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Forgotten Voices of the Holocaust by Lyn Smith

‘Forgotten Voices contains equally powerful cries of pain, all of them capture some element of the torment, and of hope. What might seem a monotonous roll of horror stories becomes, under her keen ear, a mosaic of infinite variety. It can be read with an assurance that there will be many aspects of Holocaust in them that will be new, remarkable and thought-provoking.’
Sir Martin Gilbert, Financial Times

 

‘Full of rich insights. There are no greater stories of courage than those of old relatives who sacrificed themselves so that others could survive. The closing words by a German Jew who survived the Riga Ghetto are alone worth the price of the book.’
The Jewish Chronicle

 

‘A powerfully moving chronicle.’
Daily Express


Map illustrating the location of the major
Nazi death and concentration camps
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The struggle of men against power is the struggle of memory against forgetting.

Milan Kundera
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Author’s Preface

I first became aware of the Holocaust sixty years ago as World War II ended. In particular it was the newspaper and newsreel images of the emaciated bodies being bulldozed into mass graves in Bergen-Belsen concentration camp that shocked me into an entirely different perspective of the war which I had spent in relatively sheltered circumstances as a child evacuee in the Sussex countryside. Yet, although thousands of inmates – Jews and non-Jews – perished there of starvation and disease in the most terrible conditions, Bergen-Belsen did not reveal the full horror of the Holocaust because it was not a Nazi death camp as such. There were no planned massed killings, gassings or crematoria. The ‘Final Solution’ – the mass extermination of Jews and gypsies – took place farther east in the six designated death camps situated in occupied Poland, Auschwitz being the most infamous.

Working as a freelance interviewer for the Imperial War Museum’s Sound Archive in 1978 gave me the opportunity and privilege of recording testimonies of men and women who had been directly affected by the Nazi Holocaust. This was a pioneering project on the topic; it covered refugees who had fled Nazi Germany in the 1930s and who had been interned as ‘enemy aliens’ during the invasion scare of 1940, as well as their pre-war lives and experiences of the rise of Hitler.

Over the next two decades, along with other interviewers, I continued recording the Holocaust story. By then ‘Holocaust’ was interpreted by the Sound Archive to include not only the millions murdered or imprisoned by the Nazis during the period 1933–45, but also those whose lives were affected by Hitler’s policies, or who were witnesses to the persecution and atrocities. Therefore, refugees, families of the murdered and of survivors, aid workers and troops who liberated the camps were included. It was due to this broad definition that I came full circle when meeting and recording the late Bill Essex – the soldier who had the gruesome task of bulldozing the piles of bodies into the mass graves of Bergen-Belsen in April 1945.

When planning for the permanent Holocaust Exhibition started in the mid 1990s, the recording programme was expanded. Survivor testimony was to have a key role in the exhibition which was opened by HM The Queen in the Millennium year. Today there are 785 Holocaust-related recordings in the Sound Archive. It is from this extensive, rich and varied archive that over a hundred voices have been selected for this book. In order to give as full a picture as possible, these have been supplemented with a small, complementary range from the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington, DC.

Throughout my interviewing and transcribing work, I have been impressed with the unique nature of each survivor’s experience. Every man, woman and child experienced and coped with their ordeal in their own way – Roman Halter, for instance, who summoned his murdered family to his bedside each evening to give account of his survival for yet another day; or George Hartman, whose desire to experience love and sex gave him the will to live. Different reactions are given to wearing the Star of David: the pride expressed by Janice Ingram and Anna Bergman compared with the shame and humiliation felt by Jan Hartman and Harry Lowit. Each person experienced their own particular portion of Holocaust history and not one had a complete overview of the monstrous system in its entirety.

Gathered together, I hope this mosaic of voices gives access to the complexity and human reality behind the abstract statistics of extermination and allows readers to see beyond the stereotypes of what constitutes a ‘victim’. We can read and see films about the violence of Kristallnacht in November 1938, but how much more vivid and real this becomes when we hear Susan Sinclair describe the terror and distress she and her parents suffered when Nazi louts broke into their apartment, engaged in an orgy of destruction, attacking her and ripping her nightgown to shreds. There are numerous historical accounts of deportations to Auschwitz and other camps, but listening to Trude Levi or Barbara Stimler describing their journey in locked, airless cattle wagons to Auschwitz, we get a vivid sense of the overcrowding, stench and fear, as well as the bewilderment and shock at the hellish scene that awaited them when the wagon doors were flung open.

Talking about their traumatic experiences has not come easily to the majority of people in this book, which is why so many remained silent for so long, their voices truly forgotten. During interview sessions, I experienced first-hand the enormous effort required, as well as the distress which occurred when survivors related their ordeals, many for the first time. Details were often too painful to recall and many have explained the inadequacy of language to convey the sights, sounds, smells, humiliation, degradation and sheer terror endured. Also, given the challenge of building new lives in the austerity of the post-war world, they were usually too busy to dwell on the past; and if survivors wanted to talk – and many, like Kitty Hart-Moxon, did – then few were willing to listen: the mood of the time was to put the war behind and get on with life. Although the International Military Tribunal in Nuremberg 1945/46 had revealed for the first time the full horror of Nazi rule, the genocide against the Jews was not distinguished from the general Nazi barbarity nor recognised for what it was – the greatest human rights’ crime of the twentieth century. It was only after the Adolf Eichmann trial in Israel in 1961 that the situation changed and the world began to pay serious attention. The fiftieth and sixtieth commemorations of the liberations of Auschwitz and Bergen-Belsen opened up the subject still wider. Today the Holocaust is one of the most documented historical events with personal testimony at its very heart.

