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Hello.  You’re listening to Koffler Digital Audio, a stream that encompasses all of our 
downloadable audio content, including audio walks, radio plays, podcasts, and artist 
interviews.  
 
Judy Batalion: Welcome!  Welcome, authors, authors whose internet connection is 

working, and welcome to our virtual audience.  I’m so honored to be here 
tonight with these acclaimed short-listed writers talking about their wise 
and bold and really beautiful books.  You know, there are many intriguing 
overlaps in these books.  This is the nonfiction category, which includes 
politics and essays and criticism and yet all these short-listed books are 
memoirs.  They’re all personal stories.  They’re all family stories, and even 
more specifically than that, these are all, at their core, these all have a 
search for a missing father figure or some missing element from the 
author’s paternal heritage, and so I wanted to dive in and start right there 
in the father-daughter depths, and I was going to say I’m going to start on 
page 1, but I’m actually going to start on the cover with the titles of your 
books.  I’m looking at them here, Travelers, Driving, Leaving.  These are 
titles and tales of movement, and Ayelet, why don’t you start us off if you 
don’t mind and tell us a little bit about the art of leaving as a title.  I mean, 
what a beautiful title.  How does this title relate to the expedition, to the 
journey in your book?   

Ayelet Tsabari: Thank you.  I’m so glad to be here, and I’m so honored to be here with 
these authors and their beautiful books, which I loved.  So, The Art of 
Leaving.  It’s, you know, it’s funny because I know of course now from the 
writer who’s writing the book that there’s no art into it.  I said recently that I 
think motherhood is kind of the anti-leaving, so, you know, my life has 
changed completely since I became a mother, but I guess even before 
that, but I think when I was living the years about which I’m writing, yeah, I 
felt like I sort of, you know, perfected my need to run away into some sort 
of art, you know, but of course leaving there’s no art to it.  It’s a messy 
thing.  It’s a fractured thing.  So, yeah, there’s a little bit of, I guess, some 
irony in the title, but, yeah, I don’t know if that answered your question.   

Judy Batalion:   I wondered if you’d tell us, what are you leaving?   

Ayelet Tsabari:   In the book, I left, well, first of all I left my family, I left my country, I left my 
home, I left my language, I left lovers.  I kinda left a piece of myself, I 
think, and it was, you know, at the time it seemed like something I was 
doing in a very empowered way, but, you know, now it seems like mostly it 
was an escape and running away, you know, and not wanting to look 
mainly grief, I would say, in the eye.  It was just easier.  It was as if, as if, 
you know, like being away from the country itself, and Israel, even for 
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someone who hasn’t experienced grief at a young age, is a country that is 
burdened by it, you know.  I write about it in the book.  It’s kind of haunted 
by its dead, so I felt like if I could walk away from this, you know, and 
maybe I could be somewhat safer from the loss and from the grief, you 
know, and even protect myself even.  It’s kind of a form of magical 
thinking, you know, like if we can be away from it, you’ll be protected.   

Judy Batalion: The grief of the country, but your own personal grief with your father, as 
well.   

Ayelet Tsabari: Exactly, yeah.   
Judy Batalion: When did you know this was the title?  How did it, I’m always so interested 

in titles, and it’s such a perfect title.   
Ayelet Tsabari: When did I know?  I don’t remember.  I think I toyed with another one, 

which I will not mention, I did toy with another one, but pretty fast I knew 
that that was the one, but, yeah, I don’t know.  I wrote this book, or I was 
writing this book for so long, you know.  I started writing it like 12 years 
before it was actually published.  At first it was just individual essays, you 
know, and then it became, slowly it became a thing, you know, and in the 
meantime I wrote my other book, which happened in a lot more of a 
condensed way, you know, so at some point when I knew it was a book, 
so later in the process and when I could kind of put it all together and see 
the themes and see what is missing, you know, a lot of the work was done 
in that patching of the essays into a memoir.   

Judy Batalion: And, Diana, what about you?  Driving to Treblinka.  Also a wonderful title 
because it works on so many levels.  It resonates with various levels of 
your story. I wondered if you could tell us a little bit about your journey.   

