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The Johannesburg Holocaust & Genocide Centre (JHGC) is a place of memory, education, 
dialogue and lessons for humanity. The JHGC explores the history of genocide in the 20th 

century with a focus on the case studies of the Holocaust and the 1994 genocide in 
Rwanda. It examines the connections between genocide and contemporary human rights 

issues, urging visitors to understand the consequences of prejudice, discrimination and 
othering, so as to prevent the recurrence of mass atrocities and genocide in all its forms.

The lesson plans each explore a survivors’ personal narrative and encourage students 
to see the 6 million victims of the Holocaust as individuals. These stories of survival, 

resilience, hope, luck and courage are from the JHGC publication Portraits of Survival. 
Vol 1: The Holocaust available here. Each lesson plan also includes an interactive activity 
based on the story’s key theme to nurture engagement and dialogue in the classroom.

For more information, please visit our website http://www.jhbholocaust.co.za/

Introduction

https://www.jhbholocaust.co.za/remembrance/online-publications/
http://www.jhbholocaust.co.za/


THEME 1
Lyonell Fliss: Identity

Listen to his 
story

https://soundcloud.com/user-858426360/sets/the-story-of-survivor-stories?utm_source=clipboard&utm_medium=text&utm_campaign=social_sharing
https://soundcloud.com/user-858426360/sets/the-story-of-survivor-stories?utm_source=clipboard&utm_medium=text&utm_campaign=social_sharing


Activity Starter Pack
• Objective of Activity: To understand that our identities are complex, fluid and 

intricate – but so are everyone else's. This activity explores the dangers of grouping, 

stereotyping, prejudice and 'othering' – the building blocks of every genocide. We 

use the story of Lyonell Fliss to unpack how our identities can be manipulated.

• Goal of Activity: While unpacking the incredibly difficult choices people were forced 

to make during the Holocaust, the goal of this activity is not to judge or define what 
is right or wrong – it is purely to encourage dialogue and critical thinking.

• Summary of Story: At 5 years old Lyonell came 2nd in his town's annual 

competition for the most healthy and beautiful child. Shortly after this happy event –
when Romania joined the Axis powers - Lyonell and his family experienced terrifying 

discrimination at the hands of the same community.

• Time of Activity: 30 - 45 minutes

• What you will need: While this can be done as a conversational exercise, it is useful 

to have the following:

• A large flipchart or whiteboard

• A marker pen

• Every child needs a piece of paper/notebook and a pen



LYONELL FLISS
BORN 1935, ROMANIA
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“I am not a religious person ... [but] I believed he was 
a messenger of god.”
Lyonell Fliss was born in Iasi, Romania. His father, Lupo, owned a fabric shop, The Golden  
Pomegranate, in the centre of the city and his mother, Adela, assisted in the shop. They lived  
comfortably in an apartment and Lyonell recalled spending many hours in the shop mischievously 
making paper airplanes and launching them at customers.

Iasi was a cultural city with many theatres, museums and universities. Half of the population 
was Jewish, and they were involved in all facets of cultural and economic life. Although Lyonell 
was an only child, he was part of a large, warm extended family and had a happy childhood.  
His earliest memory was of an outing to the countryside with aunts, uncles and cousins all travelling 
on a large cart pulled by two horses. They visited an uncle who worked on a nearby vineyard and he  
remembered spending many happy hours playing with his cousins.



Every year in the middle of summer, a competition 
ˁŔɽ� ǠơȍƎ� ʋȶ� ˪ȥƎ� ʋǠơ� ȟȶɽʋ� ŹơŔʠʋǫǉʠȍ� ŔȥƎ� ǠơŔȍʋǠˊ� 
children in Iasi. There were always hundreds of  
children accompanied by their proud parents.  
ĭǠơȥ� �ˊȶȥơȍȍ� ˁŔɽ� ŔŹȶʠʋ� ˪ʽơ� ˊơŔɭɽ� ȶȍƎ� Ǡơ� ƃŔȟơ� 
second in this competition, winning a prize and  
having his photo printed in the local newspaper.  
The last happy memory that he had of his  
childhood was being chosen as the runner-up in the 
Mr Iasi competition.

