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Introduction

Several initiatives to document the experiences of child Holocaust survivors
emerged in the aftermath of WWIL. Early collections of children’s testimonies
from various parts of Europe have already become the focus of research;
notable examples include Dr. Helena Wrobel-Kagan’s initiative in the Bergen-
Belsen DP camp,' the Jewish Historical Commission in Poland,? the Benjamin
Tenenbaum (Tene) Collection in Poland and Germany,’ and Eli Getreu’s Col-
lection in Sweden.* Significant parts of two of these collections — children’s
testimonies from Dr. Helena Wrobel-Kagan Collection and Benjamin Tene
Collection - are held in the GFH Archives.

Within the Romanian Holocaust historiographical context, testimonies
given by orphaned child survivors from the Bukovina and Bessarabia regions,
which were collected by Youth Aliyah in 1944 in Mandatory Palestine, were
analyzed by Mihiilescu.’ Early postwar accounts on Jewish orphans from
Transnistria, published in booklets authored by Jewish survivors and jour-
nalists as well as in the Jewish and non-Jewish Romanian press, were also
the focus of research.® Furthermore, studies concerning the lives of Jewish
children deported to Transnistria and the orphans’ repatriation in 1944,7 as
well as research on the postwar struggles of the surviving Jewish population
in Romania and their rehabilitation,® provide essential context for under-
standing both the status of child survivors in Romania and the general cir-
cumstances of early documentation initiatives.

While these research attempts are notable, it appears that a set of early testi-
monies of child survivors has escaped the focus of scholarship. This is the Hersh
Segal Collection, which includes 85 handwritten children’s accounts document-
ing their experiences in the ghettos and camps of Transnistria between 1941 and
1944. Mostly in Yiddish, these testimonies were collected in 1946 at the Jewish
orphanage in Bacdu and in 1947 at the Jewish School in Gura Humorului at the
initiative of Hersh Segal. Twenty-five of the accounts were privately published
in Yiddish between 1982 and 1984 in Israel in two booklets.’

After years of being in private hands, the collection was donated in 1983
to the GFH Archives. It was digitized several years ago and is now available
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online. Copies of the booklets are held in several archives, such as Moreshet,
Yad Vashem, the National Library of Israel, and the United States Holocaust
Memorial Museum. The two booklets were included by Ozacky-Stern in a
study of archival documentation concerning survival and commemoration
at the Moreshet Archive in Israel.!® Additionally, an introductory talk on
the Hersh Segal Collection was given in 2024 during the “Talking Memory”
Series organized by the GFH on the Romanian Jewry during the Holocaust.

This chapter will discuss the circumstances surrounding the donation of
the materials to the GFH Archives, the background and the motivation of
the people who collected the testimonies, and the structure of the testimonies
themselves. By clarifying the provenance of the collection'!, it aims to enrich
its accessibility and contribute to the history of child rehabilitation in post-
war Romania.

The Ghetto Fighters’ House: A Documentary Debt

On May 25, 1983, the Organization of Survivors of Transnistria Camps in
Israel, in cooperation with the GFH, held a conference on child survivors.'?
Moshe Tau, the conference chairman, opened the event by reflecting on the
experiences of children during the deportations and emphasized the survi-
vors’ responsibility to commemorate those who did not survive the deporta-
tions and the Transnistria ghettos and camps. Addressing the attendees — mostly
Holocaust survivors from Romania - Tau stated:

Within a short period, our beloved dear ones perished and we were
orphaned. In a time fraught with disasters and hardships, we grew up
overnight. The years of childhood - defined by innocent laughter and a
lack of worry - vanished as if they had never existed |[. . .]. With cour-
age of spirit, we left the ghettos for hard and dangerous labor. We did
this for a small crust of bread that allowed us to stay alive. [. . .] We
shall not forget the Holocaust, with days and nights of cruel, terrible
traumas and anxieties [. . .]. We will remember our loved ones |[. . .]
every day, every hour, for they were our most precious treasure.'?

