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SYNOPSIS
NO PLACE ON EARTH brings to light the untold story of thirty-eight Ukrainian Jews who survived World War II by living in caves for eighteen months, the longest-recorded sustained underground survival. Built upon interviews with former cave inhabitants, as well as Chris Nicola, the caving enthusiast who unearthed the story, NO PLACE ON EARTH is an extraordinary testament to ingenuity, willpower and endurance against all odds.

ABOUT THE FILM

“Every cave I enter has a secret.  Down there in the darkness, there’s always a mystery to unlock. . . . This was LIVING history.”

--Christopher Nicola

A few years ago, veteran documentary filmmaker and television producer JANET TOBIAS was brought an idea by an old television colleague, Deron Triff.  “He said, ‘I have this fascinating Holocaust story,’” Tobias recalls.  Her initial reaction was “No.”  “There are so many great Holocaust dramas and documentaries that have been done.  The bar is really high for adding a story to that canon, and to do one at a higher level would be tough.”

But Triff insisted, suggesting she read a National Geographic article by caver Chris Nicola and writer Peter Lane Taylor about Nicola’s investigation of the Stermer family’s story – and was smitten.  “I met with Chris, and then met with the Stermers, who live in Montreal.  I was just so taken with what joyous storytellers the surviving family members were regarding what had happened to them.  There was obviously the drama and the darkness, but also an incredible sense of pride about what they were able to accomplish together.  I just thought, ‘This is really a special story.’  And with Chris’s own investigation, I knew this could be a completely different way into their story, as an adventure/survival story.”

It so happened that Nicola was planning a trip to western Ukraine, where the Stermers’ experience took place, so she decided to come along.  “I not only wanted to get a sense of their world, but also to begin to think about what it would take to bring a group of the survivors back to the Ukraine.  In thinking about how to tell their story that seemed to be something that would really make it special.”

The group – which included the youngest person who survived the original ordeal – visited both Verteba and Priest’s Grotto.  While Verteba was fairly accessible, Priest’s Grotto was not – access was 70 feet down a narrow ladder inside a rusty, corrugated steel tube. “It was difficult.  You have to descend straight down, in a tube, and then crawl and squeeze yourself through,” into the open spaces in which the families had lived.

At one point during the visit, the visitors decided to turn off the lights for about five minutes.  “That blew me away,” Tobias notes.  “I cannot imagine even a couple of days in the dark – but to have over 500 days in that level of darkness, I just couldn’t fathom.  And the temperature is always cool, in the mid-50s, with 90% humidity, year round.  It’s always wet and cold.  Theirs was not the modern caving experience, with thermal underwear, caving suits and lights on helmets.  They had some candles and kerosene in jars with wicks, which they had to use sparingly.  They had nothing – except each other and their own ingenuity.”

It was that ingenuity, in fact, that fascinated Tobias.  “Nissel and Saul had such bravery and resourcefulness. They were unbelievably resourceful.  To figure out how to create a tiny community underground, and to supply it, is absolutely unbelievable.”  The heroes of the story also were not the elders of the group, but younger men in their 20s and 30s.  “There were no leaders in the cave above about 35.  And they were doers – they weren’t thinkers and analyzers.  They really didn’t have the time to sit around and contemplate.”

The group, she learned, in fact, felt most safe inside their underground home.  “When the men came back from their excursions outside for food and supplies, Saul said that they would wipe the mud off and they would sing.  They were free men inside the cave.  That was one of the things that attracted me to this story – this is a story about how heaven and hell switch.  The dark, scary places were actually where safety was, and outside were the monsters.  The world was turned upside down.”

Making No Place On Earth

Upon her return from the Ukraine, Janet Tobias realized making a film about the Stermers’ experience would require a two-pronged approach.  “I knew, right away, that we’d need two things.  One, since a group of the survivors were interested in returning to the Ukraine and to the caves, that that would be a really important element to the film,” she explains.  Particularly intriguing was that the survivors wanted to bring some of their grandchildren with them, to allow them to see for themselves this place of living history.  “I thought that would be really interesting, because, in many cases, their grandchildren were close to the ages the survivors were at the time.”