Diana Wichtel: Yeah, well, that title arose really originally from a trip back to Poland, back, 
I say back, which is one of those things we’d say when I’d never been to 
Poland, but my family died at Treblinka in massive numbers.  My father 
escaped from a train on the way to Treblinka, so of course that was, and 
we had a farcical drive to Treblinka where we got lost in the Polish 
countryside, typically with us, you know, in a car with a GPS that didn’t 
work, and the whole thing was a bit of a nightmare, even more than you 
would imagine, so when it came to writing an article about this, you know, 
in the beginning it was just an article about going to Poland for a magazine 
I worked for then, that title came to mind because it seemed to me to have 
that thing of driving and encompassed the kind of drive that had led me 
finally to go there on a drive that had been building all the way through my 
life probably, and, yeah, but I will just say it was something that, as often 
happens with books there were quite a few arguments and I was insisting 
on driving to Treblinka, and other suggestions were the train to Treblinka 
and various other things, and I was like no, that has to be it, and Ayelet 
was talking about irony, and to me there was that layer that needed to be 
there, so, yeah, after a bit of, that’s how we ended up, and it always just 
seemed to be the title of the book to me.   

Judy Batalion: Just for our audience, it’s, because your father was also taking a trip to 
Treblinka.   

Diana Wichtel: Well, he jumped from the train, yeah, on the way, rolled down a bank, 
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escaped into the forest where he, well, I know very little about it.  He’d tell 
us the kind of stories you might tell a young child because I didn’t know 
my father after the age of 13.  My mother was a New Zealander, brought 
us back to New Zealand, he was meant to follow, but I never saw him 
again, so the stories I recall would be talking about meeting up with a 
couple of young German soldiers in the forest who were more frightened 
than he and whoever he was with were and befriending them, so he would 
tell us those stories and about digging up potatoes and eating them raw, 
things that we could sort of absorb, I guess, so, yeah, so, he survived 
there and was liberated in July 1944 by the Russians and, yeah, and all 
we knew was that he had survived, although I’ve recently found out he 
was liberated with partisans and, you know, the family story was that he 
spent a lot of time in what they called a box under the ground, obviously a 
bunker, but he didn’t talk a great deal about that, so, yeah, that’s pretty 
much all I knew.   

Judy Batalion: I so enjoyed your title because it was, it’s active, it’s you are driving to 
Treblinka.  These are books about fathers.  I think you’re both on journeys 
to and from fathers, grief around your fathers, and they’re also books 
about your Jewish culture, your Jewish identity, tied to your fathers in 
some part, and but they’re different.  Ayelet, I wondered if you could tell 
us, you have this wonderful chapter in your book, and I hope I’m 
pronouncing it correctly, Ofra Haza.  That’s how I grew up pronouncing it.  
I wondered if you could tell us a little bit of that story and then also why, if 
it is, important for you to write about Mizrahi culture.   

Ayelet Tsabari: Yeah, for sure.  So, yeah, growing up, Ofra Haza was kind of my idol.  She 
was, I think for many girls around the country but specifically Mizrahi girls 
and specifically Yemeni girls to see someone of our background 
succeeding like beyond, you know, everyone’s wildest dreams.  She was 
the biggest export ever, you know, to the world, and someone who kind of 
looked like us.  It was outstanding, you know, because growing up, which 
goes back to why I need to write about Mizrahi culture and why in fiction I 
need to write about Mizrahi characters, too, because growing up I never 
saw myself in literature.  I didn’t see myself reflected in the books that I 
was taught in school or in the books that I found in the library.  It was kind 
of an incredible experience to see someone, you know, of my background 
succeeding and more than that.  There weren’t Mizrahi authors, singers, 
were not on the radio, you know, and when they were portrayed in movies 
and things like that it was always kind of stereotypical and often negative 
or caricature-type representation, so I think for me it was just kind of a way 
of rectifying that experience by writing, you know, about my own 
experience, my, you know, like people like Ofra Haza, people like my 
father, people like my grandmother, and, like I said, also populating my 
fiction books with characters that other Mizrahi girls may find some 
resonance, yeah.   

Judy Batalion: Diana, you write more about Ashkenazi background.  It’s interesting.  I’m 
not sure if Naomi is back on or not but both of your books tell stories of 
families of mixed religion, and also they’re stories about what I could call 
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the emotional legacy of the Holocaust, about a kind of generational 
transmission of some form of trauma, and I wondered if you could tell us 
how it is passed on in your family, or perhaps what have you inherited?   

