
 

Chapter 1 This Charming Man  

 

Gidon Lev, father, son, grandfather, great-grandfather, dairyman, husband, 
builder, dancer, doer, Israeli, mischief maker and rascal, was born in Carlsbad, 
Czechoslovakia in 1935. And his name was not always Gidon. Nor was his name 
ever the anglicized “Gideon”, which is what I called him for weeks before he 
politely corrected me. Gidon is pronounced Gid-ahn, or Gid-awn, or Gid-ohn, or if 
you’re furious GEEDOOOOOOON but don’t ask me how I figured that out.  
 

At any rate, Peter Wolfgang Löw, who later became Gidon Lev, is a survivor of the 
Holocaust. He was imprisoned, with his mother in the Terezin (or Theresienstadt) 
concentration camp, about 55 kilometers (34 miles) north of Prague from 1941 to 
1945.  
 

Of the approximately 15,000 children who lived in or were transported through 
Terezin, it is estimated that only 92 lived. Gidon is one of those children.  
 

While he and his mother survived, Gidon’s father, great-grandmother, three 
grandparents, aunts, great-aunts, uncles, great-uncles and cousins all perished in 
Auschwitz, Buchenwald, Treblinka, Majdaneck and the Izbeca and Warsaw 
ghettos. What had been a large family spread over Czechoslovakia and Austria 
was reduced to two: Gidon and his mother, Doris.  
 

Like so many people, I certainly understood that the Holocaust was the lowest 
moment in human history, the absolute nadir of humankind and that six million 
Jews, and millions of gypsies, homosexuals, disabled people and perceived 
political enemies were systematically killed by Nazis. But it wasn’t part of my 
family history, nor anyone that I knew or had ever met.  
 

I was something like twelve years old when I saw a mini-series on television, 
called Holocaust, starring Meryl Streep and James Woods. It aired in four parts. I 
remember being shaken to my core. Ovens? For the – bodies? Gas chambers? 
Later in life, of course I learned much more about the Holocaust, through films, 
books and museum exhibits. I was only able to watch the first few minutes of 
Schindler’s List; it overwhelmed me. Years later, I made it through the film.  
 



When I was twenty-two years old, I converted to Judaism and married a Jewish 
man. We raised two kids and as they got older, I was increasingly worried about 
the Holocaust education that was coming their way. I didn’t want my children to 
feel scared about being Jewish; I didn’t want them to know what could and did 
happen. But their Holocaust education was handled gracefully and thoughtfully at 
the synagogue to which we belonged. Part of my decision to convert meant that 
for my children, the Shoah was a fact of Jewish history and they had to share the 
burden of this terrible knowledge.  
 

Many years later for very many reasons, I came to live in Israel. Let it be said, and 
this will seem obvious, but you cannot live in Israel and avoid the Holocaust. Every 
year, on Yom HaShoah, a siren blares out over the whole country, in every city, 
village and town and Israelis stop whatever they are doing and stand in silence 
while the siren moans for what seems like forever but is really two minutes. It is 
eerie, it is mournful, it is powerful. Cars pull over to the side of the road, freeways 
come to a standstill. The whole country simply stops and stands, heads bowed. I 
have seen and participated in this yearly rite for many years now and it never 
ceases to bowl me over with emotion.   
 

So perhaps it makes sense, while I was living in Israel, that I became a student of 
the Holocaust. I watched documentary after documentary about the final 
solution, the Nuremberg trials, various Nazi leaders, Himmler, Goering, Goebbels, 
Ilsa Koch, “the bitch of Buchenwald”, the capture and trial of Eichmann. I read Eli 
Wiesel, I read Primo Levi and Victor Frankl. What was I looking for? What was I 
trying to understand?  I still couldn’t find a way to make the Holocaust work in my 
brain. I had no analog for it. I could not process this horror. To be honest, I still 
can’t.  
 

Then I met Gidon. He was the first Holocaust survivor that I had ever met. One of 
the very first things that struck me about him was that his beautiful blue eyes had 
looked into the eyes of Nazis. The second thing that struck me was that Gidon was 
so cheerful and positive. How could this be?  
 

