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DEDICATION 

 

To my parents,  

Chaim Akiva and Ettele Lebowitz Gross,  

who lost their lives at Auschwitz. 

 

Alex Gross 
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Alex’s tattoo from Auschwitz. 

  

 

  



5 

 

CHILDHOOD IN POLANOK 

 

I was born on September 18, 1928, in the village of 

Polanok in the Carpathian Mountain region of 

Czechoslovakia. I was the sixth son of Chaim Akiva 

and Ettele Lebovitz Gross. I was given the Yiddish 

name Yankele (Jacob). My older brothers were Fishi 

(Phillip), Benjamin (Ben), Bendi (Bernie), Beresh 

(Bill), and Smilku (Sam). My sister, Rosalyn, was 

born two years after me.   

 

When I was a young boy, Czechoslovakia was a 

democracy where every ethnic group enjoyed equal 

status. But soon things began to change. Our part of 

Czechoslovakia was annexed to Hungary, then taken 

over by Germany and is now part of Ukraine. Most of 

our relatives on both sides emigrated to America right 

after World War I, but we did not go. My mother 

wanted to care for her parents and my father did not 

want to leave his business.  

 

My father was known as the best tailor in the 

Carpathian region. He was trained in Vienna. People 

came from far away to have him make their clothing. 

He was very proud of his reputation. He tried to train 

all of us to be tailors. He dreamed that we would take 

over his business and eventually become famous 

tailors.  

 

Our home was roughly made by hand from blocks of 

mud and straw. We had no running water and no  
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electricity. We used outhouses and a hand-dug water 

well. There were no bathtubs or showers or soap. To 

wash us, my mother would fill a bucket with water 

and pour it over us. We bathed in the river.  

 

Our house, which was also my father’s tailor shop, 

fronted on the only main road in our village. We had 

one big room that was the kitchen and living room. 

Mother, Father and Rosalyn slept in this room. The 

boys slept in the unheated back building near where 

the cow and horses were housed. The sewing 

machines and ironing tables for my father’s work 

were kept there. At the end of each day his cutting 

tables were opened up for us to use as beds. All my 

father’s workers lived with us, so there were always 

ten or twelve of us sleeping there. I did not know they 

were not part of the family.  

 

We grew most of our own food: carrots, cucumbers, 

corn, beans, and cabbage. We had apple, plum, 

cherry, peach, and walnut trees. We had a few 

chickens, ducks and geese which Mother fattened up. 

We had a cow for milk. Mother milked the cow and 

gathered eggs every day. She plucked feathers from 

our geese to make quilts and pillows. Our few curtains 

she sewed by hand. Her hands were never idle. My 

mother fed up to twenty people three times a day - 

seven children, six or seven workers, grandparents, 

and guests. She always had a smile. Her jovial 

disposition permeated the whole house. My mother  
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was an angel. She was the most loving person in the 

world. We adored her.  

 

When I was six years old my parents gave my brother 

Sam and me the chore of supplying firewood to heat 

our house and water for cooking. We were also 

responsible for lighting and keeping the coal fire 

going to heat the pressing iron in the tailor shop. As 

young as we were, we chopped wood and carried 

heavy buckets of water.  

 

I went to school for a very short time. At public 

school several age groups were bunched together in a 

small building. There were just a few classrooms and 

teachers. We had to walk past two villages to get to 

the school. Fishi and Rosalyn were the only ones 

lucky enough to go to the famous Polgary 

Gymnasium Hebrew School in Munkach.  

 

When we were two or three years old we started going 

to cheder. I was not a good student at cheder. I did not 

like the very strict teacher. I got my share of beatings 

from him but I did not dare tell my father because he 

would have given me more of a thrashing for being a 

bad boy. One time, I came home all bruised and 

bleeding. My brothers decided to teach the teacher a 

lesson. They locked him in the woodshed with our 

maid. This was considered extremely inappropriate 

behavior for a teacher, so he was fired. My brothers 

were never punished for this.  
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My family was one of about fifty Jewish families in 

our village. Our religious practice was orthodox, very 

traditional. Most of the people in our village were 

ultra-orthodox; we were not. My father did not make 

us wear peyos - we were more or less regular boys.  

 

Friday afternoon we would go to the mikveh. I hated 

going to the mikveh; it was very dirty. We would 

come back home and get dressed in our best clothes. 

(I only had hand-me-downs. I did not get my first pair 

of new shoes until I was eight years old.) Then we 

would walk to shul. After shul we would come home 

and have a festive meal. Of course, after the meal we 

would sing zmiros, songs of appreciation for the food 

and for all our blessings.  

 

Saturday morning, without any question, all of us 

went to shul. Some of the older boys didn’t go as 

early as we younger boys did. Father used to take us 

very early because he was the gabbai of the shul. As 

young boys we would pray alongside of him. My 

cousin and I would sing, almost like a choir, with the 

cantor during the holidays. Of all the children, Fishi 

and Bernie had the best voices. Bernie was to have 

studied at the famous Munkacher Cantorial School. 

Bernie and I both played the mandolin.  

 

After kiddish at shul we went home and had our big 

meal of the week. It was a feast. We were very 

fortunate because my father was a tailor so he was  
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able to bargain and get a chicken or sometimes roast 

beef or sometimes even steak. Because I was the 

youngest of the boys and we always had at least four 

or five people working for us, by the time the plate 

came to me there wasn’t much left. But we were very, 

very nice - everybody just took so much and made 

sure no one ever went hungry. Mother was an 

exceptional cook. Her desserts were the highlight of 

our meal. Often, neighborhood kids would come to 

our home after their own Shabbas meal just for those 

wonderful desserts. It was a poor subsistence, but very 

gracious at the same time. As the gabbai of our shul, 

my father would often bring home people for a 

Shabbas meal. One time he brought so many people 

that there was not even a crumb left for me. I was a 

little upset, so I went out into the garden and ate a lot 

of tomatoes, the green tomatoes. I got very sick. Until 

this day I do not eat tomatoes in any form. 

 

In 1939, when I was eleven years old, Carpathia was 

annexed by Hungary when Hungary collaborated with 

Nazi Germany. Once our area was controlled by the 

Hungarian fascists, Jews had no way to escape 

Hitler’s wrath. Even Jews with money and visas to go 

to America were not allowed to cross over any fascist-

controlled countries to board a train or ship. Jews 

were not allowed to enter Britain, Palestine, Australia, 

or South America. The people in our area who were of 

German origin became affiliated with the Nazi party 

and the young people joined Hitler Youth. The Hitler 

Youth training area was right next to our home. Many 
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of our Hungarian, German and Schwabish neighbors 

changed from being good playmates, friendly 

neighbors, and caring people into inhumane, hateful 

killers. Later many became SS men.  

 

I had a Schwabisch (of German origin) friend, 

Yonchi, who lived from across the street from me. He 

and I played soccer together. Soccer was our only 

sport. We had no soccer ball, so we tied rags with 

strings, winding them round and round to make a hard 

but light soccer ball. For goals we used caps or rocks. 

Yonchi and I were so close we were inseparable. One 

time, he and I were sleeping together on top of a 

haystack and I asked him, “How could you join the 

Hitler Youth? You are my best friend.” He said, “I 

love you, but you are a Jew and Hitler says the Jews 

are our misfortune and we have to dispose of your 

people so Germany will become a thousand year 

reich.” That is what he was taught in the Hitler Youth. 

