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8554 CHAPTER 3

PREJUDICE, BIGOTRY AND HATRED. LOVE AND LUCK

By surviving the Holocaust I was given the gift of life a second time; that’s how I look at it.  I was incarcerated from May 8th 1942 till May 8th 1945, which happened to be my mother’s birthday.  At that point I didn’t know she had been killed.  I was still searching for her.  And why were they killed: my mother, my father my brothers. All in all 63 members of my family were killed.  Why?  Because of prejudice and bigotry, and hatred.  So how do I live with that?  How do I forgive them?  What do I do?  I always wanted to be the best person I could so that no finger could be pointed at me and say, “She’s a Jew. She’s not righteous.”  I always wanted to do the best I could because of what happened to me, to prove I was worthy of having stayed alive.  

Many times when I speak at schools, students ask me, “How come you stayed alive when your family and the 6 million did not?”  I could never give an answer to that. I didn’t know myself.  Only by sitting down and writing my book did I learn how I survived.  It was a set of circumstances. It was luck. It was where I stood at a given time, and of course what time of year it was.  In my little prison dress, it was no stockings, just wooden shoes. Standing at the place where they counted us it was freezing cold or else it was so hot. It took me nearly 20 years to write this story and finally I figured out by writing. I could never find the voice I wanted to give it.  I started writing in third person. But when one does that, then we move one’s self from what really one wants to convey. So I started all over again in the first person. That gave it the right voice—the voice of my voice when I was your age or younger.  I’m now 86 years old and I was 16 when it happened.  

Before all this happened, we lived in this small town in Northern Germany, not far from the North Sea. I was one of five children. We had many non-Jewish neighbors.  We celebrated each other’s holidays.  I went there on Christmas. I loved sitting under the tree and hearing them sing carols. Easter also was fun.  They came to our house on Hanukkah. I don’t know if you know what Hanukkah is. The Jewish people celebrate when the Temple was theirs again, before it was destroyed.  We Jewish people celebrate it.
 My neighbors would always come on Passover, too. They liked the unleavened bread the Jewish people eat, called matza. It was a wonderful life.  We were in and out of each other’s homes.  We played together. 

Then comes 1933 and everything changed.  Hitler made these powerful speeches saying Jews were not worthy to live and everybody was entitled to take away their possessions.  Jews could not attend public schools anymore. It wasn’t allowed and why?  Because they were born of the Jewish faith. No other reason.  Hitler became bolder and bolder. He took away our jewelry. Anything of value was taken away, including our house. We then lived in a small apartment, in a ghetto setting.  You know what a ghetto is? A place where people are confined. They can’t get out. That’s where they stay. That’s where they live.  
Then came a night I will never forget. November 9th 1938. Kristallnacht: the night of broken glass.  They not only broke the glasses in all the businesses and looted them; they also started fires in synagogues all over Germany, not only in the synagogue I went to. That night the Nazis banged on our door and said all Jews have to come out, get out. My father told us we should wear warm clothing. It was November and we didn’t know where we were going.  The Nazis paraded us in front of our synagogue.  They wanted us to see how the prayer books and torahs scrolls were going up in flames.  They humiliated Jews as much as they could.  Afterwards, when everything had burned down, they took us to a hall and made the men do calisthenics and sing. They humiliated them in every way they could while they stood laughing.  Then women and children were allowed to go home. My mother, two brothers and I went back into the ghetto. We took out a prayer book, huddled together and prayed my father would come back home.  It wasn’t until dusk that my father returned. He looked pale and very, very tired. This is what he told us, “All men are going to go to a concentration camp tomorrow. They are all incarcerated now in a German prison but tomorrow they will all go to camp”  Why then did my father come home?  My father fought in World War I. He was severely wounded. One leg was shorter than the other so he wore special shoes and socks. We couldn’t figure out why they sent him home.  Perhaps someone recognized him, maybe even served with him in the same regiment. We’ll never know.  But this gave my father the false belief he would be safe, that nothing would happen to him.  “Nobody will hurt me. I can stay.”   But of course that wasn’t so.  

My parents had to find schools for us since we were not allowed to attend public school. My brothers were 13 and 14 at the time and they went first, to Jewish school in Cologne, where they had to live in an orphanage.  They were not orphans but that’s where they had to live.  I was sent to Berlin to a Jewish girl’s school. I was often very homesick for my parents. Some of my school mates had gotten letters that their parents had been deported.  From that moment on, they never heard from their parents again. It was as if they never existed and why?  I can’t repeat it often enough: only because they were born of the Jewish faith.  While at the school, I received a letter from my mother one day. The letter said this: “Your father is no longer with us. He’s in prison. I believe he’s already in the Buchenwald concentration camp.”  They lived in a city called Weimar, only an hour from Buchenwald concentration camp.   My father was assigned to slave labor. Since he had one leg shorter than the other, it was hard for him to walk far.  But Jews were not allowed to go on public transportation so he had an old bicycle he rode.  The Gestapo, the secret police, stopped him and said, “You’re not allowed to own a bicycle. Jews are not allowed to have them.”  For that, they took him to prison.  My mother was beside herself but she couldn’t look for him because it was curfew.  Jews had curfew.  She waited until the next morning and went to prison with the special shoes and socks he wore. She begged them to let my father have these things.  They only laughed at her! “He doesn’t need anything where he’s going, lady. Go home and take that with you.”  Six weeks later the postman brought a letter.  My father’s name was Martin and it said the following: “Martin Wolf, age 47, died of unknown causes.”  Then they sent a little urn, where you put ashes when someone dies. My father had died!  My mother wrote to me, “Our father is no longer with us.  What am I going to do?  How am I going to exist?”

