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Memories are the key not to the past, but to the future.
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Walter Neisser


Introduction
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ON the day my Uncle Walter died in 1960, my aunt took me to see his corpse. We walked up the stairs of the big house and down the long hall to their bedroom, where she opened the door and pushed me forward. An awkward eighteen-year-old, I had never seen a dead person before. My uncle lay on the bed, a large dishtowel wrapped around his jaw. I stared, then fled downstairs to the library where the family had gathered. Why did she want me to see him? Did she take anyone else upstairs? Was there a steady procession of mourners who came to see his corpse? The answers are most probably affirmative, for Walter was the sun of our universe, the head of the family, by far the wealthiest; he owned the business that employed most of the adults, and above all, he was the reason we were all in Lima.

Who was my uncle? Walter Neisser was a man who saved lives. He was the only one among his brothers and sisters who was tall in stature, and he was larger than life. His powers of persuasion and his deep pockets were legendary. He had lived in South America since 1923, and somehow the distance from his family in Germany and his sharp intellect allowed him to see what many German Jews did not want to admit to themselves.

Throughout the 1930s, Walter brought most of his extended family from Germany to Peru. In 1933, when the anti-Jewish laws took effect in Germany, he helped his younger brother, my father Erich, and his little sister Erna, nicknamed Kleine Erna (“Little Erna”), immigrate to Peru. Two more sisters and several cousins followed. To the entreaty of his widowed mother Martha that she could not leave Germany without her brothers and sisters, then in their sixties and seventies, Walter’s answer was clear: Her siblings, their children, and their grandchildren, all members of the Nothmann family, would come, too. Of his mother’s aged siblings, only one went to the death camps.

Because of Walter, some fifty members of two extended families from the German region of Upper Silesia came to Peru. Other Jews from the Silesian towns of Gleiwitz, Kattowitz, and Beuthen, where many of the Neissers and Nothmanns lived, also moved to Lima. Some came with Walter’s assistance, others, like so many immigrants before them, were drawn to join their countrymen. They traveled vast distances, physically and culturally. They crossed Western Europe, traversed the Atlantic Ocean, passed through the Panama Canal and down the west coast of South America. They left behind a life and tried, in some cases successfully, in other cases less so, to start anew.

Twice, in 1935 and 1937, Walter returned to Germany to cajole reluctant family members to leave. As the Nazi laws gripped the Jewish population, he brought hope. Peru, he told them, was a place of untold potential.

But Peru did not welcome immigrants—quite the contrary. When the need was greatest, Peru passed laws to keep people out. In fact, barely 500 Jewish immigrants entered the country in the late 1930s—and Walter sponsored an astounding 10 percent of them. He had the connections, the resources, and above all the will to pay for boat tickets and procure a visa for every one of his relatives, a task that in retrospect seems almost impossible. Some family members received invitations to work at his company and therefore secured the more easily obtainable work visas, but he also arranged papers for all of the older relatives, women, and children.

Everyone lived in Miraflores, a residential suburb of Lima close to the sea, ten kilometers from downtown. Some older relatives moved in with their children; others had their own apartments or little houses, all within walking distance of each other. I have a vivid memory of my grandmother’s brother, my great-uncle Moritz Nothmann, who died when I was nine and he was in his late seventies. How could a child forget him? His back had been fused into the sitting position, so when he stood, his cane in hand, his body was bent forwards at ninety degrees, his chest and head parallel to the ground. But he was not scary; in fact, he was quite wonderful. A ventriloquist and a magician, he could make coins disappear into the pockets of the suit he always wore and then reappear out of his or my ears. His other trick, one I never figured out, was to show me a coin, bang his fist on the table, and make the coin reappear below. It seemed to have gone right through the wood.

We were the only large family in the German-Jewish community in Peru, and among my friends, I was the only one who grew up surrounded by cousins, aunts and uncles, grandmothers, even great-uncles and aunts.