By the time I met him, encouraged by friends and family in the wake of the loss of 
his wife, Susan, Gidon had managed to write over forty-thousand words telling 
the story of his life, from birth to the present time.  Now, he wanted to turn that 
into a book and he began to search for an editor. I was utterly charmed by this 
darling old man with white hair, sparkling blue eyes and a mischievous grin but 



had no experience working with books about family history. What I didn’t say was 
that I was also not interested in books about family history. I told Gidon his best 
bet was to just get what he’d written professionally copy edited, then printed, 
bound and give copies to his family, who would, no doubt, lovingly put the book 
on a shelf.  
 

But Gidon was insistent about two things: he wanted more than a book for only 
his family, and that the Holocaust was not the defining event of his life, and by 
extension, nor should it define his book. That seemed fair enough to me, and a 
choice that Gidon, of all people was entitled to make. But I still didn’t want to get 
involved with his project because as much as I took an instant liking to Gidon, I 
really didn’t see an audience for his book outside of family and friends. How could 
I get involved with a  project that would not be read?  
 

We bid our goodbyes but I couldn’t stop thinking about Gidon and the hard work 
he had done writing about his life. He had indeed written a chapter or two about 
his experiences at Terezin yet he had also written exponentially more chapters 
thick with details of camping trips, moving house, karate lessons and working in 
dairy barns.  
 

Well, I thought, the very least I could do is to try to get Gidon the help he sorely 
needed to at least edit what he had written, and then he’d find out for himself 
what happened when the book was done. It wasn’t my problem. But he was so 
sweet, sincere and most of all – determined. Whether he wanted to delve into the 
subject of the Holocaust or not, I knew that he was part of a rapidly dwindling 
group of Holocaust survivors still living today and for that reason alone, even a 
chapter or two about Terezin was important.  
 

But how? What should I do?  What was my responsibility in this? It was clear to 
me that Gidon didn’t have the budget necessary to hire a professional team to 
make his book, as he’d written it, a reality. Even for his family.  
 

With no idea of what to expect, I made an appeal on a Facebook group for writers 
and journalists. Maybe I could persuade one or two people to help transcribe and 
copy edit some of Gidon’s writing, I thought.  Or simply offer some advice, words 
of encouragement and ideas about how – or whether – to approach this project. I 
got over 200 responses. It was overwhelming. Dozens of people volunteered their 
help, their advice and their encouragement. Most people noted that they were in 



tears just reading the post. I’d hit a nerve. I wept just reading the responses. 
Something special was happening, whether I wanted to be involved or not.   
 

I wondered, why were so many writers from all over the world so eager to donate 
their time and expertise for a person they’d never met and a book that nobody 
was going to read?  There was so much going on at the time, so many stressors, 
from the shock of the 2016 US election, to the horrifying, deadly rally in 
Charlottesville, mass shootings in America, stunning in their regularity, and 
climate-change in the form of larger and larger storms, yielding floods, dust 
storms and waves of immigration. Political upheaval and increasing anti-Semitic 
and racists acts were jolting Europeans and Americans alike.  
 

And yet, and likely, because of these conditions, hundreds of writers offered their 
services, advice and support for Gidon’s project. 
 

Suddenly I was struck by something. This was the fuel I had needed; the story of 
Gidon’s book became the story about the story of Gidon’s book. But he would 
have to compromise and wrap his mind and expectations around a book very 
different from what he had envisioned. Was he willing to do that? Well, did I think 
that if we made some changes in his approach that a lot of people might read the 
book? Yes, I told him, I think they might. But the Holocaust should not be the 
focus of the book, Gidon insisted. I hesitated. Gidon, of course the Holocaust did 
not define you but you see what’s on the news today, you see what’s going on. I 
think your experiences can help people to take heed of the past and to know 
about what happened. But the Holocaust was one event in my life, not my whole 
life, Gidon said. Yes, I replied – and that is where the hope is, that’s my point. It 
was one event in your life, and yet you are here. Tell us what it was like and how 
it encouraged you to live the life that you have lived. Tell us what your secret is, 
how you are so happy and determined. Give other people hope that they too can 
overcome brutality and heartbreak and, as you have, not only live but live well in 
the face of that. Tell us what happens when we allow intolerance and hatred to 
take us over. You are a witness to history, Gidon, and there are very few of you 
left. That gave Gidon pause. He decided to give reconceptualizing his book a 
go.  That was when our adventure kicked off. Neither of us had any idea what we 
had gotten ourselves into.  
 