Diana Wichtel: A long list of symptoms.  No, but just before I say that, I would like to say, I 
didn’t get a chance before, how intensely moving it is for me to be here in 
Canada with you virtually, and that’s where I was born and where our 
family was altogether, so thank you so much, and to be with these 
wonderful writers whose work I’m discovering with great pleasure and a 
huge amount of recognition, so thank you, but, yes, well, I think in our 
family we’re a family, as many are, of secrets and silences, you know.  It 
wasn’t sort of actively withholding information, but there was so much we 
didn’t know and so much as a child you absorb that that thing where you 
know not to ask beyond a certain point, so I think there was that, but also, 
you know, I feel that, quite specifically, there are things you kind of know 
in yourselves and you grow up with despite no one telling you or you’ve 
picked up and, you know, for me it’s meant issues when I was younger as 
I go into in the book of just not feeling I exist basically.  Our lives were 
separated into two parts, Canada and New Zealand, and a door had 
slammed shut in between them, and I would open that door and peep 
through every once in a while and then shut it again because it was too 
hurtful, too difficult, so it took years and years to come to terms with that, 
and I think I’ve realized, you know, from the anxiety when I finished writing 
the book.  I had probably the biggest anxiety attack I’ve had in my life.  
The minute it was out of my hands I thought what have I done because it 
was a tale of, yeah, it was personal, and it was a tale of a great deal of 
tragedy, but now I suddenly, you know, you’d think you’d think of this, 
wouldn’t you, but my children and my grandchildren would know all these 
terrible details that I’d probably softened and I’d fallen into the trap myself, 
which I always swore I wouldn’t, of not talking about it, and this was 
massive talking about it very publicly, so, yeah, and of course, you know, I 
have children, and my daughter will say to me, you know, it’s your fault, 
this is the genes, because she has issues with anxiety or whatever, you 
know, as we all do, but, yes, I remember speaking to Richard Dawkins 
once when I was interviewing him, and of course I always try to ask my 
own questions, and I asked him what he thought about transmitted 
trauma, and he felt it did come down through at least, for at least a 
generation or two if not permanent alteration, and that to me was sort of a 
relief in a way of something I’d always known.  It was a relief to have that 
confirmed, that what I’d experienced was true.   

Judy Batalion: I believe Naomi is ready, and her internet’s ready, so I think she’ll be 
joining us now.   

Naomi K. Lewis: Hi!  Technology time.   
Judy Batalion:   Well, Naomi, I’ll bring you into the conversation now.  You also write in 

your book about what I would say, and I don’t know if you heard that, the 
kind of emotional legacy of the Holocaust, the generational transmission of 
trauma, but maybe I’ll rewind and ask you the first question and then lead 
into that one as a multipart catchup.  Tiny Lights for Travelers, again 
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another beautiful title, and I wondered if you could tell the audience a bit 
about how this title relates to your journey in your book, and then you can 
tell us about trauma.   

Naomi K. Lewis: It took me a long time to come up with the right title for this book, actually, 
and the reference to tiny lights comes from a quotation from The Little 
Prince that I have my grandfather, the character of my grandfather, quote 
in my book, which is that for travelers the stars are guides, but for others 
they are nothing but tiny lights, and I’ve kind of, I mean, travel is, of 
course, a major theme and frame for my story, but also the fact that I’m a 
really terrible traveler, and writing what is sort of a travel book, or at least a 
book about travel, was really strange for me because I’m very, I don’t like 
travelling, I’m particularly bad at it because I have a terrible sense of 
direction, which actually was sort of semi diagnosed as a bit of cognitive 
impairment called developmental topographical disorientation, which I 
write about in my book, and it basically just means that you can’t form 
maps in your head at all, and so I really like this metaphor of the stars as 
guides but not for me, you know, like I can’t read maps and I can’t really 
follow directions or orient myself in space very well, and so it’s kind of to 
me, the title spoke to the irony of me trying to travel and not being able to 
do it very well, at least not without my GPS while my grandfather, whose 
journal I was following, was actually a very passionate and able traveler, 
so, and that was just one of the contrasts between my journey, one of the 
many, many contrasts, between my journey and his.   

Judy Batalion: If you can share with the audience, too, what was your journey?  What 
were you seeking in these travels?   

Naomi K Lewis: Yeah, of course, so I, my family found this journal that my grandfather had 
kept while escaping from German occupied Netherlands in 1942, in the 
summer of 1942, and when I say journal it was a 30-page document that 
he had typed up himself in Dutch, which was his first language, and then 
there’s another copy of it in English, which he seemed to have also written 
himself, translated from his original or had someone help him with, and it 
just detailed day by day from where he travelled to to where and how he 
got there and where he stayed, and so I, after my family found this 
document after his death, I very much wanted to do something with it.  As 
a writer, it seemed like a real treasure to me, an opportunity to explore 
issues that had been on my mind personally for a long time and also to 
write something about it, and so I ended up deciding to take this trip where 
I followed his route exactly on the same dates in the summer of 2015, and 
so what I was looking for was kind of a big question mark for me.  I wasn’t 
sure what I would find or what I even hoped to find, to be honest.  I just 
wanted to go to the same places where he had been.  I mean, I got to see 
the house, for instance, that my grandfather grew up in Amsterdam, which 
I had never seen before, and I met relatives whom I had met, both in the 
Netherlands and in other places as I travelled, but, it was actually the 
relatives in Amsterdam that I wrote about, and I just got to know a little bit 
more about him, and, I mean, of course, like there was a sort of flaw in my 
attempt to understand my grandfather better by taking this journey, which 
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is that of course that, I mean, 73 years later, a place is not the same 
place, like, not politically, not even like physically, actually.  The borders 
are no longer the same, nothing is the same, right, and so, but, even so, 
that journey worked well as a frame for me to kind of write about other 
things.  It was only a two week journey, so it would be kind of ridiculous for 
me to claim that I had some kind of like epiphany during those two weeks, 
but it certainly worked well as a way to tell a story about many different 
things that tied together.   

