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Anita	  Brush’s	  Blog-‐	  2018	  Poland	  Trip	  [Edited_12-‐10-‐2018]	  
	  
August	  7,	  2018,	  Arrival	  in	  Warsaw:	  	  The first time I flew to Poland eight years ago, I 
arrived feeling a mixture of excitement and trepidation about what I would encounter. I 
anticipated that the Poles would greet me with hostility and that I would feel suspicion 
towards them.  Neither of those things emerged from that visit.  Instead I came away with 
an appreciation for how much the Polish people suffered during World War II, and in the 
intervening years I have learned about how much they contributed towards the War 
effort. This time, on our third visit, it felt a bit like coming home.  	  
 
We traveled with a large group of other Jewish descendants of Gąbin/Gombin1, the town 
of our forefathers and mothers. I have spent a good part of the last year finding old photos 
and letters and preparing a history of the Greenbaum family.  It has been rewarding work, 
leading to new insights about the town, the former Jewish community, and my family. 
 
The trip was deeply personal. For the first time, I met relatives from Canada and New 
Zealand. In addition to visiting the sites of Warsaw, we had a chance to exchange family 
stories, visit the archives in Płock, the nearest city to Gąbin, to look for family records, 
visit other, even smaller ancestral towns, walk the streets of Gąbin in a guided tour 
enhanced with images of the way it looked when our parents or grandparents lived there, 
meet with town officials, civic leaders, and Polish friends, and finally to visit Chełmno, 
the death camp where some of our ancestors were murdered. 
 
On our first afternoon, we wandered around Warsaw’s Old Town. Which is really a new 
Old Town, rebuilt like the rest of Warsaw when the German's flattened 85% of the city 
after the Warsaw 
Uprising in August and 
September of 1944.  Still 
Old Town is a true 
replica of what existed 
there before.  It is 
charming and lively with 
colorful buildings 
surrounding open 
cobblestone squares. 
 
In the evening we had 
our first gathering of 
Gombiners.  People who 
traveled from many parts 
of the US, Israel, 
Canada, New Zealand, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1	  Note: We will use ‘Gombin’ when referring to the town’s Jewish past and residents 
because it corresponds to the Yiddish spelling, גאמבין. The Polish spelling ‘Gąbin’ will be 
used when referring to the current town and its residents. The name is pronounced in 
the same way in both languages: ‘gom‐bin’ with the emphasis on the first syllable. 

Jewish	  Gombiners	  and	  Polish	  friends	  sharing	  a	  meal	  
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and England were eager to share family stories and to get to know each other. After 
dinner, we sat in a circle in the courtyard of our hotel and told a little bit about ourselves, 
our connection to Gąbin, and why we were making this trip.  
 
August	  8,	  Warsaw:	   We began our day with a walking tour of the ghetto area.  Our 
guide, Marek, named after Marek Edelman the last commander of the Warsaw Ghetto 
Uprising, was thorough and thoughtful.  No matter how many times I hear or read about 
the ghetto it is difficult to take in.  In part, this is because there is almost nothing left to 
see except markers and monuments.  What you do see are leafy streets, and apartment 
blocks interspersed with monuments telling you about the awful history that happened 
there. The Germans razed the ghetto after the Uprising in April 1943. By that time most 
of the nearly 500,000 residents of the ghetto had either died of disease or starvation or 

been transported to labor or extermination camps elsewhere. 
When the 800 remaining residents learned that the ghetto was to 
be liquidated, they resolved to fight knowing they would die 
fighting. They did so with improvised weapons but held out for 
about three weeks, thoroughly surprising the Nazis. These young 
fighters thought of themselves as Polish and Jewish. Many were 
members of the Bund, a Jewish socialist workers alliance who 
believed that Jews could and should be integrated into Polish 
society while retaining their own culture and language.  Of the 
few ghetto fighters who survived and escaped the subsequent 
round-up, most were helped by the Polish underground 
resistance and went on to participate in the Warsaw Uprising a 
year later. 

 
On the walking tour we saw Umschlagplatz from where most of 
the Jews in the ghetto were deported to the extermination camp 
at Treblinka. Next we saw the bunker at Miła 18 where most of 
the last fighters in the ghetto killed themselves when they knew 
they were surrounded.  Finally we saw a monument to Szmul 
Zygielbojm, a Polish official in London, who did everything he 
could to communicate to the Allies about what was happening 
in the Warsaw ghetto, and who, when there was no action taken, 
committed suicide.  Over and over what you sense in Warsaw is 

that those who lived there during WWII were entirely isolated.  
No helped arrived from outside Poland. 
 
In the afternoon we visited the Warsaw Zoo for a tour of the house where the zookeeper 
and his wife hid and gave false identity papers to approximately 700 Jews from the 
Warsaw ghetto, thereby saving many of them. Antonina and Jan Zabinski were truly 
remarkable people, and the guide communicated her pride in their work saying that it was 
something that made the Warsaw Zoo great. 
 
