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Centropa SourCe Book, Volume one

You are holding in your hands the first in a series of sourcebooks 
created specifically for those attending our Summer Academies in the 
great cities of Central Europe. Tourists visiting Berlin, armchair travelers 
and students of every age will find this compendium useful, and we 
have divided this portrait of Berlin into two main parts.

Part I: JewIsh hIstory and BerlIn MItte 
 
Section 1: a brief history of the old Jewish quarter of the city 
Section 2: a walking tour of Mitte, 
Section 3: a timeline for Berlin in the 20th century 
Section 4: an overview of Weimar culture and Jews  

This history spans the period when Moses Mendelssohn arrived in what 
was then a sleepy provincial backwater in 1743, and ends around two hun-
dred years later, when the Nazis began to rule the most cosmopolitan city 
in Europe. 

The walking tour included here is unique: it is comprised of descriptions of 
the most famous Jewish addresses in Mitte (most of them betray no hint of 
their former use), and it contains stories told to us by two people who grew 
up there. Their stories—Rosa Rosenstein and Hillel Kempler—bring history 
to life in ways no guide book can.

The 20th century timeline provides an overview of Berlin’s role in modern 
history, as well as a listing of the dramatic events of 1989, the year the Wall 
fell.

We also provide a rather unusual look at Weimar culture and Jewish contri-
butions to it, as we focus on three films, three paintings, and three graves. 
This should prove useful to those interested in one of the twentieth centu-
ry’s most creative cultural epochs—even though it lasted but fifteen years.
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Part II: 20th century hIstory through centroPa IntervIew 
excerPts

Section 1: Kindertransport stories from Czech and Austrian interviews 
Section 2: Viennese Jews recall Reichspogromnacht 
Section 3: Jewish Soviet soldiers

This part of the sourcebook illustrates what makes Centropa unique. Be-
tween 2000 and 2010, we interviewed 1,200 elderly Jews in fifteen Euro-
pean countries. We never used video in those interviews; indeed, we were 
not founded as a Holocaust-oriented oral history project. 

Instead, we digitized tens of thousands of their old family pictures (and 
documents), then asked them what was happening in those pictures. Our 
goal was to create a portrait of the entire twentieth century, as told by 
those who lived through it. That means our online database is filled with 
stories—from the small comedies of everyday life to the great tragedies 
that befell them. No other Jewish oral history institute offers this ground-
eye-view of the twentieth century Central Europe. One could go so far 
as to say Centropa is more about how Jews lived, rather than how their 
families perished. 

Our interviewees, however, rarely shied away from speaking about the Ho-
locaust and the devastation it wrought on their lives. That is why, as we ap-
proach the seventy-fifth anniversary of 1938, we draw on several personal 
stories and publish them here.

In the ten months between March and November of 1938, Jews living un-
der Nazi rule witnessed the beginning of the end of Jewish life, as it had 
existed for hundreds of years.

First came the Anschluss of Austria into the Third Reich in March. At the 
end of September, France and England ceded the outer rim of Czecho-
slovakia to the Nazis. Reichspogromnacht followed six weeks later, when 
Jews were beaten, killed and 30,000 sent off to concentration camps. This 
is the term (or alternatively, the Novemberpogrom) now preferred in Ger-
many and Austria, as Kristallnacht, historians say, is far too light a term to 
describe what went on.
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Five days after that night, a group of British Jews called on Prime Minis-
ter Neville Chamberlain to ask that unaccompanied Jewish children from 
Germany, Austria and Czechoslovakia be allowed into England. The issue 
quietly made its way through Whitehall, the seat of the British government, 
and very quickly the process began, first for organizing transports, and then 
finding homes for these children. 

By the time the Second World War made such escapes impossible, 10,000 
unaccompanied Jewish children had been brought to England. Most of 
their parents, who could neither get entry visas into most countries, nor 
exit visas out of the Reich, were forced to stay behind and were murdered.

In this sourcebook, we present excerpts from our Czech, German and 
Austrian interviews. Three Viennese women, Lilli Tauber, Kitty Suschny and 
Hannah Fischer, look back and describe what it was like to be taken from 
their parents as young girls and sent to live with strangers in England. Three 
Czech women, Ruth Halova, Alice Klimova and Dagmar Simova share their 
stories of being rescued by Nicholas Winton. 

These are stories we will share with each other during the Summer Acad-
emy when we stand in the ruins of the Anhalter Bahnhof, the scene of 
thousands of wrenching farewells in 1938 and 1939.

We also include thirteen short vignettes, all taken from Centropa’s Vienna 
interviews, where each of our respondents recall just where they were, and 
what happened to their families, on Reichspogrommnacht.

JewIsh soldIers In the sovIet arMy
The final set of stories in this book lie outside the traumas of 1938. This is 
a compilation of personal stories of front line Jewish soldiers who fought 
in the Soviet Army. These were the Jews who liberated Majdanek and Aus-
chwitz; these were the Jews who fought all the way to Adolf Hitler’s Berlin. 

We have included these readings because during the 2013 Summer Acad-
emy, we will stand before the vast Soviet war memorial in Treptow, which 
was built to commemorate the 70,000 Soviet soldiers who fell taking the 
city of Berlin – and there we will read the words of Jewish Soviet soldiers 
we interviewed. 
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At a later date, we plan to publish extended versions of these interviews. 
Their stories need to be better known by all of us, and this is but our first 
attempt to bring their stories to light.
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DeDiCation: to raBBi regina JonaS

This walking tour focuses primarily on stories told to Tanja Eckstein, Cen-
tropa’s chief interviewer, by two people who were born and grew up in 
Berlin’s Scheunenviertel. Tanja interviewed Hillel Kempler in his home in 
Tel Aviv in 2010, when he was eighty-five years old. She interviewed Rosa 
Rosenstein in Vienna when she was ninety-five. Our goal is to help the city 
come alive for you through their personal reminiscences.

To enhance your walking tour, we’ve added other facts and figures for you. 
That’s because something important happened in nearly every doorway in 
this once teeming, hectic and thoroughly Jewish neighborhood. Yet tens 
of thousands of people hurry along through Berlin-Mitte today, having no 
clue about its former life.

We dedicate this walking tour to someone we did 
not interview, someone who, until recently, had 
been almost totally forgotten.

Regina Jonas was born and grew up only a few 
streets away from Hillel Kempler and Rosa Rosen-
stein. She might have bought sweets from Hillel’s 
father.

Hillel and Rosa attended Jewish schools in the 
neighborhood, as did Regina. Had they met? We 
don’t know.

We do know that Rosa and Regina attended the 
same synagogue and could very well have passed 
each other in its halls.

In 1929 Rosa had her wedding in the Neue Syna-
goge, where Regina would soon be working.

Hillel’s family left Berlin in 1933. Rosa, her hus-
band abd two daughters, fled in 1939.

Regina Jonas remained in Berlin. That is where, in 1935, she was ordained 



the Berlin Walking tour

11          the centropa Source Book

as the first woman rabbi in the world. She did not keep the title long. In 
1942, Rabbi Jonas was deported to Theresienstadt, or Terezin. Two years 
later, at the age of forty-four, she was sent to the gas chambers in Aus-
chwitz-Birkenau.

Regina Jonas left behind only two photographs, both taken at the same 
day, both in her rabbinical robes. It seems almost no one remembers her 
(no one survived, that is) from her years in the Theresienstadt ghetto. Be-
cause so few people remember her, Regina Jonas’ story became dimmer 
and faded from history – until Elisa Klapheck published a book on her in 
1999, and Centrum Judaicum opened an exhibition on her life and work.

Because we interviewed Hillel and Rosa, we have their stories to share with 
you. But we dedicate this walking tour of a once thriving Jewish neighbor-
hood - to just one of the six million whose story was all but lost, that first 
woman rabbi in the world.
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JeWS in Berlin-mitte 1671-1933: a hiStory

Although the first documented mention of Jews in Berlin dates back to 
1295, there are virtually no traces of this history. For centuries Jews were 
banned from Berlin (which itself was an unimportant village), then allowed 
back in, only to be banned again. 

Some say the real history of Berlin Jews begins in Vienna: on February 28, 
1671 the Austrian Emperor Leopold I decreed that the Viennese Jews had 
until Pfingsten (Pentecost, late May/early June) to leave the city. Friedrich 
Wilhelm von Brandenburg – known as the Große Kurfürst – recognized 
the economic advantages of having Jews in his city and presented an edict 
on May 21, 1671, allowing 50 Jewish families to move to Berlin (so long as 
they didn’t build a synagogue). These families were known as Schutzjuden 
– protected Jews, and only these wealthy Jews were permitted to live in 
Berlin. 

During their early years in the city, Jews were allowed to establish a few 
community facilities, such as the cemetery and funerary services, as well as 
private prayer rooms in their homes. In 1712 they finally received permis-
sion – for a heavy fee – to build a small synagogue. 

The late 18th century witnessed the arrival of the Enlightenment in Berlin, 
delivered, in no small part, by Moses Mendelsohn. Enlightenment philoso-
phy called for the legal equality of all citizens and Jewish intellectuals like 
Mendelsohn founded their own movement, known as the Haskalah. Men-
delsohn’s views were anathema to traditional orthodox Jews, as he felt the 
time had come for Jews to see themselves as part of a religious commu-
nity inside greater society, not as a tribe or nation separate from society. 
This unleashed the conflict between reformed and orthodox Judaism that 
would only grow stronger in the following decades, and carries on till this 
day, especially in Israel.

Over the first half of the 19th century, the status of Berlin’s Jews changed 
radically. During the Napoleonic period, Jews were emancipated in lands 
conquered, even if briefly, by Napoleon’s armies. In Prussia, too, Jews were 
granted emancipation in 1812 and were even allowed to take academic po-
sitions. Once Napoleon had fallen, King Frederick William III, who loathed 
these reforms, rescinded them. But with a growing number of Jews flock-
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ing to Berlin, and as they took positions in commerce and the professions, 
their path upward could not be held in check for long.

When Berlin Jews were permitted, in mid-century, to build their syna-
gogues, they erected three enormous reform temples between 1854 and 
1866, each larger and more beautiful than the next. Religious seminaries 
and literary salons opened, and each had a different affiliation: from ortho-
dox to liberal, just as there were liberal and very religious schools. By the 
mid 1800s in Berlin there were dozens of newspapers in Yiddish, German 
and Hebrew as well as Jewish orphanages, a Jewish hospital and a welfare 
fund for needy Jews.

After Chancellor Bismarck engineered a war with Austria in 1866 to estab-
lish Prussian hegemony in the German world, he then went to war with 
France four years later to unify all the German states and duchies in a sin-
gle state, the first since the age of Charlemagne. Jewish soldiers fought 
proudly in both wars, and in this second German Reich, their equal legal 
status was finally guaranteed.

Berlin became the capital of the Kaiserreich, prompting more people to 
flock to the city as it developed into an enormous industrial powerhouse. 
Jews were released from previous land restrictions and began moved free-
ly through the empire. While many left for the United States, Berlin (in a 
way similar to Vienna at the time) saw a groundswell of Jewish immigra-
tion. Indeed, the Jewish population of Berlin shot up from 36,000 in 1871 
to 142,000 by 1910, making it—by far—the largest Jewish community in 
the country.

The vast majority of these new Jewish immigrants came from the eastern 
provinces. Some came to take advantage of the opportunities the big city 
offered; others were simply fleeing pogroms. They were lumped together, 
dismissively, as “Ostjuden” by the far more assimilated German Jews. The 
established Jewish community called them too Jewish, too primitive, too 
backwards. And the vast majority of these eastern Jews settled in Berlin 
Mitte—tens of thousands of them, and a great many lived in squalor and 
poverty.

By the late 19th and early 20th century, Berlin Jews were found in all busi-
nesses and occupations and throughout the city. Most of Berlin’s famous 
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department stores were founded by Jewish families. The largest publishing 
companies, producing newspapers, magazines and books, were owned 
by Jews, as were some of the most prestigious banks. Even Chancellor 
Bismarck had depended on his banker, Gershon Bleichröder, who helped 
finance the Iron Chancellor’s wars. As a result, Bleichröder became the first 
Jew to be ennobled in Germany.

In theater and film, in literature and the arts, in academia and the pro-
fessions, Jews in Berlin achieved great heights, as their tombs attest to 
in the enormous Weissensee Jewish cemetery. On the main pathways of 
this giant necropolis stand towering marble monuments to the rich, the 
well-connected, the famous. Yet behind them stand the modest graves of 
well more than 100,000 Jews such as barbers and street cleaners, teachers 
and tram conductors. Rich and poor, they lived, worked and died, thinking 
there was a bright future for them and their children. 

Proud to be German and Jewish, some 100,000 Jews fought for their Ger-
man fatherland in the First World War, and 12,000 fell fighting. By 1925, 
there were 173,000 Jews in Berlin itself—from orthodox to reform, from 
hard line Zionist to equally hard line anti-Zionist. And their days were num-
bered.

The total Jewish population of Germany on the eve of the Nazi take-over 
was 525,000. Of those, the majority were able to flee the country before 
the doors slammed shut. Once the deportations started, between 160,000 
to 180,000 German Jews were deported to their deaths. Out of that num-
ber, 60,000 came from Berlin.

After the Second World War, Berlin was divided until 1989. The area of town 
we will be walking through fell under Communist control. This section of 
Berlin became ghostly, forlorn and empty. These were the decades when 
there was no private ownership, and that meant there were no cafes, bars, 
restaurants or shops, other than the usual dreary assortment of Commu-
nist-era stores and cafes serving decent beer and inedible food. Then after 
1989, Berlin Mitte almost immediately became fashionable for the young 
and the artistic, and stores, designer shops, art galleries, cafés and ethnic 
restaurants opened, one after the other.

Yet of the time when 50,000 Jews lived within these few square blocks, 
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almost nothing remains. Few Berliners seem to notice or care and there 
are relatively few plaques to remind us. Our walking tour, then, is meant to 
point out what was, and clearly is no longer.

stolPersteIne
Along the tour you may notice brass cobblestones imbedded in the side-
walk.

The Stolpersteine (stumbling blocks) are a project realized by German art-
ist Gunter Demnig as a way to remember the victims of the Nazi period. 
Following his belief that “a man is forgotten when his name is forgotten”, 
Demnig inscribes in a brass cobblestone the name, birthday, and place of 
execution of an individual victim. He then embeds it in the sidewalk in front 
of the address where they had lived: one name extracted from the collec-
tive fate of millions.

Despite some critical reception, many consider the project to be an ef-
fective alternative to large-scale memorial sites. The impact of the Stolp-
ersteine lies in their simplicity, and the fact that they indelibly marked the 
cityscape.

Photos: Krakauer Café and Biograph-Theater
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Points on the Map
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roSa roSenStein

Rosa Rosenstein was born in Berlin on 25 December 1907 to Jakob and 
Golda Braw (nee) Goldstein. Jakob worked as a tailor; he owned his own 
workshop and a few retail stores. Rosa grew up with three younger sis-
ters and a younger brother on Templiner Straße. They were raised in an 
orthodox, kosher home and encouraged to study Bible history and learn 
Hebrew.

At first Rosa attended a Jewish girls’ high school but left to attend a com-
mercial academy, as her father needed help in his shop. Rosa saw her first 
husband, Maximilian Weisz, while working at her father’s Scheunenviertel 
shop. He was working as a tailor across the way.

Maximilian – Michi – came from Budapest. He and Rosa married in 1929 
in the Neue Synagoge – the largest in Berlin – on Oranienburger Straße. 
Afterwards the young couple moved into an apartment on Alte Schön-
hauser Straße and had two daughters. Although Maximilian was not raised 
in a kosher home, Rosa kept kosher and sent their children to the Jewish 
kindergarten and elementary school on Gipsstraße and Auguststraße. 

In 1933 Rosa’s sister Betty, was dismissed from her job for being a Jew and 
the family began looking for ways out of Germany. In 1939 Rosa’s parents 
and sisters acquired visas for Palestine. 

Not long after, Rosa and Maximilian left for Budapest, thinking they would 
be safe. They tried to establish a normal life – Maximilian worked and the 
children attended school. Maximilian was eventually arrested, followed by 
Rosa and the children. They were all brought to an internment camp.

Rosa secured exit visas for her children, and sent them to her mother in 
Palestine. Maximilian was sent to Kiev in a Hungarian forced labor brigade. 
Rosa was informed that he died of a heart attack. It is more likely he per-
ished from harsh conditions meted out to Jewish forced laborers.

In 1944 Rosa was arrested and interned again in Budapest. She met a Vien-
nese Jew, Alfred Rosenstein, and together they survived the final months 
of the war in hiding. Afterwards, they married and left for Vienna with their 
young son, Georg.
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Rosa finally had the chance to travel to Israel in 1949 to be reunited with 
her daughters. But they wanted to remain in Tel Aviv, while Rosa and Alfred 
raised Georg in Vienna. Georg also immigrated to Israel. Alfred died in 1961, 
and Rosa remained in Vienna until she passed away in 2005 at the age of 
ninety-eight.

Rosa Rosenstein experienced the vorte of 20th century history: she had 
been born in the Germany of Kaiser Wilhelm II; lived in the tumultuous 
decade of the Weimar Republic; suffered through the rise of the Nazis; 
survived the Holocaust; saw her family relocate to Israel; and lived to see 
the reunification of Germany.

Photo: Rosa Rosenstein, (on the left)
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hillel kempler

chaPter I: lIfe In BerlIn
Hillel Kempler was born in Berlin on 26 October 1925 to Nathan David 
and Lieve Kempler (nee Ettinger). Hillel’s father, an immigrant from what is 
now Ukraine, owned a kosher confectionary - “Krakauer Café und Kondi-
torei”- at Grenadier Straße 20 (today Almstadt Straße). Hillel grew up with 
four siblings in a kosher home, speaking mostly Yiddish. Starting in 1932, 
Hillel attended the Volksschule on Gips Straße, where lessons were taught 
in German.

After the Nazis’s terrorized the Kempler’s downstairs neighbors in 1933, 
the family quickly began making plans to leave the country. In 1933 Hillel’s 
father left for Palestine, and his mother began making arrangements to 
follow. Since they could not secure visas for Palestine, Hillel’s mother took 
three of her children by train to Karlsbad (Karlovy Vary), Czechoslovakia. 
Hillel’s two older sisters stayed behind in Berlin.

chaPter II: Journey to PalestIne
Their journey took them to Prague, Budapest and Belgrade. From Belgrade 
they tried to reach Bulgaria. However, Hillel’s brother did not have a visa 
and they had to leave him behind. From Bulgaria the family reached Is-
tanbul by train and traveled with a smuggler into Syria. They then made 
their way to Beirut, where they waited with other Jewish families hoping 
to reach Palestine. The Kemplers waited for weeks before going to by bus 
to meet an Arab fisherman who would transport them illegally by sea to 
Palestine.

After days on the water they finally arrived and attempted to make their 
way to Tel Aviv, where Nathan David had been waiting. It took them days 
before they could locate him. In 1939 Isi, Hillel’s brother, left Belgrade and 
joined the family. Hillel’s sisters were also able to leave Berlin with Zionist 
youth groups.

chaPter III: a new lIfe In a new land
In Palestine, Hillel joined the youth organization Noar Oved, where he 
would meet his future wife, Ester. Hillel began an apprenticeship as an 
electrical mechanic. He spent his time working and was an active member 
of the Zionist Party Poale Zion Smel.
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During the War of Independence in 1948, Hillel was employed as a special-
ist for motors and generators. His son, Yigal, was born towards the end of 
the war. His father, Nathan David, died in 1954, and in the following year 
Hillel’s daughter, Diza, was born. 

Hillel served on the Sinai border during the 1956 Suez War with Egypt. After 
the war he helped with the construction of the new city of Eilat. During 
the Six-Day war in 1967, Hillel was stationed in Beersheva. He was freed 
from service during the 1973 Yom Kippur War, because of age and a heart 
condition. 

Liebe Kempler passed away in 1974 at the age of 86. In 1977 Hillel assumed 
leadership over all vocational schools in Tel Aviv. Hillel is still living in Israel 
today.

Photo: Hillel Kempler (first row, second from the left)
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point a oranienBurger StraSSe 30

new synagogue/centruM JudaIcuM
Dominating the skyline of the eastern quarter of Berlin is the restored gold-
en dome of the Neue Synagoge, one of the most impressive sites in the 
city. Its presence on the bustling Oranienburger Straße attests to the rich, 
complex and tragic history of the Berlin Jews and their spaces since the 
19th century. 

The Moorish style building was designed by Eduard Knoblauch and Fried-
rich August Stüler. Construction began in 1859 and the synagogue was 
dedicated on September 5, 1866, in the presence of Prussian Minister Pres-
ident, Otto von Bismarck.

This synagogue reflected the aspirations and optimism of the liberal com-
munity. With 3,000 seats, it became the largest in all of Germany. In con-
trast to the Old Synagogue in the Heidereutergasse, the New Synagogue 
embraced a new style of worship: woman were no longer required to sit 
behind a separation wall; the choir was mixed and included organ music; 
and services were conducted in both Hebrew and German. The cantorial 
music was composed and led by Lewis Lewandoski, whose songs have 
since been sung in synagogues the world over. 

A policeman from the nearby precinct, Lieutenant Wilhelm Krüfeld, saved 
the building from irreparable damage during the November Pogrom by 
calling in the fire brigade. His efforts were, of course, highly unpopular with 
those who had called for the destruction. He therefore justified his deed 
by claiming to have saved the nearby buildings – inhabited by non-Jews 
– from damage. Thanks to his effort, services could be held until 1940. In 
1992 Krüfeld was awarded an honorary gravesite in the Jewish cemetery 
in Weißensee. 

The synagogue was badly damaged during Allied air raids in November of 
1943. Though restoration was possible, East German officials destroyed the 
main building in 1958. In 1988 East German President Erich Honecker, as 
a belated effort to recognize the East German Jewish community, called 
for the restoration of the synagogue. Centrum Judaicum was established 
here in 1995 and has since organized numerous Jewish religious, cultural, 
and academic events, as well as opened a museum about the history of 
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the synagogue along with other changing exhibitions. The now restored 
synagogue has resumed its place as an important symbol of living Jewish 
life in Berlin. 

froM the BIograPhy of  
rosa rosensteIn

Well, then we got married. I insisted on the temple on Oranien-
burger Straße. The temple on Oranienburger Straße was the most 
beautiful temple in Berlin, and, it was even said, the most beauti-
ful one in all Europe. 

We went to Leipziger Straße to buy lace for 
the wedding dress. On Leipziger Straße there 
was also ‘Michels,’ a silk store – and what 
a wonderful store! There we bought the em-
broidered bridal veil. Then flowers had to be 
ordered, the bridal bouquet and myrtle, the 
restaurant and the food. The large depart-
ment store ‘Tietz’ was on Alexanderplatz, 
and before that was the Kupfergraben, and 
there was a kosher restaurant there. Oppo-
site it was Grenadier Straße and the Jew-
ish neighborhood, including the restaurant 
where we ordered the food.

My wedding dress train was carried by two 
little boys in sailor suits who were quarrel-
ling. They were five years old, one later be-
came my nephew, the other one was the son 
of a girlfriend. One boy was pulling the train 
this way, the other one was pulling it the oth-
er way. I had to keep holding on to it!

Photo: This is the wedding picture from my 

first marriage to Maximilian Weisz. It was 

taken in 1929 in Berlin.
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point B tuCholSky StraSSe

tucholsky strasse 9
Hochschule für die Wissenschaft des Judentums

Tucholsky Straße 9 houses the Central Council of Jews in Germany, the 
political arm of today’s nationwide Jewish community (each city in Ger-
many has a Gemeinde, or community, and the social welfare is carried out 
by the ZWST, the Central Welfare Council). This building was previously 
the home of the Hochschule für Wissenschaft des Judentums, the Higher 
Institute of Jewish Studies and was founded in 1870. This was, in fact, one 
of the most important centers for higher education, and its classes—which 
were neither orthodox nor liberal--were open to rabbis and other uni-
versity students. There were courses in general Jewish studies, as well as 
Hebrew, Jewish History, Literature, and General History. Those teachers 
and students who did not flee Germany in time were deported, in 1943, to 
Theresienstadt. Among the teachers deported with his students was Leo 
Baeck.

Leo Baeck had been born in Lissa in 1873 and was a German rabbi and 
scholar, leader of Progressive Judaism. He became famous for his book 
“The Essence of Judaism” (1905) in which he presented his major philo-
sophical ideas and interpretations of Judaism as an answer to Adolph von 
Harnack’s “The Essence of Christianity” (1901).

 In 1933, after the Nazis seized power, Baeck worked to defend the Jew-
ish community as president of the Reichsvertretung der Deutschen Juden 
(Reich’s Deputation of the German Jews). After the November Pogrom, 
the Nazis reassembled the council’s members under the government con-
trolled Reichsvereinigung and Leo Baeck became its president until his de-
portation on 27 January 1943 to Theresienstadt. 

In Theresienstadt he became the “honorary head” of the Council of Elders 
(Judenrat) and was thus protected from transports and could also save 
his relatives from transports. Moreover, Baeck became “prominent”, which 
meant that he had better accommodation, better food and could receive 
mail more often. He gave lectures, was active in the interfaith dialogue 
between the Jews and Christians of Jewish origin and worked in the youth 
care sector, which he directed from November 1944 on. 



the Berlin Walking tour

25          the centropa Source Book

Up until his deportation, numerous American institutions offered to help 
him immigrate to the United States but Leo Baeck refused to abandon his 
community and declined the offers. He survived the Holocaust and moved 
to London after the war.

tucholsky strasse 40
Old Synagogue Adass Jisroel

The building at Tucholsky Straße 40 is the main location for one of the 
small and orthodox Jewish Communities, Adass Jisroel, which was found-
ed in 1869 as an orthodox response to the growing liberalization of the of-
ficial Jewish community. Its leaders had critiqued the Jewish Community’s 
efforts to assimilate and adjust their Judaism to German societal standards, 
while Adass encouraged observance of religious law and the maintenance 
of Jewish tradition. They were not fundamentally against emancipation or 
taking part in society, but their participation would be circumscribed by 
their strict adherence to and belief in Jewish traditions and rituals. 

Distancing themselves from the official Jewish Community, they began 
opening their own synagogues, schools, hospitals, as well as other social, 
religious, and cultural establishments. They also established a Rabbinical 
Seminary. 

Since 1990 the Adass Jisroel Community has been active again at this ad-
dress. A new synagogue was dedicated in 1990. There are now three other 
centers for orthodox Judaism in Berlin: the Lauder synagogue and rabbini-
cal seminary, a Chabad center, and another orthodox synagogue in West 
Berlin.
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point c auguStStraSSe 

auguststrasse 11-13 
Jüdische Mädchenschule

The building at Auguststraße 11-13 does not hint at its previous life. It was 
once home to a Jewish girls’ school. The school was opened in 1835 and 
was originally located on Heidereutergasse near the old synagogue. It was 
founded to help young Jewish girls become better prepared for jobs. Be-
cause of sinking enrollment, the school was forced to relocate, and in 1930 
moved to the address on Auguststraße. The building was designed by Jew-
ish architect Alexander Beer in 1928/29.

Included in the school’s curricula was traditional “female” work such as 
sewing or needlepoint. Five to seven hours a week were devoted to He-
brew or religion. Other items in the curricula included German, reading, 
writing, arithmetic, history, biology, and singing. 

The school was closed by the Nazis in June 1942 and used as a military 
hospital until the end of the war. 

In 1950 it was reopened as the Bertolt Brecht Secondary School. It was 
closed again in 1996, as it could not maintain enrollment after German 
reunification. In 2009 the building was returned to the Jewish community. 

auguststrasse 14-16 
Jewish community hospital

This sad, crumbling ruin of a once beautiful neo-renaissance building was 
designed by Eduard Knoblauch, who would later build the New Synagogue. 
The story not told on its façade is even more compelling.

