
Chapter 3: Prague  

 

As Gidon and I packed up to go to Prague, I realized that had romanticized the 

Europe that I knew about from books and movies. Just what shade of red scarf to 

you bring to Prague, anyway? I had been to London and to Paris before, but that 

was the extent of my European adventures. In my mind’s eye, there was Europe 

Before World War II, tumultuous, yes, but sophisticated, cultured and so 

European, that ineffable, superior quality we Americans adore. Then there was 

Europe During World War II – a kind of hell, with billowing black smoke and 

lines of tanks and concentration camps. Then there was Europe After the War; 

cafes, fountains and cathedrals of historic grandeur.  

Why did I have such images of post-War Europe as being a kind of glamorous 

place to go when in reality, it was a heap of smoking ruins for years? That heap of 

smoking ruins had to be rebuilt and a number of international organizations were 

formed post-haste. The UN (United Nations) UNICEF (UN International 

Children’s Emergency Fund), WHO (World Health Organization) and the World 

Bank are just a few. With the post-war innovation and optimism and in America, a 

new era of consumerism and tourism was born. Hollywood films showed 

American audiences Europeans sitting in cafes, riding Vespas and smoking 

insouciantly. It was an image cultivated to encourage tourism and economic 



growth. An American could be forgiven for buying into this hopeful, glamorous 

vision.  

World War II and The Holocaust are often understood differently in popular 

culture. How had I never noticed this? For some, World War II occupies the 

foreground, with places and names like Winston Churchill, Dunkirk, Normandy, 

Hitler, Patton and HBO’s Band of Brothers brought to mind. World War II means 

war, battles, tanks, bombers, ruins and rations. The Holocaust is the monster 

happening in the background. The Holocaust is different. It brings up images of 

corpses, ovens, barbed wire fences and ominous, chugging trains full of terrified 

Jews. Names like Hitler, Himmler, Eichmann, Göering and places like Auschwitz, 

Treblinka come to mind.  How did it come to pass that one conflict, which 

exploded into thousands of conflicts and acts of brutality and war across Europe 

can be seen as separate narratives? Isn’t the Holocaust synonymous with World 

War II?  And what is the “Shoah”, anyway?  

I was not familiar with the word “Shoah” until I saw Claude Lanzman’s epic 

film by the same name, in 1985. Initially, I understood the word as the title of the 

film, and I knew that Shoah is a Hebrew word that means “catastrophe”.  I have 

noticed that over time, in the way that language so often shifts and shapes our 

awareness in new ways, that among Jews in particular, the use of the word Shoah 

has become ascendant. The word “holocaust” has an interesting provenance. It 



came from the first Greek translation of the Hebrew bible, called the Septuagint, 

and dates back to the 3rd century BCE. Holocaust is a biblical word and scholars 

agree that it means “wholly burnt” and in the context of the bible, refers to a burnt 

offering. It was first used to describe the Hamidian (or, in modern terms, 

Armenian) massacres perpetrated by the Ottoman Turks between 1894 to 1896. 

“The Holocaust”, with a capital “T” and a capital “H”, has become synonymous 

with the Jewish genocide at the hands of the Nazis.  

There was a whole lot of context missing from my imagined Europe.  In fact, 

immediately after the war, Europe had an enormous humanitarian crisis.  The 

Nazis had deported between 7 and 9 million Europeans, mostly to Germany. After 

Germany’s surrender, in 1945, the Allies repatriated over 6 million “displaced 

persons”. Between 1.5 and 2 million DP’s refused repatriation. Jewish survivors 

and those who had been in hiding were fearful of returning to eastern Europe 

because anti-Semitism was rampant and their communities had been destroyed. In 

other words, the end of the war was far from a return to normalcy, much less 

grandeur. There was a tidal wave of traumatized, emaciated and sick Jewish and 

other refugees with nowhere to go.  

