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Shirley Marcus -Tzipora Lazer DIJTA-1T7 ['77'W] N3"¥-TT'Y inink [#% 3
1”1INT 11831 ,0'1Wia 07100 AN X7 1”AIN3W '07T°A-1'17 annawa oy aiaaw
113 1731 ' .2005 13ANTI INT'E3 TNXRT nw
Remembering: Shirley Marcus (Tzipora Lazer) Born in Mezritch Z'L
Known also as: The Lei-bev-ne's (Luboml, Poland) Tochter
Died Dec. 13, 2005 - at age 87 in Bergen County, New Jersey, USA

Beloved wife of the late Leonard (Makofka) Marcus (d. 5-31-99)
Beautiful mother of Bella, Moshe and Freidel, Blessed Grandmother and Great-

grandmother.
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Louis sped over the Krzna River eastward
driving an empty stolen military truck as the
Russians continued to retreat, with Ricky his
only successful haul. Not long after reaching the
Russian side their truck was confiscated. Upon
learning of his revisionist background in Betar,
the Russians immediately shuttled the couple
to a forced labor camp in Siberia; we learned
that Polish communists spent the war in Russia
much more comfortably, several even managing
to learn a trade in the big cities. In Siberia they
learned to make uniforms for the Russian army,
a skill that they later applied as immigrant
tailors within the inhospitable Jewish ghetto
surrounding Fairfax Avenue in Los Angeles.

Louis protected Ricky throughout the five years
of their Siberian exile, but a baby girl they had
together died of malnutrition and the cold.
When the war ended, Ricky and Louis returned
to Mezritch in 1946 to search for any survivors.
There she met a cousin Shalom Weisman who
had survived by hiding in the infamous Gestapo
attic that was portrayed in the play “Mezritch”;
he later immigrated to Vancouver. Shalom
directed her to the Ghetto, but she froze in fright.
Eventually she made the rounds of old familiar
houses, but the inhabitants were installed Poles
who bluntly told her she was not supposed to be
alive to bother them now. She had a best friend
Michla who had been kibbutz-bound before
the war. A Polish Nazi hid her for 6 years in
return for sexual favors, but then drowned her
in the nearby river just two weeks before the
liberation. Ricky came across Michla’s body in
the river and managed to bury her.
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During this period Dad found out that they had
survived, and after much red-tape, bribes, and
tension managed to bring her to Iowa where
we lived at the time. They spent several intense
months together before Louis became restless
and pushed Ricky onward to Los Angeles.
Contact was infrequent after that. My folks
are both gone now. The Mezrich clan anchors
in the eastern U.S., including my brothers
Reuben, Joseph, and Dan. My aunt and uncle
have passed away too and left two west coast
namesakes, Joseph and Reuben.

Growing up with Dad’s grief, melancholy
moods, and barely suppressed pain from the
missed opportunity for him to grow old together
as a large dynamic family was a pressure upon us
siblings; his tragic loss determined our obligation
to be close to each other. It is ironic that my
family has grown far apart. My parent’s goal to
re-populate the Jewish race with four more boys
gave them external pride, but the unresolved
emotions that the Holocaust forced on their
generation entered the fabric of our family life
too.

We should be so happy and accepting of each
other, but Hitler’s legacy for modern Jews
seems to be extended physical and emotional
distance among us, as if being too close will
invite competitive analysis. Their generation
didn’t have that luxury to live the full cycle of
childhood, healthy rebellion, and then maturity.
My Dad and Aunt Ricky were adult orphans in
an alien country, with a Christian culture too
indifferent to care about emotionally devastated
Jews. If only they had trusted us with the
emotional authority to acknowledge their great
pain and hold them for that one big cry, so they
could get on with life by placing us in their
private center instead of continuing to idolize
ghosts who were frozen in time.



asked Reuben to find and bring her back, which
he did; her respect for Reuben finally overcame
her independent will.