The hospital was constructed between 1858 and 1860 and was considered 
by some to be the most modern hospital in Germany before the First World 
War. It was supported through donations from the Jewish community and 
open to patients of all faiths and incomes. After WWI, when a large Jewish 
hospital was opened in Wedding, the building took on a new life as a Jew-
ish orphanage called Ahawah, which in Hebrew means ‘love’.

Beata Berger, the orphanage’s director, is now a forgotten name, yet she 
managed to engineer the transfer of 100 of her children from Berlin to a 
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new orphanage near Haifa (and an additional 200 Jewish children from 
other places).

Berger organized visas, made the travel arrangements and then did all the 
fund raising necessary to organize three separate transports. She did not 
complete her mission to save all the children from the orphanage, because 
she was felled by a heart attack in 1940 and died in Jerusalem. Those few 
children she did not rescue were indeed deported and murdered.
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point d koppenplatz

In 1988 the East Berlin Municipality announced a competition for a memorial 
designed to commemorate the 50th anniversary of the November Pogrom. 
Sculptor Karl Biedermann and landscape architect Eva Butzmann won with 
their proposal entitled, “Der verlassene Raum” [The Abandoned Room]. 
 
This bronze sculpture, erected in 1996, features a desk and two chairs – 
one knocked over – that are slightly larger than human scale. It is supposed 
to remind visitors of the violent eviction and deportation of Berlin’s Jewish 
residents and the subsequent destruction of Jewish life in the city. There 
had been a large Jewish population in the vicinity of Koppenplatz. 
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On the border of the bronze parquet-style floor is a poem from Berlin poet, 

Nelly Sachs: 

 

O the habitations of death, 
Invitingly appointed 

For the host who used to be a guest 

O you fingers 
Laying the threshold 

Like a knife between life and death 

O you chimneys, 
O you fingers 

And Israel’s body as smoke through 
the air!
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point e gipSStraSSe 3

The house at Gipsstraße 3 was home to the first Israelitischer Volkskinder-
garten – a Jewish Kindergarten – established in 1891. There was room for 
164 pupils, many of whom came from poorer Jewish families living in the 
Spandauer Vorstadt. 

In 1932, Hillel Kempler began attending the Kindergarten. He remembers 
receiving a school cone – a traditional gift for children in Germany for their 
first day of school. Although it is an artifact of German secular culture, 
Kempler tells us that by the time he was attending school, it was customary 
for both Jewish and non-Jewish students to receive a cone. 

After the closure of all Jewish kindergartens and schools in 1942, the Kin-
dergarten became a notorious collection camp for children who in the fall 
of the same year were all deported to Auschwitz.

Photo: Here you can see my daughters, Bessy Aharoni 

(nee Weisz) an Lilly Drill (nee Weisz) during a Purim 

celebration in the Jewish kindergarten in Berlin. The 

photo was taken in 1936.
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Photo: This is a picture of 

my daughter Lilly (fifth from 

right in the first row), taken 

in the Jewish kindergarten in 

Berlin in 1936. Lilly was three 

years old at the time and was 

watching some performance.

 
 

froM the BIograPhy of rosa rosensteIn
There was a Jewish kindergarten on Gipsstraße and a Jewish 
elementary school on Auguststraße. The director of the Jewish 
elementary school had been one of my teachers at the Jewish high 
school. When I took my daughter Bessy to her, she said: “What, 
you’re already bringing me your daughter?”

froM the BIograPhy of hIllel keMPler
In 1932, I started at the Volksschule on Gipsstraße. Of course I 
received a school cone on the first day of school, as that was the 
custom back then. Jewish and non-Jew-
ish students had these school cones.

Photo: This is me in Berlin 

with my school cone on 

my first day of school.



the Berlin Walking tour

32 The cenTropa Source Book

point f alte SChönhauSer StraSSe 5

This is where Rosa Rosenstein lived with her husband and children after 
her wedding day. 

froM the BIograPhy of rosa rosensteIn
Afterwards we went to our apartment, which was already com-
pletely furnished. We had found an apartment on Alte Schön-
hauser Straße, which formerly housed a police station. It became 
both our apartment and workshop. The apartment was big and 
there was a huge study with three windows facing the second 
courtyard. I also had a beautiful bedroom and, of course, the 
windows were also facing the courtyard. My father went shop-
ping with me and so we could buy the most beautiful bedroom 
wholesale.

Then the wedding night followed and in the morn-
ing I heard the key turn in the door. My husband 
jumped out of bed and into his trousers and ran 
outside. It was my father! He wanted to heat the 
room, so it would be warm by the time I woke up. 
He even heated the bedroom. You should have seen 
how upset my mother was with him!

Photo: These are my daughters, Bessy and Lilly. 

The photo was taken in Berlin in 1935.
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Photo: Police raid on Dragoner Straße, 1933.

 
en route

Walking to stop G (Almstadtstraße) one will pass Max-Beer-Straße, original-
ly known as Dragoner Straße. The street was renamed after anti-Nazi re-
sistance fighter Max Beer, who had been an active member of the German 
Communist Party. House number 5 was once the location of a “Jüdisches 
Volksheim” – a Jewish community center, founded by Gershom Scholem.
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point g almStaDtStraSSe

alMstadtstrasse 43 (grenadIer 7) 
Sussman’s kosher butcher

Almstadtstraße, formerly Grenadier Straße, was an important street com-
mercially and culturally in the Scheunenviertel. Many Jewish families lived 
and had businesses here. Hillel Kempler’s father owned a café on Grenadier 
Straße and raised his family in an apartment across the street. Rosa Rosen-
stein and her family often frequented Grenadier Straße to buy kosher food 
and devotional items.

froM the BIograPhy of rosa rosensteIn
My mother cooked kosher. There were only Jewish shops on Gren-
adier Straße in Berlin. There was the kosher butcher Sussmann; 
there were poultry stores, where everything was kosher. This was 
where you went shopping.

My husband, who hadn’t been kosher at all when he lived with 
his parents in Budapest, conformed to my rules completely. It 
wasn’t difficult to live kosher anyways, you could get everything. 
In Grenadier Straße, Dragoner Straße and Mulack Straße there 
were only kosher shops and devout people.

This street was the center of the Eastern Jewry in Berlin. They 
spoke Polish and Yiddish there. You could find second-hand 
dealers, butchers, fish stores, vegetable stores, bakeries and Jew-
ish restaurants. My husband and I often went out for dinner; we 
loved kishke with farfl, which was really good there.

alMstadtstrasse 16 (grenadIer 18)
There were numerous private prayer rooms located in this building as well 
as on Almstadtstraße 18, 26, 28.

The prayer rooms were a distinct feature of life in the Scheunenviertel. 
They contributed to a rich religious atmosphere in which Jewish residents 
constructed diverse faith-based communities. The prayer rooms existed 
alongside apartments, shops, and restaurants; one could live a distinctly 
Jewish life without ever having to leave Grenadier Straße. The Kempler 
family also frequented the Scheunenviertel prayer rooms.
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Photo: Street scene on the Berliner Grenadier Straße.

froM the BIograPhy of hIllel keMPler
There were a lot of kosher shops and many synagogues in the 
Scheunenviertel. These synagogues were not stand-alone build-
ings. In those days one would rent only one or two rooms and 
open a synagogue there. I went to so many small stiblach [prayer 
rooms] or stibel. Stiblach means room in Yiddish. I can still re-
member those stiblach well. 

My parents were religious. Every morning my father would put on 
tefillin, and go to his stibel Friday evenings and on Saturdays. All 
of his friends were at the stibel, and his community life revolved 
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around the stibel. My father had a beard, but he was modern 
orthodox. One couldn’t tell from his clothing that he was very 
devout, and as the Nazis came to power in 1933, he immediately 
shaved his beard. 

Before I went to primary school I would go to a stibel in the af-
ternoon. There was a Rabbi and a couple of other children there 
and we learned Religion and Hebrew. When my brother Isi was 
young, he was most certainly also in such a stibel. Later we were 
enrolled in a completely normal primary school.

alMstadtstrasse 15 (grenadIer 20)
Hillel Kempler’s father ran the kosher pastry shop “Krakauer Café und Kon-
ditorei” from this address. His pastry shop was a mainstay of Scheunenvi-
ertel life and was patronized by Jewish residents and Communists, whose 
party headquarters was located right across from the Volksbühne. 

froM hIllel keMPler’s BIograPhy
In Berlin he opened the kosher pastry shop “Krakauer Café and 
Konditorei” at Grenadier Straße [today AlmstadtsStraße] 20. In 
my father’s pastry shop there were pastries that could be deliv-
ered, you could eat breakfast and supper there.

Initially my father rented the pastry shop, then he bought it. It 
was a well-known pastry shop, it had a good reputation. In the 
shop there was coffee and a variety of cakes: cheesecake, apple 
cake, strudel, and such things, there was also ice cream and beer. 
The pastry shop was pretty small. From the street-level you would 
go down two or three steps, since the place was in the half-base-
ment. There were two rooms with tables for guests, next to which 
were to more rooms, in one was the bakery with the machines. My 
father had an employee, but my mother also worked sometimes 
when there were a lot of guests.

A communist group met regularly in our pastry shop. There were 
approximately ten to fifteen people. They spent a lot of time in 
the pastry shop. I know that there were Jewish and non-Jewish 
communists. They exchanged information and played games – I 
can remember dominoes well. I really liked playing dominoes as 
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well. They often called to me: come, Hillel, play with us! And I 
was always very proud that I was allowed to play with them. They 
drank beer and coffee and ate a lot of cheesecake. My father’s 
cheesecake was pretty well known.

Photo: This phot shows my mother Liebe 

Kempler, my sisters Gusti and Miriam, and me 

in a baby buggy in front of my father’s pastry 

shop.

froM hIllel keMPler’s BIograPhy
Our apartment was also on Grenadier Straße, 
exactly across from my father’s pastry shop. The 
apartment had six rooms. It was on the second 

floor [American 3rd floor]. There was a parlor, which was a large 
room. In the parlor there was a long table for twelve people that 
had been very expensive. I can remember exactly. And there was 
a large bureau and a grandfather clock that needed to be wound 
once a week. Only my father was allowed to do that, no one else. 
My parents were very proud of everything that they had accom-
plished.

On Friday, on Shabbat, we always ate at the large table in the 
parlor. We were all so proud that we only ate at the large table on 
Shabbat and the High Holidays. During the week everyone came 
home at a different time and we didn’t eat together. 

My parents spoke a mixture of German and Yiddish, but it was 
certainly more Yiddish than German. Sometimes they also went 
to a Yiddish theatre, of which there were many in Berlin. My sis-
ter, I guess, spoke High German, since she went to the Jewish 
High School in Berlin. I always played in the street with a lot of 
kids. All the children were on the street in those days, and some-
one said to me when I arrived in Israel: I know your language, 
you’re from Berlin. I had picked up a bit of Berlin slang from the 
kids on the street. 
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alMstadtstrasse 10 (grenadIer 28)
This was the address of Hirsch Lewin’s Hebräische Buchhandlung – 
Hebrew Bookstore. Lewin, originally from Vilna, came to the Berliner 
Scheunenviertel and opened up this shop, where he sold religious books, 
history books, children’s books, as well as religious items such as prayer 
shawls and Shabbat candles. He also sold records. In 1932 he founded the 
record company “Semer” (meaning singing or song in Hebrew). Amongst 
his repertoire were Yiddish hits and folk songs, as well as Cantorial music 
in Hebrew. 

His shop was destroyed during the November Pogroms of 1938. In 1939 
Lewin was arrested and sent to the Concentration Camp Sachsenhausen 
outside of Berlin. He was released from the camp and immediately left 
Germany. He arrived in Palestine in 1944 where he continued to produce 
records. He passed away in 1958.

en route
Between Point G and Point I, you will walk along Münzstraße. Building 
number 5, near where Almstadtstraße begins, is the location of the first 
cinema of Berlin – the Biograph-Theater, which opened in 1899. On the 
first floor was Bergers Wiener Restaurant, operated by Adass Jisroel.
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Photo: Hirsch Lewin’s Bookshop, early 1930s.
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point h heiDereutergaSSe 4

Like so many important sites of Jewish history in Berlin, the city’s first syna-
gogue is no longer standing. In its place is a patch of park, shadowed by 
East German high-rises. Only an informational plaque in one far corner of 
the park attests to the site’s past life. 

The synagogue was inaugurated in 1714 in the presence of Queen Sophie 
Dorothea. At the time it was considered Europe’s most beautiful temple. It 
was situated in a back-courtyard set below street level in accordance with 
the rule that synagogues were not to surpass the height of churches. It 
housed the community’s Mikva, as well as the first official religious school. 

The building survived the Pogrom night of November 1938 and services 
were held until the synagogue was closed in 1942. The property was par-
tially destroyed by bombs during Allied raids. After the war the building was 
taken over by the Post Office. In the 1960s, the East German government 
destroyed what was left of the building.

point I roSenStraSSe 2-4

Located on the site of the former Heidereutergasse Synagoge stands a me-
morial to the famous Rosenstraße Protests. 

The building at Rosenstraße 2-4 was formerly a Jewish employment cen-
ter. This operation was shut down and the location was turned into a col-
lecting point for those to be deported. In February 1943 more than 1,500 
Jewish men and women with non-Jewish spouses were brought here. 
Their internment was part of the “Fabrikaktion,” an effort, in part, to ar-
rest Berlin’s remaining Jews. These individuals had been sorted out from 
the rest of the arrested Jewish population because of their relations with 
non-Jews. 

The wives of many of those brought to the Rosenstraße location began 
gathering outside of the building, demanding the release of their spouses. 
Hundreds of people, mostly women, continued to return to the street, de-
spite threats from Nazi guards to leave. The imprisoned were finally let free 
in March. 
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point J haCkeSCher markt

The Hackescher Markt S-Bahn station is a popular stop for many Berlin 
tourists and residents. Since German reunification in 1990, this area of 
Mitte has developed into a trendy neighborhood with clothing retailers, art 
galleries, and nice restaurants. 

The viaduct on which the train runs follows the borders of the original 
Berlin city wall. Although this section of Berlin is easily accessible today, 
historically gaining access was much more difficult. Along what is today 
Tor Straße was part of the city’s tariff wall, erected in the 18th century. Part 
of the function of toll entrances was to restrict the entrance of Jews. The 
Jewish population of Berlin was kept strictly in check for years, helped in 
part by the presence of walls and gates. 
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point k roSenthaler StraSSe

rosenthaler strasse 39 
Otto Weidt’s broom and brush factory

In a side-wing in the courtyard of Rosenthaler Straße 39 you can still find 
Otto Weidt’s broom and brush factory. Otto Weidt – a non-Jew – opened 
his factory at Rosenthaler Straße 39 at the start of the 1940s. He employed 
a number of blind and deaf Jews. As he sold his wares primarily to the 
Wehrmacht, his operation was considered essential to the war effort.

As Berlin grew increasingly more hostile to Jews, Weidt attempted to save 
his employees from persecution and deportation. He bribed Gestapo of-
ficers, organized food and other life staples, and assembled false papers. 
He kept the family of one of his employees in a hiding place in the back 
of the factory. Weidt was able to rescue many of his employees from the 
collection centers on Grosse Hamburger Straße and therefore from the 
extermination camps. At the end of the war, Weidt campaigned for the 
construction of a Jewish orphanage as well as a nursing home for Holo-
caust survivors. 

Today his former workshop houses a museum exhibition entitled, Blindes 
Vertrauen [Blind Trust]. The museum has collected and displayed a number 
of letters, pictures, and other first-hand documents attesting to the life and 
struggle of Weidt and his employees. In 1971 Weidt was recognized by Yad 
Vashem as “Righteous Among the Nations.”

rosenthaler strasse 40-41
Hackesche Höfe

Hackescher Markt is a bustling intersection of trams, shops, restaurants, 
and wandering tourists. At the start of Rosenthaler Straße you find the large 
network of courtyards known as the Hackesche Höfe (built in 1906/07). 
This complex of apartments, cafés, theaters, galleries, and shops harkens 
back to the turn of the last century, when Berlin was experiencing an in-
dustrial and cultural boom. 

You cannot get a full sense of what the Hackesche Höfe offer by merely 
passing by on your way along Rosenthaler Straße: the excitement lies be-
hind the exterior façade. Though it is known for the various theaters, shops, 
and restaurants inhabiting the courtyard, the Hackesche Höfe is also a re-
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markable piece of architecture. Its innovative design was a more attractive 
iteration of modern living. The first courtyard, with its grand Jugendstil en-
trance, emphasized cultural life and thereby detracted from the industrial 
character of the inner courtyards. Restaurants and theaters were placed 
in the side wings, and houses and apartments were housed in the back 
courtyards. 

The apartments were outfitted with central heating and other modern 
conveniences. The entire complex was arranged to maximize natural light 
while decreasing noise. The Hackesche Höfe could offer better living and 
working conditions to an already overcrowded urban populace. More than 
a quarter of the renters here were Jewish. 
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point l groSSe hamBurger StraSSe

ceMetery on grosse haMBurger strasse 26
Berlin’s oldest Jewish cemetery stands in heart of trendy Berlin-Mitte. At 
first glance, it resembles a neighborhood park. It is set apart however, by 
a wrought-iron gate and the memorial plaques and sculptures found at its 
entrance. 

The cemetery was opened in 1672, when the Jewish community was made 
up of 50 families – the so-called Schutzjuden from Vienna – in a city of 
8,150. It was in use until 1827 and at its closing had 2,767 graves. At that 
time the Berlin Jewish community had grown to 4,000 and Berlin boasted 
a total of 230,000 residents. 

The most famous individual interred here was Moses Mendelssohn. Oth-
er notable figures were Veitel Heine Ephraim, Daniel Itzig (a coin and sil-
ver merchant), his son, Isaac Daniel Itzig, doctor and philosopher Marcus 
Hertz, as well as Jacob Herz Beer. 

In 1943 the Gestapo, operating under orders from the SS, desecrated the 
cemetery, uprooting the headstones and disturbing the remains. Towards 
the end of the war, Berlin was the site of heavy Allied bombing raids and the 
cemetery was used as a mass grave for the victims. The cemetery was re-
turned to the Jewish Community in 1948. The only remaining headstones 
are displayed on a wall on the south side of the cemetery. 

You will still find here the grave of Moses Mendelssohn. Although the head-
stone is not the original, the reproduction stands as a memorial to the 
father of the Jewish Enlightenment (Haskalah), one of the most important 
names in German Jewry. 

grosse haMBurger strasse 26
In 1844 the Jewish Community established its first old age home. Today 
the building no longer exists, and in its place stands a memorial sculpture, 
featuring thirteen haunting figures of molded bronze. The memorial, en-
titled “Jewish victims of Facism,” was created by German artist Will Lam-
mert and erected in 1985.

The old age home was closed by the Nazis in 1942 and converted into a 
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collection center for Berlin Jews before their deportation. Approximately 
55,000 Berlin Jews were interned here before being sent to their deaths. 
The building was completely destroyed during the war. 

grosse haMBurger strasse 27
Adjacent to the cemetery is the Berlin Jewish High School (Jüdische Ober-
schule), established in 1826. It was originally opened as a school for boys 
and based on the philosophies of Moses Mendelssohn. He believed that 
education should be available to all, regardless of familial status and eco-
nomic background. Hundreds of students were able to learn here for free. 
Next to religious study (Talmud, Hebrew, etc.) subjects such as German, 
French, and mathematics were also included in the curriculum.

During the years 1942-1945 the Nazis converted the building into a depor-
tation center for German Jews. 

From 1960-1990 the building housed an East German vocational college. 
In 1992, Große Hamburger Straße 27 once again became a Jewish school. 
Here both Jewish and non-Jewish pupils study Judaism, Hebrew, and reli-
gion. Jewish holidays are observes and the cafeteria is kosher.

grosse haMBurger strasse 15-16
Across the street from the Jewish High School is an empty space between 
two apartment buildings. In this void one will find an installation designed 
by French artist, Christian Boltanski.

This void – what Boltanski has named “The Missing House” – was created 
when an Allied bomb razed the building to the ground. 

Boltanski draws our attention to this moment by mounting plaques on the 
exposed walls of the remaining buildings. On them we read the names, 
professions, and dates of residence of the house’s former inhabitants. 
Their placement corresponds to the floor on which these individuals lived. 
Nearly all the residents had been Jews, and they had either fled or been 
deported before the building had been bombed. 

This hole – one of many left in the city – remains palpable. Unfilled, it does 
not let us forget the moment of destruction, or the names of those who 
lost their lives.
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point M krauSniCkStraSSe 9

regIna Jonas 
This is one of the addresses of Regina Jonas – the first woman to be or-
dained a Rabbi.

Regina Jonas was born in 1902 to German Jews, and was raised in a strict 
religious household. She studied at the “Hochschule für Wissenschaft des 
Judentums” on Tucholsky Straße. Her thesis was entitled “Can a Woman 
Be a Rabbi According to Halachic Sources?” in which she used religious 
texts to support the ordination of female Rabbis. Her thesis was rejected 
numerous times because of her gender. Eventually Max Dienemann of the 
Liberl Rabbis’ Association of Frankfurt accepted it and she was ordained on 
December 27, 1935.

When the Nazis started gaining power, many Jews attempted to escape. 
Jonas remained in Berlin, where she continued to give sermons. On 6 No-
vember 1942 she was taken to the deportation camp on Große Hamburger 
Straße and from there with the 73rd “Alterstransport” (old-age transport) to 
Theresienstadt, or Terezin, in Cyechoslovakia.

At Theresienstadt, Jonas worked as a ‘preacher’ with the Referat für psy-
chische Hygenie (Department for Psychic Hygiene), led by Viennese psy-
choanalyst Viktor Frankl. Her task was to receive the transports at the train 
station and to help ease the shock of arrival.

Twenty-three months after her arrival in Theresienstadt, on 12 October 
1944, Regina Jonas was taken to Birkenau, where she was murdered, we 
suppose, immediately upon arrival.

Regina Jonas remained unacknowledged and unknown for many years. 
Though there are a few documents attesting to her life and achievements, 
only two photos have surfaced.

No other woman was to be ordained as a Rabbi until 1972. Though Regina 
Jonas, using traditional religious texts, proved in her polemic paper that a 
woman had the right to be ordained, the question of female rabbis contin-
ued to be controversial and contested.
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Though she lived at several addresses in Berlin, the house at Krausnic 
Straße 9 is the only one bearing a memorial plaque. 

Photo: Regina Jonas, Berlin 1939.
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These excerpts can be found in The Jewish World of Yesterday, 1860-
1938. Edited by Rachel Salamander and published by Rizzoli, 1990

the eMancIPated BourgeoIsIe
“The Jews struggled for emancipation – and this is the tragedy that moves 
us so much today – not for the sake of their rights as a people, but for the 
sake of assimilating themselves to the peoples among whom they lived. By 
their readiness to give up their peoplehood, by their act of disavowal, they 
did not put an end to their misery; they merely opened up a new source 
of agony. Assimilation did not, as its advocates had hoped, dispose of the 
Jewish question in Germany; rather it shifted the locus of the question and 
rendered it all the more acute. As the area of contact between the two 
groups widened, the possibilities of friction widened as well. The “adven-
ture” of assimilation, into which the Jews threw themselves so passionately 
(it is easy to see why) necessarily increased the dangers that grew out of 
the heightened tension.” 

Gershom Sholem. On Jews and Judaism in Crisis. New York, 1976

the uPPer classes and arIstocracy
“Immeasurable is the part in Viennese culture the Jewish bourgeoisie took, 
by their cooperation and promotion…
It became apparent for the first time that nine-tenths of what the world 
celebrated as Viennese culture in the nineteenth century was promoted, 
nourished, or even created by Viennese Jewry…
Nowhere was it easier to be a European…”

Stefan Zweig. The World of Yesterday. Lincoln, Neb., 1964

lIterature
“I am a German and I am a Jew, one as much and as completely as the 
other, the one inseparable from the other.“

Jakob Wasserman. Deutscher und Jude: Reden und Schriften 1904-1933, 

edited by Dierk Rodewald. Heidelberg, 1984

“The last time I saw Jakob Wassermann – it was in Zurich – death had not 
yet placed its sign upon him. He spoke enthusiastically, even passionately. 
He spoke of Germany, his father – and motherland, the land of his heart. 
For he was, as one knows, a Jew, and a German Jew has a twofold bond to 
Germany: he is linked with it by both selfless and truly tragic love. He also 
spoke with bitterness, yes bitterness. Not death, but bitterness, the precur-
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sor of death, had placed its sign upon him. He had not traveled to the end 
of his road as a German and Jew. That road led nowhere. Only to a wall 
that suddenly loomed before him, a wall of hatred and brutality. Before that 
wall Jakob Wassermann had to turn back and, the ancient Jewish pikestaff 
in hand, go into exile.” 

Joseph Roth

What I had remotely sensed and then seen confirmed by ten years of wan-
dering – the absolute freedom to choose between nations, to feel a wel-
come guest wherever I went, as a participant and a mediator, this interna-
tional feeling of freedom from the insanity of a fanatic world – has saved 
me in these times; and I am grateful that it is Judaism that has made this 
supranational freedom possible. 

Stefan Zweig. Europaeisches Erbe, Frankfurt am Main, 1986 

Never before have I felt so liberated by Judaism as I do now, in this time 
of nationalist madness; and all that separates me from you and yours is 
that I have never wanted the Jews to become a nation again and humiliate 
themselves by entering the contest of rival realities. That I love the diaspora 
and affirm it as the sense of Judaism’s idealism, as the principle behind its 
vocation for world citizenship and universal humanity. And I would wish for 
no other union than in the spirit, our only real element, never in a language, 
in a people, in traditions and customs, syntheses as attractive as they are 
dangerous. 

Stefan Zweig. Briefe an Freunde, edited by Richard Friedenthal. Frankfurt 

am Main, 1984

He [Joseph Roth] was one of the first to despair in those times. His char-
acters were always in flight, and he predicted that everyone would have 
to flee. His books are no more than pale reflections of what he produced 
during those conversations in the dark hours of the night. In visionary im-
ages he depicted what we all dreaded and then fell into self-absorption 
again. When he looked up, he might casually remark: “It’s all nonsense, 
folks. Don’t take my agonies so seriously, I simply don’t know how to live.” 

Max Tau. Das Land, das ich verlassen musste. Hamburg, 1961

In his memoirs, Bertaux recalls a Sunday in the Grunewald with us in Feb-
ruary 1928, when he met many of our friends: Jakob Wassermann, Alfred 
Döblin, Ernst Toller, Alfred Kerr, George Grosz, and Joseph Roth, who said: 
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“In ten years a) Germany will be at war with France, b) if we are lucky, we 
will be able to live in Switzerland as emigres, c) Jews will be beaten up on 
Kurfiirstendamm.” No one was ready to believe the despairingly smiling 
Roth. But very soon his prophetic words were to come true.

Brigitte B. Fischer. Sie schreiben mir oder Was aus meinem Poesiealbum 

wurde. Zurich/Stuttgart, 1978. Reprint. Munich, 1989

PhIlosoPhy
Even if the German Reich ceased to exist, my German identity would re-
main exactly what it is. Language is, after all, more than blood. 

Franz Rosenzweig

Of all the connections Jewry has established with other peoples… none 
has, despite everything, been so profoundly fruitful as the German-Jewish.

Martin Buber. Briefwechsel aus sieben Jahrzehnten, edited by Grete 

Schaeder. Heidelberg, 1972-1975

lIBeralIsM
So let us be Germans then. And Jews. Both, without concerning ourselves 
with the “and,” indeed without talking much about it – but truly both. How, 
that is essentially - a question of the cadence. 

