others who ate the spoiled 

porridge died.  

 

             A few months later, as she was making her way back to her hometown, she ran into an 

old acquaintance who told my mother to turn around. “There is nothing to go back to,” 

she said:  “No one is left, and nothing is left of the town.”  She learned from the 

acquaintance that her parents had both died in March of 1945.  Her father had died of 

dysentery during a death march, and her mother had died in a labor camp, also from 

dysentery. 

 

THE SILENCING 

My Mother’s Silencing 

After the war, my mother worked in Berlin as a physical therapist for four years before 

finally receiving her visa to come to the U.S.  She was taken in by relatives who had 

lived in New York since well before the war.  She learned English, got a job as a 

secretary, and learned how to be an American.  For years after she arrived in the 

States, she tried to put away the past and refrained from talking about what she had 

endured during the war.  The message she received from her American friends and 

relatives was clear:  Be positive and future oriented.   

 

The pressure to leave the past behind justified the fear-fueled avoidance of what thus 

became, literally, an “unspeakable” horror. This was, of course, emblematic of broader 

societal attitudes that are such a pervasive part of the American psyche.  Our relative 
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lack of interest in knowing about the complexity of inner experience, and our 

collective resistance to getting close to psychological pain and suffering, is simply part 

of the culture, a phenomenon described by Nancy McWilliams (2005) in a wonderful 

article entitled “Preserving Our Humanity As Therapists.”  

 

The Impact of Silence: Blocking the Metabolizing of the Trauma  

My mother’s silence after the war was the norm for Holocaust survivors, particularly 

in the United States. Everywhere she turned, the message was the same:  Forget the 

pain and suffering of the past and focus instead on moving on with life. Nothing good 

can come from talking about the war, and besides, no one really wants to hear about it 

anyway.  

 

Still, trauma victims who are silenced do not forget. The unmetabolized trauma simply 

goes underground and controls them from the dark.  Death followed my mother 

everywhere.  Fear of loss was central to every meaningful relationship that she had, 

and mistrust of “the other” permeated her view of the world. She never really left the 

war, or maybe more accurately, the war never left her.  

 

My childhood was replete with examples of how worried my mother was about my 

health. She regularly chased after me to put on an undershirt or wear a warmer coat 

because I wasn’t warm enough (I was plenty warm). The desperation in her life-and-

death concerns with health, food, dressing warmly, not getting enough sun, and in later 

years, getting too much sun, etc., was revealed by the urgency in her “noodging.”  
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Health was everything, and death was always knocking on the door.  She became quite 

an expert, for a layperson, on health-related diet issues. Few articles on health or diet 

in the New York Times or the Chicago Tribune escaped her attention; most of these 

were cut out and saved, and many were mailed to my sister and me.   

 

But my mother’s big preoccupation was food.  She was always worried that I wasn’t 

eating enough (I ate plenty).  The times I didn’t, as often as not, were largely my 

attempts to hold maintain my autonomy.  This was a concept that, in the face of the 

fragility of life itself, was of little import to her. It was simply not on her radar.  This 

fear of deprivation-based loss also haunted her with her grandchildren.  Her now 28-

year old grandson, a 6’3”, trim, muscular athlete, was somewhat on the thin side as a 

young child, and so she kept pushing my wife and me to feed him more. I’m quite sure 

that when she noticed some ribs on his shirtless seven-year old body she saw in front 

of her the starving body of a concentration camp inmate. The terror and desperation 

driving her was palpable.  

