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Setting the context: 
What was the Holocaust?



The planned, systematic mass-murder of 6 million 

Jews (two-thirds of European Jewry) 

by the Nazi government and their collaborators 

during the Second World War. 

• “complete destruction by burning” (from the Greek hólos, “whole” and kaustós, “burnt”)

• Also referred to as the Shoah (שואה) – “calamity”

The Holocaust



The intentional, deliberate and systematic 

destruction of a group of people because of 

their ethnicity, nationality or religion.

It is always supported by the government of the 

people committing the genocide.
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Pre-war life in France (1930s): 
Helene Mindel & family
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World War II 
(1939-1945): 

Nazi occupation of Europe
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Nazi deportations of 
French Jews

22 January 1943

The story of 
Ruben Mindel



Ruben is 

deported 

by the 
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transit 

camp, near 
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January 

1943



Ruben is 

deported 

from 

Drancy

(France) to 

Sobibor

Death 

Camp 

(Nazi-

occupied 

Poland), 

early 1943



Ruben 

murdered at 

Sobibor

Death Camp 

in Nazi-

occupied 

Poland, 

1943.

(Camp location 

shown here on 

modern-day map.)
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Nazi deportations of French Jews
23 January 1943

Helene and the rest of her family: 
Fréjus camp, and then into hiding



Nazi round-up of 

French Jews in 

the port of 

Marseille, 

January 1943





Helene recalls 

people bringing 

their pets. 

Her doll is 

trampled on. 



Joining the French Resistance

Helene’s siblings: 
Leon, Michel, Berthe





Leon Mindel



Michel Mindel



Berthe Mindel

(Here with Helene, pre-war)



Flight into hiding

Helene and her 
brother Armand



German authorities continued the 
deportations of French Jews until August 
1944. 

Approximately 77,000 Jews living in France 
perished in concentration camps and killing 
centers – the overwhelming majority of 
them at Auschwitz.



Liberation – 1945

The Mindel family is reunited 
in France



Helene and 

family, pre-war 

(left). 

Destruction from 

WWII (right). 



Castellane Marseille
Michel was known as “the madman of Castellane for fighting 
the Nazis at this fountain, during the liberation of France.
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Sima

(mother)

Armand
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Alfons Dumay: 

Head of Resistance 

in the area (hid 

Helene & Armand)

Reunited in 

1945 

Notes: 

Brother Michel

survived but does 

not appear in this 

photograph. 

Sadly Ruben

(father) is missing. 

Later is would be 

discovered that he 

was murdered by 

the Nazis at 

Sobibor Death 

Camp.



Memorial 

acknowledging 

the role of 

France in the 

deportation of 

French Jews 

during the 

Holocaust.



Coming to South Africa

Helene met and married her 
husband Louis Joffe.





Speaking to 

many school 

groups about her 

story of survival. 



Receiving the Legion of Honor, the 

highest civilian honor in France.



“I Never Said Goodbye” (30 mins)

Group A (Focus on Rescue/ Resistance):

Look for the specific actions – both small and large – that ordinary 

people and the French Resistance took to keep Helene and her family 
safe or hidden.

Group B (Focus on Identity/ Resilience):

Pay attention to what Helene had to give up or change (like her daily 
routine, her name) to stay alive, and how she coped emotionally as a 
child at the time.



“I Never Said Goodbye” (30 mins)

Group A (Focus on Rescue/ Resistance):

What stood out to you about how ordinary people and the French 
Resistance kept Helene and her family safe?



“I Never Said Goodbye” (30 mins)

Group B (Focus on Identity/ Resilience):

What did survival cost Helene emotionally as an 8-year-old child?





Pre-war life Wartime experiences

Helene Mindel (The Reality)

Jewish identity and heritage

Lived in a vibrant city 

(Marseilles)

Close with her parents and 

siblings

Had freedom and a happy 

childhood



Pre-war life Wartime experiences 

Helene Mindel (The Reality) Helene Arnaud (The false identity, in hiding) 

Jewish identity and heritage
False identity (French Catholic), ban on practising Jewish 

traditions or festivals.

Lived in a vibrant city 

(Marseilles)
Hidden in quiet, rural isolation.

Close with her parents and 

siblings
Separated – had to pretend her past never existed.

Had freedom and a happy 

childhood

Limited freedom, had to do physical tasks to survive. Lived 

in fear of being discovered.