Walter was a prolific letter writer; he corresponded with his parents and siblings, relatives and friends. Devoted to the family, he begged for news and expressed his frustration when his letters went unanswered. One letter to his oldest sister filled two entire paragraphs with recriminations about letters sent and received. Another letter contained cards with his name on them to remind family members that he would not write to them again until they had responded to his letters. When Walter received a picture of his father, who died in 1925, he wrote that the picture now hung above his bed and he would have an artist make a drawing from the photograph. His letters and his behavior make his subsequent actions much easier to understand. They show how deeply he cared for the immediate and extended family he had chosen to leave when he was twenty-six and how lonesome he was for their company. When the family’s need became pressing, he was eager to help.
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Moritz Nothmann, at the far left, leans forward in his chair. Beside him sit his sister, Walter’s mother Martha Nothmann Neisser, and other family members. Lima, 1940s.
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Our family in Lima in 1942. Walter sits cross-legged at the center-bottom with the children. His mother, Martha, stands behind him holding her youngest grandchild, Miguel / Michael Liebermann. Quite typically, my father, Walter’s younger brother Erich, is barely visible behind his mother. I am not in the picture. Only four months older than Miguel / Michael, I must have been taking a nap.

In a letter to his son Rudy written on January 11, 1950, Walter defined the art of letter writing:

Your letters, in general, are extremely curt and do not correspond to my desires, nor the purpose of letters, which should be familiar conversations with an absent friend. As I want to live with my children like a close friend, and not just a father, I wish that your letters would give me a more intimate account of special events and all the events of lesser importance as well. When you write to me, think of yourself talking freely with me at home. That way you would also mention the small incidents of the day, such as where you’ve been, who you’ve spoken to, what you think of him, etc., etc. Tell me about your studies, your classmates, and the people around you. Tell me what you think of them, give your own comments, and let me see more of you.

Whereas we can read the letters one after the other, the family waited months, and in one case several years, to get news. While we note repetitions, the family would have cherished the information about health, work conditions, and birthday greetings. Letters were the only way they could communicate, and they carefully saved every letter and in many cases, every envelope.

Thanks to the members of my very large family, we have Walter’s letters, pictures, and memorabilia, many letters that he received, and the correspondence of several other family members. Even though everyone moved, the letters were always packed up and shoved into yet another drawer or cupboard. I thank the entire family for not throwing them away!

Since we have letters from every decade of Walter’s life except the first, we can reconstruct Walter’s story through his own words and the words of those closest to him. I have opted to use the original letters as much as possible. They provide immediacy and authenticity, whereas my retelling necessarily implies choices about what to include and what to emphasize. Memory is individual, and different members of the family experienced and interpreted the same events in many ways. I was always aware that my cousins—who lived through the same period in the same place—had memories distinct from my own. Of course, when I sent them my first draft of Walter’s story they were quick to seize on those differences, and I had to correct and amend the text. This final version incorporates many of their suggestions, but it clearly originates from my own particular point of view.

Had Walter’s letters come to me all at once, I would certainly never have embarked on this project. At the beginning there were just fourteen, and when I counted them all at the end of this project, I had translated 113 letters and eight postcards. There are over 100 more letters that dealt with school work not done, holiday arrangements, and general discontent with Rudy that I chose not to use.

Of the letters I translated, most were in German. My German was rusty and the handwriting was often difficult to decipher, so they posed a huge challenge to transcribe and translate. Discussion among my cousins centered on the problem of translation. Should I, the self-appointed scribe, translate the letters into Spanish or English? Consensus prevailed that it should be English so that several generations of Walter’s descendants around the world could understand them.

After I translated and sent out the first group of letters, I immediately received more, and it was clear that I had to put them in chronological order. The first letter we have is dated 1914, when Walter was serving as a volunteer in the German army. He was fortunate to have been wounded very early, in December 1914, and he did not return to active service for the duration of the war. Most of the correspondence we have dates from the period when he was convalescing from his foot wound.