Tobias also knew that a return visit alone, though interesting, would not tell a complete story.  “I knew right from the beginning that we needed to do a dramatic reenactment, that a classic vérité return film, while incredibly interesting, powerful and emotional, should not be the whole film.  This was such an incredible adventure-survival story – we wanted the audience to have almost a see-feel-touch experience of what that survival was like.”

The director dug in and began researching the Stermers’ story, beginning with Esther Stermer’s own memoirs, “We Fight To Survive,” written in 1960.  Her nephew, Sol Wexler, had also written down his memories, just prior to coming to the United States to meet his father, who had gotten out of the Ukraine just prior to the war. Tobias researched the Holocaust and World War II in Ukraine. She also shot test interviews with survivors Saul and Sam Stermer and Sonia and Sima Dodyk, and Sol Wexler, to get a sense of their storytelling experience.

Once financing for the film was in place, Tobias brought in producer RAFAEL MARMOR, to begin planning production.  The producer was immediately taken with the story the director was telling.  “When Janet first approached me with the project, it was one of the best stories I’d ever heard,” he relates.  “The whole concept of living in a cave immediately both scared and excited me – it’s so very much like a ‘Robinson Crusoe’ or ‘Lost” tale.  I loved the adventure of it.”

Growing up in a Jewish household, Marmor had, of course, heard many Holocaust stories.  “I had relatives who survived the Holocaust and had heard their experiences, and I’m always amazed and blown away by what people did.  This story, though, was different from any I’d ever heard.  These were normal, average people, but in a very different time in the world, forced to hide in a cave and live there for nearly a year and a half.  And the heroes of this story are younger heroes – people who might be more relatable to an audience, as they were to me.  It made me think – how would I have dealt with it?  I immediately wanted people to be able to feel and think about what they would have done if they were in that situation.”

Though the first step in the production process for such a film would normally have been filming interviews, then bringing the survivors back to the original site, and then creating dramatic reenactments to match or fill in the story, the producers smartly took a different approach – filming the return of the survivors to the caves first.

“One of the survivors, Saul Stermer, had just turned 90, and the others were in their 70s and 80s.  They were all in good health, thank God,” Marmor says.  But, adds Tobias, “It was clear that this would be our last window, where they could all go, so we made sure it was the first thing we shot.”

The Stermers and the Dodyk sisters wanted to make the return, though it was not without some trepidation.  “The men had been back to the Ukraine in the 1990s, but had not been into Priest’s Grotto,” Tobias notes.  “The women had never been back to the Ukraine since they left 66 years before.”  Adds Marmor, “The idea of bringing them back there to this place would certainly stir up some very strong emotions.”

There were also physical concerns getting people of that age inside the caves, particularly the perilous Priest’s Grotto, which is quite difficult and considered to be a trip for experienced cavers only.

For that, the producers enlisted the help of Gustav Stribanyi, a renowned caving logistics and safety specialist from the Ukraine.  “The idea of bringing 80 and 90 year olds into a cave is incredibly scary,” Tobias says.  “Gustav actually teaches caving safety and logistics safety in Slovakia, and is a well-known world caver adventurer, as well as active in the Slovakian national rescue system.  So we knew were in good hands.”

Stibranyi and his team devised special safety harnesses to lower the elderly visitors down via a winch system through the steel tube entrance.  “The original entrance that they had used in the 1940s was no longer accessible,” Tobias explains.  “This entrance was built by cavers.”  Adds Marmor, “Climbing down that ladder is not something a 70- or a 90-year-old can do.”  The production also built a system of platforms and walkways for the visitors.  “We wanted to have the rooms ready for them, with ease of access, heat, etc.”

The visit, both to the caves at Priest’s Grotto and at Verteba, was shot by cinematographer César Charlone.  “I adored César’s work in Constant Gardner and City of God,” says Tobias.  “But César had also done a documentary called Stranded in 2007, about the survival story of the 1972 Andes Mountains plane crash.  Those people were a group of his peers – he was, in fact, supposed to have been on that plane.  I asked him, and he was just really interested in how people survive and how the dynamics of groups in that situation change.”

