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GEORGIA HUNTER FARINHOLT ’92 IS  

RESEARCHING AND WRITING HER FAMILY’S 

SEVEN-YEAR, F IVE-CONTINENT HOLOCAUST 

SURVIVAL ODYSSEY IN A MANUSCRIPT  

ENTITLED, THE LUCKY ONES: A WORLD WAR 

I I  STORY OF COURAGE, PERSEVERANCE, AND 

LOVE.  SHE IS A GRADUATE OF MOSES BROWN 

’96 AND THE UNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIA ’00.

What prompted you to research your  

family’s history and then decide to write  

a book about it?

My maternal grandfather passed away when  
I was 14. Not long after, I was assigned an  
“I-Search” project in freshman English class,  
requiring me to look back at my ancestry as  
a way of better understanding myself, and  
how I fit into the world. I’ll never forget sitting  
down with my grandmother and learning  
for the first time that I was a quarter Jewish  
and that my grandfather, along with his parents 
and siblings, were Holocaust survivors. 

A few years later, my parents hosted a family 
reunion at our home in Massachusetts. Over 
30 relatives—many of whom I’d never met  
before—flew in from Rio de Janeiro, São Paulo, 
Paris, Tel Aviv, and from all over the States. 
Languages alternated mid-sentence between 
English, French, and Portuguese; keeping up 
was a challenge. But I managed, and when 
conversation shifted to my grandfather and 
then to the war, I leaned in closer. A baby born 
in a Siberian gulag. An escape from the Radom 
ghetto. A secret wedding in Lvov. A romance 
aboard a ship full of refugees bound for Brazil. 
Little by little, I began to piece together a part 
of my family’s past which, until that day, I had 
no idea existed.  

Why was I just hearing these stories now?  
I remember thinking. And why hadn’t anyone 
taken the time to write them down? I wouldn’t 
begin my full-fledged research for several 
years, but something inside me knew, that 
summer evening, that my family’s was a story 
that needed to be told.

How have you gone about collecting your 

research? What has that culling process  

been like for you?

I kicked off my research by flying around the 
world to interview relatives, beginning with the 
one family member still living and able to share 
her first-hand experiences. (Felicia was a year 
old at the outbreak of WWII, three years old 
when she and her mother were forced into hid-
ing.) Next I met with the rest of my mother’s 
cousins. Some were born during the war, most 
just after. My interviews took me from Paris to 
Rio de Janeiro, Seattle, Oakland, Miami, and 
Rhode Island. I filled half a dozen notebooks and 
took hours of digital recordings along the way. 

As my family’s story began to unfold, I was 
blown away by its breadth. My grandfather 
was one of five siblings who scattered at the 
start of the war—their paths, I learned, spanned  
five continents before they reunited in Brazil in 
1946. In order to make sense of it all, I pieced 
together a seven-year timeline and color-coded 
it by sibling. To help me pinpoint dates and 
better understand the social/political/economic  
climate, I included as many key historical 
events and turning points as possible.

With a basic understanding of who was where/
when, I was still left with several large holes to 

fill, so I began searching online archives and 
reaching out (often with the help of translators) 
to indexes, magistrates, memorials, ministries, 
and embassies around the world for records 
pertaining to my family. I visited the Holocaust 
Museum in D.C., the Museum of Jewish Heritage 
in New York, and the National Archives in  
Rio, scouring records for the last name Kurc.  
I followed blogs, joined online groups and  
immersed myself in books, articles, essays,  
and films relevant to my story; when I found  
a reliable source, I contacted the author—
nearly everyone I reached out to responded 
right away, eager to help. 

Finally, I turned to other Holocaust and WWII 
survivors, hoping that their personal narratives 
could shed some light on mine. I joined the 
Polish Home Association, where I met with 
several people who, like my grandfather’s 
brother Genek, had been exiled by Stalin to  
Siberian gulags, and I tracked down my grand-
father’s ex-fiancée, whom he met aboard the 
ship he sailed from Marseille to Rio in 1941; 
Eliska was able to share details about their jour-
ney aboard the Alsina, about the four months 
they spent detained in Casablanca, and about 
the man my grandfather was at 28 years old, 
when he left his family and his homeland in 
hopes of starting over in the free world.

What has been one of the most challenging 

aspects of this project?

Unearthing my family’s past is a slow-going 
process—I have to remind myself often to be 
patient! One of my biggest challenges, which I 
discovered early on in my interviews, is the fact 
that my grandfather and his siblings (as is the 
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case with many Holocaust survivors) didn’t talk 
much about the war. Their story is blessed with 
a happy ending, yes, but it seems that when 
they were finally reunited in Brazil at war’s 
end, they were ready to put the past behind 
them. The stories that have been passed  
down to me, therefore, are limited, and often 
fragmented. 