Franz Rosenzweig. Briefe und Tagebuecher, edited by Rachel Rosenzweig 

and Edith Rosenzweig-Scheinmann. The Hague, 1978

gerMan esPrIt de corPs: natIonalIsM
Should history ever be just, it will rank the Jews highly because, not pos-
sessing a “fatherland, “ they were permitted to preserve common sense 
when the whole world abandoned itself to patriotic madness. They have 
no “fatherland,” the Jews, but every country in which they live and pay 
taxes demands patriotism and a hero’s death from them, and reproaches 
them with having no predilection for dying. In this situation, Zionism really 
is the only way out: if patriotism, then at least for one’s own country. 

Joseph Roth 

In the youth of every German Jew there is a painful moment he will re-
member throughout his life: the moment he first becomes fully aware that 
he has entered the world as a second-class citizen, and that no amount of 
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hard work and nothing he achieves can ever rescue him from this situation.
Walther Rathenau. “Staat und Judentum”. In Zur Kritik der Zeit. Berlin, 1912

No people should regard itself as the Chosen People. Every group has its 
saints, its incuri ous, its weaklings, and its criminals; the mixture is similar 
everywhere, and I do not see that the war has brought any improvement 
on this account. Every tribe, every people has its shortcomings; I believe 
these failings should be understood and perhaps cured, not used as reason 
for blame. The war is not over yet. It will leave behind a human race in need 
of cure; and we must offer each other mutual support if we are to fulfill 
our mission. My task is not a Jewish one. I feel German and will never cut 
myself off from my German people. 

Walther Rathenau. In Franz Kobler, Juden und Judentum in deutschen 

Briefen aus drei Jahrhunderten. Vienna, 1935

Jews In world war I
…We will demand and secure the liberation of all the Polish people with all 
our might. We will introduce full equality for the Jews in Poland according 
to the western European model, on secure foundations and guaranteed by 
law. Do not let yourselves be dazzled by the false promises of the Russians. 
In 1905 Russia solemnly promised you equality. Need we remind you, tell 
you, how Moscow has kept its word? Think of Kischinew, Homel, Bialystok, 
Odessa, Siedlce, and hundreds of other bloody pogroms! Remember the 
mass expul sions and expatriations. Your tormentor has shown no mercy 
for human suffering and has driven and hounded you and your wives and 
children as if you were wild animals… 
Jews of Poland! The hour of retaliation has come…

Proclamation of the General Command of Austria-Hungary and the German 

Reich at the start of World War I 

A lieutenant giving classroom instruction: “Recruit Teitelbaum, why should 
a soldier gladly sacrifice his life for Kaiser and country?” Teitelbaum: “Yes, 
honestly Lieutenant, why should he?” 
Moreover, the Jews have always constituted a minority, and a minority is 
constantly compelled to think; that is the blessing of their fate. 

Leo Baeck. In Juden in Berlin: Ein Lesebuch. Berlin, 1988
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socIalIsM
The bond that has united the Jews for thousands of years and that unites 
them today is, above all, the democratic ideal of social justice, coupled 
with the ideal of mutual aid and tolerance among all men. Even the most 
ancient religious scriptures of the Jews are steeped in these social ide-
als, which have powerfully affected Christianity and Mohammedanism and 
have had a benign influence upon the social structure of a great part of 
mankind. 

Albert Einstein. Out of My Later Years. New York, 1950

ZIonIsM
It is not a question today of casting off our German identity, to which we 
have an inner affinity no German behavior towards us can alter – a fact 
unconnected with those loyalty oaths and declarations of love certain rep-
resentatives of German Jewry occasionally make into the void – but of 
intensifying Judaism and, placing our hope in the Cove nant, renewing the 
old bond. It is a question of making a great virtue out of necessity.

Martin Buber. “Aus der Rede zur Wiederöffnung des Frankfurter Jüdischen 

Lehrhauses”. In Die Stunde und die Erkenntnis. Berlin, 1936

… In the world as it is now constituted and will probably continue to be 
for an indefinite period, might precedes right. So it avails us nothing to be 
good patriots everywhere, as were the Huguenots, who were forced to 
emigrate. If only we were left in peace…
But I think we shall not be left in peace. 
Theodor Herzl. The Jewish State. New York, 1970

Dreams are not so different from Deeds as some may think. All the Deeds 
of men are only Dreams at first. And in the end, their Deeds dissolve into 
Dreams. 

Theodor Herzl. Theodor Herzl Tagebücher 1895-1904. Berlin, 1922-23

The Zionists were the discontents then, the angry young men of the time. 
They considered Jewish existence in the Diaspora insignificant, empty, 
without a future, and staked everything on a single idea: reconstruction in 
Palestine, a radical and profound alteration of our way of life. 

Max Brod. Streitbares Leben. Munich, 1960. Reprint. Frankfurt am Main, 1979
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Zionism is different from Jewish nationalism, for Zion is more than a na-
tion. Zionism is an avowal of uniqueness… Nor is it a term linked solely with 
a geographical site, like Canaan or Palestine; it has always been a name for 
something that is to be at a certain geographical site; in the language of 
the Bible: the beginning of the Kingdom of God over all the human race. 

Martin Buber

on the fIctIon of a gerMan-JewIsh syMBIosIs
To whom, then, did the Jews speak in that much-talked-about German-
Jewish dialogue? They spoke to themselves, not to say that they outshout-
ed themselves. Some felt uneasy, perhaps even dismal about it, but many 
acted as if everything were on the best way to being settled, as if the echo 
of their own voice would be unexpectedly transmogrified into that voice 
of the others they so eagerly hoped to hear. The Jews have always been 
listeners of great intensity, a noble legacy they brought with them from 
Mount Sinai. They listened to many kinds of voices, and one cannot say 
that this always served them well. When they thought they were speaking 
to the Germans, they were speaking to themselves.

Gershom Scholem. On Jews and Judaism in Crisis, New York, 1976

We were Germans; otherwise all that came later would not have been so 
terrible, so shattering. We spoke the cherished German language, in the 
truest sense of the word our mother tongue, in which we had received all 
the words and values of life, and language is, after all, almost more than 
blood. We knew none but the German fatherland, and we loved it with the 
same love of fatherland that would later be so fatal. 

Margarete Susman. Ich habe viele Leben gelebt: Erinnerungen. Stuttgart, 

1964

Generally speaking, the Jews’ love affair with Germany remained one-sid-
ed and unrequited; at best it roused something like sentiment… and grati-
tude. Gratitude the Jews frequently encountered, but the love they sought, 
hardly ever. 

Gershom Scholem. In Deutsche und Juden: Beiträge von Nahum Goldmann, 

Gerhom Scholem, Golo Mann, Salo W. Baron. Frankfurt am Main, 1967
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“where Books are Burned…”
Few observers in the world seem to have genuinely considered precisely 
what the book burning, the expulsion of Jewish writers, and all of the Third 
Reich’s other demented attempts to destroy the spirit mean... 
In these times, with the smoke of our burned books ascending to heaven, 
we German writers of Jewish descent must above all recognize that we 
have been defeated. Let us who formed the first wave of soldiers to fight 
under the banner of the European spirit fulfill the noblest task of the warrior 
vanquished with honor; let us admit our defeat. Yes, we have been beaten... 

Joseph Roth. “Das Auodafe des Geistes.” In Gerhard Sonder, ed., Die 

Bücherverbrennung 10. Mai 1933. Berlin, 1985

Austria is the cradle of the Germanic world. It is the place where both the 
good and the evil of the central European spirit were born, point and coun-
terpoint; it was the birthplace of anti-Semitism and of Zionism, of the First 
Reich and the Third Reich, of Hitler and Mozart. It is where the German 
language first saw the light of the day in the “Nibelungenlied” (in Pöchlarn 
on the Danube). It is where the German language died several hundred 
years later (in Braunau on the Inn).

Anton Kuh. “Asphalt und Scholle.” In Prager Tagblatt 58, no. 101(1933) 

assaults on huMan dIgnIty: everyday antI-seMItIsM
Your homeland was called Germany. Their homeland is called Germany. 
That is where they have lived for centuries, where they have worked and 
become verifiably creative.
The book you so kindly wished to read, “Bilanz der deutschen Judenheit 
1933” (German Jewry 1933: a balance sheet), described this process… 
You did not believe the Germans capable of it. Neither did I. You did not 
believe that the Germans would swallow that garbage. Neither did I. But lo 
and behold, they swallowed it enthusiastically… That we were so wrong, 
that we so overestimated the people we grew up with does us no honor, 
but it does not discredit us either… We were mistaken about the Germans’ 
degree of civilization and the Europeans’ passion for their culture. 

Arnold Zweig. “Öffentlicher Brief an Kurt Tucholsky, 16 January 1936.” Neue 

Weltbühne, 6 February 1936

I knew nothing, least of all about myself, but I had the constant feeling: this 
cannot last. 

Hans Mayer. Ein Deutscher auf Widerruf: Erinnerungen. Frankfurt am Main, 
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1982. Reprint. Frankfurt am Main, 1987

We, on the contrary, knew that whatever was the most monstrous was 
the natural thing to expect. Everyone of us had the vision of a slain friend, 
a tortured comrade in our mind’s eye, hence had harder, sharper, more 
pitiless eyes. The proscribed, the hunted, the expropriated knew that no 
pretext was too absurd or false when robbery and power were concerned. 

Stefan Zweig. The World of Yesterday. Lincoln, Neb., 1964

We of the new generation who have learned not to be surprised by any 
outbreak of bestiality, we who each new day expect things worse than the 
day before, are markedly more skeptical about a possible moral improve-
ment of mankind. We must agree with Freud, to whom our culture and 
civilization were merely a thin layer liable at any moment to be pierced 
by the destructive forces of the “underworld.” We have had to accustom 
ourselves gradually to living without the ground beneath our feet, without 
Justice, without freedom, without security. 

Stefan Zweig. The World of Yesterday. Lincoln, Neb., 1964

self-assertIon, eMIgratIon and exIle
There is no “new home.” Home is the land of one’s childhood and youth. 
Whoever has lost it remains lost himself, even if he has learned not to 
stumble about in the foreign country as if he were drunk, but rather to 
tread the ground with some fearlessness. 

Jean Amery. At the Mind’s Limits: Contemplations by a Survivor on 

Auschwitz and its Realities. Bloomington, 1980

At the time there was an anecdote circulating among the emigrants about 
the Jew who was planning to emigrate to Uruguay. When his friends in 
Paris were astonished that he wanted to go so far away, his response was: 
Far away from where?

Peter Szondi. In Claudio Magris, Weit von wo? Verlorene Welt des 

Ostjudentums. Vienna, 1974

the synagogues Burn
And now to the Jewish people, this people to whom ordinary rules do not 
apply. It has experienced unparalleled suffering and has as a whole, though 
specific individuals may have failed, shown an unparalleled greatness that 
promises a future. The Jewish people has often been torn apart and scat-
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tered in many a country, but it has never capitulated. It has always, or at 
least in its best times, been an apolitical people, but for that a people with 
an idea, a faith. 

Leo Baeck. “Israel und das deutsche Volk.” In Merkur 6, No. 56/10 (1952)

holocaust
In those hours I frequently spoke with Freud about the horror of Hitler’s 
world and the war. The outburst of bestiality deeply shocked him as a hu-
manitarian, but as a thinker he was in no way astonished. He had always 
been scolded as a pessimist, he said, because he had denied the supremacy 
of culture over the instincts; but his opinion that the barbaric, the elemen-
tal destructive instinct in the human soul was ineradicable, has become 
confirmed most terribly. Not that he got any, satisfaction in being right.

Stefan Zweig. The World of Yesterday. Lincoln, Neb., 1964
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DateS to knoW, reaSonS to knoW them

fIrst world war
28 June 1914:

Kaiser Wilhelm’s good friend, and heir 
to the Austro-Hungarian throne, Franz 
Ferdinand, is murdered in Sarajevo with 
his wife. All heads of state in Europe 
are convinced there will be no reper-
cussions from this event, other than 
perhaps a short war between Austria-
Hungary and Serbia. Thirty-seven days 
later, however, the world is plunged 
into war.

1 August 1914:

Germany declares war on Russia (two 
days after Austria-Hungary declares 
war on Serbia and three days before 
the United Kingdom declared war on 
Germany).

9 November 1918:

Friedrich Ebert announces that Kaiser 
Wilhelm has resigned (he had not) and 
a revolution begins. Rosa Rosenberg 
and Karl Liebknecht, both Commu-
nists, are murdered and dumped into 
canals. Ebert becomes Chancellor.

11 November 1918:

Armistice ends First World War, bring-
ing to a close the most ruinous war in 
history until then, with over 37 million 
soldiers and citizens dead.

28 June 1919:

Treaty of Versailles begins and Allies 
impose extremely harsh conditions 

on Germany to make reparation pay-
ments.

October 1919:

John Maynard Keynes publishes The 
Economic Consequences of the Peace 
and predicts a dire future for imposing 
such harsh conditions on Germany.

9 November 1918:

Philip Scheidemann declares Ger-
many a Republic from a balcony at the 
Reichstag building; national assembly 
(from 6 February 1919 to 6 June 1920) 
is convened in the national theatre 
in Weimar, where a new constitution 
for the Weimar Republic is written. 
Friedrich Ebert becomes President and 
Philipp Scheidemann Minister Presi-
dent (from 11 February 1919).

Interwar PerIod 
24 June 1922: 

Walter Rathenau, Foreign Minister (and 
Jewish) is assassinated.

8-9 November 1923:

Hitler’s failed coup in Munich. He 
spends six months in prison, writes 
Mein Kampf.

15 November 1923:

Inflation rate reaches estimated 
750 billion percent: 4,200,000,000 
RM=1USD.



the Berlin timeline

61          the centropa Source Book

26 April 1925:

Paul von Hindenburg becomes Presi-
dent (reelected on 10 April 1932).

30 January 1933:

Adolf Hitler appointed Chancellor.

27 February 1933:

Arson attack sets the Reichstag on fire; 
Communists are blamed, then banned; 
civil rights throughout country severely 
proscribed.

7 April 1933:

First laws pass against Jews.

2 August 1934:

Hindenburg dies, Hitler holds all levers 
of state control.

15 September 1935:

Nuremburg laws pass, defining who is 
a Jew, further limiting their rights.

9 November 1938:

Reichspogromnacht – the end of the 
beginning or the beginning of the end 
for Germany’s Jews.

second world war  
19 March 1938: 

Germany occupies Austria; hysterical 
crowds welcome Adolf Hitler to the 
Heldenplatz in Vienna. Spontaneous 
pogroms by the Viennese against their 
Jewish neighbors

1 October 1938:

After it is offered to him by French and 

British negotiators (in exchange for the 
promise of no more added territories), 
Germany occupies Czech Sudeten-
land.

15 March 1939:

Germany dismembers Czechoslovakia 
and marches into Prague.

1 September 1939:

Germany invades Poland from west, 
two weeks later Soviet Union invades 
from east.

10 May 1940:

Germany invades France and the Low 
Countries and conquers France in six 
weeks. 85,000 French soldiers die.

25 August 1940:

First air raid on Germany from Britain’s 
Royal Air Force; Berlin is subject to 363 
air raids until 1945. A large portion of 
the city is destroyed.

14 October 1940:

The proclamation of the Warsaw ghet-
to is published, which will see more 
than 350,000 Jews living in its squalor. 
It is one of several ghettos the Ger-
mans set up for Polish Jews.

18 October 1941:

Deportation of Berlin Jews begins and 
continues until April 1943.

22 June 1941:

Germany invades Soviet Union.
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20 January 1942:

Wannsee Konferenz, led by Reinhard 
Heydrich, lays out the infamous Final 
Solution.

31 January 1943:

General Friedrich Paulus surrenders at 
Stalingrad, signaling the turning point 
of the war.

19 April to 16 May 1943:

Warsaw Ghetto Uprising takes place 
during the final liquidation of the Ghet-
to by German Army and SS troops.

6 June 1944:

Allies land in Normandy.

20 July 1944:

Failed coup against Hitler by Army of-
ficers

27 January 1945:

Soviet troops liberate Auschwitz-
Birkenau.

23 April to 2 May 1945:

Last phase of the Battle of Berlin; Berlin 
and Soviet soldiers fight throughout 
the city.

8 May 1945:

Soviet army takes Berlin and Germany 
signs unconditional surrender. There 
is much pillaging and at least 100,000 
women are raped. Some 70,000 Soviet 
soldiers die taking Berlin. 

cold war 
24 June 1948: 

Berlin airlift begins when Josef Stalin 
refuses to allow the Soviet sector of 
occupied Germany to join the cur-
rency union set up by France, Great 
Britain and the US. Airlift lasts fourteen 
months.

23 June 1953:

East Berliners riot against Soviet oc-
cupation and the puppets they put in 
place to run their part of the city 

13 August 1961:

Berlin Wall starts to go up.

26 June 1963:

John F. Kennedy proclaims “Ich bin ein 
Berliner” at Rathaus Schoeneberg.

11 March 1985:

Mikail Gorbachev becomes General 
Secretary of the Communist party.

11 February 1986:

Soviet dissident Natan Sharansky 
becomes the last person to be ex-
changed between Allies and Soviets on 
the Glienecker Brücke (known as ‘the 
bridge of spies’) in Potsdam, south of 
Berlin.



the Berlin timeline

63          the centropa Source Book

end of the cold war 
2 May 1989: 

Austrian and Hungarian foreign min-
isters cut the barbed wire separating 
their countries. Watching this on tele-
vision in East Germany, tens of thou-
sands suddenly change their summer 
vacation plans so they can use this as 
an escape route, thereby putting the 
first nail in East Germany’s coffin (East 
Germans are not allowed to travel to 
the west but they can travel to Hun-
gary. This means the vanguard of those 
who would overthrow the GDR were 
actually vacationers).

16 June 1989:

Reburial of Imre Nagy in Budapest. 
Nagy helped lead his country out of 
the Warsaw Pact in 1956, failed and 
was hung for his efforts, then dumped 
in an unmarked grave. With the Com-
munist party reburying him publicly 
(more than 300,000 people gathered 
in Hero’s Square for the ceremony), it 
stripped away its last remaining veil of 
legitimacy. Multi-party elections would 
be called soon after.

9 July 1989:

Last meeting of the Warsaw Pact in 
Bucharest, although no one knows 
it. Thus dies the only military alliance 
that never fought its enemies and 
only invaded its allies (Hungary, 1945; 
Czechoslovakia, 1968). Romanian dic-
tator Nicolae Ceausescu declares that 
Romania will adapt Gorbachev reforms 
when pears grow on apple trees.

19 August 1989:

Tadeusz Mazowiecki becomes the first 
non-Communist to lead the Polish 
government, ending four decades of 
single-party rule.

10 September 1989:

Hungarian Foreign Minister Gyula Horn 
announces all East Germans are free to 
leave Hungary for the west (East Ger-
mans, who had been fleeing through 
Hungary to Austria, were stopped from 
crossing for a short while and were fill-
ing – by the tens of thousands – parks 
and churches throughout Budapest). 

11 September 1989:

East Germans ask hardline Czecho-
slovaks to seal border with Hungary, 
which leads East Germans to start fill-
ing parks, churches and the West Ger-
man Embassy in Prague.

30 September 1989:

West German Foreign Minister Hans 
Dietrich Genscher arrives in Prague 
for negotiations, then makes his way 
to the balcony of the West German 
Embassy where thousands of East Ger-
mans were waiting to hear him speak. 
He issues only a half sentence: „Liebe 
Landsleute, wir sind zu Ihnen gekom-
men, um Ihnen mitzuteilen, dass heute 
Ihre Ausreise…” no one heard him fin-
ish the sentence, which was “in die 
Bundesrepublik Deutschland möglich 
geworden ist“. [Dear fellow country-
men, we are here to inform you that 
today, your journey out…[deafening 
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applause] to the Federal Republic of 
Germany is now possible.”] The people 
were taken out by trains, which were 
routed through East Germany, and that 
set off riots in every train station they 
passed through. Another nail in the 
East German coffin.

7 October 1989:

An unhappy birthday to you: the forti-
eth anniversary of the German Demo-
cratic Republic takes place with the 
entire country sealed off. Gorbachev 
attends, looking mightily unhappy and 
tells Erich Honecker: “Life punishes 
those who arrive too late.”

17 October 1989:

Honecker resigns while protests grow 
throughout East Germany.

25 October 1989:

Gennadi Gerasimov, foreign ministry 
spokesman for USSR, declares the 
 “Sinantra doctrine”, that the Soviet 
satellite states are free to pursue their 
own destinies.

4 November 1989:

More than a million demonstrators fill 
streets of East Berlin to protest.

9 November 1989:

“Ab sofort” (immediately) says Günter 
Schabowski at a press conference in 
East Berlin, when asked when East 
Germans would be allowed to travel 
freely. The time and date were actu-
ally not in the notes he made during a 

meeting with the Central Committee, 
and he simply guesses. In so doing, he 
puts the final nail in the GDR’s coffin. 
Hearing this on radio and television, 
Berliners on both sides of the Wall 
flock to it, climb it, and dance on it, 
signaling the end of the division of the 
country.

10 November 1989:

Tudor Zhivkov is ousted after four de-
cades as head of the Bulgarian com-
munist party. Multi-party democracy 
was announced a month later.

17 November 1989:

A huge crowd of mostly young Czechs 
are beaten by the police while dem-
onstrating in Prague. Buoyed by all 
they have seen around them, Czechs 
and Slovaks start streaming into city 
squares, demonstrating in ever larger 
numbers until millions fill the streets. 

21 December 1989:

While dictator Nicolae Ceausescu 
gives his annual speech, he is rendered 
speechless as he watches the crowd 
turn against him and storm the build-
ing. He flees by helicopter from the 
roof. He (aka Genius of the Carpath-
ians, The Sun of the East), and his 
equally despised wife Elena (the Great 
Scientist) will be shot on Christmas day. 
He should have noticed that on the 
day he gave his last speech, students 
throughout Bucharest were hanging 
pears on apple trees.



the Berlin timeline

65          the centropa Source Book

29 December 1989:

Vaclav Havel, who had been impris-
oned for five years by the Communists, 
becomes President of Czechoslovakia.

four events that dId not 
end coMMunIsM
12 June 1987:

“Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall.” 
Ever since JFK’s “Ich bin ein Berliner” 
line, it became mandatory for every 
US President visiting Berlin to try and 
best him. Richard Nixon used “All the 
people of the world are truly Berlin-
ers,” and Ronald Reagan made his bid 
for immortality. Since the wall actually 
did fall two years later, some claim this 
is the speech that did it. Others retort 
that even a broken clock is right twice 
a day. Reagan’s role in felling Commu-
nism is a subject worthy of debate and 
discussion.

19 July 1988:

Bruce Springsteen performs for 300,00 
East Germans in East Berlin. Plays for 
three hours, performs 32 songs. Crowd 
screams along as he sings ‘Born in the 
USA,” not knowing the song is decid-
edly anti-patriotic. Some claim this is 
the event that gave East Berliners the 
motivation they needed.

Spring 1989:

David Hasselhof releases his single 
“Looking for Freedom,’ and much to 
the bewilderment of nearly all Ameri-
cans, it shot up to number one in West 
Germany and remained there for eight 

weeks while being called by AOL radio 
“one of the worst songs of all time.” 
Hasselhof, who is of German heritage, 
claimed this song destroyed Commu-
nism, even though it is about a father 
and son and has nothing to do with 
politics.

July 1989:

President George HW Bush travels to 
Poland and Hungary. He and his staff 
meet with political dissidents many of 
them are bearded and wear big fuzzy 
sweaters. No chemistry there. Bush 
meets Polish strongman Marshal Jaru-
zelski and strongly recommends, much 
to the General’s surprise, that he run 
for office in the first open elections, 
as Bush sees him as a force for stabil-
ity. Bush also meets Lech Walesa and 
thoroughly dislikes him.
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Weimar germany: film, art anD Death

 why weIMar?
This source book has been created for the nearly 100 participants of our 
Summer Academy, and this section is meant to illuminate Weimar culture 
through three films, three works of art, and three graves. Whether you are 
a teacher, a student or the general reading public, you’ll find this section 
interesting, because what you have here are back stories.

History, literature and art teachers will find these stories helpful in that they 
personalize one of the most dramatic periods in modern European history. 
Each of these names reached great heights, but most of them suffered 
greatly once they fled Germany. While it is true that creative talent can be 
transferred to a new country much easier than a factory owner can move 
his production line, talent is almost always better nurtured in the soil in 
which it was planted. These back stories, then, tell you about names that 
once lit the firmament and then dimmed. But all of them are names to be 
studied and appreciated for decades to come.

 hIstorIcal IntroductIon
The short-lived Weimar Republic lasted from 1918 until 1933 and was Ger-
many’s first experiment with multi-party democracy. Bridging German his-
tory between the collapse of the Hohenzollern monarchy and the Nazi rise 
to power fifteen years later, the Weimar Republic suffered from short-lived 
governments, right wing putsches, political assassinations and, in its early 
years, out-of-control inflation that rendered its currency worthless and 
beggared millions of families.

Amid the hundreds of thousands of grievously wounded war veterans 
roaming Germany’s streets, the influx of foreigners streaming into its 
slums, and millions of citizens unemployed, Weimar’s cultural accomplish-
ments—despite all this--were breathtaking. In painting and architecture, 
film and literature, theater and music, boundaries were pushed, borders 
were expanded and old rules were blown away.

This is where Kurt Weil and Bertolt Brecht composed and performed Three 
Penny Opera. Hanns Eisler composed socialist marching songs and aton-
al string quartets. Otto Dix, George Grosz and Max Beckmann produced 
paintings that shock us still. Bauhaus forever changed the way buildings 
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and furniture looked. Films by Fritz Lang and WF Murnau redrew the face 
of modern cinema. 

No wonder the Nazis, who seethed, schemed and plotted during the Wei-
mar years, hated this embrace of modernism. Once in power in 1933, they 
moved as quickly as they could to kill it—figuratively, and later, literally.

Within days of Adolf Hitler moving into the Reich Chancellery, writers, de-
signers, painters, architects, playwrights, librettists, poets, novelists, actors 
and directors began packing their bags. Those who chose to remain found 
themselves marginalized, imprisoned or worse. Cultural refugees like Wal-
ter Benjamin and Joseph Roth, who thought Paris was far enough away, 
found out differently in 1940. 

Those who did find refuge in Hollywood, Tel Aviv, New York, Buenos Aires 
and other cities, soon began leaving their mark on those cities. The center 
of Tel Aviv still looks like a giant Bauhaus city. Film directors Billy Wilder, 
Joseph von Sternberg and Fritz Lang found fame in Hollywood, as did film 
composers like Wolfgang Korngold and Hanns Eisler, while Kurt Weil made 
a new home on Broadway. Thomas Mann, his older brother Heinrich and 
Bertold Brecht continued to write in Los Angeles, Albert Einstein taught at 
Princeton, Elias Canetti wrote in London and novelist Stefan Zweig moved 
to Brazil. Some of these names would win Nobel Prizes and Academy 
Awards. But not in Germany’s name.

The ugly twentieth century did not allow those who fled to live in peace. 
During the war, Stefan Zweig committed suicide in Brazil; Walter Benja-
min took poison while escaping from France to Spain; Joseph Roth drank 
himself to death in Paris. Later, when the Second World War ended, Hanns 
Eisler—who had been thrown out of Germany for being a Jew—was thrown 
out of America for being a Communist. Brecht fled the US and both ended 
up in Communist East Berlin. Novelist Heinrich Mann, broke and ignored 
in the California sunshine, agreed to move to East Berlin, but a fatal heart 
attack put paid to those plans.