 But that wasn’t all.  A few weeks later another letter arrived from the secret police telling me my mother would be deported to the east, whatever that meant. They didn’t explain it. They just said she was going to the east.  But we knew from other people, from my classmates who had gone through the same thing with their parents, that going to the east meant going to labor camps and concentration camps, and with not much food and lots of beatings.  

I was heartbroken. It was raining hard, I remember. I seldom left the school but then I did.  When I came back into my room, one shared with two other girls, I knew what I had to do.  I wrote a letter to the secret police and asked them to allow me to be deported with my mother and brothers.  The Gestapo sent an answer just a few days later that I could. I could take the train from Berlin to Weimar; they had assigned me a seat.  I left most of my belongings behind and I went to Weimar to be with my mother and brothers.  If I had to do it all over again, I would do the very same because we were together for another few months.  

One night they took us to a ghetto and then a labor camp. They took my brother Wolfgang away. They said they’d bring him back in the morning but we never saw him again. After the war I learned he was taken that night to the infamous concentration camp Auschwitz, and there he died.  15 years old, born of the Jewish faith.  

My mother and brother and I were again separated when the camps were emptied out.  We were sent here and there. One day I went to the one street that ran from one end of one camp to the other. I always looked to see if I couldn’t find my mother or brother. I always hoped they would be there. Someone tapped me on the shoulder , saying, “Hannel” -- that’s my German name. I changed it here to Laura -- and he repeated that a few times. I didn’t know who that was.  He looked like an old man but he could’ve been a boy.  His clothes were in tatters and when he coughed you can hear the rattle in his lungs. “Have I changed that much?  I’m your brother. I’m your brother, silly.” 

He was near death. He’d been beaten and didn’t have enough to eat and he was growing so fast.  They took him to the infirmary and wouldn’t let me in. Two days later they buried him in a mass grave with thousands of others.  Again, I was sent to another camp and another camp and eventually I met the man I was to marry after the war there.  He worked in the kitchen and was able to give me a piece of bread or maybe a boiled potato or some hot so-called coffee. It wasn’t real coffee. Those things helped me stay strong. But it also was loving someone. My friends said, “This is no place to love. What do you think is going to happen to us?” But I couldn’t be persuaded and we found ways to see each other, if only a few minutes.  Again we were separated. Different camps.

Then I was assigned to be a maid to a Nazi camp commandant, and the woman who lived with him.  They wanted me to be their maid because I spoke German. I got a clean dress and was taken by a policeman to this couple’s house. It wasn’t their house; it belonged to Jewish people. I could tell because a mezuzah was on the wall.  They made me take hot water up from the basement so the woman could take a hot bath; the hot water didn’t reach the third floor.  She complained to the commandant that I was lazy and didn’t do my job. So one day he took the two pails of water from me, doused me with water and kicked me down three flights of stairs.  If I had broken my legs or arms he would’ve shot me right away. I would’ve been of no use.  But I didn’t break anything. So with my wet clothes, I had to go to the salt mines.  That’s where we shoveled the salt from the sides of this cave into layers so it could be brought up.  Things went on like that until we were led into Auschwitz, the hell hole of society—if you can call it society, if you can call it society!  Everybody suffered in Auschwitz. Very few people came out.  But Oskar Schindler put me on his list. Oskar Schindler wanted me to be on that list.  He had drawn up a list of people who worked for him.  I had never met him before but he put my name on the list and that’s how I was able to leave Auschwitz.  Oskar Schindler paid with gold bars to have 300 women released and I was one of them.

Q. Do you know why he put your name on the list?

Yes.  The Nazi who had thrown me down the flight of stairs was to be the new commandant of that camp that Schindler opened far away in Czechoslovakia.  He said it was for ammunition making.  This Nazi insisted that my name go on that list.
  Once he had tried to kill me and now he put my name down on the list.  There was no rhyme or reason for anything. But they had so much power that if you walked down the camp, he could take his pistol out and shoot. And he did!  Those of you who have seen Schindler’s List and read the book know what it was like.  It was all over like that!  A Nazi saved my life by getting me on Oskar Schindler’s list.  So ironic.  We got out of Auschwitz because of Oskar Schindler. We were liberated 4 or 5 months later. My late husband was also on this list because he had been a German prisoner of war at that time.  


That’s how I stayed alive.  Now, I hope you have lots of questions for me.