Ricky returned to Mezritch just before the war
broke out. Initially over-run by the German
army during the September 1939 invasion, the
Ribbentrop-Molotov  agreement transferred
Mezritch to Russian control for a brief period
that fall. But the Russians, who sensed that they
would be pushed back east again, earnestly
warned the local Jews of their impending
doom.

Those who could create cash from their
possessions heeded the retreating Russians and
fled over the river too. But Grandpa Joseph was
a gardener, and his seasonal investment was in
many barrels of sour pickles that he stored in the
nearby river for refrigeration. And the timing
was wrong because the Succoth holiday had just
started and his orthodox beliefs prohibited doing
any work at this time, even to fetch his river-
bound harvest and pack it as currency for the
road. So the entire family remained in Mezritch
for the holiday that traditionally celebrates the
Jewish flight across the Sinai desert, living as
transients in huts; however risky, they did not
budge.

Aunt Ricky had a suitor but she didn’t take him
seriously at the time; Louis Chudy knew her
from the neighborhood, a secular Jew from a
common background who tried to win her favor.
He preferred action to studies as an outlet for
his Zionist ambitions, so he enlisted in the local
Betar movement; he was personally encouraged
by Zeev Jabotinsky to join the Polish Army as
the best preparation for his intended Aliya to the
pre-state Palestine. Not inhibited by religious
practice, Louis blended into the army and made
his service a practical education - learning well
how to read the survival map.

So when the Polish Army collapsed weeks after
the invasion during the Succoth of 1939, Louis
came to the Tchemni house-hold along the river
and tried to persuade Ricky and her family to
flee for their lives. Ricky was frightened and
confused; she understood the danger, but Louis
failed to motivate her enough to abandon her
family. Louis also failed to budge her father
Joseph, who insisted that he shall not work on
the holiday and he would not leave without
his major commodity keeping cool in the river
behind the house.

Still determined, Louis returned to his Polish
Army base and managed to steal a truck. He
came back the next day in earnest to show
Ricky’s father how to pack the sour pickles
and escape with them on the truck. But the
holiday was still ongoing, an apparent obstacle
to Joseph’s willingness. Only because Louis
insisted so stubbornly did Joseph finally relent
and allow Ricky to go with him on the truck.
Ricky traded rushed fare-wells with her
remaining seven brothers and sisters while
Grandma Esther rushed to collect a bundle of
photographs for her. Ricky kept these pictures
hidden in the breast of her clothing throughout
the wartime in Siberia, and they remained the
only family photographs left of her huge clan.
When I saw this framed collection in recent
years, she had replaced the lost picture of her
father with the promotional poster of Moses in
the epic “The 10 Commandments” played by
Charlton Heston. He is pictured smashing down
the first set of tablets in anger due to the frivolous
Jews near Mount Sinai. Grandpa Joseph was
also a red-head with a large, wild beard whose
determination was his personal trademark. But
Louis broke through this formidable presence
and saved his heart’s desire.
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Picture 7: Aunt Ricky Soon After the War, in 1946

Failing to adapt after several disappointing and
hard years trying to bootstrap local agriculture,
her father Leon left Israel to try business again
in the U.S. He finally sent for the his wife Rivka,
my mother and her two brothers David and
Simon to join him in NYC in 1931. Tragically,
her mother Rivka died of a deadly snake bite on
Shavuot just before departing, an ironic victim
of Palestine’s untamed nature that refused to let
her leave the country she loved.

Still idealistic and chronically homesick,
Arella returned to Haifa alone in 1936 for an
adventurous year that included many weekends
in Tel Aviv. She was coerced into returning
to NYC again by her worried uncle, with the
coming war threatening to reach Palestine too.
Ironically, Mom and Dad wandered around
Palestine at the same time in 1937.

Picture 8: Uncle Louis Soon After

the War, in 1946
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Arella would only return to live in Israel in 1978
after burying Dad in Jerusalem; widowed by my
father’s untimely cancer at age 65, they never
got a chance to live together in their coveted
Hebrew environment. But she picked up where
she left off 40 years earlier in Palestine. Most
of her Hebrew language “chug” from the Kfar
was still active, although most were widowed
too. This homecoming gave her 22 more
rewarding years in Haifa and Tel Aviv, however
melancholy she was without Dad to share the
final homecoming.