He became an SS man and the worst Nazi and Jew 

hater that ever lived. I found out after the war that the 

Russians captured him and hanged him.  
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A CHANGING VILLAGE 

 

Soon the Hungarians started shipping Jews of military 

age to labor camps. One by one, my older brothers 

were taken away to labor camps. First Fishi, then Ben, 

and finally Bernie. My father received notice to report 

for military labor. After six months he was permitted 

to come home because his sons were in labor camps 

and his health was questionable.  

 

I was eleven years old when suddenly Hungarian 

militia ordered all boys eleven and up to report for 

military training -- except the Jewish kids. Instead of 

paramilitary training they taught us Jewish kids how 

to dig ditches and sweep streets and clean latrines. 

They taught the Christian kids to march past us and 

spit at us, kick us, egg us on, throw stones at us. It 

was very humiliating.  

 

Many times my brothers and I were attacked. The 

Gross brothers had a reputation: Leave us alone and 

we will leave you alone. If anyone attacked us, we all 

made sure they never did it again.  

 

Toward the end of 1942 we truly began to fear for our 

lives. One day I was coming back from cheder with 

my brother Sam when we were attacked by ten or 

fifteen Hitler Youth. They pushed us into a ditch. Sam 

and I crawled under the mud and managed to get 

some stones and started bashing them and left all of 

them bleeding. After that, I knew I had to run away  
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from home because if I stayed at home I would have 

been killed for sure.  

 

I hitched rides and walked all the way to Lavik where 

my father’s mother lived. After a while, I went back 

home because I missed my family so much. When the 

Hitler Youth found out I came back, they attacked 

again when Sam and I went to take care of our cow. 

Sam had a pitchfork and I had a rake. We made our 

stand and we left them bleeding. We had to run away 

again. This time I went to my aunt and uncle in Vari. I 

stayed a month or so then went home again because I 

longed for my family. At home I found I was in even 

more danger. I had no choice but to run away again -- 

this time to Budapest. I was fourteen years old.  

 

In Budapest I somehow managed to get a job as a 

plumber’s apprentice. Luckily, I also got a position in 

the boys’ choir at the famous Dohany Synagogue - not 

because I had such a good voice, but because I was 

able to sing in Yiddish. It was so good because they 

‘paid’ us with free cookies and milk which helped 

sustain me. I lived in Budapest for almost a year. 

Because I did not have the proper papers to stay in 

Budapest, I had to return home.  

 

On the last day of Passover 1944 all Jews in Polanok 

were notified to assemble the next morning with 

whatever possessions they could carry. We did not 

even have time to put the Passover dishes away when 

the Nazis came to our door early the next morning.  
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The day was cold and bleak. Mother and Father tried 

to stay calm, but we all cried hysterically as the 

Hungarian gendarme pounded on our door. We did 

not know what to take, what to hide. We took only 

money, jewelry and what little food and clothing we 

could carry. The only thing I remember taking for 

myself was a blanket. My mother made me take it. I 

had my best suit on. They kept telling us, “We are 

going to take you away from these local Jew hating 

anti-Semites. You will get food, jobs....” They ordered 

us to assemble in the center of the village. We 

assembled and they marched us to the ghetto. I was 

fifteen years old.  

 

  



14 

 

  

Our  family home 

in Palanok. 

The men on the homestead. Bill, a worker, 

Bernie, a worker, Sam, Father, Alex 
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Our family home and the bastion behind 

it on the hill. 

Mother, Rosalyn, Father 
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Front row center: Bill 

Back row: Bernie is on 

the left. Filip is on the 

far right. 

Alex is on the bottom. 

Bill is on the far left. 

Bernie is in the center. 

Sam is on the far 

right. 
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Bernie is on the far 

left. The other three 

men were from our 

village. They were all 

sent to Hungarian 

labor camps. 

Bernie is on the 

left. Bill is next to 

him. 
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THE GHETTO 

 

As we approached the ghetto I was horrified to see 

our Christian neighbors watching us without even a 

trace of caring or pity in their faces.  

 

The ghetto was an old brick factory located between 

Palanok and Munkach. There was no shelter there, no 

rooms, no toilets, nothing. There was not even a roof 

to protect us from the weather. There was no food and 

no water other than what we brought with us. My 

family was among the first to arrive in the ghetto so 

we were lucky enough to claim a filthy brick baking 

oven as shelter. The oven was about eight feet wide, 

five feet high, and thirty feet long. We removed the 

bricks and tried to clean out the ashes and soot. We 

squeezed almost one hundred people into that oven. 

My parents, Bill, Sam, Rosalyn, and I, along with 

several of our uncles, aunts, and cousins were all 

cramped together. To add to our pain, we found 

ourselves guarded by former friends and neighbors. 

Of all our cousins, from many villages, only two 

survived the war.  

 

The thing I remember most about the ghetto is the 

humiliation they put us through. They had us move, 

by hand, large industrial bricks that were stacked up 

on one side of the factory. We had to throw these 

heavy, rough bricks to the nearest person in line and 

catch them with our bare hands. When the bricks were 

all stacked up at one side, the guards ordered us to  
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move them back to the other side. This went on hour 

after hour, day after day. When our hands became too 

slick with blood to catch the bricks, the guards would 

flog us.  

 

We were in the ghetto for six or eight weeks.  

 

Even in this unspeakable misery, I was sure the world 

was populated with decent people like the ones we 

used to know.  
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THE TRAIN TO HELL 

 

On our fourteenth day in the ghetto we learned that 

cattle cars were there to transport us east to work for 

the Fatherland. They ordered us to leave everything 

and get into the cattle car. At first we didn’t want to 

leave anything -- just like we didn’t want to leave 

anything in our home. They jammed in eighty or one 

hundred people into a small car. We couldn’t move. 

We couldn’t turn. We could only stand up. Hell broke 

out. There were people in there with tiny babies that 

were two or three weeks old. The babies were crying. 

They wanted to be fed. The women were religious and 

they didn’t want to expose themselves to the people 

around them -- until there was no choice. We tried 

very desperately to turn away, but we couldn’t. There 

was no room. After two or three hours the little 

children had to pee. The elderly started collapsing. 

We were trying to protect them so no one would step 

on their heads. This went on and on. People near the 

edges of the car had no protection from the cold. My 

family was closest to the door. At night we froze to 

the bone. There was no toilet. People had to urinate in 

their clothes. Vomit was all over the car. The stench 

grew increasingly putrid.  

 

During this ride to hell Father pleaded with me 

repeatedly, “Yankele, no matter what, I want you to 

stay alive,” He made me promise to find a way to stay 

alive. I am sure he did the same with Bill, Sam  
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and Rosalyn. It was strange and frightening to me -- 

our strict father had never repeated himself before, but  

now he begged us over and over to hold onto life no 

matter what we must face. My angelic mother just 

looked at me, petrified. Her demeanor said it all. She 

told me to please listen to Father and do what he says. 

I could never say no to my mother. It was this 

commitment I made to my parents that gave me the 

will and strength to never give up.  
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BIRKENAU 

 

The train ride lasted four or five days. We were 

basically out of our minds by the time we arrived and 

they opened the door from the outside. We were at 

Birkenau, Auschwitz II. We heard screams, “Jude, 

raus! Jew out!” It was chilling, unbelievable. They 

started kicking us, beating us. Before I knew it, I lost 

all my family. I couldn’t find anyone because they 

separated us the minute we got off - the children and 

the elderly (anyone over forty), the crippled.... I 

couldn’t find my brother, my mother, my father, or 

my sister. Suddenly, I was hit with a cudgel. An SS 

man shoved me with his foot and hit me with his whip 

making me fall to my knees. A skeletal man in a 

striped uniform muttered to me in Yiddish that I was 

to say I eighteen years old. I didn’t understand what 

he was talking about. But when the Angel of Death, 

whom I later learned was Mengele, asked me how old 

I was, I replied, “Eighteen.” I was fifteen and a half. 