Q. Why did Hitler have such hate for Jews?
They say his grandmother or great grandmother was Jewish.  I don’t know if that‘s true so I shouldn’t even repeat it.  

Q. Can I ask you—I don’t know if this is possible—but can you make sense of all this?  Was there anything you took out of it to help you understand things?

You have to know what happened in pre-war Germany.  One day bread was 5 marks and the next day it could be 15 marks. The government printed money but people were out of work so no one produced any goods so there was massive inflation. It was very, very bad for people in Germany at that time.  They needed a scapegoat and Hitler said he could get them out of their difficulties. Hitler had such charisma! While he was in prison he wrote this book, Mein Kempf, My Struggle.  So who’s to know?  In every century, there’s a bad person who wants to kill.  Hitler was one of them.  The pharaohs of Egypt at another time were ones also.  Somebody else now. 

Q. Prior to Hitler coming to power, what was the status of Jews in Germany?  Were they equal to everyone else or were they slightly lower status and looked down on by some people?

I grew up in a small town but in the big towns there were painters and musicians and scientists, and many of them were Jewish. In Vienna, too.  They concerted a lot.  But in the small town where I lived, I wasn’t exposed to that at all.  We were as cozy with our non-Jewish neighbors as they were to us.  First names with our parents and helping each other out. When a child was sick, my mother would not ask are you Jewish or not. You would help.

Q. What did the neighbors do after Hitler came in? Was there any effort to help you?

No.  They immediately put on the uniform, my neighbors. Brown shirt, brown pants, and the black boots. They put the swastika on their arm bands.  They were so delighted with this because it was a poor town really.  No one had money in this town. They wanted some of what Hitler promised them: Jewish houses, jobs, and everything.  Because everybody was dismissed from their jobs, they had a hard time, I know.

Q. So you find a materialistic explanation for the Holocaust?

Yes.

Q. Then why do you think someone like Oskar Schindler did what he did? All the evidence I’ve seen suggests he was not a laudable human being before, or even after, the war. But for some reason he did something very good during the war. How do you make sense of this, you, who knew him?
You’ve seen the movie, Schindler’s List?  He approached these Jewish people and said, “They’re taking your factory away anyway.  Sell it to me; give it to me and I will employ you.” The Jews made so much money for Schindler.  In the meantime, Schindler saw what was happening. He saw Jews being killed for nothing.  He saw what was done in the ghetto, too.  Remember that scene when the little girl in red runs?  Schindler finally saw he was a Nazi and that it was all wrong.  That the Jewish people who made him rich, who had worked so hard for him, were just like everyone else.  That’s when he decided he wanted to save some lives. He could open an ammunitions factory and the Jewish people who worked already for him -- though not in ammunitions -- they could be of great help to the Third Reich.  Of course the Nazis never knew we never made anything that worked.  Nothing worked.  We sabotaged it.  All the weapons we made, none of them worked. We did that so our weapons would not help the war effort. Schindler would go buy real weapons so when the inspectors came our goods would pass inspection.  He had a real conversion, so to speak.

Q. Were the movie and the book accurate depictions of what he was like?

They were much, much too mild. Nobody would go and see the movie had they shown the reality of it. But Schindler was like the character depicted in the movie, yeah. He was a womanizer and he drank a lot.  But to me he is a hero. He was a hero.

Q. I heard his wife was unhappy with the book, that she thought it made him look too good and that the depiction of her as accepting and forgiving him was not accurate.
He always had a new girlfriend. This movie depiction of his giving up other women for his wife, this was not accurate.  She hated him, of course, for humiliating her all the time.

Q. And your life after you were liberated? Where did you go?  As “Schindler’s List” ends, you see prisoners not knowing where to go.  The guy who liberates them says,” We don’t want you in the east; we don’t want you in the west either.” What was it like for you when you were suddenly liberated?

That’s a good question.  Both the Russians and Schindler told us not to take the law in our own hands. We had two warehouses that belonged to the Germans.  One was filled with vodka and the other with material, mostly blue serge for Navy uniforms. Schindler gave us the key and said somebody has to distribute it. My boyfriend did.  I want to show you a picture of my wedding dress.  That’s blue serge I’m wearing.  

My husband was quite courageous. He got us something to eat from the village and said we’re going to hop on trains. My girlfriend Eva was with us.  Trains didn’t run on schedule. Everything was out of whack. We sat not on seats but on the floor, and changed trains often.  My husband’s cousin lived in Prague. She was an internist.  We thought she’d still be there because she had married someone who wasn’t Jewish. We went as far as Prague. My husband went from police station to police station, looking for his cousin. Nobody knew where she was.  Only after the war did we learn she had five patients in the hotel where we stayed.  We were then in Prague, but Czechoslovakia was occupied by the Russians, the English, and the Americans.  One needed a three zone pass to get out of Prague. We didn’t have that; we didn’t have anything. Just that bottle of vodka. So my husband went to the Russians, gave them the vodka and got the three-zone pass.  We again hopped trains and headed for the American zone.

