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Vladka Meed was determined that those who perished in the Holocaust be viewed 
not as faceless victims but as people who lived lives worth remembering. The stories that 
she told were always precise and emotionally gripping, because they involved people 
with whom she had interacted personally and whose deaths were a personal loss. This 
impossibly strong woman, all five feet of her, who had endangered her own life many 
times during her years as a courier in the Warsaw ghetto, still wept when she recounted 
her inability to save the lives of her own family. Though the event had happened many 
years before, the sadness and the emptiness that she endured were palpable each time I 
heard her tell of her arrival at the Umschlagplatz too late to persuade her mother and her 
siblings to come out of the line that they had stood in, not knowing that the bread and jam 
they would receive was a ruse to get them onto the trains to Treblinka. 

Perhaps it was their loss or the loss of so many others that prompted her to 
reframe the story of the Holocaust, not in terms of the numbers that had died or in their 
seeming reluctance or inability to defend themselves, but in the dignity of their lives in 
unendurable conditions. She was the first person I ever heard speak about spiritual 
resistance, not as an abstract concept, but as a way of defining the day to day actions of 
ordinary people who tried to survive by maintaining their dignity and humanity. The 
stories were about mothers who starved themselves in order to save food to pay the rabbi 
for a Bar Mitzvah lesson for a boy who would not survive until his thirteenth birthday; 
they were about parents who surrendered their children in the hopes that someone would 
protect them until the end of the war, never knowing if they would see their child again;  
they were about young people who held concerts and dramatic readings in the ghetto to 
preserve the Yiddish culture they were brought up with, all the while starving to death 
from so little food. To hear her tell these stories was to be transported back to that place 
and time, as she named them and described their temperaments and their courage. 

It would have been enough to share these stories with her own children and 
grandchildren, but Vladka was determined that others should hear and know. Her book, 
On Both Sides of the Wall, was published in 1948, perhaps one of the first memoirs of the 
ghetto to reach a mass audience. She spoke all over the country, never softening the tales 
or her reactions to telling them. But one voice could only reach so many ears. Thus it was 
her brilliant idea to educate teachers about the Holocaust and the spiritual resistance 
of the Jews that is her greatest achievement. 

 Nearly 1000 teachers, from every state in the nation, have attended the 
Holocaust and Jewish Resistance Teachers Program, which has emphasized the life of the 
Jews before the war and the culture that was lost as a result. These teachers, in turn, have 
influenced many thousands of students in the last 28 years, altering the view of what 
makes someone a hero, a particularly difficult task in our violent culture. Some 



participants went on to become educators at the United States Holocaust Memorial 
Museum; others became directors of Holocaust centers in various parts of the United 
States and members of state Holocaust commissions.  The overwhelming number of 
teachers who took part in Vladka’s program are still in the classroom, still teaching the 
story of the Holocaust and Jewish Resistance as Vladka had hoped. They spoke of her in 
reverence in the internet memorial book set up by her family after her death. They called 
her their personal hero, larger than life, someone who had touched them and changed 
their teaching and their lives forever. Many of them remembered a personal moment with 
her, a time when they had a chance to sit with her or walk with her in Poland or in Israel. 
She had enormous interest in them, and they wrote about  how she asked questions about 
their families and their schools, always commenting that she was so powerful in her 
interactions that they both feared and idolized her simultaneously, hoping that their 
answers would not disappoint. For so many years, the Alumni conferences were their 
way of showing her the appreciation they felt for a life altering opportunity. They came 
from all over the country and gave her a standing ovation each time she spoke. They 
knew they were in the presence of someone very special. She always said she was not a 
teacher, but she was in the most basic way, the greatest teacher any of them had ever 
encountered. 

When I first met her in 1988, she asked me what my Yiddish name was. I am 
named after my two grandmothers, neither of whom I ever met, as they perished well 
before I was born, victims of the Nazis. “I’m Chavah Malkah, but only my mother ever 
calls me Chavah, and not really that often anymore,” I replied. From then on, when we 
were alone or when things were really serious, she would call me Chavah. It was a kind 
of signal that we were embarking on a secret conversation, not for the ears of others. It 
often preceded an entire conversation in Yiddish, a very one-sided one as I groped for the 
words to answer her. Even now, I can hear her voice in my head, as Steve and I plan the 
trips each year, as we walk through the streets of Warsaw, and especially at the stones of 
Treblinka. She is reminding me of what is most important, what I should not forget to tell 
“her teachers.” 

As a participant in this program, I came away with a newfound respect for 
survivors; as the director of this program, hand-picked by Vladka to be her successor, I 
have shouldered the responsibility of conveying her message to the teachers with whom 
we have traveled since her retirement. And now, with her death, the task is even greater 
and more pressing. As Vladka’s generation of eyewitnesses leaves us, those who have 
taken this on must work even harder to retell and to emphasize the heroism of daily life. 
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