Another big challenge I face comes with the 
decision to write The Lucky Ones from the  
perspective of my grandfather and his siblings, 
an approach that requires putting myself in 
their shoes. I’m constantly asking myself things 
like: What did it feel like to endure a winter of 
forced labor in Siberia? To fall in love aboard  
a ship full of refugees? To hike over the Alps to 
freedom—while pregnant? It’s difficult, to say 
the least, to try to imagine what my relatives 
must have gone through to survive. 

Finally, as I write, I’ve found that with every 
scene come several hours of additional  
research and fact checking. What did the  
Wehrmacht’s uniforms look like compared  
to the Red Army’s? My grandfather’s brother 
Jakob was a photographer—what kind of  
camera would he have used? I’m in the process 
of deciding whether to pen The Lucky Ones  
as creative non-fiction or as historical fiction 
—whichever route I choose, I want the details, 
down to the minute ones, to be as accurate  
as possible.

What are you enjoying about this process? 
Playing detective can be frustrating when  
you run up against dead ends. But when you 
uncover a nugget of information—be it an  

anecdote passed down in an interview, or  
a letter back from a ministry in Moscow  
revealing that, yes, we do have record of your 
relative!...that moment is magical. With each 
discovery, I’m overwhelmed with a sense of 
gratification, knowing that the work put into 
the project is paying off.

All in all, uncovering my family history has 
been an incredibly transformative experience. 
I’ve laughed, cried, cringed, and shaken my 
head in disbelief along the way. If left to proba-
bility, my grandfather and his siblings wouldn’t 
have survived the Holocaust. But with wit, 
courage, perseverance, and undoubtedly a 
good dose of luck, they did survive. Their story 
fills me with hope and pride, and offers up a 
new perspective on my definition of things like 
hardship, perseverance, and family.

How did your Gordon experience shape who 

you are today?

I have nothing but positive memories of my 
eight years at Gordon. From the moment I set 
foot in the lower school (where everything was 
built at two-thirds scale to help us tiny-folk  
feel a little more in control of our environment) 
I understood that I was in a safe place, where  
I could explore, ask questions and express  
myself. Gordon made learning fun. 

My foray into writing began in first grade, 
when we were given the assignment of pub-
lishing our stories. I remember my first book 
well: Digby Duck and the Magic Cloud. My 
teacher, Mrs. Johnston, put an emphasis on 
completing a story with care versus spelling  
or grammar. Our finished works (we published 

several throughout the year) were proudly  
displayed in the classroom library until we took 
them home. 

In later years, I recall my teachers emphasizing 
that the process of writing was equally as 
important as the final product. And so I became  
accustomed to peer review, teacher review,  
and endless rewrites. Middle School introduced 
rigorous analytical and organizational skills  
as I was assigned research papers. Whatever  
the subject, I was encouraged to develop  
an individual voice, rather than a sanitized  
“academic” one. 

Today, as I continue down the path of unearth-
ing and capturing my family history, I have 
Gordon to thank for instilling in me early on 
the belief that writing a book—including all the 
research and honing of plot, character, and 
voice that come along with it—is an absolutely 
attainable goal. I look forward to the day The 
Lucky Ones is complete; rest assured, it will be 
proudly displayed on my bookshelf, alongside 
Digby Duck and the Magic Cloud. 

What are your hopes for the future?

My goal is to complete a draft of The Lucky 
Ones by summertime. Once I feel my manu-
script is polished enough, I’ll start submitting it 
to agents, with the hope of publishing the book 
in 2014. Meanwhile, I’ve started a blog as a 
way of sharing with readers what, exactly, my 
research has entailed. Gordon friends are wel-
come to take a look: www.georgialikethestate.
com. Whatever happens, it’s thrilling to think 
that my story, once complete, can be read by 
many more generations to come.

Family photos left to right:
The Kurc family in their hometown of Radom, Poland,  
circa 1920—my grandfather, “Addy,” is at the far left.

My grandfather at 28 years old, aboard the ship Alsina. 
He fled Europe in January of 1941 for Brazil, but was 
detained twice, in Dakar and in Casablanca. When he 
arrived in Rio six months later aboard a different ship,  
his visa had expired.

My grandfather’s younger sister, Halina, posed as an 
Aryan during the war, with the false last name Brzoza. 
This is her ID, created by her husband Adam, who worked 
for the Underground.

My grandfather’s brother Genek and his wife Herta in 
Palestine, 1943. 

My great-grandfather, Schlomo Kurc, with his grand-
children, Ricardo and Kathleen, not long after the family 
reunited in Brazil in 1946.