Q. Were you conscious you wanted to be with the Americans? Were you afraid of the Russians?

Very much afraid. They did all kinds of horrific things.  But then I got arrested by an American soldier.  He said, “You are German.  You are not from the concentration camps.”  They put me in prison. The next day I said, “Can you bring me a Jewish prayer book? I’ll show you I can read every word out of it.” Then he finally, finally realized I came from the camps.  If I can read the Jewish prayer book then I can’t be the kind of German you want to arrest.  So they apologized. They gave us cigarettes to trade. My boyfriend and my girlfriend waited for me in that town until I was free.  Then we went on until we came to the English zone and a displaced person’s camp where the English fed us. The women were separate from men and it wasn’t great but we were out of danger.  It wasn’t far from my hometown so I took a bus to our old house. The woman opened the door. I saw all our furniture there but I didn’t care. I didn’t need it.  She said to me, “You’re still alive. You shouldn’t be here. Are there any others of you?”  I just ran, ran, ran away.  I ran to the displaced person’s camp.  We waited two years to get a visa. My uncle’s husband vouched for us and we came to New York.  We lived in a boarding house where the bathroom is shared with 10 other roomers.  I got very ill at that time. It was rough, very rough.  But eventually, we crawled out of this all.

Q. Did you know the woman who was living in your home?

Yes. My mother was very good to her.

Q. How do you deal with something that’s basically neighbors turning on neighbors?  That must be extremely difficult things to deal with.

The bigger issue was where is my mother?  Where is my brother Wolfgang?  Never mind that woman.  Where is my family?  That was the bigger issue.  That was the second punishment.  Not only being in camps but no family.  When I finally married in Germany I cried so hard the chaplain said, “Why are you crying?”  
“Because I have no family.  My family isn’t with me on this day.”  We got married October 1945 in a small town near Munich.  The American army, they made the wedding party for us. They were very nice to us.  But I had no family there. I had one sister who went to England in 1939 and became a registered nurse.  The other sister went on those little boats Leon Uris describes in Exodus. She arrived in Palestine and was sent to prison for coming illegally into the country. My father’s uncle lived there. He finally arranged that she got out of prison.  She worked in a house as a housekeeper and married the son of this family.  Unfortunately, that sister died at 54 of leukemia. The other sister lives now in Dublin, Ireland.  Her husband died when she was 49 and she remarried this lawyer in Dublin.

Q. So you have one member of your family left?

I have my sister.  She’s very ill now and can’t walk much but before that, after my husband died, she and I went to Switzerland together. My son went to school in Switzerland for two and a half years.  Here and there, we’d go on vacation.  I visited her a lot more than she visited me because it was easier for me.  I had only one child and she had two daughters; her second husband had four children so that made six.

Q. How was your sister able to escape Germany?

She had friends who got her an affidavit so she could come. It was hard to get out. Prior to the war Jewish people tried to flee the Third Reich. The United States said no. We won’t take you in. Every country said no. Roosevelt didn’t want them. There was a boat, the St. Louis, that sailed to Cuba with Jews.  It sailed all around trying to get someone to let them land.  A friend of mine was on that boat.  He was safe but not everyone stayed alive on that boat.
  Most of them went back to Hamburg and were killed in the concentration camps.

Q. You started your conversation with us by saying, “How do I live with this? How do I forgive them?”

That’s a very difficult question. Elie Wiesel once addressed that question. “How can I forgive them when my parents aren’t alive to give me permission to forgive them?  How can I do that?”  I go a little further than that.  I’ve been to Germany a few times; when I see people my age, I start to tremble because I don’t know if they killed my mother, my brother. Maybe they were the ones.  Can I forgive them?  I don’t know.  I don’t think so.  I have been a guide in the Long Beach Museum of Art. When they have German students come, they always ask me to conduct the tour because I can speak German with them. I have no animosity against these people.  They weren’t even born yet. It’s not their fault.  But to forgive someone my age is very, very difficult.  I don’t live with hate at all.  Not hate. But forgiveness is very, very difficult.

Q. You said you don’t live with hate but how do you not live with hate?  What made you able to do this, to give up living with hate?  Did it happen naturally?  Was it something consciously you made a decision to do?

I found that once I stayed alive. That was very difficult and it took time.  The guilt for staying alive, most of us had guilt feelings.  Why didn’t my parents live?  Why did I live?  Guilt feelings were there but then as time went on, I said to myself, “Yes I survived and now I have to make a life for myself.”  Especially if I wanted a child.  If I wanted a child – and I wanted that very much! It only took me 10 years to have a child – I knew I had to have a different environment from always being together with people who were there. Always the talking about the war, and the talking about what you can’t change.  You have to do it privately.  When I get really in despair sometimes -- and who doesn’t -- I leave my house, get in the car and go to the beach. I live near Seal Beach and I go on the pier and walk. The breeze is wonderful and people are in the water and it cures me.  That helps me. Writing this book helped me a lot.  It was my catharsis.  It really was.

Q. How has your faith changed throughout everything you experienced?  Have you maintained it or is it something you just can’t let go of?

