
PARENTING: Share memory in 

               bite-sized pieces 

               By Ruth Mason 

 

               (April 18) Talking to children about the 

               Holocaust is a constant challenge, perhaps 
               particularly so on Holocaust Remembrance 

               Day. Following are some insights you might find 

               helpful.  

 

               Alan Flashman, a psychiatrist and pediatrician 

               who served as a consultant to AMCHA, the 

               organization of children of Holocaust survivors, 

               says "the most important thing for kids to know 

               is that everything chosen for discussion is within 

               the adult's control."  

 

               Conveying the Holocaust in "bite-size" pieces 
               for the very young does not minimize it, 

               Flashman says. "It simply helps them digest it. 

               This is just the beginning of understanding - it 

               continues forever."  

 

               If an adult says, "I can't talk about it," or talks 

               uncontrollably, the child may become 

               traumatized. We need to present the Holocaust 

               as something we can handle.  

 

               The younger the child, says Flashman, the more 
               he filters things through his parents or other 

               adults. If we can handle it, they figure, so can 

               they.  

 

               So it's better to convey: "This is very, very sad, 

               but adults can manage it," rather than: "I can't 

               talk about this. It's too terrible."  

 

               "This is part of the second-generation trauma," 

               says Flashman. It is what many survivors did to 

               their kids. It's often easier for survivor 

               grandparents to talk to their grandchildren than 
               it was for them to talk to their children. But these 

               conversations should be mediated by the 

               parents."  

 

               Ruthie Avidor, a mother of five grown children 

               and a member of the education committee at 

               Moshav Yodfat, agrees. She was five years old 

               when her father received a letter from his 

               brother telling him that their parents, other 

               siblings, nieces and nephews had all been 

               killed.  
 

               Avidor's father had a heart attack and was taken 

               to the hospital.  

 

               "I remember the chair he was sitting in," she 

               says.  

 

               When she was 17 her father died in his sleep, 



               apparently from another heart attack. People 

               said he had never recovered from the shock of 

               finding his family was gone.  

 

               The subject was not talked about in Avidor's 

               home, so any thoughts and feelings she had 
               she kept to herself until she was 18 and joined a 

               group of like-minded people who went into the 

               army together.  

 

               "This was my biggest secret," she says. "It 

               made me feel terribly lonely all through my 

               childhood not to be able to share it."  

 

               Avidor says parents must first be aware of their 

               own feelings about the Holocaust if they are to 

               talk sensitively to their children. And Flashman 

               points out that it's very important to make sure 
               any talk about the Holocaust is, indeed, a 

               two-way discussion.  

 

               "The story becomes alive when the partner who 

               receives the story has a chance to respond and 

               have his response become a part of the story."  

 

               Both Flashman and Avidor maintain that young 

               children can grow into the understanding that 

               such terrible things can happen.  

 
               EVERYONE interviewed for this piece 

               maintained that there is no such thing as "too 

               young to hear about it" when it comes to the 

               Holocaust. (Some would disagree. The Waldorf 

               pre-schools in Israel, for example, light a candle 

               on Holocaust Martyrs' and Heroes' 

               Remembrance Day but do not talk to the 

               children about it.)  

 

               Tova Avihai-Kremer, principal of the Keshet 

               Elementary school in Jerusalem, says: "It's 

               hardest to talk to very young children about the 
               Holocaust, but we have no choice. They are 

               exposed to it on television. If they don't get 

               information from us, they'll just be more afraid."  

 

               Avihai-Kremer says she thinks the best way to 

               talk to children from five to eight about the 

               subject is to do it through the notion of the 

               ghetto, of people going through a hard time, of 

               people being ostracized (or "chased" in a child's 

               language) because they were different.  

 
               Say your three-year-old asks you about the 

               siren or something else about the day. 

               Flashman recommends saying something like: 

               "People are very sad today. It's not because of 

               you or anything you or we did. It's something 

               that happened a long, long time ago and it will 

               take you a lifetime to understand it."  

 



               Avihai-Kremer has found the book Tommy by 

               Bedrich Fritta to be particularly helpful. The 

               book contains illustrations drawn by a father for 

               his three-year-old son; both were incarcerated 

               at Theresienstadt.  

 
               The pictures deal delicately with the present, 

               Avihai-Kremer says, and also with the future - 

               with hopes, longings, aspirations. With what the 

               son will be like when he's big.  

               Through these pictures, Avihai-Kremer says, 

               children in kindergarten and first and second 

               grades can learn about what daily life was like 

               for children during the Holocaust in a manner 

               that is sensitive to their stage of development. 