Aunt Ricky Ran From Poland at the
Last Minute

My aunt Ricky (Rickela or Raziel) was next
to the last of the siblings growing up in that
bustling Tchemni house along the river; she
matured into adulthood during the seven years
after my father left home to study.

As unique as Mezritch was for the region during
that pre-war period, Ricky fantasized about the
cosmopolitan life in Warsaw. So she ran away in
mid-1939 and convinced her older sister Chana,
already living there, to let her stay at her flat
in the big city. Ricky wanted to study, but she
could only find work as a seamstress helping
Chana. But Grandpa Joseph disagreed, and he




Picture 4: Arella in Kfar Chassidim, in 1930

bureaucrat simply printed “Mordecai Tchemni
Mezritcher” on his document. The unexpected
upgrade caught Dad’s fancy, and he entered Ellis
Island with this new name. Our family
name was legally shortened to Mezrich
(dropping the “t”) during Dad’s U.S.
Naturalization, after my eldest brother
Reuben was born but before brother
Joseph arrived following the war; he got
Grandpa’s namesake since the family’s
fate was known for certain in 1945.

While living in the graduate dormitories
at Y.U., Dad met my mother Arella in
1939. They were both avid Hebrew
language revivalists and each of them
went separately to hear Natan Alterman
at the Brooklyn Academy of Music;
this exciting Tel Aviv poet was reciting
modern Hebrew prose for just one

evening. Neither of my folks left the huge hall
with those people who originally accompanied
them. After he saw my mother’s Israeli looks
(enhanced by a Polish swarthiness) he pursued
her all the way home, despite the defensive
protestations of Mom’s chaperon, Rebitzun
Wertheim.  Uncharacteristically, Dad had
abandoned his original date on the Academy
steps since he was so committed to his love at
first sight.

My mother Arella was an early settler in
Kfar Chassidim, a Jewish Agency pioneering
moshav near Haifa. Her well-to-do family and
friends were led by her spiritually inclined
uncle, Rabbi Yechezkel Taub, to leave Warsaw
in 1925 in order to escape the growing Polish
anti-Semitism. They were bound to establish a
religious moshav but also to pursue the Hebrew
revival that was sweeping Palestine. This
moshav invited the poet Shin Shalom to come
and teach a rich Hebrew to the youngsters, with
lessons taught under the shade of huge oaks
trees surrounding the Kfar.

Picture 6: Arella, seated left, at the Opera House Café, in 1937
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Jerusalem until today. Dad received his first
Rabbinical “Smicha” to lead a congregation
from the elder Rav Herzog while studying in
Jerusalem, one of many rabbinical degrees that
he would collect over the years. Jerusalem was

Picture 3: Dad Enjoying a Jerusalem Moment, in 1937

a charming place in those
years for Jews, and he
even recounted feeling
relatively safe walking
to the Wailing Wall on
Shabbat.

In 1935 there was a mass
influx of 68,000 European
escapees to Palestine,
those who were apparently
abandoned by the Jewish
Congress  Session that
met the same year. Among
them were many German
Jews, most bringing wealth,
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who expanded Tel Aviv to house 150,000 people.
Tel Aviv adopted the Continental influence
in behavior, coffee-house culture, and even
fashion. A burst of intense building spread from
the Allenby-Rothschild town center to the north
and east. Dad Mordecai came down to
Tel Aviv in the summers to build, often
working on a typical Bauhaus dwelling.
Futile as it was, he tried to make enough
money to extract his family from
Mezritch before their chances dwindled.
He even tried to buy into a share of Kfar
Haroe, a religious agricultural moshav,
to house them if they could break into
Palestine. But Dad couldn’t even scrape
together the 24 Pounds Sterling that was
required, let alone the transportation out
of Poland.