That day anyone who wasn’t eighteen was sent 

straight to the right, to the gas chamber. I was sent to 

the left.  

 

When we arrived in Birkenau one of the inmates told 

us, “They are burning our people here. They are 

gassing and burning them.” I didn’t want to believe it, 

but we couldn’t help it because the stench of burning 

bodies was so awful.  
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After surviving the initial selection, I was marched to 

the processing center. I was ordered to take off my 

clothes. I had my best suit on. I didn’t want to take it 

off, but I took it off. I learned very quickly to do what 

I was told. While we stood naked at attention the 

guards inspected us to see who was strong enough for 

the hard slave labor awaiting us. Still naked, we 

entered another line to have our hair sheared brutally 

with blunt shears. It felt like my hair was being torn 

from my head. Then we were ordered into the 

showers. Given neither soap nor towels, we stood 

momentarily under ice cold water.  

 

Next, I stood in line to be branded. There was a guy 

there with a burning thing. The number A-9018 was 

tattooed painfully onto my left arm. After the shearing 

and the branding I was given a cap and a striped 

uniform and was told to sew my number onto it. This 

number would be my only identity. I was no longer 

Yankele Gross; I was merely A-9018.  

 

As I was being marched away I saw my brother Sam 

marching the other way in a different group. Oh, how 

I wanted to join him, to hug him, to stay together with 

him. As I started walking toward him the guards beat  

the hell out of me telling me I was no longer part of 

the human race -- I was only a number, I was a Jew. 

So I quickly fell in line with my group and continued 

marching.  
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The next morning as we were marched past the 

women’s section I heard someone call, “Yankele, 

Yankele!” I spotted my mother and my sister. My 

mother stood with her head held high, holding onto 

Rosalyn’s hand as they waved to me. I heard my 

mother call to me, “Yankele, miner, vi-bis ti Yankele? 

Geit gezunt.” (“How are you, my Yankele? Go in 

good health.”) They are the last words I would ever 

hear my precious mother speak. As I started to walk 

toward the fence so I could touch her, the kapos beat 

me almost senseless to remind me once again what 

would happen if I broke the rules. I worried day and 

night about Rosalyn. She was only fourteen, but she 

was tall and mature for her age.  

 

The Nazis tried to dehumanize us, but with me they 

failed. I would not stop caring for other humans or 

ignore the compassion I was brought up with.  
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BUNA 

 

Buna/Monowitz or Auschwitz III, was one of three 

main camps in the Auschwitz concentration camp 

system.The SS established the camp in October 1942 

to provide slave labor for I.G Farben chemical 

manufacturer and Krupp armament manufacturer.  

Buna held approximately 12,000 prisoners. The life 

expectancy of Jewish workers at Buna was three to 

four months. Those deemed unfit for work were 

gassed at Birkenau. 

 

Elie Wiesel, author of Night, was an inmate at 

Buna/Monowitz. Alex and Eli Wiesel went all through 

the camps together and became life-long friends. 

 

One day we were ordered into open trucks to be taken 

to Buna, Auschwitz III. Upon arrival at Buna we were 

assigned to a barrack and a work detail. The barracks 

were uninsulated and windowless. Our beds were 

rough wooden boards stacked three or four tiers high. 

We had no cushioning or covers. We couldn’t lay flat 

because we had too little room. Six or seven people 

were in each bed and the bed was only about six feet 

wide. I would get splinters from the rough wood. 

 

Very early the next morning I began my horrific work 

at the adjoining I.G. Farben factory. I.G. Farben was 

one of Germany’s major producers of military 

hardware. One of my jobs was to help construct 

several thirty-foot-high fire walls in the warehouses  
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which would serve as buffers to protect the equipment 

stored there from bombing or fire damage. We had to 

haul large industrial concrete blocks with our bare 

hands into the building and then lift them up to build 

the walls. Time and the hard work dragged painfully 

on and on. The Nazis worked us eighteen hours every 

day, seven days a week digging ditches, lifting heavy 

building blocks and hauling steel and rock. Each night 

they made us stand at attention to be counted. It was 

so hard to stand at attention when we were tired, 

hungry, and sick.  

 

Lice feasted on us. In the summer we prayed for rain 

to cool and cleanse us a little bit. When we were 

outside and it rained I was so grateful to be able to 

catch the rain in my hands to drink it and to splash  

some fresh water on my parched, filthy body. 

Sometimes, in the summer, the guards would bring us 

water rather than lunch. They would give water to just 

a few of us, then, in front of us madly thirsty 

prisoners, they would pour the rest of it on the ground.  

 

Eli Wiesel was with me in Buna. We became very 

close. We went through all the camps together and we 

were liberated together. What we experienced in that 

camp was beyond human understanding. It wasn’t just  

the beatings, it wasn’t just the hunger, it wasn’t just 

the hard work -- it was the constant abuse. Actually, 

the hard labor helped keep us alive. It was so hard that 

it took our minds off our hunger pains, off our 

beatings pains, our disease pains.  
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To help defeat the fascists and shorten the war, we 

sabotaged some of the antiaircraft gun gages by 

knocking out their quicksilver (mercury). When the 

SS realized what we had been doing, they picked a 

few boys for hanging as a warning. They wanted us to 

learn that we could be next. How painful it was for us 

to see them dangling by their necks from a rope. The 

guards did not even cover the boys’ heads.  

 

Once, I saw a guard order some prisoners to pick up a 

young boy about my age and toss him into the air. The 

SS took bets to see which one could shoot out the 

boy’s right or left eye before he hit the ground. The 

SS even made some prisoners throw a young teenager 

into the air so an officer could impale him with his  

bayonet. Those who dared to look away became 

victims themselves.  

 

An SS woman known as The Bitch of Auschwitz 

would come into the camp and make us stand for 

hours on the Appellatz with our bare arms held 

straight out. The arms of those with the ‘right’ skin 

tone were hacked off with a knife and the skin 

removed so she could have lampshades or handbags 

made out of it. The victims bled to death. The  

Germans and civilians just stood by and watched and 

didn’t care, didn’t care at all. This lack of caring was 

more painful than the vicious things the guards did.  

 

As meager as our meals were, eating was always a 

joyous ritual. When, and if, we got some  
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watered-down soup or bread mixed with sawdust, 

these ‘treats’ gave us strength and courage to stick it 

out. We were very careful to savor and protect our 

meager rations. I was afraid to fall asleep at night and 

lose my cherished bread to a bunkmate who thought I 

might be dead instead of asleep. I held tight to my 

bread and my canteen and spoon at all times. These 

possessions were my only link to survival. (Even 

today I rarely get more than two or three hours of 

sleep.)  

 

I don’t know how I kept myself alive. Perhaps it was 

my commitment to my father and mother that I was 

going to stay alive. Also, I wanted to be very strong to 

try to help my fellow prisoners because too many 

people were ready to give up. Many times I woke up  

and the person next to me was nearly dead. If they had 

any breathing, any warmth, I kept on shaking them 

saying, “Please, please, come on, wake up, wake up!” 

