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The Last Survivor 

Surprisingly steady hands began packing up antique Hummels. Her orthopedic gray shoes 

squeaked as she moved back and forth, picking up another figurine. She pursed her peach painted lips as 

her furrowed brow persistently worried about how much she needed to get done. Most of all she worried 

about her condo’s new owners taking care of her precious garden. Most of all she would miss the safety 

of the home she lived in with him. Most of all she hated having more memories to miss. Nice lead 

 Beatrice Cahn, known as Bea to friends and family, rested in her bright yellow 1950s dining chair 

with wheels. She sipped tea and nibbled on her favorite coffee chocolate chip ice cream. Although her 

body was able, she needed a break from the heavy packing. She often complained about ailments and 

weak old bones, but her love of water aerobics kept her more fit than most 60-year-olds. She could keep 

up a steady walking pace with a 20-year-old with no trouble. But, her stories gave away her true age of 

almost 90. Some might say that when you survive something as awful as the Holocaust, you can survive 

anything. It makes the soul stronger and makes the rest of life’s troubles seem like a walk along the 

Rhine. 

 Bea was born in 1923 in Berlin and grew up with an unconventional family life and mother for 

the time. Although she wanted one, Bea did not have a close relationship with her mother. Bea would 

never say it openly herself, but her divorced mother cared much more about her own needs than those of 

her child. Bea’s mother left her in Germany with her grandmother so she could live with her fiancé in 

America. Her fiancé did not know she had a child. Bea, a human being, was forced to keep herself a 

secret. In her mother’s eyes, Bea did not exist anymore.  

 Bea also spent her teenage years in fear. At a time when a child faces the most insecurity and 

angst, Bea’s country made her an outsider. She had to work to not lose herself or her pride in her religion. 

Bea recognized the Jewish prejudices in newspapers when she was only 10 years old. She was worried. 

But, she remembers the adults around her brushing it off. They thought that the hate would blow over. 
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 “They weren’t concerned enough,” Bea says. 

 Hateful words turned into actions almost overnight. The Jewish community surrounding Bea had 

no control of the rapid takeover. By 1935, the Nuremburg Laws were passed. Jewish people were no 

longer considered citizens of Germany and German citizens were not allowed to marry people of Jewish 

decent. Jewish doctors and lawyers had to close their practices. Some Jewish  family-owned stores stayed 

in business, but only for a couple more years. More anti-Semitic propaganda appeared on the streets, (-1) 

and it became more frightening for Bea to simply walk around her home city. 

 In 1936, Berlin held the Olympics. Bea remembers the dismal streets, once covered in anti-

Semitic and Nazi propaganda, suddenly clean and bright. Welcoming Olympic signs concealed the 

oppressive posters that lined brick buildings and shop windows like they were never there. 

“Everything was lovely during those two weeks of the Olympics,” Bea says. “And as soon as the 

Olympics were over the ‘Jews out’ and ‘don’t buy with Jews’ signs came back and were renewed with 

vigor.” 

Bea says Kristallnacht, or Crystal Night, the Night of Broken Glass, is when the Jewish 

community in Berlin began to recognize the terrifying reality. Bricks and stones were thrown into the 

store windows of Jewish shops. Synagogues, Jewish temples of worship, were looted and burned. 

“That was the telling blow that you couldn’t ignore anymore,” Bea says. “Your life was 

threatened.” 

Jewish Germans began fleeing the country. As time crept closer to the oncoming war, obtaining a 

Visa to leave became more difficult. Bea says that there wasn’t a question of if people could leave; 

everyone could leave. But, the frightened Jewish people could not get in anywhere. 

Without means of escape, the Jewish people became more frantic and defensive. Germany was 

not their home anymore. Material items did not matter; they only wanted to protect their families. Bea 
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says Dachau was the first concentration camp built, which is where the “Jews who fought back” went. 

Jewish people were not blatantly murdered for standing up against the Nazis until the 1940s. 

Since some of her family had long been out of Germany, Bea escaped the Holocaust at age 16 

and sailed to America. Her father obtained an affidavit to bring her over. She was saved from genocide, 

but not from hiding. Bea’s family had the decency to ship her to America in 1939 when Germany reached 

its peak of exterminations. However, Bea was sent to live in a boarding house with a family she had never 

met. Her mother still denied her existence. Bea became an enemy alien in America because the FBI could 

not distinguish between an escaped refugee and German national that wanted to do others harm. At that 

point, Bea thought the Germans were her enemies too, so she did not mind the confusion. She understood 

because she was just relieved to get out of Germany. 

Bea’s mother eventually told her husband about her child and Bea moved to Gary, Ind., with her 

mother and stepfather. But, her mother’s husband wanted to keep her a secret from his parents. When her 

stepfather’s parents came over, Bea’s mother forced her to hide from her new father’s family like her 

Jewish family and friends hid back in Germany. She had less fear, but more of an empty heart. Bea’s step-

granddaughter, Sharon Jordan, thinks memories of her mother haunt Bea and affect her more than her 

memories of the Holocaust. The girl who was forced to pretend like she didn’t exist felt a different kind 

of hate.  