Tau’s words reflected the commemorative mandate of the GFH, which hosted
the conference and has upheld this mission since its founding. Established in
April 1949 alongside Kibbutz Lohamei Haghetaot by Holocaust survivors
from Poland and Lithuania,' the institution has functioned as an active site
of memory “that sought, intermittently, to shape not only the past but also
the present and the future”."

Zvi Shner, one of the founders and the director of the GFH at the time, re-
inforced Moshe Tau’s speech, interpreting his words as a call to all survivors
in attendance to assist in documenting the Holocaust of Romanian Jewry.
Shner advocated concrete action, urging survivors to provide written testi-
monies and to deposit “every photograph, every document, every artifact,
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every letter, and every printed item from this period”'¢ found in their posses-
sion to a public archive!” for preservation and research.

In fact, Shner’s appeal represented a renewal of the first general call to
donate materials published by the GFH Archives in 1951." It also echoed the
broader mandate of the Archives: to document the Jewish world destroyed
during the Holocaust by collecting documentation concerning the Jews’ life
and struggles' before, during, and in the aftermath of WWIIL. The founders
viewed this archival work both as fulfilling the Last Will and Testament of
those who perished during the Holocaust and as a direct continuation of the
documentation work begun in the ghettos.?’ By focusing on the Romanian
Jewry communities, Shner addressed what he perceived as “a documentary
debt” to the victims of the Holocaust in Romania:

The people of this place, those who established this “House”, those
who managed it for years, we all came from Poland. The things that
happened in Poland are close to our hearts; we know them, we un-
derstand them. Only a small amount of attention - that is to say, not
enough - did we devote to other Jewish communities in Europe that
were also victims of the Nazi extermination plan. Among these com-
munities are both Hungary and Romania, and we have been trying in
recent years to fill the void, to pay the debt that we remained owing.?!

The administrative records of the GFH Archives reveal sporadic efforts to
document the Holocaust of Romanian Jewry prior to 1983. For example, the
correspondence from 1950 to 1951 between the GFH and the Israeli Lega-
tion in Bucharest reveals an early attempt to clandestinely bring books and
archival documentation from Romania.?> Another attempt was made in the
early 1970s through a cooperation between the GFH and the survivors’ asso-
ciation of the Vapniarka camp (the Organization of Former Political Depor-
tees and Internees — Jewish Anti-fascist Fighters in the Vapniarka Camp). The
aim was to obtain documentary materials from Romania for a stand about
the Vapniarka camp at the GFH. While only a small amount of material was
successfully copied and deposited in the Archives, a model of the Vapniarka
camp - created by the camp survivor Avraham Solomovici (Avi Sela) - was
exhibited next to the Treblinka model in the “Concentration and Extermina-
tion Camps” exhibition at the GFH in 1971.%3

The GFH attempts to document the Holocaust of Romanian Jewry in the
early 1950s were part of the institution’s wider mission to document the
Holocaust. Additionally, over the years, other institutions and scholars in
Israel — including Yad Vashem, Bela Vago, and Theodor Lavie — made con-
siderable efforts to obtain documentation on the Holocaust of Romanian
Jewry, despite the limitations imposed by the archives in Communist Roma-
nia, which remained closed until the late 1980s. Efforts for documentation
were also made by different survivors’ associations, including HOR and the
Association of Bessarabian Jews.*
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Shner thought that the solution to the GFH Archives’ “documentary debt”
could be found in private and family collections. Tracing and collecting ma-
terials from private hands could, on the one hand, fill part of the void left
by the scarcity of official documentation from Romania, while, on the other
hand, it might give survivors a voice and a space to bring their narratives to
the attention of Israeli society. This corresponded to the received narrative
of the GFH depicting “the role of the archive as a public asset: one that is
based on contributions, but at the same time makes a contribution, one that
constructs a basis of knowledge for education and research”.?