In the 1920s, when Walter was in South America and the family was in Germany, he wrote long letters about his work, health, and friends, offering photographs and detailed descriptions of what he saw so that his family could vicariously experience his new life. Written between Walter’s departure from Germany in 1923 and his first visit home in 1930, these thirty letters from Argentina, Chile, and Peru are all addressed to members of his immediate family, the majority to Kleine Erna. She thought they were so important that she brought them along when she emigrated from Germany. After Erna’s death, the letters were passed down through the generations, too precious to throw out. Walter’s daughter-in-law, Edith (Frankfurter) Neisser, who lives in Lima, found them at the back of a closet. When I received them, they were in a three-ring binder, organized by date. Those from Walter’s first year in Argentina are in German Sütterlin script, forcing me to learn a new alphabet. Luckily when Walter moved to Chile in 1925 he started typing his correspondence at the office.
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Many of the early letters are addressed to Walter’s youngest sister, Kleine (Little) Erna, seen here at the far left. The beloved baby of the family, she was twelve years younger than Walter. We also have letters to his brother Erich, next to Erna, and his married sister Klaere, seated. Klaere’s husband Friedrich and daughter Ruth are on the right.

There are two sets of letters from the 1930s, one from each side of the ocean. In the first set, Walter’s wife, who was also named Erna—and nicknamed Grosse (Big) Erna—paints a vivid picture of the young couple’s trip to South America and their first years as newlyweds in Lima. Walter sometimes adds a few words, but this is basically her correspondence. It is her letter, dated 1933, that announces the imminent arrival in Peru of Walter’s siblings Erich and Kleine Erna. This section also describes the arrival of other family members, though not in letters.

The letters in the second set were written by the Lustigs, Grosse Erna’s family, who remained in Germany. Addressed to Walter’s recently-arrived mother-in-law and the family in Peru, they trace the unraveling and ongoing suffering of the German-Jewish world between 1937 and 1940. The last letter in this series was written in Lima and returned to the sender because the intended recipient had probably been forced to move.

During the Second World War, Walter’s aunt Regina, widow of his mother’s brother Siegmund, was separated from her children, some of whom were safe in the Americas, others in danger or already missing in Germany. Thanks to Regina’s grandson Frank, we have their entire correspondence as well as some envelopes and photographs. Regina’s letters deal with adapting to life in Lima and worrying about those in Germany. The correspondence of her son Hans, later called John, begins immediately after he was freed from Auschwitz and describes his concentration camp experience and post-camp trauma.

The postwar correspondence is sparse but varied. There are requests for money and food from Shanghai, East Germany, and West Germany that mirror the huge upheavals at the end of the war when hunger, displacement, and separation were the order of the day. These requests stand in sad contrast to the last collection of letters, most from the early fifties, that Walter wrote to his adolescent children at elite boarding schools in the United States.

It took me several years to discover that we actually had the very photographs Walter referred to in his letters, and I have inserted them in the appropriate places in the text. Walter was a passionate photographer, and all his photographs from the 1920s were brought to Lima in the 1930s. It is extraordinary that these early photos, intended for the family album in Germany, were still in the hands of family members in Peru. Other pictures came from family albums now in Canada, the United States, and Colombia.

Walter and Erna’s formal wedding picture, taken on October 19, 1930, acted as a catalyst for this project. It is a visual depiction of Walter’s family before the Hitler years, when they had no idea that catastrophic changes would soon force them to leave Germany. When my cousins and I started to identify those present at the wedding, we recognized many relatives. Here was this great-aunt, that uncle, that cousin, that parent. We were able to identify about half of the sixty-five people in attendance. Most of the ones we knew had come to Lima or gone to Buenos Aires. My generation, born in Peru, never met the people who stayed behind, and we were unable to identify them. We don’t know what became of them.