Charlone shot the return visit, which took place in October 2010, using the compact Silicon Imaging SI-2K digital camera, notably used previously for shooting running scenes in the Oscar®-winning Slumdog Millionaire.  Some 2nd unit was covered by fellow cinematographer Sean Kirby, using the RED camera system; both cameras are known to perform well in low-light situations, making them perfect for this unusual shoot.

A crew of about 50 people – from construction to camera and lighting professionals – prepped both sites, though working at Priest’s Grotto was particularly challenging, given the tube-only access.  “Everything had to be bagged in plastic,” Tobias describes.  “You basically take it down the tube, you wedge it through the walls, you carry it over the water, over trenches, into the main room,” the cavernous area where the families lived.  Adds Marmor, “It was definitely a bucket brigade.”

Even with all of the prep, Sam wanted to try and Saul was considering but it became too hard for them.  “He was physically in the best shape, and was going to check things out for everybody else,” Marmor recalls.  “He was being lowered down with our winch system in his harness, and as he was getting to the bottom, he called it off.  It was too difficult.”

Several grandchildren, though, completed the journey, enabling them to see exactly where their relatives had been.  Among them was Nissel Stermer’s grandson, Cliff Stermer, and Erin Grunstein, Saul Stermer's granddaughter. As producer Marmor says:  “It was quite an amazing place. That’s where you find the big cavernous rooms, the lakes."

All of the survivors did, however, revisit the first cave, Verteba, which is considerably easier to access.  A moving moment occurred when Saul, sitting comfortably inside the cave, requested that the lights be turned off for five minutes, as seen in the film.  “That was amazing,” says Tobias.  “Saul asked us to turn out the lights, and then he said, ‘Now I know where I am.  Now I feel good.’”  Others gave a similar response.  “Sonia also said, ‘I feel safe in the dark.’  They all said they felt safe there.”

Having called the caves home for months on end apparently made the difference, notes Marmor.  “That was my first time in a cave,” he recalls.  “I found even walking around without the light on my helmet on was freaky enough.  And that was with our working lights on.  So, for me, being in there with these two guys who had lived for months on end in this cave, where I was kind of nervous just walking in on a one-time basis, just blew my mind.  I was in awe of them.”

One of the fascinating things about visiting the two caves is the presence of original artifacts from the families’ experience there in the 1940s, such as a comb, a cup and other items.  “We’re so used to seeing very organized cave exhibits,” Tobias notes.  “But one thing that struck me is the presence of dozens of buttons.  And the grinding stone they used to make flour.  It was incredible just to see these objects, which are still there.  It’s truly a living museum.”  Both the family members and Chris Nicola himself were photographed with the objects.

While in the region, Tobias and team took the survivors through their home village of Korolowka, prompting more stories and more memories, many of them profoundly sad. "Where are all the people?" said Sam Stermer; there are no Jews left in Korolowka.  

A few months later, during the winter, Tobias sat down and interviewed the Stermers and the Dodyk sisters, as well as caver Chris Nicola, for the film (the former at their homes in Montreal and in Florida, Nicola in New York).  The interviews were shot by DP Sean Kirby, using both the RED camera system, as well as Canon 5D cameras.

From having done pre-interviews with the survivors, she knew of their love for storytelling.  “They had told the story internally in their families a tremendous number of times,” she says.  “And while they are all stunningly good interviews and storytellers, magical storytelling, to me, is about when you have that moment of fresh emotion, when you have that moment of truth.  That’s when something personal happens between the person being interviewed and the camera and the audience.”

To make certain that occurred, the director purposely scheduled her interviews for after the return visit to the Ukraine.  “I figured that the return would spark a few new memories,” she says, “and I think it did.  I got a few more stories that I had not heard before.  Sonia, particularly, who was 8 to 10 years old when all this happened, remembered quite a bit more.  And her sister, Sima, really remembered the hard story about being captured in the cave by the Nazis and being led out to a grave,” where she and her mother witnessed the deaths of Sol Wexler’s mother and brother.  “That produced a level of emotion that was different in her, because of the return.”