Of course, one must hear Chopin when in Warsaw. In the evening, our group had a lovely 
private concert in a small hall. During intermission mead was served. Mead is a wine 

Umschlagplatz	  marker	  

Miła	  18	  memorial	  
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made with honey that tasted a bit like Passover wine to me.  A pianist amongst our group 
was impressed enough with the young player that I heard her invite her to Israel to take 
part in a prestigious competition.  
 
August 9 and 10:  On Friday, we began the day by going to Michael Shade’s 8AM 
presentation on emigration before WWI of Jews from Gombin to England. Two of my 
grandfather's brothers, Joe and Simon, left Gombin to immigrate to England during this 
period, and it is their descendants who are joining us 
on this trip. Most Jews left to avoid conscription in 
what was then the ‘Russian Army’ and to seek better 
economic opportunities. As Michael reported, the 
prejudice with which Jews from 'Russia' were 
greeted was remarkably similar to what we are 
hearing about immigrants from Central America in 
the US right now. They were seen as dirty, vile, 
disease ridden, unpatriotic, and apt to spread crime.	  
 
Later, we went to the POLIN Museum.  This is an 
award-winning museum that tells the story of the 
history and culture of the Jews of Poland. It covers 
about 1,000 years of history.  Jews first came to 
Poland as traders.  Their skills in reading and 
computing made them desirable subjects, but their 
religious difference made them the subjects of suspicion. In general though, Jews were 
more often welcomed and given rights in Poland than in other parts of Western Europe. 
This explains why Poland became home to Europe's largest Jewish community.  Gąbin 
had a Jewish settlement quite early, at least by 1500.  Over the centuries, Poland's borders 
grew and shrank and sometimes disappeared altogether as it made peace or war with 
neighboring countries. During these times the fortunes of the Jewish population changed 
depending on the views held by the regime in charge. A distinct style of wooden 
synagogue developed in Poland as did new religious practices such as Hassidism. In the 
late 19th and early 20th centuries new secular movements like Zionism and the Bund 
spread, until it all came crashing down in 1939. 

 
Dana and I met with a representative from Forum for 
Dialogue. This is a group whose mission for the last 
20 years has been to educate middle and high school 
students in Poland about the former Jewish 
communities in their towns.  Most of these students 
and their parents have never met a Jew.  When 
schools apply, the students commit to doing research 
and presenting their research in some way to the 
wider community.  Forum for Dialogue gives the 
students a few lessons and tools for doing research 
and teaches them a bit about Judaism so they can 
understand what they are hearing.  Their research 
consists, first, of interviewing the older members of 

Jeff	  Kutcher	  and	  Anita	  Brush	  at	  meeting	  

Dialog	  report,	  Gąbin,	  2012	  
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their community to learn what they know.  This might be the first time in 70 years anyone 
has asked for this information.  The students learn about their grandparents' Jewish 
neighbors and friends, their quirks and habits and what happened to them. It is an 
intimate knowledge rather than one based on statistics.  They begin to ask why no one 
has ever talked about this.  Finally they educate others in their community and become 
the holders of this information. Forum for Dialogue works mostly in small cities and rural 
communities like Gąbin.  
 
August 11 and 12:  On Saturday we traveled to Płock, the nearest big city to Gąbin. It 
lies on a bluff overlooking the Vistula River.  The river was a main trading route as it 

runs through all of Poland.  There are 
some in our group whose families 
harvested plums and traded them up and 
down the river.  Perhaps my grandfather 
shipped wheat along this route, as 
well.  My father went to the equivalent of 
high school in Płock. 
 
In the afternoon we took a boat cruise 
along the river, and in the evening, dinner 
in a brewery followed by family story 

telling and a first chance for people to see the Gombin Synagogue video made for the 
Gombin Society by our friend Wojtek Wasilewski.   
 
This is a virtual tour through the 
Great Synagogue of Gąbin that 
was burnt down in 1939 as the 
War began. I shared my family's 
story and realized that although I 
have shared it many times with 
school groups and others, this was 
the first time I have shared it with 
a Jewish group, let alone one 
connected to Gąbin. It actually felt 
quite different.  In the past I've 
sometimes felt that I was boring students who were compelled to listen, or turning on 

folks who are intrigued by the violence and drama 
of the Nazi regime. This group, I knew would get 
it, and that made me feel like the stories were 
heard in a protective way. The synagogue video 
and family stories created a strong sense among 
the assembled group of what Gombin once was, 
and what was now lost. I left feeling, 'these are my 
people; this is my extended family'.  In Holocaust 
families there is often a feeling of absence, and 
being together with other Gombiners has a 
powerful effect of cohesion even though we are 

Gombin	  Synagogue,	  circa	  1930	  
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undoubtedly quite different from each other in other ways.  
 
