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Local authors underscore acceptance and share uncommon bond
By John T. Miller

Fritz Tubach and Bernie Rosner at Sonoma State University in 2008.
Photos provided

embers of the Lafayette
Rotary were quite moved
by a presentation from Holocaust
survivor Bernie Rosner at a recent
monthly meeting. Rosner related
the tale of not only surviving the
Holocaust, but also of writing a
double memoir with his German
friend, Fritz Tubach.
The title of the book, “An Uncommon Friendship,” describes
how a Jewish man who survived
internment in concentration camps
became friends with a former recruit for the Hitler Youth.
Both Rosner and Tubach found
success in life after immigrating to
America. Rosner became the top
lawyer with Safeway, while Tubach was a professor of German at
UC Berkeley; they ended up living
near each other in Orinda.
Their wives met one day in line
at the Kaiser Hospital pharmacy
and realized they were in the same
class at a high school in Southern
California. They started talking
and found they had many similari-
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ties, so they arranged to have dinner together with their husbands.
The two men struck up a
friendship that was much stronger
than the prejudices and injustices
that ruled the lives of their childhood. They played tennis together
and socialized often. When they
retired, they decided to tell their
stories together.
Rosner, however, had built a
wall between his current self and
the boy who suffered the trauma
of Nazi Germany; he had created
a distance from it and asked Tubach to write his memories in third
person. Rosner said, “I considered
that part of my life done with, irrelevant, and focused on the present
and the future.”
A turning point came in Chapter 3, when Tubach shared what he
wrote about the Rosner family’s
deportation to Auschwitz. As a
12-year-old child, the humiliation
of seeing his mother strip searched
by a Nazi guard was captured so
perfectly in Tubach’s prose that

Rosner suggested they combine
their memoirs and try to publish
them for a larger audience.
Published in 2001, the book
has been translated into German,
Italian and Dutch, selling more
than 20,000 copies. A second edition came out in 2010.
The book is a well-written and
fascinating chronicle of their separate lives: from before the war in
their respective villages – Rosner
in Hungary and Tubach in Germany – to their involvement in World
War II, and the circumstances that
brought them to America. The
book is available on Amazon.
One of the more notable chapters in Rosner’s life concerns his
rescue from the refugee camps in
post-war Europe. Hoping to get a
piece of candy, Rosner would carry bags for the GIs. One of them
happened to be Charles Merrill,
Jr., the son of the founder of Merrill Lynch. The two of them established a bond, and Merrill eventually sent Rosner a plane ticket to
America and invited him to live
with him.
“Merrill was the most important person to me,” says Rosner.
“Any way you look at it, luck
played a huge part in my life.”
The enduring friendship of
Rosner and Tubach is even more
remarkable as they don’t always
agree politically, yet they have
never fought or argued about it.
Rosner is conservative, and
“doesn’t really like to get into politics,” while Tubach is progressive,
having taken the side of the students in the Berkeley Free Speech
movement while a professor there.
“It was my way of dealing with

fascism,” he says. Without mentioning any current president by
name, he added, “I have negative
reactions to a country run by hyperventilating alpha males.”
They have held approximately
200 speaking engagements – both
together and separately – including
an appearance on Bryant Gumbel’s Morning Show, NPR, local
radio stations, and promotional
tours. In addition to many local
high schools, and numerous civic
groups, they spoke in about 20 different venues in Germany.
According to Tubach, audiences have many times mistaken
the two, thinking that he was Jewish and Rosner was the German.
Could there be a better way to debunk stereotypes?
“I rarely turn down requests,”
says Rosner, noting that “the end
is much closer than the beginning, and Holocaust survivors are
a dwindling crowd.”
The main message Rosner

wants to get across? “The fact that
Fritz and I could surmount walls of
distrust and become friends speaks
volumes for the resilience of the
human spirit,” he said.
Tubach, for his part, says,
“Empathy is the most important
human emotion you can have. It
has been a great adventure of the
mind and heart to tell our stories
together with Bernie.”
Rotary member Robert Shusta,
a retired police captain, heard Rosner speak before and asked him
to come to the Rotary Club. “He
received a well-deserved standing
ovation from the 45 members in attendance,” Shusta said.
(Author’s Note: It was my distinct pleasure to speak with both
men at length about their lives.
This article represents only a small
percentage of their remarkable stories. Both men were gracious, articulate and humane.)
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Of awe and oddness
By Sophie Braccini

Tom Gehrig with one of his paintings at Jennifer Perlmutter Gallery in
Lafayette
Photos Sophie Braccini

he mysteries and beauties
of life are celebrated at the
Jennifer Perlmutter Gallery this
summer. As someone who always
surprises and delights, the painter
and gallery owner has invited artists to illustrate different aspects
of surreal representations. Paintings by Tom Gehrig, Catherine
Moore, Carol Aust, and sculpture
by Southern California artist Emily Maddigan share the stage at
the Lafayette venue.
Gehrig’s paintings have an
engaging and subtle surprising
quality. The Marin County painter explains that he composes his
paintings like a stage where he
sets his characters. The first impression is of simple awe for the
beauty of the natural world. Nature in its most serene expression
is presented there: a calm sea, a
blue sky and soft clouds. Going
deeper into the observation of the
work, elements of oddness begin
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to emerge. What are those dark
clouds coming forth? What is the
surveyor doing there? Is that a
boat pushing a lighthouse? What
is going to happen to that weather
balloon? The painting is called
Reconnoitering - Confusion Hill.
Gehrig portrays how humans try
to explain and measure a world
that is full of confusion, trying to
make sense of and control the unknowable. His art is both food for
the soul and for the brain, getting
us to think and create our own
narrative with what he offers.
Aust explains her art by citing an anonymous quote: “In
times of great complexity, embrace simplicity.” Her canvases
are peaceful to view, even if they
represent people lost in the sky
in their little canoe way above
the seas. The light she creates,
the delicate colors bring serenity
where peril and danger could be
felt. The artist says that her paint-

ings start with a feeling, such as
being overwhelmed by having to
do the impossible every day. She
relies on her painting as a visible
manifestation of an invisible reality. She also offers it to the world
as a prayer of hope.
Maddigan’s sculptures are
most intriguing, surprising and
ultimately beautiful. She creates
make-believe stuffed trophies out
of placemats, packing leftovers,
all types of recycled materials
and toys, transforming them by
adorning forms that a taxidermist
would actually use, and building
magical and highly decorative
creatures.
Moore comes from the world
of book illustration and says each
of her portraits tell a story, sometimes a dark one. It is a door opening on the world of fairy tales.
Perlmutter, who is both a visionary and a successful businessperson, has once again created an enchanting ground for an
afternoon summer stroll.
Recommended for all ages,
the exhibition will run at 3620
Mt Diablo Blvd. in Lafayette
through Sept. 1. The gallery is
open Wednesday through Saturday, from noon to 6 p.m. and by
appointment. For more information, visit jenniferperlmuttergallery.com.
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