Filling the Void
Dear Reader,
All But My Life by Gerda Weissmann Klein is a chilling account of her experiences during the Holocaust.  It is a story that will steal a piece of your heart and fill it with an eerie and hollow warmth by the end of her narrative.  Gerda, along with her brother, Arthur, lived with their parents in Bielsko, Poland before the Nazi invasion of 1939.  Their once peaceful and comfortable life was quickly stolen from them, piece by piece until nothing but their love for one another was left.  When the men were sent to labor camps, Gerda and her Mama were left to bear the struggles alone.  Soon, though, they no longer had one another as Gerda was sent to the Gross-Rosen sub-camps, and her Mama was presumably sent to the death camp at Auschwitz.  Once the family was separated, Gerda received few letters.  They only comfort that she had was her best friend, and the fading hope that her family would be at home when she was free to leave the gates of the concentration camps.  After her best friend, Ilse, dies, and she has received no letters, she realizes that she is alone.  All she truly has by the end of the war is her life, though it would soon be filled by the American soldier who rescued her and restored her faith in humanity.  The two are still happily married.
I chose to explore this book through different genres, because Gerda Weissmann Klein’s book moved me to tears during my freshman year of high school.  At that young age of 14, I hadn’t yet realized the horrors of the world, but this book ripped me from my comfort zone as my mind took me along with Klein through her struggles.  Despite the horrors of the Holocaust, Klein also taught me the power of human dignity, respect and appreciation.  Klein’s words will continue to haunt me for the rest of my life as I strive to educate future generations on the importance of tolerance and respect as I expose them to events such as those that Klein experienced.  Though her struggles were deep, she leaves me with a sense of hope in her book as well in her life’s work for the fight against hunger, violence and prejudice.  The world is blessed to have someone like Gerda Weissmann Klein, and I hope that you can recognize that through this depiction of her story.








Sincerely,







Meghan Kopp
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Gerda weissman

Born: May 8, 1924

Bielsko, poland
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What would the watch say then?
Let me move my hands backward

Let me start again and go back

To 9:09.

Cover my face for just a second;

For a second is all I need

To take the Weissmann family back to innocence – peace.

If only that family could have had a minute more

Of peace before they were taken from their home -
From each other.

Let me give them that minute.
Please, let me give them that minute.
“Ilse, a childhood friend of mine, once found a raspberry in the concentration camp and carried it in her pocket all day to present to me that night on a leaf.  Imagine a world in which your entire possession  is one raspberry and you give it to your friend.” ~Gerda Weissmann Klein

A Scene to Remember
Gerda’s Mama sold her jewelry to get that one beautiful orange.  It was round, and Mama could picture Gerda’s eyes on that day – Gerda’s birthday - when she bit into the fruit, feeling the juice squirt out onto her nose.  Mama came inside the dusty, dark room where the only sunshine was peeping through a smudge in the dust on the window.  Gerda sat at the table thinking about her life – how different this birthday was from her 17th.  When she was 17, the Weissmann’s weren’t living in the ghetto.  When Gerda turned 17, Arthur had not yet been sent away to a forced labor camp.  Mama walked up behind her daughter, holding the orange covered in wrinkled paper.  She set the present down in front of Gerda, and lightly kissed her head, holding her close while she opened her gift.  A small tear fell from Gerda’s eyelash to Mama’s dress, and they both understood what wasn’t being said.
“No manual for survival was ever handed to me, nor were any self-help books available.  Yet somehow I made my way, grappling with feelings that would let me reconcile difficult memories with hope for the future, and balancing pain with joy, death with life, lost with gain, tragedy with happiness” ~Gerda Weissmann Klein (Epilogue of All But My Life)

Conversation from a distance
Papa,
Gerda,
Where are you?
Where are you?
You are alone
I am alone
You left mama

I had to leave mama
When the Nazis separated you

When the Nazis separated us

To go to different camps.

To go to different camps.


Don’t hate me.
I don’t hate you.

I hate what they have done to

Our family.
Our family


Is broken.
We will see each other again.
Will I see you again?


Yes, I’ll see you again very soon.
Hope.
Hope.

Papa, I bought poison today.

Remember our promise.


I’ve wanted to die since we talked

Near the window at home
Near the window at home

You knew I was thinking about death.

I knew what you were thinking.

I made you promise

Never to take your life

No matter how bad it gets.



Would you still want me to keep this 



Promise even now?

You are starving and exhausted
I am starving and exhausted.

I still want you to keep 
I will keep

Your promise.
My promise.

All you have is your life, Gerda.
All I have is my life, Papa.
Don’t let them take it
I won’t let them take it; 

I won’t take it.
“I don’t want to live in a world where a potato is more valuable than an Oscar.  And I don’t want children to be in a world where an Oscar is so important that you forget that there are people who do not have a potato.” –Gerda Weissmann Klein at the 1996 Academy Awards.