 Her stepfather insisted that she work.  “’You're sitting at my chair and at my table and as long as 

you do that you will pay me,’" Bea remembers her stepfather screaming at her. She paid room and board 

to the woman who bore her; a woman who was supposed to help her in her hardest times. She could not 

bear hiding anymore or dealing with her stepfather’s outbursts. Bea married young in 1943 and moved 

out. 

Bea seemed to have an easier time in relationships with men than with women. Her relationship 

with her mother improved slightly when she married her third husband, who Bea got along with well. 
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“They got closer, but I wouldn’t say they were friends. It’s your mother, you have to forgive,” her step-

granddaughter Sharon Jordan says. But Bea was branded. Not with number on her forearm from a 

concentration camp, but with the perpetual need for a male companion and hesitance for any friendly 

relationship with a woman. Jordan has personally experienced Bea’s cautious and careful demeanor with 

relationships, especially with women. Jordan thinks Bea stays guarded because of trust issues directly 

from her relationship with her mother.  

Bea married her first husband at age 19. They had three children, Arlene, Jeffrey and Caroline 

Jessica. But, Bea was never exactly happy. Bea and her husband became an active couple in the German 

Jewish community in Indiana. Through this community, Bea met Alfred and Margaret Cahn. Bea would 

not know the significance of this until many years later when she ran into Alfred while shopping. Bea, 

who was divorced, and Alfred, who was a widower, experienced a second chance at love at the ripe ages 

of 62 and 76. Even though they were 14 years apart, their German past brought them together. Bea did not 

have many close friends, but Alfred, who was a social butterfly when his first wife was alive, had a large 

group of tightly knit Jewish Germans.  

Inga and Jack Beiman were the youngest couple in the group. Inga was born in Regensburg, 

Germany. She escaped on the last Kinder Transport train crossing the border of Germany and Italy before 

the war broke out. She was only so lucky because a family in Mississippi vouched that they would take 

care of young Inga. She worked, half starved, in the family’s jewelry shop until a travelling salesman took 

her along to reunite with her parents. Ingrid met Chicago native, Jack Beiman at a Temple Sholom dance. 

They eventually married and moved to Indiana where Jack opened the first contact lens practice. They 

had a daughter named Susie. Inga and Jack threw the German group’s New Year’s Eve party every year. 

Jordan and her mother, Susan Morse, Alfred’s daughter, agree that Bea identified with Alfred’s friends 

and found safety.  
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Alfred’s family stayed in Germany when he and his wife escaped to America in 1938. In 

interview tapes his granddaughter, Sharon Jordan, recorded over 12 years ago, Alfred says how he could 

remember World War 1 when he was a boy. Born in Mannheim in 1909, Alfred saw war before the 

Holocaust. He watched the fighter planes of WWI fly over his house. He thought the planes were 

fascinating to watch until they started dropping bombs that damaged his home. Although he only 

witnessed air combat in WWI, he saw flames rain down from crashed and bombed planes. His childhood 

memories of a potato diet and jumping midair when he heard the bombs of WWI whiz by made him 

realize he could not stay in Germany during WWII. 

Alfred felt more of the searing pain from the Holocaust. While one of his two sisters, Hanna, 

married a non-Jewish man named Peter and became a heroic nurse in their home of Mannheim, Alfred’s 

parents were not as lucky. Ludwig and Rosa Cahn were captured and sent to a concentration camp, most 

likely Hinzert. It was liberated before they were starved or worked to death, but Ludwig’s body was too 

broken and he passed shortly after his freedom. Alfred’s daughter, Susan Morse, can barely recall phone 

calls with Rosa because she was so young. Alfred had to translate between the young girl and her strong-

willed grandmother. 

Alfred and Bea’s condominium was tastefully decorated with antique German paintings, china 

and many of Margaret’s keepsake statues. The couple balanced each other; Bea was an active, intellectual 

woman who was careful with her actions and words, while Alfred was a wise and widely loved man who 

enjoyed feeding his great-grandchildren soda and cookies. A mat given to the couple by Susan Morse, 

Alfred’s daughter, prepared guests for the personalities they were about to encounter: “One nice person 

and one old grouch lives here,” it said. Easily offended, Bea originally thought she was being called the 

old grouch. Anyone who knew Alfred, the wonderfully senile old man who could take a joke or insult 

because he loved to dish them out, would know that he was the old grouch. 
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Alfred’s daughter believes that Bea was the happiest when she was married to Alfred. She 

understood that Bea held back a bit because she didn’t have any one close to her for a long time. But, she 

recognized how much Bea loved Alfred’s family.  “She was very good to my father, a real caregiver, a 

nurturer,” Morse says. “She’s a good person, but she has her own weird idiosyncrasies because of how 

she grew up.”  

Bea became a step-great-grandmother to Alfred’s great-grandchildren. Josh Jordan, Alfred’s 

younger great-grandchild, knew Bea was not a blood relative at a young age, but he did not see a 

difference. Josh remembers Bea making treats and being just as excited when his family came over for 

weekly visits as Alfred was. Although a young Josh wore Bea out with his hyper, boyish tendencies, Bea 

always reached out with love. She always seemed taken aback to Josh when his family would come over 

and treat her so nicely. He says when tells Bea that he loves her, she still says I love you back to him like 

he just gave her something unexpected that she didn’t think she deserved. 