I maintained it.  I am a practicing Jew.  I maintain the holidays. I’m not so strict but I always said in the camps, “Oh, God, what have you done?  Why do we have to be in this situation?” I never said there is no God.  When my husband said, “There is no God,” I would always say to him. “I can’t prove it to you but I feel it in my heart.” My son has become religious recently and so has my grandson.

Q. So even throughout the whole experiences and throughout your horror, your faith remained?

Yes.

Q. Is there in Judaism, as there is in Christianity, an emphasis on the concept of forgiveness?

Yes, I’ll tell you why.  Did you hear about the holiday called Yom Kippur?  That’s the holiest day. That day we say a lot of prayers. First we have to forgive everyone we might have hurt, everyone we might have injured. Only then will God forgive us.  We do want forgiveness from God. I certainly do.  For having said something I shouldn’t have said, for having hurt someone with a certain remark, for having invited one person and not the other and they were hurt by it.  Those prayers are about just what you said: forgiveness.  They encourage forgiveness.  That was written before the Holocaust.

Q. I think the point you are making is that the Day of Atonement is before Yom Kippur.  You have to forgive other people before you can ask for forgiveness for yourself.

God will not forgive you unless you forgive others.

Q. Does that mean you feel under pressure to try to find forgiveness for others?

Not at all.  It’s a relief.  It’s a relief you know.  One of the things in Judaism is to avoid a bad tongue, to not bad-mouth people.  You can hurt them very much if you make a remark about someone, whether that remark is true or false.  That comes up, too, on Yom Kippur.

Q. Does that holiday take on new meaning since the Holocaust? 
Let me think about that a minute.  I don’t think so.  There’s nothing special written about this in the prayer books. We have prayer books for the Sabbath, for Rosh Hashanah, the New Year which is coming up very soon and Yom Kippur—they’re all the same prayer books.
  Only in the Haggadah when we have Passover, do we read about the exodus of the Jews from Egypt.  There is a certain prayer in there that I am made to read every year, about the 6 million who perished in the Holocaust. I think not every Haggadah has that passage.  My son collects Haggadahs; he has about 30 of them.  Some of them say that prayer. We always say it and I’m the one who says it.

Q. Why do you think people who were running the camps continued to do what they did? Do you think they did it out of fear of what other people would do to them if they refused? Or was it more because of the power they had?

I can’t tell you. I can’t give you an answer to that because I really don’t know.  I don’t know why they did it, not having talked to them. I’ve never talked to them. I tried to avoid them.  Even with Schindler and why he did it, I can’t tell you.  I can only tell you about my own experiences and what I saw in the camps. But I can’t go into their minds obviously and I too was restricted.  

Q. You were a young girl, too, when all this happened to you.

Yes.

Q. You talked about Schindler.  He liked women.  He liked wine. You also talked about some of the camp guards who didn’t do anything.  From the sound of this, can anyone be a camp guard? Can anyone be Oskar Schindler?  Is there anything special about them that they happened to be who they were? Or was it just because of chance?

That’s a difficult question.  A very difficult question.  I can’t answer that.

Q. Let me formulate the question a little differently.  I don’t know if you know of the social psychological experiments that come out, partly came out as a result of the Holocaust. The Milgram experiments on willingness to obey authority grew out concerns that the Holocaust occurred  because Germans were authoritarian. In fact, what Milgram and his associates found was that -- if put in certain situations -- most people will do what they’re told to do.  Then there are the Stanford experiments. Since your son went to school there, you know about those, too.  Zimbardo set up a lab in the Stanford psychology department basement and had some students take on the role of guards and some take on the role of prisoners. The underlying assumption on which all these experiments are predicated is the idea that there is an environmental influence on our behavior. These experiments contradict the view that some people have a personality that simply will not allow them to do certain things. So it turns out that personality sets a moral agenda for roughly a third of those people. Only 1/3 of people didn’t obey, didn’t follow orders in those experiments.  So here’s my question. As someone who lived through this period, do you think it’s situational or do you think there are certain personalities that would withstand the kind of pressure to do evil things?

First of all, if they didn’t comply, the person next to them could say that So-and-so didn’t raise his arm and say Heil Hitler and you should question them.  
Q. But you, at the age of 17, told them you wanted to be with your mother and your brothers which you would’ve known was going to be a difficult situation, at best.

I know. But my father wasn’t alive anymore and my brothers were too young to help my mother and I thought I could help her.  My going meant we did get to spend four months together, those four months where we had to work very hard.  If you read my book it tells you every little detail and I don’t want to go into it again here. Had I not gone, I may have lived and I may not have lived who knows?  I feel good that I did it. It must have given my mother some kind of comfort although she kept saying, “Save yourself.”

Q. Do you know what made you do that?

Love.  Love for my family.  We were very close. We were orthodox Jews and Friday and Saturday nights were so much fun in our house.  All my uncles and cousins came and we ate and we sang. My parents were very good parents.  I always say that. I wrote several poems about that. Because they gave me the love, I was able to love others.  It’s so important in the early years and the middle years because of that.