Despite the brutality and degradation endured, these testimonies are far from being unrelieved images of darkness and despair. Although, as Alfred Huberman explains, the law of the jungle prevailed in the camps, many instances of mutual support, goodness and little acts of reciprocity are recalled: the precious – even life-saving – gift of a needle and thread Jan Hartman received from another prisoner to patch his threadbare, torn clothes. There are countless examples of how, even in the most deprived, degrading and cruel circumstances, people held firm to their humanity and steadfastly clung to the values that their parents and communities had bequeathed them; and there was resistance to the Nazi order in both overt and more spiritual ways.

Jewish humour persisted; although often of a gallows nature, jokes were made in the grimmest of circumstances. Little episodes of cultural life were clawed out to ease the pain and uncertainty of daily existence and precious moments of love were snatched by couples whenever possible. There are even cases of small gestures of kindness and humanity from individual Nazis and their functionaries – the Hitler Youth who saved Halina Kahn’s life as she returned from a smuggling trip outside the Lodz Ghetto, or the SS who took pity on Jan Imich who had collapsed with exhaustion while working in Dora concentration camp. Most remarkable is the tolerance and lack of vengeance shown by many survivors towards their former tormentors, although justice has been vigorously sought and indignation and anger persists. This is not to imply that survivors emerged unscathed. As the late Rabbi Albert Friedlander has explained:

We are still maimed sufferers with injuries that will not heal. We have lost members of our families. We have lost the great community of Eastern Jewry. We have lost the most special warmth and gaiety of Sephardic Jewry along the Mediterranean Sea. We have lost our scholars and our simple people. And we hate the evil of the world which has overwhelmed us, the Sinti-Roma, the homosexuals and the anti-Nazis who were wiped out by that evil in the camps. We mourn the million of children and we wonder what the world would be like if their lives had been permitted to flower.

This book is dedicated to all victims of the Nazi Holocaust: those who were murdered and those who survived.

Lyn Smith, May 2005


Foreword by Laurence Rees

This book will trouble you deeply. You will hear stories that will haunt and disturb you. And yet I wholeheartedly recommend it. That’s not as strange as it may first appear, because the very point of this book is that it should upset you. It must make you so upset that you will determine never to forget this history.

The first-hand testimony gathered here, of those who suffered during the Nazi genocide, is a significant contribution to our emotional understanding of the Holocaust. Its effect is cumulative. There’s not one single piece of testimony here that is so wholly distinctive that it will alter the consensus historical view that has grown up around the subject. But taken together – as desperate story builds upon desperate story – this material constitutes a devastating hammer-blow of a read. It is another fine example of the important work of the Imperial War Museum in chronicling the effects of conflict.

There is a lot we can learn from this book about the nature of human behaviour in crisis. It confirms me in my belief – which I expressed in the introduction to my own recent book on Auschwitz – that mostly what we learn from a study of the Holocaust is ‘not good’. Not good because we face head-on the easy malleability of the human spirit. Not good because we learn – what we always suspected and hoped was not so – how the majority of people most often act in their own narrow self-interest. For instance, John Silberman recollects how in the face of Nazi persecution ‘my parents’ gentile friends did not stand by them. The average German did not care.’ And Hedy Epstein remembers her experience at school, directly after the Nazi attacks on the Jews at Kristallnacht in 1938, when her own head teacher suddenly pointed at her and said ‘Get out, you dirty Jew!’

The depressing view of human nature that emerges from this testimony is not confined to the so-called ‘bystanders’; it also spreads amongst the persecuted themselves. One of the most revealing recollections in the book is that of Susan Sinclair who recalls how her father found, when he was imprisoned in the concentration camp of Dachau, that the prisoners became so desperate that they fought over a dead man’s toothbrush. In the camps, just as amongst the rest of the German population, self interest was key.

But not everyone acted for themselves. There are also a number of testimonies which point to the possibility of virtuous actions in the face of danger. In one case – that of Denmark – a whole society acted together to save the Jews. More common were the extraordinary acts of individuals. Halina Kahn survived only because, when she was on a dangerous excursion outside the Lodz ghetto, a member of the Hitler Youth unexpectedly hid her Jewish star when it fell into view. And in Austria, John Lawrence was saved when a senior SS officer said to the louts who were assaulting him that they must stop hurting him at once, since the Germans wanted ‘law and order’ not ‘thugs like you’.

Why did a small minority of people act with kindness and courage? Well, one of the important lessons we learn from this testimony is that we can’t ever really know. Moreover, circumstances were so extreme that we can’t extrapolate from this material and know for sure how each of us would behave if – God forbid – a similar situation were ever to arise again. I remember Toivi Blatt, a survivor of the death camp of Sobibor, telling me that the one lesson he had learnt from his own horrific experiences was that ‘nobody knows themselves’. He believed, and he should know, that it’s impossible to predict human behaviour in extreme conditions. We cannot know how we would act; not, that is, until we are called upon to be tested.

