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An e-mail’

On May 6, 2008, I received a surprise email from a woman named Irene Slabyj
who, in her internet searches for clues to her family history, discovered an
intimate connection between us: “I was pleasantly surprised to find posting of
your mother’s school photographs, Hoffmann Gymnasium,” she wrote, refer-
ring to the photographs that my mother (Lotte Hirsch) had donated to the US
Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington in an effort to supplement its
small collections on her native city of Czernowitz.

What caught my breath was seeing my mother in these three photos... My
mother, who died in 2001, was a member of the class of 1936 and was then
named Olha Ostaficiue. In reading the descriptions included with these photo-
graphs, [ realized that we share another connection since my grandfather, Ivan
Ostaficiuc, also worked for the railroad [like your father]. Since I have no infor-
mation or photographs from my mother regarding this school, I wonder
whether your mother may recall the address of the school. Possibly she may
have a photograph of the school itself that you may be able to share with me.
For my own interest and to share such with my children, I have been eager to
gather as much pertinent information as possible. Although I am not Jewish,
I find the information available at the Jewish Czernowitz [web]site helpful in
my searching.? The connection that you and I share through our mothers re-
minds me of how small the world is.

Although, by 2008, my mother’s memory had become quite spotty, she clearly
remembered Olha Ostaficiuc as a Ukrainian school friend and was able to iden-

1 The first person voice in this section is Marianne Hirsch’s. This essay is part of a longer
project on school photos. For an earlier essay on the subject, see Marianne Hirsch and Leo
Spitzer: School Photos and Their Afterlives. In: Elspeth Brown, Thy Phu (eds.): Feeling
Photography. Durham, NC 2014. We are most grateful to the Stellenbosch Institute for
Advanced Studies for a residential fellowship enabling us to work on this project.

2 <http://czernowitz.chpes.com>, 24.12.2014.
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Fig. 1-3: Hoffimann
Gymmnasium in
Cerniuti, private
female secondary
school. Class pbotos
with Lotte Gottfried
(Fig. 1-2: front row,
left; Fig. 3: back row,
right), 1934-36
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tify her on the pictures. And I was able to send Irene a photograph of the school
building my mother had pointed out to us on our 1998 visit to Chernivtsi.

This email exchange with Irene Slabyj may appear quite ordinary, a by-
product of new research technologies in the digital age that indeed make the
world seem smaller. But in view of the history of growing ethnic intolerance
and discrimination in interwar Greater Romania, and the negative events that
ensued after our mothers graduated from what both would have referred to —
incorrectly, it appears — as the Hoffmann Gymnasium, my 21* century meet-
ing with Irene Slabyj would have seemed unlikely if not improbable. By 1936
that private female secondary school, which was founded and directed in the
early 1920s by Leo Hoffmann, a Jew, had been compelled to appoint a Roma-
nian Director and to change its name to a more acceptable Romanian one,
Liceul Julia Hasdeu.3

Clearly, however, a Jewish girl and a Ukrainian girl, both students at the same
private school in the mid-1930s, could be friends; they could visit each other’s
houses; they could study together for their baccalaureate exams. Ukrainians and
Jews could also both work for the railroad administration, as Irene’s grandfather
and my father did. And yet, a mere five years later, in 1941, Jews would be de-
ported en masse from Cerniuti and Greater Romania by Romanian authorities
collaborating with their Nazi-German allies; the city would try to rid itself of
their presence. Cerniuti’s sizable Ukrainian population was also subordinated
under the fascist Romanian regime, but many anti-Semitic Ukrainians, espe-
cially in rural areas, initiated or participated in atrocities against Jews during the
ensuing years. My mother managed to evade deportation and survive the Roma-
nian Holocaust and, after the defeat of Nazi Germany and the triumph of the
Red Army, to leave what would become Soviet Chernovtsy for Romania in 1945.
I was born in Romanian Timisoara a few years later. Olha Ostaficiuc remained
in Chernovtsy and Irene was born there. Later, we all emigrated to the US, but
Olha and Lotte would never meet again. Certainly, when Olha and Lotte faced
the school photographer in mid-1930’s Cerniuti, they were looking ahead to a
future of possibility: they could not yet know how fragile their world had be-
come and how vulnerable their friendship would prove to be.

For me, the email from Irene — the knowledge it brought as well as the rec-
ollections it engendered from my mother — were a complete surprise. I had
known from my mother’s stories that the Hoffmann school was a Jewish-
attended private school for girls that prepared students for the national Bac-
calaureate exam that my mother was proud of passing on a first try, in spite of

3 See 29 October 2012 posting by Bianca Rosenthal on the czernowitz.ehpes.com website.
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