Judy Batalion: I think that’s something you all did beautifully in your books, tied together 
so many personal, intimate stories.  I wanted to talk about writing memoir.  
I also wrote a memoir, so I’m guilty, too.  A memoir is, I wanna say, a 
crazy thing to write, but I’m gonna say a risky thing to write, a risky thing to 
write, and, you know, for a memoir to work, for it to be compelling, as 
yours are all so beautifully compelling, you have to lay yourself bare on 
the page, you have to work yourself out in front of an audience, and these 
books touch on divorce, mental illness, sex, assault, new love, which is so 
vulnerable, too, and I wanted to ask you each about the challenges you 
faced in exposing your lives.  Diana, what was the hardest thing for you to 
write about?   

Diana Wichtel: Well, the hardest part wasn’t really anything about me, it was about what I 
discovered, so I guess that kind of in a way overshadowed everything and 
meant that’s what I was concentrating on, that’s was what happened to my 
father in Canada after we left.  I eventually got a file from a mental 
institution and, you know, it was just the most devastating thing to read, 
but mainly what it made me realize is that, you know, the past isn’t back 
there somewhere it’s kind of like an alternative universe going alongside 
and you can dip into it.  The main thing I learned was that you can’t 
change the past, but you can change the narrative that you have about it, 
and that’s what happened to me.  I realized so much I thought I knew was 
wrong, and so it was all of that, but on a personal level, I think I had made 
a decision that if I was going to expose these things about my father, 
about my family, I needed to do it in a very personal way.  For one thing, I 
didn’t need to be the one who held back, you know.  I had to expose 
myself, as well, and also I had to make it really clear because as in many 
families, or all families maybe, in my family there’s disagreement about 
how the past played out, what happened, who was to blame, all these 
things, and I couldn’t really use the word we.  It had to be about my view, 
and I tried to make it very clear this was my view of how everything played 
out with as much evidence as I could muster, of course, but, yeah, so it 
was an interesting balancing act, so in a way I think once I started there 
was no holding back and I just found myself trying to be as honest as I 
possibly could and also I think, you know, you have to be.  There’s no 
point in doing it otherwise.  I knew I couldn’t write a history of the 
Holocaust.  I knew I couldn’t even write a history of my father’s Polish 
family because I knew so little about them so it had to be, and also, I was 
very committed to writing about what happens afterwards.  I’m old enough 
now to have gone through quite a lot of life and have grandchildren, 
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children and grandchildren, who in their ways are dealing with this stuff 
with a lot less baggage than I have and are wonderful.  I just want to say, 
you know, that’s been the gift of it is what your children and your 
grandchildren give you back, and they’ve given me back my father’s story, 
to me one of unremitting, crushing tragedy, and they’ve said look what he 
did.  He was a badass.  He’s their hero, you know.  So, I’ve got the story 
given back to me by them.  So, it was worth, you know, the risk, as you 
say.   

Judy Batalion:   Ayelet, what about you?  Is there anything that you look back on with 
surprise?  Anything you say I can’t believe I wrote about that?   

Ayelet Tsabari: I agree with you.  It felt a little crazy, you know, at times, not maybe when I 
was writing the individual pieces but when it came together in a book I was 
like, oh, what am I doing, but there are a few things.  The first thing is that 
I’m writing in English, which is a language that my mother does not read, 
so that helps, and there was, I mean, there’s still, like people sometimes 
think when you write a memoir they think they know you, they think, you 
know, that’s everything, but of course you’re curating, you know, your life 
for the sake of narrative.  You choose what to put on the page, so there’s 
still, you know, a lot that is not there.  Strangely enough, the thing that I’ve 
found apparently the hardest to write, I write around my father, the loss of 
my father, the entire book, and I write about, you know, grief, and I write 
about all of this, but when I submitted the first draft to my editors, they said 
you kind of skipped the part where he died, and it turns out I just actually 
didn’t write that.  I just did not write that moment, which was so strange to 
me.  I was like, what are you talking about?  Of course it’s there, and then 
I looked and I was like, no, no, it’s actually not there, and I kinda, I had to 
steel myself, you know, to sit there for the time that it took me to write that, 
you know, those few pages and be like this is going to be really hard, but, 
you know, that was the one thing that I skipped in a book that is all about 
that, you know.  It’s all about this grounding, that loss, and how it shaped 
my life, and the questions about, you know, yeah, how my life would have 
been different had he lived and, yeah, so apparently that was the hardest 
part to write.   