What we also learn from this book is the fragility of the world around us. In Germany, in Hungary, in Czechoslovakia, the minority Jewish populations found that their comfortable lives were ripped apart in a matter of moments. Testimony after testimony of Jewish people who were children when the Nazis came to power, registers one emotion above all in the face of sudden and unexpected persecution – bewilderment. Edith Baneth, for example, was abruptly turned away by her ice skating teacher because she was a Jew. ‘I couldn’t understand,’ she says, ‘what had my Jewishness got to do with my ice skating?’ In attempting to make sense of this kind of ultimately senseless persecution many people looked inside themselves. What had they done to deserve such treatment? Thus we learn a little known, insidious, consequence of the Nazi actions against the Jews in the 1930s. Tragically, some Jewish children began to blame themselves for their own suffering.

On a more uplifting note, we can marvel at the sheer variety of reasons people found to try and come through this horror. For some it was the thought of staying together and supporting each other as a family, for others it was the dream that one day they could return home, and for the young Czech Jew George Hartman it was the desire not to die before he had lost his virginity.

But there is an important caveat to all this. Not just the obvious one that oral testimony can on occasion by its very nature be partial and fragmentary, but that the stories we should most listen to cannot be present in this book because they belong to people the Nazis murdered. We must bear in mind when reading the testimony contained here that it belongs to the minority, who for whatever reason, managed to survive. No one came back from the gas chambers of Treblinka or from the makeshift graves on the Eastern Front or from the mountains of disease ridden corpses in the ghettos in Poland to tell us of their experience – the experience that was the norm, not the exception. We must use our own imagination – however inadequate it may be – to try and fill that gap when we read this book.

There is something else that you will search fruitlessly for in this book – any profound explanation of why some people survived and others did not. What you learn instead is the essential capriciousness of life. Some people, for instance, were chosen to live rather than die in the camps simply because they were ‘lucky’. Imagine a work of fiction being constructed around such a plot. The hero is beaten around by a fate he cannot control and survives or dies through chance. Scarcely the recipe for a bestseller, is it? Yet time and again in this book you will see how people have to take the horrific circumstances that are thrust upon them – through no fault of their own – and cope as best they can. And it’s this terrible reality that makes this book more important than any popular work of fiction. In this book the good people – the ones the reader should be rooting for – are often killed arbitrarily and unjustly. Such things, as a rule, do not occur in fiction, which is why history can be so much more important.

There’s one final reason, of course, why the world is a better place for this book being in it; which is that there are still those who want to pretend none of this ever happened. Recently, at a talk I gave about my Auschwitz book, I was confronted by a Holocaust denier who started screaming at me. He would not listen to argument and was high on insane conspiracy theories. Such people really do exist. And there is always the chance that once everyone personally involved in this terrible history has died, more attempts will be made to diminish or deny what really happened. Each of the people who agreed to give their testimony to this project fights back personally against such a calumny. Each of them bears witness to the truth that there existed in Europe in the middle of the twentieth century a criminal regime like no other in history. Each of them preserves the memory of their suffering forever.

May 2005


Prologue

The life was very good and we lived like one of the Germans.

Rudi Bamber
German Jewish schoolboy, Nuremberg

My family had lived in Germany for several generations and regarded themselves as Germans mainly. My parents had married in 1919 after my father came back from World War I; I was born in 1920. We usually went to the synagogue on High Holy Days and my parents attempted to inform me about Jewish festivals, but we were not a very religious family. It was a quiet, pleasant sort of childhood on the outskirts of Nuremberg where my uncle had built a large house and we lived in the ground floor with other relatives on the upper floor. My sister was five years younger than me, very Germanic looking, with long fair hair, blue eyes and fair skinned. I was also fair-haired and blue-eyed and got known as having an ‘Aryan’ appearance.

Nuremberg was a beautiful old town with many old buildings. There was a huge market square where, at Christmas, they used to have stalls with toys and sweets; I found it quite exciting to trail around and look at all the different things which were being sold. It was quite a cosmopolitan town with lots of shops and restaurants and there was a big castle. And of course it was the home of Dürer and eventually of the Meistersingers which Wagner wrote an opera about. Bavaria was very right-wing with lots of underlying anti-Semitic attitudes, mainly fostered by the Catholic Church. The Jews had been very prominent in the liberal and progressive left-wing movements; this was disliked by what was largely an agrarian community with very strong right-wing influences. So there was always an undercurrent of anti-Semitism – no coincidence that Hitler started an armed uprising in Munich in the early twenties which was suppressed.

[image: image]

Trude Levi with her parents in their flat, Szombathely, Hungary, early 1930s

John Fink
German Jewish schoolboy, Berlin

I come from Berlin. I was born on 12 August 1920. My father had a dry-goods store in a suburb of the city and he lost everything during the Depression in 1923/24 when rampant inflation meant that money was worthless. He found employment in a big warehouse in Berlin . . . I remember in 1928 there was a terrible winter and my father was out of work for many years. He peddled foodstuff – margarine and sausages – from house to house. During the evenings my father and mother worked for a mail-order house, addressing envelopes. Very, very tough times.

