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Teaching the Holocaust remains a 
requirement for British schools, but 
for educators it can be difficult to 

find new and engaging ways to explore the 
topic. That’s what makes an autobiography 
written in the early 1930s by a young Jewish 
girl named Beba Epstein so compelling. 
Epstein wrote about her life in Vilna, 
Poland (now Vilnius, Lithuania), and then 
saw that carefree existence destroyed in 
the Nazi invasion of 1941. 

Four years ago, a cache of artefacts 
relating to Jewish life in pre-war Lithuania 
was discovered in the Martinas Mazvydas 
National Library Vilnius. Among them 
was Beba’s writing, telling of her daily 
life in Vilna in the 1930s. Beba was the 
only member of her family to survive the 
Holocaust, eventually settling in America, 
where she gave survivor testimony.  

Now her autobiography is the focus 
of the first exhibition in a new online 
museum of the YIVO Institute for Jewish 
Research, based in New York. Click on 
Beba Epstein: The Extraordinary Life of 
an Ordinary Girl and you can find out 
that the first movie Beba saw was Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin and she loved 
swimming and running. 
But visitors can also learn 
about pre-war Vilna, or 
Poland in the 1930s or 
the rise of antisemitism 
across Europe in the 
period. Over 200 
photographs, film clips, 
maps and notebooks 

from the YIVO archives are featured.
In the UK, Solihull School in the 

Midlands has used the material in lessons 
around Holocaust Memorial Day. Mark 
Penney, head of the preparatory school, 
says, “This extraordinary YIVO resource 
has an authentic voice, which does an 
incredible job of amplifying the brutal 
reshaping of Beba’s life. Education is about 
what society we want to live in.”

This is the sort of 
response that YIVO curator 
Karolina Ziulkoski hoped to 
generate when she created 
the exhibition. The resource, 
which is also being used in 
schools in Melbourne and 
California, gives an overview of 
the Holocaust that is broader 
and more personal than the 
usual focus on concentration camps and 
state-empowered antisemitism. Beba’s 
autobiography celebrates her pre-war life 
before uncovering her war experience, 
which included time in hiding, in the 
Vilna ghetto, in concentration camps and 
in forced labour. The difficulty she later 

had moving to the USA is 
illustrative of what some 
survivors experienced, 
and the exhibition 
presents a complex 
picture of what life was 
like for those who lived 
through the Holocaust. 

It is also a life that 
schoolchildren can 

understand because the focus remains on 
an ordinary little girl. “What struck me was 
how similar her life was to that of children 
today, irrespective of time, nationality and 
faith,” says Ziulkoski. “She talks about her 
love of swimming, summer camps, reading 
books, going to the cinema. Because of 
prejudice, everything was destroyed.”

The exhibition also draws parallels with 
today’s world. The section on immigration 
reveals that Beba would not be eligible to 
move to the United States in 2020. “It helps 
us see that the Holocaust had tentacles 
that reached back into the early 1930s and 
which were to do with subtle shifts in social 
attitudes,” says YIVO director Jonathan 
Brent. “Who were the onlookers who sat 
on their hands? Who were the people who 

took money to save a little 
girl and then let her go when 
the money ran out? What 
about the fact that America 
didn’t let Jews in – is that part 
of the Holocaust? It is about 
xenophobia, immigration and 
economic systems. It’s not just 
about Auschwitz.” 

This is precisely why 
Solihull School believes that Holocaust 
education is so important for its children. 
“A bigot isn’t born a bigot, they become  
a bigot because of the influence of the 
people around them,” says Penney. “A 
school is the only place where we have  
the ability to stop that bigotry taking hold. 
We’d like to trigger a lifelong passion  
in students so they play their part in 
ensuring this rise in intolerance doesn’t 
happen again.”  n

Beba Epstein: The Extraordinary Life of an 
Ordinary Girl is at The YIVO Bruce and Francesca 
Cernia Slovin Online Museum. museum.yivo.org. 
Peter Watts is a journalist. His latest book is Altered 
States: The Library of Julia Santo Domingo.

Iam typing this on a terrible day: 4 
November 2020 is the 25th anniversary 
of Yitzchak Rabin’s assassination. Like 

everyone who lived through that dreadful 
night, I remember precisely what I was 
doing when we heard the unthinkable 
news. I was practising for a Shakespeare 
lecture; our TV had Romeo romancing 
his Juliet on the balcony when my mother 
called. We switched channels and the world 
became bleaker.  