  

My mother’s limited capacity to recognize her fear as an internal state made her 

security-driven reactions the obvious and necessary (and thus quite unshakeable) 

response to a world in which life is so very fragile.  Nothing was more important than 

the health and security of her family.  That lack of self-awareness was the source of 

most of my early conflicts with her, and of much pain and frustration in my childhood. 
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              Another legacy of my mother’s unmetabolized trauma was the shame and loneliness of 

having been a victim, a posture that continued well after the war.  She found it very 

difficult to experience herself as worthy or entitled, or as an agent, with the right to 

assert herself or ask for things for herself.  In other words, she was unable to accept 

and own her needs. We have a running joke in my family about the ordeal of trying to 

go out to dinner with my mother. Let me point out that she doesn’t eat non-kosher 

food, doesn’t eat fried food, doesn’t eat salty food, doesn’t eat spicy food, and doesn’t 

eat food that’s “too sweet.” And in non-kosher restaurants - which constitutes just 

about every restaurant within driving distance - she eats only fish or vegetarian food.  

The conversation with her typically goes something like this: 

Me: “So where do you want to go out to dinner, Mom?” 

My mother: “Wherever you’d like. I’m not picky.”  

It must be said, though, in regard to her pickiness, that I am thankful that it was this 

trait that guided her to avoid eating the old porridge that killed some of her fellow 

survivors who ate it. 

  

 

THE UNSILENCING  

 

Elie Wiesel’s Inspiration 

My mother was always very interested in all things Jewish and in anything pertaining 

to the Holocaust.  But for years, except when asked specific questions, she kept much 

of her story about her experiences in the war to herself.   
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In 1975, 30 years after the war, my mother took a course in European history.  When 

the class got to World War II, the instructor asked her if she would like to speak to the 

class about her experiences. Her initial reaction was to decline.  But later she 

remembered the words of Elie Wiesel that “we must remember” because “if we don’t, 

who will?” and his declaration that, “I decided to devote my life to telling the story 

because I felt that having survived I owe something to the dead, and anyone who does 

not remember betrays them again” (Berger, 1986).  She agreed to tell her story to the 

class.  

 

Finding Her Voice 

She found this experience to be painful.  But it also felt so important to her to be able 

to finally tell her story. This unsilencing began the process of liberating her for the 

second time. After that she began sharing with the world her stories of 

incomprehensible horror, loss and trauma. She painted, created collages, wrote poetry, 

and gave speeches in schools and synagogues, driven by her need to insure that the 

world would never forget what had happened to her, to her family, to her community, 

and to the Jews of Europe.  

 

My mother recorded her story with the University of Southern California’s Shoah 

Foundation, founded by Steven Spielberg, as well as with the Yale University 

Library’s Fortunoff Video Archive for Holocaust Testimonies.  And. perhaps of 

greatest significance to her, she was able to tell her story to her grandchildren. When I 
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asked her recently how it felt when she began sharing her experience, she said, “It felt 

cleansing.” 

Below are several of the many visual art pieces that my mother began creating over 

four decades ago when she started sharing her experiences from the war. Many were 

about the Holocaust; most were not.   

A collage of 
Holocaust 

images – one of 
my mother’s  

first visual 
representations 

of her 
experiences in 

the war 
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The piece below is a scene from her hometown of Kreva. 

A hooking of 
Kreva, her 
hometown. 
The scene 
was drawn 
on a burlap 
canvas and 
colored wool 

threads 
were pulled 
through the 

canvas. 

 

 

This next piece is a scene from the Bible, “Rachel at the Well.” 

Another hooking 
on canvas:   

Rachel at the Well 
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Below is a self-portrait, another piece from around the time that my mother began 

telling her story. 

Self- portrait:  
Able to look at 

herself fifty  
years later 

 

 

 

“Chocolat”: A Survivor’s Story 

I’d like to conclude with a 5-minute YouTube video that addresses the question of 

“What if?”  What if the survivors had had the opportunity to tell their stories in 

therapy right after the war?  How might not being alone in their silence have changed 

their lives?  

Click here to watch the video.1 

 

 

 
1 Video link embedded in this article with the written permission of representatives of the 
Bettencourt Schueller Foundation, a GOODPLANET Foundation Project, and Yann Arthus-Bertrand in 
whose movie “Human” this Francine Christophe interview appears. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gXGfngjmwLA
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