Ruth Foster
German Jewish schoolgirl, Lingen

I was born in 1923 in Lingen, a small provincial town not far from the Dutch border. My father’s family had lived in the area since 1670. My mother originated from Holland. Lingen at that time had about 25,000 inhabitants and roughly twenty Jewish families. I was an only child; my parents were fairly comfortable: my father was a cattle dealer as most of the Jews in that area were. We had a Jewish orthodox household; my mother was just a housewife, she loved singing and going to the theatre in the nearest towns of Osnabruck and Münster. We were a very close family: my uncles, aunts and cousins all lived in the province. In the summer we used to go to the forest to pick berries, on a horse and cart my father arranged for us. The life was very good and we lived like one of the Germans; even so we were very Jewish at heart and at home. My father belonged to the local male choir and to the rifle shooting club; he was very outgoing. He was a soldier in the First World War and was quite proud of it. He served with the Hussars and won the decorations of the Iron Cross First Class and Second Class for valour.

I went first of all to kindergarten then an ordinary school in Lingen. At eleven I went to the high school, to the gymnasium in Lingen. I had lots of friends, lots of neighbours, I was very, very popular. I was in the school choir and in the local sports club. I was one of them.

(Sir) Hans Krebs
German Jewish biochemist, Freiburg

When I went to Freiburg I was developing my own line of research and I was extremely lucky that what I attempted was a great success. I chose a simple problem: the mechanism by which the end product of nitrogen metabolism is formed in the body, and I made what turned out to be a major discovery which was immediately recognised internationally and nationally. It established me as an independent and original research worker internationally. I published first in ’32.

Stephen Dale
German Jewish youth, Berlin

I got involved in the youth movement in 1927 at the age of ten. It was a Jewish youth group called Kameraden (Comrades). Youth movements were a very important feature in Germany after the First World War. With the advent of the Weimar Republic young people felt they could do their own thing, they dressed differently and behaved differently. They wanted to expand their spheres of interests and activities because previously they had been terribly regimented. So it was accepted that young people joined these groups which were either to the right or left of the political spectrum; later on they were used by the political parties as catchment areas for future members. The Nazis created their own Hitler Youth movement, separate movements for boys and girls. As a Jew, I couldn’t be a Nazi, so it was natural for me to be involved on the political left. I must say, though, that among my many non-Jewish friends, there weren’t any Nazis and the majority of them not only disregarded Nazi concepts but worked desperately against them.

Else Baker
Part gypsy German child, Hamburg

I was living with my foster parents. I thought they were my real parents and I lived in what was their own house with a large garden. I remember sun-filled days playing in the garden and having a friend and getting things from Father Christmas and looking forward to Christmas, getting Easter eggs at Easter. In the winter I had a beautiful sledge and I remember riding on that with my friends. My foster parents’ children were older than me and it was quite an idyllic early childhood on the outskirts of Hamburg.

Magdalena Kusserow Reuter
German Jehovah’s Witness child, Bad Lippspringe

I came from a large family, a happy family, and I was the eighth of eleven children. We had much fun. We went on excursions, everyone had to learn an instrument and we made much music. My father taught us the Bible; it was joyful, we loved it so much. We all went swimming with my father. We had a garden with apple trees and when the apples were ripe we sat around the table and prepared the apples and made apple cake. We had some animals: geese and ducks and sometimes a goat for milk. I started school in 1930 and the first years were good.

John Lawrence
Austrian Jewish schoolboy, Vienna

I was born in Vienna, in the Ninth District on 29 May 1922. Both my parents were Austrian by nationality but were not born in Vienna, my father was born near Krakow in Poland and my mother was born in a place known as Oswiecim – Auschwitz now. I lived in Vienna until we were able to get out on 29 June 1938. We lived in a nice apartment and I went to very good schools. I was very fond – as we all were as youngsters – of art, music and the theatre and we went to all the leading theatres and concert halls. At school there were not many Jewish people – I think we were six in the whole school of almost a thousand. Time was spent like any other youngster: we had marvellous holidays, skiing and going to the Mediterranean area. Fortunately I was not short of anything. I had a great deal of love for my parents and they looked after us well. We were good middle class. My father was a modest man in the sense that he didn’t like to show off; although he could have afforded a private motor car, he bought two taxis and used the taxis with the flag down all the time. He didn’t want to arouse jealousy, you see – this is one of the principal traits of the Austrians – jealousy.

Jan Hartman
Czech Jewish schoolboy, Prague

My name tells you part of my story; this is Jan, which is Czech for John. As a little boy and a young man I always thought I was a Czech like all the others, brought up in the midst of a Czech family. But it wasn’t as simple as that. My father was a lawyer and a sportsman and someone devoted to art. He was of Jewish origin but nobody ever told me about that. He had married my mother who was also of Jewish origin. Again, nobody told me about it . . . Our upbringing was very liberal. If you asked me about the religion of my mother, I think her religion would be her two children, that is my brother Jerzy (George) and I. She was devoted to the two of us. Materially we were affluent and had an easy life so that when war came we were in no way ready to face the difficulties that were coming.