Let us now consider the three places that define Weimar culture: the Berlin 
Film Museum, the Berlische Galerie, and the Dorotheenstadt cemetery.
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Weimar Cinema

The directors, actors, and films of Weimar-era Germany are among the 
most famous in cinema history. The new expressionist style they perfected 
“revolutionized the emerging language of film and established German 
cinema in the 1920s as a major force of high art in world cinema.”1 Weimar 
directors wanted to distinguish their work from that which was coming out 
of Hollywood. Their goal was to harness the artistic potential of film and 
“to prove to the educated middle class that cinema could indeed be art.”2 

Rather than adhere to the Hollywood method, which emphasized narra-
tive, suspense, montage, and action, Weimar-era directors opted for atmo-
sphere, scene composition, camera movement, and character gaze.3 The 
effect was the supremacy of the visual: fantastical sets, dramatic lighting, 
and theatrical gestures. When it worked, such as in Fritz Lang’s M, the re-
sults were haunting.

The social and political atmosphere of Weimar influenced much of the 
films’ content. Many followed the attitude of what they called the New 
Objectivity and directors “ventured out into the streets to capture social 
reality.”4 They represented the “decadent nightlife, a previously unseen 
eroticism and unfettered sexuality.”5 These films dealt with the questions 
and anxieties of a tumultuous post-war era, in which social and cultural life 
was nursing wounds and breaking new ground, while political life was on 
the verge of a breakdown. 

Many of the great names of Weimar cinema – Fritz Lang, F.W. Murnau, 
Billy Wilder, Ernst Lubitsch, and Josef von Sternberg (to name a few) – fled 
Nazi Germany. The Paul Kohner Talent Agency, set up in 1938 in Holly-
wood, became critically important in providing affidavits and other impor-
tant pieces of official documentation to bring German directors and actors 
to the United States. By the late 1930s, the greatness of Weimar cinema 
had vanished. In Germany itself, films were all about propaganda and Nazi 
kitsch. But in Hollywood, none of these directors, save Wilder and to a cer-
tain degree, Lang, achieved the heights they reached in their Weimar days.

We will discuss three films: M and The Blue Angel are among the best films 
produced in Weimar Germany, and we will then discuss a film made in 
Berlin three decades after Weimar’s demise—One, Two, Three.
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M
Premiered: 1931
Director: Fritz Lang (b.Vienna 1932, d. Los Angeles, 1976)
Starring: Peter Lorre, Otto Wernicke, Gustaf Gründgens, Ellen Widmann

M, the first feature with sound by Austrian-born Fritz Lang (1931), tells the 
story of a Düsseldorf child murderer, played by Peter Lorre. Decade after 
decade, this film has placed among the best films ever made, and it is still 
riveting today (it can be found on YouTube, in high definition).

M is very much a police procedural film, with Chief Inspector Lohmann 
(Otto Wernicke) slowly piecing together the identity of the child murderer. 
But he has competition: because little girls are being murdered, the po-
lice have literally shut down Düsseldorf’s criminal underworld. Pickpockets 
can’t lift wallets, burglars are arrested on sight, prostitutes are forbidden to 
ply their trade. With the underworld frozen out of business, it’s the crimi-
nals who search for the murderer, find him (his name is Beckert) and then 
try him.

Aside from its dramatic camera angles and very Bauhaus interiors, M is 
one of the first films to delve into psychology. When Peter Lorre, brilliantly 
playing the murderer, is brought before the underworld judge and jury, he 
shrieks at them, “You know why you do what you do. I don’t know why I do 
what I do.” As monstrous as he is, Lorre turns Beckert human, which was 
no small task.

Lang wrote the film script with his wife, Thea von Harbou, and the film was 
a success from its outset, although the New York Times complained that 
all that expense and fine filmmaking should not have been devoted to the 
story of a murderer. 

Although Lang’s mother had converted from Judaism to Catholicism when 
her son was ten-years-old, once the Nazis came to power, Lang realized 
that conversion would count for nothing. His wife, however, was drawn 
to the Nazis, became a member of the party, and the two divorced before 
Lang fled first to Paris, then to Hollywood. There he would go on to make 
more than twenty films, many of which defined film noir. Most of them 
were forgettable B pictures, and he never reached the peaks he had scaled 
in his Weimar years. Lang died, like so many Weimar giants, in Los Angeles, 
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in 1976.

Lazslo Löwenstein was born in Slovakia in 1904, began working in pup-
pet theaters in Vienna. By the time he arrived in Berlin in the 1920s, he 
had changed his name to Peter Lorre. Lorre, also a Jew, fled to Holly-
wood and found himself a niche of playing heavies and neurotics and the 
wily Japanese detective, Mr. Moto. His best-known roles paired him with 
the corpulent Sidney Greenstreet (they played in nine films together) and 
sometimes Humphrey Bogart. Lorre played in both The Maltese Falcon and 
Casablanca. At five foot five, bug eyed and with a lisp, Lorre was no one’s 
idea of a leading man, and in later years, he became obese. In the late 
1950s he played a series of films with Boris Karloff and Vincent Price, all 
past their prime, but he worked until the end. Lorre died in 1964.

the Blue angel 
Premiered: 1930
Director: Josef von Sterberg (b. Vienna, 1894 d. Los Angeles, 1969)
Starring: Marlene Dietrich, Emil Jannings, Kurt Gerron

The Blue Angel is an emotionally unrelenting portrait of a man whose con-
suming love for a cold, manipulative woman leads to his moral descent 
and ruin. Dr. Immanuel Rath (Emil Jannings), is a repressed, middle-aged 
high school professor who decides to confront Lola Lola (Marlene Diet-
rich), a cabaret singer, about her “bewitching” his students. He is captivated 
by the sensual, carefree Lola Lola, and continues to return to the Blue An-
gel to be with her. Soon, he is the object of ridicule, and, in an attempt to 
protect her honor, marries her. We next see Professor Rath several years 
later, where unemployment and humiliation have taken their toll on the 
once dignified teacher. He is disheveled and broken, hypocritically selling 
provocative pictures of his wife to the cabaret patrons (an act he earlier 
promised would never happen while he is with her). He is subjected to in-
creasingly degrading circumstances, culminating in a pathetic clown act in 
front of his former colleagues and students. The Blue Angel is a devastating 
film about the cruelty of love...and fate.

The film was based on Heinrich Mann’s novel Professor Unrat, which cri-
tiques the upper class educational system of Wilhemine Germany and ac-
cordingly the mentality of the average German. By 1930 Germany was still 
in catastrophic debt, growing more unsettled, and on the verge of col-
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lapse. Thus, The Blue Angel “echoe[d] the cynicism and hopelessness of 
the times. As a result, the story is extremely caustic and unforgiving: the 
desperate voice of a country in turmoil.”6 It also depicts the conflict be-
tween order and debauchery. The nightclub atmosphere is in conflict with 
the rules and demands of society and offers an escape into sexual free-
dom. It is a liberating but unforgiving atmosphere. 

While The Blue Angel charts the professor’s downward path, the real life 
stories behind the credits are just as bleak. Josef von Sternberg (the noble 
‘von’ was pure invention) was a Jew from Vienna educated in Austria and 
the United States. Moving to Germany, he began working with Marlene 
Dietrich and this is the film that launched her career. Both Sternberg and 
Dietrich left for Hollywood and made several more films together, their last 
in 1935. Sternberg’s autocratic, bullying ways earned him few friends; his 
films failed at the box office and after 1952, his film career was over and 
he spent years teaching film at UCLA, where he never tired of showing his 
films to students. He died at the age of seventy-five. 

Marlene Dietrich’s career could not have been more different. Her rise to 
stardom soared for years, and when her film career faded after the 1940s, 
she turned herself into a singer and cabaret performer. During the Sec-
ond World War, she tirelessly performed for Allied troops, earning herself 
the French Legion of Honor and the American Medal of Freedom. Dietrich 
spent the last eleven years of her life as a recluse in Paris.

Some in Germany called her a traitor, even when, in 1992, she was interred 
in a Berlin cemetery. Much of her estate was sold to a German foundation, 
and thousands of photographs and other memorabilia became part of the 
permanent collection of the Berlin Film Museum.

The two males leads in the film traveled radically different paths. Emil 
Jannings won fame for being the first actor ever win an Academy Award 
(1929). His star rose after his role in The Blue Angel, and unlike his co-stars, 
Jannings chose to remain in Germany. He became an enthusiastic sup-
porter of the Nazi party and enjoyed making films that Josef Goebbels 
especially liked. At war’s end, Jannings went to meet his American inter-
rogators, clutching his Oscar. It didn’t help. He “retired” from acting, dying 
five years later, in 1950. Jannings’ Oscar lives on, and can be seen in the 
Berlin Film Museum.
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Kurt Gerron, who was Jewish, fled with his family when the Nazis came to 
power: first to Paris, then to Amsterdam. He was imprisoned in Thersien-
stadt. Ironically, like his former co-leading man, Gerron also got a chance 
to make a film for the Nazis, not that he had a choice. He was the director 
for a propaganda film that showed the Jews in Theresienstadt were actu-
ally living quite well. The film was never released or seen publicly, and only 
bits of it have surfaced over the years. Once the film was completed in the 
summer of 1944, Gerron and his crew and most of those in the film were 
sent directly to the gas chambers of Auschwitz.

one, two, three
Premiered: 1961
Director: Billy Wilder
Starring: James Cagney, Horst Buchholz, Pamela Tiffin, Arlene Francis

It seems odd for us to recommend a big budget Hollywood film completed 
three decades after Weimar, but One, Two, Three is important for several 
reasons. By 1961, nearly all (or perhaps all) the other Weimar-trained direc-
tors and actors, who had sought refuge in Hollywood, were washed up or 
forgotten. As stated above, Sternberg was reduced to showing his films to 
college students; Marlene Dietrich had to take to the stage since she could 
find no more film work; and even Fritz Lang’s B-movie career had dried up. 

Back in 1920s – early 1930s Berlin, while these three mega stars burned 
bright, Billy Wilder, then in his twenties, was just starting to spark. He cut his 
celluloid teeth by writing screenplays, including a well-received Emil and 
the Detectives. In 1933 he fled to Paris where he directed his first film, then 
landed—feet first—in Hollywood. He wrote screenplays for Ernst Lubitsch 
and others, and finally had his directing debut in the early 1940s. 

By the late 1940s and through his later career, Wilder wrote (usually with 
Charles Bracket and/or I.A.L. Diamond) and directed some of the finest 
films made in Hollywood—and the most cynical: Double Indemnity, Sunset 
Boulevard, Witness for the Prosecution, Lost Weekend. 

In Sunset Boulevard, for instance, the film opens with a corpse being pulled 
out of a swimming pool, and the corpse (William Holden) narrates the film. 
In Lost Weekend, an alcoholic Ray Milland, about to collapse with delirium 
tremens, tries to hock his typewriter on the lower East Side of New York—
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on Yom Kippur. And no one who watched Some Like It Hot will forget the 
last scene. When Joe E Brown proposes marriage to Jack Lemmon (who is 
in drag,) and Lemmon confesses he’s actually a man, Brown replies, “No-
body’s perfect.”

One, Two, Three was shot in Berlin in the summer of 1961, only weeks 
before the Berlin Wall went up. It’s Cold War jokes are embarrassingly stale, 
but the film works because One, Two, Three was Jimmy Cagney’s last 
starring role (he had a minor and forgettable part in 1981’s Ragtime), and 
he brings to this film the snap, delivery, and timing that made him one of 
America’s greatest comedians, actors, and dancers (watch how he moves 
on the balls of his feet). Having a great script to deliver his lines with made 
the job that much easier.

The set up is a classic Hollywood pitch, but with a twist: it’s boy meets girl; 
boy knocks up girl; boy goes from working class hero to capitalist pig. 

Cagney plays the regional director of Coca Cola in divided Berlin, and the 
company’s president sends his ditzy daughter to him for vacation. Unfortu-
nately, the daughter, played by Pamela Tiffin, gets impregnated by a hard-
line Communist firebrand, played by young German heart-throb Horst 
Buchholz. Cagney has twenty-four hours to a) convince Buchholz to give 
up being a revolutionary and become a capitalist, b) find a down-and-out 
aristocrat to adopt him, and c) pass Buchholz off as a German count and 
businessman to his new father-in-law.

The film is great chaotic fun, with plenty of swipes at Prussian heel clicking, 
no one remembering the recent past, and the film does provide a window 
on how Americans perceived the Soviet Union then.
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fine art

The art produced in Weimar Germany is nothing short of spectacular, 
and some of the finest and most innovative artists produced their work 
in Berlin, Munich and other cities. paul Klee, Wassily Kandinsky, 

Historian Peter Gay – also a Berlin-born Jew whose family fled in 1939 for 
America, where he became a scholar of political science and history- sites 
three distinguishing periods: The first, from November 1918 to 1924, a time 
of “revolution, civil war, foreign occupation, political murders, and fantastic 
inflation, was for art a time of experimentation; Expressionism ruled politics 
no less than it did painting…” The period from 1924 to 1929 saw the stabi-
lization of currency, the decrease of political violence, as well as a grow-
ing reputation abroad. “New Objectivity” (Neue Sachlichkeit) characterized 
the art world. This was a mode of expression that emphasized objectivity, 
coolness, and soberness. The years 1929 to 1933 witnessed the beginning 
of the end. Unemployment took a disastrous turn, civic parties fell apart, 
and political violence increased. Art became less critical and more a reflec-
tion of reality. Right-wing propaganda began taking center stage, inspired 
by the changing political climate. The artists who were successful in the 
early years of the Republic were eventually forced into silence.7

Artistic responses to the First World War and to the political and social 
life of the Weimar Republic were expressed in differing – but all equally 
powerful – styles. The Berlinische Galerie presents Weimar era art in four 
different movements. Avant-Garde after the First World War exemplified a 
revolutionary spirit. The damage wrought by war and the politics that made 
war possible inspired desires for a radical new beginning. The November-
gruppe, an artists’ group founded in 1918, supported social revolution in 
Germany and allied themselves with the November Revolution. Much of 
the work reflected the expressionist tendencies established before the war: 
although it overlapped with other artistic movements, Avant-Garde works 
often contained abstract shapes and symbols, which come together to 
startle the senses. Notable artists: Max Pechstein, Wassily Kandinsky, Lionel 
Feininger, Paul Klee, Otto Freundlich.

The Constructivist movement served as a link between Eastern and West-
ern Europe. Constructivism developed in Russia as an ideological rather 
than aesthetic movement. The belief in art as a practice to be used for so-
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cial purposes was inspired by the spirit of revolution and the rise of Com-
munism in Russia. In the visual arts, Constructivism often took the form 
of geometric shapes and bold colors, which together depict alternative 
spatial realities. In the 1920s Germany was a center for international Con-
structivism. 

Dadaism emerged in response to World War One. The artists who came to-
gether to form this movement were against the spirit of a European society 
that had created and tolerated war. Placing themselves in stark opposi-
tion to mainstream culture they fancied themselves anti-artists, producing 
non-art. Their absurdist approach eschewed all rules, blending farce and 
honesty, realism and surrealism, as well as two and three dimensions. Many 
of the works were assemblages of found objects, newspaper clippings, and 
paint. Notable artists: El Lissitzky, Aleksandr Rodchenko, Kurt Schwitters, 
Hannah Höch, Max Ernst, Jean Arp.

Rather than attempting to represent society, the New Objectivity opted to 
portray a cruel reality. Neue Sachlichkeit – as it is called in German – throws 
the world into an unsympathetic light, rejecting the idealistic tendencies in 
the artistic styles of its predecessors. This style veered towards realism – 
but a cynical and ugly version of the real. Many of the works included in this 
category are portraits or depictions of social and street life. The wounded 
veterans of WWI, the unemployed, the desperate and destitute, debauched 
nightlife, and corrupt politicians were common subject material. Notable 
artists: John Heartfield, Otto Dix, Max Beckmann, George Grosz. 

Three Weimar-era works on display at the Berlinische Galerie are show-
cased below.

otto freundlIch – dIe Mutter, 1921
Born: July 10, 1878. Died: March 9, 1943.

Freundlich was born into a Jewish family in the German province of Prus-
sia. After abandoning his study of dentistry, Freundlich started studying Art 
History in 1902. He visited Florence in 1906 where he discovered his talent 
in painting and sculpture, and began taking private art lessons. In 1908 he 
went to Paris where he lived for a while with Pablo Picasso. There Freun-
dlich developed a penchant for the abstract. In 1914 he returned to Ger-
many and later became a member of the expressionist Novembergruppe. 
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In 1919 he was active in organizing the first Dada exhibition in Cologne. He 
returned to Paris in 1924 where he continued to work. As the Nazis came 
to power in Germany, Freundlich’s work was defamed as “degenerate.” His 
sculpture The New Man (1912) was featured as the title image in the Nazi 
catalogue, “Degenerate Art.” After the official start of the Second World 
War, he was arrested and interned in France as a German citizen. Thanks 
to instigation from Picasso, he was set free by French authorities. He fled 
to the Pyrenees in 1940 but in 1943 was denounced as a Jew and arrested. 
German occupation forces transported him to Majdanek where he was 
murdered upon arrival. 

Though not one of his most famous pieces, Freundlich’s Die Mutter (Moth-
er) exemplifies his frequent use of color systems, which come together to 
create a complementary composition. His harmonious combinations of 
color are also said to be reflective of his belief in “cosmic Communism.” 
Throughout the 1920s, Freundlich also worked in stained glass, which in-
fluenced his color experimentations in his paintings. During this time, many 
male painters frequently used “the mother” as a motif in their works. The 
figure of the mother was a symbol laden with political and social mean-
ing and was used by both the political Right and Left as a way to address 
social issues and express cultural values. The body of the mother was the 
landscape upon which questions of health of the nation, changing gender 
roles, political and economic decay, as well as collective morality were 
played out. 

otto dIx – the Poet Iwar von lücken, 1926
Born: December 2, 1891. Died: July 25, 1969

Dix was born into a working class family in the city of Gera, in the Eastern 
German state of Thuringia. He grew up in a household that stressed an ap-
preciation for the arts and encouraged his creativity. From 1910 to 1914 Dix 
attended the School of Applied Arts in Dresden where he studied art history, 
the works of the Old Masters, as well as late Impressionist and Expressionist 
work. At the outbreak of World War I, Dix voluntarily signed up for service. 
He was active in the field artillery on the Eastern and Western fronts. Dur-
ing this time he composed many works depicting the experience of war. 
He was greatly traumatized by his service in the war, which is reflected in 
his work. After the war he returned to Dresden and continued his studies 
at the Academy of Arts and began a career as a freelance artist. Dix was a 
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founding member of the Dresdener Sezession Gruppe of 1919, an Expres-
sionist collective. During this year he also began working with the Berlin 
Dadaists and took part in the First International Dada Exposition of 1920. 
In the early 1920s, Dix completed what would become one of his most 
famous pieces, Der Schützengraben (The Trench) (1923)– considered one 
of the most important anti-war paintings. After living for three years in the 
Western city of Düsseldorf, he moved in 1925 to Berlin. He took part in the 
traveling exhibition, Neue Sachlichkeit. His work during this time was very 
critical of German society and featured depictions of violence, destitution, 
and prostitution. Of this period, some if his most famous works include 
Metropolis (1928), and Portrait of the Journalist Sylvia von Harden (1926). 
In 1927 Dix returned to Dresden where he was professor at the Academy 
of Arts until the Nazis removed him from his position in 1933. His paintings 
The Trench and War Cripples (1920) were part of the Nazi “degenerate art” 
exhibition. Dix remained in Germany throughout the war. He was arrested 
once in 1939 for supposed involvement in the plot against Hitler, but he 
was later released. He remained in East Germany after the Second World 
War. Although he considered himself an outsider, was often the recipient 
of honors and awards from both Germanys. He died of a stroke in 1969. 
Today Dix is considered one of the most iconic painters of the Weimar era. 

Dix was famous for his portraits. However, rather than simply create real-
ity, he depicted his subjects in a pessimistic, oftentimes cynical, light. The 
images are sometimes harsh, but they go beyond offering a mere like-
ness of particular subject and reflect aspects of Weimar life. In his work, 
The Poet Iwar von Lücken, Dix does not offer an ennobling depiction of 
the poet. The downtrodden appearance of von Lücken combined with the 
bare room and ominous sky reveal the misery of the poet’s situation. Iwar 
von Lücken – only known to a wider a public because of Dix’s (and Oskar 
Kokoschka’s) depiction of him – was the last in the line of a Baltic aristo-
cratic family. The death of his father in 1923 left him impoverished. He was 
unable find success or material wealth through his work. The details of his 
life and death in 1935 are unknown. His short collection of published po-
ems remains unrecognized. 

felIx nussBauM – the fantastIc square
Born: December 11, 1904. Died: August 2, 1944.

Nussbaum was born in Osnabrück into a Reform Jewish family. In 1922 
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he began his studies at the Academy of Applied Arts in Hamburg and in 
1930 continued his studies in Berlin. His father, an amateur painter, was a 
great supporter of his son’s talents. Nussbaum’s work was very success-
ful in Berlin and was featured in many exhibitions. As the Nazis came to 
power, he was living in Rome. Realizing he could not return to Germany, 
Nussbaum remained in exile, finally ending up in Brussels in 1937. After the 
Nazi invasion of Belgium in 1940, Nussbaum was arrested and sent to an 
internment camp in the Pyrenees. His time in the French camp had a great 
effect on his paintings and he continued to work there. He requested the 
French authorities to be transported to Germany, and during the trip was 
able to escape. Nussbaum returned to Brussels where he and his wife lived 
in hiding. The work he produced during that time is reflective of the misery 
of the situation. In July 1944, Nussbaum and his wife were discovered in an 
attic by Nazi forces. They were immediately arrested and sent first to the 
Mechelen Transit Camp and then ultimately to Auschwitz where he was 
murdered a week after arrival. Nussbaum’s most famous pieces come from 
his time interned and in hiding including Self Portrait with Jewish Identity 
Card (1943) and Triumph of Death (1944).

Nussbaum achieved fame in Berlin for his 1931 painting, Der tolle Platz. 
The scene, set on Pariser Platz before the Brandenburg gate and the Acad-
emy of Art, is an ironic portrayal of the Berlin art scene around that time. 
The members of the Academy of Arts were considered to be the most 
important artists in the country. Despite taking on a few “modern” artists, 
they were mostly uninterested in the younger artists and their experimental 
techniques. In it he is blatantly critical of the Prussian academy, which was 
suffering from intellectual inertia. Despite his critique, the painting won 
him great acclaim and a scholarship to study at the Deutsche Akademie 
Rom Villa Massimo in Rome. 
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DorotheenStaDt Cemetery

Founded in 1762, the Dorotheenstadt Cemetery contains the gravesites 
and honorary headstones for a number of important German figures. 

heInrIch Mann wrIter
B. March 27, 1871 Lübeck. March 11, 1950 Santa Monica

Heinrich Mann was the first child of the affluent Mann family (his brother, 
Thomas Mann, was born in 1875). After attending Gymnasium in Lübeck 
and a short-lived book trade apprenticeship in Dresden, Mann went to Ber-
lin. From 1890-92 Mann volunteered at the S. Fischer publishing house in 
Berlin while studying at the Friedrich-Wilhelms University (now the Hum-
boldt University). He spent the next years traveling around Europe, often 
accompanied by Thomas.

In 1904 he published one of his most well known works, Professor Unrat, 
which offers a caricature of the middle and upper-class educational sys-
tem in Wilhemine Germany. It was later adapted into the well-known film, 
Der blaue Engel, with Marlene Dietrich. After his brother published his text 
Gedanken im Krieg (1915), declaring himself a German nationalist, Heinrich 
broke off contact with him. Heinrich associated himself with the Social 
Democrats and declined to participate in the First World War. At the end of 
the war he published his most successful book, Der Untertan – a critique 
of ultra-nationalism. 

During the Weimar era Mann joined the group, Aktvismus, a pacifist-social-
ist group with ties to Expressionism. In 1928 he moved to Berlin and in 1931 
became president of the poetry section of the Prussian Academy of Arts. 
In 1932 and 1933 he signed, along with artist Käthe Kollwitz and scientist 
Albert Einstein, a call to the Communist and Social Democratic Parties to 
join forces against National Socialism. 

He left Germany for Nice in 1933, the same year the Nazis revoked his Ger-
man citizenship. In 1936 he obtained Czechoslovakian citizenship and in 
1940 went into exile in the United States. 

He was named president of the German Academy of Arts in East Berlin 
1949. But before he was able to return to Germany, he died in Santa Mon-
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ica, California in 1950. In 1961 his urn was sent to Germany and buried in 
the Dorotheenstadt Cemetery in Berlin. 

hanns eIsler coMPoser
B. July 6, 1898 Leipzig. D. September 6, 1962 Berlin.

Hanns Eisler was born in to a Jewish father and Lutheran mother. In 1901 
the family moved to Vienna. His father was a socialist and his older brother 
and sister later became active members of the Communist Party. From a 
very young age he expressed an interest in and talent for music. He began 
composing pieces – despite the fact the family could not afford a piano – 
from early on.

During the First World War Eisler was drafted into the Austro-Hungarian 
Army. He was punished twice for disobeying orders. Eisler’s experience 
during the war intensified his socialist sentiments and inspired antiwar 
compositions.

After the war Eisler became a pupil and close friend of renowned Viennese 
composer, Arnold Schoenberg. Through his connections with Schoen-
berg, he became very active and successful in the Viennese music scene.

In 1925 Eisler moved to Berlin, where be began experimenting with the in-
tersections between socialism and music. Much to Schoenberg’s chagrin, 
he promoted a more popular and less “elitist” style of music. He started 
working with agitprop and workers’ choruses. He composed proletarian 
Kampfmusik and started experimenting with pieces for the stage. In 1929 
he began his collaboration with singer, actor, and communist, Ernst Busch. 
Together they composed very political workers’ songs. 1930 was the start 
of Eisler’s collaboration with Bertolt Brecht. He worked on compositions 
for Brecht’s theatre pieces and together they composed protest songs. 

In 1933 the Nazi Party banned his music. Eisler immediately went into exile, 
traveling around Europe for a number of years and eventually settling in 
New York in 1938. There he taught composition at the New School and 
moved to Hollywood, where he continued his collaboration with Brecht 
and wrote the scores for a number of films. However, he was soon placed 
on the Hollywood blacklist for his Communist affiliations and underwent 
interrogation by House Committee on Un-American Activities. 
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In 1948 he was deported (Woody Guthrie wrote a song, “Eisler on the Go”) 
and his parting words were: “I leave this country not without bitterness and 
infuriation. I could well understand it when in 1933 the Hitler bandits put a 
price on my head and drove me out. They were the evil of the period; I was 
proud at being driven out. But I feel heart-broken over being driven out of 
this beautiful country in this ridiculous way.” 

Eisler settled in East Berlin and composed the rather stirring East Ger-
man national anthem. He still collaborated with Brecht and enjoyed some 
success during his early years in the GDR. His later years were, however, 
marred by depression, heavy drinking and he died of a heart attack in 1962. 
He is now buried in the Dorotheenstadt near Bertolt Brecht.

John heartfIeld
B. June 19, 1891 Schmargendorf. D. April 26, 1968 Berlin.

John Heartfield was born Helmut Herzenfeld. As a child, he moved with his 
family from Germany to Switzerland to Austria after his father was impris-
oned for blasphemy. In 1905 he started an apprenticeship as a bookseller 
in Wiesbaden, which was followed by his studies at the School of Applied 
Arts in Munich from 1908 to 1911. In 1912 be began working as a commer-
cial artist in Munich, but not finding this work satisfying, he continued his 
studies at the Arts and Crafts School in Charlottenburg, Berlin. He was then 
called for basic military training in 1915, during which time he met artist, 
George Grosz. 

