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In remembrance of my grandparents, whom I never knew;
To my mother and father and to Shlomo, my loved ones;
To my boyhood friend, Zeevik;
In remembrance.

To the golden-haired girl who is my love and my life’s companion, 
Inge;
To my children, Michel and Tamar, and to their partners and 
to my grandchildren, for whom I collected and wrote this book 
about the past—the future is in their hands.

To my extended family; second, third and fourth-generation—in 
the sincere hope that they will continue to do the best for our 
country, for our society, for their families and for themselves.

To everyone, with much love.

"Honor is only the shadow of the deed"



Special thanks to Lea Russ, who edited the Hebrew version 
of this book and stood by me with endless devotion and 
skill, until the day of its publication.
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Foreword

S hlomo was the only son of my Aunt Devorah, my 
father’s elder sister. Shlomo was the first sabra (native 

Israeli) in the Zelman family for two thousand years, since 
the destruction of the Second Temple.

Shlomo was born in 1925, into the heart of the burning 
romanticism blowing in from the West through the caravans 
of camels filing in with noble Levantine ease and moving 
with forced Levantine laziness into the warm golden sands 
of the shores of the Tel Aviv of those days, between the 
two great wars.

Shlomo was older than me by seventeen years (nearly a 
generation) but we had much in common, especially when 
it came to our feelings for our country and for building 
the land.

When he returned from his British army service in 
1946, I was a child of four. Except for this unimportant 
fact, I actually knew him from the day I was born, since 
my parents had always told me stories about him. They 
loved him very much and he returned their love, treating 
them as he would his own parents.
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During the four years when Shlomo was cavorting and 
taking part in the demented dance of war in Europe, he 
always found a moment to write me letters and send 
pictures of himself in uniform.

To tell the truth, when we first knew each other, he 
managed to irritate me slightly—probably on purpose. We 
hadn’t really built any kind of trusting, healthy relationship, 
but yet he found opportunities to criticize me and call me 
a deserter!  Once he called me an “artiste” on the back of 
one of his pictures.

I couldn’t understand how my cousin, who professed to 
love me, and whom I, at my young age, loved very much, 
could insult me all the time. This feeling lasted until we 
finally met, when he came back home after the war. Then 
I understood why my parents loved him so much, and I 
too fell in love with him.

He was a total “man’s man,” and every time we met, 
nobody could interpret the smile that would spread across 
my face at seeing the clear aura floating above him. He was, 
to me, the ultimate hero.

I loved to spend time with him and to listen to his stories, 
of which he had an infinite number, both about the war 
and about our family.

Shlomo was the only cousin born in Palestine who knew 
our grandparents in Poland. This is because he visited there 
with his mother Devorah when he was a little boy. This is 
when he met my father, who was then a young man of 19, 
right before he took fate into his hands and left for Israel.
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He met Uncle Moshe, his mother and my father’s 
younger brother, who was 12 at the time. He also met all 
the aunts, uncles and cousins who were later murdered 
in the Holocaust. But above all, he had the privilege of 
spending time in our grandparents’ house, and he touched 
them, felt them and loved them as none of us had the 
opportunity to do.

Years later, after returning home safely after the war, we 
spent late afternoon hours sitting on my Aunt Devorah’s 
porch in Kfar Ono.  He told me stories and I listened 
breathlessly, once in a while asking a question. A little 
over a year after his return home, he was off to another 
war; the War of Independence. During this fearful time, 
I never missed an opportunity to meet him and spend 
time in his company. He taught me all the fighting songs 
of the Palmach, and entranced me with all the stories of 
his war experiences.

I was horrified when I heard that he had been gravely 
wounded. I was very proud of him, my hero. He was my 
idol, the shining example of the fighting sabra.

To my sorrow, Shlomo passed away and is no longer 
with us.

As we all aged, and with the age difference between my 
brother Elisha and me as well as between me and the “ 
magnificent three,” the sons of my Uncle Moshe, I began 
to worry that all the memories and stories would be lost, 
if I myself did not tell them.

We try so hard to make a good future for our children and 
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our grandchildren. But within all this blessed activity, I feel 
it is my moral duty to share with them the strong and vital 
roots of the past, so that they will strengthen their paths,

"Only he who knows from where he has come, can know 
to where he is going.” And aside from that, this is my 
story and it should be told.  It is based on real events and 
characters, although there could be small, insignificant 
errors in dates. For this I apologize in advance.
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We Become a Family

I t was almost midnight. The plane made a soft landing. 
The bridge was connected to the opening of the plane 

and the passengers streamed into the terminal. They 
were all sleepy-eyed after the six-hour flight from Caracas, 
most buried within themselves, some whispering to their 
neighbors, and all hoping to pass through the immigration 
process smoothly.