Romania already had a history of antisemitism, but 
the situation became worse when it joined Nazi  
Germany as part of the Axis Powers in 1941. Iasi was 
about 20 kilometres away from the Russian border 
and as German and Romanian troops prepared for 
the invasion of the Soviet Union, his parents grew 
more and more concerned.

On 28 June 1941, the caretaker of their apartment 
building threatened to target their family. Luckily,  
�ˊȶȥơȍȍࢫɽ� ȟȶʋǠơɭ� ɽŔʽơƎ� ʋǠơȟ� Źˊ� ǫȥɽǫɽʋǫȥǌ� ʋǠŔʋ�
they all hide under their beds when they heard  
banging on their door. The caretaker broke the door 
down but seeing that nobody was there, he helped  
himself to their precious possessions and left. Later,  
German soldiers were searching all the Jewish homes 
and found the Fliss family hiding under their beds. 
They were forcibly removed from the apartment and  
�ˊȶȥơȍȍࢫɽ�ȟȶʋǠơɭ�Źɭȶȇơ�Ǡơɭ�ȍơǌ�ˁ Ǡơȥ�Ŕ�ɽȶȍƎǫơɭ�ɢʠɽǠơƎ�
her down the stairs. 
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The Fliss family were then ordered to join a line 
of Jews outside the central police station. The 
queue moved forward very slowly and while 
they waited, they heard gunshots and saw piles 
ȶǉ� ƎơŔƎ� ŹȶƎǫơɽࡲ� �ˊȶȥơȍȍࢫɽ� ȟȶʋǠơɭ� ɽɢȶʋʋơƎ� Ŕ� 
kindly looking young Romanian soldier and 
begged him to take Lyonell and adopt him. He 
told her not to worry, that he would protect 
them. He then took all three of them to the 
back of the line, by which time the shooting had 
stopped and they were released. They could 
not go back to their own apartment as they 
were scared of the caretaker, so they joined 
other family members who had gathered at  
�ˊȶȥơȍȍࢫɽ�ǌɭŔȥƎȟȶʋǠơɭࢫɽ�Ǡȶȟơࡲ�¶ʽơɭ߿߿߿�ࠂࠀ���ơˁɽ�
were massacred in the Iasi pogrom that day.  
�ˊȶȥơȍȍࢫɽ� ɭơȍŔʋǫʽơɽ�ˁơɭơ� Ŕȟȶȥǌ� ʋǠơ� ʋǠȶʠɽŔȥƎɽ�
of Jews rounded up and packed into freight cars 
ŔȥƎ�ʽŔȥɽࡲ�þǠȶɽơࢪ�ƎơŔʋǠ�ʋɭŔǫȥɽࢫ�ˁơɭơ�ɽơŔȍơƎ�ŔȥƎ�
moved back and forth between railway stations 
and 2 650 people died of suffocation or thirst, 
while others lost their sanity.
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Although the killings stopped, life continued to be very dangerous for the Fliss family and, like all 
in the Jewish community, they had to wear an identifying yellow star. Lyonell remembered being 
six years old, seeing other children going to school and asking his mother when he would also 
start school. She had to tell him that he could not go to school because he was Jewish. “It was the 
˩ɧɷʄ�ʄǨȜƟ�ʄǝŔʄ�w�ʺŔɷ�ʄȲȊƌ�ʄǝŔʄ�w�ŔȜ��ƟʺǨɷǝࢨ he recalled. The family moved to a small house near a 
synagogue, where classes were held for the Jewish children. Although the family had suffered  
ȍȶɽɽơɽ�ǫȥƃȍʠƎǫȥǌ�ʋǠơ�ƎơŔʋǠ�ȶǉ��ˊȶȥơȍȍࢫɽ�ǌɭơŔʋ࢚ǌɭŔȥƎȟȶʋǠơɭ�Ǡơ�ǉơȍʋ�ʽơɭˊ�ɢɭȶʋơƃʋơƎ�Źˊ�Ǡǫɽ�ɢŔɭơȥʋɽ�ŔȥƎ�
was unaware of any immediate danger.
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Towards the end of the war, Iasi was bombed daily by the Allies 
ŔȥƎ�ȟŔȥˊ�ǉŔȟǫȍǫơɽ�ǫȥƃȍʠƎǫȥǌ��ˊȶȥơȍȍࢫɽ�ơˉʋơȥƎơƎ�ǉŔȟǫȍˊ�ƎơƃǫƎơƎ�
ʋȶ�˫ơơ�ʋȶ�%ʠƃǠŔɭơɽʋ�ʋǠơ�ƃŔɢǫʋŔȍ�ȶǉ�èȶȟŔȥǫŔࡲ�þǠơɭơ�ʋǠơˊ�ȍǫʽơƎ�ǫȥ�
Ǡǫɽ�ʠȥƃȍơࢫɽ�ɽȟŔȍȍ�ŔɢŔɭʋȟơȥʋࡲ