Judy Batalion: What about you Naomi?  I see you nodding.  Anything you regret writing 
about?  What was difficult for you?   

Naomi K Lewis: No, I don’t regret anything that I wrote about.  In fact, there were parts that 
I wrote that I kind of regret taking out of the book just because, for 
whatever reason, I was like, oh no, I can’t say that and then, you know, 
and now I think well, why didn’t I want to, but I think that, you know, a 
funny thing happens, or at least happened to me, was sort of during the 
revision process of writing draft after draft that I almost forgot that I had 
written this book about myself and that it was very personal and it was just 
kind of this thing that I was shaping and trying to perfect and I was looking 
so closely at, you know, the storytelling and the sentences that I became 
emotionally detached from it in a way, and then it wasn’t until, you know, I 
was going through the final edits with my editor that I had that like what 
have I done kind of moment, like this is actually going out into the world 
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and people are going to read it and like this is horrifying, but I had 
distanced myself from it for at least a year of revising where it just became 
something that was work that wasn’t my soul going out into the world, 
right?  I think the hardest thing for me, probably still, is that just thinking 
about it, it’s not, it’s like Diana said, it’s not what I revealed about myself, 
which did end up being a lot more than I expected.  I thought it was gonna 
be a book about my grandfather and then it, I couldn’t write a history of my 
family, like Diana said about hers, because I just didn’t know enough 
about it, and, in fact, I didn’t know enough about my grandfather as a 
person to write a whole book about him, either, and so it ended up 
becoming a book about me, which was not really my intention going into it, 
but, nevertheless, the hardest thing for me is that, you know, my 
grandfather was so private and also didn’t like to talk about that period of 
his life or, you know, that whole period in history, and so I still don’t think 
he would have really approved of the book or thought it was a very 
worthwhile endeavor and actually probably would have not liked that I did 
it, so that’s the hardest part for me is that kind of having to go against his 
wishes probably or what his wishes would have been.   

Judy Batalion: In your book, Naomi, you actually tell a story about writing about a Jewish 
nose and that that was controversial and that there was response to that, 
and I don’t know if you want to share that story, but I was also wondering 
was there any, what was the response to this book?  Was there any 
controversy?  Were people offended?   

Naomi K Lewis:   You’re right.  I worried about that, but I had absolutely no, I mean, if 
people were offended, they didn’t tell me.  I haven’t heard about it.  The 
people that were offended, and it wasn’t a lot of people that I heard from 
actually, I, so, the original story was that I wrote, and this was several 
years ago, I wrote a little piece for the newspaper, or for a magazine here 
in Calgary that was owned by the Calgary Herald, about the nose job that I 
had when I was a young teenager and just about, you know, the history of 
Jewish women and rhinoplasty and kind of a history of and how I realized 
that my experience with that was part of kind of a broader history and 
story of not only Jewish people getting surgery to look less Jewish but lots 
of different ethnicities at different times feeling pressure to assimilate in 
different ways physically, right, and now it’s not, I mean, it used to be 
predominantly Jewish women who got cosmetic surgery, particularly 
rhinoplasty, and now it is no longer, it’s other demographics that are more 
likely to change their appearance to look more white, for instance, but, so 
anyway, I wrote this article about my own experience and how I realized it 
kind of tied in to a broader phenomenon and there was a little bit of a 
backlash just locally in Calgary where there was, you know, a letter in the 
newspaper kind of accusing the magazine of antisemitism for having 
published this story, so essentially accusing me of antisemitism for having 
written it, and so I, and then I wrote about that whole experience in my 
book, and so of course I was worried that the same thing would happen or 
a similar thing would happen again and it didn’t as far as I know, like, as 
far as I know there was no controversy but certainly people might be 
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talking about it without my knowledge or thinking about it, and, you know, I 
wrote about people, like specific people, although I changed their names, 
in the Jewish community here in Calgary who I thought might not be too 
happy with what I wrote, and I have not heard a peep from them or 
anyone, you know, who knows them, so I just don’t know.   