We prisoners really cared for each other. We did 

everything possible to try and encourage each other. If 

someone wanted to give up we would sometimes put a 

little bread in his mouth, anything. If someone was 

beaten very badly we would find a a way to cover the 

wound. We would tear off part of our own jackets, our  

striped jackets, to cover it. We helped each other with 

whatever we had - not to give up.  

 

Each morning as I was marching off to work I would 

be on the lookout for my father, brothers, uncles, or 

friends. One day a miracle occurred: I heard my  
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brother Sam’s voice! Despite how terrible he looked, 

just knowing that ‘Smilku’ was alive and in the same 

camp gave my life new purpose. My purpose became 

to see him again and again. We did everything 

possible to see each other once a week. We did not 

speak to each other, but I was able to throw him a 

kiss, wave at him. All we did was encourage each 

other to please stay alive. One time, a truck full of 

tomatoes was passing on the road and hit a little bump 

and some tomatoes fell. We, of course, dove for them 

and I picked up five teeny, tiny tomatoes, green 

tomatoes, and I carried them inside my jacket for 

three or four days until I found my brother Sam to 

give them to him because I didn’t eat tomatoes.  

 

About eight months after I arrived in Buna, the Allies 

began bombing our factory more often. The bombing 

was going on day after day. One time, I remember, it 

was broad daylight, about noon, and as the planes 

arrived, the German SS men all went into the shelters 

and we were outside with bombs falling all around us. 

The bombing lasted two or three hours. Suddenly, a 

young man climbed on top of a pile of dirt and started 

leading us in prayer. We were all around him,  

praying. We had no siddurim, no prayer books, but we 

prayed there.  

 

One day, when we were clearing away the rubble after 

a bombing of the warehouse, we discovered a big, 

unexploded bomb. We were ordered to tie ropes  
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around it and drag it out of the building. Just as we 

lowered it into a crater made by an earlier bomb, the 

bomb exploded and killed several of our boys. It was 

set on a timer. If it had gone off one second earlier I 

would have been killed.  
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DEATH MARCH FROM BUNA 

 

As the Red Army approached, the SS ordered the 

evacuation of Buna. The evening of January 18, 1945, 

the SS began marching the inmates through deep 

snow and stormy weather to Gleiwitz concentration 

camp, about 50 miles from Buna. At Gleiwitz the 

prisoners were crammed into open coal cars and 

moved west, traveling for days with no food, water, or 

protection from the cold.  Alex was transported to 

Buchenwald where he worked at forced labor until 

liberation by the U.S. Army in April 1945. 

 

Each night we would line up for soup. One cold, 

snowy night when we came back from work they 

ordered us to line up for appel which was nothing 

unusual. Usually they would check us off by the 

tattoos and that was when we would get our soup. But 

this time we didn’t line up for soup. Instead we were 

lined up in ranks of five and ordered to march out of 

the camp. We were forced to move quickly into the 

dark freezing December weather with no idea where 

we were going.  

 

We marched out at night and we marched the whole 

next day. As time went on people on the edges of our 

group fell over, frozen to death. Anyone who slowed 

down was shot by the guards and thrown onto trucks. 

When the trucks were full they would dig ditches, 

throw the bodies into the ditches and cover them.  
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They were in a hurry because the Allies were coming 

close and they didn’t want to leave any evidence of 

their crimes.  

 

I was encouraged to see, for the first and only time, an 

SS man showing some human emotion: fear of being 

captured by the Russians. He said to one of the 

Hungarian guards, “We are going to be captured 

anyway, the Germans are going to lose the war,” and 

he put his gun to his mouth and he blew his brains out. 

This helped me to keep my sanity, to somehow keep 

wanting to stay alive. I wanted to stay alive to see my 

family and honor my commitment to my father and 

mother.  

 

On the march, one boy turned to me and said, 

“Yankele, if you know my family, please tell them I 

couldn’t do it anymore. I’m going to give up.” I said, 

“No, Moshe David, you are not going to give up.” I 

went down on my hands and knees and he went on top 

of my back. I crawled on all fours, knee-deep in snow, 

carrying him on my back struggling to keep up with 

the fast pace of the death march. Somehow we made 

it. Almost fifty years later my cousin asked me to rent 

my Miami town home to a young couple. I went to 

meet the couple. I questioned the wife. I asked about 

her mother and father. I said, “Where was your father 

born? Is his name Moshe David? Is he a survivor?” 

She cried, “Yes. How did you know?” I just knew. 

“That was the boy I carried!” She told me he died in 

1994.  
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GLEIWITZ 

 

Out of sixty thousand who left the camp on this death 

march, only eight thousand were alive four days later 

when we finally arrived at Gleiwitz. Although 

Gleiwitz was a prison camp there was some shelter 

and food. After I gained a little strength, I began 

wandering around looking for family members. 

Amazingly, I found my brother Sam. What a relief to 

know he was still alive!  

 

The next day, after checking our tattoos, the Nazis 

forced us into roofless, icy-cold metal coal-carrier box 

cars. We were stuffed in with no food, water or 

protection from the below zero temperature. Once 

again I was separated from Sam. I did not expect that 

we would live long enough to see each other again.  

 

When the train was moving, the temperature would 

get to be forty to fifty degrees below zero. My friends 

became icicles, freezing to death as they were 

standing. We would hide under the newly dead bodies 

for a little bit of protection from the cold. The thirst 

pain was impossible to describe. Hunger pain is bad, 

beating pain is bad, but it cannot compare to the thirst 

pain. People were biting their skin to get a little bit of 

blood -- a little bit of wetness on their lips. If iced 

formed in the corners of the car, people would ask to 

be picked up to reach it. If they did reach it their lips 

would freeze to it and they came down with no lips. 

Sometimes, if the train stopped under a bridge, a piece  
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of ice would fall on us from above. Most of us, 

including me, were too weak or could not free our 

frozen hands to catch this precious ice. It was so tragic 

to miss this gift from heaven. I imagined it tasted 

wonderful. Sometimes when we stopped we would 

plead with the German people to please throw us 

some snow because our thirst was awful. To see, on 

top of that, ordinary civilian people seeing us die, 

pleading for a little bit of snow that wouldn’t cost 

them anything, and them not caring, not helping us, 

was probably more painful than anything else. Even 

though that trip lasted only about five or six days, it 

left an indelible mark on my mind.  

 

The train finally stopped inside the electrified fences 

of Buchenwald. It was January, 1945. Of the 

approximately 120 in our car who began the journey 

from Gleiwitz, only eight arrived alive.  
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BUCHENWALD 

 

When we arrived they gave us two slices of real 

bread. It was the first time I had seen real bread since 

I had been in the camps. That night they gave us real 

soup. I was in seventh heaven. The next day they gave 

us two more slices of bread. I cried from happiness.  

 

My frozen feet were so sore I could barely put any 

weight on them. Standing in line for roll call to get 

food took every ounce of my strength. Climbing to 

my third-row upper bunk was agony. I was infested 

with lice and covered with filth. The now-familiar 

stench of excrement and death in the barrack was 

dreadful. I expected to die and was ready for death, 

but I wanted very much to live.  

 

After a few days, somehow I made my way to the 

children’s section and inquired if there was anyone 

there named Gross. Amazingly, my brother Sam was 

there! (Although Sam was older than me, he was 

shorter and looked younger so they sent him to the 

children’s section.) The block-master was a Czech 

political prisoner who was marvelous to the children. 

He tried to save every kid he could. Rediscovering 

Sam helped build my strength and confidence. I began 

sneaking out of the barracks to see the new arrivals in 

a fenced-off area, asking if they had seen any of my 

family. One morning I questioned a prisoner for about 

twenty minutes before I realized in utter amazement 

that I was talking to my brother Bill. We had both  
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changed so much. That night, Bill dug a hole under 

the barbed wire fence to get to Sam and me. Once the 

three of us were together we vowed never to be 

separated again.  

