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From Auschwitz to Falls Chun 
By Viv ian Y u d k i n 

". . . because thou hast struggled thy 
name shall be called no more Jacob but 
Israel for that thou hast striven with 
God and with man and hast pre­
vailed . . . " Genesis 32:28 

Rabbi Laszlo Berkowits opens the 
door i n his shirtsleeves. He's at home 
in his four th f loor apartment at Rav-
enswood Towers i n Falls Church, 'The 
Man From La Mancha" is p laying on 
the phonograph, his only ch i ld Julie, 
4 4 , is te l l ing excitedly how they w i l l 
go soon on a plane to her grandpar­
ents' house i n Cincinnat i for Hamnu-
kah. The rabbi's comely, Ohio-born 
black-haired wife calls her husband 
" L a r r y . " 

A t 40, Laszlo Berkowits, rabbi of the 
Reform Temple Rodef Shalom ( i t 
means Pursuer of Peace, is b r imming 
over w i t h youthful v i ta l i ty and love of 
l i fe , a thoroughly alive man. His eyes 
dart f rom his comely young wife Judy 
to his daughter to the tea w i t h lemon, 
to the chocolate cake, to the phono­
graph ( " I made the cabinet; I 'm an ap­
prentice cabinet maker i n my spare 
t ime") . He speaks in a lightly-accented, 
rap id voice. 

I n 1963 he was elected to his first 
pulpi t , Temple Rodef S h al o m, a 
Plan a Bui ld ing 

The congregation used to meet i n 
the basement of the F ink Bu i ld ing i n 
Falls Church, outgrew that and moved 
to quarters at the F i r s t Chris t ian 
Church and, having grown some more, 
now meets at the Chesterbrook Pres­
byter ian Church i n Falls Church. The 

members have purchased 7 4 acres of 
congregation which has yet to move 
into its own synagogue, 
land i n the MacLean-Falls Church area 
and, the rabbi said, they hope to be i n 
their own temple some t ime next year. 

"We're very happy here," said Judy 
Berkowits. "We hope to be here for 
the rest of our lives." 

" M y wife l ikes roots" the rabbi com­
mented. "She comes f rom roots. Her 
fami ly goes back three generations i n 
Cincinnat i . M y own roots are not so 
tender." 

I t has been an incredible journey for 
Laszlo Berkowits . Born i n Derecske, a 

"smal l town on the plains of Hungary, 
Tn to^an Orthodox Jewisn i a m i l y of 
five children, his parents had plans for 
h im to enter the Orthodox rabbinate. 

"They were going to send me to a 
very fine seminary in Czechoslovakia." 

F r o m the age of 8, he attended shul 
(synagogue) twice a day, morn ing and 
evening, and Saturdays as wel l . He 
l iked i t because Father explained the 
services and when he grew t i red he 
played w i t h his companions i n the yard 
outside the synagogue. 
Pastoral Existence 

" I t was a pastoral existence" he re­
called. " I t was an event i n our town to 
visit the c i ty five miles away." Only 
115 Jewish families l ived in the town 
of about 15,000 people and there was 
no "Jewish section." 

I t was a secure, safe orderly l i fe , 
where "Father was head of his house­
ho ld" and where good manners 
counted for much. " I l ike good man­

ners, Rabbi Berkowits says. "Good 
manners are l ike good wine." 

I t was a w o r l d he was to leave at the 
age of 16 and never see again. 

I n the spring of 1944 he went to Bu­
dapest to visi t an older sister. " I was 
very naive," he said. " I knew the Nazis 
had occupied Budapest i n March . . . 
but I did not know . . ." 

" I don't understand" Judy said. 
"How was i t possible not to know . . ." 

"We d idn ' t know" the rabbi reiter­
ated." We had a censored press. I n 
Derecske we knew nothing of the 
death camps. We knew only that the 
Nazis were not supposed to touch peo­
ple i n the National Capital Area." 
Seized on Tro l l ey 

He was in a t rol ley one fine spring 
morning when Hungarian police halted 
the car and ordered a l l Jews to disem­
bark. W i t h ten others, Laszlo was led 
to an abandoned br ick factory "which 
was used for assembling the Jews." 

" I was put on an embarkation t r a i n 
inside of a sealed compartment w i t h 70 
others and we traveled for eight days, 
we d id not know . . . I thought the cre-
Auschwitz. We thought we were going 
to a work camp. Even when we arr ived 
we did not know . . . I thought the cre­
matoriums were huge bakeries." 

They took away his clothes, shaved 
his head . . . and suddenly the rabbi 
starts laughing. " I can't help i t , i t was 
horr ible and funny because also i n the 
line were four of my schoolmates. One 
of them was 'Shpitza' . . . poor 'Shpit-
za,' his mother used to have a f i t i f he 
went out wi thout his coat. We lost ek
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h: Rabbi 's Incredible Journey 
him. He was 'selected' the day before 
Y o m K i p p i n , 1944." The rabbi's voice 
t rai ls off. 

Af te r Rabbi Berkowits had spent 
five months i n Auschwitz the cremato­
r iums stopped "work ing . " 

"How naive I was," the rabbi said. " I 
only learned later what my real pur­
pose in the camp was; i t was to wait 
my turn. Paradoxically, he learned to 
love l i fe and to understand life dur ing 
that t e r r ib le t ime. 
Found Himsel f 

" M y whole existence would be dif­
ferent i f I had not been there. I was 
forced to look in to my deepest re­
sources at that age. Nobody knows 
what he really is u n t i l he is forced to 
dig , deeper, deeper, deeper." 