What was most fascinating to Tobias was the incredible level of detail they each remembered during the interviews.  “That was something I actually had hoped for, for the brothers, particularly, to fill in a lot of detail for us.  Both Sam and Saul have really incredible memories."

Once completed, Tobias worked with renowned German editing partners, Claus Wehlisch and Alexander Berner (Eyes Wide Shut, Resident Evil and the Wachowskis’ recently released Cloud Atlas) to cut the film together, in part to determine where dramatic recreations would best be of use in telling the story.  She and producer/co-writer Paul Laikin then constructed a script, based on a combination of the new interview material, information from Esther Stermer’s book, and one other important source – Sol Wexler’s memories, which he had written when he was a teenager. In the film they are voiced by a young Hungarian child actor.  Tobias says, “Sol Wexler was really in a darker, place than the others – he had lost his mother and brother in the first cave. He still hears his brother’s voice, pleading for his life as he is being taken out of the cave by the Gestapo.”

Recreating Life Below

From their experience shooting the return visit at Verteba and Priest’s Grotto, Tobias knew that, as much as they would have liked to have shot the dramatic recreations in the original caves, from a practical standpoint, it would have been next to impossible.  “It took almost two hours just to get one RED camera into Priest’s Grotto,” the director says.  “It was not in any way practical to shoot drama there.”

The producers searched in three places for an appropriate substitute – in Tennessee, Ireland and Hungary – looking for caves with both big rooms and tight passageways, as well as walkways for easy access for equipment, cast and crew.  “We needed, from a cinematic standpoint, a location with caves which were visually appropriate, and one with nearby historical villages which would fit our story,” Tobias notes.  Marmor agrees.  “The caves needed to be big enough to have a grand room when you walked in, as well as interesting passageways – some of the defining features that made Priest’s Grotto and Verteba as special as they were, and what allowed the families to survive.”

While Tennessee and western Ireland both have great caves, neither had villages nearby which fit the bill.  So Tobias once again turned to her caving expert, Gustav Stribanyi, for guidance.  “He’s of Hungarian background, so he told me about places in Hungary,” a place which was appealing to the production from a number of standpoints.  Budapest itself has fast become one of Eastern Europe’s biggest production centers, with Showtime’s “The Borgias” and other series and films shooting regularly.  “The crews there are great,” Marmor notes.  “They have a really good film community there.  They have the equipment and experienced knowledgeable crews.”

The villages also fit the image the team was looking for, with the village of Skanzen, just a few miles outside Budapest, substituting for the Stermers’ own Korolowka.  “The countryside and landscape is Eastern European…We needed authentic farm houses, etc. – stuff that was going to really play Eastern European.  Where better to do that than in Eastern Europe?  We didn’t have to compromise there at all.”

As for the cave, Stribanyi’s initial suggestion was one of several found in central Budapest. But the producers were met with both too many filming restrictions and too small a space.  Recalls Tobias, “I called Gustav and said, ‘We need a better cave.’”

Having been raised in Slovakia, near the Hungarian border, not far from Ukraine, Stribanyi now understood precisely the type of cave the production was looking for.  “He knew this area very well,” says Marmor.  “He had been in the caves where all of this had happened.  So he was able to really direct us on the right path to finding caves that could meet our needs.”

Stribanyi returned with a suggestion which would turn out to be a perfect one – Baradla Cave in Aggtelek National Park, Europe’s largest stalactite cave.  “We went and had a look at it,” says Tobias, “and knew, right on that spot, ‘That’s it – that’s our cave.’”

Aggtelek is a show cave – spacious, with plentiful stairs and walkways for visiting tourists, allowing easy transfer of equipment – and people – in and out.  Says Marmor, “It took us two hours in and out with equipment, but it’s only a 15 minute walk to the work area once everything’s set up.”  The challenge with the site was its location near the Slovakian/Hungarian border, three hours from Budapest.  “You’re really in the middle of nowhere.  You’re not in a city, where equipment is easily available.  Of course, it’s not a controlled environment, so there’s no rigging, etc.  Plus, people aren’t used to working in a cave environment for 12+ hours.  Everyone did fine, but it’s a harsh environment, even if it is a show cave.”  The crew also had to schedule around visiting tour groups – leaving on the public lighting for visitors, only using film lighting once they had left.