After the war ended, the Fliss family stayed in Bucharest, where 
�ˊȶȥơȍȍ�˪ȥǫɽǠơƎ�ɽƃǠȶȶȍ�ŔȥƎ�ˁơȥʋ�ȶȥ�ʋȶ�ɽʋʠƎˊ�ƃǫʽǫȍ�ơȥǌǫȥơơɭǫȥǌ�
at the university. In the late 1950s he met and married his wife, 
Liliana, and they decided to escape the Iron Curtain. After a 
Ǝǫǉ˪ƃʠȍʋ�ǿȶʠɭȥơ �ˉ�ʋǠơˊ�ŔɭɭǫʽơƎ�ǫȥ�zɽɭŔơȍ�ˁǠơɭơ�ʋǠơˊ�ȍǫʽơƎ�ǉȶɭ�ɽǫ́
years before moving to Johannesburg for work.

In 2011, Lyonell returned to Iasi for the 70th commemoration 
of the Iasi Massacre where he met, among others, the German  
ŔȟŹŔɽɽŔƎȶɭࡲ�qơ�ʋȶȍƎ�Ǡǫȟ�ȶǉ�Ǡǫɽࢪ�ǌʠŔɭƎǫŔȥ�Ŕȥǌơȍࢫ�ʋǠơ�èȶȟŔȥǫŔȥ�
soldier who risked his own life to save the lives of three Jews.

“I am not a religious person ... [but] I believed 
he was a messenger of god impersonated in a  
áȲȜŔȢǨŔȢ�ȲǇ˩ƂƟɧ�Ŕ�áȲȜŔȢǨŔȢ�ɷȲʙȊࡲࢨ
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Activity: The Question of Identity
• Discuss the idea of “identity” as a class - make a list of the aspects that make up our 

identity so everyone can see them. For example race, religion, age, gender and so on.

• Challenge the students to identify what makes “you” you? Highlight the fact that 
some parts of these elements of our identity can be changed – others we are born 
with.

• After this initial discussion, ask the learners to write down three words on a piece 
of paper – three words illustrating parts of their unique identity.

• You can ask the students to share these 3 words. Discuss what parts are the same, 
does anyone have the exact same 3 words on their lists?

• Ask them to cross one of these words off their list.

• Then get them to cross one more word off their list.

• Until one word is left.



• Points for discussion:
• How did this activity make them feel – was this easy or difficult?
• Is this one part of their identity all anyone needs to know about them?
• Is it something they can change?
• Link back to Lyonell’s story – Lyonell went from being “beautiful” to 

being the opposite just because of one part of his identity – one part he 
couldn’t change.

• What is the danger of not seeing more than one part of someone? How 
does this lead to stereotyping, prejudice and 'othering' – the building 
blocks of every genocide.

• Why is a discussion about identity important when dealing with the 
topic of the Holocaust?

• Extension Activity: Ask your students to trace their family tree and/or 
interview their oldest living relative. Get the student to identify what parts of 
their identities are the same and what parts are different to these family 
members?

Discussion and Extension 