As Gidon wrote and rewrote portions of his original manuscript, I unspooled a 
long white board sticker in his hallway, so he could look at and check dates and 



match them up with events. What began to appear within the dates and detail (or 
despite them) was that Gidon’s is the story of a little boy who never really grew 
up, with a desperate need to belong and to (re)build a family for himself.  
 

Gidon’s life was and continues to be a very full one, filled with children, 
grandchildren, birthday parties, camping trips and barbecues, hard work, good 
days and bad days – like all of us. His story encompasses the beginnings of a 
fledgling country and a marriage gone tragically wrong and of another marriage 
that became a vivid, fulfilling and sometimes stormy romance that lasted over 
forty years.  Gidon suffered through two stage four bouts of cancer – colon and 
bladder – and then lost his beloved wife Susan to cancer immediately afterward. 
He found himself alone in a big house, surrounded by memories. Which is when 
he decided to start writing.   
 

There are a few events in Gidon’s life – painful ones, embarrassing ones – that he 
did not write about in this book. There were private heartbreaks and betrayals 
that he told me about in off-handed ways but that he did not  elaborate on. He 
chose and chooses not to delve into some aspects of his life, while others he 
shares very openly. There is not always an obvious reason for this except that I 
think it makes Gidon very human.  
 

There were many other things that Gidon hadn’t included in his original 
manuscript as well, things about Israel’s history, culture and politics, not to 
mention the ongoing conflict with the Palestinians. He didn’t feel qualified, as an 
“every man” to chime in on these issues, and anyway, he said, he’d been busy 
raising his children and making a living.  
 

With the book re-imagined, we needed more material. So I recorded interviews 
with him on many of these topics and he had, it turns out, quite a lot to say. He 
had been a witness to and participant in history in Israel, not just Europe and he 
began to realize that maybe, just maybe, his opinions and reflections did matter. 
These interviews were transcribed by volunteers and in them, we discussed topics 
ranging from how he felt about receiving reparations from the German 
government to his thoughts about Menachem Begin, Anwar Sadat and the 
assassination of Yitzhak Rabin.  
 

Then we went on tour of the barrier wall dividing Israel and the West Bank. We 
went to Givat Haim Ihud, the kibbutz in central Israel that houses the Beit 



Theresienstadt museum, which was established by survivors. Gidon wept. I cried 
too. We went to Kibbutz Yad Mordechai,  which lies only a couple of kilometers 
from Gaza and went to the Warsaw ghetto uprising museum. (Outside, the 
museum had on display, a selection of rusty qasam rockets that had been fired at 
the kibbutz over time and up until recently.) We went to the Islamic Museum of 
Art in Jerusalem, we went to a joint Naqba/Memorial Day gathering in Tel Aviv 
and were floored to hear David Grossman speak. We went to a large protest 
against Netanhayu, who, I discovered, with no surprise, Gidon heartily disliked. In 
fact, one day, as we were driving along a large, sunny boulevard near Gidon’s 
home, we drove past yet another large billboard urging voters to vote for Bibi. I’m 
going to write something on that, Gidon muttered. What, are you serious? I 
asked. Yes, he said. Okay, sure, I thought. Two days later, a can of spray paint 
appeared on Gidon’s dining room table. At three o’clock that morning, he donned 
his hoodie, took the can and crept to the intersection, where he scrawled 
“Enough, Bibi, go home!” in Hebrew. He was elated by his subversive act and the 
graffiti stayed on the billboard for two days before it was painted over.   
 

We both realized that actually, Gidon was living his book in the now. And so was 
I.  
We began to shop for groceries together, make soup together, and to see movies 
together. We spent virtually every waking moment together and came to sit side-
by-side silently reading, or watching football matches on television (which Gidon, 
thankfully, explained to me; he’s a lifelong fan of the game) or reading over parts 
of the book or looking at maps of Czechoslovakia and Europe. I went with and 
cheered Gidon on as he did his annual Holocaust presentation at his grandson’s 
high school. Then I found myself at a play his grandson was in and meeting his 
family. I introduced a hesitant Gidon to my super delicious, nutritious protein 
shakes and the suggestion that one doesn’t have to eat potatoes every day. I 
should add here that Gidon came out on top in the Great Potato Dispute and I 
learned to never again come between that man and his potatoes. We realized 
that despite our 29 year age difference, we had fallen for each other. Gidon was 
my Loving Life Buddy, or, as I referred to him, my LLB.  
 