Judy Batalion: Ayelet, in your book you write about so many family members, and I know 
your mother doesn’t read English, which is very wise, but what about, I 
wondered about you write about your child and I wondered how you feel 
about that?  I have children and where do you draw that line?  Can I write 
about my children?  Up until what age is it okay?   

Ayelet Tsabari: Absolutely.  Yeah, well, first of all, you may notice I did not name her, and 
I’m actually quite protective of her privacy, like, I don’t, she’s not on any 
social media at all.  You know, I wrote about her like, she’s under 3, you 
know, in the book.  I don’t really see myself writing about her at this point, 
and I know that I may feel differently later on, but maybe later on we can 
talk about it, too, you know what I mean, like when she’s older, because I 
have a feeling that her teenage years are going to be really interesting.   

Judy Batalion: A lot of material.   
Ayelet Tsabari: I think I’m just, at this point, it’s not really something I want to do anyway.  

Again, I don’t write about her much on social media, either, unless she 
says smart things, which she does sometimes, and then I tell her and she 
loves it.  She says poetic things from time to time, but I’m kind of done 
with that.  That was felt to me like, you know, writing, at that point of her 
life, like up to the time that she’s 3, she’s almost like she’s so, she’s such 
a part of you, you know, and you’re so, you’re mostly her mom, you know, 
as a person, so somehow it made sense that, you know, like the shift in 
my life that happened because I gave birth to her it had to include her.  It 
was something that absolutely had to be in the book.  In fact, like, I 
thought that the book was ready a few years before and something was 
missing and then I realized that that’s what was missing, you know, that 
ending to it like I said because becoming a mother was the anti-leaving 
and that’s why that essay is called The Art of Staying.   

Judy Batalion: Diana, I wondered for you, in terms of reception, I wondered if there was a 
difference in reception in New Zealand where you are based and in 
Canada.  Does it feel different to share the stories in these different 
contexts?   

Diana Wichtel: Yeah, yeah, it does.  I think more immediately in New Zealand.  My 
mother had died in 2007 but I had a lot of her family so I was a little bit 
wondering how it would be received by them, and mostly it’s been very 
good.  I thought I’ll never be able to go to a family funeral again or a 
wedding, you know, but mostly it’s been very good.  My aunties who are in 
their 90s, you know, one of them said to me I’m glad you did it, and that 
was, you know, wonderful for me, and just the very fact of having it read in 
Canada is just, I can’t tell you how much that means to me.  It’s just 
absolutely extraordinary.  So much has happened since the book.  My 
father’s grave turns out to be in Brookville, Ontario.  Long story, read the 
book.  People there, he’s formed a little community now, you know.  My 
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niece, I was just weeping at one point, sitting after a book event with tears 
dripping into my congealed scrambled eggs because I reading a message 
from her that she had found someone who had been visiting his grave, 
lighting candles, smoking a cigar.  She, of course, being this wonderful 
fearless generation left a note and some candles for him, and so now I’ve 
met him and he’s an immigrant himself and he was just drawn to this 
grave for various reasons and, you know, I gave him a hug and I said 
thank you for, because I can’t be there, for helping to take care of my 
father, and he said your father’s been a good friend to me.  You know, 
things like that have happened in Canada.  Another woman that’s been in 
touch who said the star of David on this headstone had drawn her over.  
She now visits him and lays a stone on his birthday when I can’t be there, 
you know.  My brother lives not too far away, thank goodness, a couple of 
hours away, and this little community has formed, so it being read in 
Canada and my father’s story being known, I can’t even begin to tell you 
how much that means to me and how comforting that has been.  I don’t 
believe in closure, and I don’t want closure.  I want to stay in the stream of 
history, as Daniel Mendelsohn put it, because that’s where my family is.  
Comfort has come from this wonderful connection, so thank you, thank 
you.   

Judy Batalion: I see a few questions coming in from the audience.  I’m gonna speckle 
them in to my own. I have so many questions for all of you.  One of them 
is, actually, you know, you’re all writers who work in various genres.  
You’ve all written memoirs, but also other types of work, and Diana you’re 
a, I believe, a critic and a reporter, and your book definitely to me had a 
sense of an investigative journalism feel to it, and I’m getting a question 
from the audience asking what was your process for research?  How did 
you find information on your family?  I also want to add to that, well, 
actually, answer that first and then I’ll add to that.   

