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Briar rose essay

Down in Flames

   Do you think it’s better to die a meaningless death or to die fighting for what you believe? In the book Briar Rose, there are many examples of people dying for what they believe in or what is important to them. Dying for something that you don’t believe in is a pointless death. Many people today die fighting for what they believe, such as, military units dying while fighting for their country all over the world, religious people get killed for their religious faith, and people who die protecting someone else. These people sacrificed themselves and had a purpose be it to protect their country, their religion, or even that of a total stranger. All told, it’s better to die fighting, than to die a meaningless death. 

   One way to die fighting is to fight for a beloved country, which many people do everyday. In the novel, Briar Rose, all the men and women were fighting for survival, but also for revenge, revenge on the Nazi group for destroying their homes and killing Jewish people, Gypsies, and homosexuals. They were fighting to protect Germany from becoming a cruel and merciless place. Instead, they tried to revert it back to its previous state. “We have not come here to stay alive. It is our sacred duty to fight. To fight when we can; and die if we must; but to avenge what they have done to Germany.” This quote shows that they were fighting for survival and for their country. When they died, they died fighting. 
   Dying to protect oneself or for one’s country is a very good way to die fighting, but dying to protect others is a true hero’s death. Although one may know that he or she will die, trying to save someone else from the same fate is a heroic way to die. One is giving up his life in order for someone else to live longer. Even if it is only for just a little bit. That is exactly what happened to Ksieznicza and Josef. They were saved by Ash and Rowan as they died trying to give warning to Ksiezniczka and Josef. A bullet went straight through their skulls. Although they died, Ksiezniczka and Josef were able to get away by flowing down the river. Ash and Rowan were true heroes. “Ash and Rowan threw themselves to the ground and tried to crawl to him. But bullets hit them simultaneously, spattering their skulls.” Ash and Rowan died while trying to protect others, and that is a great way to die, fighting. But, if they would have just given up hope and accepted death, then Ksiezniczka and Josef would have died. 
   To die while fighting does not mean that it has to be for someone else, it could even be to preserve one’s own way of life. One could fight for one’s religion or sexuality. People fight for this because they feel in their own heart that this is the only true way for them to live, and denying it is the same as denying their own life. In the story, Briar Rose, Josef told how he was gay and didn’t care what anyone said; he would never deny who he was. This is shown in the book by the following statement that he made. “If a night in a brothel proved one could not perform with a prostitute, one would be castrated. Josef preferred to take his chances with the beatings.” This shows that Josef would rather have been beaten than deny that he is a homosexual. This shows that he would rather be tortured and beaten and possibly even die than to say that he is not gay because this is what he believes in his heart. 
   Isn’t dying for something one believes in a better death than dying for something one doesn’t? Dying for what one believes in is a great way to die, be it to protect something or someone, or dying while trying to protect oneself, because that could be an inspiration for someone somewhere. If no one died fighting for what they believed in, then there would be no stories of heroes, no fond memories of a war buddy who died in action. Aren’t those worth something? Even if it’s just a small amount of encouragement for the next generation to follow in their footsteps and fight for what they believe in, it’s worth it. Is it better to die fighting than to die a meaningless death? I think so!
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Believe It, or Not

   Have you ever believed something you thought could never happen, something you believed was unbelievable? Reading the novel Briar Rose made me realize that reality can be hard to believe but the unbelievable is possible. In the novel Briar Rose, a lady, Gemma, tells her granddaughters the story of “Sleeping Beauty” and insists she is Briar Rose. The youngest granddaughter Becca decides to go find out the truth and real story behind her grandmother’s past. She discovers that Gemma, her grandmother, is a Holocaust survivor. In times like that, one must believe the unbelievable.

   One example of how one must believe the unbelievable in this story is when Josef escapes the concentration camp in Sachenhausen by “just walking out” as he stated from telling Becca the story. In the Holocaust they had concentration camps where they kept people and forced them to work. It was nearly impossible to ever escape from these kinds of places.

“Pleased with the nights’ catch, the guards began to drink riotously in their own warm barracks. Josef practically strolled up to the fence, and heedless of cuts to his hands and feet, flung himself up and over the wire.” (pg. 179)

One can imagine such an event happening, but that doesn’t make it any less believable. This proves that one can believe the unbelievable. 

   One of the most important examples of unbelievable events is Gemma. She had survived the gassing from in a van, something that no one was pulled out of alive after being thrown into a pit of lifeless bodies. 

“It was a young woman, and even in the quickening dark, Josef could see that her arm was moving sluggishly, that her face had an odd pattern of roses on the cheeks.”