 

Sometimes the Nazis took us out of the camp to work 

on the roads and farms. One time we were taken out 

to work in a burgermeister’s home. I had to wash their 

pigs and clean up their warehouse. Their son, who 

was about my age, twelve or thirteen years old, was 

beating the hell out of us. He was breaking sticks on 

us, throwing stones at us, but the mother wasn’t 

satisfied he was mean enough. So she went and got a 

pot of boiling water and poured it over me to show her 

son how to treat a Jew.  

 

As the Allies moved closer, the Nazis took us out of 

the camp less often. When they began evacuating 

Buchenwald I had no strength even to stand up. I just 

laid down on the ground. The SS began beating me 

and kicking me. Then they shot me in the arm - I still 

have the scar. My brother Sam came over to me and 

he said he had no strength either and laid down with 

me. Hours later, our brother Bill showed up. He laid 

down too. I wanted to crawl back to the barracks, but I 

had no strength even to crawl. Suddenly, I heard 

tanks. I knew they were not German tanks. 
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LIBERATION 

 

On April 10 or 11, 1945, my brother Bill participated 

in the liberation of Buchenwald by the Allies. By that 

time I was very weak. I passed out, I was in a coma. I 

didn’t know where I was, what was happening -- 

nothing. I woke up maybe a day or two later when 

American troops arrived. I remember noise and the 

tanks. When I looked up I saw black faces. I had 

never seen black faces before. I thought God had sent 

black angels to rescue us. They were angels to us. 

They gave us food and water and helped wash us. 

They were really wonderful to us. I passed out again. I 

remember an American officer standing over me in a 

Red Cross barracks feeding me water and food with a 

spoon. Days later I heard voices coming from outside. 

I heard a German woman screaming saying, 

“Americans fabricated the whole thing to make us 

look bad!” I knew who the woman was. I told the 

officer that this was the woman who threw the boiling 

water on me. This same woman was denying 

knowledge of Buchenwald. They brought her in and 

she said, “No, I’ve never seen this bastard.” I 

described her home, described her pig, described 

everything about it. I doubt she was ever punished.  
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CZECHOSLOVAKIA 

 

A few days later I was in good enough shape that my 

brothers and I got on the first American truck to take 

us back to Czechoslovakia. We were more interested 

in finding our family than in anything else. We still 

had hopes our mother and father were alive. 

Czechoslovakia was now occupied by the Russians. 

We seemed to have escaped from one type of prison 

to another.  

 

Bill, Sam and I searched refugee camps, hostels, 

hotels, the Red Cross, the United Nations Relief 

Organization, even the black market in hopes of 

finding our relatives. Within weeks we learned that 

Fishi and Bernie were alive and Ben was living in 

Prague. They were liberated from forced labor camps 

by the Russians. We also found our sister Rosalyn 

who had been sent from Auschwitz to Bergen Belsen 

where she was liberated by the British. We also 

learned our half-brother died of typhoid the day of 

liberation.  

 

Ben’s job with the American Jewish Joint Distribution 

Committee enabled him to live in an efficiency 

apartment in Prague. This became home to all our 

siblings plus several cousins and friends. We slept on 

the floor, in the hallway, on the table. One cousin 

even slept in the bathtub. Fishi was living in our 

hometown area. He immediately decided to get 

married to his girlfriend, Feigi. We all attended the  
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wedding which was held in our old home in June, 

1945. It was beautiful. We danced, sang traditional 

Yiddish songs, and drank vodka. How we missed our 

parents!  

 

A few days after the wedding, Russia annexed our 

area, closing all the borders and trapping whoever was 

still there. Now I had to escape from Russia. I hid in a 

train boxcar under a Russian woman’s skirt. She was 

not very clean, the smell was not pleasant. I hid there 

for probably a day and a half until we got to Vienna. 

Then I went back to Prague. Sadly, Fishi, his wife and 

family were trapped in Russia for the next twenty-five 

years.  

 

A few weeks later I broke out in boils over my entire 

body. I went to the hospital and was put in isolation. I 

was so sore I couldn’t sleep in a bed so they had to 

suspend me on ropes. After days of being ignored, I 

overheard the doctor telling the nurses, “No need 

wasting Penicillin on him, he’s not going to make it.” 

That night I tore up the bed sheets and lowered myself 

to the ground from the third floor window and 

managed to get back to Ben’s apartment.  

 

As I began to feel better I joined the search for 

survivors and I tried to find a job, any job. After all, I 

was sixteen years old and I did not want anyone to 

have to support me. I found work with the Dosedel 

Company that manufactured transformers. Mr. 

Dosedel was very good to me. He and I would often  
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go to the Catholic convent to do repairs in the 

cannery. The nuns were very good to me, too.  

 

In late 1945 my Aunt Rose and Uncles Gene, Adolph, 

and Ben in America learned through the Jewish 

Refugee Centers that my siblings and I were the only 

members of their formerly large family to survive. 

They started sending us food, clothing and toiletries. 

They were also working to get us visas to come to 

America. We knew the quotas were limited so we 

continued trying to make a life in Europe.  
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SCOTLAND AND THE BRITISH ISLES 

 

The British Jewish Welfare Agency arranged to fly 

some younger surviving orphans to the British Isles to 

regain physical and mental strength. We learned our 

sister Rosalyn, one of the youngest surviving children 

in Prague after being liberated from Bergen-Belsen, 

was to be flown to Edinburgh, Scotland. It all 

happened very quickly. The volunteers who met us at 

the airport seemed sincere and caring, but my concern 

for Rosalyn grew. I could not stop crying for days. 

Nothing was as important to me as being with my 

sister, so I decided to apply to go wherever Rosalyn 

was taken. A few weeks later, I learned I was going to 

be taken to an orphanage in Laswaile near Edinburgh. 

I was heartbroken to be leaving my brothers -- 

especially Bill who was recovering from tuberculosis, 

but being with Rosalyn seemed more crucial to me.  

 

To coax some smiles from the children on the dreary, 

noisy, bumpy flight, I started to tell Yiddish jokes and 

sing and play songs on my mandolin. Many kids 

joined me in the singing; many continued crying for 

their lost loved ones and fear of not knowing what 

awaited them. We were greeted by Scottish Jewish 

people when we landed in Edinburgh. Rosalyn was 

part of the greeting party. We were housed in an old, 

beautiful hostel. The farm-like atmosphere was very 

good for us. The Scottish people were wonderful to 

us. Our guardians continually assured us our ordeal 

was truly over. I decided to do all I could to help those  
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hurting, motherless children by assuming a loving 

attitude, without hate or prejudice.  

 

By Scottish law we had to go to school. Learning was 

not easy. The teachers and students did not understand 

a word we said and we did not understand them. The 

Scottish children did reach out to us. Even though we 

could not communicate verbally, we had no trouble 

flirting with the pretty Scottish girls. We were also 

encouraged to participate in sports. I trained very hard 

to strengthen my legs, learned to run again, and 

improved my soccer skills. That season our team 

participated in the Dolkeith National Scottish Youth 

Games. I earned the coveted blue ribbon for 

participating in the most events and scoring the most 

points. I also won the 100-yard dash and the 500 and 

1,000 meter runs. Our ribbons were awarded by a 

prominent Scottish business man named Lebow. 