Herzfeld legally changed his name to John Heartfield in 1916 as a protest 
against German nationalism. Then in 1918 he joined the Communist Party. 
He started working as a typographer for a number of publications, during 
which time he became very active in the Dada scene. Heartfield is remem-
bered as one of the founding members of the Berlin Dadaists. Much of his 
work was featured in the First International Dada Exhibition. He was best 
known for his photomontages, which were often quite political. He worked 
with poet, journalist, and satirist, Kurt Tucholsky, on a picture book entitled 
Deutschland, Deutschland über alles. In the early 1930s Heartfield began 
making photomontages for the publication Arbeiter Illustrierter Zeitung 
(Workers Illustrated Newspaper). 

In 1933 the SA raided his apartment. Heartfield left immediately for Czecho-
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slovakia. From Prague he sent his work to oppositional, Communist and 
leftwing publications in Germany. After the invasion of the Sudetenland, 
Heartfield left for Great Britain. There he spent time in an internment camp 
as an “adversarial foreigner.” 

In 1950 he left for East Germany and lived in Leipzig until 1956. Because 
of his time in England, he was denied membership in the Socialist Party. 
He moved to Berlin where he became a member of the German Acad-
emy of Arts. Despite various honors and recognitions, such as the National 
Prize for Art and Literature, Heartfield’s photomontages were never really 
accepted in East Germany. After struggling with years of heart issues, he 
passed away at the age of 76 in East Berlin. 
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Weimar repuBliC timeline

9 November 1918

A Republic is proclaimed amidst the 
German November Revolution. This 
follows a series of revolts, mutinies, 
and strikes that breaks out due to out-
rage over Germany’s military decisions 
near the end of the war.

10 November 1918

Kaiser Wilhelm II abdicates as King of 
Prussia and Emperor of Germany.

11 November 1918

End of World War I. Facing defeat, Ger-
many calls for an armistice. 

January 1919

Spartacist Uprising, a worker’s uprising 
and general strike led by Rosa Luxem-
burg and Karl Liebknecht.

8 January 1919

SPD member Friedrich Ebert suppress-
es the uprising by sending members of 
the Freikorps in to attack the workers. 
Luxemburg and Liebknecht are killed. 
This marks the end of the November 
Revolution. 

28 June 1919

Germany signs the Treaty of Versailles. 
The treaty calls for Germany to accept 
responsibility for the war, demobilize, 
concede territory, and pay reparations. 
Many Germans view this treaty as a 
humiliation and view those who signed 
it as betrayers of the nation.

11 August 1919

The constitution to the Weimar Re-
public is drafted in the city of Weimar 
under the leadership of the Social 
Democrats.

9 November 1919

The Weimar Republic is officially pro-
claimed. It is Germany’s first democ-
racy. 

24 February 1920

The Nazi Party is founded. 

13 March 1920

The Berlin Kapp Putsch. This is the first 
attempt by a right-wing organization 
to overthrow the Republic. 

24 June 1922

Walter Rathenau assassinated. Rathe-
nau participated in the negotiations for 
the armistice at the end of the war. He 
was the Republic’s foreign minister. He 
was murdered by right-wing national-
ists who hated him for his participation 
in the Treaty of Versailles and for being 
both a democrat and a Jew.

30 December 1922

500,000 Marks equal 1 US Dollar.

5-6 November 1923

Berlin riots against hyperinflation. 
Responding to the economic misery 
on account of hyperinflation, 30,000 
people riot in Berlin. Many Jewish-
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owned businesses were a target of the 
riots, as many blamed the Jews for the 
situation, falsely believing that they 
controlled the German economy. 

8 November 1923

Hitler’s Beer Hall putsch in Munich. 

16 November 1923

Hyperinflation reaches an all-time 
high. Money loses nearly all worth. 
4,200,000,000 Reichsmarks equal 1 US 
Dollar. 

1 August 1924

Introduction of the Dawes Plan. In-
ternational loans, primarily from the 
United States, are sent to Germany to 
help stabilize the economy and end 
hyperinflation. 

26 April 1925

General Paul von Hindenburg be-
comes president, following the death 
of President Friedrich Ebert. 

8 September 1926

Germany joins the League of Nations. 
This is seen as a step towards being 
recognized as a member of the world 
community and recovering from the 
First World War. 

27 August 1928

Gustav Stresemann signs the Kellogg-
Briand Pact, an international agree-
ment against the use of war to resolve 
conflict. 

28 October 1929

The Wall Street market crashes. Ameri-
cans ask Germans to repay loans given 
to them under the Dawes Plan within 
90 days. Many German companies 
were forced to go bankrupt and mil-
lions of workers lost their jobs. 

31 July 1932

Elections – Hitler and his Nazi Party 
earn 38% of the votes: the majority. 

31 October 1932

5 Million Germans are unemployed, 
causing waning support for the Re-
public. 

30 January 1933

Hitler is named Chancellor. Hitler 
passes the Enabling Act, granting him 
plenary power (complete control). He 
eventually dismantles the Weimar Re-
public.

1  Kaes, Anton and Martin Jay, “Cinema from 
Expressionism to Social Realism,” The Weimar 
Republic Sourcebook. Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1994. 617.

2  Ibid.

3  Ibid.

4  Ibid., 618.

5  “Decadent Shadows: The Cinema of Weimar 
Germany.” Harvard Film Archive. http://hcl.har-
vard.edu/hfa/films/2010octdec/weimar.html. 
July 7, 2013.

6  “Josef von Sternberg: Der Blaue Engel 1930.” 
Strictly Film School. http://www.filmref.com/di-
rectors/dirpages/vsternberg.html. July 7, 2013.

7  Gay, Peter. Die Republik der Außenseiter: 
Geist und Kultur in der Weimarer Zeit 1918-
1933. Frankfurt am Main: Fischer Verlag, 1970. 
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introDuCtion

When we speak about the Kindertransport, we refer to the rescue of ap-
proximately 10,000 Jewish children from Germany, Austria and the Czech 
Republic to the United Kingdom between 1938 and 1939.

The first Kindertransport from Berlin departed on December 1, 1938, the 
first from Vienna on December 10. In March 1939, after the German army 
entered Czechoslovakia, transports from Prague were hastily organized. 
Trains of Polish Jewish children were also arranged in February and August 
1939.

The last group of children from Germany departed on September 1, 1939, 
the day the German army invaded Poland and provoked Great Britain, 
France, and other countries to declare war. The last known transport of 
Kinder from the Netherlands left on May 14, 1940, the day the Dutch army 
surrendered to Germany. Tragically, hundreds of Kinder were caught in 
Belgium and the Netherlands during the German invasion, making them 
subject once more to the Nazi regime and its collaborators. 

Upon arrival in Great Britain, the Kinder were sent to prearranged foster 
families and those without prearranged foster families were sheltered at 
temporary holding centers on the coast of East Anglia – Dovercourt near 
Harwich. In the end, many of the children for whom no home could be 
found were placed on farms or in hostels run by the RCM [Refugee Chil-
dren Movement].

From the moment of their arrival, the children struggled to maintain con-
tact with their parents. At first, letters between parents and children flowed 
fairly easily, and many were filled with hopes and plans for reunion. The 
beginning of the war in 1939 meant the end of this dream. In addition, 
the German government restricted the delivery of mail to and from Jews, 
forcing parents and children to rely on intermediaries or the Red Cross. In 
1942 many stopped receiving letters for reasons they could not understand 
until later.

In 1940, the British government ordered the internment of 16-to 70-year-
old refugees from enemy countries – so-called “enemy aliens.” Approxi-
mately 1,000 of the Kinder were in internment camps, and around 400 
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were transported overseas to Canada and Australia. About 1,000 German 
and Austrian teenagers served in the British armed forces, including com-
bat units. 

Most of the Kinder survived the war, but only few were reunited with par-
ents who had either spent the war in hiding or survived the Nazi camps. 

Source: Jewish Virtual Library, Kindertransport.org
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the VienneSe StorieS

hannah fIscher
Born in Vienna, 1925

“My father was arrested at the end of March 1938. They arrested and im-
prisoned him in the 20th district in a school on Karajangasse. Jews were 
collected there and deported to Dachau. My father was on the so-called 
‘Prominententransport’ to the concentration camp Dachau on 1 April 1938. 

My brother and I never saw our father again. By the time he was released 
from the concentration camp we were no longer in Austria. 

Our mother brought us to Westbahnhof. I can remember that even back 
then I knew exactly: I am coming back! I still carry this feeling with me. We 
knew that our mother would follow in two or three weeks, but we didn’t 
know that she had sent us earlier because she was afraid that war would 
break out and we would be lost. Many children had to go to England with-
out their parents, and they never saw them again. Luckily we were not yet 
as wise as we are now. My mother had already cleared the apartment, tak-
ing no furniture, only bedding and other such things. She distributed our 
things amongst friends, since it was clear that if my father were released, 
he would not be allowed to enter the apartment. My mother did follow 
us two or three weeks later after she left a permit for my father with the 
English embassy. 

Maybe it was because of this permit that my father was released from 
Dachau, but as soon as he was back in Vienna again – that was in July or 
August 1939 – the British embassy didn’t actually exist any more. My father 
stayed in Budapest illegally for a time, but he was deported and returned 
to Vienna. In September 1940 he was successful in getting on one of four 
ships trying to reach Palestine illegally. The journey was very dramatic. 
The crew went on strike, demanding more pay, so after more than three 
months my father reached the harbor at Haifa. After a short stay in the in-
ternment camp Atlit near Haifa, the British transported the refugees, who 
had just narrowly escaped death, by ship to Mauritius. 

In London we were collected by the ‘Jewish Committee for Refugee Chil-
dren’ and brought to Deal. Deal is a small city on the coast near Dover. 
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There was a so-called children’s home there that was overseen by a Mr. 
Howard. Mr. Howard was the director of a single-class ‘hedge school.’ He 
had a large house with a big garden. He lived in this house, which was 
called ‘The Glack,’ with his wife and two children and also took in refugee 
children whose parents had paid, and others, like us, who were sent by 
the committee. He made a big difference between the children with pay-
ing parents and the children from the committee. Those of us from the 
committee needed to help in the household and garden. The others were 
absolved of this duty. I washed linnen, made beds and from time to time 
helped in the kitchen; Rafael worked in the garden. That agitated us of 
course. Mr. Howard was a very authoritarian personality. He took us along 
with him to school in order to demonstrate to us how he reigned over a 
flock of children. He would rap the children on the fingers in front of us to 
show us what happens if we don’t comply. Mrs. Howard was a somewhat 
friendlier woman who tried to meet our wishes – in regards to food, for 
example. 

There was also a dance class in the children’s home that Mr. Howard had 
arranged for the youth with a dance teacher. Since more boys than girls 
came, we girls needed to leave the home for dance class. We didn’t want 
that, we were still too young. But the worst was when Mr. Howard granted 
us the ‘honor’ and called upon us to dance. He was a heavy pipe-smoker 
and stank of smoke, and dancing with him is one my worst memories. That 
took away my desire to dance for the rest of my life. 

In Vienna my brother had had no English lessons. I had learned English for 
three years and could communicate. My brother, who in England took the 
name Erwin since he was always called Ralf instead of Rafael, which an-
noyed him, remained silent for two months. He spoke German, but didn’t 
say a single word in English. After two months he spoke perfect English.

Exactly at this time we went to the ‘Central School,’ which was the main 
school. My brother went to the boys’ school and I went to the girls’ school. 
At that time the English system was organized in such a way that much 
less was taught in the girls’ school than in the boys’ school. For example, 
girls didn’t learn Algebra in mathematics, whereas Erwin was plagued with 
Algebra. But I could help him, since I had learned well in Vienna. 

My German and History teacher, Miss Billings, took an interest in me and 
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took me under her wing. She gave me books and, to this day, I still have 
some from her. Because of her, my stay there was much more bearable as 
we were unhappy in the home. 

Our mother was in London, but she worked in a household and couldn’t 
visit us. Of course we would moan about it in our letters to her, but it was 
no use, she couldn’t have us with her, it would have been impossible. 

After a year, our stay in Deal came to a dramatic end. One day my brother 
needed to help in the garden and something happened that wasn’t to the 
satisfaction of Mr. Howard, and so he took him to task. Mr. Howard was 
cross and gave my brother a smack on the ear. We weren’t used to any-
thing like that. Mister Howard was a small man, and my brother, seemingly 
large and strong, hit back. In the end this event was a great fortune, as 
there were then legitimate grounds for why we should be quickly sent to 
London. However, that was the end of our life together as Rafael went to 
a home for boys and I to one for girls. Of course my mother spent her free 
afternoons with us. She would collect us from the homes and we’d go to-
gether for a bite to eat or a walk in the park, and then she’d bring us back. 

For us kids, the acquisition of English was easy, but for older people, like 
our mother, it was a problem. Once, for example, my mother, my brother 
and I were out on the street. My mother was able to speak a little Eng-
lish and had learned more in the mean time, but we could speak it better 
of course. We were annoying her with profanities and she wanted us to 
stop and said to us with full conviction: ‘Oh, pipe up!’ That only added 
to our amusement. Amongst the emigrants there developed the so-called 
‘Emigranto.’ It was a mixture of German and English, like, for example, the 
sentence: ‘Ich hab schon meine Schule gechangt.’ [‘Gechangt’ from the 
English ‘changed’ rather than the German ‘gewechselt’– ‘I have already 
changed my school’]

Mrs. Dr Gellner, a German and the director of the girls’ home in London, 
had a mentally handicapped son. Michael couldn’t go to school. I befriend-
ed him and began to give him lessons. That was the beginning of my ped-
agogical career. I decided to involve myself professionally with children, 
after I had given up my actual dream of becoming a doctor because of 
emigration. When I passed the entrance exam for a public school in Bristol 
– the Badminton School for Girls – and left London, I handed over Michael 
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to my former Latin teacher in Vienna, Mrs. Dr Klein-Löw, who had saved 
herself in 1939 by becoming a maid in London. She supported him further. 

These ‘Public Schools’ are not ‘public’ schools, rather very expensive 
schools for the children of the well off. My school was a renowned and 
very progressive school. There were a number of emigrants, of whom I 
was the youngest. We had a lot of opportunities to play sport; there was 
a swimming pool, a tennis court, hockey pitches and much more. As the 
bombing of Bristol became too dangerous, the school was evacuated to a 
former hotel on the north coast of Devonshire in Lynmouth, a small fishing 
town. It was a very wild and very beautiful place. I remember that the hotel 
was near the coast and we would always look down to the sea; the slope 
to the sea was grown over with rhododendrons. I’ve never seen anything 
like it since – such a large sea of rhododendrons. We went for many walks 
there. These walks were organized in such a way that a student from one 
of the upper classes was responsible for a group of three to five students in 
one of the lower classes and we would often discuss politic, 

On Sundays there was either church or a Quaker meeting. The Quakers 
collected in a large room; they didn’t pray, instead someone suggested a 
theme. If it worked it would be taken up and talked about. It would always 
degenerate into a political discussion, which was of course not the inten-
tion of the host. I either went to these Quaker meetings, or I would go 
for a walk. There was nothing for Jews, since there were too few Jewish 
students. 

At the beginning of June 1941 I already had my tests behind me and left 
school with the Cambridge School Certificate. If one had achieved a par-
ticular grade average, one would also receive the London School Certifi-
cate and could study both at Cambridge and in London. In 1946 the Min-
istry of Education in Vienna recognized my credentials as a certificate of 
qualification for university matriculation. 

My brother was in the boys’ school and attended for another year. Then 
he began with an apprenticeship as a precision mechanic in a large fac-
tory in London. The part of the factory where he worked was evacuated to 
Cheltenham, where he stayed for a rather long time. He attended evening 
classes and became an engineer. Afterwards he worked in a small factory 
in Wales and eventually became director. The war had already ended by 
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then. In London he married Rosslyn, the daughter of a Jewish toy-maker, 
and after the wedding he worked in her father’s factory. They had two sons, 
Lorenz and Robert, whom he once brought to Vienna to visit me after the 
war. 

After her work as a maid, my mother worked as a hospital cook. She earned 
more there than in the household. She could do it because in Vienna she 
would set up a sort of large canteen during the Jewish holidays. After two 
years – she was already over fifty and the work was physically difficult – 
she got an office position. While she was working in the office, she rented 
a small flat. I lived with her there in London after I successfully finished 
school. 

At the Jewish community I was told that I had the chance for a position 
in the household where I would learn everything one needs for the man-
agement of a good household. That was kilometers away from how I had 
imagined my future. I left the committee very depressed and ran into a 
friend of my mother’s in the street. She said to me: ‘Listen, I’ve heard that 
Anna Freud has opened a children’s home in Hampstead and is looking for 
young caretakers. Why don’t you go to her?’ I had no idea who Anna Freud 
was, but children – that sounded good. So I looked through the telephone 
book and then went to 20 Maresfield Gardens, which was Anna Freud’s 
address, and knocked on the door. A woman, obviously the maid, opened 
the door and said in her best English: ‘Wat du yu wont’ – through which I 
immediately knew that she wasn’t English. She was Paula Fichtl from Sal-
zburg, who had been a maid for the Freud family in Vienna. Although she 
wasn’t Jewish, she emigrated with the Freud family. I said that I would like 
to speak with Miss Freud and was invited to return the next day. On the 
next day I was led through Anna Freud’s library, which was also Sigmund 
Freud’s library, her father. This library was a large room, rather dark with a 
few totems that he had acquired. He was interested in such things. Two 
women were sitting in the room, one of whom was Anna Freud, a very im-
posing figure with very interesting eyes, a long skirt, and traditional Austrian 
costume shoes. The other woman was Mrs. Burlingham, a colleague and 
long-time friend of Anna Freud. Anna Freud conducted an interview with 
me about my family, my story, my education, and asked why I wanted to 
work with children. Mrs. Burlingham remained silent and smiled at me en-
couragingly. After a two-hour conversation Anna Freud said that I should 
come to 5 Netherhall Gardens the following day. I would be taken on as a 
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‘trainee’ for work with the children at the home. I would be able to live in a 
house there and receive a bit of pocket money. 

The home was financed by the American foundation ‘Foster Parents Plan 
for War Children,’ and every month Anna Freud needed to send a report 
about the work with the children, who ranged from infants to five-year-
olds. At that time, children in England were sent to school after five years. 

For over two years I worked and learned in the children’s home. The per-
sonnel were organized in such a way that each department had a manager, 
under whom the ‘trainees’ worked. The majority of the children had par-
ents who were without an apartment; they had perished or were bombed 
out. These homeless children then slept in a ‘shelter’ – and that was a 
catastrophe. They were often sick, we collected and brought them to the 
home. For older children, there was also a home in the countryside. The 
younger children were to stay in London because, Anna Freud said, these 
children still needed contact with their families even if it was very limited. 
This was at the time when planes were arriving every night; all the children 
needed to sleep below in the shelter. The older children in the countryside 
were spared from all that. 

I experienced a lot in those years with Anna Freud. They were – based on 
Gorki, I used to say – ‘my universities.’ I learned more about children there 
than I did later in Vienna at the university. My mother would claim that my 
world was covered with diapers, because I was so absorbed in this work. 

After about two years I looked for other work, since always being the 
youngest was beginning to irritate me. I was appreciated as a colleague, 
but wanted to finally manage my own group. 

At first I went to a woman who had started something like a large family, 
but the methods she used weren’t what I had imagined. Everything sound-
ed quite good in theory, but looked completely different in practice. Then 
I had luck as nursery-school teacher in the Austrian kindergarten at the 
Austrian Centre. The TV-journalist Toni Spira, the singer Lena Rothstein, the 
mathematics professor Walter Fleischer and many other emigrant children 
went to this kindergarten. It was a fantastic group, and something became 
of all of them. Because of their background, many were extraordinarily tal-
ented; most of them had Jewish parents. As the Germans were shooting at 
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London with V2-missiles, the kindergarten was evacuated to Scotland for 
a year. Scotland was very interesting for me. It was another landscape and 
the people were very nice to us. 

During this time I was already a communist, but not a member, only a can-
didate. I wasn’t a party member because I wasn’t accepted. I was always in 
a group where much was discussed. Together we would read the history 
of the CPSU (Communist Party of the Soviet Union) and comment on it. 
My mother criticized the party and didn’t agree with many things. For ex-
ample, she didn’t agree that it was said that Tolstoy was a traitor. She was 
also very critical of Stalin and believed that he had Kirov killed. She was also 
never accepted into the party. In the Austrian Centre we worked on plans 
for organizing remigration to Austria and were convinced that Austria was 
only waiting for us to return as quickly as possible. 

Upon my return to Austria in September 1946, my mother relocated to my 
father in Palestine some months later. He lived in Petach Tikva and at that 
time already had a nursery and a small shop. He brought plants from Mau-
ritius and was certainly happy to devote himself to this work. I don’t exactly 
know if that was his life’s dream – we never spoke about it – I also don’t 
know if my father, after all of his experiences, ever again was the man that 
my mother had known. They lived together in Israel until 1952; he had his 
small flower shop and nursery, and she worked as a translator. “

kItty suschny
Born in Vienna, 1924

“As the Germans invaded in March 1938, everything was covered with Nazi 
flags. They had already been hanging the day before. One can’t say that all 
Austrians were Nazis. I say that only in rage, since there really were a lot. 
There was a lot of unemployment at that time, and great poverty because 
of it.

At the end of June 1938 my brother, who was 18, fled illegally to Switzer-
land. He wasn’t alone. A man with the SS helped him and said: ‘Run now,’ as 
soon as it was safe. His flight was successful. Later it became really difficult 
to get to Switzerland. When my brother was in Switzerland my mother said 
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to me: ‘you also need to get out of here, it doesn’t matter how.’ My mother 
believed that no one would do anything to her, because my father hadn’t 
done anything to anyone, was well liked, and besides, had been an officer 
in the First World War. That was, of course, a deadly mistake. 

At first my best friend Ilse and I wanted to go to Palestine. We went to the 
Palestine Bureau on Marc Aurel Strasse, where we submitted everything. 
Unfortunately it cost money and my mother didn’t have much anymore. 
The pension was becoming smaller and smaller. I also didn’t have any 
money. My friend and I then went through Beserlpark to the waterfront. 
There Mrs. Maurer and Heinzi came to us and said: ‘Go immediately back 
to the Jewish Community Centre, there is a Kindertransport to England 
there.’ That was after the 10th of November, 1938 [Reichspogromnacht]. I 
responded: ‘I don’t have any papers with me.’ But Mrs. Maurer had already 
been to my mother’s and had my papers. My mother didn’t come because 
she had very poor eyesight – she had glaucoma. It couldn’t be operated 
on in those days. Mrs. Maurer went with us to the Community Centre and 
signed us up for the transport to England. We needed to have a physical 
examination. They tried to sort people out. 

We were 1,000 children; it was already the second Kindertransport to Eng-
land. My mother said: ‘don’t go to England. Go to Holland. Then you can 
come back on foot. Take a little wagon, a farmer will drive you for a bit or 
you walk home. You won’t be able to get back over water.’

No one was allowed to give anything to the children, so that the transport, 
heaven forbid, wasn’t put in danger. It was strictly forbidden. But Ilse had 
jewelry and some money. She had hidden it and I only found out about it 
in England. Back then one received two pennies for a Mark. The Mark was 
worth nothing. My mother would have been able to follow, but by then it 
was unfortunately already two weeks too late. In the last weeks before the 
war the English were not allowing any more people in. She would have 
been able to work with a German cook for an English family in Liverpool. 
The English family already had contact with the Home Office, but it was 
already 1939, shortly before the start of the Second World War. It was too 
late.

At first we lived on the coast in Dovercourt in a summer camp, with bunk 
beds on each side. They put us there in winter. It was a cold winter. It was 
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the first time it had snowed in 20 years. 

Everyday people arrived who wanted to take children. They wanted to 
adopt little blond boys up to two years old. Most of the small children had 
older siblings, but they didn’t want to take them. But some also took along 
an older child. 

One day Mrs. Jacobs from Manchester came seeking ten girls from age 14. 
I said to Ilse: ‘Come, let’s go to the dog selection, maybe she’ll take us.’ At 
that time I already found it shocking. They all wanted smaller children or 
else youths already capable of work. But at 14 one isn’t yet fit for work. She 
wanted us as maids, but one is too young for this work at 14. 

Mrs. Jacobs brought us to Manchester. We were taken to a pub. Then peo-
ple came and had a look at us. We had numbers, upon which our names, 
ages, and other information about us was written. A Mrs. Burns from 
Southport, a doctor’s wife, suggested that she would take me because my 
father was a doctor. I felt quite honored! My friend Ilse went with Mrs. Ka-
plan, who herself had four children. She was very nice. Unfortunately Mrs. 
Burns didn’t have any children. She couldn’t have any and became so jeal-
ous of me that I had to go to another family. Then I was with Mrs. Royce, a 
large, energetic woman who also had no children, but was very nice. Her 
husband was a furniture dealer. Then the Jewish Committee set up a house 
for us in Southport. We were nine girls in the house; one girl got adopted. 
Other girls from Germany also arrived. 

We met the old Mrs. Marks from ‘Marks & Spencer.’ In 1939 she was already 
90 years old. She was very lovely, looked like an old Queen Mary, who 
spoke English and a little bit of Yiddish. I said that I couldn’t speak Yiddish 
and that my English also wasn’t good. To that she asked me, astounded: 
‘Did you not speak Yiddish at home?’ She looked after us. We were invited 
to her place to eat. Mrs. Marks was there for the founding of the Commit-
tee. Marks & Spencer spent a lot of money on us: linens and quilts, pillows 
and clothes. Mrs. Marks always made sure that we got new things. When 
something wasn’t good enough, it was exchanged.

At the home we received a Shilling for pocket money, with which we were 
supposed to pay for toiletries: toothpaste, toothbrush and soap – all from 
the single Shilling. We were four in a room and often bought a piece of 
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soap together. We also got jobs, but were paid very poorly because, as 
refugees, we were not officially allowed to work. They only gave us an 
eighth of a Pound. That was very little. 

We were in the Southport home until March 1940. Then we relocated to 
Manchester. 

I saw my brother again in 1940. The first thing I said as I saw him again was: 
‘If you hit me once more, then you needn’t ever visit me again.’ Thereupon 
he looked at me very strangely; he was already 18 after all. He had worked 
for a farmer, and after the war studied agriculture at the university in Vienna 
and became an agricultural engineer. 

Every month for as long as I could I wrote my mother two to three letters. 
At first the letters went through Switzerland, and then through America 
until America entered the war, and from 1942 through the Red Cross. One 
could only write 20 words in every letter. One day a letter returned: unde-
liverable. 

In her letters my mother begged my brother and me to make sure that she 
got out, otherwise she would be sent to where Josef and Walter Fischkus 
– they were relatives – were sent. They were deported to Nisko in Poland. 

When my brother and I were still in Vienna, we had to give up an apart-
ment in our house. Then we lived with our mother in the larger apartment. 
My mother had to move out of this apartment. At the end she was in the 
1st district, in Lazenhof. There were four women in a room. That was her 
last address: Lazenhof 2/Door 13. The Jewish Community owned these 
buildings. Jews were relocated there and then from there they were de-
ported. On 22 May 1942 my mother was deported to Minsk [Malwine Pistol 
was deported to Maly Trostinec near Minsk on 20.5.1943 and murdered on 
26.5.1942. Source: DÖW- Database].