Another incentive to write this book came from specific requests. Walter’s grandchildren were searching for more information about the family, and in response his daughter Helen wrote a text that I have used as a source. More than seventy years have passed since the characters in this tale were forced to flee Germany, and the generation born in Lima is getting old. If we don’t tell Walter’s story now, it will be lost and those who follow will never know what happened.

Yes, this is a Holocaust story, but it is also very much the story of the importance of family and a testament to the fact that one individual can make an enormous difference. Walter Neisser was such a person. This is his story, and ours, told through the voices and images carefully saved by members of the extended Neisser, Nothmann, and Lustig families.

Note on Translations and Sources

Most of the original texts used are in German, one set is in Spanish, and there are a few letters in English. Those in German are in two scripts. The most difficult are the letters written before the 1930s in the German Sütterlin script. The letters written in the 1940s are in modern script and many are typewritten. Three letters had been transcribed and translated professionally from German to Spanish years ago, and Frank Nothmann originally translated his grandmother’s letters, but I translated the rest from both German and Spanish. I take full responsibility for the content of all of the translations.

In cases where the script was indecipherable, I have used ellipses, and I have sometimes modernized punctuation in order to clarify meaning. To be consistent and avoid confusion, I have used ae instead of ä in names (Kaethe instead of Käthe). I have changed Kurt Nothmann’s name to Curt in keeping with the way he spelled it while he lived in Peru. (In German it is written with a K and in Spanish with a C. When Walter refers to him in letters, he automatically used the K.) Another name change I have respected is that of Walter’s son, Rudy, short for Rodolfo. His name was originally spelled Rudi but he changed the final i to a y to make it less Germanic. For the spelling of other names I have used the database provided by the Cementerio Israelita de Lima. For the women, I have included both the maiden and the married name, thus Walter Neisser’s sister is called Erna (Neisser) Liebermann.

As I worked my way through the letters, I silently thanked my father, Erich Neisser, who was adamant about German being our home language. Like all children, I wanted to fit in, to speak the language of the country where I lived, but when I answered him in Spanish, he would pretend not to understand. German, he insisted, did not belong to the Nazis but was the language of Goethe and Heine.

The people listed in bold went to Peru.

Seated on the floor in front of the bride and groom:

Eva Lustig, Ernst Lustig, Lutz Berger, Maja (Loebinger) Gorland.

Row 1, seated, from left:

Bianca Lustig, unknown woman, unknown man, unknown woman, Salomon (Sally) Lustig, Martha (Nothmann) Neisser, Erna (Lustig) Neisser, Walter Neisser, Fanny (Lanzer) Lustig, three unknown women, Fanny (Lustig) Glaser.

Row 2, standing, from left:

Bertl Lustig, unknown woman, Hennie (Nothmann) Eckert ?, unknown woman, unknown man, Max Lustig, Margot (Lustig) Berger, Rudi Lustig, Maria Teresa (Maruca) Gariazzo, Wilhelm (Bill) Lustig, Gertrud (Glaser) Lustig, Angela Schymiczek, two unknown men, unknown woman, Kaethe (Neisser) Simenauer, two unknown women.

Standing between rows 2 and 3:

Three unknown women on the far left, two unknown men on the far right.

Row 3, standing, from left:

Herbert Nothmann, Gerda (Nothmann) Colbert, Guenter Nothmann, unknown man, Friedrich Freund, three unknown men, unknown woman, Tilde Nothmann, Curt Nothmann, two unknown women.

Row 4, standing, from left:

Three unknown men, Erich Neisser, three unknown men, Klaere (Neisser) Freund, three unknown men.

Top row:

Ruth (Freund) Angress, Erna (Neisser) Liebermann.
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The official wedding picture of Walter Neisser and Erna Lustig, October 19, 1930, Gleiwitz, Germany. Walter’s youngest sister, Kleine Erna, and her best friend and niece Ruth stand together in the very last row. Walter’s brother Erich (my father) is fourth from the left in row 5; their older sister Klaere is in the same row, fourth from the right; sister Kaethe is in row 2, third from the right; and mother Martha sits in the front row, beside the bride.
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Walter (center), with his older siblings, Klaere and Fritz. Gleiwitz, 1898.