Edith Baneth
Czech Jewish schoolgirl, Opava

We lived a very nice family life in a very big family. We owned a very nice flat in the suburbs of Opava, Silesia, and we had a car and were pretty well off. The Jewish community was well integrated, there was no anti-Semitism and we were just citizens like anybody else. My parents had Jewish and non-Jewish friends and the idea that we should be different never entered my mind. In school we had a few Jewish girls in my class and when there was religious education, we just left the classroom. We had our own religious education on a Sunday morning – that was the only difference between Jews and non-Jews in our town.
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The Hartman brothers, Prague 1931: George (6) and Jan (5)

Jacob Pesate
Romanian Jewish student, Czernowitz, Bukovina

Czernowitz was a multi-ethnic city, about 120,000 inhabitants with half the population Jewish and the other half a mix of Germans, Ukrainians and Romanians. My parents were never well off; my father had a small store where he sold textile goods. I was the eldest of three children. My parents paid for a private school where I passed the exam into the Orthodox Real Lycée, sponsored by the Orthodox Church; in that school Jewish boys felt quite a lot of anti-Semitism. The boys came from various nationalistic-inclined parents and some of the professors were members of the fascist parties, but they behaved very correctly in school. I was in the year when Jewish children were still admitted. During the following year, 1932, the rule set by the Church was introduced, announcing that no more Jewish children were to be admitted. We Jewish boys had a difficult time; the children of Orthodox Christian parents, who knew less, got better marks in exams. We were often called, pejoratively, ‘Jewboy’. Because we were quite a substantial number, we fought back and many times it was not pleasant at all.

Roman Halter
Polish Jewish schoolboy, Chodecz

I was born in Chodecz, a small town which in Yiddish would be called a shtetl. The Jewish community of 800 people consisted of poor and very poor people. I thought we were very well off and we belonged to the three or four families who were considered rich. My father was a timber merchant and he also dealt in coal and building materials.

Our synagogue was built with an outer wall and inner compound and it had a wooden structure. In addition, as a precaution, it had metal grilles over the windows. They were so beautiful that the Jewish community decided to put them on the inside, not the outside. One of our people was a glazier and he undertook to glaze the windows when they were smashed by catapults from outside. To us children the synagogue was beautiful. It was like a musical instrument inside: you felt that you sat inside a violin and prayed. It was built so that the bimah (raised platform for the reading desk) was in the centre, and the ark was slightly elevated and was attended by the kohanim (Hebrew priests).

The rabbi sat on the right side with the elders close to him. My father was on the Rabbinic Council and the Town Council, so he sat close to the rabbi. I had to sit next to my father and grandfather and not fidget because I was in this prominent position. Sitting there facing the gallery, I had a very good view of my mother and the ladies up on top; they all had lovely veils and looked like Goya’s paintings of Spanish ladies. To dress up and then veil yourself was quite a thing and everybody attended Shabbat service. I used to love sitting inside the synagogue and watch the ladies and look at the grilles and the lovely bimah of carved wood. And to me it was a sense of security, a sense of well-being, and to hear the lovely singing and think: perhaps next year my voice will be right and I can participate.

People who didn’t have baths or hot water used to go to the ritual baths which were warmed on Thursday and Friday mornings – one session for women, one session for men. The bath was attended by the same man who read the Torah on Saturday. When I went with my father and grandfather to the ritual bath – called the mikvah – the shamus (attendant) was given a coin, a bit like a tip, before entering, and we undressed there and were scrubbed by him and some of the men were beaten with twigs and for that he earned a little bit more. Then, after being washed again over the head, we were allowed to go downstairs and submerge ourselves in the ritual bath. This had to be kept clean so no one was allowed to go down without either washing himself, or being washed by the shamus. Everyone who went down submerged three times in the steaming water and came out. And after this some people poured cold water over themselves and then sang songs. Because of the metal drum which held the water for the ritual bath down below, like a well, the acoustics were wonderful. And they would sing and then they started telling jokes. I was then removed to the front, and I was so sorry that I couldn’t participate, hearing these ditties and dirty jokes. All I heard were muffled sounds of laughter and sounds coming through the walls. And there I waited for them to come out and we’d walk home bundled up. The significance was to cleanse yourself before Shabbat so that at least once a week everyone was clean.

On Friday one took the cholent to the baker. This was the big pot which was closed like a pressure cooker with the lid wrapped up with various rags. And in that would be potatoes, barley, beans and meat – usually brisket which was considered the best. Within that was another pot set in with carrots and raisins, sultanas and sometimes apples, and that was the dessert. That was all sealed up and on the pot the instructions were given whether it should be put in the middle, right-hand side, left-hand side – every woman knew which was the hot part of the baker’s oven. And the youngest children used to take that, and during the winter my sleigh was adapted with guards on the side so I could pull the pot to the baker. In addition to the instructions, I would have to poke him and say, ‘Make sure it’s on the left-hand side and not far from the end’, because when put in the middle it became too burnt. This had to be collected on Saturday when everybody came from Shabbat. It was a heavy meal, so heavy that after the meal everybody disappeared for a siesta. You had to find a corner to snooze for a couple of hours afterwards. But we thought it delicious and because the winters were so cold that sort of meal was wonderful.
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Roman Halter growing up in Chodecz, Poland

If I compare life then with today’s existence, there is no comparison really because life was very hard. The diet was really one main meal a day. But it didn’t do people any harm – to be slim and having bones showing was fine – we’re all too fat today. The air was fresh, there was no pollution and the life in a little place like Chodecz was wonderful: there were forests, there was the lake and after this heavy Shabbat meal and our little snooze, because one was not allowed to do anything else on the Sabbath, one went for a walk to the lake and came back again to town and one’s home. In our house we were fortunate, there was a big oven and the place was warm in winter. My aunt was musical and she would play the mandolin and my uncle who was the conductor of the fire brigade orchestra, would play the flute and there was music and singing and they played chess and had discussions, and I loved it all.