In Manchester we lived in a Bed and Breakfast that had been rented to the 
Jewish Committee. The owner was Mr. Ackermann, also a Jew. It was a 
two-storey house. Below there was an air-raid shelter with bunk beds. My 
friend Ilse and I signed up as air raid wardens. We had helmets and dark-
blue uniforms with gold buttons. If sirens went off, we walked to the base. 
The Germans began bombing Manchester during Christmas on 1940 – 
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the harbors, the churches, even the horseracing tracks in the area, where 
the dog races also took place. Bombs also landed on our street. There 
had been an open space where the children always played football. The 
next day there was suddenly a great hole. There were missiles that skid-
ded along the length of the street and destroyed all the houses. People 
went under the stairs in their homes, since there weren’t so many air-raid 
shelters. Then the German planes stopped coming to Manchester; it was 
too far for them. 

The collapse of France was in June 1940. That’s when the English began 
detaining people. They said that Austrians were also German, since after 
Hitler’s invasion there was no more Austria. But the majority didn’t even 
know that. There were also gentiles who had fled for political reasons. They 
were also interned. I was just 15 years old; at 16 they also detained women. 
My brother was interned for nine months. First in an old factory in Man-
chester, then he was taken to the Isle of Man. Refugees were also sent to 
Australia and Canada where they were interned. They wanted to get rid 
of them; they just weren’t needed. After nine months my brother was re-
leased from internment. Then he worked in the country and could register 
for the English military. 

In Manchester I had begun working in an export office that exported tex-
tiles to Africa, and then I had a position in the office of a steel factory. My 
friend Ilse moved in with an English family and worked as an elevator girl at 
Henry Brothers, a small department store. After the war her parents got in 
touch with her. The Maurer family survived the war. 

In October 1946 I went back to Austria. My brother arrived in December. I 
went immediately to Vienna.”

lIllI tauBer
Born in Vienna, 1927

“I didn’t experience any anti-Semitism until March 12th, 1938 [Anschluss]. I 
was 11 years old and attended the grammar school. Andrea, the daughter 
of a non-Jewish doctor, picked me up at my parents’ place every morn-
ing, and we went to school together. Back then everyone went on foot; 
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it wasn’t a long walk anyway. We were good friends but after March 12th 
she stopped hanging out with me –from one day to the next. It was hor-
rible for me; I was just a child and didn’t understand why. As it turned out 
later she had brothers who had been Nazis illegally a long time before the 
Anschluss.

Everything changed. Our shop was aryanized, and my father was advised 
to sell our house. He did, but we were allowed to stay until he found a new 
home for us.

This happened during the summer holidays. I was supposed to go back 
to school in September but I wasn’t allowed to go to the regular grammar 
school any more. The Jewish community in Wiener Neustadt continued to 
exist a bit longer, and a school was set up in the prayer house, which was 
close to the big, beautiful synagogue. When I still went to grammar school 
our religious classes took place in the prayer house, which could be heated 
in winter.

I remember November 10th, 1938 [Reichspogromnacht] very well. It was 
a Thursday, the sky was cloudy and it was about 10am when someone 
came into the classroom and started whispering into our teacher’s ear. 
Afterwards the teacher told us to go home, saying that something was 
going on. My parents were surprised that I returned from school so early. 
At about 11am the doorbell rang and the Gestapo arrested my father. They 
took him along with them.

They took us to the synagogue. All Jewish women and children from Wie-
ner Neustadt had been brought there and were searched for money and 
jewelry. They had to hand in everything; the SA deprived them of all their 
belongings. Mrs. Gerstl, my friend Trude’s mother, didn’t want to sign a pa-
per saying that she would hand over her house, so they beat her until she 
did sign it. I witnessed all of this. At nightfall they led us into the synagogue. 
The floors were covered with hay and they gave us Torah blankets to cover 
ourselves up. We were locked in for three days. The synagogue had a yard 
with an iron gate facing the street. There were people outside the gate 
watching, and people from Wiener Neustadt looked on with amusement 
as we Jewish children had to go round in circles.

We never returned to our house; all our possessions had been stolen.
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My father turned out to be in the police prison on Elisabeth promenade, 
where they had crammed all Jewish men that had been arrested. He later 
told us that it was horrible, and that there wasn’t even enough room to 
sit down. Then they made their choice about who would be brought to 
Dachau, and who would be allowed to go home. My father and Uncle Ad-
olf stood next to each other. My father was told that he could go home, my 
uncle was deported to Dachau concentration camp.

There was only one subject of conversation among Jews at the time: ‘How 
do we get away from here?’

My brother fled to Palestine with an illegal transport in October 1938. After 
that I never saw him again. Traveling was expensive and we both didn’t 
have enough money to travel after the war.

No one cared about school any more. Uncle Gottfried had connections 
with the Bnei Brit lodge, a Jewish social organization. Bnei Brit means 
‘Children of the Covenant’, and those lodges exit all across the globe. Back 
then they helped to save the lives of Jewish children. The procedure was 
such that someone had to guarantee that the child wouldn’t be a burden to 
the British state. Children who had such a guarantee received a permit and 
were allowed to emigrate to England with a Kindertransport but without 
their parents. There were girls, boys and even babies in these Kindertrans-
ports - it’s hard to imagine what it was like today.

I only realized how courageous my parents were later, when I already had 
children of my own. It must have been terrible for them to bring me to the 
railway station. I was excited back then and understood that it was better 
for me to go away. I wasn’t angry with them for sending me away. At the 
time I didn’t even think of the possibility that I may not see my parents 
again.

Each child had a red plate with a number put around its neck. A plate with 
the same number was put onto each child’s suitcase. That’s how I arrived 
in England. I didn’t speak a single word of English. Three children from our 
convoy were dropped off at the train station in London and taken into a 
hostel from there. The hostel belonged to the Bnei Brit lodge, and there 
were mainly children from Germany there, so everyone just spoke German.
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I had been raised religiously. Our superintendent in England was strictly 
orthodox and forced us to live an orthodox way. We weren’t even allowed 
to brush our teeth on Saturday, and had to pray after every single meal. She 
was horrible. There was a girl called Lotte Levy, who came from a strictly 
orthodox family in Cologne. Her father was a shammash. However, due 
to the pressure of our superintendent she completely broke away from 
religion.

In August school started in England, or rather, one day we were just told 
that we had to go to school. It was a regular school and children were sub-
mitted to classes appropriate to their age. I was the only émigré in my class 
and didn’t know a single word of English. It was horrible. First, everyone 
looked at me as if I was somehow spectacular. The teacher had probably 
explained to the other students who I was, but as I said, I didn’t understand 
English. The teacher did her very best to teach me a little bit of English.

One or two weeks later the war began [1 September 1939]. We were sent 
to live in the country, in Cockley Cley, with a certain Lady Roberts. She be-
longed to the English landed aristocracy and wasn’t Jewish. She was about 
50 or 60 years old, very nice and concerned for our well-being. She knew 
what was happening to Jews and had enough money to help a lot of them. 
She owned a large plot of land and employed many farm workers who also 
lived there. It was a huge asparagus farm, and many people worked for 
Lady Roberts and lived on her estate.

There was no school in the village so all the children went to school in 
Swaffham, the nearest bigger city. Our teachers from London had come 
with us, and Lady Roberts arranged for a little cottage with two rooms to 
be transformed into classrooms. None of the teachers knew German, so I 
learned English pretty quickly.

When we moved to Lady Roberts’ estate our cook came along. She was 
strictly kosher and got her own kitchen. Lady Roberts made sure that she 
would get kosher meat and so on. Lady Roberts received a certain amount 
of money for each child that she took on. She gave what remained from 
that amount to us, children, and we could use that money to go to the 
cinema.

Mr. Harry Watts was Jewish and the owner of a barbershop in London. We 
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all called him Uncle Harry. He was always there for us emigrant children 
and took care of us in a really touching way. He was a member of the Bnei 
Brit lodge. He took us on trips. I especially remember a trip to Brighton, a 
seaside resort. I wrote a letter to my parents in which I described in minute 
detail what I had seen, what the sea was like and where we stopped for a 
break. Uncle Harry bought clothes for us because we quickly grew out of 
our old clothes, and he also gave us pocket money. Once he came with a 
truck and brought us all new boots. We all loved him dearly.

In 1942 I was 15 years old and returned to London, where I lived in again 
in a hostel from the Bnei Brit lodge. I wanted to learn a profession. I had 
apprenticeship in a tailor’s shop and became a dressmaker. I worked as a 
dressmaker in London until I returned to Austria.

I wasn’t officially informed that my parents had been killed and always 
hoped that they would still live somewhere. I first learned about places like 
Auschwitz in 1944, at the time of Rosh Hashanah, when they spoke about 
it in the British Parliament. It crossed my mind back then that my parents 
might not be alive any more. My parents’ life gradually became harder: As 
a qualified tailor, my father managed to earn some money in the begin-
ning. He worked for the ‘Damen und Herrenkleiderfabrik Richard Kassin’ in 
Vienna’s 1st district from September 4th, 1940 to February 21st, 1941. My 
parents were deported on February 26th, 1941. I don’t know where they 
were murdered. I just know that they were brought to the Opole ghetto in 
Poland from Vienna on February 26th.

I own a large number of letters, which my parents wrote to Aunt Fany, 
Aunt Berta and my grandmother from the Opole ghetto before they were 
murdered. Aunt Berta gave me a little leather suitcase after the war, which 
included all the documents and letters she had collected before Aunt Fany 
and my grandmother were deported. That way all these valuable docu-
ments were preserved.

Apart from these letters, my father also sent photos from Opole ghetto. 
Opole was a village that had been sealed off. Jews who lived there weren’t 
allowed to leave, and more and more Jews arrived. There was a bakery, 
a butcher’s shop, a barbershop, restaurants and a photo shop, just like in 
any normal village. However, nothing could be brought into the ghetto, 
so food soon became extremely expensive, and my parents depended on 
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help from their relatives in Vienna. It must have been very important to my 
father to have life in the ghetto captured on film. The Jewish photogra-
pher took pictures of everything my father told him to. My father inscribed 
things on some of the pictures and sent them to Vienna.

There was a communist organization called Young Austria in London, and 
all over England, for that matter. Young Austria had been founded by Aus-
trian patriots, who told us that we had to return to Austria after the war and 
help build a democratic state. I was young, and when you’re young you 
easily get enthusiastic about things, and that’s why I returned to Austria. 
Most of the children who came to England stayed after the war or moved 
on to America, but I returned to Austria in 1946. However, I wasn’t politi-
cally involved anymore in Austria.” 
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the CzeCh StorieS

IntroductIon
Sir Nicholas George Winton 

In 1939, the English stockbroker Nicholas Winton rescued 669 Czech chil-
dren from their doomed fate in the Nazi death camps, but his achievement 
went unrecognized for more than half a century. Because Nicolas Winton 
never mentioned his achievements, his story only emerged when his wife 
Greta came across an old leather briefcase in an attic and found lists of the 
children and letters from their parents. He hadn’t even told her of his role 
during the war.

Nicholas Winton, a 30-year-old clerk at the London stock exchange, vis-
ited Prague, Czechoslovakia, in late 1938 at the invitation of a friend at 
the British Embassy. When he arrived, the British team working in newly 
erected refugee camps asked him to lend a hand.

He spent only a couple of months in Prague but immediately recognized 
the advancing danger and courageously decided to make every effort to 
get the children outside the reach of Nazi power.

He set up office at a dining room table in his hotel in Wenceslas Square in 
Prague. Word got out of the ‘Englishman of Wenceslas Square’ and parents 
came to the hotel to try to persuade him to put their children on the list, 
desperate to get them out before the Nazis invaded. Winton managed to 
set up the organization for the Czech Kindertransport in Prague in early 
1939 before he went back to London to handle all the necessary matters 
from Britain.

Back in London, Winton immediately began organizing transports to get 
the children out of the country, cooperating with the British Committee 
for Refugees from Czechoslovakia and the Czechoslovak travel agency 
Cedok. Working day and night he persuaded the Home Office to let the 
children in. For each child, he had to find a foster parent and a 50 pound 
guarantee, in those days a small fortune. He also had to raise money to 
help pay for the transports when contributions by the children’s parents 
couldn’t cover the costs.
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In nine months of campaigning as the war crept closer, Nicholas Winton 
managed to arrange for 669 children to get out on eight trains, Prague to 
London (a small group of 15 were flown out via Sweden). The ninth train - 
the biggest transport - was to leave Prague on September 3, 1939, the day 
Britain entered the war - but the train never left the station. None of the 
children set to flee that day survived the following years. Later, more than 
15,000 Czech children were also killed.

Nicholas Winton resides in Maidenhead, Great Britain. He was honored 
with the title of Member of the British Empire (MBE) in 1983 for his chari-
table work with the elderly.

In Czechoslovakia, he was awarded the Freedom of the City of Prague, 
and on October 28, 1998, Vaclav Havel, President of the Czech Republic, 
awarded him the Order of T. G. Marsaryk in a grand ceremony in Hradcany 
Castle. In December 2002, Winton received a knighthood from Queen 
Elizabeth II.

The biography, Nicholas Winton and the Rescued Generation, by Muriel 
Emmanuel and Vera Gissing (Vallentine Mithchell Press) was published in 
2001. A Slovakian film entitled: Nicholas J. Winton - Power of Good is also 
in the works.

The Kinder he once saved, although many are now grandparents, still call 
themselves ‘Winton’s children.’ Among the children saved were Dagmar Si-
mova, cousin of the Czech-born U.S. Secretary of State Madeleine Albright. 
Lady Milena Grenfell-Baines, whose father, Rudolf Fleischmann saved 
Thomas Mann by assisting him to gain Czech citizenship for his self-im-
posed exile from Germany after the rise of Hitler. Joe Schlesinger, the CBC 
correspondent. Julius Sidon from California, the brother to Chief Rabbi 
Karol E. Sidon of the Czech Republic. Lord Dubs, a Member of Parliament. 
Hugo Merom, the ex-Israel air force pilot and consultant who specialises in 
airport planning. And acclaimed film director Karel Reisz. 

Nicholas Winton resides in Maidenhead, Great Britain. He was honored with 
the title of Member of the British Empire (MBE) in 1983 for his charitable 
work with the elderly, mainly the establishment of the Abbeyfield Houses.

 In Czechoslovakia, he was awarded the Freedom of the City of Prague, 
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and on October 28, 1998, Vaclav Havel, President of the Czech Republic, 
awarded him the Order of T. G. Marsaryk in a grand ceremony in Hradcany 
Castle. In December 2002, Winton received a knighthood from Queen 
Elizabeth II.

Winton was born to Jewish parents that converted and baptized him. He 
insists that his family background did not influence his actions in 1938. But 
because of his family background, Israel has never recognized him as one 
of the Righteous Gentiles at Yad Vashem. Not that it matters to Winton, 
for in his own words ‘I just saw what was going on and did what I could to 
help.’

The following three stories were told by Czech Interviewees who survived 
the Holocaust because of Winton’s transports.

Sources: Jewish Virtual Library, Nicholaswinton.org
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ruth halova
Born in Cesky Krumlov, 1926

“One fall day in 1938, I went to school as usual. I entered the classroom, 
sat down and began to take things out of my briefcase. But my classmates 
began chanting the slogan ‘Juden raus!,’ ‘Jews out!,’ so I stacked my things 
nicely back into my briefcase, and my Jewish friend Leo and I left the class. 
We were the only two Jews in the class. I remember telling him in front of 
the school: ‘The worst thing about it is that now we’ll stay dumb forever, as 
we can’t count on any more education.’

In Prague I began attending school again, while my sister didn’t continue 
her studies. She went to learn how to cook and bake pastries instead. But 
soon my school attendance was once again interrupted - on 15th March 
1939, a sign appeared on the school gates that there was to be no school 
until further notice. The Germans had arrived - Czechoslovakia was oc-
cupied. It was a cold, gray day, and the German tanks drew black lines on 
the snowy streets of Prague.

With the passage of time, my mom’s face grew more and more serious. I 
don’t know where, but somewhere she’d managed to find out that some-
one was helping Jewish children get into foster families in England. And so 
she took my sister and me to an office on Vorsilska Street to register us, 
then we stood in a long, long queue for passports, and on the last day of 
June I was leaving Wilson Station towards an unknown fate. I had the luck 
that one English family had decided to take me in. My sister also managed 
to get into England, and left on the following transport: the last one to 
leave Czechoslovakia.

On 1st July we arrived in London. It was by coincidence my mother’s birth-
day. Before our foster parents took us our separate ways, we were sitting in 
this large, green room, maybe a gym. We had name cards hanging around 
our necks, and I clearly remember my feelings, not so much of sadness or 
tragedy, but of absolute helplessness. This is how calves must feel, when 
they’re separated from the nourishment and protection of their mothers, 
put in human hands and at the mercy of human beings, I said to myself. 
My young friends gradually disappeared, leaving with their new parents to 
their new foster homes, until finally a few of us for whom no one had come 
remained in that whole big room. You can imagine the anxiety we little 
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pilgrims sitting on our suitcases felt.

When I was still back home in Czechoslovakia, I’d received a letter from the 
couple whom I was supposed to live with. So I knew that I was going to be 
living in Birmingham, with the Joneses. Unfortunately they didn’t manage 
to pick me up in London, so a young man came over to us and said: ‘Come 
along, young people, I’ll take you to the train and your families will pick you 
up in Birmingham.’ It was only years later, when I met him again, and knew 
who he was, that I realized that this young man had been Nicky Winton.

The Joneses were a very kind, older pair. They lived in the suburbs of Bir-
mingham, where they ran a newsstand that also sold all sorts of sweets and 
ice cream. Aunt and Uncle, as I called them, were very kind to me, and used 
to give me as much ice cream as I wanted. Another consolation for me was 
that the Joneses had a female German shepherd named Peggy at home. I 
could speak Czech to her, and she was the only one that understood me, 
even if no one else did.

Even though I’d studied some English basics before departure, my knowl-
edge was far from sufficient. And so I didn’t understand Englishmen at all, 
and they didn’t understand me. When the Joneses noticed how fond I was 
of Peggy, our home menagerie grew even bigger: a kitty and a parakeet 
joined it. Another person who tried to make my melding into the new en-
vironment as easy as possible was the butcher’s helper from the store next 
door. We were about the same age, and whenever he noticed my tears, he 
sat me in the sidecar of his motorcycle amongst the sausages and meat, 
and drove me around. He was also my first English teacher, and my English 
soon came to resemble his. The problem was that he had a strong Bir-
mingham accent, which of course I didn’t know, so my style of speaking 
must have chafed sensitive ears.

When my first school year in England was drawing to a close, my compul-
sory school attendance was also drawing to a close. Was this to mean the 
end of my further education? I didn’t want to accept the fact that for the 
rest of my life I’d be as dumb as I felt myself to be back then. The Joneses 
were planning to set up a little business for me in this little shop, where I’d 
sell cotton, wool and silk, and teach people to knit, crochet and embroider. 
I’d actually always liked handiwork, but the notion that all my life I’d just sit 
and embroider, or perhaps sell wool? Luckily, a solution was found.
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The Joneses wouldn’t have had the money to support me in some high 
school. Mrs. Evelyn Sturge managed to find the finances; she actually 
wasn’t a Mrs., but an older unmarried lady, who used to visit us emigrant 
children from time to time to see how we were doing. Once she simply ar-
rived, asked how things were, then stopped by at my school and then left 
again. A few days later a message arrived that I’m to move from Birming-
ham to Rugby, and that I’d be attending high school there!! It’s very moving 
to recall a person who made this possible for me.

In Rugby I lived with the Cleaver family. The man was named Eric, the lady 
Phyllis, and they had two children, Russell and Rosemary. Later, when I 
was already leaving them, they had a second son, Marcus, whose diapers I 
helped iron while I was still there. And they also had a beautiful longhaired 
smoky-gray cat, Smoky. But despite everything, taking care of an emigrant 
child on top of their own children was a burden for an average wartime 
English family. We didn’t go hungry, but food was rationed. And so it would 
happen that we, emigrant children, would be cared for by several families, 
and we’d shuttle back and forth between them. It was once every half-year 
or year, so not extremely often, but despite that, just when you finally got 
used to your new home, you’d have to move someplace else.

I lived like this with the Cleavers and Boags. Jack Boag was just 15 years 
older than I, and had married his wife Isabella shortly before I came to live 
with them. They lived in a gorgeous bungalow on the outskirts of Rugby, 
and the view from their dining room windows looked out over meadows 
and fields of ripe wheat. So that we could get our fill of that beautiful view, 
all three of us used to sit on the same side of the dining room table, and fed 
not only our bodies with food, but also our souls with beauty.

The town of Rugby lies not far from Coventry, and so when Coventry was 
subjected to destructive German air raids, Rugby had its share, too. It was 
always a very unpleasant experience, when German bombers were flying 
above our heads. Jack was a member of the fire department, and always 
when the air raid siren sounded, he’d take his safety helmet and flashlight, 
and go to work. In the meantime, Isabella and I would hide under the stairs 
to the attic, and knit scarves, gloves and socks for soldiers from scratchy 
khaki wool.

When, after several nighttime air raids, Coventry was almost razed to the 
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ground, the Boags brought over an older married pair from Coventry and 
their mentally ill daughter, who’d lost the roof over their heads. Because 
that lady was bedridden, Jack and Isabella even gave them their bedroom. 
And this isn’t the end of the list of new occupants of our house at that time. 
In England my sister Eva was attending a nursing school at the orthopedic 
hospital in Birmingham. At the time of the Coventry air raids, she was help-
ing out at the Rugby hospital, and the Boags arranged for her to live with 
us, too; she shared my tiny little room with me.

The Boags, like Miss Sturge and Mr. Albright, were Quakers. But besides 
that, they were also Methodists, so on Sunday we’d go to both services, 
and there was nothing unusual about it. I didn’t have any contact with any-
one from Jewish society; no opportunity to do so even ever came up. I 
know that some rabbis reproached Nicky Winton for having Christian fami-
lies raise Jewish children. Nicky’s answer was something along the lines of 
that perhaps they prefer a dead Jewish child to a Jewish child being raised 
in a Christian family, but he certainly doesn’t, and in that case they them-
selves should do something to save them.

I completed my studies at Rugby High School with an exam called the 
Oxford School Certificate. The Boags were moving to the country, and so 
once again I returned to the Cleavers. I of course tried to find work as soon 
as possible, so I wouldn’t keep burdening their family budget. My priority 
was work in a laboratory; I sent an application to several dozen of them, 
but with no success. It was wartime, and state institutions weren’t allowed 
to employ foreigners. And so I started working at a local drugstore.

When I was 17, I got the most beautiful birthday present. A letter from the 
Boags, who’d in the meantime moved from the country to London, tell-
ing me that I could again move in with them, and not only that: Jack was 
working at a hospital in Hammersmith, and had spoken with the head of 
the bacteriological department about me. They were urgently looking for 
a new employee for the bacteriological department just then, and the de-
partment head had decided to sidestep the law in my case, and give me the 
job! And I started working there, and was absolutely happy.

I left the laboratory with a heavy heart for Llanwrtyd Wells in the fall of 
1943, where, at a Czechoslovak high school of the boarding school type, 
I spent two years full of friendship, which I very much like to reminisce 
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about. We were a varied group: most of the students were children from 
the children’s transports, whose lives, like mine, had been saved by Nicho-
las Winton. Part of us were also children of soldiers and airmen who were 
serving in the British armed forces, or children of civil servants and high of-
ficials of the Czechoslovak government-in-exile. After two beautiful years, 
I graduated from there. It was May 1945, the end of the war.

We didn’t have much information about what was happening at home. 
Despite that, we suspected that it wasn’t anything nice. We were all living 
in uncertainty, as to what fate had befallen our loved ones, and to this day 
I remember the day when I found out about my mother. It was one of the 
most joyous days of my life. At the school they gave out mail during lunch-
time in the cafeteria. One May day I received a postcard written in pencil 
and with the first Czechoslovak stamp in six years. It was from one family 
friend who’d returned to his homeland as a soldier right after Victory Day, 
and met my mother in the Jewish ghetto in Terezin.

My boldest hope had been fulfilled, my most fervent prayer had been an-
swered. I lived through the next several weeks that separated me from my 
repatriation on 25th August and the subsequent reunion with my mother 
on the platform of the Usti nad Labem train station in some sort of trance, 
as if I was floating on a rose-colored fog of joy, and my feet were barely 
touching the ground. All I can clearly remember is that on that big day, I 
wanted to look my best, and wore a bright red beret, like Marshal Mont-
gomery wore, which flew off my head and rolled along the platform right 
when I flew into my mom’s arms. We met up in Usti nad Labem, which was 
more or less halfway between Prague and Teplice, where Mom was living 
after the war. At that time my sister was already at home, as a nurse she’d 
returned right after the war ended, and helped stop the typhus epidemic 
in Terezin.

What had been the fate of my family after I left for England? Almost all the 
members of my family were deported, except for Aunt Ida’s family, who’d 
managed to immigrate in time to the United States, Uncle Hugo’s family, 
who’d emigrated to Norway, and Grandma Marie Kohnova. Grandma died 
shortly after Mom’s departure, probably from sorrow, in the Jewish hospi-
tal in Prague’s Old Town. Alas, of those that went to Terezin, most also kept 
going, and so no one else from the family survived.”
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alIce klIMova
Born in Prague, 1928

“To this day I remember 15 March 1939 [the beginning of the occupation 
of the remainder of the Czech lands by Germany], it was a Wednesday 
and snow was falling. When we arrived by the water tower on Vinohradska 
Street, there were tanks sitting there. I’ll never forget what it’s like for a 
ten-year-old child to walk by tanks, when he has no idea why and what is 
going on, and now those muzzles are aimed at him. I walked by German 
soldiers; they had these hats with peaks on them. It didn’t make a pleasant 
impression, definitely not. 

My parents apparently did what they could to protect me from everything 
unpleasant. When the opportunity arose for me to go to England, they 
said with a smile, ‘That’s amazing, you’re so lucky, you’ll go to England, 
we’d like that too, you’ll go to the sea, for sure.’ They basically made it into 
something sensational for me, and I looked forward to it. Of course, not 
even they could suspect that we’d never see each other again and if they 
would have suspected it, I don’t know if they would have managed it. When 
it came down to the decision, whether they should or shouldn’t send my 
sister and me away, their best friends persuaded them to do it. They said, 
‘Look how they behaved to the Jews in Austria, what Kristallnacht in Ger-
many was like, you can’t expect anything good, let the girls be somewhere 
safe at least.’ 

Originally, only I was supposed to go to England. My sister was a mem-
ber of the ‘Rote Falken’ organization. Their leader traveled to England and 
made there a connection with a similar organization. Then he wrote a cir-
cular that here, in Czechoslovakia, there was a whole number of endan-
gered children that needed to get to England. He looked for people that 
would be willing to take some child in. I don’t know why, but age-wise it 
was limited from 10 to 16, I think. My sister was 16 and a half, so didn’t meet 
the conditions and I was supposed to go in her place.

When I was leaving, there was nary a mention of her going too. By sheer 
chance she managed to leave on the next transport, and all because she 
attended a German high school. Our parents sent her there so that she’d 
learn to read and write German properly. In 1934 some girl from Germany 
joined their class, whose father, a journalist, was jailed in a concentration 
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camp. My sister became friends with her, and she used to come to our 
place to visit, and in the summer would go with us to our summer apart-
ment. Her mother was a pediatrician, and after they released her father 
from the concentration camp, the entire family left for England.

When I arrived in England, they were waiting for me at the train station. 
Later it dawned on me that it must have been they who made it possible 
for my sister to come. The condition for the children’s transports was that 
each child had to have a place to stay. Because that lady was a doctor, and 
because when my sister arrived in England, it had already been arranged 
that she’d immediately begin studying at a hospital to be a nurse, so ap-
parently she must have been the one who organized it. And so my sister 
arrived right on the next transport after mine. 