Yesterday was our day in Gąbin. A small group of townspeople came to meet us 

including Anna Ostrowska from the Gąbin Historical and 
Land Lovers Association.  Despite the fact that Bernie and I 
had worked for weeks on a route and booklet for the 
walking tour, I happily acquiesced to Anna's suggestion that 
we follow a different route that would lead us past the spot 
where the Jews of Gombin were held for three days before 
deportation to Chełmno in April 1942.  The tour was led by 
an 89-year-old man who is probably one of the last living 
witnesses to what happened to the Jews of Gombin.  He 
asked our forgiveness for scrawling on a wall as a 10 year 
old to 'Boycott Jewish 
Businesses' as encouraged 
by the Germans.  He cried 
as he told us about 
German soldiers 
beating people as they 
pushed them into 

wagons.  Many of us cried along with him. At the end, 
when I introduced myself to him, he told of going to 
the cinema for the first time in my grandfather's 
Polonia theatre. Once again, it was confirmation that 
the theatre was real, that my family had real lives 
before they were taken. 
 
The only visible sign of a Jewish presence in Gąbin is the Jewish cemetery where we said 
Kaddish surrounded by reclaimed gravestones made into a commemorative monument. 
In the wild back part of the cemetery 
one can still see other fallen 
stones.  I know that everyone's wish 
is that they will stumble across the 
gravestone of an ancestor. 
 
At the end of the tour we stopped at 
the Polonia Theatre. The house in 
front of the theatre where the 
Greenbaum family dry goods store 
and home were located is now a 
pizza shop.  I looked in, but couldn't 

bring myself to say, "This was my 
grandparents' home."  I couldn't face 
a shrug of indifference from store clerks and patrons to whom that information would 
have no meaning, while it holds so much for me. 
 

J.	  Jederowski	  ,	  89,	  witness	  	  

Site	  of	  Jewish	  deportation,	  Gąbin	  

Jewish	  cemetery	  and	  monument,	  Gąbin,	  2018	  
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In the afternoon we shared the 
posters I made with the Historical 
Society, presented a plaque 
commemorating our visit, heard 
from a representative of the 
mayor's office, and shared the 
synagogue video in Polish. 
 
As if all that weren't enough, at 
dinner that night I had another 
amazing experience.  I was sitting 
next to Hannah Edelman having 
the kind of conversation one has 
on such trips, "What is your 
connection to Gombin?  What is your family's story?"  Hannah was telling me about her 
father's (Ben Guyer) journey through an amazing number of concentration/labor camps. 
She concluded by saying, "He was liberated in Bergen Belsen." My heart flipped.  My 
father, who was a member of the American army at the end of the war and was stationed 
in northern Germany, was visiting liberated camps to try to find or trace his family. He 
wrote to my mother,  " I visited Bergen Belsen today, and met some boys from 
Gombin.  They told me that the whole town was liquidated in April 42."  He most likely 
learned his family's fate from Hannah's father, and here I was sitting next to her 73 years 
later! 
 
August 13:  After	  an	  intense	  day	  in	  Gąbin,	  we	  had	  a	  day	  in	  which	  the	  group	  
separated	  for	  different	  activities.	  One	  group	  returned	  to	  Gąbin	  to	  record	  more	  
testimony	  from	  the	  man	  who	  spontaneously	  talked	  to	  us	  on	  the	  previous	  day.	  They	  
also	  met	  with	  the	  mayor	  and	  current	  owner	  of	  the	  pharmacy	  where	  the	  Synagogue	  
once	  stood.	  	  The	  Gombin	  Society's	  goal	  for	  many	  years	  has	  been	  to	  erect	  a	  memorial	  
plaque	  or	  other	  monument	  in	  the	  town	  of	  Gąbin	  that	  commemorates	  the	  Jews	  who	  
once	  lived	  there.	  	  This	  has	  been	  hard	  to	  achieve,	  but	  the	  group	  meeting	  with	  the	  
mayor	  felt	  encouraged	  and	  two	  members	  of	  the	  group	  were	  invited	  to	  return	  in	  a	  
month	  to	  continue	  the	  discussion.	  Perhaps	  the	  time	  is	  now! 
 
I was in the group of families that elected to go to the Płock Archives to look for family 
records. The Archives turned out to be a very small, warm room with other Polish people 
occupying some of the few tables.  Families were given half an hour time slots to look 
through the record books. This was an unrealistic amount of time to search for anything 
as searching meant flipping through page after page of a big book filled with documents 
hoping to see a recognizable name.  Those that found things, stayed, while others 
gathered outside fuming.  When our turn came, we did find family names in a book of 
voting records from 1922, but we weren't really sure what we were seeing or learning. 
We took a million pictures of anything related to our family and decided we could figure 
it out later.  However, it just felt exciting to see the names of family members in print in 
an official record, once more proving that they really existed. Again, I recognize the 
theme that seems so common in subsequent generations of Holocaust victims, of 
wondering if, in fact, the people really existed, so removed from the earth do they seem. 