For her cast, Tobias also went Hungarian, using both established actors and some with little or no experience.  To portray the family matriarch, Esther Stermer, Tobias brought on Katalin Lábán, one of Hungary’s most established actresses.  “Kati was perfect.  She’s part Jewish, and she was really interested in the story,” the director says.

On the other end of the scale was Balázs Barna Hídvégi, portraying Esther’s oldest son, Nissel.  “He had actually never been in anything – had no acting experience,” she explains.  Hídvégi was actually a teacher who had recently lost his job, and was up against one of Hungary’s most well-known theater actors.  “I asked both of them, ‘How do you feel about horses?’  The Hungarian, well-known actor said, ‘I really don’t like horses, and Barna said; ‘I rode horses when I was a kid, fine with horses.’  I said, ‘Okay – you’re our guy,’” Tobias laughs.

Audiences will note actors portraying younger versions of the real survivors look uncannily like their alter egos, particularly the young man playing Saul Stermer.  “In some cases, I did look for actors who looked close.  But it was more trying to see if they would be natural on camera, especially for Saul and for Sol Wexler.”

Few of the actors spoke English, so Tobias met with them on set and discussed their characters and the story through the use of an interpreter.  “I loved working with the actors.  They all gave wonderful performances.  The two young actors playing Saul Stermer, Balázs Péter Kiss, and Sol Wexler, Dániel Hegedűs particularly put their heart and soul into their roles reading up on the Stermer family’s ordeal. They deserve a tremendous amount of credit for reaching across time, cultures, and language to inhabit their roles.”

Much like their characters, the children found the cave to be one enormous playground.  “The children loved it.  They thought it was awesome, and were game to do anything,” Tobias says.  Lábán, though, found playing Esther in the cave environment difficult.  “There was one moment where she actually started crying.  She said, ‘You know, this is just making me think what it was like to be them.’”

The production shot at Aggtelek during three visits – both in the cave and in the surrounding fields – in the winter in February, in the spring in May and again in late June, spending four days underground in the winter shoot and eight days in the spring.

To film the recreations, Tobias brought in two cinematographers – Spanish-born Eduard Grau, who shot the winter sequences, and Austin-based Peter Simonite, who filmed the spring shoot, and who had also worked under Grau as a 2nd unit DP (Grau, by the time of the second shoot, had another commitment and was unavailable). 

“Edu had done Buried, which is an incredible film, shot in the dark,” Tobias explains, about a man kidnapped in Iraq and trapped in an automobile trunk.  “It’s shot in the dark, with a guy with a minimal amount of light.  He is very talented.  They both were amazing.  Peter’s second unit work on Tree of Life with the children, I had found incredibly authentic and moving. Both Edu and Peter were very concerned about replicating the right environment and bringing a cinematic look to the documentary.”
The greatest challenge the two faced was shooting a film essentially in the dark – and still allowing their director to tell a story.  “The people in the cave had only candles and lanterns, but essentially spent most of their time in the dark,” Grau explains.  “But you can’t have a film taking place completely in the dark.  It has to be watchable.”  Marmor agrees.  “You can have some dark, where the audience can’t quite make things out, which creates a sense of fear you want them to have.  But you can’t do that too long, because then, frankly, there’s nothing for the audience to watch.  This is a movie.”

Grau and Simonite created a compromise, using practical lighting sources – the characters’ candles and lanterns – supplemented, where needed, by carefully-placed lighting instruments.  “The film needed to have a cinematic look, but not have it in your face,” Grau notes.  “Janet didn’t want to have it have a straight documentary look, but not too over lit either.  So the lighting is really based on the lighting they had, the candles they would hold in their hands, and augmented only enough to give it depth.  Candles can’t light a whole cave – only what’s nearby.  So it’s very tricky.  It’s bad when documentaries look fake.  We wanted a look that was both real and edgy, because these people were living on the edge.  This was life and death for them.”