Today I can still see the little girls clutching their dolls, the little boys clutch-
ing their teddy bears, and so on. Their fathers were trying, at the last min-
ute, to teach them some English word or something similar. And everyone 
always said: ‘Write, write!’ And then it was time to get on the train. I remem-
ber sitting by the window. Everyone had their necks craned out the win-
dow, and as soon as the train started moving, I saw that my father started 
weeping. He simply could no longer hold it in, no one had any idea of how 
long we were saying goodbye for. My last words to him were, ‘Dad, don’t 
blubber here and don’t embarrass me!’ That was the last thing I said to him.

The Prague leader of ‘Rote Falken’ was waiting for our group of about fif-
teen children with an English colleague of his, and then they took us to this 
camp in eastern England, where we were supposed to get acclimatized, 
so to say. 

My family consisted of young, pleasant, kind people who had a four-
month-old baby. I had my own beautiful and large room, which by then 
also had a bed. I learned the language relatively quickly, and even though, 
age-wise, I was supposed to be in Grade 6, I began attending Grade 5, 
because it was taught by the sister of the lady with whom I was living. She 
devoted herself immensely to me, especially after class, and so when, in 
May of 1940, I went to stay with another family in northern England, no one 
could believe that I wasn’t English.

This family lived near London, which meant that I could see my sister, who 
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was working in a hospital in London. I think that once every 14 days she 
had the entire day off and we’d get together every second Saturday. It was 
a short way by bus and then the subway, plus I paid half fare. The little tiny 
bit of pocket money that my sister got, she gave it all to me in order to 
make me happy. Either for the movies, for ice cream, or something like 
that. Years later I found out, that all that time she was always hungry in that 
hospital. But instead of buying something for herself, she invested every-
thing into me.

But then May 1940 came, and the man from the family I lived with had to 
join the army, so I could no longer stay there. They were expecting another 
child, they wouldn’t have gotten any support for me, and the support that 
soldiers got was so little that they could barely live on it themselves, and, 
on top of that, they had to pay a mortgage. So I had to move. At that time 
they also fired my sister from the hospital because she was a foreigner and 
all of a sudden she was literally out on the street. Later we found out that 
due to the poor conditions in which she lived, she got tuberculosis.

My next family was a childless pair in their forties, they were kind but simple 
people. I did have my own room, but their little house had no washroom. 
They used to go to some sort of public bathhouse. The town had a very 
strong Jewish community, which, when they learned that a Jewish child 
was living with a Gentile family, could not leave it at that. I had no problem 
with it. Due to their efforts, I ended up with another family, this time a Jew-
ish one. Which wouldn’t have been a problem, but they were really very 
Orthodox. They had emigrated either from Lithuania or Latvia in 1917, and 
now they were around 60. I wasn’t at all used to their lifestyle, I knew only 
the most important holidays and now this.

Once it happened that the building where we lived was bombed, and we 
had to move somewhere else. I didn’t see my sister very often, as the town 
where I was living was quite far from London. My sister didn’t have the 
money to come, so she wanted me to come see her, as I paid half fare. 
But this family said no way, London is also being bombed, we can’t take 
responsibility for that because if something happened, they were respon-
sible for me. And they kept saying no, no, it’s not possible. Until my sister 
apparently realized what the main reason was, and then wrote that some 
rabbi was living near her, with whom I could live, so that I could visit for 
Christmas. Suddenly it was possible.
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I was forgetting Czech. When I arrived for my visit, I spoke with an English 
accent, searched for words and so on. Because my sister had learned that 
there was a Czechoslovak state school in England, she arranged for me 
to start there. The school that I started attending had originally been set 
up for the children of government officials, soldiers and airmen, which is 
why there weren’t that many children in it at the beginning. Their numbers 
gradually started increasing, and so the capacity of the school at Henton 
Hall was no longer sufficient, plus it was in quite poor shape, which was the 
reason why we moved to Wales in the fall of 1943.

We were given a former hotel, which had now been converted to a board-
ing school. It’s hard to say exactly how many of us children were there in 
total. Someone would arrive, someone would leave, graduate, or if he had 
parents in England, they’d take him and put him into an English school for 
his last year, so that he’d learn at least a bit of English. I think that there were 
about 150 of us, but that’s an estimate. Recently we were discussing how 
many of us had been Winton’s children and someone said that it might have 
been about 25 per cent. It’s possible. Thanks to the fact that we were in that 
school together, we knew about each other. Nothing is known about many 
other children that Winton saved, and it’s hard to search something out.

The countryside there was beautiful. We barely knew there was a war going 
on, so we were protected in this aspect as well. But for a few exceptions, I 
think that everyone liked it there, we were very happy there. 

When school was out, we’d sometimes borrow a bike and ride around in 
the hills, especially on weekends. The countryside there is beautiful, gor-
geous. The property also had a lake, so it was nice for a walk of 20 minutes 
or so. We filled our free time quite varied, from dance parties, listening to 
gramophone records through various quizzes, plays, Czech ones as well as 
English, or discussions. We’d discuss various subjects from the equality of 
women to about what would be once we returned home.

Teaching at this school must have been very demanding. Not only were 
there no textbooks and the teachers had to write them themselves, but we 
had also arrived there with very different levels of knowledge. Children may 
be quick to learn, but they are even quicker to forget, so we’d forgotten a 
lot of Czech. What’s more, we were also all at different levels in different 
subjects. The school that I’d been attending before this one had very low 
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standards, and even though I’m not the studious type, there I excelled. 
There they taught only the most basic of the basics but here it was some-
thing different, and I had a lot of catching up to do. Even English each one 
of us spoke differently. The same went for history, geography and math-
ematics. So to meld all this was no easy task. Disregarding the fact that we 
were adolescents, far from our parents. Nothing immoral took place, but 
we did get up to all sorts of mischief.

We were able to stay in touch with our parents only for the first two months, 
up till the war broke out. Then we kept writing with the help of their friends 
in Holland, but it took a terribly long time for an answer to come back, plus 
not even a year later, Holland fell as well. Then there was also the possibility 
of keeping in touch via the Red Cross, but even including a so-called paid 
reply, you could write a maximum of 25 words. What can you fit into 25 
words? We’re fine, we’re healthy, and that’s about it. After our parents left 
for Terezin in November 1942, we had no more news of them.

I think that sometime around 1944, the English newspapers began writing 
about the cruelties taking place in concentration camps. But I guess youth 
has some sort of protective filter, and I simply couldn’t admit to myself that 
it could have anything to do with my parents. I wasn’t even sure whether 
they even were in a concentration camp. Overall, few people in English 
society believed that something like that could be possible. 

The return to Czechoslovakia was a complete shock, much worse than 
the departure for England. For one there was no one waiting for us, aside 
from my sister and me no one from our family had survived the war. My 
parents had been deported to Terezin, and my father had continued on to 
Auschwitz on 28th September 1944. But they didn’t take women into that 
transport. And all the while they had so desperately wanted to accompany 
their men! No one knew what awaited them in Poland, that is, aside from 
the fact that it was most likely even worse than in Terezin. They didn’t know 
about the extermination camps. My mother also wanted to follow my fa-
ther, and left on 1st October [1944]. Whether they met again, I don’t know, 
it’s more likely that when she arrived in Auschwitz, he was no longer alive.

It was my friend Vera who wrote me that Nicholas Winton was the one 
behind our transports. She then arrived here with a video cassette with that 
English program. A few of us got together here and watched it, along with 
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my daughter and grandson. And to my embarrassment I have to admit that 
they realized more than I did what it actually contained, contains, what it’s 
about. My grandson had just turned eleven, and although back then he 
didn’t know English yet, his eyes flowed with tears. My daughter as well, 
because she realized that it affected many children of her son’s age.

I met Mr. Winton for the first time in 1990, when we had a school reunion 
in Wales. He came there. By coincidence he lives not far from Vera, in Eng-
land, so always when I go there to visit her, I see him. He’s an enchanting 
man, who will be 97 in May [2006]. And he’s immensely mentally spry, ac-
tive, to an unbelievable degree. In May he may come to Prague again, the 
director Mr. Minac is preparing some sort of continuation of the film about 
Winton’s children, more of us have cropped up.”

dagMar sIMova
Born in Strakonice, 1928

“I remember how on that 15th March 1939 it was snowing, a terrible snow-
storm. And the Germans were driving across that bridge. I can still see it 
in front of me, how it’s cold, snowing, and the Germans are arriving in 
Strakonice.

The decision that I should go to England was taken sometime after the 
occupation. Then it all went lickety-split, I was supposed to leave on a 
transport in July [1939]. My sister was also supposed to go and we’d already 
been picked out by some family to live with them. But then my sister broke 
her leg, and what then happened is something I’ll never forgive my parents. 
They said that she couldn’t go anywhere with a broken leg and that she 
wouldn’t leave until the September transport, by the time she would be 
better again. As is known, the September transport never left. The family 
that I was supposed to live with backed off, they wanted siblings so that it 
would be easier, so then it was in some way arranged with my uncles, who 
were both already in England, and I was told that I’d go visit my uncles for 
the summer holidays, which I was terribly looking forward to doing. When 
I was saying goodbye to my parents and my whole family, I had no inkling 
of how things would end up, that I’d never see them again. I can’t imagine 
that my parents wouldn’t have been afraid for me, but doubtlessly their fear 
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was less than that of parents that had no idea of what was going to happen 
to their child.

When Grandpa sold his Litice shares, he divided up the resulting revenues 
among his three children. Uncle Jan was already in England, and because 
they knew that I’d be going there too, my mother transferred her portion to 
England too, and it was basically intended for me. It paid for the boarding 
school that I entered. There were a lot of boarding schools in England, for it 
was considered to be this better education, especially because the school 
I went to, was considered to be something posh, because Mrs. Churchill 
had studied there in her youth.

I loved it at that school. When I started, I knew almost no English, so they 
gave me to Jenny to look after. And she looked after me perfectly. Along 
with another girlfriend, Sheila, who was the granddaughter of some former 
premier. Those two girls were excellent, and Jenny and I are best friends to 
this day. When during Communism we weren’t allowed to leave the coun-
try, Jenny used to come visit me here. We have a cottage near Mirotice and 
she used to come to our cottage, which she really liked. My grandchildren 
have known her from birth, just imagine that.

Children in England started school at the age of five, not at six like here. 
I had to take some tests to see if I could be among children of my own 
age and because I did well, I even went a grade higher, so I was two years 
ahead. At school I learned English very quickly. The first year I still had a 
few problems, but on the other hand the entire class took advantage of 
this when they weren’t sure of themselves. They told me to hold things up, 
what I should ask the teachers about and I obliged them, gladly. I’ve got 
to say that my surroundings accepted me very well. The English are very 
friendly people.

Besides me, there was one other Czech girl, a bit younger than I, in the 
English boarding school. We weren’t supposed to talk to each other, which 
is why they put us each at different ends. But whenever it was possible 
we talked to each other anyways and decided that because we were ter-
ribly homesick, we’d return home because we wouldn’t stay in England 
any longer. The war was raging on, but we simply decided that we’d return 
home. We had planned that we’d hitchhike, she to Prague, I to Strakonice. 
We squirreled away cookies, because nothing else would keep, until the 
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day came when we said, ‘All right, tonight we’re taking off.’ And we took 
off. We crawled out of a window in the hallway onto a fire escape and 
that’s as far as we got. Someone saw us and nicely explained to us that this 
just wouldn’t do. It was sometime in 1939. There was no bombing yet; we 
didn’t even know what war looked like.

I was at that boarding school until 1944. Then, at the age of 16, I graduated. 
Their system is a little different from ours: each university has some high 
schools that fall under it that they take care of during graduation. In the 
spring university professors arrive and the students do the oral part of their 
graduation exams. Then in June written exams are sent to all the schools, 
and everyone writes them on the same day. And all summer you wait in 
suspense for your results, which aren’t published in the newspapers until 
August. Those that pass their exams with honors can register right away 
with a higher grade of high school graduation and go to university. This I 
managed, I had Oxford final exams, and now what? Though I was at board-
ing school, I didn’t forget my Czech, I stayed three times a year relatively 
long at my uncles’ home: a month at Christmas, a month at Easter, and two 
months during the summer. But my level of knowledge was at a 5th grade 
level. And because there was a Czech school in Wales, they put me there 
for that last year.

My uncle Josef in London associated with exiled Czech politicians, and I 
also met them occasionally. My uncle was in charge of the Voice of the 
Free Republic, Czech broadcasts, and when they occasionally needed a 
child’s voice, I went there to read. There I used to meet Ornest [Ornest, Ota 
(1912-2002), real name Ohrenstein. Czech theater director, translator] and 
Tigrid [Tigrid, Pavel (1917-2003), real name Schönfeld. Czech journalist, 
publicist and politician], who I liked very much, we were good friends. Jan 
Masaryk also used to visit them regularly; he was this big wisecracker. He 
often took part in debates on the English BBC, it was called Brain Trust, and 
he was better known through these debates than as a Czech diplomat. Liv-
ing on the floor below us was Prokop Drtina [Drtina, Prokop (1900-1980), 
Czech lawyer and politician], later a minister, and living with him was his 
niece, Sylvia Loewenbachova, who was my friend. I met Benes only once, 
by chance, and I was so stupid that I was too embarrassed to speak up.

In that Czechoslovak school they divided children into classes by age. 
That’s why I couldn’t go straight into oktava [8th year], but had to go into 



Kindertransport

124 The cenTropa Source Book

sexta [6th year]. Well, I didn’t learn much at that school, but it was abso-
lutely excellent there. For one, a lot of us children from that transport met 
up there again; we hadn’t seen each other since the transport. And then 
the relationship between students and professors was completely differ-
ent, because they were in charge of us 24 hours a day. There were some 
attendants that were supposed to keep an eye on us outside of class hours, 
but basically it was all up to the teachers. Some of them weren’t much old-
er than we were. For example, we really liked our Czech teacher. His wife 
had accompanied us on the transport, she was already 19, so she couldn’t 
go as a child, but due to some lucky circumstance she succeeded in leav-
ing as well. She then worked as a guardian at that Czech school, and mar-
ried the Czech teacher, who taught there. While still in England they had a 
daughter, Marenka, and so when the two of them wanted for example to 
go to see a movie, we were happy to babysit her. That’s the kind of rela-
tionship we had with them. This little Marenka is the mother of Pavel Zuna 
[Zuna, Pavel (b. 1967), up to 30th June 2006 moderator and manager of 
several TV Nova projects], who works at Nova [the most-watched Czech 
commercial TV station].

We didn’t have any information about what was going on at home. We 
were able to keep in touch with our parents only up until the war broke out. 
Then for some time it was still possible through friends in Switzerland, but 
soon not even this. During the last years of the war news of the horrors that 
were going on here gradually began to filter through. Right after the war 
ended there were lists from the Red Cross that came, but they were unreli-
able and a person didn’t find out much from them. I found only my mother 
in them, that she’d died while still in Terezin, where there were still relatively 
well-kept records. With those that had continued on it was worse, we had 
only very scant information at our disposal. I found out gradually what had 
happened to my family. When I was returning to Czechoslovakia, I knew 
only what had happened to my mother, otherwise nothing.

I actually returned as soon as it was possible, with Uncle Josef’s family on 
the first repatriation transport. It was sometime in May, at latest in June, 
there were still barricades in Wenceslaus Square. The repatriation was or-
ganized by the air force, and we were transported on bombers, we sat on 
wooden benches in the space that before had held bombs. We couldn’t 
see a thing, and I was terribly bored there, so I went forward to have a 
look, to where the pilots were. They then did this one crazy thing, when we 
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were flying above Dresden, they said they’d show me how they’d magnifi-
cently destroyed it there. So they did vroom... I didn’t mind it, but the poor 
wretches sitting in the back flew all over the place. So the first flight of my 
life took place in a bomber in place of a bomb.

When I arrived in Czechoslovakia, right away I started trying to find out 
who’d survived. It was clear to me that if someone was to return, our meet-
ing point would be Strakonice, only there could we meet, otherwise no 
one had anyone’s address. We kept asking around in Strakonice, but no-
where, nothing. At the time I was going there, I still needed a pass into the 
American zone. At the U Hybernu building in Prague, the Red Cross had 
lists posted, so I used to go there to have a look too. Finally my two cous-
ins from my father’s side returned, from my mother’s side, no one. The last 
thing I found out, about a year after the war, was that my father had died 
in Auschwitz.

The fact that our departure for England was organized by Winton was a 
surprise for me as well. We knew that some organization was behind it, but 
we didn’t know of any concrete person. So we were surprised more by the 
fact that he surfaced than that it was him in particular. I met him for the first 
time when he came here. And it was beautiful. We were at the airport, each 
of us with a flower... Each one of us spent a bit of time with him. Then we 
invited him when we had a reunion of our school. That was in 1998. Back 
then our class was still complete, and we celebrated our 70th birthdays 
together. It was a wonderful get-together. Then last year was the 60th an-
niversary of the end of the war, another reunion took place in Wales, but 
I didn’t take part in that one, I only went to a reception at our embassy in 
London.”
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inDroDuCtion

on november 9-10, 1938, the nazis staged state sanctioned riots 
against the Jewish community throughout the German Reich. 

Jewish-owned stores, community centers, and homes were plundered 
and destroyed during the pogroms. Encouraged by the nazi regime, 
the rioters burned or destroyed 267 synagogues, vandalized or looted 
7,500 Jewish businesses, and killed at least 91 Jewish people. They also 
damaged many Jewish cemeteries, hospitals, schools, and homes as 
police and fire brigades stood aside. Kristallnacht was a turning point 
in history. The pogroms marked a dramatic intensification of nazi 
anti-Jewish policy that would soon culminate in the holocaust: the 
systematic, state-sponsored murder of the Jews of Europe.

Since some attacks actually occurred even after the night of nov 9, 
1938, and since the word “Kristallnacht” was a euphemism used by the 
nazis, the events are today usually referred to as “november pogrom” or 
“Reichspogromnacht”.

Paul Back
Born in Vienna in 1926

“On 12th March 1938, I saw airplanes, a lot of airplanes, entire formations 
of airplanes that clouded the sky.

First of all, the Nazis wanted to demonstrate their power, and, second, they 
really had to transport things in order to do what they had come to do. 
You could already see people in uniforms and youths in HJ-shirts [Hit-
lerjugend]. Those were Austrians; the Germans had not yet arrived in Vi-
enna. You see, they didn’t come straight to Vienna, as they were stopped 
by cheering crowds on their way here. At first the Wehrmacht curried favor 
with the Viennese with food - with field kitchens at Heldenplatz.

My grandmother’s apartment became kind of a family news center. The 
whole family constantly followed the events, and at first there was no 
panic. Only much later did they get anxious, when measures against Jews 
were announced and actions such as street washing, molestation and 
verbal abuse commenced. We heard of people being kicked, attacked or 
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taken away, but at the time people were probably still deluding themselves. 
We knew that the situation was serious, but we didn’t know how serious it 
was yet to become.

There was one measure that really got under my skin: the signs on park 
benches reading ‘Only for Aryans’ and ‘Not for Jews.’ I had often gone for 
walks with my mother or my cousins and we used to go to the parks and 
play there. And now, all of a sudden, we were not allowed to sit on the park 
benches any more.

I was impressed by uniforms, and even before the Nazis, when I was a 
child, I used to run to the war ministry at Stubenring because once a week 
there was a changing of the guard with the playing of taps there. I liked this 
march music and really enjoyed it.

When the Germans marched in, it was a bit scary, but there were people 
in uniform, moving around with a military band, and that highly impressed 
me; I liked it and loved to run along behind them.

The Hachshara courses [i.e. preperation courses for young Jews anticipat-
ing emigration to Palestine] had to be cancelled. Max Back [the interview-
ee’s stepfather] was then working somewhere else in the Jewish commu-
nity, and one day he was also attacked and beaten. I think that happened 
in front of the synagogue on Seitenstettengasse. Back then there were 
plenty of people who enjoyed wreaking havoc. Around the corner from my 
grandmother’s apartment there were prayer houses, but I don’t know that 
there were any serious attacks. However, the neighborhood was buzzing 
with Hitler Youth and Bund Deutscher Mädchen groups.“

edIth BrIckell 
Born in Vienna in 1923 

“In 1938, my father’s company was immediately Aryanized, and I was no 
longer allowed to go to school. On 10th November 1938, after Kristall-
nacht, my father and my brother Gustl were arrested. My father was taken 
to a school on Kenyongasse, and when he came home after having spent 
a night there, his hair had turned as white as snow. Gustl was deported to 
the concentration camp in Dachau (Bavaria).
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It is hard to grasp today how my father didn’t realize what was going on. 
Perhaps it was because they sent him home again. I also think that my 
father was already tired [of moving around]. As a young man he had gone 
to Japan, then returned to Vienna; maybe he just didn’t want to move 
and start all over again. What was happening was certainly alarming, but 
I don’t think that my parents weren’t aware of the gravity of the situation, 
the threat of losing their lives. My father once said, and I remember this 
precisely, ‘I have never done anyone any harm; no one will do me any harm 
either.’ That was his attitude. As for my mother, I don’t think she would have 
left Vienna without her mother. But my parents did want my brothers and 
me to leave. We were to return once things were all right again.” 

kurt BrodMann
Born in Vienna in 1923 

“In 1938, my ill grandfather was thrown out of his apartment; he wasn’t al-
lowed to stay at a hotel, he wasn’t allowed to sit on any bench, he wasn’t 
allowed to do anything as a Jew. He stank because he couldn’t wash him-
self. My mother had received an exit permit for Shanghai, but she said, ‘I 
have to give it up. There’s no way I will leave my father behind by himself 
in his condition.’ So my mother gave her ticket to her sister, Aunt Anni, 
and my father and Aunt Anni fled to Shanghai together. My mother then 
performed superhuman feats until my grandfather’s death in January 1939. 
And she even buried him, at the fourth gate of the Central Cemetery. He 
rests in the same grave as my Uncle Artur, his son. My mother had given up 
her chance to escape to Shanghai and now she could no longer leave. She 
looked like a Christian, and every day she went to the Jewish community 
and said, ‘My husband is in Shanghai, I have to go and join him.’”

JulIus chaIMowIcZ
Born in Vienna in 1932  

“In 1938 looting of Jewish stores was very common. Our apartment was 
on the fourth floor. We had bars in front of the window; either my father 
or my grandfather had put them up so that we [children] would be able to 
look out but not fall out of the windows. We saw the Jewish grocery store 
being looted. The goods were simply thrown out of the window.   Because 
my father was born in Slovakia, my parents had sewn a Czech emblem on 
their coats in 1938 to protect themselves. My father went to the Czech em-
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bassy and applied for Czech passports, as he had never applied for Austrian 
citizenship. He simply hadn’t taken care of it before, and that was our luck. 

My father was a very charitable man and during the period when he was 
working as a salesman, at Christmas, he always gave poor families stock-
ings as a gift because the new collection had already arrived by then. On his 
way to one such family, two young guys approached him and one of them 
pointed at my father and said, ‘That’s a Jew!’ They beat him and kicked 
him in the stomach. When he came home, my mother said, ‘You have to 
get out of here.’ To which my father replied, ‘I won’t go without you!’ And 
so it was decided that we would all go. We were waiting for our passports, 
which took about one or two months. In the meantime my parents cleared 
the apartment and afterwards we traveled to Paris as tourists. Everyone was 
allowed to take along 20 marks.”

gerda feldsBerg
Born in Vienna in 1930 

“My parents often went to the theater, the opera and concerts. My dad, 
however, always fell asleep. Everything would have been fine, if Adolf [Hit-
ler] hadn’t arrived! In Porzellangasse there was a candy store with five steps 
leading up to it, and every day after school I bought some sweets there. 
One day, like every other, I went in there, put my schilling on the counter 
and took some candy. But the shop assistant just threw me out. I thought 
she was joking, or that maybe she thought I didn’t want to pay, so I went 
back in and said to her, ‘I have money!’ Whereupon she took me to the 
door and pushed me down the steps. When I returned to Vienna for the 
first time after the war, I met her by accident and she told me that it wasn’t 
her fault, that she had to do it.  

I had a wheelbarrow and a doll carriage and my mother always took me 
to Votivpark. There I played with other children in the sand-box, while the 
mothers sat together, chatting. I remember one day – it was in 1938 – 
when I wanted to play in the sand-box as usual. All of a sudden some boys 
pounced on me, and within an instant the parents had arrived as well. They 
wanted to beat me and drag me out of the sand-box. My mother, who had 
been sitting on a bench, jumped up, grabbed me and ran away with me. I 
was very surprised at my mother because I thought she should tell these 
people that they weren’t allowed to do this to me.”
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soPhIe hIrn
Born in Vienna in 1929 

“During Kristallnacht, eight men forced their way into our apartment. I 
was alone with my grandmother; my mother only came home later. They 
smashed all the glasses, all the mirrors – simply everything. I stayed with 
my aunt Hulda and Leopold [her son] for a few days until most of the bro-
ken glass had been swept up. Like all Jewish children I had to go to a Jew-
ish school. The school I went to was situated in Castellezgasse. There was 
no real mood for learning there, and fewer and fewer pupils attended; one 
girl moved to Palestine, while others emigrated elsewhere. We talked a lot 
about emigration among ourselves as well as with our teachers. In that 
period, I had very intense religious classes and was thus introduced for 
the first time to Jewish tradition, which was made very accessible to us at 
school; we also celebrated the Jewish holidays. We learned a lot about Pu-
rim and I was impressed by the story of Esther and Haman. At Purim 1938 
I wrote a very long poem. At home we started – under my influence – to 
live a traditional Jewish life. My grandmother was familiar with the tradi-
tions and so we also celebrated seder, but only once, and lit the candles at 
Chanukkah.” 

heInZ kleIn
Born in Vienna in 1917,  lived in Graz

“My father’s practice, in which I had always worked, was Aryanized in May 
1938. Thus my father lost his livelihood and I lost my job. On 10th Novem-
ber 1938, I was arrested and deported to Dachau [Germany]. After about six 
months they released me and I fled to Palestine from Vienna on an illegal 
transport.

My parents were turned out of their apartment in Graz and had to move to 
Vienna. My father worked at the Jewish community there and was respon-
sible for Jewish emigration. He was in charge of the provincial department, 
and so he organized an illegal transport of circa 240-250 Jews from Graz, 
who fled to Palestine and actually also made it there. After my father real-
ized that the situation was also getting dangerous for him and my mother, 
they escaped to Palestine on an illegal transport, too. That must have been 
in 1940. They could only take along a few small things, and many of these 
were lost in subsequent moves.”
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gertrude krItZer
Born in 1923 in Krumbach, expelled from there in 1938 to Vienna

“I had been to Vienna twice before the German invasion, but the memories 
of Vienna that I’ve kept are those from fall 1938: I witnessed this horror 
myself. Although I’ve lived in Vienna for almost fifty years now, I can still 
clearly see it in my mind’s eye: I was walking home from the Schiffschul 
with my dad. At Karmelitermarkt [a market-place] my Hebrew teacher - 
whose course I had attended twice before it was forbidden - sat on a chair 
that had been put on top of a table. This man was an epileptic and the 
men in uniform had picked him out on purpose. They cut off his beard 
with scissors and blood ran down his face, while they were taking pictures, 
probably for the Stürmer [anti-Semitic newspaper], and were yelling: ‘Make 
the ear like this, after all they don’t have small ears!’ They probably enlarged 
the ears [on the photo] and then he was presented as an ugly Jew in the 
Stürmer. Once you’ve seen something like that, you never forget it!

In fall 1938, all the Jewish stores were already closed. After the war I never 
wanted to live in the 2nd district. Later, I regretted it because today, when I 
am in the 2nd district on a Friday, or any other day for that matter, I see so 
many pious Jews and I like that. However, my memories of the 2nd district 
are dreadful. What I saw there at Karmelitermarkt was horrifying. You can-
not even imagine!