The rabbi decided there must be a library so there was a library full of Jewish books, and there were so many gifted Jewish writers of short stories. My father took a paper and on Friday after the meal he would read many of the interesting articles in Yiddish, we would all sit there and there was a wonderful sense of intellectual richness. There was also the custom that when travellers were coming through the town, after the service on Friday they lined up next to the rabbi, and certain families were obliged to invite them to a meal and stay overnight. So one shook hands with them, and my father would say, ‘Come with us’, and they would come and bring news of other places. And this was reciprocated when people travelled to other places. In this way we heard of the world outside Chodecz.

Lili Stern-Pohlmann
Polish Jewish child, Krakow

I was born in Lvov which was then in Poland – now it is part of the Ukraine – but I spent all my young years in Krakow until the outbreak of war, apart from yearly visits to my grandparents in Lvov. Krakow was a little Florence, a beautiful medieval city, very old with the architecture all intact. We lived at first near the Jewish area, called Kazimierz; then we moved to Pijarska Street, opposite the Florian Gate, in the historic area. Our apartment was on the third floor which meant that we overlooked the Barbican. There were all sorts of fascinating things going on there – very colourful historical events, entertainments and suchlike. I was a vivacious, independently minded child, very much like my father who often took me with him on his travels. We had a great time together: we went for walks, to coffee houses, we both loved music, and he would take me to the five o’clock dances and dance with me perched on his shoes. We had a lot of fun. My family was very assimilated and did not experience what maybe the people in the Jewish sector of the town would have experienced. My father was a very intelligent, handsome man, very sporty, and he spoke beautiful Polish.

Stanley Faull
Polish Jewish schoolboy, Warsaw

My family lived in a street in Warsaw called Twarda Street. There was my father, my mother, my brother and sister older than I. In the summer the weather was very hot and it was usual for the family to go away to a place where there was a river and woods and where the children could play. There were about twelve of us, including my aunts and uncles, and we had a wonderful time. My father came from a religious family but he was a modern Jew and had no beard; my mother’s family was similar – Jewish, but not orthodox. We were a middle-class family, we had a resident maid and we lived in a very large apartment. My father inherited a factory and foundry from his father and I used to be fascinated watching the workmen taking an ingot of metal, melting it down, pouring it into a form and making something of beauty and usefulness. We were speaking mainly Polish, but our second, mother tongue was Yiddish. I liked school very much because I liked the teachers and the people there.

Maria Ossowski
Polish schoolgirl, Warsaw

I must stress very strongly that we had friends from Jewish families, nobody really knew any difference. The people who did not belong to our religion just didn’t come into the classroom for prayers. That was the only difference. We played with each other, visited each other in our homes.
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Leon Greenman, with wife and son, Rotterdam 1940

Kitty Hart-Moxon
Polish Jewish schoolgirl, Bielsko-Biala

I lived in Bielsko-Biala, a town very close to the Czechoslovakian-German border. And because of this people spoke three languages: German, Polish and Czech. My recollection of childhood? A very, very happy time indeed. The emphasis of the town was on sport and so I knew absolutely nothing about politics, war or anti-Semitism. I was purely interested in sport. We had athletics clubs, we had gymnastic clubs, we had swimming clubs. We were very close to the mountains so we skied in the winter, we skated on skating rinks, we hiked in the mountains. As a matter of fact at weekends the whole population took to the mountains. My first recollection of my life at home is possibly being on my father’s back, hiking in the mountains. I was sent to a very strict Catholic school. This was incredibly difficult for me, but I think it stood me in good stead. I learned a lot from the nuns, not just because of the discipline, but because I learnt to resist discipline and any attempt to obey.

Marsha Segall
Lithuanian Jewish schoolgirl, Siauliai

I was born on 16 January 1922 to a well-to-do Jewish family, traditional but not religious, in Siauliai, Lithuania. It was a small Jewish community, in proportion about seven per cent because the whole population of the country was small. I had a very happy childhood, a very happy home. I had two sisters, one two and a half years older than me, and one about five years younger. My father was an industrialist and he also represented American Oil for Lithuania. Mummy was a very happy woman, loved entertaining, loved people, always used to sing, and it was a very happy atmosphere – we had everything we wanted.