Armed military personnel were all over the airport; their 
faces stern and forbidding. It was January 1976. General 
Jorge Rafael Videla had been named the commander of the 
Argentine army a few days earlier by Isabelita de Peron. The 
city was haunted by suspicion and fear. On March 24, the 
General would head a coup, bringing Argentina into one 
of its darkest and most terrible periods in history. Terror 
and fear ruled the streets, and no one was safe. The long 
arm of the regime would not stop at anything to stay in 
power, and would not differentiate between man, woman 
or child, innocent or guilty, political or apathetic. Horror 
stories were told in hushed tones, deep inside secret rooms, 
of the hundreds of thousands of “missing,” of tortured and 
unspeakable death.
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This man was in power until March 29, 1981.
It was a warm, muggy summer evening, close to the tip 

of the continent. For me it was my second encounter with 
the beautiful city of Buenos Aires, one of the liveliest and 
most attractive cities in the world. It was known as the 
“Paris of South America” and for good reason.

The stuffy reception hall held a few dozen friends and 
relatives who had come to welcome their loved ones in 
the middle of the night. Among them were Julio and Dora 
Rosenkoff, who waited for us with stern expressions on their 
faces, although they did their best to hide their tension.

Rosa, Julio’s mother, was born a Zelman. This was my wife 
Inge’s introduction to these wonderful people. After many 
hugs and happy chatter, we left the terminal. More than 
anything, the airport let off the air of a tightly-controlled 
army base rather than that of a welcoming international 
airport.

The cab skipped over the cobblestones that were 
paved in old-fashioned European style, towards the old 
neighborhood, far from the city center. Narrow one-way 
streets with cars parked tightly on both sides, leaving 
hardly any room to pass. Drab two-story buildings, also in 
the old European style, stood on both sides of the streets, 
sleeping in preparation for the next gray day. Here and 
there through the closed shutters we could see a glimpse 
of “night people” who had yet to retire. It seemed that 
everything, even the leafy trees planted like soldiers on 
the sidewalks, could feel what was coming in the next few 
days, and all had stopped moving.
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A sullen silence pervaded the street. Only the dull hum 
of the retreating taxi reminded me that we had just arrived 
from Venezuela after a long, tiring flight. We were now to 
begin one of the greatest experiences of our lives.

Despite the clear, humid summer night at the tip of the 
hemisphere, Julio could barely discern the number of the 
house he was looking for. He knocked hesitantly on the 
dragon-headed door knocker of the tall brown elegant 
door, a door that had clearly seen better days. Two steps 
led up to the door, which faced the empty street. A feeble 
attempt to put some life back into the building was evident 
from the number of layers of paint plastered one on top 
of the other. We waited a few moments, which stretched 
out longer and longer. Tensions were high. No one spoke. I 
could feel my limbs getting heavier and I could barely move. 
My heart was beating like a ticking bomb. I didn’t even 
feel the sweat streaming down like lava all over my body.

Inge and I stood joined to each other, as if we were hiding 
behind Julio and Dora. My head was full of thoughts and 
wild visions, threatening to reach a bursting point. Another 
minute, another second, and my body would collapse. 
What in the world was I doing here?

A thought flashed in my mind to disappear. But I knew 
there was no way back. It was as if I was hoping in my heart 
of hearts that no one would answer the knocking on the 
door. That the night would end already.

Julio banged again on the door, this time with more 
conviction. A small shutter on the second floor opened 
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slightly, and beyond the opening we could see the wild-
haired head of a woman of advanced years.

"Who’s there?” the woman called in a thundering whisper, 
either in terror or anger, but in obvious impatience.

"Cata, it’s us,” answered Aunt Dora softly.
As if a password to a secret army installation had been 

uttered, the shutter closed. We stood a few more seconds 
on the street, close to the door, trying to appear invisible 
while blood throbbed through our veins.

We could hear slow, hesitant steps from inside the 
house. Someone was coming nervously down the stairs 
leading from the second floor to the entrance. A turn of 
the key in the lock, and the heavy door creaked open on 
its three ancient hinges, which had not been treated to 
oil in a long time.

The door opened. The wild-haired woman stood in the 
doorway with a faded white dressing gown carelessly 
covering her. Her expression was impervious, but her eyes 
were shining and expressive, eyes that had seen more than 
their share of trouble. With a short nod of her head, she 
motioned for us to enter.

We slipped in silently. Since I was the last to enter, I 
pushed the door shut with a backward wave of my hand. 
Only the scream of pain from the old door disturbed the 
silence of the night.

In those few short seconds, the woman inspected us 
with sharp, intelligent eyes. This was Cata, a midwife by 
profession. She was a Jewish woman from Poland, kind and 
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downtrodden, long-suffering and experienced in the world, 
who had managed to escape the terrors of the Holocaust by 
arriving in Argentina before the war, following her brother. 
She carried the weight of the loss of all her family on her 
drooping shoulders.

As the days passed, we began to know her as a warm and 
good woman, alert and quick-thinking, a master of survival 
whose every act was one of kindness and goodness.