When he presented me with my ribbon he said, “My 

father is from the continent. Why don’t I pick you up 

some Sunday morning and you can come to my home 

for breakfast.” I thought, “Free breakfast! I’ll go 

anywhere!” He picked me and my sister up. His 

family had the biggest meat packing company in 

Scotland. We had a great meal. We talked in Yiddish. 

He called me Liebel. When I told him where I was 

from he said, “I’m from Polanok.” It turns out he was 

the first cousin of my mother. He had changed his 

name from Lebowitz to Lebo. They were very nice to 

us and I got the feeling their children may have 

thought their parents were going to take us in. I did  
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not want that. I had too much to recover. I didn’t need 

any jealousy.  

 

In the summer Rosalyn and I were moved to an 

orphanage in Nelson, Lancashire, England. As we 

boarded the bus I was frightened but optimistic. I 

played my mandolin and sang happy songs, trying to 

convince myself and my fellow orphans the world 

was a good place to live. I am still in touch with many 

of the boys who were with me.  
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ENGLAND 

 

Our new hostel in Nelson was pleasant, but I wanted 

to begin living independently. I did not want to be 

dependent on handouts for me or my sister. I was the 

first of our group to find a job. I became an 

electrician’s apprentice in a knitting mill. I was 

obligated to attend public school one day a week. My 

difficulty with English continued.  

 

Soon my brother Sam was transported to London 

from Czechoslovakia. Then the orphanage where 

Rosalyn and I were living closed down. Rosalyn and I 

boarded a bus for London as scared lost souls with no 

money and no place to stay. Once in London the three 

of us were put up in a shelter organized by British 

Jewry. We called it the Primrose Club.  

 

At the club I played soccer and was introduced to 

boxing. I trained under Jack Delaney, a former boxing 

champion. I trained very hard and fought several good 

fights. I fought my last fight at the equivalent of the 

Golden Glove semi-finals. I had the fight almost won 

when I became over-confident and let my guard 

down. My opponent managed one good uppercut 

which caught me by surprise. The referee counted me 

out. I was despondent for weeks.  

 

At the Primrose Club I met Jerry Hornstein who 

would become a lifelong friend. Jerry got me a job at 

the George Nissel Contact Lens Company where he  
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worked. Early in 1947 I began there as an apprentice. 

There I learned to make excellent quality glass contact 

lenses. Sam soon got a job and we were able to rent a 

tiny little room for him, Rosalyn and me to live.  

 

We still visited the Primrose Club frequently. Jewish 

Londoners would come to the club to get to know us. 

They would bring cookies and refreshments and 

encourage us to socialize. One couple, Mr. and Mrs. 

Ralph, were particularly wonderful to us. Sam, 

Rosalyn and I spent many wonderful weekends 

visiting their home in Croydon. At their request we 

started calling them Mom and Dad, which was not 

difficult because we loved them and we longed for a 

family tie. We eventually moved into their home.  

 

Sam and I felt strongly that the rebirth of a Jewish 

state would provide a safe haven for Jews like us who 

could not return to their former homes. We wanted to 

help. We learned of an underground movement to 

smuggle Jews into Palestine. Sam and I both 

volunteered to go. While we both wanted to go, we 

knew one of us had to stay with Rosalyn. We tossed a 

coin and Sam won the right to leave for Palestine. 

When Sam’s ship was seized by the British and 

forbidden to land in Palestine, Sam and some other 

boys jumped overboard and swam to shore. As part of 

the fighting forces for Israeli independence, Sam 

suffered severe injuries to his head, face and ear from 

grenade attacks. He remained in Israel for several 

years.  
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Meanwhile, Ben, Bill, Bernie, his wife Ruth and son 

Eddy got visas to emigrate from communist-

dominated Czechoslovakia to America. Finally, in 

December 1948, Rosalyn and I got our visas to 

immigrate to the United States.  

 

Just at about that time, Mom Ralph got very sick. 

They found a tumor in her brain. I wanted her to get it 

operated on, but she didn’t want to do it if I was 

leaving. There was much discussion with her rabbi, 

doctors and family. She agreed that if I stayed she 

would have the operation. I agreed to stay. I stayed 

with her in the hospital. She had the operation and, lo 

and behold, she got well. Finally, three months later 

she said, “You have saved my life. Now, if you really 

want to go, I won’t stop you.” I had worked very hard 

to save up enough money to pay for my own trip to 

America. I did not want my family to pay for it. The 

Ralphs kindly matched my savings which gave me 

enough money to travel fourth-class on the elegant 

Queen Mary.  
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Alex with a child on arrival in 

England, 1946. 

The child died in the orphanage from 

damage to his lungs caused by working 

with chemicals while in the camps. 
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Mom and Dad Ralph, my adopted 

parents in England. 

Photo, England, 1967 

My sponsors for my visa to the 

United States. 

Uncle Eugene, Aunt Rose, Uncle 

Ben, Uncle Adolph 
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LIFE IN THE NEW WORLD 

 

In December 1949, as I boarded the Queen Mary, I 

felt my life begin anew. At first I was too intimidated 

to eat in the luxurious dining room, but I soon 

adjusted and began eating up a storm. I went dancing 

every evening after dinner. After I won one of the 

ballroom dancing contests, I was often asked to dance 

by several good-looking girls.  

 

We arrived in America on December 16, 1949. Just to 

see the Statue of Liberty, just to see the shores of 

America, was truly the miracle of all miracles. As we 

prepared to disembark in New York, I felt like an 

infant being reborn. As I walked down the plank and 

my feet touch the ground, I went down on my hands 

and knees and cried, prayed, and kissed the American 

soil. My Aunt Rose directed the porters to look for me 

saying I was five feet ten inches tall, of normal 

weight, with thick blond hair and a mustache. I 

certainly did not fit her description any longer. When 

I finally convinced the porters I was who they were 

looking for they took me to the gate where I met my 

Aunt Rose and Uncle Aron Gross. Aunt Rose 

exclaimed through her tears, “Oye-vey. I thought you 

would be much taller!”  

 

The next day we went to Ellwood City, Pennsylvania 

where my brothers Ben and Bill lived. My brother 

Bernie and his wife Ruth and their son Eddy lived 

close by. Rosalyn and her husband lived about 100  
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miles away. It had been several years since I had seen 

or talked to my brothers. My brother Ben had found a 

girl he wanted to marry. He didn’t want to get married 

until I got there. He waited until I arrived. The day 

after I arrived I was the best man at his wedding. At 

the wedding I met all my American relatives. Getting 

to know my wonderful family gave me strength to 

handle anything life had to offer in this new land. I 

immediately got a job in a knitting mill in 

Pennsylvania.  