In 1938, Dad was invited to do post-
doctoral Talmudic studies as a graduate
fellow at Yeshiva University in New
York City. He got his Palestinian
passport during the Mandate, with an
ironic twist. Although he wrote his name
on the application using the phonetic
Yiddish/English spelling: “Mordecai
Tchemni foon Mezritch”, the British

Picture 5: Arella Centered Among Hebrew Classmates from the Kfar, in 1928



When liberated from
Siberia after the war in
1946, Ricky returned
to Mezritch to pursue
the terrible details of
everyone’s fate. Then she
learned what happened to
the nine other members of
the immediate family who
never escaped Mezritch.
Their living agony was
quite prolonged.

Their older brother Reuben
was a strong, tough guy
who protected Ricky, Dad,
and other Jewish youngsters

from the Polish hooligans in

and around town. Reuben

managed to continue fighting and died resisting
in the Warsaw Ghetto in 1943, at the age of 27.
Both my grandparents died in Treblinka after
the Action that filled the first transport from
Mezritch in 1942. Their oldest brother Shalom
Baruch was buried alive with many others from
the Mezritch Ghetto in 1943; another fragile
survivor told Ricky how the earth moved with
desperate moans for three days, a nightmare
that always hanted her. Her sister Riva, age 31
who had a daughter Indala five year old, died
along with Chana (age 29) in the same Ghetto
during another Action. There were three sisters
closer to Ricky’s age who met their brutal end in
Mezrich too: Rose (age 25), Edith (age 24), and
especially beautiful Rachel (age 19).

But before all this happened Dad arrived in
Riga, where the well known Mirar Yeshiva
offered him a scholarship for advanced Talmudic
studies; feeling exiled he lived in Riga for three
years. He described a very close bond with all
the young scholars in his group, many of whom
were forced to flee from the racist authorities
as well. This yeshiva encouraged excellence
in Jewish studies, but the students exhibited a

Picture 2: Mordecai Centered Among His Talmud Classmates in Riga, in 1934

worldly curiosity that was rare among orthodox
Jews in the Europe of those times.

In fact Dad was a “Misnaged”; an orthodox
movement that opposed the out-dated, cloistered
mentality of the Chassidic movement that
had flourished in Poland by following leaders
like The Magid of Mezritch. It is important to
remember that there were three towns named
Mezritch in Eastern Poland, and the Magid did
not preach Chassidism in Dad’s hometown.
After the war Dad would later catch up with his
resourceful colleagues from that period; many
of them came to the U.S. by way of Shanghai,
a city that welcomed many Jews and sheltered
them from the fascists. The Mirar Yeshiva was
re-established in Brooklyn after the war, and
many alumni became associated with Yeshiva
University; I even studied under several of
Dad’s friends in high school, enjoying an open-
minded approach that was rare and rewarding.

Before the situation deteriorated further Dad
got papers to enter Palestine, a freak opening
that many jumped through in 1935, He joined
the Rav Cook Talmudic Yeshiva in Jerusalem,
an institution still located at the entrance to
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life in Mezritch threatened to shorten the list
of candidates who would make Aliyah to Eretz
Yisrael during the Thirties. Whereas 80% of the
Jews were observant at the turn of the century,
only 20% remained religious just before the
war. And my father was part of this orthodox
minority who grew up with these new-world
influences.

Dad Mordecai Walked Away From
Poland

My father Mordecai’s escape story came first.
My grandparents Joseph and Esther Tchemni
had 9 children. They raised them in a religious
house-hold on the banks of the main river
curving through town, called the Krzna River.
Grandpa Joseph was a gardener, a rare Jewish
profession in those days. As the fifth child, my
father Mordecai was recognized as a Talmudic
prodigy, excelling in Jewish studies from the
remarkable age of seven. Unlike his secular-
leaning older brothers, my father’s early
aptitude for Jewish studies was proudly nurtured
by Grandpa Joseph, who sent him to study at the
best yeshivas in the region. My father left home
to study at a relatively early age, only returning
for the holidays from then on.