Notes Marmor, “This combination of practical lighting and carefully placed lighting instruments was really their genius.  They both really created something special which feels real and gave us the feeling we wanted the audience to have.”

Both cinematographers utilized the ARRI Alexa, known for its abilities in low light situations.  “The Alexa is a great camera with a superb sensibility in extreme lighting conditions,” Grau says.  “We were very pleased with its response in both shooting in the cave, as well as exteriors, shooting day-for-night scenes.”

Simonite added a second camera the fairly-new Canon C300.  “Zac Nicholson actually shot a lot of behind-the-scenes material for us for use on the DVD and to create an interactive mobile web experience,” Marmor explains.  “But we ended up using the Canon C300 also for the film.”

As Grau mentioned, the two teams ended up shooting quite a bit of “day-for-night” filming – shooting exteriors during the day time, but shot in a way that appears to the audience as nighttime.  “Remember, most of the time the men left the cave was at nighttime, to avoid being caught,” Grau explains.  “We considered filming during the night, using lighting, etc.  But filming at night is expensive and time consuming.  And it’s difficult to light in the middle of a field and look real to the audience.”  Notes Tobias, “Is think that was probably more challenging for Edu and Peter than the cave shooting.  It’s not an easy thing to pull off.”

While Simonite’s springtime shoot meant pleasant weather and beautiful landscapes, Grau’s exteriors were filmed mostly in pristine snowfalls in -1 degree weather.  “When you see those actors taking off their shirts to rig the horse to their sleigh in one scene, believe me, they were not comfortable,” Tobias notes.  “That was physically the hardest scene to shoot for those actors.”

With editors Berner and Wehlisch absorbed in the completion of Cloud Atlas, Tobias began completion of the film in New York with editor Deirdre Slevin.  “Deirdre had worked on a number of Wayne Wang's films, including Snow Flower and the Secret Fan and A Thousand Years of Good Prayers. Slevin had never worked on a documentary before, but that was what Tobias said she wanted as she begins editing the drama scenes.  "I really needed someone with her skills to take on the drama scenes.  So I was lucky."  But then Claus wrapped up early on Cloud Atlas and was able help, so the process moved between Berlin and New York.  "I moved between the two edit rooms.  They were incredibly wonderful, both of them.”

From the beginning, Tobias found the Stermers’ story both enthralling and engaging, something she hopes the audience will also be as inspired by as she was.  But there was one facet of their experience which continues to amaze the director.  “What really surprises me the most, from having gotten to know them through this process, is not just how they figured out how to survive, how to create a community underground and live there for over 500 days.  It’s how, after seeing one of the ugliest parts of war – genocide – how they figured out how to be graceful, good people.  After all that had happened to them, they learned not to lose their soul.  That’s something I want to take away from this, and what I hope the audience will, too.”

NO PLACE ON EARTH: Where they are today:
Saul Stermer: Esther and Zaide Stermer had 3 boys and 3 girls. Saul is their middle son and the heroic carpenter in NO PLACE ON EARTH. After their remarkable survival in caves for 511 days, the Stermer family tried to pick up their lives in Ukraine but continued post-war violence against Jews forced them to leave in 1946 and make their way to the safety of a DP (Displaced Persons) Camp in Germany. Saul and his older brother Nissel (now deceased) were allowed to immigrate to Canada posing as tailors (they paid someone to take the tailor exam for them!) Once in Canada, they founded a very successful construction company in Montreal. Nissel died in 2003, but the vibrant Saul, at age 92, still goes to work where he shares the helm with Nissel’s son. 

Saul has three children, seven grandchildren and two great-grandchildren. Saul’s wife Czarna, the love of his life, died several years ago after more than 60 years of marriage. She, too, was a Holocaust survivor from southwest Ukraine, who survived living in the forest and by being hidden by a Ukrainian family. 
Sam Stermer: At age 86, Sam is the “baby” of the Stermer family and Saul’s younger brother. Sam left the German DP Camp after his older brothers, initially for the US but went on to Montreal, Canada to be nearer his family. Like his brothers, he also worked in construction (now retired.) Sam, a grandfather, says he is eagerly awaiting his first great-grandchild. This year he and his wife, Bella, celebrated their 61st wedding anniversary. Bella, is also a Holocaust survivor from Ukraine, where she lost most of her family in the war and does not speak about her experiences. 