 

Now that the war had ended and the GI’s were 

returning home, marrying, and starting families, there 

was a great need for decent, affordable housing. Bill 

and I decided America needed “starter” housing as 

well as upgraded housing. Although we had no 

money, we did have desire, nerve and good advice 

from our Uncles Eugene, Adolph and Bernard. In 

1950 we had started a business as dealers in precut 

packaged garages and utility buildings. Our next goal 

was to sell pre-cut packaged houses to do-it-

yourselfers. The plan was for the customer to buy a lot 

and finish the basement and then we would deliver 

pre-cut, bundled, and numbered material to the home 

site. We worked 18 to 20 hours a day, seven days a 

week, but were still unable to make ends meet. When 

Jerry Hornstein offered me a job making contact 

lenses in Chicago I accepted it.  
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THE UNITED STATES ARMY 

 

The Midwestern winter was very harsh. I told myself I 

did not survive hell at Hitler’s hand to freeze to death 

in Chicago! As the wind and snow smarted my face, I 

made a decision about my future: Because I was so 

grateful to America for liberating me and my brothers 

from Buchenwald, I would do everything possible to 

be drafted into the army and serve America. After my 

aunt helped with some political connections, I was 

accepted. On February 29, 1951, I reported for basic 

training at Ft. Mead, Maryland. I enjoyed basic 

training, although at times I suffered from the recall of 

Nazi abuse - especially when an extremely loud 

command was made. I was initially assigned to be 

shipped to Europe, which upset me greatly. I could 

not yet face stepping onto bloodied European soil. I 

spoke to my superiors and fortunately they reassigned 

me to Ft. Bragg, North Carolina where I worked in 

M.I.S. 210 Censorship Section of Intelligence. This 

utilized my ability to communicate in six languages as 

well as my knowledge of Eastern Europe.  

 

Unfortunately, the U.S. Army had its share of anti-

Semites. I experienced just two anti-semitic 

confrontations. One time, a corporal was bragging 

about being a member of a fascist youth group during 

the war. He exclaimed how happy he was that Jews 

were tortured and murdered. I asked him to stop but 

he kept baiting me. He began to kick and punch me 

calling me a bloody SOB Jew. I warned him I was a  
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trained boxer, but he continued to punch and kick me. 

With a couple of defensive left jabs and a right hook, I 

knocked him down. Then, using my soccer skills, I 

kicked him a few times before knocking him out cold. 

Afterwards, word spread quickly not to mess with 

Alex Gross - the Jew boy is tough. There was also an 

incident with a sergeant who was physically and 

verbally harassing me. He grabbed me and lifted me 

into the air. After warning him to leave me alone, I 

used my boxing and soccer skills to finish the job he 

had started. The following Monday I had to explain 

what happened to the commanding officer. Witness 

after witness testified as to how the sergeant had 

picked on me, the Jew-hating remarks he had made, 

and the extra duty he had given me. As a result he was 

stripped of his rank.  

 

Soon after, I was transferred to the optical unit of the 

medical corps in St. Louis, Missouri. I spent my free 

time at the USO Club or the YMHA where there was 

always good food and cute girls. I went to the dances 

for free because I taught dancing two evenings a 

week. I spent many joyful hours on the dance floor. I 

even entered competitions and gave exhibitions on 

boat tours along the Mississippi River. I began 

studying for my high school equivalency diploma and 

enrolled in a course at Washington University. I had 

two jobs in addition to my Army job, so I saved 

enough money to buy a stripped-down 1953 

Chevrolet. I was anxious to return to Pennsylvania 

and rejoin my brother Bill and build our business.  
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MY BUSINESS AND MY FAMILY 

 

The first year of rejoining Bill and growing our 

company -- which we called Albee Homes Co. for 

Alex and Bill -- was difficult and disappointing. We 

were not able to sell enough homes to keep us going 

financially. I kept pushing myself harder and harder, 

working as much as twenty hours a day, seven days a 

week. Uncle Eugene encouraged me to use my brain 

for thinking and my personality for selling. I set goals 

for myself for each hour of every day. Sometimes I 

cried myself to sleep from exhaustion and 

disappointment if I did not meet my goals. I was 

committed to helping GI’s own their own home in a 

nice location.  

 

We sold a complete packaged home with the all the 

electrical wiring, light fixtures, furnace, plumbing 

materials, drywall, and paint at an affordable price. 

Often, the only way our customers could get financing 

was by personal guarantees, as well as Albee Homes 

guaranteeing the loans for up to five years until they 

could refinance. The cash reserves we had to keep as 

security for these loans put a hold on our profits and 

slowed our cash flow. Meanwhile, Bill began using 

our cash flow to develop other ventures. I still had no 

salary from the company, I barely had enough money 

for gasoline. After much consideration, I decided to 

stay and work with Bill in a partnership on a fifty-fifty 

basis. We would each have our own territory.  
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Thanks to the GI Bill of Rights, as a veteran I was 

able to go to college. I took courses in construction, 

land planning and development at Ohio State 

University. In 1954, when our business began to show 

a small profit, we began manufacturing our own pre-

cut homes. We did all the work ourselves from cutting 

the wood to delivering the packaged home to our 

customer’s site. As our business grew, banks began 

seeking our business and offering financing to our 

customers. This was a great boost for us.  

 

At this time, my brother Sam who had been seriously 

injured fighting in the Israeli War of Independence, 

arrived in the United States. I wanted to make Sam a 

partner right away. To accomplish this I had to give 

Bill 51% and Sam 21% of my 50% stock ownership 

leaving me with 28%. My investment in Sam was 

worth it. We started opening new territories with 

newer, more enticing model homes. We were 

expanding faster and faster. Before long were began 

doing our own developing and building.  

 

As owner of a successful business, I unwittingly 

became known as an eligible Jewish bachelor. One 

day, an officer at Mahoning Bank in Youngstown, 

Ohio, insisted that I meet a nice Jewish girl who had 

just started working there. But I declined -- I was too 

busy to meet her. During my next visit to the bank, 

just before the Jewish New Year, a pretty girl passed 

me and said, “L’Shannah Tovah.” I asked her name 

and she said Linda. I asked her to have dinner with me  



61 

 

that evening. At the end of the evening I invited her to 

my rented home to cook dinner during the holidays. 

She happily accepted. Linda cooked a delicious 

kosher Sabbath meal for me, Bill and a few 

employees. That evening was unforgettable -- she was 

an absolute delight. My friends, family and business 

associates all enjoyed her vibrant personality as well 

as her sumptuous cooking. Our dates became the 

highlight of my week. Linda and I were married in 

1958. Our daughter Etta was born on March 16, 1959. 

We named her after my beloved mother. In January 

1961 our son Benji was born. On March 24, 1964, our 

daughter Stephanie was born. On September 18, 1965, 

our daughter Robin was born. My brother Fishi and 

his family finally arrived from communist Russia in 

1973. Our family was all together.  

 

As our company grew we needed more qualified 

upper-level management. It became too difficult for 

me to keep up with each sales office and each 

building site. Sam got a pilot’s license and we bought 

a plane to travel wherever we needed to go. Hoping to 

set up our own finance company, we took our 

company public. We were very, very successful. Life 

was too good to be true.  

 

We started to expand Albee Homes into other related 

fields. My brothers Ben and Bernie joined our 

business. Our new endeavors depleted our personal 

cash flow. Claiming our own small financing 

company A.B.C., which financed some of our own  
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sales, was in competition with them, the banks began 

pulling our lines of credit and demanding our loans be 

paid back immediately. There was no time to set up a 

system of repayment. Albee Homes was out of 

business. We filed for bankruptcy. I took over as 

president of all 82 of our corporations. The constant 

battle to stay in business took its toll on my health 

even to this day. It took years of work and endless 

worry to complete most of our customer’s homes and 

pay off the balance of our accounts. We had to start 

all over again.  

 

In our determination to move slowly back into the 

home-building business, we developed a modular 

home manufacturing company which we named 

Modulage. Our Modulage homes were of quality 

construction. We overcame Chapter 11 woes and 

developed solid bank relations once again. But 

business problems began to surface including rising 

union wages, a recession in the Youngstown area, 

unprecedented high interest rates, and President Nixon 

ending funding for government subsidized housing. 

We were in serious financial trouble.  