Diana Wichtel: Well, it’s sort of amusing in a way because I’ve mostly been a profilist and 
a TV critic, so I haven’t done a lot of investigative work, and I think my 
random process of research is probably attributed to the fact that I haven’t, 
but I think it’s more what saw me through as an obsession and a lot of 
wonderful help.  My late brother-in-law who was a lawyer without even 
telling me applied himself to the fact that I couldn’t find a death certificate 
so I could find no trace of my family anywhere, and he put me on to 
various sources, archives, places to go, other people have helped, you 
know, I think, I went to, online has helped a huge amount, and I went to 
Poland, I went to the Jewish Historical Institute there, who were wonderful, 
we travelled to Bad Arolsen to the International Tracing Service where I 
found my first document with my father’s name on it, and, you know, there 
were apologizing for not having much more.  They’re lovely people there.  
They came and sort of bring you your documents, surround you with love 
basically, you know, and I was saying no, this is gold to me.  So, it’s been 
a long process, but I’m finding out more and more as online sources are 
still producing.  I recently found my father’s application to go to Canada, to 
be sponsored, to be allowed in, really, and discovered he was described 
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as a widower, or widow it just said, which may or may not solve the 
question of whether he had had a wife during the war who also died, so all 
that’s still happening, but it’s very random and I think the only reason I 
ever found anything was a great deal of help and pure obsession of doing 
it constantly.   

Judy Batalion:   You could feel that in the book.   
Diana Wichtel: I’m sure other people will know that hit you get when you make a 

discovery which also becomes quite addictive, I think.  It’s a big payoff that 
keeps you going.   

Judy Batalion: Ayelet and Naomi, both of you write fiction, as well, and I wondered if 
either of you, Naomi, maybe you want to start, does your fiction writing 
process inform your memoir writing and how?   

Naomi K Lewis: Yeah, it absolutely does.  I essentially, I don’t even think of the two 
processes as that different, actually.  It’s almost like you get your material 
from a different part of your brain, whether it’s your memory or your 
imagination, I guess, which is, you know, slightly different but overlaps 
probably, and then you use those elements to create a story, so I really 
don’t think, I mean, to me it’s really not that different at all.  Writing a 
memoir is in a funny way a lot easier than writing fiction because you don’t 
have to make anything up and you can just kind of, it’s like you have all 
this material already there and then can sift through it and find the parts 
that fit together well and that seems to mean something when they’re 
stuck together.  With fiction you have to start by creating a whole world 
rather than using the one that’s already there.  In a way to me that’s 
essentially the difference.  I don’t feel like there’s much of a difference 
beyond that, to be honest.   

Ayelet Tsabari: Yeah, I’m really glad you say that because most people, I feel the same, 
but most people that I know that write both don’t agree.  To me, like, you 
know, I’m in the business of stories and like, you know, they could be 
imagined and they could be real and, yes, there are some limitations to 
each genre, you know, and some, you know, rules, I hate the world rules 
but some principles that, you know, you work with, and so absolutely there 
are some differences in that way, but I just want to tell a good story, so for 
me it’s very, very similar.  I don’t, yeah, like I don’t actually think that I go 
about it differently at all, but I’ve never heard anyone say that.  I’ve heard 
so much about like the differences, you know, like how, you know, 
someone told me she writes short and then for fiction she writes long and 
for me it’s the same.  I’m crafting a story out of stuff, you know.   

Judy Batalion: That leads us into another audience question, which is what next?  What 
are you working on now, what are you working on next?  Diana, would you 
like to start?   

Diana Wichtel: Yeah, well, I’m just starting to work on another book, very, very different, 
and I think, I grew up in Canada and I’m old enough that it was, television 
was a baby in those days, I’ve ended up a TV critic, then I came to New 
Zealand in 1964, and New Zealand didn’t get television until 1960.  They 
kept it out, you know.  So, I saw television grow up again, so actually I’m 
doing something around that, working as a writer about television for all 
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those years, sort of cultural, slice of cultural history, I guess, is the idea.   
Judy Batalion: Ayelet, what about you?   
Ayelet Tsabari: I’m working on a novel.  I don’t know if I wanna say much more about that.   
Judy Batalion: I get it.  Naomi, anything you can give?   
Naomi K Lewis: I’m working on a novel that I don’t wanna talk about, as well.   
Judy Batalion: Well, that’s okay because we have another audience question.  We have 

time now.  This is, I guess, asked to everyone and it’s about emotions.  It 
goes back a little bit to what we were discussing earlier.  I’ll read it.  Has 
your journey to writing your books changed anything fundamentally in your 
lives?  What was the deepest emotion felt through finding out stories of 
your families?  I guess that’s a 2-part question.  Does anyone wanna 
start?  Naomi, I’ll pick you.   