Sonia Dodyk: 79-year-old Sonia is the daughter of Fischel Dodyk and Henia Stermer; Henia is Saul and Sam’s oldest sister. The brothers Nissel, Saul and Sam are Sonia’s uncles. About six months after Liberation before they fled to the German DP camps, Sonia’s father Fischel was tragically killed in the continued violence against Jews. Sonia and her younger sister, Sima, feel the loss of their adored father to this day. At age 14, Sonia immigrated to New York by herself. Just a teen, she remembers standing on the ship’s deck and seeing the Statue of Liberty for the first time. Sonia went onto marry Harold Hochman, also a Holocaust survivor from Ukraine, who lost almost all of his family in the war. Today they live on Long Island, NY where Harold, now retired, ran a meat company. They have three children and three grandchildren. 
Sima Dodyk: 74-year-old Sima is Sonia’s younger sister and only sibling. Like Sonia, she still grieves the tragic murder of her father 6 months after the war’s end. From the German DP she immigrated to New York with her mother, Henia, and heroic grandmother, Esther, shortly after Sonia made her way to the US alone. Sima ultimately moved to Montreal where she married David Blitzer, a Holocaust survivor who has family that survived the war in eastern Russia. Sima has two daughters, six grandchildren and is waiting on great-grandchildren. 

ABOUT CHRIS NICOLA

Chris Nicola was born in England in 1951. He and his family immigrated to the US settling ultimately in New York City. Chris is currently working as a Senior Investigator for New York State. Other jobs have included that of a union organizer, a police officer in Washington D.C., a bar manager and bouncer, adjunct lecturer, bodyguard, undercover investigator in the NYC schools, and civilian operative for the FBI.  
As a graduate of 3 state police academies and recipient of specialized training from the FBI and NYPD his law enforcement career has spanned 37 years. He has earned undergraduate degrees in Criminal Justice, Physics, and Forensic Psychology; an MA in Criminology; completed post-graduate work while enrolled in a Criminology PhD program, and is currently pursuing a Forensic Science MS and Film BA.
In the Mid 70’s Nicola began his life as an explorer by scuba diving in the caves of central Florida, in conjunction with 10 years of ocean diving, spending many hours on the wrecks off of North Carolina. To date, he has participated, organized and/or lead over 40 caving expeditions in the Americas, Oceana, Africa, Caribbean and Europe. Today he spends most of his free time caving, being a public speaker, and further developing a story that he first heard as a rumor in Ukraine 20 years ago; a story of how a group of Jews survived the Holocaust by living in a cave for over a year. To date, he has confirmed the story by locating 14 of the original 38 cave dwellers, co-authored a book that led to the making of a documentary about their experiences. Nicola runs the Priest’s Grotto Heritage Project; a genocide awareness project in which the grandchildren of those who lived in Priest’s Grotto Cave during the Holocaust will be working hand-in-hand with the grandchildren of those who lived above the cave in building an exhibit to honor what those courageous 38 did so long ago, and hopefully, by keeping this story alive for future generations, prevent such genocides as the Holocaust from ever happening again. Further details can be found at www.chrisnicola.com
ABOUT THE FILMMAKERS
JANET TOBIAS – Director / Producer / Co-Writer