If Gidon had a more nuanced understanding of Europe and specifically Prague 

before and after the war than I did, he didn’t express it. Not right away. His 

feelings, it turns out, were complicated. He had been back to the Czech Republic 



before but he seemed to feel a sense of urgency; maybe he thought he would never 

see these places again. I think that perhaps he wanted to look at the country of his 

birth from a new vantage point, an older one, without children in tow, but rather 

with his devoted student at his side.   

The plane held all the usual suspects; crying children, harried parents, young 

travelers, people with no overt personality signature outside of Fatigue and a group 

of about twenty Yeshiva students from Brooklyn who had been studying in Israel 

and were next to visit the gravesite of a famous rabbi in Prague. “Oh great,” Gidon 

muttered as we took in the black-clad group of youths.   

There is a curious and often painful divide between secular and religious Jews 

in Israel. This is sometimes expressed with secular Jews feeling that the very 

religious (the ultra-orthodox) are backward, superstitious and intolerant and with 

the ultra-orthodox viewing secular Israelis as having abandoned what they see as 

the basic obligations of being a Jew. Though the ultra-orthodox make up only 

about 12% of the population in Israel, their political influence, many argue, is 

outsized. A more or less familiar source of friction within Israel, the argument for 

many comes down to “who is a Jew” or “who is Jewish enough”? For Gidon, this 

argument is, at times, so ludicrous as to be totally dismissed and, at other times, a 

subject that infuriates him. One of the students was sat next to us. Gidon 



practically salivated at the opportunity for a good argument.  I pitied the kid. But 

the confrontation Gidon was hoping for did not occur. 

Gidon’s family was, like many Jews living in central and western Europe 

before the war, entirely secular and very much a part of the local culture.  Gidon 

did not have a ritual circumcision, bar mitzvah, or any of the typical rites of 

passage for male Jews. In fact, he didn’t realize he was Jewish until he was in a 

concentration camp. After the war, Gidon never considered a religious Jewish 

identity for a moment. For him, being a Jew meant building a country. To Gidon, 

any religious observance, much less strict Jewish religious observance, is illogical 

at best.  

Our arrival at Vaclav Havel Airport was inglorious and chaotic at best. Suffice 

to say that one should be suspicious of any carrier called “Smart” anything. Be that 

as it may, we made it to our shared rented flat, and Gidon quickly befriended our 

co-travelers, talking late into the night with a couple from Spain.  

The next day I discovered the towering spires and fairytale buildings of Prague 

– or Praha in Czech – which has been significantly renovated and lucratively re-

imagined since the fall of the Soviet Union. I didn’t need my red scarf; it was 

unseasonably warm. In fact, it was hot and air conditioners were impossible to 

find. Prague is one of the top tourist destinations in Europe and for good reason. 

Like other European capitals, Prague has a long, windy history of kings, invasions, 



destruction, and rebuilding. Wash, rinse, repeat. It struck me as a city where the 

cool kids live; the artists, writers, and intellectuals. Prague is a city in which one 

could linger for weeks, going to museums, reading novels and sitting in cafes, 

soaking up the atmosphere as the sun slips over the pointy buildings and creates 

deep shadows. And there are shadows in Prague.  

On our second day, Gidon and I made our way over the cobblestones and 

through the crowds to the Pinkas Synagogue in the old Jewish quarter. A 

synagogue dating back to the 16th century, it is now run by the Jewish Museum. 

Inside the synagogue/museum is a permanent exhibit of the names of the estimated 

78,000 Czech Jews murdered in the Holocaust. The names are written according to 

the village or region of the country, then called Czechoslovakia. Regions with 

Hapsburgy names like Moravia and Bohemia. It took Gidon, and I only minutes to 

find the names of his father and grandparents. Nearby, the Yeshiva boys we’d seen 

on the plane were gathered in a circle and singing a traditional song of grief and 

mourning in Hebrew. Their voices rose above us and echoed. Without warning, I 

burst into tears. Some travel companion I was.  
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