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Dr. Emmy Leah Zitter. Published in Mishpacha's Family First Magazine, February 2, 2022

Emmy Leah hears (and wears) ...

A Chain of Stories

Jaffa Gate, some weeks ago. I'm walking back from the Kotel with my husband, wearing my gold
Chai chain, the necklace my mother a'h gave me before she died. It's a lovely piece of jewelry, the
shining Hebrew letters Chai surrounded by delicate filigree circles etched in fine gold.

Despite Covid restrictions, the area is hopping. Chassidim hurrying, tourists listening wide-eyed to
their guides, a group of seminary girls laughing together. Some young Arab men stand idly by.
The usual Old City crowd.

Suddenly, something less usual. One of the Arab men breaks away from his friends and stands in
front of me.

"Where did you get that?" he asks in accented English, pointing to my Chai.
Taken aback, | answer automatically:

"It was my mother's. She was a Holocaust survivor, and her aunt gave it to her after she was
freed from Auschwitz."

His turn to be taken aback. He stares once more at the Chai, mutters, "Beautiful," and walks
away.

Slightly shaken, we try to figure out what just happened. My husband, ever practical, suggests
that the man might own a stall in the nearby shuk and wanted to buy the Chai off me. I, expert at
worst-case scenarios, wonder if he'd considered yanking it off my neck and running away.

That question remains unanswered. What is clear is that something about the Chai and my
answer to his question impressed this young Arab. Maybe he'd never met someone related to a
Holocaust survivor. Or maybe he'd never seen a piece of jewelry that could tell such a story...

3k 3k 3k %k %k %k %k %k %k

Where to start the Chai's backstory? Perhaps in pre-war Munkacs, where my mother, with her
eye for detail, noticed an address on letters sent from America by her father's brother. That story
was brutally interrupted by the Shoah, by the murder of her parents, her young husband, her
infant son, three sisters and their families, by her year in Auschwitz, by the torture of slave labor,
hunger, death marches.

The story continues in Sweden, where my mother was sent with other young survivors for
rehabilitation. She was grateful for the help the Swedish people gave, but when some girls,
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desperate for family, began marrying Swedish boys, she knew she had to leave. But where could
she go?

Palestine? The situation in the D.P. camps was desperate, so she wasn't eligible for a certificat.
Back to Munkacs, now under Russian rule? The Russian embassy sent a representative to invite
her to come "home"; she reminded him that she had no home in the country that sold her people
to the Nazis.

America. She had an uncle there. But where? ...That left

Slowly my mother's memory of letters from America returned, and bit-by-bit she remembered
her Uncle Eisler's address in New York. She contacted him, and he sponsored her to come to the
United States. She would leave the land of death and destruction and go to her uncle in the land
of new hope.

In her writings, my mother described a rough ocean crossing. Despite seasickness, watching the
waves pitching around her, she decided: | will cast my tears into those waters and start life again
with my father's brother, the only survivor of my parents' generation.

Only it didn't work out that way. Disembarking, ready to start her new life, she found out: while
...she was crossing the ocean, her uncle had died. Yet another blow she must survive

But survive she did. Her aunt, Tante Eisler, took her in. Though her American relatives were kind,
my mother, ever independent, soon was learning English and working as a seamstress to pay her
own way.

Tante Eisler couldn't give my mother all she had lost, but she did give her a first home in the US.
She gave her a new chance for life...

And she gave her the Chai.

3k 3k >k %k %k %k %k %k k k

| wear the Chai often, especially when | go to the Kotel. Somehow, the story the shining
ornament tells echoes the story of the ancient stones: a tale of tragedy, of destruction, of
renewed hope, of rebuilding.... a story of Chai.

And then | hear my mother's voice, as she would proudly proclaim at every simcha of every child
and grandchild in the family she rebuilt:

Am Yisrael Chai!

See more at: https://mishpacha.com/contributors/marcia-stark-meth-emmy-leah-stark-zitter-
miriam-stark-zakon/
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