I t was only when he learned of the 
murder of his parents and his younger 
bro ther and sister by the Nazis that 
Laszlo Berkowits began to hate. "Bu t I 
never hated the Nazis enough to crip­
ple myself. Years later, when I was 
t rave l ing w i t h a f r i end through the 
Brenner Pass I had the impulse to stop 
the car and shout at the top of my 
voice, ' I am here! Laszlo Berkowits the 
Jewish boy is here! I survived!'" 

A t the War's end, when the Nazis 
rounded up men for work camps, 
Laszlo, then 20, was an auto mechanic. 
He left Auschwitz by the same path 
that he had taken on arr iva l . 

" I t was snowing," he said. "How 
beautiful everything was! A l l of us i n 
the t ruck on the way to the work camp 
i n Braunschweig were singing as we 
drove away. We were alive." 

Long Day's Work 

A t the workcamp he rose at 4 each 
morning , w o r k i n g through un t i l eve­
ning, and there he remained u n t i l the 
Amer ican troops arr ived. " I t was unbe­
lievable," he said. "The .troops were 
cry ing . We were laughing." 

I t was the f i rs t t ime Laszlo had seen 
an American. The camp inmates 
Dicked up an American and threw 
h im in to the air i n the i r exhilarat ion. 
"He was a big guy," Laszlo smiled. He 
remembers that morn ing v i v i d l y : I t 
was May, w i t h the bluest of blue skies, 
the air crisp, scented f rom the nearby 
pine forests. " A n d I had an unforgetta­
ble feeling. Of the greatest victory. To 
realize you have out l ived the war. Now, 
that is an achievement." 

I l l f r o m his experiences, he spent a 
long t ime recuperat ing in an Amer i ­
can A r m y Hospital . He used to enter­
ta in the other patients singing f rom 
the operas he knows and loves. Music 
has always been a passion for h i m . " I 
have always had music i n my house, 

By Matthew Lewis—The Washington Post 

R A B B I L A Z L O B E R K O W I T S 
" . . . We're very happy here" 

a l l kinds. I don't care what i t is, jazz, 
folk, just so i t isn't eingeschmaltzed. 

Music helped h i m decide on his life's 
work . "You don't suddenly say I ' l l be a 
rabbi ," he said. " I t rises to the surface, 
it coalesces . . . I t real ly happened 
much later i n New Y o r k after I heard 
Bruno Walter conduct the Beethoven 
N i n t h . I came into the street. I wept. I 
was in a state of total exaltat ion. I t 
was the tu rn ing point for me." 

Af t e r leaving the hospital he went to 
Sweden and studied there i n Helsing-
berg—"a lovely ci ty where l i fe was un­
touched, l ived as l i fe should be l ived ." 

He learned Engl ish f rom a Polish 
teacher who spoke w i t h a German ac­
cent. He listened to the BBC and his 
accent s t i l l has the traces of Br i t i sh he 
absorbed then, al though when he 
reached America his friends kidded 
h in saying, "Enough of that BBC stuff, 
you can't t a lk that way here." 

He came to America for an educa­
t ion , but al though he went to two 
schools, by day and by night , he was 
disappointed. " I t was too chi ldish," he 
said abruptly. A n d then in 1954 he was 
drafted. He went to Hawai i after two 
years at For t K n o x and there he sang 
the kiddush (prayer over wine) and as­
sisted the Jewish chaplain. 
Now at Pentagon 

"Chaplain Samuel Sobel — a real 
tzadeck (a saintly person). He made 
me a member of his family . He's now 
at the Pentagon, a captain i n the Navy. 
He marr ied Judy and me." 

Laszlo met his wife whi le s tudying 
at the seminary i n Cincinnat i . She 
gave h i m a glance and said, "He's 
opened up new worlds to me. I never 
dreamed I ' d be a rabbitzen. I was 
brought up very conventionally, I ' d 
never met anybody l ike Lar ry . 
Whoever knew about the opera i n my 
fami ly?" 

The decision to become a Reform 
rabb i was pa r t i a l ly a decision to break 
w i t h the past; he has never regretted 
i t . He loves his congregation. " I t is 
very intel l igent , very civic minded, 
very devoted to Judaism, is work ing 
very hard to create a beautiful congre­
gational communi ty ." 

He paused. " A l l rabbis have doubts. 
We are not l ike scientists who have 
proof. But I know that as a rabbi I 
work to br ing Judaism to the Jewish 
people. That is my job ." 

He fingered a Hannuka toy of his 
daughter's, a dreidel (a top wi th He­
brew letters on its sides). 
Suffering Destroys 

"Bu t I don't advocate suffering as a 
means of sp i r i tua l regeneration . . . 
Suffer ing is not ennobling. I t can de-
troy. A l l I know is, that I d id not be­
come a sp i r i tua l cr ipple because of i t . " 

Then he asked suddenly, "Have you 
read 'O the Chimneys' by Nel ly Sachs? 
Read i t , read i t . " 

The phone rang and Rabbi Berkow­
its f lew to answer i t . He returned, w i t h 
dancing eyes. 

"I t ' s a f r iend of ours. He wants to 
give us a turkey. I am the only 
rabbi who gets a Christmas turkey!" 
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