Furthermore, materials documenting children during the Holocaust have
been traced and collected since the early years of the GFH; among these is
one of the central collections of the Archives: the Koordynacja Collection.
The Koordynacja Organization (The Zionist Coordination for the Redemp-
tion of Jewish Children) operated in postwar Poland with the aim of lo-
cating Jewish children hidden in convents and with Christian families and
returning them to surviving Jewish communities. The organization’s activists
maintained a card index of children under their care, on which they recorded
information concerning each child’s identity and fate during the war, includ-
ing information provided by the child.?® This collection contains hundreds of
index cards and several albums with children’s information and photographs.
Its acquisition precedes the 1951 GFH public call to donate materials. It was
brought to Mandatory Palestine by Sara-Neshamit Shner, a former partisan
in Lithuania, a leading figure of the Koordynacja Organization and one of
the founders of kibbutz Lochamei Haghetaot, and by Leibl-Arieh Kuriski,
the former secretary of Koordynacja Organization.?”

While the Koordynacja cards were written by the organization’s adult
activists, a different collection deposited in the early days of the GFH Ar-
chives captures the perspective of the child survivors in their own writing.
Benjamin Tenenbaum (Tene), a Polish-born Jewish writer and translator, im-
migrated to Mandatory Palestine in 1937. Returning to Poland in 1946 as
an emissary for Hashomer Hatzair, he visited several children’s homes and
Hashomer Hatzair training camps, where he taught Hebrew and lectured
about the Land of Israel to young survivors. During his year-long stay in
Poland, Tenenbaum, together with two associates, collected around 1,000
testimonies, handwritten by child survivors (aged 9 to 19 years old) in Pol-
ish, Yiddish, and Russian, both in Poland and in 17 DP camps in Germany.
He translated some of these testimonies into Hebrew and published them in
Mandatory Palestine in 1947 in a collection entitled “One of a City and Two
of a Family”.?® Of the 1,000 testimonies, over 650 were donated to the GFH
Archives by Tenenbaum in 1951.%

These early acquisitions set a precedent, demonstrating that the efforts to
document child survivors’ accounts were an integral part of the Archives’
acquisition strategy, even before the formal public call for materials in 1951.

It was within this institutional context of the “documentary debt” that the
Hersh Segal Collection was deposited at the GFH Archives. Approximately
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one month after the conference, Gershon Segal submitted a folder contain-
ing 85 accounts, handwritten by children between 1946 and 1947, which
recounted their experiences during the deportations to Transnistria. Gershon
attributed the project’s initiative to his brother, Hersh Segal, who had passed
away the previous year®. In addition to the handwritten manuscripts, the
collection included a letter written by Rachel Hasenfratz, one of the teach-
ers who helped Segal with his project. Two booklets, including 25 of the
children’s accounts, were also added later to the collection: the first, edited
by Hersh Segal and published in 1982 shortly after his death; the second,
published by Gershon Segal in 1984.

While the 1983 conference’s attendance list was not preserved, making it
impossible to confirm Gershon Segal’s presence, the timing of the acquisition
serves as a poignant example of the conference’s immediate impact. It also
shows the proactive documentation practices of the GFH in collecting new
testimonies and materials created by private initiative. The cooperation be-
tween the GFH and the Organization of Survivors of Transnistria Camps in
Israel continued in two subsequent conferences in 19843! and 1985, as well
as with the publication of Hanna Meller-Faust’s memoir about her experi-
ences as a teenager deported to Transnistria.*?

The Hersh Segal Collection

Hersh Segal was born in 1905 in Novi Strilyshcha, Galicia. At a young age,
his family relocated to Putila, Bukovina. Following the outbreak of WWI, the
family fled to Prague, eventually settling in Czernowitz, Bukovina, in 1917.
Segal studied mathematics and physics at Czernowitz University, graduating
in the beginning of the 1930s. After his military service in the Romanian
army in Botosani, he returned to Czernowitz, where he worked as a math-
ematics teacher, including for ORT (Association for the Promotion of Skilled
Trades). During the Soviet rule of northern Bukovina (1940-1941), he was a
teacher at a secondary Yiddish school in Czernowitz.** While there is limited
information concerning his fate between 1941 and 1944, it is known that he
managed to remain in Czernowitz, together with his mother, Malka Segal,
and brother, Gershon-Moses Segal. Hersh Segal was conscripted for forced
labor and appears on a list of Jewish skilled workers used by the Romanian
Orthodox Religious Fund of Bukovina in October 1942.3° After the Soviets
liberated Czernowitz (spring 1944), Segal returned to work at the second-
ary Yiddish school. In 1946, he moved to Bacau, Romania, where he was a
mathematics teacher until his immigration to Israel in 1962.%¢

