|Editor’s Note: The following commentary was written by the
late Stanley M. Aronson, MD, founding dean of the Alpert Med-
ical School of Brown University, who served as Editor-in-Chief
of the Rhode Island Medical Journal for more than a decade.]

VINTAGE COMMENTARY

Searching for a Lost Cousin during the Depression and War Years
Tribute to an Israeli physician

STANLEY M. ARONSON, MD

IF THEY ACHIEVED LITTLE
else, the Depression years
of the 20th Century left us
with enduring memories.
Those early Depression
years witnessed bank fail-
ures, families evicted from
their homes for failure to
pay rent, soup kitchens on
major street corners and
ill-clad men wandering
the streets at midday seek-
ing itinerant employment. But there
was also a fragile sense of hope that the
recent election of President Franklin
D. Roosevelt might counteract the
economic and emotional despondency
which gripped the nation in 1932.

In the Brooklyn tenement where I
lived as a teenager, we learned the prin-
ciples and exigencies of food shortages
the hard way. And yet I also vividly
recall that there were always two small
tin boxes on our kitchen table, some-
where near the salt cellar. One can bore
the name Palestine in pale blue letters
and the other was nameless. Every week
we would deposit into each can the few
coins that the family could spare. The
money in the named receptacle was then
forwarded to the Jewish National Fund
to support the development of the Land
of Israel, and the other was to support
my mother’s brother in Czernowitz,
Romania, particularly his ailing wife
and son, my cousin Hugo.

During the 1930s my mother would
go to the local post office each month

to purchase postal money
orders, which were then
faithfully mailed to the
old country. And each
month we received word
from Europe of Cousin
Hugo’s educational prog-
ress, how well he did and
finally, in 1936, when he
was admitted to medical
school in the city of Cluj,

in northern Romania.

September 1939:

War breaks out in Europe

When war arrived in Europe on the first
day of September 1939, my family lost
contact with Hugo and his family. The
years that followed were years of silence
and increasing anguish that Hugo and
his family had become victims of the
Romanian fascist government. And
when Germany invaded the Soviet
Union in the summer of 1941, occupy-
ing Romania in the process, we were
convinced that Hugo and his family
had been consumed by the spreading
Holocaust.

In the early spring of 1946, when I was
returning from the Army, I received a
call from my mother excitedly exclaim-
ing, “Hugo is alive!” The family gath-
ered to review a brief and cryptic letter
that my mother had received, post-
marked from Turkey, written by Hugo
and with little information as to where
he had been during the seven terrible

years of silence, how he managed to
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get to Turkey, where he was currently
living or whether his parents were yet
alive. The family had no way of commu-
nicating with him and the weeks that
followed were weeks of anguish.
Months passed with no further word
from Hugo and during that interval we
learned from other sources that Hugo’s
family back in Czernowitz were all
victims of the Holo- )
caust. Hugo'’s letter, In the early spring
by then a precious
family document,  returning from the
was read and reread .
, Army, | received a
during the months
of silence. Early
in 1947 we finally
received word from ., Hugo is alive!”
Hugo, now post-
marked from the Palestinian Mandate,
indicating that Hugo had managed to
travel through Syria and French-held
Lebanon, to cross into British-controlled
Palestine. He reported that he was
in reasonably good health but had no
possessions except for a very precious
document that he had preserved in a
waterproof container bound to his chest.
It was, of course, his diploma from the
university in Cluj, indicating that he
was the possessor of the M.D. degree.

Long years' flight to freedom

Where was he from 1939 to ‘47? From
Cluj he traveled by foot to Moldavia
in the east, found his way into the
Ukraine, which was overrun by advanc-
ing German troops in 1941, and joined
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the refugee masses all attempting to
survive. His newly developed medical
skills probably kept him alive in the
vast refugee gatherings of the southern
Ukraine, and when the war ended he
found his way to northern Turkey across
the Black Sea. By 1947 he survived yet
another trek, into British Palestine.

In the years that followed, Hugo
joined the Israeli Defense Force serving
honorably, then married a refugee from
Austria, established a family-oriented
practice of medicine in the city of Ged-
era and enlarged his family with the
births of two sons.

Hugo Hassner never aspired to achieve

academic recognition in Israel. He

practiced his medical art with a sense
of humility and commitment, never
joining any of the medical faculties or
the staffs of any of the impressive hos-
pitals of his nation. Yet within Gedera
he was revered as a devoted practitioner
of medicine who spoke a badly accented
but earnest Hebrew. One of his sons
joined the Israeli diplomatic corps and
the other became a physician in the field
of endocrinology.

My mother, who died in 1963, was
never well enough to make the trip to
Israel, but she received an abundance of
letters from her nephew, Hugo, always
beginning with the tender words, “Liebe
Tante Lena.”

VINTAGE COMMENTARY

My daughter, Sarah, received her M.D.
degree in 1987 and after a year of medical
internship in Connecticut, resolved to
practice in Israel for two years. One of
her first actions, of course, was to visit
my cousin Hugo. They spent much time
together and shared many family stories,
both happy and sad.

I visited Israel for the first time in
1989, eagerly anticipating a visit with
Hugo. But coronary disease has neither
sentiment nor respect for hallowed
memory and Hugo died before we met. I
am heartened by the reality that Hugo’s
life was fulfilled and that he and Sarah,
after more than half a century, reunited
the family.
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