Naomi K Lewis: You know, it’s funny because people ask that question, and I don’t, I feel 
like I don’t have a very satisfying answer because I don’t feel like writing 
that book changed me fundamentally, to be honest.  Maybe only in the 
sense that I felt like there were these questions that I had been asking for 
a long time about identity and so on, and I don’t feel like the book or the 
process of writing the book answered those questions definitively, but I do 
feel like now that I’ve written that book I don’t have to write it again.  I feel 
like I needed to write it and now it’s done.  Like Diana said about closure, I 
really like that.  I don’t want it to be closed, I, you know, I want it to stay 
open.  I want those questions to stay open.  I don’t want to leave them 
behind me, and I don’t feel like I’ve answered them, but it’s more that I’m 
content and continuing to explore them.   

Judy Batalion: Diana, what about you?   
Diana Wichtel: Yeah, well, I think the deepest emotion has just been a lot of delayed grief 

and what you’re talking about before with the trauma and having to deal 
with all that.  Has it changed me?  Hard to say fundamentally, but, yeah, I 
would say yes, it has, because it’s that idea that if you don’t have closure 
everything is thrown up in the air.  Everything I thought I knew, any sense 
of identity I did have has had to be reconstructed around all these new 
things, so, yes, I think it has changed me fundamentally, and I’ve come to, 
the best change is that I feel like I have a relationship with my father.  That 
door was shut, and I’ve got an ongoing dialogue with him, too little too 
late, that’s the tragedy, too little and too late, but I have got a dialogue with 
him and with that whole side of my family that was just a big absence all 
erased and now, you know, I feel like I can have an ongoing dialogue and 
that’s been the best thing, I think.   

Judy Batalion: Ayelet, what about you?   
Ayelet Tsabari: So, it was kind of interesting.  I didn’t, you know, I didn’t write it thinking 

that there would be some healing or something like that.  I just wrote it 
because similarly to what Naomi said I had, it just needed to be, it had to 
be written, you know?  I don’t think anyone would ever memoir, you know, 
unless it just needs to be written, like it just had to be out there, so it was 
kind of a surprise bonus thing to realize once it was finished that, yeah, 
there was some, some weight had been lifted, you know, and that was 
nice, you know.  I didn’t expect that.  Obviously, I mean, like grief is grief, 
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you know.  It’s not like it’s just gone, but something did shift, you know, 
and I feel a little bit lighter once it’s out there, and also I’m kinda sick of me 
and I’m really enjoying writing a novel.   

Judy Batalion: I have some specific audience questions in but we only have 2 minutes.  
Let me see about this, and this is a quick one.  Ayelet, someone is asking 
about protecting your daughter on social media.  If you could talk a bit 
more about it and how this, is this the decision that you’ll, how did you 
come to this decision?   

Ayelet Tsabari: It just felt really natural to me that, you know, she doesn’t have a say right 
now and it didn’t seem fair, you know, so I put pictures of her but they’re 
kind of like already photos of her from behind, like people have seen her 
from behind and are like oh, we’ve seen the back of your head, it’s great 
to see your face.  It’s just, yeah, it just doesn’t feel right, you know, and it’s 
funny because on one hand I write a memoir and on the other hand I am 
quite private, you know.  I moved to Israel, and I didn’t really write about 
that on social media.  Maybe later in time I will write an essay about that, 
you know, like something crafted and artsy and well thought out, but I 
don’t really share that much of my life in a casual manner on social media.  
That’s not how I use it.    

Judy Batalion: Diana and Naomi, are you similar?  Exposing yourself in the work but not 
in social media. 

Diana Wichtel: Yeah.  For me it’s probably a generational thing.  I’m like if I’m going to 
tweet something, you know, it will take me half an hour and then I’ll decide 
not to, so, yeah, it’s probably a bit of a generational thing.  Yeah, I love 
reading everyone else and it’s a great source of hilarity and wisdom even 
along with all the craziness, so, yeah, I just look mainly.   

Naomi K Lewis: Oh, same.  I don’t post personal stuff or if I do I delete it 2 seconds later 
before anyone can see it.   

Judy Batalion: I’ve put myself out there enough.  I am being told that we are unfortunately 
out of time.  I feel like we’re just getting going, and I just wanted to remind 
everyone about these incredible and, as I said before, really bold and 
really beautiful books.  The Art of Leaving by Ayelet Tsabari, Driving to 
Treblinka by Diana Wichtel, and Tiny Lights for Travelers by Naomi K 
Lewis.  I just wanted to thank you all so much for your writing and for your 
candor this evening and for tolerating all our questions and the internet, 
and thank you, as well, to Mary Anderson and Koffler to everyone that has 
contributed.  Thank you.  Thank you to our audience at home and for 
asking questions and for listening, and go buy books. There’s never been 
a better time to read.   

 