Building	  once	  housed	  the	  Polonia	  Theater	  in	  Gombin	  
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Looking through the Voting Record and seeing the names of Gombin families that I have 
become familiar with, felt like a “reblooming” of the community before my eyes. In 
another record we seemed to find a link between my great grandmother's family, the 
Rozenbergs, and the Silberztayn family that helped my father get to the US in 1939. 
Finding this connection confirmed a relationship that we thought we knew from other 
sources. 
 
Others went to see a traditional Polish village recreation and ran into a TV series being 
filmed that depicted the lives of Polish women during the interwar period.  Still another 
group made a tour of small villages in the Gąbin area where family members once lived. 
 
A final group took a bike ride in the countryside.  This proved to be quite a challenge as 
they were using heavy city bikes, the kind you can rent to go from one part of the city to 
another.  They rode 18 miles, up and down hills and to a remote lake used by local Polish 
people. 
 
August 14:  Today's journey was a difficult one to the extermination camp at Chełmno 
nad Ner where some members of our group lost family members and to a memorial at the 
Catholic Cemetery in Konin for Gombiners who died in the work camp at Konin. 

 
Chełmno is known as the first extermination camp where the German's learned how to 
murder people efficiently.  In approximately one year's time 200,000 people were killed 
here most of them from the surrounding region.  It was the first region of Poland newly 
incorporated into the Reich that was deemed 'free of Jews'. Killing undesirables was an 
outgrowth of the euthanasia program used initially to kill people with mental or physical 
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disabilities.  That program spread from Germany to the newly conquered Polish 
territories. The main change from the euthanasia program was that instead of traveling to 
the people they wished to kill, they now brought people to a central location. There are no 
barracks at Chełmno.  People were killed and buried the day they arrived, approximately 
1,000 a day. Someone dressed as a doctor greeted the new arrivals. They were given soap 
and told they would go to a work camp in Austria after they were disinfected in a 
shower.  Only at the last moment were they pushed into a van where they were killed 
with carbon monoxide gas. It is hard for me to imagine that people really believed the lies 
they were told given their treatment in the ghetto, the rumors traveling from town to 
town, or their treatment on the way to the camp.  On the other hand, people always hope 
they have already experienced the worst.  In a way, I hope my family felt the littlest bit of 
reassurance before they died. 
 
The last time Jon and I were at Chełmno we were the only ones there and it was hardly 
developed.  This time there was a visitors’ center, and more elaborate exhibits. The site is 
being further developed to help visitors better understand this little known camp.  Our 
guide explained how people were processed, killed, and buried.  He showed us huge mass 
graves and ground that was still filled with bone fragments. We saw the monument 
erected by the Gombin Society to commemorate victims from Gąbin as well the wall of 
remembrance plaques. We brought a plaque I had made commemorating my family 
members who were killed there.  The plaque will be mounted on a wall of remembrance 
near those of other Gombin families. It is a way to acknowledge my family members by 
name in a place where they were made to disappear. We learned today that my 
grandfather's youngest brother Shiyah was transported to Chełmno in May 1942 after a 
two-month stay at a work camp in Konin, about a month after the rest of the family was 
killed. 
 
After Chełmno we went to 
the city of Konin where there 
was a work camp that many 
men from Gombin were taken 
to in March of 1942.  They 
worked under miserable 
conditions and most died or, 
like Shiyah, were sent to 
Chełmno. In 1943 when the 
camp inmates knew they were 
going to be killed and the 
camp closed, they revolted 
and set fire to the 
camp.  Most were killed in 
the following action.  In the Catholic cemetery a small portion of land is given over as a 
memorial monument to the Jews who died in the Work Camp.  There is letter written by 
Pope John Paul XXIII consecrating the ground as a memorial.  Once again I saw lots of 
familiar names on the memorial plaque. 
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And then it was time to return to Warsaw and end our trip.  We had one last dinner with 
Susan, Stacey, Sarah, and Elisha, our newly found family. This morning as everyone 
departed, there were fond hugs with many promises to keep in touch and to reunite for 
more. 
 
A number of people told me that the trip proved to be so much more than they 
expected.  They learned a lot, were moved, and felt like family. For me, the sense of 
family is perhaps the strongest takeaway.  I had seen much of what we saw on earlier 
trips, but to experience it in the company of fellow Gombiners made me feel that a piece 
of Gombin continues to exist in the sense of connection that we created.  
 
 
 