When they came to our apartment to pick up my dad on 10th November 
1938, after the Pogrom night, my mother gave them everything so they 
wouldn’t take him away with them.  ‘Leave my husband here, leave my 
husband here, don’t take him away,’ my mom cried, but to no avail. I think 
my parents had quite a lot of securities. She gave those to them and they 
also pulled her wedding ring off her finger and took her earrings. Nonethe-
less, they took my dad with them and abused him. He returned ten days 
later. His previously black hair had turned as white as snow.”

erwIn landau
Born in Vienna in 1929

“For our condominium, including all the furniture, we got 200 marks from 
some Nazi. My mother was crying and said that the furniture alone was 
worth many times that amount. ‘Consider yourself lucky to get that; oth-
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ers get nothing at all,’ the Nazi replied. After we had sold our apartment 
we headed to the train station and went to Cologne - we wanted to cross 
the border where Luxembourg, France and Germany meet. We had no 
particular destination. I was nine years old, my brother was seven. At the 
border, the officers told us, ‘We are not allowed to let you cross; we have 
our orders.’ What were we to do? So we returned to Vienna and went to 
the Jewish community, since we no longer had an apartment. The Jewish 
community provided us with a small apartment on Robertgasse, in the 2nd 
district, close to the Urania. For a few months we lived there together with 
my grandfather’s widow, Aunt Marie, as we called her. She had also lost 
her apartment and was afraid of being alone - after all, she was already an 
elderly lady. After a few months my father learned in a coffee shop that one 
didn’t need an affidavit for Shanghai. He actually always wanted to move 
to America, the Promised Land, but now we found ourselves escaping to 
Shanghai.”

Paul rona
Born in Vienna in 1922 

“During Kristallnacht, my father and I were arrested in our apartment and 
immediately taken away. We heard that the SA-men wreaked havoc in our 
apartment afterwards, but the new owner put a stop to the destruction be-
cause he wanted our things. He kicked out my mother. She left the apart-
ment with two suitcases and went to the Markstein family at Brigittenauer 
Lände.

My father and I were locked up in the school in Karajangasse, where I had 
attended grammar school. In the evening they assigned us letters: A, B, C, 
D. My father was ‘D’ and I was ‘A.’ We could have easily swapped. ‘D’ stood 
for Dachau, but we didn’t know that. Nothing would have happened to me 
if we had stood the other way round because they were still letting people 
go if they were under 17, and I wasn’t 17 yet.

Of course our store had been Aryanized, and my mother immediately 
made efforts to find a way for us to escape. We would have probably fled 
to Shanghai because she sent my father a photo for his passport or for 
a visa for Shanghai to the Dachau concentration camp. If he had had a 
visa, he would have been released. He signed the photo and sent it back. 
On 23rd or 24th December 1938, if I remember correctly, some prisoners 



ReichspogRomnacht

135          the centropa Source Book

tried to escape from Dachau. A prolonged roll call followed until they had 
captured the escapees. It was cold and my father contracted pneumonia. 
He died as a result of it on 2nd January 1939. We received notification 
from the concentration camp, saying that my father had died and asking 
whether we wanted to bury him in Vienna. We did want to bury my father 
in Vienna and his body was returned to us in a zinc coffin. We had to pay 
for its transport to Vienna. We buried my father at the Central Cemetery in 
his brother Josef’s grave. I still clearly remember the funeral.” 

kItty schrott
Born in Laa/Thaya in 1934 and expelled from there in 1938 to Vienna

“When I was out for a walk with my father or grandfather, I was never al-
lowed to stop at large gatherings. There were military parades and one 
made sure not to be part of them and to attract as little attention as possi-
ble. One day my mom came home, telling us that Jews were being forced 
to clean the sidewalk and that she had narrowly escaped.

As a Jew you were no longer allowed to enter the parks, not even the 
Prater. Liese, the daughter of Michael and Lotte Eisinger, was very pretty, 
about 20 years old and didn’t look Jewish at all. Even before 1938 we had 
gone to the cinema together and watched a movie with Shirley Temple - it 
was my first movie. Although Jews were expressly forbidden to do so, Liese 
went to the Prater with me for a merry-go-round ride. I, of course, didn’t 
know that we were doing something that was forbidden. Everyone was 
relieved when we returned unharmed.

I also went to the Prater together with my dad and my cousin Inge once, 
but no one recognized us. Once my grandfather and I took a walk along 
the Prater Hauptallee, and I remember being chased away; I was five years 
old at the time. I lived with a certain feeling of fear, but, of course, I didn’t 
understand what was happening.”

wIlhelM steIner
Born in Vienna in 1920

“The day after Kristallnacht a provisional administrator for the store ar-
rived. This provisional administrator was Viennese and a thief. There were 
thieves everywhere, official and unofficial ones. This administrator took all 
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the money he could find; he simply put everything into his own pocket. 
This triggered a discussion and I protested loudly, after all I couldn’t assess 
what was really going on. I told him, ‘You’re a pig. You’re stealing everything 
here, how can you know what will happen in two years’ time? How do you 
know? And who knows, things may change.’ Whereupon this provisional 
administrator, this thief locked the store from the inside and called the po-
lice. He claimed that I had insulted the ‘Führer.’

Viennese policemen arrived, arrested me and took me to the police sta-
tion. The detective superintendent said to me, ‘Tell me, boy, are you out 
of your mind? How can you say something like that?’ I denied everything 
and asked him, ‘Would you be so kind as to call my parents and tell them 
that my bicycle is in front of the store?’ He actually did it. From the station I 
was taken to the Gestapo where I was interrogated by this young fellow, a 
typical Viennese. He said to me, ‘What for God’s sake do you think you are 
doing?’ To which I replied, ‘But I didn’t say anything, I said nothing at all. He 
was stealing everything there and he probably didn’t like the idea that I saw 
it. And so he had me arrested.’”

kItty suschny
Born in Vienna in 1924
 

“At first, Ilse and I wanted to emigrate to Palestine. We went to the ‘Paläs-
tinaamt’ [Palestine Office, which processed entry permits for Palestine] on 
the corner of Marc Aurel Strasse and Vorlaufstrasse [in the 1st district] and 
submitted all the documents. Unfortunately, it cost money and my mother 
didn’t have much left. Her pension had become smaller and smaller, and I 
didn’t have money either. My mother complained because it cost so much 
money. At the Palestine Office they told us that there was an agricultural 
school outside Tel Aviv for which we could register.

After we left the office, my friend and I went for a walk through a small 
park at the Kai. Mrs. Maurer and Heinzi came up to us and she said, ‘Go to 
the Jewish community at once; they are organizing a Kindertransport to 
England.’ This was after 10th November 1938. I said to her, ‘I don’t have any 
papers with me.’ But Mrs. Maurer had already gone to see my mother and 
had collected my papers. My mother didn’t come along because she didn’t 
see well; she had glaucoma. Back then there was no operation for it. Mrs. 
Maurer went to the Jewish community with us and registered us for the 
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transport to England. We had to undergo a medical examination. That was 
an attempt to select [the right] people.”

lIllI tauBer
Born in Vienna in 1927 and expelled from Wiener Neustadt to Vienna in 1938

“I remember 10th November 1938 very well. It was a Thursday, the sky was 
cloudy, and it was about 10am when someone came into the classroom 
and started whispering into our teacher’s ear. Afterwards the teacher told 
us to go home, saying that something was going on. My parents were sur-
prised that I returned from school so early. At about 11am the doorbell rang 
and the Gestapo arrested my father. They simply took him away.

Other Jewish families lived in our neighborhood, including the Schurany 
and the Gerstl families, who were friends of ours. My mother, who was 
devastated after my father’s arrest, said, ‘Let’s go over there and try to find 
out what’s going on.’ They told us that they had heard that all Jewish men 
were going to be arrested. When we were on our way home we saw two 
cars parked close to our house. The wooden gate to our place had been 
smashed, the SA had also broken into the house, and we saw them ran-
sacking the veranda and the rooms.

We had a cash-box of a kind that no longer exists today, and they asked my 
mother for the key. Afterwards we had to go with them. They took us to the 
synagogue. All the Jewish women and children from Wiener Neustadt had 
been taken there and were searched for money and jewelry. They had to 
hand over everything; it was simply stolen from them.

Mrs. Gerstl, my friend Trude’s mother, didn’t want to sign a paper saying 
that she would hand over her house, so they beat her until she signed it. I 
witnessed all of this. When night was falling they led us into the synagogue. 
The floors were covered with hay, and they gave us Torah mantles to cover 
ourselves up. We were locked in for three days. The synagogue had a yard 
with an iron gate facing the street. There were people outside the gate 
watching, and people from Wiener Neustadt looked on with amusement 
as we Jewish children had to run around in circles.”
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Max urI
Born in Vienna in 1921

“On 10th November [1938], three SS-men entered my uncle’s store and 
told him, ‘Give us the keys to the store!’ But Moses Zwick refused to give 
them the keys. And so they knocked out all his teeth, took the keys away, 
and he was never allowed to set foot in the store again. That was the end 
of the company ‘Uri & Zwick’. If we had sold everything beforehand, we 
would have gotten 60,000 German marks, and for 1000 British pounds we 
could have purchased a capitalist certificate in Palestine, and the whole 
family would have been saved.

I was arrested and detained in the 9th district, in a riding school on Pramer-
gasse, along with about a thousand other Jews, who had been taken from 
their apartments, some of them in their pyjamas and underwear. At about 
3am, they released those under 18 and over 60 and told them to go home. 
Outside, the mob had gathered and was waiting for us. A high police of-
ficial agreed to protect us, but only until he had counted to 10. I started to 
run, which fortunately, as an athlete, I had no problem with. My mother, my 
sisters and my brother were hiding at her sister-in-law’s, Aunt Rosa Roth, 
that night.”
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introDuCtion

The story of Jewish soldiers in the Soviet army is one of the least known 
chapters of the Second World War. Around 500,000 Jews served in the 
armed forces of the Soviet union and an almost identical number served 
in the united States armed forces. But here is the major difference: the 
Soviets, who sent 35,000,000 men and women into harm’s way, lost 
8,700,000 soldiers during the war. The Americans put 16,000,000 men 
and women into uniform, and of those, 406,000 fell. not surprisingly, 
the ratio of Jewish soldiers lost mirrored the overall statistics of both 
armies: 198,000 Jews died fighting for their Soviet homeland; 11,000 
American Jews fell fighting for the uSA.

There are many reasons why so many Soviet soldiers died fighting. Chief 
among them was that much of the war (from June 1941 until mid 1944) 
was fought in their country, on their land, and for a much longer period 
than US soldiers were engaged in combat. Another reason is that military 
leaders in democracies were never as profligate with the lives of their sol-
diers as were their counterparts in dictatorships. Stalin’s generals used the 
sheer number of soldiers as cannon fodder. In the early months of the 
war, trained or untrained, they were thrown into battle, sometimes even 
without guns.

During the war, Jews filled nearly every rank in the Soviet army, from gen-
erals to admirals, from field commanders to captains of submarines. By 
war’s end 140,000 Jews had been cited for bravery while 149 were deco-
rated with Hero of the Soviet Union awards (equivalent to the US Congres-
sional Medal of Honor). 

hertZ rogovoy
Kiev, Ukraine

We came to one village that was occupied by Germans, and started squeez-
ing them out. I saw one German soldier running ahead of me, and I could 
see that I could chase him down and started after him. I was shooting and 
running, and because I was running, I couldn’t hit him. The German ran 
into a destroyed house and was heading down to the basement. I guess 
he must have wanted to hide there. I aimed and emptied my cartridge into 
him. 
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The German fell. His back was torn to pieces. As he was dying he turned 
to me and I saw his face was thick with whiskers. I think he was an elderly 
man of at least forty-five. 

Before that, I had never shot a man at such close range. I had been shoot-
ing from a distance without really seeing the faces. And here I saw the face 
of a dying man, killed by me… And this face is in my memory, in front of me 
even now… Is he an enemy? Yes, I shot the German, and killed a man. It was 
the first time in my life. I felt sick. Of course, later on I had to kill Germans at 
close range, too. But such an acute reaction never occurred to me again. I 
would never forget that first time. […]

I felt unbearable, horrifying hatred towards the Germans after everything 
I was put through during the war. How could I have felt otherwise, after 
seeing the trenches filled up with frozen corpses to be burned, the Kalach 
camp of military captives where we found not even one survivor, or vil-
lages burned to ash, with piles of corpses of civilians who had been hung 
… Frankly speaking, I had to force myself not to shoot a captured German 
that I had to take to the headquarters in the last days of the war. Such ha-
tred remained with me for a rather long time after the war. I calmed down 
only after 1965. Before, I could not stand hearing the German language, I 
could not stand seeing Germans.

Pyotr Bograd 
Moscow, Russia

In late January, 1945, we approached the Oder River, then crossed into 
Germany. On our way to Berlin we took quite a few field fortifications, and 
by the end of April we had crossed the Spree River and appeared in the 
streets of Berlin. Every brigade got its own directions as we fought our way 
into the city. 

Infantrymen moved in first and cleared neighboring buildings. After that, 
tanks moved forward down the streets. On the 2nd of May, actions in Ber-
lin were finished and the Germans capitulated. We ran to the “Reichstag”. 
We took photographs and left inscriptions on its walls. We walked around 
and looked at this destroyed city of the Nazis. I was charged with the task 
of reading the victory communiqué and I read it while standing on a truck. 
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We walked around Berlin a lot, and one night I spent in the American Com-
mandant's office. This happened because I had wasted too much time vis-
iting the markets where the Americans were selling their watches, so the 
commandant offered me his sofa for the night. Those Americans! They 
differed so much from our soldiers in appearance because they were all tall 
and very well-nourished. And they had fought in Europe since June, 1944 
where we had been fighting non-stop since June, 1941.

MoIsey goIhBerg 
Kiev, Ukraine

In January 1944 I was sent to the Karelian front. I finally received my bap-
tism of fire in February. I volunteered to go to the rear of the enemy as a 
doctor with a battalion. The chief of headquarters, who heard of my desire 
asked, with a hint of irony, 'Captain, can you ski? Can you shoot an auto-
matic gun, hold the all-round defense and camouflage? So, what are you 
butting into, you newly born doctor?' 

He noticed that I was hurt by his comments and he advised me to be care-
ful and to follow what the others were doing. I didn't realize then that the 
chief of headquarters was actually worried about me and wanted to save 
my life. Later, I became a doctor for the medical and sanitary battalion and 
senior doctor of the regiment, but I always remembered the wise chief of 
headquarters and my dangerous campaign into the rear of the enemy.

Meyer goldsteIn
Korsoun, Ukraine

When the Germans began to bomb Makhachkala [the capital city of the 
Republic of Dagestan, Russia], I sent my mother away. I took her to the port 
and sent her away because we already knew by that time that the fascists 
killed the Jews. However, the Germans never occupied Makhachkala. We 
began to fight from Gudermes [the second largest city in Chechnya]. When 
we arrived there, the city was empty and there were no locals at all. Some 
locals had been moved out by the authorities – those who showed hostil-
ity towards the Russians. But in general they all went into the mountains. 

From there I began to move westward with my regiment. We liberated Ta-
man [Russia], then the south of Ukraine, Berislav (our division was called 
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"Berislav"), Kakhovka, and many other cities and towns. We already knew 
about ghettos in the cities, about Jews being shot, and about death camps. 
And right before the Soviet troops came into Nikolayev [Ukraine], which 
was close to my heart because I studied there, the Germans gathered all 
young people, so that they would not go to the Soviet Army, told them they 
would be sent to Germany, and shot them all at the train station. When we 
entered the city, they were lying there, all dead.

In general, there were no divisions between Jews and non-Jews or other 
nationalities during the war. In my regiment, the battery commander was  
called Berdichevsky, the chief of the medical unit Gleiman and his assistant 
was a Jewish woman from Leningrad. She now lives in Israel. But at head-
quarters I was the only Jew. 

In battle, we were all the same. We were in trenches together, froze to-
gether, went hungry together, slept where and when we could – only in 
breaks between battles. We wrote letters home to our mothers and were 
killed all equally, no matter if we were Jewish, Russian, Ukrainian or what-
ever.

grIgorIy kagan 
Kiev, Ukraine
 

When the formation and training was over, I went to the front line again. 
We cheered up. We were advancing and smashing the German forces. 
There was a feeling of victory. We were heading to Germany. Our division 
was involved in the liberation of Vienna.

In early May 1945 we stopped in a small village near the city. Our para-
trooper forces were in the 2nd echelon. The village was lovely and we 
enjoyed the quietude and calmness. On 8th May 1945 we got together for 
a division meeting and the division commissar declared: ‘Guys, the war is 
over!’ 

We rushed outside and started shooting into the air. The commissar al-
lowed us some time to express our cheers before he announced that the 
war was over all right, but not for us. There was still action in Prague. Stalin 
issued an order: ‘Tank brigades and paratrooper forces go to Czechoslova-
kia to rescue it from German forces’. 
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We marched immediately and when we arrived in Czechoslovakia, one part 
of our battalion moved toward Prague, and we headed to Ceske Budejo-
vice. We were merciless towards German troops. We exterminated all of 
them: taking captives? Out of the question. 

seMyon neZhynskI
Kiev, Ukraine

After we beat German troops in Zapoliarie we were sent to the 1st Belaru-
sian front. We traveled to Poland by train. In December 1944 we arrived at 
Lublin station near the Majdanek death camp. I went to this camp once. It 
was horrific. It’s different from what they show in a movie or write in books. 

I saw with my own eyes gas chambers where people were smothered with 
gas. I saw a barrack full of shoes – there were children’s shoes as well. I saw 
heaps of women’s hair in a barrack. I saw incinerator units where they burnt 
people. Of course, it aroused our feeling of hatred towards the fascists. We 
showed this to our soldiers: ‘Look, here is what fascism is like. Look how 
it all happened’. Majdanek is located on the bank of the Vistula River that 
is closer to the USSR. There had already been battles on the Vistula River.

The attack was heading to Berlin. My regiment was advancing into the 
south, into the vicinity of Warsaw. After the liberation of Poland we reached 
the Oder River on German territory. Our attack lasted for almost 20 days. 
The principle of our attacks was similar to the German battle strategy back 
in 1941: our troops were following tank corps that broke the enemy’s de-
fense lines without looking back. German troops that stayed behind us 
were destroyed by the following echelons. Tanks, artillery, infantry and 
rocket armies were moving fast toward Berlin. 

In April 1945 we fought by the Oder River, then our regiment participated 
in the encirclement of Berlin. On 24th April, our military units united with 
the armies of the 1st Ukrainian front in the vicinity of Potsdam, thus final-
izing the encirclement. We turned our ‘Katyusha’ units from the west to 
the east, which was a different experience since before we had only fired 
in the western direction. Our task was to destroy German troops in Berlin. 
We incurred great losses.

On 2nd May 1945, the remaining German troops tried to escape to the 
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west so they could surrender to the Americans. These were elite SS troops 
and they were very scared of Soviet armies, realizing we would show them 
no mercy. They had nothing to lose and were fighting us with courage 
based on despair. But they were not going to get through.

Just as night fell, with the SS troops nearly finished, we captured quite a 
few of them. I knew a little German and could interrogate them myself.

There was a German major, a tank man, among the captives. He was about 
the same age as me, and I interrogated him. He told me that on 30th April 
some SS military were told to bring several canisters of gasoline from their 
tank battalion to the Reichskanzler’s office. 

The major told me that Hitler had committed suicide and they needed gas-
oline to burn his body. Then the rest of Hitler’s staff tried to get out of Berlin 
along with this tank corps. I had a peaceful discussion with that major. He 
understood that the war was over and that he was talking to a representa-
tive of the victorious army. 

He told me that his family was not far from Berlin and said that he would 
appreciate it so very, very much if I could just let him go home. I replied, 
‘You should have thought about that a long, long time ago. But now you’re 
going to have to get used to some cold weather, in Siberia, before you can 
return to your wife’.

IosIf shuBInsky
Tsiganovka, Russia
 

I came to the military enlistment committee in the summer of 1941, and 
was sent to the ammunition warehouse. We loaded weapons and left 
Kiev when the Germans closed in. My wife went with me. We made two 
backpacks out of canvas sacks and went on foot. I remember crossing the 
bridge across the Dnieper. We walked all the way. We stopped at Glukhov. 
My wife ate with me. I simply sat her down at my table, and my colleagues 
didn't object. So she stayed with us. 

I had no rank at the time. I was just a soldier. There was a group of workers 
of the Academy of Sciences, who were taught some things about fighting. 
We learned about lubricating oil materials. We were taught by General Yak-
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shin. We were joking that after the Academy of Sciences we had entered 
the Academy of Yakshin. 

We retreated and studied at the same time: during the day we retreated, at 
night we studied. Well, I can't say it was real studying. Anyway, we finished 
the course and I got my rank as junior lieutenant.

I became commander of a rifle platoon and was sent to the Kursk region. 
The commander of a company was killed and I had no idea what to do! 
Anyway, since I was sent there, I had to do something. The soldiers were 
asleep. I asked, 'Is anyone here?' An assistant answered. I asked, 'Do you 
have a list of some sort?' He said, 'No, it is just these guys, the rest have 
been killed…'. 

It was total chaos, nobody knew anything. In the morning an attack started. 
We began the attack. And I knew nothing, absolutely nothing, like who 
should go where and how. But I went into it and my platoon followed. I 
didn't even know who exactly was in my platoon. We came to our destina-
tion at dawn. 

Firing began – the Germans were firing. It didn't last long, only for about 
30 minutes. I was wounded almost immediately. First I didn't even feel it; I 
only felt warmth. I put my hand where it felt warm and saw something red. 
I realized it was blood and decided to retreat. I saw that other soldiers were 
retreating as well. The sun was shining and frost covered the grass.

grIgorIy sIrotta
Grodno, Belarus

I joined the army when I was 23. I served in Tank Brigade #22, deployed 
in Grodno, Belarus. Our training school was training tank men for the war 
with Finland [the Soviet-Finnish War]. I studied there for about a month 
and a half. There was no typist in the brigade headquarters. I served there, 
typing and drawing maps. I read a lot, too. There was a very rich collection 
of books, and I improved my Russian, but my Yiddish, the language of my 
childhood, became rusty.

In 1940 we 'provided assistance' to the Lithuanian people by liberating 
them from the oppression of world capitalism. [Editor's note: In 1940 the 
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Baltic countries were occupied by the Soviet troops and forced to join the 
USSR; this was repeated in 1944 after the Germans were defeated.] I'm say-
ing this with a bit of irony because nobody was waiting for us there. 

Our army entered Kaunas. It was full of Jews and I became friends with a 
Jewish family. I visited them on weekends and they treated me to kosher 
food. We spoke Yiddish, although their pronunciation was a little different. 
Their intonations and accent were different, influenced by a different lan-
guage environment. We played cards and enjoyed ourselves. 

The war began on 22nd June 1941. At that time I was at the Air Force head-
quarters of the 11th Army. My commanding officer was on duty on 22nd 
June. At some point somebody called him, and he said, 'Well, son, it has 
begun'. This was the beginning of the war.”

susanna sIrota
Kiev, Ukraine

“I was in the rank of a lieutenant at the beginning and (my future husband) 
Lev was promoted to a captain. I liked him and I thought that I was to 
get married some time anyway. I was 21 and he was 19. I knew from my 
mother’s letter that my fiancée was dead, and I also knew that I would 
never meet anyone like Lev again. Our radio station arranged a great wed-
ding party for me and Lev. We got trophy food and trophy cognac left by 
Germans. 

I remember that happy Victory day of 9th May 1945: It was a bright sunny 
day and lilac bushes were in blossom. We were feeling happy and then 
we saw that there was a registry office where we were having a walk so 
we went in there and had our marriage registered. We had an official civil 
registration on 11 May 1945.”

yakov voloshyn
Kiev, Ukraine

My last day at the front was during the battle for a hill in late fall 1943. This 
was at Ponyri station, near Oriol, in Russia. Actually there was no hill left, 
the area had been blown apart: there were pits from shells, corpses and 
heaps of steel all around. This was an important hill since the area around 
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could be scouted. Both the Germans and our army wanted to get this hill 
under control.

It was nighttime. There was no communication with our neighbors on the 
right. According to procedures our neighbors on the left had to provide 
communications with us and I was to establish communications with my 
neighbors on the right. I sent two telephone operators to find the break-
age and restore communications. But this was all during a combat action.

The commander of my battalion screamed at me, ‘Why is there no com-
munication? If you don’t have it fixed in ten minutes from now I will shoot 
you in front of the troops as a traitor to the Motherland!’ And he put his gun 
to my temple. 

I began to explain that we didn’t have enough people: there were so and 
so many wounded, two killed, three taking a rest. He ordered, ‘Then you 
go!’ And I went. I wasn’t angry with the battalion commander. I understood 
that he was right. He needed communications restored and I was there to 
provide it. As for the price of it: he didn’t have to worry. 

At that time the Germans got a new powerful cannon called ‘Big Bertha’. It 
went off not far from me and from then on I can’t remember a thing.

I regained consciousness in the medical unit. I couldn’t hear or talk. I was 
severely shell-shocked and was sent to a hospital in the rear. I was in a 
hospital in Tambov, then in Michurinsk and from there I was taken to Ufa in 
Bashkiria. The hospital in Bashkiria was set up in a former Party recreation 
center. It was better equipped than any other hospital, of course. A doctor 
examined me and told me that only time could cure me and that there was 
no other treatment. It would be more than a year before I was whole again.

arkady redko
Kiev, Ukraine

In April 1945 the central newspaper published an article by Alexandrov, 
chief of the department of propaganda and agitation of the Central Com-
mittee, in which he criticized Ilja Ehrenburg for his appeal to exterminate 
all Germans. Alexandrov wrote that we, Soviet soldiers, had to clearly un-
derstand the difference between fascists and peaceful people and we had 
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to respect peaceful Germans. I felt the same way. Germans were different 
from each other, just like all other people. Some Germans hated Hitler, but 
there were too few of them to raise arms against him. I hated fascists, but 
when they surrendered, I could not shoot them, or even hit them. 

When we arrived in Germany, the local population fled, thinking that we 
were going to kill them, but we didn't. Despite the many towns, villages 
and plants they had destroyed, and however many Jews and people of 
other nations they had killed, I respected kind people and treated German 
fascists like defeated enemies. 

The attack on Berlin began in April 1945. Those were horrific battles. The 
commander of the 1st Belarussian Front, Marshal Georgiy Zhukov, came 
there to take command in person. Our troops were in the hollow, and the 
Germans had more beneficial positions than us. We couldn't see the Ger-
man tanks – they were camouflaged. Our attack lasted several days and we 
incurred great losses. 

However, this was all we could do – and we won. This was the last big 
battle. I was near Berlin, when the war came to an end. On the early morn-
ing of 9th May we heard about the victory on the radio. This was such 
a holiday! There was a festive meeting in the regiment. Everyone, even 
strangers, kissed each other, talked about the end of the war and life at the 
front. We went to Berlin, and my fellow comrades and I signed the wall of 
the Reichstag. Our peaceful life began. 

Of course, the joy of the victory was saddened by the memory of those 
who had perished in this war: our fellow comrades, families and peaceful 
people. The Germans came to my town of Ilintsy three weeks after the 
war began. Many Jews failed to or didn't want to evacuate to the east. My 
father's brother Avrum and his family perished during a mass shooting of 
Jews in Ilintsy. My mother's older brother, the rabbi of the synagogue in 
Ilintsy, and his family were shot. In fact, every Jew who stayed behind, from 
old crippled grandmothers to tiny babies, the Germans murdered every 
one of them. And afterwards they went on to the next Jewish village to do 
the same all over again.
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