Alongside his career as a mathematics teacher, Segal took an active role
in the Jewish intellectual milieu of Czernowitz before WWII. He delivered
lectures on Jewish literature, history, and philosophy and contributed to the
field of Yiddish literature by editing and publishing works of contemporary
Yiddish poets. For example, he co-edited the anthology Naye yidishe dikh-
tung (New Yiddish Poetry), published in Czernowitz in 1934, and edited the
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Zeks Shloflider (Six lullabies) in 1939. The latter was a collection of poems
written by various Yiddish writers (including Itzik Manger) with melodies by
Leibu Levin and drawings by the Jewish artist Isiu Scharf.?”

In the 1970s, while a retired mathematics teacher in Israel, Hersh Segal de-
livered lectures in Yiddish about the linguistic influence of the Yiddish language
on the poetry of Paul Celan, an acquaintance of his from Czernowitz.>® He
also continued his publicist work. His most well-known achievement was the
first-time publication, in 1976, of the poems of Selma Meerbaum-Eisinger - his
former pupil at the Czernowitz Yiddish school and a cousin of Paul Celan — who
had been killed in Transnistria in 1942.% This was followed by Segal’s attempt
to research, edit, and publish some of the children’s accounts about the Transn-
istria deportation that he collected in the aftermath of the war.

Background and Motivation

Hersh Segal was among the 40,000-50,000 Bukovina Jews who survived the
Holocaust. Following liberation, most of the survivors from the Czernowitz
area returned from Transnistria to the city in the hope of finding relatives or
friends. Upon their return, they faced a renewed division of Bukovina: the
northern part, including Czernowitz, became part of the Soviet Union, while
the southern part remained under Romanian administration. The hardships
of postwar life in Czernowitz, combined with the grim memory of Soviet rule
between 1940 and 1941, led many Bukovina Jews, including Segal, to seek
a life outside Soviet rule. Some survivors crossed the border illegally into
Romania. Others, Bukovina survivors who were Romanian citizens before
the war, crossed the border legally during the brief repatriation authorized by
the Soviets in 1945 and 1946.* In many cases, northern Bukovina survivors
became refugees in their own country, seeking shelter in parts of Romania
where they had no previous homes to return to.

Influenced by postwar realities, including the displacement of the Buk-
ovina Jewish survivors and his own status as a repatriate in Bacau, Segal
began a Holocaust documentation project of his own. Consistent with his
pre-war cultural activities and as part of the group of Yiddish supporters
who repatriated to Bacdu and sought to promote literature in this language,*'
Segal encouraged children of Holocaust survivors from the Jewish orphan-
age in Bacdu in 1946 to write down accounts of their wartime experiences
alongside songs they remembered singing or hearing in Transnistria. He later
recalled that, although the children sang these songs for him, he lacked the
means at the time to document the melodies.*?

To expand his project, he contacted the Jewish School in Gura Humoru-
lui, southern Bukovina. With the assistance of local educators, among them
Rachel Hasenfratz, he collected testimonies from Jewish children who had
returned from Transnistria and were enrolled at the school in 1947.4

While Hasenfratz was not the initiator of the project, her role as a teacher
and a caregiver at the Gura Humorului school - shaped by her education and
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wartime experiences in Transnistria — significantly influenced the documenta-
tion methods in which the testimonies were collected.** Born in 1901 in Gura
Humorului to a traditional Jewish family, Rachel Hasenfratz was permitted
to pursue higher education due to a physical disability.* Fluent in several
languages, she earned a living by providing private lessons and was active in
the Women’s International Zionist Organization (WIZO).* In October 1941,
she was deported to the Moghilev-Podolski ghetto in Transnistria. There she
worked for a time as a teacher in one of the Jewish orphanages. Years later,
while recalling the harsh conditions of the Moghilev ghetto orphanages,
Hasenfratz stated:

