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For as long as I can remember, I knew that my grandparents came to Australia 

because it was as far away from Europe as they could get. As a little girl 

growing up in Australia and New Zealand in the 1980s and 1990s, I couldn’t 

imagine a place where it was winter in January and summer in June. I knew 

that my paternal grandparents came from another world, a world that no 

longer existed, a world where terrible things had happened, a world where 

people were killed for no reason. 

My paternal grandparents, Hanka and Kurt Jilovsky, of blessed memory, were 

Holocaust survivors who emigrated to Australia in 1948. They lived in a square 

brick house in Florizel Street, in the leafy Melbourne suburb of Burwood. In 

summer, they kept the curtains closed to shut out the heat. The driveway was 

on the left-hand side, and they would park their cars one behind the other, 

each having to shift their car several times a day to let the other out. The front 

garden was pretty sparse, lined by a low brick fence in the same pale bricks 

as the house, outlined with dark brown bricks just like the house. Grandma’s 

room was at the front of the house, a light airy room. A beautiful mahogany 
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dressing table topped by a gilded three-way mirror stood regally along one 

wall, accompanied by a matching chair upholstered in olive green velvet, 

matching the dining room chairs. Next door was her sewing room, the room 

where she taught me to sew, her aqua Husqvarna sewing machine whirring 

away – still the only sewing machine I know how to thread.  

Grandpa’s domain was the back garden. Lovingly tended every day, his 

blooming creation was a maze of flowers in every colour of the rainbow. There 

was a flower-lined archway that led to a secret corner. There were so many 

hiding places amongst the gentle, shady trees and bright flowers, ideal for 

hide and seek, and a little hill that was perfect for running up and rolling down. 

At the end of the garden stood Grandpa’s shed, where he kept his well-loved 

garden tools, a dark and damp place home to spiders and cobwebs, shaded 

by the trees that grew along the back fence. 

The kitchen was, literally, the centre of the house. Every day, Grandma cooked 

a hot three-course lunch. Lunch always began with homemade soup, usually 

chicken noodle soup, even on the hottest days of summer, when the 

temperature would be well over one hundred degrees Fahrenheit. Then there 

was meat, perhaps schnitzel, or the chicken from the soup, or tongue, or beef 

stroganoff. And Grandma’s delicious cucumber salad and homemade dill 

pickles and perhaps chicken liver paté. And there were always potatoes, 

Grandpa’s favourite, whether roasted, mashed or simply boiled. And for 

dessert, a fresh home-baked cake, served with fruit. Some days it would be 
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Grandma’s divine chocolate cake, with the secret ingredient of orange juice 

poured over the cooked cake, making it moist and decadent, or perhaps her 

butter cake, made from an entire block of butter, or her apple cake, decorated 

with sweet, sugary streusel.  

After lunch, when Grandpa went back to his study or to the garden, Grandma 

and I would stay at the kitchen table and play scrabble. Over cups of tea and 

squares of Cadbury Old Gold dark chocolate, we would lovingly thrash each 

other, she managing to get at least one seven letter word every game, even 

though she would always forfeit a turn to exchange her letters for better ones. 

Looking back now, it is remarkable to see the life that my grandparents 

created for themselves in Australia. They create a family, made friends – 

including those who Grandpa met on the ship to Australia, a family we are 

friends with to this day. They both had successful careers. Grandma owned a 

ladies’ fashion boutique called Hanna’s, selling elegant clothes she would buy 

on regular trips to Hong Kong and Europe. Grandpa sold textbooks for schools 

and universities. They both embraced Australian life and became part of 

Australian society. 

Yet, I knew there was always something else beneath the surface. Something 

darker. Something sinister behind the serious people standing in black and 

white photographs in Grandpa’s study. Something much deeper behind 

Grandma’s heartbreaking upset upon hearing on the radio that a young 



4 
 

woman had been raped. A not so subtle sadness when Grandma’s sisters Sara 

and Frida came to visit from Israel. The three old ladies, dressed so elegantly 

with their matching gold necklaces, diamond rings and deep red painted nails, 

would say to my sisters and I: ‘We are also three sisters’. They didn’t mention 

that they had once had a brother. 

When my grandparents saw the Oscar-winning Italian movie Life is Beautiful, 

they walked out because Grandpa couldn’t stop crying and saying ‘my mother, 

my mother’. Later Grandma told me it was the trains. 

When Grandma lived in a nursing home during her last years, she asked one 

of the male nurses there to wear his navy blue shorts instead of his olive green 

shorts, because they reminded her of the Nazi uniforms. 

Grandpa loved to drive out into the mountainous forests outside Melbourne 

and spend time in nature. Grandma would not go, because she saw a Nazi 

behind every tree. 

When my grandparents renovated their kitchen, Grandma refused to consider 

a walk-in pantry. I asked Mum why and she responded ‘Well, I think she was 

kept in some pretty small spaces’. 

One day, while driving in the car towards our house, Grandma started talking 

about bedbugs and how they made her sleep on the bed with bedbugs. I still 

don’t know where or when or why this happened. 
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Sometimes we would look through Grandma’s photo albums of black and white 

photos. Of winter, snow, people rugged up in coats. Grandma would just cry, 

sobbing ‘this is all I have left’. On another page of her photo album was a 

fabric yellow star with the word Jude on it. 

I know that the last time my Grandma saw her father, Dov Bernhard 

Hirschbein, he was in the Warsaw Ghetto. I know that he told her to run away, 

to leave, or she would also be trapped in the Ghetto. She did, and no one has 

seen or heard from him since. 

I know that my Grandma's brother, Lolek Hirschbein, was shot into a pit by 

the Nazis, together with his wife and baby son, somewhere between Warsaw 

and Minsk. I know because Grandma told me she saw it happen. 

I know that my Grandpa's father, Gabriel Jilovsky, arrived at Auschwitz on 

15th December 1943. I don't know what happened to him. But the Yad VaShem 

website states that he was murdered. 

I know that my Grandpa's mother, Elsa Jilovsky, died on 7th November 1942 

in the Terezin Ghetto, not far from her home in Prague. I know that she was 

an insulin-dependent diabetic, but there was no access to insulin in the Ghetto.  

I know that my Grandpa, Kurt Jilovsky, never forgave himself for leaving his 

parents in Europe while he escaped to Cyprus and then Palestine.  

I know that my Grandma, Hanka Jilovsky, who survived unimaginable torture 

and imprisonment at the hands of the Nazis due to her bravery, wisdom and 
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a lot of luck, never even mentioned her brother's name to us, because it was 

too painful. 

The ripples of the Shoah reverberate to this day. All we can do is honour their 

memory, making the most of our chance to live, and continue to tell their 

stories. 

Zichronam livracha. May their memories be for a blessing. 

 

 

 


