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March 25, 1917 - July 14, 2006

Towards the end of the Book of Genesis, our sacred scripture
recounts that our patriarch, Jacob, was holeh, ill. This description caught
the attention of the ancient rabbis. Never before in the Torah was anyone
every described as being ill. So in ancient biblical commentary, called
Midrash, the rabbis imagined that Jacob asked God to make him sick before
he died. That way Jacob would have time to call his sons together and give
them last words of advice. Up until this time, the rabbis imagined, our
patriarchs just suddenly died without warning. Jacob's request would give
some type of warning before death occured. Of course, another benefit of
Jacob's request, was that it gave his children proper time to prepare for the
death of their beloved father.

Karol Szabo's sudden death left us all unprepared. Not that we would
have wanted him to be ill, to linger, or G-d forbid, to suffer in any way. But
still, we had no warning, no time to say goodbye, no time to prepare
ourselves. And so we understand some of the wisdom in our patriarch,
Jacob's, request to God. We needed to hear some of Karol's parting
wisdom, his advice, his guidance. But perhaps in reviewing his
extraordinary 89 years on this earth, we can glean insights from his life
which will help us on our own journeys. In this way, as Jacob guided his
twelve sons and grandchildren from his deathbed, so too, can Karol guide
us.

Karol was born on March 25, 1917, in the town of Nalepkovo,
Slovakia, to Moric and Margita Szabo. Moric had been born in the old
Russian Empire and Margita had been born in the old Austria-Hungarian
Empire. At the time of Karol's birth, all these empires were crumbling in
the last years of World War One, assumed to be the war to end all wars, so
terrible and bloody was its conduct. At the end of the war, Karol would find
himself in the newly created Czechoslovakian Republic. Karol was the
youngest of four children. He had an older brother, Gustav, and two older
sisters, Aranka and Erna.



Karol's childhood was a happy and comfortable one. His father built
the family business based in lumber, and from the proceeds from the
business, Karol was afforded a top-knotch secular education in a German-
language gymnasium. In his youth Karol was a prankster. From the second
floor of the gymnasium, Karol took his time, waited for his professor with
the bald head to come right under his window, and then with the aim of a
precision marksman, spat right on his head. I'm sure the man must have
deserved it.

Aside from his fine secular education, Karol was also afforded a good
Jewish education, culminating in his bar mitzvah. Although not a religious
man, he was pleased to see Judaism survive and thrive in his family. I was
pleased to meet Karol while officiating at his beautiful granddaughter,
Gaby's bat mitzvah at Congregation Beth Shalom in Wilmington, Delaware
one year ago. Karol struck me as a dignified and proud man, with European
charm and grace.

Karol continued his higher education, pursuing law at Charles
University in the great medieval city of Prague. Unforuntately, everything
came to a screeching hault when the German government, under Hitler, took
over the Sudatenlaand, forcibly annexing Czechoslovakia to the Third
Reich. The despicable anti-Jewish Nurenberg Laws of 1933 came into full
effect in Czechslovakia. Karol's parents, Moric and Margita were taken
away to a Concentration Camp. During the years 1941 through 1945, Karol
was forced to toil at a Labor Camp, where he worked on roads and other
back-breaking projects. He spent the last months of the war hiding in the
forests until Czechslovakia was liberated by the Soviet Army.

At the end of the war, Karol returned to Nalepkovo to discover that
his parents had been murdered by the Nazis. This horrible event in his life,
would forever turn Karol away from religion, although he was always proud
of his Jewish identity. The Holocaust and the loss of his parents would also
influence him in making a life-changing decision in the years ahead. At this
point, Karol's two eldest siblings, Gustav and Aranka made their way to the
United States. Erna moved to Kosice and Karol returned to Prague to
complete his law studies. He then joined his sister, Erna, in Kosice.

Meanwhile, Erna had befriended a wonderful woman named Gizela,
who had a lovely daughter named Katarina. In 1948 Erna managed to get
her brother Karol and Katarina together. Now Karol was a significant 11
years older than Katarina, but Karol was very handsome, athletic -- an avid
tennis player, and he was a lawyer, in short, Karol was a catch. They fell in
love and married in 1952.