Encyclopedia: C Concentration Camps
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Gross-Rosen Sub-Camps: 

The Gross-Rosen concentration camp, was named for the village of Gross-Rosen (what is now known as Rogoznia, Poland).  Though Gross- Rosen was originally established as an independent camp, based on forced and industrial labor, about 97 sub-camps came into being before 1945.

These camps imprisoned one of the largest populations of women (mostly Jews).  In January of 1945, as many as 76, 728 prisoners (mostly from Poland and Hungary) were said to be contained in the Gross-Rosen camps, while about 26, 000 of those prisoners were women.

Throughout their time in the Gross- Rosen camps, these people went through constant medical evaluations for Typhus or any other sign of weakness.  Any reason the doctors had to suspect illness could prompt the extermination of the sick, because they were not fit to work.

The main camp was liberated on February 13, 1945, though the Germans began the evacuation well before this date in attempts to escape the Allied troops.  As Soviet forces approached, the SS troops began evacuating the camps and marching them west on what came to be called “death marches.”  Prisoners endured physical hardship and, often, death if they were too weak to go on.
By the time of liberation, 120, 000 people had passed through the Gross-Rosen camps, and an estimated 40, 000 of those people perished either before or during the death marches.

“Survival is both an exalted privilege and a painful burden” ~Gerda Weissmann Klein (Epilogue of All But My Life)
Inside Gerda’s head
Just keep going, Gerda.  Don’t stop.  Don’t stop.  Keep weaving.  Don’t miss a thread.  Heir Director is coming.  Keep weaving.  No, you are not sick, Gerda.  Don’t stop.  Ok, he is gone.  Breathe, breath.   Breathe with the loom:  in and out, in and out.  Don’t cry.  DON’T CRY.  You’ll see Ilse soon.  Maybe you’ll get to eat tonight.  Maybe you’ll get a letter from Mama tonight.  Will the mail always come?  Don’t think about that!  Just keep going: in and out, in and out.   Death.   Don’t think that!  No, you want to live, but not like this.   Mama, Papa, Arthur!  Where are you?   Keep weaving.  Breathe, but not too deeply.  Too much dust will make your lungs sick, and then you’ll be sent to the death camp.  Ilse is here – stay strong for Ilse.   Guide my hand, God.  Guide my hand!  Don’t you owe me that?  In and out, in and out.  Just keep breathing, but not too hard.
 “Remember, the darker the night, the brighter the dawn.  And when it gets really, really dark, this is when one sees the true brilliance of the stars.” –Gerda Weissmann Klein

The letter never sent:
My dearest Gerda,

How many days?  How many days have past since I last saw your beautiful face, your long dark hair, and your lovely pale skin?  How many days has it been since I was able to give you that rare orange for your birthday – too many.  I dream of seeing you on May 8th.  I will sing “Happy Birthday my Gerda,” and we will be happy, eating all the oranges we can find.

Gerda, please don’t be afraid for me.  I know that you and your father and brother often tried to protect me back at home, after the war began.  If only I could take care of you now.

I’m so very happy that you followed those guards that day when they separated us by age, just outside of the ghetto.  It will be easier to reunite when we are together again as a family when we have not seen one another’s struggles, though I wish that I could be there now to ease any pain that you are having.  

Your happiness has been my happiness, Gerda, and it continues to be.  When I think of you, I remember our lives before the start of the war: when we could summer together in Krynica, and when our family was whole.  These are the memories you must keep with you, Gerda, like the pictures that I’m sure you still hold tightly to.  I must go now.  We are allowed to take showers to wash off the filth of the journey here to Auschwitz.  Be strong, Gerda, like the girl whom I’ve always known; your strength will carry you through.  I’ll love you forever and ever my darling daughter – no one can take that away from me.  
Love always and forever, 

Mama
"I have been in a place for six incredible years, where winning meant a crust of bread and to live another day. Since the blessed day of my liberation I have asked the question, Why am I here?... ~Gerda Weissmann Klein
Interview:
Interviewer: Were there mass exterminations that took place at Auschwitz?

Former S.S: Yes, sir.

Interviewer: Were you involved in these mass exterminations?

Former S.S: No, sir.

Interviewer: You were not?
Former S.S: I was indirectly involved.

Interviewer: And what do you mean by that?

Former S.S: I got the chambers ready for the prisoners.

Interviewer: How did you do this?

Former S.S: We dropped Zyclon B into the gas chambers.  
Interviewer: How long did the extermination take?

Former S.S: Anywhere from 3-15 minutes.  We could tell when it was safe to remove them when the screaming ceased.

Interviewer:  When the screaming ceased?

Former S.S: Yes, that meant they were dead.