Over 1800 men, women, and children died gassed in a van. Only one person, Gemma, was found alive and saved out of nearly 2000 people dead is pretty unbelievable. Events such as this happened often, but even though they might occur often, most are all unbelievable
   Not only do people witness unbelievable events that happen in such horrible times such as the Holocaust, but stories are heard and passed on. Like when Josef Potocki was heading home to Poland across the border, when he finds his stepfather was killed. He tells this story.
“It is difficult to believe that Josef P. made it to his stepfather’s estate alive and unharmed. But the war was filled with such unbelievable stories. This man hid in the cupboard of his neighbor’s house the entire war. That one was killed out walking his dog. This woman missed her train and it was blown up. That woman begged a ride and was murdered. This child lived safely three years 
in the woods. That one had its brains slammed against the camp’s stone wall. There is nothing that is not believable in this world. Josef P. came home.” (pg. 187)

This shows a part of all the unbelievable stories that came out of the war and are then passed on and were told and retold. All are strange. There seems to be no logic to them at all. That’s what makes them so unbelievable.
   Briar Rose is one novel that is so strange it seems hard to believe. Anything can happen to anyone in any situation. Like when Josef just “walked out” of the concentration camp in Sachenhausen. Or when Gemma survived the gassing of the vans, and Josef Potocki making it alive to his stepfather’s house. Unbelievable events happen all around, but sometimes more often than one could imagine. It’s just more extreme when it’s something that one would think could never happen, such as the Holocaust. 
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Two of a Kind

Have you ever read a book, and then later on when you read a different one you notice lots of main similarities between the two? One example of two books that I thought were very similar, is "Of mice and Men," by John Steinbeck, and "Briar Rose," by Jane Yolen. In both of the two, there is a main character who is affected by a mental disability, and a main story that is told throughout all parts of the story. They also both have a pair of people who stick by each others sides until the very end. Overall, Briar Rose is very similar to Of Mice and Men.
First, both of the two books have someone living with a mental issue. In Briar Rose, Gemma who had been forced to live in a concentration camp in part of her life, had inhaled a type of gas that caused her to lose all her memory of her life. While in Of Mice and Men, Lennie also had a disability that caused him to barely be able to remember things, even after just a short amount of time after happening. "Just stand and don't say a word, because if he hears what a crazy man you are, we won't be able to get no job," George said to Lennie. Because the biggest way for people to notice Lennie's problem, was by listening to him speak. Gemma, though,  was actually normal at one point, before being around the gas. I believe that both Gemma and Lennie were both very lucky to have someone there that cared for them even with their problems.

Second, the two have a story that is told and known throughout the entire book by the main characters. Lennie has problems remembering everything, but the one thing he always can remember is the story of the ranch that he and George plan to own in the future. As Lennie starts speaking of the rabbits that he plans to care for on the ranch like he often does, George says, "Hell with the rabbits Lennie, that's all you can ever remember." In the beginning of Briar Rose, it tells how Gemma had always told the story of Sleeping Beauty to Becca and the other girls before she died, and it was the one thing she could actually remember of her past. I think that they both could remember these stories so well because it was the one thing in their lives that always stayed the same, and it felt like something they would always be able to hold on to.

Lastly, the two main characters in each of the books, stayed together and didn't let the other down until the very end. "Most guys like us are the loneliest in the world. No family, and no place to belong to, but for us its's not like that. We got a future, and someone to talk to who actually gives a damn about us," George said to Lennie, letting him know that he was always going to be there for him, and care about him. No matter how much trouble they got into, George was always standing right alongside Lennie through every situation, until the day he finally had to pass away. While in Briar Rose, Becca was the one who cared for Gemma through every hard time, and even after she died, Becca still continued trying to learn about Gemma's past. "I don't think you're going to be happy until you find out who your grandmother really was, Becca" says Stan, after seeing how determined she was to find out the truth about Gemma. If Gemma and Lennie didn't have their own special people there to care for them throughout all the hard times, then they probably wouldn't have been able to live as long and well as they did.

As one can see, "Of Mice and Men" and "Briar Rose" are two different books that still have a lot in common, even though they aren't involved with each other in any way. In these two examples, they both had a main character who was struggling with a disability, a story that was told through the whole book that gave characters hope, and a sense of control over at least one thing in their life. And lastly, the two both had a pair of people who stayed together from day one, until the end. The next time you read two or more books, take a look and see if you can notice the different types of situations that characters from each book encounter through the story. Sometimes even when two books are about two completely different types of situations, they can still have several strong points that are alike that will bring them together as similar stories. 