CHAPTER ONE

The Best Greetings Are Sent to You from Your Loving Mother
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The Neisser Family, 1897–1915

WALTER was born into a middle-class merchant family of well-established, comfortable German-Jewish shopkeepers. Although they lived in Upper Silesia, more than 400 kilometers away, they regarded Berlin as their point of reference, their capital, their cultural and economic heart. Culturally and emotionally they were Germans. They spoke German, felt German, read the German classics, enjoyed the arts. For other Germans, Upper Silesia was a backwater, but for the Neisser family it was home.

Today in modern Poland, Gleiwitz, Kattowitz, and Beuthen are considered one entity. Even when Walter was a child at the beginning of the twentieth century, the three cities in Upper Silesia were closely linked. They were all border towns where the borders kept shifting. Three uprisings ended with a 1921 plebiscite to decide where the border would be drawn. The German-speaking population chose to remain in Germany, but the League of Nations awarded Kattowitz, the biggest of the three cities, to Poland. We know for certain that the Neisser family, like the rest of the Jewish population, was German speaking and identified completely with the German faction.

When Walter was fourteen, shortly before the First World War, Gleiwitz had a population of some 61,000. Its economy was based primarily on mining, and the mines and their related industries drove many of the cities’ enterprises. There were also distilleries and iron works. Gleiwitz had a very active and thriving Jewish community that included a large synagogue, a Jewish school, an old people’s home, and two cemeteries, as well as all the other related institutions such as a chevra kadisha.

The Neisser family had lived in this region of Upper Silesia since at least 1790, when surnames were given to Jews in the Breslau area. (Before that date, Jews were known simply as “son of.”) Following the common practice of taking place names, the Neisser family derived its name from the nearby river of the same name, sometimes remembered as the Oder-Neisse, which marked the border between Germany and Poland (1855–1916). Because the family name stems from the River Neisse, there are many Neisser families. Most are Jewish.

Jews were not allowed to hold citizenship in the European nations until the nineteenth century. Walter’s great-grandfather, Simon Neisser (1755–1859), was the first in the family to become a full-fledged Prussian citizen. He received his citizenship on March 24, 1812, when Napoleon declared that Jews had the same rights as non-Jews; and because Simon lived to the age of 104, he had many years to enjoy his new status. His son Hirschel Neisser, born in 1785, was but the first of many Neissers to fight for the Fatherland. A veteran of the Freedom War against Napoleon, he was buried with military honors and the ringing of church bells. When the town pharmacist complained to the King of Prussia that church bells should not ring for a Jew, the King replied that church bells should ring for all his soldiers.

Walter’s parents, Martha Nothmann and Eduard Neisser, had seven children. Klaere, the eldest, was born in 1894, and Erna, the youngest, fifteen years later. One son, Fritz, born in 1895, fought and died during the First World War; another child, Rosa, lived only seven months. If anyone had told them that all five surviving siblings and their mother would live most of their adult lives in Lima, Peru, and eventually die there, they most certainly would have laughed. What a preposterous idea! Why would a family so well established in Germany leave their home? They had lived in the area for as long as anyone could remember.
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Martha and Eduard Neisser.

Although the first three children were born in Keltsch, a small village, the next four Neisser children were born in Gleiwitz, where there was more opportunity for commerce. Like so many Jews, Walter’s parents were shopkeepers who sold clothing. They must have prospered, for in his letters Walter uses the plural, “stores,” so there were at least two. When Walter and his siblings were growing up, Gleiwitz was part of the German Empire, then in 1918, part of the German Federal Republic. Subsequently the area was divided, and the towns have been Polish since 1945. Gleiwitz became Gliwice; Beuthen became Bytom; and Kattowitz is now called Katowice. The distances between them are very small, less than thirty kilometers from Gleiwitz to Beuthen, and from the correspondence we know the Neissers lived in both towns and moved easily between them.
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Upper Silesia is a little over 400 kilometers southeast of Berlin, 300 kilometers east of Prague, and over 800 kilometers west of Kiev.