Being a Holocaust survivor, I would discover, as we worked on this project 
together, has a kind of cursed, double-edged currency. Not in Israel, I should note. 
In Israel Holocaust survivors are not uncommon, and although their numbers are 
dwindling and fast, Israelis are accustomed to their presence in the social fabric. 
But outsiders, visitors are floored when they meet Gidon. Oh WOW you are a 



Holocaust survivor?! – I have seen people practically genuflect before Gidon and 
the room shifts on its axis. This person? Standing in front of me now? Saw that? 
Experienced that?! Gidon is suddenly a saint or a relic or both. But neither of 
those definitions really  describe what Gidon went through, or afford him the 
uniqueness that he and all survivors of all horrors deserve. At times, Gidon takes 
the awe in hand and helpfully answers questions for the stunned inquirer, and 
other times, perhaps in a different mood, he shifts the conversation away from 
himself.  
 

It struck me that it must be at times a heavy weight to carry, to have witnessed 
such things and done your absolute best to put them behind you, and yet feel 
obligated to share and remember for posterity. Besides, if you were a child at the 
time, which memories are accurate and which have become a combination of 
snippets of blurry memories and information gleaned later? This is something that 
sometimes troubles Gidon.  
 

Once, he was asked by two people in the space of two days, about whether he 
remembered the public hangings at Terezin. To the first person, Gidon went into 
great detail about that terrible event, describing it vividly. To the second person, 
Gidon claimed he could not remember the hanging at all.  
 

I was thrown off; was Gidon simply making things up? Were any of his memories 
of Terezin real?  
 

“The truth is”,  he told me, “that I only remember standing in the public square 
and it was cold, and there was a large crowd and we were being made to watch 
something, and suddenly my mother pulled my face into her coat so I couldn’t see 
and everybody gasped. That’s all I remember.”  
 

That fragment, that sense memory has stayed with Gidon throughout his life, as 
did many other terrible sights, sounds and realities of his concentration camp 
experience. He came to internalize shock, constant hunger, brutality, terror and 
suffering into his young psyche as a matter of course.  This was the fabric of his 
childhood. Gidon is painfully aware that this is not a normal childhood, yet he 
knew no other.  
 

For decades, Gidon didn’t look back. In those early years after the war, most 
survivors didn’t look back. There was an ethos of shame surrounding the 
Holocaust, that those who suffered and died were “led like sheep” to their 



deaths. Many survivors didn’t have the support they needed to mend their 
broken spirits and in many cases didn’t have the language to describe what 
happened, nor the vocabulary for such horrors. The other witnesses – millions of 
them – had perished, taking their testimony with them into ditches and 
crematoria. Being a Holocaust survivor, in other words, is a lonely experience.  
 

In March of 2019, shortly after his 84 birthday, Gidon and I took a ride in an 
ambulance. Gidon was feeling some pressure in his chest and we were both 
scared. I sat in the front of the ambulance next to the driver. None of the 
paramedics spoke much English and I was desperately trying to ascertain what 
Gidon’s vital signs were, what they thought of his condition. I was not able to 
glean the information that I wanted but then I keyed in on the sound of Gidon’s 
voice, speaking to the paramedics in Hebrew. He was telling them that he was 
from Karlovy Vary (Carlsbad) and that he was 84, and that he’d recently had a 
birthday. I could tell he was enjoying the big grins and interest in him from the 
young paramedics. When we arrived at the hospital, Gidon refused the stretcher 
and instead hopped out and walked himself in. I knew he was going to be okay 
and if not, that Gidon would die in the same that he has lived – on his own terms, 
choosing to tell his story to anyone who will listen. Besides, we were “nowheres 
done with the book”, he said.  
 

Nowheres done. He was right. I just didn’t know what to do with so much raw 
material. And Gidon still had his own ideas about how the book should be 
arranged.  
 

 Tell me - if you wrote a book about your life, where would you choose to begin? 
At your birth? At the cusp of some formative moment like a marriage or the birth 
of a child?  The first chapter of Gidon’s book was something that he wanted to 
meet head-on, right away, and this was non-negotiable. It was an event that he 
knew was emotionally connected to his concentration camp experience almost 
thirty years prior yet stood out to him as the single most painful event of his life. 
It would take me some time to figure out why Gidon was so insistent 
about  putting this chapter ahead of all else, but when I put the pieces together, I 
saw the opportunity for healing.  
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