Q. Have you been able to reconnect with Holocaust survivors other than your sister? 
Yes.  One lived in London and she’s no longer alive. One lived in New York and I lost touch with her.  My friend Eva lives in Israel and we phone each other every other week.

Q. What is it like to reconnect with people who have gone through the same experiences as you?

Like part of my family.  When Eva and I call, we call each other sister because we are sisters. We went through a lot in our lives.

Q. Do you feel that even after so long you still need to have that connection and need to talk to people about it?

No.  We don’t.  Most of my friends are not survivors.

Q. A lot of people with whom I talked said that after the war, they came here and they put a big “Do not disturb!” sign on their memory. They didn’t want to deal with the war and the Holocaust.  I was wondering if you ever did anything like that.

I didn’t but my sister hasn’t read my book. She hasn’t read anything.  She can’t. She said, “I can’t. I feel so guilty for having left you.”  (She left in ’39.) I told her my parents were happy she left, knowing at least one child was safe.  But I can’t convince her. She doesn’t want to hear anything about the Holocaust. Nothing.

Q. I can understand that. Forgiveness is difficult, especially forgiving yourself. Coming back to forgiveness, what do you feel when you meet Germans of your own age and older, as opposed to younger Germans, like the ones you mentioned meeting at the museum. Germans born after the war.  What is the internal feeling you experience?  You say you don’t forgive them but you don’t hate them.  There’s a very interesting distinction in that statement. It’s a beautiful statement in many respects and I wonder if you can give me and others here some clue about the difference internally for you. You said you trembled -- and you still tremble -- when you meet people your own age and older from Germany but not the younger generation. You bear them no fear, no ill will.  What is the difference internally for you?

People my age could well have been the executioners of my parents.  So it’s difficult for me.  Very difficult. But hate is such a negative feeling.  It would take over my life. I enjoy life. I like to go to plays and concerts. My friends take me out and I have a lot of friends; most of them are non-Jewish.  It doesn’t make a difference.  They wish me happy Hanukkah and I wish them Merry Christmas.  We come together for parties. In fact recently I had to have physical therapy and the girl who did it was a German girl, maybe 30.  She is from a city which makes very good cookies. When my son goes to Germany for work I ask him to bring me some of those cookies. He always does. This girl knew I liked them so she gave me some, too. She told me her parents were coming to this country. It was Christmas time and I said to her, “I would like to invite your parents to have coffee and baked cookies,” They came to my house. It was a wonderful visit. I felt I had overcome another step.  I had grown.

Q. I had a question about memory.  It seems one reason you wrote the book, the reason why you’re here today, talking with us, and the reason why memories are important is that you don’t want to forget what happened.   How important is it to remember what went on, and do you worry about not being able to remember?  Do you worry that the rest of us will forget?

I worry that the rest of you will forget. I’m 86.  How much longer can I live?  So many of the survivors, they are that age or older.  After we go, who would talk about it?  It isn’t easy for me to go to all these schools, to attend plays like the “Anne Frank Opera” where I met your professor and her daughter. It’s very difficult. Most of the time I don’t want to talk about it.  But it’s my duty.  It’s my duty to speak until I no longer can so that we will be remembered.  That’s how the book started out. But then  I always ask: Why did I survive?  I survived and the book will tell you why.

Q. So talking gave you a purpose in some way?

I do a lot of volunteer work.  I work with HIV infected teenagers at Willows hospital and now cancer children.  I do art work with them and poetry.  I was a guide at the Long Beach Museum, for 17 years, until my back gave out.  I do a lot of things.

Q. What did your husband do?

He was in the liquor business. When you come here without education and you have to make a living it was a lot more than being incarcerated. Losing your youth, your parents, your education, your social skills.  All these things are part of the punishment.

Q. What does the number 287 mean to you?
That was my number on the list, on Schindler’s list.
 That’s not the number I was given in the camp.  I have this camp tattoo, too, if you’re interested.  The people of my town raised a thing with the names of the people that perished.  My parents’ names are on there. So is my brother’s.  I took my grandson, who was 16 at the time, and we went to the visit. He said the Jewish prayer, the Kadish, there.  I showed him all the places my relatives have lived. We were there four days.

Q. That must’ve been really important for him. Did you and your husband follow the trials that went on in Nuremberg directly after the war? 
I vaguely remember them.  I do remember the one in Israel. I followed that closely.
Q. Let me ask you a question about why the Holocaust happened in Germany, a great puzzle to many scholars. Germany before World War I was the apogee of civilization. In learning, music, art, science, and so on. Germany had a cultured people. How could the Holocaust happen there? You seem to suggest the Holocaust happened—at least in part -- because of the shock of losing WWI and then the punitive actions of the Versailles Treaty, which were very unfair to Germany. That’s a widely-held view. Recently, a different explanation was offered, suggesting anti-Semitism was particularly virulent in German anti-Semitism.
  A lot of scholars  disagree, pointing out the many Germans who spoke up against anti-Semitism at earlier points.  Do you have thoughts on this, since you are German yourself. Do you have any thoughts about why the Holocaust happened in Germany?  Is it just an economic explanation? Just the shock of losing the war, and the unfair reparations?