Due to the harsh conditions, studies were not serious. The children told
me in German about their lives in their parents’ homes. Their parents
died not long ago from diseases and hunger. [. . .] I would tell them
about the history of the Jews and the history of Romania, I taught
them a little arithmetic and Hebrew. Books and notebooks were non-
existent. I remember that one day they washed the children’s clothes,
and thus the children lay naked in their beds, and I sat by them and
taught them.*

Hasenfratz returned to Gura Humorului in 1945, where she remained until
her immigration to Mandatory Palestine in 1947.*® Like other survivors of
Transnistria, she had to cope with the loss of family members and friends, the
physical and psychological toll of the years of deportation, and the destruc-
tion brought by the war and the Holocaust to her community.*’ She resumed
her pedagogical activities in Gura Humorului, where several Zionist move-
ments were advancing the rehabilitation of the children toward emigration:

In 1945, we returned to our town. The local population was not par-
ticularly pleased to see us. Gradually, Jewish and Zionist life began
to resurface. [. . .] In Poland and other countries, Zionist movements
began to organize, drove by the realization that there was no future for
us in the Diaspora and that we must immigrate to the Land of Israel
as soon as possible. Everyone sought to learn Hebrew, and my hands
were full of work. Zionist lectures and public events, youth movement
activity in every single branch and in every single youth movement.>

Among surviving families and communities, many youths sought to resume
studies interrupted by the war, ghettoization, and deportation by seeking re-
admission into public schools and universities.’! This process is illustrated in
the single letter sent by Hasenfratz to Segal, which is held in the Hersh Segal
Collection. In May 1947, Hasenfratz wrote that the director of the school in
Gura Humorului assigned the teachers, in Segal’s name, to give the children
a task: to write down their experiences in Transnistria. Despite it being a
busy time of the school year - the children being busy with writing final
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papers — Hasenfratz mentioned that almost all pupils fulfilled their “duty”
and had written their accounts. She sent the manuscripts to Segal without cor-
rections to preserve their “authenticity”, adding: “Of course there are many
errors in them, but we see it as an achievement that they could even sit down
and write. Most of them didn’t even know the alphabet a few months ago”.%?

Hasenfratz’s approach to “authenticity” aligns with Muller’s view on Hol-
ocaust survivors’ life stories, namely that there is a tendency “to privilege the
word that promises to convey historical truth” as “any survivor, in telling his
or her story, effectively also becomes a representative of those who did not
come back”.%

While Segal’s primary motivation was to gather research materials on the
Holocaust in Romania from first-hand witnesses and to document the rem-
nants of Bukovina’s rich Jewish heritage, his and Hasenfratz’s efforts may
also be interpreted as a contribution to the education and rehabilitation of
child survivors in the postwar period. This approach aligns with other docu-
mented cases of survivor-caregivers in postwar Europe, such as the Benjamin
Tene Collection** and the Dr. Helena Wrobel-Kagan’s initiative® in Bergen-
Belsen DP camp, where, as Cohen stated, “working with the children en-
tailed listening to them describe what they had gone through”.’¢

The Questionnaire

The Hersh Segal Collection includes 85 children’s accounts ranging from one
to four pages. Forty of the interviewed children were girls. Some accounts
consist of testimonies, some contain songs, and others include both. Most of
the children wrote in Yiddish, though a few chose Yiddish in Latin script or
Romanian.