 

Early in 1960 I had dreamed of developing a well-

planned suburban community in Atlanta. So Ben and I 

went to Atlanta to seriously look around. I became 

convinced that Ben and I should liquidate our Ohio 

properties and buy land in Atlanta. We began looking 

to buy property east of the city for future 

development. (I remembered how my Ohio State  
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professor said that by 1980 most people would be 

commuting to work every day and it would not be 

safe to drive each way with the blinding sun in their 

eyes.) We purchased approximately 2,500 acres 

including a golf course. Our plan included hundreds 

of homes, shopping centers, an office park, another 

golf course, soccer fields, tennis courts, jogging trails, 

and six large spring-fed lakes. Gross Lake became one 

of the most popular places in the tri-county area. 

Thousands of people visit the lake every year. This 

investment would forever change my life.  
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TRAGEDY 

 

The Monday morning after Father’s Day 1975 started 

in the usual manner. I was talking with some people in 

my office when my son Benji came by to remind me 

to take him shopping at lunch time for some new 

jeans. He was going through a growth spurt. Just then, 

Benji heard that a group of elderly people was coming 

to Gross Lake for a picnic afternoon. He wanted to 

make the area look beautiful for them, so he decided 

to cut the grass around the lake with the bush hog. I 

was just about ready to go when our foreman came 

running into the office looking for my brother Ben. 

They went outside and spoke in hushed tones. I could 

tell by their expression that something bad had 

happened. When they kept looking in my direction I 

knew it concerned me. Immediately I thought of 

Benji. I ran to my car, but Ben overtook me and got 

behind the wheel. Never in a million years could I be 

prepared for what I saw. My son was lying on the 

ground, his handsome, young body bloodied and  

lifeless. The leg of his jeans had caught in the blades 

of the bush hog. Completely numb, I sat on the 

ground holding, hugging and kissing my only son. 

The pain I felt, and still feel, for the loss of my son is 

beyond words. How do you go on with life after 

losing a child? Linda’s suffering was palpable. My 

daughters were beside themselves. We did the best we 

could taking one day at a time trying to console each 

other. Our families were a great comfort. We joined a 

synagogue. I said kaddish for Benji every morning  
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and every night. We tried to be as happy as we could. 

Linda became more involved with helping the less 

fortunate. She went to real estate school and continued 

with her art studies. I began coaching soccer. Staying 

busy helped us handle Benji’s death somewhat.  

 

During the Arab oil crises of the late 1970’s and early 

1980’s, interests rates were at an all-time high. The 

economy was down and our properties were not 

selling. Consequently there was a real estate market 

crunch and we were in financial trouble once again. 

We did build some single-family homes which we 

listed with Linda’s real estate company. She worked 

hard to show these properties. One November evening 

in 1983 I came home early and Linda was not there. It 

got late and I became worried because she had not 

called. I called her office and was told she had had a 

late appointment. Finally at around 4 a.m. I started 

calling everyone I knew. My sister-in-law Ruth’s 

nephew said he had seen her car that evening parked 

by the house she was showing. I asked him to go see  

if her car was still there. He came back to the phone 

and said it was. I drove to the home faster than I had 

ever driven before. By the time I arrived, the police 

had cordoned off the house. They would not allow me 

to enter the house. To my horror they told me they 

had found Linda dead. I wanted so badly to hug and 

kiss my precious wife. I found out later that Linda had 

been raped and murdered in that house. If Benji’s 

death broke our hearts, Linda’s broke my soul, my 

very being.  
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Alex as a soldier in the 

United States Army during 

the Korean War. 
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Alex and Linda Gross in Youngstown, 

Ohio, 1960. 

Alex and Linda Gross 

celebrating an 

anniversary, 1983. 
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Benji 

January 28, 1961 – June 18, 1975 
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Benji and Alan Gross, 

cousins and best friends at 

their Bar Mitzvah. 

November 24, 1973 

Alex and Benji. 

Like father, like son. 
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Etta and Leya. 

Stephanie with Elana and Hannah. 



72 

 

 

  
Robin and Benjamin. 

Alex dancing with Marissa  

at her Bat Mitzvah, 2015. 
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Avi, Eliana, Stephanie, Hannah, Leah, Alex, Daisy, 

Benjamin, Marissa, Anthony, Robin, Etta, Raymond, 2015. 

Alex and Daisy Adouth Gross. 
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The siblings, 1998. 

Bill, Bernie, Sam, Rosalyn, Filip, Ben, Alex 
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LIFE TODAY 

 

How do I keep going? I try to make a life with my 

family. In 1988 my daughter Etta gave birth to my 

first grandchild, Leya Edelstein. Etta is married to 

Raymond Zimmerman. My daughter Stephanie and 

her husband, Avi Weiss, have twin girls, Hannah and 

Eliana. In 2000 my daughter Robin and her husband, 

Anthony Lehv, gave me my first grandson, Benjamin, 

named in memory of my son Benji. Then Robin gave 

birth to Marissa in 2003. My daughters and their 

families give me great joy.  

 

In 1996 I married a wonderful wonderful woman, 

Daisy. Daisy and her family have been a great 

comfort to me.  

 

I find a lot of satisfaction in helping others. I have 

been very active in many organizations. I got involved 

with the Jewish Federation, I was general chairman of 

Israel Bonds. I was president of a survivors’ 

organization for quite a few years. I am active with 

Café Europa. I do a lot of speaking in schools, 

Kiwanas clubs, Rotaries, different organizations, but 

most of all I like speaking with kids.  

 

I find if I could help one kid, from any religion or 

background, I feel as if I helped the whole world. I 

want children to see that there are good people this 

world. If we can expose children to good people, 

maybe future generations will have a better life.  
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I have friends all over the world. I travel a great deal 

to be with my friends and family.  

 

Even with all I’ve been through, I feel that my life has 

been blessed.  
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“Father pleaded with me, ‘Yankele, no matter what, I want 

you should stay alive.’ Mother told me to do what Father says. 

I could never say no to my mother. It was this commitment 

that gave me the will and strength to never give up.” 

-Alex Gross 

Alex Gross was born in the Carpathian Mountains of  

Czechoslovakia in 1928. The family home, roughly  

made of blocks of mud and straw, also housed his father’s  

tailor shop. When Hitler’s troops occupied Carpathia,  

Alex’s family was herded into the Munkoch Ghetto  

where they lived in a filthy brick oven. In May 1944,  

the family was locked into a cattle car for a six-day-long 

 journey to hell. On arrival at Auschwitz, fifteen-year-old  

Alex was separated from his beloved family. He never  

saw his parents again. Alex spent the next year digging  

ditches and hauling steel and rocks. Starved and beaten, Alex never stopped 

trying to help and encourage his fellow prisoners. As the Allies approached, 

Alex endured a death march from Auschwitz to Gleiwitz and a transport to 

Buchenwald where he was liberated by the Americans. He made his way 

home where he was reunited with his siblings. They are believed to be the 

only family with all seven siblings surviving the Holocaust. When the British 

Welfare Agency arranged to fly orphans to the British Isles, Alex and his 

sister and one brother were flown to Scotland. There, Alex went to school, 

learned a trade, danced, played soccer, and trained to be a boxer. In 1949 Alex 

immigrated to the United States. In 1951 he joined the American Army. One 

by one, all his siblings came to the United States. Alex found great happiness 

in the United States. He also suffered unspeakably tragic losses. Despite his 

past, Alex has never stopped trying to convince his fellow humans that the 

world is indeed a good place. 

 

Alex is a docent and a member of the Board of 

Directors at the Holocaust Memorial Miami 

Beach. 


