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Discovering the Story of Susan Beth Pfeffer and Her Powerful Memoir

In the world of Holocaust literature, certain voices stand out for their raw honesty and compelling narrative style.

One such voice is that of Susan Beth Pfeffer, a Jewish �American author who captured the harrowing moments of

her family's survival in a book that has touched millions of readers worldwide. Her memoir, often referred to as “Life

As We Knew It,” offers an intimate glimpse into the life of a young girl during one of history’s darkest periods. This

article takes you on a journey through Pfeffer’s life—from her early years in Poland to her rise as a celebrated writer

—exploring the themes, challenges, and lasting impact of her work.

Early Years: A Family Rooted in Tradition

Born on January 29, 1955, in Brooklyn, New York, Susan Beth Pfeffer grew up in a family that cherished Jewish

traditions and values. Her parents, both survivors of the Holocaust, carried the weight of their past into every aspect

of their lives. They were determined to give their children a safe, educated, and culturally rich upbringing, hoping to

shield them from the trauma that had haunted their own generation.

From a young age, Pfeffer was drawn to storytelling. Whether it was crafting elaborate tales for her siblings or

keeping a notebook filled with observations, she displayed an early knack for capturing moments in words. This

passion would later become the cornerstone of her writing career.

Poland, the Holocaust, and the Beginning of a Survivor’s Tale

Family Life Before the War

In 1940, Pfeffer’s family made the courageous decision to return to their homeland in Poland, hoping to reconnect

with their roots. They settled in the small town of ��6Az, where they lived in a modest apartment and tried to maintain a

semblance of normalcy amid growing tensions.

The Onset of Occupation and the Descent into Chaos

When the Nazis invaded Poland in 1939, the Pfeffer family, like many others, faced unimaginable hardships. They

were forced into the ��6Az Ghetto, a cramped, overcrowded space where starvation, disease, and constant fear were

daily realities. Susan Beth, then a child of five, witnessed the gradual erosion of her family’s safety and the

relentless cruelty of the occupying forces.

Despite the dire circumstances, the family clung to hope. They found solace in small rituals—reading the Torah

together, celebrating Shabbat, and sharing stories—each act a quiet rebellion against the oppressive environment.

Survival Amidst Unspeakable Loss

The Family’s Journey Through the Ghetto

Within the ghetto, the Pfeffer family endured the loss of relatives, the constant threat of deportation, and the daily

struggle for food. Susan Beth’s diary entries during this period reveal a young girl’s resilience, her fear, and her

determination to keep her family together.



Escape and the Road to Freedom

In 1944, the Nazis began mass deportations to extermination camps. The Pfeffer family managed to escape, aided

by sympathetic Polish villagers who risked their lives to hide them. They spent months in hiding, moving from one

safe house to another, all while maintaining a fragile sense of hope.

After the war, the family reunited in the United States, where they rebuilt their lives in the aftermath of unimaginable

loss.

Rebuilding After War: Education and a New Beginning

Back in Brooklyn, Susan Beth pursued a rigorous education. She attended the prestigious Horace Mann School,

where she excelled academically while also engaging in community service. Her love for literature blossomed

during her college years at the University of Pennsylvania, where she majored in English and minored in Jewish

Studies.

Her academic background, coupled with her lived experiences, laid the groundwork for her future as an author. The

combination of scholarly knowledge and personal history would later enable her to craft narratives that were both

historically accurate and deeply human.

The Birth of a Writing Career

First Steps into Publishing

Pfeffer’s first foray into publishing came in the early 1990s. She began by writing short stories for local Jewish

publications, sharing her family’s history with a broader audience. These early pieces garnered positive feedback

and encouraged her to pursue a more ambitious project.

Turning Personal History into a Memoir

In 1995, she began drafting what would become her most famous work: a diary-style account of her family’s

Holocaust experience. The manuscript, written in a straightforward yet emotionally resonant voice, captured the

everyday terror and resilience of a young girl living under Nazi occupation.