He credits Bea’s surprise at her positive relationship with Alfred’s grandchildren partly to her 

distant relationship with her genetic granddaughter. When she was young, Bea’s genetic granddaughter, 

Lauren, refused to say “I love you” to Bea. She would tell her when she hated her Hanukkah presents and 

refused to let Bea hug her. Josh always found Lauren strange and remembers his mother, Sharon Jordan, 

Alfred’s granddaughter, always whispering to him that he should never act like Lauren. Josh thinks it was 

painful for Bea, who had trouble forming relationships as it was, to be pushed away by a granddaughter 

she only wanted to show love that she had never received. 

As far as Alfred’s family was concerned, Bea was family. Alfred and Bea hosted Passover at their 

condo every year for the family and on occasion, one of Bea’s three children would come too. Even 

though Sharon and Josh Jordan have always had to work to not hurt Bea’s easily upset feelings, they 

knew she was worth the kindness even if she didn’t. The younger generations of the family never knew a 

life without her. Her history became their history. 
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Alfred died August 2, 2001 at the age of 92. His gravestone reads, “Loved by all whose lives he 

touched.” Bea was devastated. A little more than a year earlier, Alfred and Bea’s German friend, Jack 

Beiman’s wife, Inga Beiman, passed on in July of 2000. Jack knew all to well the loneliness that Bea felt. 

For a year, Jack went to Marsh Supermarket every week and bought a single red rose to place on his 

deceased wife’s pillow. Jack’s daughter, Susie Beiman, says he was almost suicidal when the love of his 

life died.  

“The man didn’t know how to write a check,” Susie Beiman says. “ My mom took care of all of 

the financials. He felt ill-equipped.” 

It wasn’t until he reconnected with Bea that he was able to move on. They gave each other more 

than companionship; they relied on each other to ease the fears of old age. They had both lost the loves of 

their lives, but they still had time to enjoy life. They were each other’s last chance to live without 

loneliness.  

Although Jack’s daughter, Susie, and Bea did not always get along, Susie thought Bea and her 

father were a great match. They got along famously, as Susie describes, and enjoyed seeing shows at  

Clowes Hall together or simply reading the paper. Susie thought that Bea was a good intellectual 

companion for her father. Jack had a contagious sense of humor similar to Alfred that was slightly sillier 

and less inappropriate. Jack and Susie became a part of Alfred’s family as easily as Bea had. Bea and Jack 

were the last two survivors of the Jewish German group and the family held onto that.  

Bea’s difficulty with relationships with women affected her and Susie Beiman. Susie felt coldness 

from Bea and almost a jealousy because of how close Susie was to her father. “It’s hard to like someone 

that’s not nice to you and goes out their way to ignore you,” Susie says. Discrepancies occurred, but Susie 

tried to work past Bea’s obvious dislike of her. For Susie, Bea’s hardships with her mother had a negative 

effect on their relationship. 
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“Like everybody else, I just want her to be happy,” Susie says. “Unfortunately she’s made it hard 

to love her.  

Jack died in Feb 2010 at the age of 87. A woman who valued having a man in her life was once 

again alone and now, the last survivor.  Bea went on for months to her family, Alfred’s family, about how 

lonely she was; it came up in every conversation. “She’s a little hurt by her past,” Alfred’s granddaughter, 

Bea’s step-granddaughter, Sharon Jordan says. “Not even past past, but losing Alfred, losing Jack. But 

she’s a survivor certainly.” 

It has been 12 years since her second husband, Alfred Cahn, passed away of pneumonia and three 

years since her partner and last German friend, Jack Beiman, died. Bea has Alfred’s family nearby to 

spend some of her time. But, although they loved her dearly, busy schedules do not permit the family to 

visit as much as Alfred would have wanted them. Bea decided it was time to pack up the condominium 

she had lived in for more than 20 years and move closer to her daughter in Bloomington. Her other son 

and daughter lived multiple states away, which is too far of a haul. Her daughter Caroline Jessica and 

granddaughter Lauren in Bloomington would also spend more time with her than her other children. 

With no more time to kill, Bea got ready to go pick up some more packing supplies. She went to 

her bedroom, which was filled with boxes of carefully packed brooches, jewelry, and white linens. She 

picked up a large amber brooch next to her 4711 perfume on the bedside table and pinned it in the center 

of her white ruffled shirt. She put on her gold necklace with the “chai” Hebrew symbol, meaning life. Bea 

adjusted her grey wool cardigan and matching dress slacks. Finally, she wrapped a bright floral scarf 

around her peach red hair, put on sunglasses over her regular peach glasses, and grabbed her oversized 

purse. 

Bea stepped out the front door onto the mat from her stepdaughter. Bea sighed as she walked out 

the door not because she had to do errands, but because she had to do them alone. She tended to her roses 

quickly before she maneuvered into her silver car and drove off. 
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