It is difficult to provide an exact quantitative picture of the entire collec-
tion since not all the children mentioned the place and date of birth, nor in-
cluded the names of the camps and ghettos in Transnistria to which they were
deported. Nevertheless, a general overview can be offered. Most of the chil-
dren were born between 1930 and 1937 (i.e. 10 to 17 years old at the time
of writing the testimony). Sixty-one of them were originally from southern
Bukovina (thirty-five from Gura Humorului), and just ten explicitly wrote
they were from northern Bukovina (nine from Czernowitz). There were also
three children from Dorohoi. In their accounts the children mention differ-
ent ghettos and camps in Transnistria to which they were deported (the most
mentioned places are Moghilev-Podolski, Shargorod, Bershad, Djurin, Mu-
rafa, Kopayhgorod, Pecioara, Skazenetz). Segal regarded these testimonies
as primary materials for creating a map and a chronicle of the ghettos and
camps in Transnistria.’’

The Hersh Segall Collection does not refer to any guidance for gather-
ing children’s testimonies; nevertheless, the format of the task can be recon-
structed since some of the children had written down parts of the instructions
they had received. The children were asked first to write down their name,
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place, and date of birth. Afterward, they were urged to write a composi-
tion titled “The most important experience in recent years. The most terrible
and the most beautiful one”.*® The accounts had to refer to five different as-
pects: memories from Transnistria; experience of the occupation (occupation
of northern Bukovina and Bessarabia in 1941; the deportation experience);
orphans: how their parents were killed or died; memories of the evacuation;
and songs that they heard during their time in Transnistria.”> Most of the
children referred to only two or three topics. It seems that while understand-
ing the importance of the documentary mission, both Segal and Hasenfratz
acknowledged the challenges the children faced in the aftermath of the war,
prioritizing their rehabilitation. The children were not forced to revisit every
painful memory simply to satisfy documentary goals. In this respect, one can
see similarities to the initiative of Helena Wrobel-Kagan in Bergen-Belsen;
like her, Segal and Hasenfratz were teachers interested in providing their pu-
pils with a sense of normalcy.*°

Furthermore, the reconstructed format of the testimonies is reminiscent of
the YIVO autobiographical essay competitions in the 1930s, in which Jewish
youth were invited to submit autobiographies describing their lives and com-
munities. While the YIVO contestants were free to choose their own subject,
they were specifically encouraged to address, among others, the question:
“What events in your life made the greatest impression on you?”¢! Moreover,
many participants included examples of their youthful literary efforts in their
accounts. These materials, according to the YIVO staff, were not intended
“to provide ethnographic descriptions of daily life per se; they were to reveal
the inner life of Jewish youth at a pivotal historical moment and place”.®?
Given Segal’s interests in Yiddish literature and scholarship, the YIVO model
must have been familiar to him and suited the documentary project he un-
dertook. It appears that Segal was not alone in this approach; the YIVO
contests may have also influenced Benjamin Tenenbaum’s initiative to collect
“autobiographies” from child Holocaust survivors in Poland in the immedi-
ate aftermath of the war.%

Conclusion

The Hersh Segal Collection is an example of an early private effort, led by
educators from the Jewish survivor community in Romania, to document the
experiences children went through in Transnistria’s camps and ghettos.

Both Hersh Segal and Rachel Hasenfratz were coping with their own post-
war uncertainties and dislocations. Both were influenced by their cultural and
educational backgrounds. Both shared a desire to gather first-hand historical
accounts on the Holocaust in Romania, a wish to document the remnants of
Bukovina’s rich Jewish heritage, and a fervent commitment to the rehabilita-
tion of child survivors between 1946 and 1947. Their efforts aligned with
other documentation projects taking place in Europe at the time, such as the
Benjamin Tene Project and Helena Wrobel-Kagan’s initiative.
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The decision to deposit the Hersh Segal Collection in a public archive in
1983, following the conference on Transnistria child survivors hosted by the
GFH, shows how both the Transnistria survivors and the GFH archivists
perceived the Collection as filling some of the “documentary debt” regarding
the Holocaust of Romanian Jewry. The GFH commemorative mandate and
the role of its Archives as a public asset established by Holocaust survivors
were central to the decision to deposit the Hersh Segal Collection at the GFH
Archives.
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