Don’t forget I lived in a small town; it was a really small town.

Q. But the people all turned on you.

They all turned on me.  On us.  Every one of them.  A friend of my father’s came one night and said, “Martin, you have to get out!” My father said, “I don’t have to get out. I fought in WWI.” He did! I have this picture of him, with his uniform on.

Q. A lot of people thought that having fought in the war would protect them. A lot of people were very shocked when it didn’t protect them. But as you say, here’s a man who sounds as if he was trying to protect your father by saying you needed to leave. But your father didn’t believe him.
Yes. My father said no.

Q. That’s another interesting question. Why did some people quickly assimilate the fact that Hitler was something different and not just another politician? A German, Jewish rescuer named Margot told me she remembers being in coffee klatches with people saying, “Oh well, we’ll try this Hitler for a while. What harm can he do? Someone has to get us out of the economic hardships.”   This echoes a joke in American politics, saying no matter who you elect, you end up with someone in the center. But in fact, there are politicians that are not in the center and who definitely turn the country in a different direction. Do you have any thoughts about why some people were able to realize Hitler was something qualitatively different than other politicians when other people were slower to grasp this?

You don’t want to believe something that bad. I imagine the people your friend Margot mentions had a nice house and they all got together for coffee, things like that.  They were so comfortable, and you don’t want to believe anything bad can happen when you’re like this. But there is another reason why my father didn’t leave: he had no money.  He couldn’t pay for 5 children and 2 adults to emigrate because he had nothing left.

Q. So part of it was comfort; part of it was opportunities. It was during the depression after all.  It was hard to get someone to sponsor you. Do you have any ill feelings for your neighbors for basically betraying you?

No.  I completely shut them out of my life.  I have to help myself.  I never wanted to speak with a psychologist though people often recommend it. It’s not for me because I would uncover things that better stay hidden. There’s so much I have to repress that I don’t want to let come to surface because I can’t handle it.

Q. So your ability to move on and to not hate people is complex. Part of it comes from your policy of not forgiving them but not hating them. Some of it emanates from a conscious desire and knowledge that if you don’t do this, it’ll cripple you psychologically.  Part of it is coming from a deep emotion which is your desire to have a child. You wanted to raise this child in an atmosphere where he could be whole and not suffer from hate and the old prejudices and wounds.  Finally, part of it is an act of will on your part to simply suppress certain things.  That’s incredible that you can do all that.

My friends always say I might be a slight person but I have a steel blade in my back.  But it’s important to me. When things aren’t important, I let them go.

Q.  What did you tell your son?  You said something while we had lunch that I thought was a lovely thing to say about a child.  That you’re very proud of his accomplishments but you’re most proud that he’s such a wonderful human being.  What was it that you did to help him become this way and what did you tell him of your own experience?  Did you talk to him about the Holocaust? Did you talk to him about your experience?

Interesting, when my son was in graduate school at MIT, he called me one day and said, “I’ve just seen a film about the Holocaust, about a couple in the army. It wasn’t that bad. It was made with a very light touch.  Did you go through that? Is that what you went through?” We said to him, “When you come home next time we’ll tell you the whole story, now that you’re old enough to know.”  We didn’t want to cripple him at an early age. He knew we had been in a camp and that we were different certainly because we had accents. We were not the ordinary couple. That’s what we did.  He handled it very well.  Just before my husband died my son did a video of him in which my husband opened up a lot more.  He never wanted to talk about it. My husband never opened my book, just like my sister.  They can’t handle it.

Q. You said you met your husband in one of the camps and that this was a positive part of the experience.  Are there any other positive things you took from the Holocaust, maybe found meaning out of the suffering?

Perhaps the fact that little things don’t upset me so much. Black or white, or green. Who cares? Somebody says something they shouldn’t have said. Little things, I can forget.  I don’t analyze them. I don’t want to think about those things. They’re not important.  When my daughter-in-law says, “I was so busy I couldn’t call you for ten days,” I just said, “It’s ok. I think about you and that’s good.”  Another mother-in-law might say, “Oh, she didn’t call me.”

Q. How have you been able to be so positive about this and not let it make you bitter?

I think it’s all the love I received when I was a child.  That’s what it is.

Q. I remember my mother telling me once after her mother had died – she was very close to her mother -- and she said waking up in the mornings was hard for her. She finally decided she would take all the love her mother had given her and give it to me.  I’m hearing something a little similar in what you’re saying; that you had this love that was given to you that kept you whole and helped keep you whole throughout this whole experience.  In some ways are you passing this on to your children?
Yes. I wrote a poem about it.  Many years ago I think it was published in some little magazine. The poem is written to my mother and says I’m able to give the love she’s given to me to others.  Maybe I could fish it out and e-mail it to you.
Q. Is part of what you’re doing here today, going out and talking to young people -- as you have done here today -- is that a part of that process?  Is it part of the healing process for you, as a witness? And a duty to remember your mom?

Remembering my parents and brothers.