Soon afterwards Benjamin Netanyahu 
narrowly defeated Shimon Peres to become 
our new (and seemingly eternal) leader. 
Those of us who remembered Netanyahu 
on a different balcony, one overlooking 
Zion Square in Jerusalem, as he looked 
down complacently on protesters calling 
for Rabin’s death just weeks before it 
happened, watched his inaugural speech 
shaking. We waited for him to acknowledge 
our pain, to declare that while he was 
proud to lead our ancestral homeland, 
he ached at what had felled the man who 
should still have been at the helm. We 
waited to hear that he’d look after us all. We 
are still waiting. 

Today, half of Israel grieves Rabin, who 
embodied honesty and put the good of 
the country ahead of himself. Netanyahu 
has calcified the country into two separate 
entities, split right down the middle. 
Religious and secular fight over the right 
to public transport on Shabbat, and over 
who can get married or buried in the 
Jewish state. Likudniks brand all dissenters 
traitors; after almost 50 years of living as a 
loyal citizen (and sending my husband and 
kids to the army), I’m called an enemy of 
the people because I don’t love our leader. 

Those of us who call Israel home live 
these issues every day; those who don’t 
can’t imagine the pain.  But davka, in 
the middle of the dissension, it’s heart-
stretchingly sweet to see people-to-people 
initiatives that, despite all, bridge gaps and 
forge friendships. 

Galilee Dreamers started with Dr 
Desmond Kaplan being bumped from 
an overbooked flight to Tel Aviv. When 
Kaplan, a South African-born psychiatrist 
who had spent 13 years living in Israel and 
now resides in Baltimore, USA, was given a 
compensatory extra ticket, he was thrilled. 

But on his visit to the Galilee, Kaplan 
visited his Arabic teacher, Manoun Asady 
from Deir al-Assad village, and in a 
magnanimous moment offered him the 
free trip. Asady flew to Baltimore, got to 
know Kaplan’s family, and visited the 
synagogue. Rabbi Dr Paul Schneider joined 
the fun, and Galilee Dreamers was born.  

The initiative pairs pupils from 
neighbouring Jewish Karmiel and Misgav 
with Arab Sakhnin, Peki’in, Deir-el-
Maksour and Deir al-Assad; municipalities 
half an hour apart, but in different worlds. 
Teenagers meet, talk, visit each other’s 
homes, and then take off together to visit 
Jewish communities in the USA and South 
Africa. A hike up Table Mountain and time 
spent on safari with lions is 100 percent 
guaranteed to get adolescent minds off 
politics and onto major “kef” (enjoyment).   

American football, rock concerts, and 
skiing down snowy slopes interspersed 
with discussions with peers about the need 
for shared societies have the same huge 
impact. Pupils learn about civil rights by 
visiting historical sites; it all adds up to a 
life-changing trip.   

Today Oranim International School 
oversees the programme, temporarily 
on Zoom. This has disadvantages: it’s 
hard to break bread together through a 
screen. But Dr Rachel Ravid, director of 
the programme, is optimistic that when 
normality returns, the travelling will kick 
in again. In the meantime, connections 
have been forged. At the end of each 
trip pupils reflect; one ecstatically cited 
Gandhi: “You must be the change you wish 
to see in the world.” Another, Ruba Hliehel 
from Jish village, declared that every 
problem has a solution and we should not 
give up until peace is implemented in the 
country, for the sake of all religions.   

It’s a strong statement; not least for 
the assertion that peace has yet to dawn 
within Israel. Perhaps she too recognises 
the need for mutual tolerance between the 
multitudinous sectors of society here. 

Let’s hope that soon we’ll merit a new 
government with a modicum of morality, 
and we’ll all become Galilee Dreamers.  n

Dr Pamela Peled lectures at Beit Berl and the IDC. 
peledpam@gmail.com

SOLIHULL PUPILS MEET BEBA, A 
SCHOOLGIRL IN WARTIME VILNA 

LETTER FROM ISRAEL

GALILEE DREAMERS

An online exhibition uncovers the story of World War II through the eyes of  
a Lithuanian girl. Peter Watts speaks to the teacher bringing it into the classroom

“It struck me 
that her life 
was similar 
to that of 
children 
today”

“ A hike up Table 
Mountain and time 
spent on safari with 
lions is 100 percent 
guaranteed to get 
adolescent minds off 
politics and onto major 
‘kef’ (enjoyment)”

IN THE FIRST OF OUR REGULAR REPORTS ON LIFE IN ISRAEL,  
PAMELA PELED FINDS DREAMS OF PEACEFUL COEXISTENCE ARE STILL ALIVE
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