Interviewer: Is this an example of a gas chamber at Auschwitz?
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“A door to a gas chamber in Auschwitz. The note reads: ‘Harmful gas! Entering endangers your life’” (http://www.ushmm.org/uia cgi/ uia_doc/ photos/ 2216?hr=null).

Former S.S.: Yes. Yes sir, it is.

“He held the door open for me and let me precede him and in that gesture restored me to humanity. And that young American of the day is my husband.” ~Gerda Weissmann Klein (1990 Interview)
A Conversation of Hope – of a new life
Kurt: Gerda, come with me back to America.  There, you will be treated like the lady that you are.

Gerda: But what about Mama, Papa, Arthur?

Kurt: Oh, my darling one…

Gerda: I know, I know.  But I still have the hope that Papa wanted me to keep.

Kurt: You must do what you believe then.

Gerda: Kurt, when you and the other U.S. soldiers came to liberate my friends and me that day, I knew you were special.  You have seen me at my worst and yet you still love me.  And Kurt, I love you too.  You called my friends ladies and you believed in me.  You reminded me that humanity exists outside of the Nazi race.  I will go with you to America and we will be happy, but I must first make sure that Mama, Papa and Arthur are not out there looking for me among the other dead Jews.

Kurt: Gerda, I know what it is like to leave a family behind in Germany.  I know what it is like to lose your family to the Holocaust.  I know what it is like trying to imagine life without ever seeing them again.  But, I will be waiting for you, my Gerda.
“When you go to your home, look not at what is missing, but what is there.” –Gerda Weissmann Klein
Missing:
Julius Weissmann

Helene Weissmann

Arthur weissmann
Lost: Mama, Papa, Arthur, Niania, Abek, Ilse, Suse, Liesel

Found: Kurt

Lost: My home.

Found: A new home in America.

Lost: My childhood

Found: Freedom in adulthood.

Lost: Faith in humanity

Found: Faith in humanity – the only loss that has been recovered.

“Listen, listen well to the tale of what they have seen, what they have gone through.  For you are the new spring in the forest of the world.” –Gerda Weissmann Klein
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The Orange

An orange:

Sweet, juicy, full of life.

How quickly the beautiful color

And full, smooth texture are drained.

Skin is left but that which gave it life is gone.

Oranges, though, will always grow again on those trees.

They take time to grow, but they will always come back.

The fruit will not be perfect at first: it will not be ready.

The orange will slowly ripen and change hues:

The beautiful, remembered orange fruit.

The orange will become sweet again

After some time

In the sun.

“We yearn for a world where the goodness of youth can find full expression.” ~Gerda and Kurt Klein
Press Release








           

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

May 1, 2005

Contact:

GERDA AND KURT KLEIN FOUNDATION
610 MORENO ROAD
NARBERTH, PA 19072

The Gerda and Kurt Klein Foundation Needs Your Support

The Gerda and Kurt Klein Foundation, established in 1998, by Gerda and Kurt Klein asks for your support.  They cannot create a better tomorrow without the help of the communities.  The founders focus specifically on the youth of America, noting that they can learn to take action to stop prejudice, hatred, hunger and poverty if young people are given the opportunity to face it.  Gerda, a Holocaust survivor, and Kurt, her liberator, want promote and inspire a generation of awareness so that no one else must endure the horrors of events like the Holocaust.

The goals of this foundation are as follows: “To let students play a role in feeding hungry children, to enable young people to discover the needs in their own communities, to help students learn about hunger and its impact, to give students the ability to help end hunger by promoting particular remedies.” (http://www.kleinfoundation.org/action/).

To learn about the founders, how to get involved in the service projects, or how to make a donation, you can visit http://www.kleinfoundation.org/action/.
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Let me show the signs of my age:

The aging from sitting here, on the floor, for all these years

In their house while they have been imprisoned.

I heard the war is over and the Jews are free!

I fear only Gerda is alive.

Let me show the signs of my age

So that I may move my hands more slowly

Through the hours of her new life.

Translating the Message:
La’Chiyam: Life: Leben

Gerda weissman 

And

kurt klein

     http://www.kleinfoundation.org/about_us/
Notes

1. The first genre is a letter to the readers of this paper.  In it, I expressed the emotions that I felt while reading this book; I discussed the pain and hope that the book radiates.  I also conveyed a basic outline of the book so that the readers have a better understanding of why I included each genre and what different genres mean.  Finally, I discussed why I chose the book to do this multi-genre paper, and how it will affect my life as a future teacher.  I created the tone for the paper in this letter: power and hope.
2. Each of the quotes (in orange) used between genres are ones that Gerda Weissmann Klein said both in the Epilogue of All But My Life as well as after her novel was published.  They are quotes that reflect her current campaigns to fight hunger and prejudice after surviving the Holocaust that was filled with so much of both.  The connect her history with her present life and her future.
3. The picture on page one is of Gerda Weissmann.  This is a representation of her before the war so that the reader can get a clear image of the girl who they will see face continuous hardship and struggle throughout the remainder of the paper.