In 1955, Karol was thrilled when his beautiful Katarina blessed him
with the birth of a beautiful baby girl, Susan. He was equally thrilled with
the birth of a second daugher, Eva, in 1960. Karol was an attentive father
and spent as much time as possible with his family. He enjoyed taking his
family to opera, to concerts, and exposing them to culture. There were
family skiing trips to the Tatra Mountains in the winter, and camping next to
the Adriatic in Yugoslavia in the summers. Susan remembers that her father
taught her and her sister how to ice skate. Fondly, Susan also remembered
the family concerts, with her father on piano and his father-in-law on violin.
It was a very close family, and Gizela said that Karol was like a flesh-and-
blood son to her.

Just as the Nazis had turned Karol's life upside down with their
invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1938, 30 years later, Karol, now a successful
lawyer, was about to have his life turned upside down once again. In 1968,
Czechoslovakia experienced a thaw in its totalitarian rule, with its citizens
experimenting with free expression. This golden time, called the Prague
Spring, was short lived. The Soviet Union, like the Nazis before them,
rolled their tanks into Prague, to re-establish control.

Karol, who lost his parents in the Holocaust, feared for the future of
his Jewish daughers under this new regime. Karol, along with his Katarina,
made a very difficult decision. In the first few weeks of Soviet Rule, it was
possible to escape Czechoslovakia. Karol had two siblings in New York, so
the Szabo family made a bid for freedom. But it came at a terrible cost to
Karol.

He was now 50 years old. He could not practice law. He did not
speak English. Karol would have to start from scratch. The Szabo family
moved in with Uncle Gustav in Brooklyn. Karol took English classes at
night and obtained work and training as an actuary for an insurance
company. He would work for that same insurance company for the next 30
years, retiring at the age of 80.

Meanwhile, Karol derived great pleasure watching his daughters
thrive in the United States. Susan married a fellow doctor, Robert, in 1985.
They blessed Karol with two grandchildren, Jeremy in 1989 and Gaby in
1989. In living to see both these granchildren have a bar and bat mitzvah
respectively, and continue their higher Jewish studies at Gratz Hebrew High
School, Karol was able to see Judaism thrive in his family despite Hitler's
attempt to physically kill the Jews, and Stalin's attempts to spiritually kill
the Jews. Through their commitmtent to Judaism, the Szabo-Dressler
family collectively delivered Hitler and Stalin a stunning defeat -- and



Karol was privelaged to witness it, and I am glad I could help facilitate the
celebration.

Eva married Hunter one year after Susan was married, in 1986.
Together they blessed Karol with two more grandchildren, Nathan in 1991
and Ruthie in 1994. All four grandchildren enjoyed their grandfather very
much. A highlight for Karol was taking two of his four grandchildren back
to Kosice in Slovakia to see some of the places of his former life and share
stories from those times.

Katarina and Karol had a good life in Merrick, Long Island, which
they have called home for more than three decades. But as old age has
slowly crept up on them, they with the help of their children, decided that it
was no longer wise for them to live alone, so far away from their chidren
and their families. They decided to sell their home and move close to Eva
and her family in an independent living care facility in the suburbs on
Washington, D.C. After Nalepkovo and Kosice, this would have been
Karol's third, and perhaps most dramatic move. While the first two moves
in his life were spurred on by external enemies, this last move would have
been motivated by the internal enemy of old age. Karol's sudden death has
brought his mortal travels on this earth to an end. We pray that he is now at
peace.

Karol was known for his wonderful dry sense of humor, a gift which
everyone readily acknowledges he bequeathed to grandson, Jeremy, which I
have witnessed first hand. He loved his family so very much, from his
inlaws to his children, grandchildren and first and foremost, his wife,
Katarina. He had a real love of education, prized his subscription to the
Metropolitan Opera House, but was just as happy following tennis matches
and reading Agatha Christie murder mysteries. Although Nazi cruelty
forever killed Jewish religiosity in Karol, he would readily embraced both
his Jewish identity and Jewish values. Above all, through his life and the
brave decisions he made, Karol has taught us the need to be resiliance, the
importance of putting your family first, and building for the future.

Unlike Jacob the patriarch, who was able to sit his twelve sons and
grandchildren down and teach them his life's lessons in a poignant death bed
scene, Karol, through the life he has led, has also managed to teach us
important life lessons. May his memory be for a blessing and let us say
amen.