Director/Producer/Writer, Sierra/Tango Productions: Ms. Tobias started her career at CBS’ 60 Minutes as Diane Sawyer's associate producer.  At 60 Minutes she worked on a wide range of domestic and international stories including: a portrait of the Yakuza, the Japanese organized crime syndicate, and investigations into the lack of regulation in infertility treatment and the abuse of boys in a Guatemalan orphanage. Ms. Tobias moved with Ms. Sawyer to ABC News to launch Prime Time Live. 
At ABC she produced/directed both domestic and international stories ranging from a case study of organ donation to a portrait of the Kuwaiti royal family after the first Gulf War. After a short stint away from the networks to write a feature film screenplay, Ms. Tobias returned to NBC and moved into management at Dateline NBC. As a national producer at Dateline NBC, she supervised pieces on medical ethics and the home health care industry. She also continued to produce/direct her own stories ranging from a historical look back at Soviet misinformation campaigns to an investigation into oil development in the Ecuadoran rainforest. Ms. Tobias left NBC News to become an Executive Producer at VNI (which became New York Times Television.) There she supervised the production of a foreign news show and individual foreign segments including an award-winning piece on rape as a war crime in Rwanda that appeared on Nightline.  Ms. Tobias then returned to ABC News to head up editorial activities at its newly created Law and Justice Unit where she reported, directed and supervised legal and criminal justice stories for all ABC news programs: Nightline, 20/20, World News Tonight, and Good Morning America. 
In 1998 Ms. Tobias and begin working as an executive with the PBS station OPB, where she developed and produced programming not only for PBS but also joint projects with ABC and Discovery. She continued her directing and writing career with a four hour joint PBS Frontline/ ABC Nightline project on the juvenile justice system in California. The feature length documentary, “Juvenile Justice,” won an American Bar Association Silver Gavel Award. In 2001, she launched Life 360, a weekly PBS series that combined documentary pieces with dramatic and comic monologues. Life 360 launched just after 9/11 to laudatory reviews and won an Emmy in its first season. It was also one of two programs picked to pilot interactive television at PBS. 
In 2001, Ms. Tobias founded her own television/film production company Sierra/Tango Productions. Sierra/Tango has produced over a dozen documentaries on social issues ranging from medical ethics to the life of teenagers in America. Currently, Ms. Tobias is directing/writing/producing a film for worldwide theatrical release (History Films, Global Screen), followed by worldwide television broadcast (ARD-Germany, Channel 5 Great Britain, History Channel USA) on the longest ever recorded uninterrupted survival underground in a cave. In addition to her National Emmy and American Bar Association awards, other awards include: 2 Cine Golden Eagles, the George Foster Peabody Award, 2 Casey medals for meritorious journalism, a National Headliner Award, a Sigma Delta Chi Award, and honorable mention Robert F. Kennedy Journalism and Overseas Press Awards. Ms. Tobias is a member of the Writers Guild of America.

In 2002, Ms. Tobias started working in the technology world, when she joined Sawyer Media Systems, a Sequoia Capital backed creator of video technology for the web. Ms. Tobias was a member of the executive committee at Sawyer Media Systems, where she supervised the web design and video teams. Cisco Systems bought the flash video portal Sawyer developed and incorporated it into their technical offerings. In 2004, Ms. Tobias was one of the founding partners of Ikana Media, now Ikana Health. In 2009, Ms. Tobias became the CEO of Ikana Health which focuses on the mobile web, social media and video as it relates to healthcare information and improving patient outcomes. A graduate of Yale University, Ms. Tobias served from January to September, 2009 as a senior fellow at the University of British Columbia, Sauder School of Business Centre for Sustainability and Social Innovation. In 2009, she was appointed to the Forum on Drug Discovery, Development, and Translation of the Institute of Medicine, National Academy of Sciences. In 2010, Ms. Tobias became an adjunct assistant professor of Medicine in the Department of Health Evidence and Policy at Mount Sinai School of Medicine.

RAFAEL MARMOR – Producer
Rafael Marmor is a producer of documentary, feature film and television. His feature documentary Blue Blood, about an underground boxing club at Oxford University, was released theatrically by Warner UK and aired on BBC2. The narrative remake is currently in development with Ed Pressman and BBC Films.  After a short digression producing on the indie feature Death In Love (dir: Boaz Yakin) and the TV series Svetlana, he returned to the feature documentary world as a producer on Bombay Beach, which won the best doc award at the 2011 Tribeca Film Festival.  He is currently producing a feature documentary on the best 7 year old golfers from around the world alongside executive producers David Frankel and John Battsek.  
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