Leon Greenman
British Jewish businessman, Rotterdam

My family left England for Holland two months after I was born in 1910. That’s how I came to live in Rotterdam. My father was in the cigar-making trade, then in the diamond polishing trade, later on he became a salesman of new clothing for sailors. As a youngster I went to Hebrew school until I was thirteen. My grandfather was a very orthodox Jew. I also remember that my father used to say the Hebrew prayers before and after food, and we children were not allowed to leave the table until the prayer was finished – to us it seemed a very long prayer. Later, I went back to the East End of London to work as a hairdresser, but I returned to Holland after I married my wife, Else van Dam, in 1935. I was then in the antiquarian book business and went backwards and forwards to London on business buying and selling first-class books. That is how the business grew.
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Kitty Hart-Moxon, centre, at a pre-war sporting event

Steven Frank
Dutch Jewish schoolboy, Amsterdam

We lived in a lovely part of Amsterdam, the southern part. Our house was a large house, three storeys high. It must have had about four or five bedrooms and a garage. And in the loft there was actually a swing so you could play there. Opposite our house there was a school, outside of which was a statue of Erasmus and often we used to climb all over it. It was a free-and-easy neighbourhood, we had our friends we played with in the street, religion didn’t occur to any of us. We had a brand new park in a new development. I learnt to skate almost before I could walk: in winter, I can remember being taken onto the ice with skates tied on my shoes and with a little chair with which I pushed myself over the ice. Sometimes there would be a hot drink – they were really lovely, happy times. We weren’t religious, not one bit. In fact we had a Christmas tree in our house; my mother, who was born in England, always had one in her house and so did we. I had no conception at all of Judaism, of being Jewish. We three boys were all circumcised by a mohel (specialist circumciser), but that’s about as far as it went. There were no Jewish festivities or ideology at all in the household, no Menorah (eight-branched candelabrum) or anything really to indicate that we were Jewish. My father was a very successful lawyer in Holland, a very humanitarian man involved in many organisations related to mental health.

Janine Ingram
Greek Jewish schoolgirl, Thessaloniki

I was born in 1923 of Jewish parents of Spanish descent; both my parents’ families had migrated from the Spanish Inquisition 500 years before and established themselves in Greece. We were a tight community, a small town of about 200,000 people then, and 60,000 of these were Jews. I never felt that I was different, that I was Jewish; no, I always felt that I was Greek. I had a French education at the lycée and I met my friends at the yachting club and the tennis club and felt that we were one. I was never aware of any anti-Semitism. I never went to synagogue, except for weddings, and my parents were not religious although, oddly enough, they kept the feast of Pesach – the Passover. There was a big difference within the Jewish society of the time; there were people like us who were comfortably off – we had a large rambling house and all we wanted – and then there were the extremely poor Jews who lived on the outskirts of town, and they were totally uneducated and spoke only Spanish.
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Steven Frank, left, outside the family house in Amsterdam, 1938, with brothers Carel middle, and Nick on right

John Dobai
Hungarian Jewish/Catholic schoolboy, Budapest

Well, the life we lived – shall we say in British terms – was a comfortable, middle-class existence. We lived in the Third District of Budapest, a very good one, high up on the western side of Budapest. My father worked in a bank with British connections and my mother was an excellent weaver; she made textiles and looked after children and we lived a very comfortable sort of life governed by the seasons: in the autumn we went on excursions to the woods and walked a lot. In winter, if we were lucky enough to get snow, we went skiing – I was skiing by the age of four. In the spring more walks followed and when school ended in June, then came the long summer vacation when we went down to Lake Balaton and we spent maybe a month there with my father coming down for a week or two.

I was born in 1934 and my parents had converted to Catholicism in 1931 and some time before then the family name was changed to Dobai, it was made more Hungarian; before then it had been Kupferstein – Copperstone. By 1931, those who were perceptive could see that the events in Germany, which reflected themselves in Austria and to some extent in Hungary, boded ill for the Jewish people. My parents and many others thought that by converting to Catholicism, it would be useful later. But sadly it didn’t happen that way.


 

 

1933–1936
PERSECUTION



 

After 1933 it was just accepted that if you were a Jewish child you were liable to be beaten up, bullied, or whatever else they chose to do with you. It was no use appealing to policemen or teachers because they’re not supposed to interfere or even be interested in helping you because you are perceived to be an enemy of the state.

Hitler’s racism and hatred against the Jews and other groups began well before the National Socialist Workers Party – the Nazi Party – came to power on 30 January 1933. Nazi ideology outlining the worldwide conflict between ‘Aryans’ and Jews was a major theme of Hitler’s Mein Kampf (My Struggle, published in two volumes in 1925 and 1926 respectively). Jews, along with Communists, with whom they were closely identified, were regarded as threatening the very basis of German and ‘Aryan’ (Caucasian of non-Jewish descent) culture, and Hitler’s stated mission was to alert Germany and the world to this threat, and to destroy it.

Although the first fatal Jewish victims of the Nazi era can be dated as early as 1 January 1930, when eight Jews were killed by Nazi storm troopers (Sturmabteilungen, SA), it was not until the Machtergreifung – Hitler’s seizure of power – in January 1933 that the impact of anti-Jewish measures was felt. German Jews, increasingly isolated by Nazi anti-Semitic propaganda and segregated by the various laws, were the main victims during the years 1933–1936. There was, however, a certain amount of spillover of anti-Semitism into neighbouring countries.