Q. You said you had a duty. Who was that duty to?  Is it to us? To your parents? To God?

To my parents who have no voice, who were silenced.  My mother was 44 and my father was 47. Too young to be killed and leaving five children.

Q. You said you were able to forgive because you were able to give the love your parents gave to you.  But why do you think, assuming your sister had the same love for your parents, that she’s not able to talk about it and open up too?

I don’t know. I can’t go into her mind.  I think it’s guilt on her part for having left but she doesn’t need to feel guilty.  How do I tell her that?

Q. Do you feel because you lived you have a purpose? Or is it more that you have a second life to do something that you have a purpose  for?

Just being a good person and giving back to this country what it has given me, that’s my purpose.  That’s why I always like to volunteer. Not for something easy but something that is a little more difficult.  So I like to give back by volunteering, by helping people, by doing a good deed.  That’s what I like to do.  Whether that’s my purpose I don’t know. I also love my grandchildren very much.  I was part of their lives and that incredible closeness means so much to me, and my daughter-in-law and my son. They’re very nice to me.

Q. So in terms of finding your own moral compass it was the love your parents gave to you.  What would you tell young people here as they go into their own world and as they go into finding their own purpose in life?

Never give up for one thing.  If you have an idea in your mind, what you want to do in your life and where you want to go, there’s always hope even if there’s a fork in the road.  Pursue what you want to do and above all be true to yourself.
ENDNOTES


� Hanukkah (also Romanized as Chanukah or Chanuka) is an eight-day Jewish holiday commemorating the rededication of the Second Temple i� HYPERLINK "http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jerusalem" \o "Jerusalem" ��n Jerusalem during the 2nd BCE Maccabean Revolt. It is observed for eight nights and days, beginning on the 25th day of Kislev according to the Hebrew calendar, a day that occurs some time between late November to late December, according to the Gregorian calendar.


� The historical facts concerning many of Schindler’s activities, including the construction of the famous list, are murky and in dispute. It seems relatively uncontroversial that Schindler purchased a factory in Krakow shortly after Germany conquered Poland in 1939. Schindler employed many Jews from the Krakow ghetto until it was closed, at which point most of the Jews were sent to the Plaszow labor camp, located a short distance from Krakow.  At this point, Schindler seems to have obtained permission to house Jews in his factory. During most of this time, Schindler made a fortune by paying the Jews in his factory lower wages than the non-Jewish Poles would have demanded. Schindler later opened a factory in the now Czech Republic, near his hometown, Brunnlitz. 


The contention comes over who actually drew up the list, with the best evidence suggesting it was not Schindler but that Schindler instead gave explicit guidelines concerning the kind of workers he wanted to SS-Hauptscharführer Franz Josef Müller. The character played by Ralph Fiennes, who figures prominently in the movie/book’s depiction of the list’s construction, was Amon Göth. In fact, Goth already had been arrested by the SS on September 13, 1944 and hence was in prison in Breslau at the time Schindler’s list was constructed.  Göth was the psychopathic Commandant of the Plaszow camp, however, who shot prisoners from his balcony, as Laura’s narrative mentions and as is depicted in the movie. He well may be the Nazi Laura describes as kicking her down the stairs. But according to David Crowe, Marcel Goldberg was the person who actually prepared the list. Goldberg was a Jewish prisoner, of questionable morals and a member of the Ordnungdienst, the Jewish police force in the camp. Regardless of Goldberg’s personal character, the historical evidence does seem to confirm that he was the assistant of SS-Hauptscharführer Franz Josef Müller, who was the SS official responsible for transport lists. The best evidence also suggests that only about one in three of the Jews on Schindler’s list had been workers in his Krakow factory. Had Schindler simply closed his munitions factory in Krakow, instead of bribing the officials so he could move it to Brunnlitz, most of the men in the factory probably would have been sent to the Gross Rosen concentration (a camp with no gas chambers) and the women and children probably would have gone to Auschwitz. Most probably would have perished.


�  The St. Louis sailed with 937 Jewish refugees from Hamburg. Each passenger had a valid visa for temporary entry into Cuba. Sailing on May 13, 1939, the S.S. St. Louis was one of the last ships to leave Nazi Germany before Europe was engulfed in war.  When the boat arrived in Havana, the Cuban government declared the visas invalid.  The boat waited for 12 days, off the coast of Cuba and Florida, while negotiations with the US and with Cuba failed to produce a change in refugee policy, and eventually the boat had to return to Hamburg. Four weeks after the St. Louis first left Hamburg, Belgium agreed to take its refugees. Three days later, the French, British and Dutch governments also agreed to provide temporary asylum until a permanent home could be found for the refugees. The ship docked at Antwerp and the passengers dispersed to their temporary destinations. Once the Nazis occupied their countries of destination, most of the refugees not placed in Britain perished.


� Rosh Hashanah means "head of the year" and is the celebration of the Jewish New Year. It is the first of what are known as the High Holy days and occurs ten days before Yom Kippur.


� Hannelore Wolf, is listed on Schindler’s list as number 287 and a schreibkraft (typist) with camp #76490.


� Goldhagen (19xx)