4. The short poem, What Would the Watch Say Then?, is a personification of the watch that Gerda Weissmann Klein describes like this in the first page of her novel: “There is a watch lying on the green carpet of the living room of my childhood.  The hands seem to stand motionless at 9:10, freezing time when it happened” (Klein, 3).  Therefore, this poem is describing what this watch that was lying on the floor would think when the Weissmann family was taken away by the Nazis.

5. The scene description, A Scene to Remember, is one that I created from the picture that came to mind when Gerda described the orange that her mom gave her for her 18th birthday in the ghetto.  Gerda commented that this was her favorite present that she has ever gotten.  This begins the use of the orange as a primary symbol of hope, and also connects to Gerda’s fights against hunger.
6. Conversation from a distance is a two-voice poem in which I imagined what Gerda and her Papa would say to one another if they hadn’t been separated by the Nazis.  In the piece, they discuss the fact that Gerda had to leave her Mama when the older women were forced to board a separate truck than the girls.  Gerda also mentions that she bought poison and refers to the time that she and her Papa spoke at the window at their home, where they each knew that she was thinking about suicide to escape the horrors of the war.  They both still have hope, though.
7. The map with the accompanying encyclopedia article creates an informative piece about the Gross-Rosen sub-camps: the camps that Klein was moved through during the course of the war.  This is an objective view of the horrors that Gerda went through within a larger picture.  The history influenced the way in which I perceived Gerda’s struggle and the specific genre, Inside Gerda’s Head.  
8. Inside Gerda’s Head is a stream of consciousness piece in which I portray what I imagine Gerda was thinking during her time in the labor camps where she worked as a weaver at the looms.  The girls had to continue working even when they were sick, because any sign of sickness would mean almost certain death.  In this piece, I wanted 
9. The Letter Never Sent is a letter that Gerda’s Mama writes to her upon arriving at Auschwitz.  In it, Mama expresses the love that she has for Gerda and the hope that she has to see her again.  The letter is never sent because she is presumably killed in the gas chambers that she refers to as a “shower.”

10. On Trial is a fictional case being heard before a judge.  In it, a prosecutor is questioning a former Nazi who aided in the genocide that went on at Auschwitz.  The information about the gas chambers was taken from a description by former Camp commander Rudolf Hoss as reported in The Final Solution by Earle Rice Jr.  This genre is meant to provide insight into the previous letter in which Mama is writing from Auschwitz.  It shows the reader that Mama was not alright as she tried to convince Gerda that she was in her letter.  
11. A Conversation of Hope – of a new life is a dialogue between Gerda Weissman and her liberator and future husband, Kurt Klein.  This is what I imagined that they would say during a conversation about a life-changing move from Europe to America.
12. The list of MISSING people is a list of the immediate family members that Klein was missing after the war.  The people included her mom, her dad, and brother.   

13. The Lost and Found list is a description of both the tangible and intangible things that Gerda lost throughout her time in the concentration camps.  It shows that though she lost so much of her life, she still has enough to carry on.  Again, a sense of hope is conveyed.
14. The Orange is a concrete poem that takes the reader back to Gerda’s favorite present that she got from her Mama for her 18th birthday.  The poem is a larger metaphor for Gerda: the life she lost, but the life that she will create again with some time.

15. The Press Release is a description of the Gerda and Kurt Klein Foundation that was set up by the couple in attempts to combat hunger, prejudice and violence in the world.  This genre adds to the message of hope that the Kleins try to convey in both Gerda’s book and in their daily lives.  This research really began the tone of hope that I focused on throughout my paper, and influenced the quotes that I chose to connect each genre.
16. What Would the Watch Say Now? is an extension of the first poem, What Would the Watch Say Then?.  This, again, is a personification of the watch that Klein mentions at the beginning of the book.  Now, though, the watch has been lying on the floor for years, while the Weissmann’s have been in the concentration camps.  The watch realizes that most of the family has probably died, but hopes that he can extend the hours of Gerda’s life to compensate for what she has lost.

17. Translating the Message is a translation of the word “life” into Hebrew and German.  This is the most important word, I think, in the title All But My Life and I think that it is a theme that resonates throughout the book.

18. The final picture is one of Gerda Weissmann and Kurt Klein as a married couple in the United States.  Seeing Gerda in this picture with her husband ends my piece with the tone of hope that I tried to convey throughout the piece.
I used the research that I did to explain elements in different genres from different perspectives.  The research was able to add to the sense of hope, but it also gave a realistic perspective of what went on in Gerda’s experiences during the Holocaust.
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