In one of many letters to his son Rudy, Walter remembers his hometown in the following manner: “I was born in a village that had some 700 inhabitants and what you saw most were trees. What I like most today is a natural setting that resembles the place of my birth.” He could not have remembered the village itself because my father, Erich, only two years younger, was born in Gleiwitz, but Walter might have remembered the general area.

Walter was a poor student, but somewhere along the way he honed not only his writing skills but also his leadership qualities. As an adolescent he ran away from home and made it all the way to Austria before being dragged back by the authorities. We know little else about his childhood except that he became a stamp collector very early. It was a lifelong passion that allowed him to dream about other countries, traveling by means of his imagination.

Walter and his siblings most probably received a formal religious education. I have inherited four of my grandmother’s prayer books. Three are bilingual, German / Hebrew, and the daily prayer book is in Hebrew only. If Walter’s mother Martha read and prayed in Hebrew, and my father read Hebrew, so presumably did Walter. I also have my father’s tefillin, not that I ever saw him lay them for they surfaced only after his death.

Certainly the most famous relative, albeit from a different branch of the family, is Dr. Albert Neisser (1855–1916), who discovered the causative agent of gonorrhea, Neisseria gonorrhoeae, the bacteria named in his honor, as well as the causative agent of leprosy. Dr. Albert’s father was a Jewish doctor, Dr. Moritz Neisser, but Albert Ludwig Sigesmund Neisser’s name evokes the integration of German Jews into the German mainstream and the reality that if German Jews were to get ahead, it was best to convert. His decision would have been typical of the professional Jewish population of the late nineteenth century, many of whom converted in order to take up medical or academic positions. In 1882, at the age of twenty-nine, Dr. Albert was appointed professor extraordinary at the University of Breslau. Although it is likely he did not consider himself Jewish, everyone around him most probably did.

There are unmistakable parallels between Dr. Albert Neisser and his wife Toni, a well-known philanthropist, and Walter and his wife Erna. Dr. Albert and Toni built “Villa Neisser,” a large home in Breslau that they filled with paintings and beautiful objects. As great patrons of the arts they hosted concerts at their home, and musicians (Gustav Mahler, Richard Strauss), writers (Gerhard Hauptmann), and many others visited their salon. Dr. Albert donated the villa to the city with the proviso it be used as a museum. His wish was granted in 1920, but the Nazis confiscated the property in 1933. Walter Neisser named his first son Albert, a clear reference to the eminent scientist. Did he also share his view that it was best to convert to get ahead? Walter did not convert but hedged his bets by educating his children partly in Roman Catholic schools. Walter and Erna built big houses; they were great patrons of the arts and had important collections of antique silver and stamps. In addition, they were renowned for their house concerts.

Walter and his two brothers served in the German army during the First World War, and from that experience we have pictures, letters, and postcards. Walter volunteered when he was seventeen, was wounded in the right foot in December 1914, convalesced for months, and was never again sent to the front. From his correspondence we know that he served and was wounded somewhere in Lorraine, in northeastern France. The town he mentions, Septsarges, is in the district of Verdun, one of the bloodiest battlefields of the war. For his service, he was awarded an Iron Cross. Fritz, the eldest, a dental technician by training, became a war casualty. He must have been buried in a mass grave, for when his father Eduard died nine years later and their world still seemed safe, he was remembered at the bottom of his father’s tombstone with the words, “In loving memory of our son Fritz who died fighting for the Fatherland on May 15, 1916.” Since Eduard’s wife Martha is buried in Lima, her space on the double tombstone is empty. My father, Erich, was drafted
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