
 

 

Local Jewish community launches rallying cry to remember the 

Holocaust and aid elderly survivors suffering in silence  

By DIANE BELLCOLUMNIST   

JAN. 25, 2020 

Both of Jeff Schindler’s parents survived Nazi concentration camps. Every day the San Diegan and his three siblings are reminded of this 

dark period of history many would prefer to forget or barely know existed. 

Their father died in 2017, but their mother, Rose Schindler, is a 90-year-old 

dynamo who actively speaks about the unspeakable to school groups, 

churches and other organizations. Jeff and his brother, Steve, are among 

family members attending International Holocaust Remembrance Day events 

in Poland on Jan. 27. 

That memorial date was designated by the U.N. General Assembly in 2005 

because it marked the liberation of the Nazi’s largest concentration camp, 

Auschwitz-Birkenau, in Poland in 1945. That was where Rose Schindler, who 

had to cancel this week’s trip because of a recent operation, was imprisoned.  

She is the current president of San Diego’s New Life Club made up of 

Holocaust survivors.  

Rose Schindler, who is a Holocaust survivor, is shown here displaying her 

Auschwitz tattoo at her Del Cerro home on October 23, 2019 in San Diego.  
(Eduardo Contreras/The San Diego Union-Tribune) 

Fifty years ago, her club commissioned a 10-by-12-foot sculpture of bronze sheet metal by artist Shirley Lichtman. It features the names of 

Nazi concentration camps and the dedication: “In memory of the six million martyrs of the World War II Holocaust.” 

That memorial, which included an eternal flame and a water 

feature, was installed in a garden at the Jewish Community 

Center (JCC) on 54th Street. San Diego Mayor Pete Wilson 

and other dignitaries attended its dedication in 1971. 

In 1995, the JCC ceased operations there after moving to the 

new Lawrence Family JCC in La Jolla. The bronze memorial 

ended up in storage at Chabad Scripps Ranch. 

 Nearly 25 years later, however, Jeff Schindler spearheaded a 

drive by Holocaust survivors to restore it and put it back in the 

public eye. Working with Darren Schwartz, the chief planning 

and strategy officer of the Jewish Federation of San Diego 

County, they did just that. 

The memorial, which weighs more than a ton, has been 

refurbished by a Spring Valley firm and is ready for its new 

setting on the wall of the Joseph and Lenka Finci Jewish 

Community Building, which houses the Jewish Federation and 

other local Jewish groups.  

https://www.sandiegouniontribune.com/sdut-diane-bell-staff.html


Installation is expected to take place within two weeks, followed by a private dedication ceremony in February, Schwartz says.  

Meanwhile he is focused on another Holocaust project. Last year, Schwartz established the San Diego Holocaust Survivor Coalition to raise 

awareness of, and to better serve, about 500 remaining survivors in San Diego County. The number has dropped significantly from 2003 when 

a local study identified an estimated 1,900 survivors here. 

Caring for these people who have endured so much trauma isn’t the responsibility of a single organization, but of the entire community, 

Schwartz reasons. His coalition is tasking Jewish social service agencies, synagogues, day schools, advocacy groups and individuals to find 

ways to contribute to the health, well being and dignity of the local survivor community.  

The coalition also is striving to keep the public educated about the Holocaust, lest we forget. 

Schwartz estimates that as many as one-third of San Diego’s Holocaust survivors live at or below the poverty level, and at least 150 are 

known to receive aid from social services agencies.  

“The youngest known survivor is in her early 80s, and one is age103,” Schwartz says, explaining that many outlive their spouses and resources, 

leaving them unable to support a decent lifestyle.  

The Jewish Federation recently interviewed about 70 Holocaust survivors here. One existed primarily on a diet of two heads of cabbage and 

one serving of meat a week, Schwartz says. Some retain deep-seated trauma related to their painful past. For instance, a caregiver wearing a 

white uniform could trigger a survivor’s memory of being confronted by someone dressed all in white in a concentration camp. “So they shut 

down and refuse the service,” Schwartz says. 

Last month, he called together 25 leaders of Jewish organizations and synagogues. He briefed them on the plight of our Holocaust survivors. 

Schwartz then asked them to sign a pledge to proactively support this vulnerable population who, as they’ve aged, have dropped out of the 

public eye, lessening community awareness. . 

Volunteers in Poway are creating gift baskets containing tea, coffee and mugs to give to budget-conscious senior survivors who view these 

items as unaffordable luxuries. Coffee and tea guard against social isolation because guests can be invited over and hosted, Schwartz 

explains. 

He took a contractor to a senior citizen’s mobile home that was falling apart around her. She had limited mobility and was helpless to make 

repairs. A bucket caught rain water leaking from her kitchen ceiling and an electrical cord hung from an inoperative ceiling fan. Repairs were 

made, and she was given a rent subsidy so she could use her fixed income for health care and other pressing needs. 

The coalition’s major work to date has been to secure up to $300,000 from national groups to match funds raised locally to meet survivors’ 

emergency needs and enable them to keep living independently. 

This week the coalition also is busy sending out reminders of the 75th anniversary of International Holocaust Remembrance Day and the 

liberation of Auschwitz. 

“Our effort is to remind everyone we still have survivors who are amazing people, amazing heroes, and there still is work to be done to help 

them have the best lives possible,” says Schwartz. 

 

https://jewishinsandiego.org/survivors-coalition