Around the age of 19, my father received a
draft call-up from the Polish Army. He knew
that the Poles would spitefully disrupt his
religious practice so he tried to fail the physical
exam by being underweight. He delayed the
indoctrination for a winter while walking great
distances every day and avoiding food when
he could. But this did not help. He was finally
required to enter the army under penalty, so he
chose to escape from Poland to Riga Latvia in
1932.
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Picture 1: Mordecai Left Mezritch Forever When He
Was 20, in 1932

Iremember Dad’s story about how he befriended
a border guard and nonchalantly strolled along
the border with him, then seemingly returning
from whence he came but actually continuing
across the frontier with a friendly wave.

That was the last time he saw anyone in his
family, until he finally located and brought
Aunt Ricky to the U.S. after the war 14 years
later. This unplanned permanent separation
depressed him all his life, haunting Dad with the
realization that he was a pious and talented Jew
but he could not generate the money needed to
get his trapped family out. Many years passed
corresponding with home, and then contact was
lost during the war.



How my Father Mordecai and Aunt Ricky Sadly
Left Mezritch

Bernie Mezrich
Tel Aviv, September 3, 2006

The only image we had of Mezritch came from
the stories, told many times as we were growing
up in Iowa and Brooklyn. Shabbat afternoon
stories about how my father Mordecai escaped
the Polish Army’s draft in 1932, and how his
sister Ricky escaped Mezritch by fleeing over
the river to Russia at the very last moment as the
war erupted in 1939. Both of them eventually
entered the safety of the United States. Dad
arrived before the war and after discovering
that his sister had survived in Siberia he then
anxiously pushed the Jewish Joint Organization
to bring Aunt Ricky and her common-law
husband Louis out to America. They finally
re-united in 1946, to settle in Iowa for a while
nearby Dad’s young family.

So my father and aunt apparently avoided the
immediate horror, physical suffering, and ever-
present death that eventually demolished the
large family they both had left behind, helpless
in the Nazi trap. But the quality of each of their
lives was ruined by the anger, nightmares, and
helpless frustration they felt as the family’s
unknown fate eventually focused into too-
graphic images of physical violation that their
loved ones surely endured. Lacking closure
with these memories of the large family that was
stuck in time at home along the river, these two
survivors became adult-orphan immigrants in
the U.S., attempting to raise their children with
purpose in an indifferent, marginally tolerant
host country that barely cared about what
happened to the surviving Jews. The frustration
of failing to save their captured family was our

legacy, the uncertainty over their final fate heart-
breaking when counting the candles at Yizkor.
Their tortured memories, often revealed in their
obsessive stories, became the only monument to
a large family we never knew.

Then I met Avraham and Naphtali, leaders of the
Mezritch Memorial Society, an organization in
Tel Aviv that preserves our connection with the
pre-war Mezritch. Approximately 18,000 Jews
were caught there in 1939, and 180 survived
to be liberated in 1945; tough or lucky, they
brought the stories out for you and me.
Admitting my naivet¢, I had an earlier
impression of Poland’s Jews being pious,
impractical, inwardly focused on a local
community that largely ignored the impending
doom. The pre-war Yiddish literature and scripts
of Isaac Bashevis Singer and Shalom Aleichem
described the many small “shtetles” along the
Polish-Russian border whose inhabitants lacked
the cosmopolitan sophistication and relative
wealth of secular Jews from Warsaw. And
these two cultures seemed alien to each other.
Mobility to escape seemed an option only for
Jews from the big cities.

But I learned that Mezritch was not dominated
by a fatalistic, self-critical attitude that may
be typical of pious people living with so
many imposed limitations inside and outside
the community, disappointed by this life
and making group reservations for the next.
The Jews of Mezritch were very secular and
world-curious in their outlook. Hearing these
new stories reveals a resourceful, creative,
cosmopolitan, and proud Jewish population;
we saw this is the movie “Little America”. In
fact, Moshe Brezniak commented that the good
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