During this period, the increasing violence against Germany Jewry was of a relatively sporadic character compared with the mass campaigns which came later, although there were indications of what was to come. For instance, on Saturday, 1 April 1933, a one-day boycott of Jewish shops occurred, when windows were daubed with anti-Jewish slogans and armed SA guards prevented ‘Aryan’ customers from entering Jewish shops. A purge of German Jewish, Communist and other books considered to be ‘disruptive influences’ was also undertaken, culminating in the mass book burnings of 10 May 1933 – both events organised by Joseph Goebbels and his Nazi cohorts.

One of the first tasks the Nazi Party set itself on achieving power was to establish the concentration camp system. Dachau concentration camp was opened in March 1933, the first prisoners consisting mainly of Communists, Social Democrats and other political enemies of the Nazis. In 1934, an Inspectorate of Concentration Camps was created by the Schutzstaffel (SS) chief, Heinrich Himmler, under the command of Theodor Eicke, the SS Lagerführer of Dachau. The aim was to restructure the camp system. All units henceforth operated uniformly under a central command with strict training of guards who were organised into the Totenkopfverbände – an SS unit. Total organisation of prisoners’ lives, backed up with a brutal regime of punishment, was the order of the day.

It was during this phase that legislation was formulated and implemented restricting economic and professional activity as well as social contact with ‘Aryans’. On 11 April 1933, the publication of the Law for the Restoration of the Professional Civil Service and the law establishing a numerus clauses on Jews for admission into the legal profession was published. More than fifty other decrees were enacted between this date and September 1935, each of which covered a different profession. On 15 September, the so-called Nuremberg Laws, passed by a special sitting of the Reichstag during the massive, dramatic Nazi Rally held in the city, brought shockwaves to German and European Jewry. The Nuremberg Laws defined who was considered a Jew and revoked what few rights Jews still possessed. All these measures were backed up with an increasing vitriolic anti-Jewish and racial propaganda campaign by the Nazi-controlled media, led by Julius Streicher’s (Gauleiter of Franconia) rabid anti-Semitic paper, Der Stürmer. Throughout this time, Jews were encouraged to emigrate and, despite all the problems of gaining admission to safe havens, just over 35,000 Jews left for Palestine, Western Europe, Britain and the United States in 1933.

Ludwig Baruch
German Jewish schoolboy living in London

My father had come to England in 1928 to manage a German firm in Liverpool; I left Hamburg in September 1930 to join my parents there. When the Nazis came to power in 1933, it was a traumatic event in our family; my mother completely broke down. She cried for days on end, she feared both war and what it meant for the Jewish people and for the Germans as well. She was very much an established German intellectual and was completely overwhelmed by Hitler’s seizure of power. At that time the resistance to Nazis in Germany and elsewhere were the Communists. I was most impressed, especially as a Jew; I felt the only people who could really oppose and contain the Nazis were the Communists.
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A banner reading ‘Jews are not wanted here’ hangs over the entrance to the village of Rosenheim, Bavaria, Goering’s birthplace
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Burning of books considered by the Nazis to contain ‘un-German’ ideas, Berlin 10 May 1933

John Fink
German Jewish youth, electrician’s apprentice, Berlin

When Hitler came to power I had to leave my school. I went to a Jewish school for one year then my parents decided, as there was no sense in continuing education, I should learn a trade. They found me a position as an apprentice in a small Jewish outfit, just the boss and me. I was fourteen years old. We had a motorcycle with a sidecar and we did gas and water installations as well as electrics. In 1936 the boss, who was married to an ‘Aryan’ woman, had to flee Germany. He went to South Africa and I lost my job. I was lucky enough to find another job in Berlin near the Kurfurstendamm, again a small electrical contractor where I finished the four years’ apprenticeship.

Ruth Foster
German Jewish schoolgirl, Lingen

When Hitler came to power things changed. We had teachers at school who were very pro-Nazi – they went to the Nuremberg rally each year – and I was the only Jewish girl in this high school. One particular teacher made my life a misery; she told the girls not to talk to me, and the girls with whom I used to go to school in the mornings and met afterwards suddenly ignored me because of the fear of this one teacher. And she arranged that I would sit right at the back of the class, two rows were left vacant and I sat against the wall. Then there came a law – more or less at the same time as the Nuremberg Laws came out – that all the Jewish children had to leave German schools and universities.

At one time there was a boycott when the SA put big slogans, ‘Deutsche, kauft nicht von Juden, die Juden sind unser Unglück!’ – ‘Germans, don’t buy from Jews, the Jews are our misfortune.’ This was quite soon after Hitler came to power. They smashed the windows and they looted the shops. The farmers didn’t dare deal with Jewish people any more, even though they were quite sympathetic, and so it became very hard. My mother had quite a bit of jewellery which she had to sell in order to raise some money and times were, well . . . tough.

[image: image]

Anti-Semitic school book, ‘The Poisonous Mushroom’

Gudrun Kübler
German woman, Berlin

You had to be very careful. I always had to be because of my husband’s job (on the General Staff of the Luftwaffe). It would have been a catastrophe if I had shopped in that Jewish store, for example.

Magdalena Kusserow Reuter
German Jehovah’s Witness schoolgirl, Bad Lippspringe

When the times of Hitler started, they observed us not saying ‘Heil Hitler’ and every year it became more difficult when we didn’t say this. My father wanted to teach us

Dr Edith Bulbring
German part-Jewish (Mischling) doctor, Berlin
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