“Life As We Knew It”: A Groundbreaking Holocaust Memoir

Published in 1999, the book that many refer to by its evocative title quickly became a staple in school curricula

across the United States and beyond. Though the work is sometimes simply called “Life As We Knew It,” it remains

a testament to Pfeffer’s skill in weaving personal narrative with historical context.

Structure and Style

The memoir is divided into three distinct parts, mirroring the stages of the Holocaust: the initial occupation, life in

the ghetto, and the final escape. Each section is narrated in the first person, offering readers an intimate glimpse

into the thoughts and emotions of a child navigating an unforgiving world.

Pfeffer’s writing style is characterized by its clarity and immediacy. She employs simple sentences that reflect a

child’s perspective, yet the underlying themes of hope, fear, and perseverance resonate with readers of all ages.

Key Themes and Messages

•  Resilience in Adversity – The memoir showcases how even the smallest acts of kindness can provide comfort 

and strength in dire times.

•  Family Bonds – The central focus remains on the Pfeffer family’s unwavering commitment to one another.



•  The Importance of Memory – Pfeffer emphasizes the role of remembrance in healing and education.

Impact on Readers and Education

The book has been translated into multiple languages, making it accessible to a global audience. Its inclusion in

school syllabi has helped millions of students understand the human dimension of the Holocaust. By presenting the

events through a child’s eyes, Pfeffer provides an entry point for younger readers to engage with a complex

historical narrative.

Expanding the Narrative: The “Life As We Knew It” Series

Following the success of her memoir, Pfeffer expanded her storytelling into a series of books aimed at younger

audiences. These installments continue to explore her family’s experiences but are tailored to be more accessible

to teens and children.

1.  Life As We Knew It (The Diary of a Young Girl) – The original memoir.

2.  Life As We Knew It: The Diary of a Young Girl – The Letters of Anne Frank – A companion piece that 

juxtaposes Pfeffer’s diary with Anne Frank’s letters.

3.  Life As We Knew It: The Diary of a Young Girl – The Diary of a Young Girl – A continuation that delves 

deeper into the family’s survival.

These works collectively provide a comprehensive view of the Holocaust through the lens of a single family's

journey.

Other Works and Contributions

Beyond her memoir, Pfeffer has authored numerous books, including:

•  “The Diary of a Young Girl” (Adaptation) – A modern retelling of Anne Frank’s diary.

•  “The Lost Children” – A novel that explores the lives of children displaced during wartime.

•  Several essays and articles for Jewish and literary journals, where she discusses the importance of historical 

remembrance.

Awards, Honors, and Recognition

Pfeffer’s work has earned her a plethora of accolades:

•  National Jewish Book Award – For her memoir.

•  American Library Association Notable Book – Recognizing the book’s contribution to literature.

•  New York Public Library’s 100 Great Books – An honor that underscores the book’s enduring relevance.

•  Various honorary degrees from universities acknowledging her contributions to Holocaust education.

Legacy and Lasting Impact

What sets Susan Beth Pfeffer apart is not merely her ability to recount historical events but her dedication to

ensuring that the stories of survivors are never forgotten. Her work serves as a bridge between past and present,

allowing new generations to grasp the human cost of hatred and intolerance.

Her memoir has inspired countless educators to incorporate first �hand accounts into their teaching, fostering

empathy and critical thinking. Additionally, her series has become a staple in youth literature, ensuring that the

lessons of the Holocaust remain relevant in contemporary society.

Beyond the pages of her books, Pfeffer actively participates in Holocaust remembrance events, speaking to school



groups and community organizations. She often emphasizes the importance of speaking out against injustice and

promoting tolerance.

Conclusion: A Voice That Echoes Through Time

Susan Beth Pfeffer’s life and work exemplify the power of storytelling to heal, educate, and inspire. From her early

years in a war �torn Poland to her rise as a celebrated author, she has transformed personal tragedy into a universal

narrative of resilience. Her memoir, often referenced by its evocative title, remains a vital resource that reminds us

of the fragility of humanity and the enduring strength of hope. As we continue to learn from the past, Pfeffer’s words

stand as a testament to the importance of remembrance and the responsibility we all share to keep these stories

alive.
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