Our glances met. “Is this the young couple?” she asked.
We all nodded our heads as if at a signal, but still we 

had not spoken a word. Cata signaled us with her head to 
follow her up the stairs to the second floor. The light was 
dim and shadows played idly on the stairs, in rhythm with 
the fan turning weakly and unwillingly on the ceiling.

It was a picturesque setting: four people climbing slowly 
(practically frozen) behind an old woman, almost as if 
in acceptance of their fate or of a yet-to-be-announced 
sentence. And in truth, that was our true situation.

We came to a spacious, high-ceilinged room. Here too 
the light was dim. Against one wall was an old, dilapidated 
cupboard. A narrow, single bed stood next to another wall 
with a small sink next to it. Beside the bed stood an iron 
crib with signs of rust here and there.

Spontaneously, we all stood in a straight line; Dora, 
Julio, Inge and me as if we had been drilling together for 
a long time.

Cata approached the crib, took out a small bundle 
wrapped in a light green sheet and unhesitatingly pushed it 
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into Inge’s arms. All the while she could be heard muttering 
in a soft yet determined voice, “Take your son.” Inge was 
stunned. She couldn’t say a word. Even if she wanted to 
refuse, there was no way she could.

My heart was pounding; my ribs hammering in their 
cage.  I was engulfed by excitement. At the same time, I felt a 
sweet relief—a pleasant sensation infusing my whole body.

We all looked at her and at the baby, as if we were the 
audience watching a surrealist play.

Suddenly the baby lifted his head from Inge’s shoulder, 
looked out from a half-closed eye as if checking out his 
new mother, and then, in a sign of approval, let his little 
head fall back on her shoulder and fell asleep wrapped in 
her arms.

Michel was five days old. He was a beautiful baby, his 
pink face with its gentle features full of expression. Not one 
wrinkle flawed his shining skin. He was soft and smooth.

His name, Michel, was after my grandfather, who was 
my mother’s father, Michael.

And so, in the blink of an eye, we became parents.
At dawn the next day we woke to a new routine.
Inge spent the first week in Cata’s house, learning the 

secrets of baby care.  I settled down in the no-star hotel, 
where the real stars shown ceaselessly above my head. The 
previous night’s experience held me in thrall morning 
and night.

After a week, Inge and Michel moved to the humble 
house of Dora and Julio on Viamonte Street, a few meters 
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from Cayao Boulevard. I stayed at the hotel and left from 
there on my daily errands.

First, I had to register the newborn at the civil registry 
office in Cata’s home district, where he was born, in order 
to receive an official birth certificate. This was preceded 
by fundamental mental preparation, restraint and level-
headedness, and a considerable amount of daring, since I 
had to stand in front of the clerk and report the “accident” 
of the premature birth of my son as a result of our travels 
and long flight. I had to show credibility, and to win their 
congratulations and joyous shoulder slaps.

To my relief, the operation was successful. I overcame 
the treacherous deep waters, leaving behind tears of joy 
and congratulations from all the kind office clerks.

Now I had to go to the federal police office, which was 
not quite so friendly a place, in order to receive a passport 
for the little one, and then finally to go to the Venezuelan 
embassy in Buenos Aires for a visa. All these errands were 
absolutely exhausting.

Due to the daily double-digit inflation (the cause, by 
the way, for the rise of General Videla to power), many 
Argentinians with family ties to Venezuela thronged the 
Venezuelan embassy in an attempt to gain a prized visa 
to the country, which was enjoying financial prosperity.

Hundreds of people congregated early every morning 
at the entrance to the embassy building. Argentinian 
soldiers watched all this impassively, while despair took 
hold of the crowds.
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Because I had a Venezuelan passport, I was able to enter 
the “holy of holies,” although not without a long and 
fatiguing battle for recognition, as the simple soldiers, 
possibly even new recruits, were happy to defend to the 
death the vaunted Venezuelan territory.

I was warmly welcomed when I finally entered the 
embassy, as I was recognized finally as “one of ours.” 
Little Michel earned, without his being even present, the 
compliment of national pride for the first time. Everyone 
beamed with happiness for me, and they went out of their 
way to help me. However, it turned out that the visa had 
to be granted by the Interior Ministry in Caracas, which 
would take time, perhaps even two weeks.

Meanwhile, I wandered around the city, beaming with 
joy and daydreaming to my heart’s content.

I found an elegant children’s store, whose prices were 
ridiculously low for me, because of the terrible inflation. 
Ten dollars was a fortune and a hundred dollars a treasure. 
I bought everything on hand. Many times, Inge convinced 
me to buy even more of the same item, and when I went 
back to the store on the very same day, I found that its price 
had been changed again. In my complacence, I noticed 
that the saleswomen, who recognized me, left their other 
customers and dashed to help me, a customer paying in 
precious dollars. Thus passed three weeks.

Aside from my obligations, this was also a period of 
acclimation, an interval that fit me like a glove. We had to 
put our affairs in order, to accommodate ourselves to our 


