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 PREFACE 

 

 In 1982, Clara Kramer was interviewed on videotape by Sidney Langer on behalf of the 

Kean College of New Jersey Holocaust Resource Center. The interview took place in Union, New 

Jersey and is part of the Research Institute Archives of the United States Holocaust Memorial 

Museum’s collection of oral testimonies. 

 Kean College of New Jersey Holocaust Resource Center created a summary and time-coded 

notes for the interview. The reader should bear in mind that these finding aids attempt to represent 

the spoken word in the recorded interview, yet have not necessarily been verified by the 

interviewee. The finding aids should not be used in place of the interview itself. 

 Rights to the interview are held by the Kean College of New Jersey Holocaust Resource 

Center. The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum houses a copy of the interview as a result 

of a contributing organization agreement with the Kean College of New Jersey Holocaust Resource 

Center. Details concerning the Museum’s rights to use and reproduce the interview are contained in 

the contributing organization agreement. 
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   Summary of the 

 Interview with Clara Kramer 

 1982 

 

 Clara Kramer was born in April of 1927 in Zólkiew (Zholkva) near Lemberg, Poland (Lviv, 

Ukraine). Jewish life in Zólkiew was "vibrant" before the Germans came. Zólkiew had a fur 

industry which created a stable economic situation. Clara's father was a Zionist. She had a younger 

sister who died during the Holocaust. Clara's family owned a factory which produced vegetable oil. 

Clara went to both Polish and Hebrew schools. 

 Clara describes how the Germans slowly changed the Jews' status in Zólkiew. Clara 

remembers that by the summer of 1942 she already knew people who were taken to Belzec, a 

concentration camp in Poland, for extermination. They knew about the camps because Zólkiew was 

on the train line to Belzec. She and her family helped people who would jump from the trains, as did 

other Jews in Zólkiew. Clara and her family went into hiding under a crawl-space under the floor in 

a home of an anti-Semitic Pole named Beck. Beck wanted Poland to be free of Jews, "but not this 

way." She and her family remained in hiding in the Becks' house for 22 months, never coming out. 

 They were liberated by the Russians. After liberation, Clara went with her family to a 

displaced persons camp in Germany. She did not feel free in the camp. Clara's mother made her 

keep a diary in which she wrote throughout the Holocaust. She has never parted with her diary. 

Clara also describes her post-Holocaust American-Jewish activism. 
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 Time-coded notes of the 

 Interview with Clara Kramer 

 1982 

 

01:00:00 

 

Born April, 1927 in Zólkiew (Zholkva), near Lemberg, Eastern Galicia, Poland (Lviv, Ukraine). 

Clara Kramer describes Jewish life in the town as "vibrant." The town's synagogue dated to the 

1600's. Her father was a Zionist; he wanted to go to Palestine and argued with the family about it. 

Clara's family had a factory which produced vegetable oil. Her father predicted calamity for Jews 

even before it occurred. Clara had only one sister who was one-and-a-half years younger than 

herself. Clara's sister died in the Holocaust. Before the Germans came to her town, she recalls, she 

was treated well even though she was Jewish. Clara had many Polish friends. 

 

01:05:00 

 

Generally, the Jews lived closer to the center of the town because of their businesses. Because of the 

location of their factory, Clara's family lived on the outskirts where the Poles lived. Clara had many 

Polish friends. She went to Polish and Hebrew schools. Clara remembers her father going to Zionist 

meetings. Her father grew up a Hasid, but was the only one in his family to shave his beard. Both of 

Clara's parents came from large families, but she never knew her paternal grandparents. She grew 

up among her maternal relatives. There was a fur industry in Zólkiew; the economic situation wasn't 

bad. 

 

01:10:00 
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Between world wars, not many Jews emigrated. This was a sign of employment and prosperity. 

Clara describes herself as having her "nose in a book," and she seldom paid attention to current 

events. In the 1930's, however, there was a lot of anti-Semitism. Clara knew about Jews being 

beaten in Lemberg University. Still, she felt she has had a "privileged childhood." Clara's grades 

were good enough to qualify her for the local Gymnasium (her parents thought that because of anti-

Semitism she'd have to attend a Jewish Gymnasium in Lemberg, but she didn't). 

 

01:15:00 

 

Clara heard about attempts to pass anti-Semitic laws. Despite anti-Semitism, friends remained close, 

at least until the Germans came. When Germans first came in 1939, they didn't harm anyone; they 

only stayed a short time. Under Russian rule, members of her family were taken away, because of 

their wealth, in April 1940. Her grandfather died in a Soviet prison. Clara's grandmother returned 

from Russia in 1945. Clara was forced to attend school on Yom Kippur because her parents would 

be held "responsible" if their children didn't attend. Her immediate family wasn't taken away by 

Russians because her father was needed at the factory and there was a name mix-up. 

 

01:20:00 

 

Clara remained with her parents and her sister until the Germans came. The Gestapo arrived in 

Zólkiew, and locked up the Kehilla (Jewish leadership) until they were given gold and silver. The 

Kehilla had to give a list of local Jews to the Gestapo. Clara's father continued working. Her mother 

sold buckwheat, grits, and barley. During this time, people assumed other occupations. Clara 

worked in a garden picking vegetables. Everyone worked for nothing. 
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01:25:00 

 

There was a teacher from Warsaw, Poland in Clara's town. Clara's mother paid him in flour and 

other goods because a Gestapo man was remunerated in money and furs, he kept the town from 

being made "Judenrat." However, there was an Aktion in November 1942. In the meantime, Jews 

were isolated from non-Jews. Clara's Polish friends avoided her:  "I was Jewish, and they were 

privileged." Clara recounts that people did whatever they could to avoid being noticed by the 

Gestapo. 

 

01:30:00 

 

As long as you didn't look at the Gestapo, they didn't look at you. Curfew was at 5 pm. A friend of 

Clara's was out during curfew and was shot. Clara went for daily lessons in private residences and 

rushed home before the curfew. She remembers rarely actually seeing Germans. Clara remembers 

that she didn't envy the Judenrat (German-appointed Jewish council) because they had to face the 

Germans. By summer 1942, Clara already knew people who were taken to Belzec, a concentration 

camp in Poland, for extermination. Crippled and retarded people were taken first. Clara remembers 

a "special" family (a non-Jewish family) as among the first to be taken. 

 

01:35:00 

 

Next, the crippled people were taken. Zólkiew was on a train line to Belzec concentration camp. 

When people started jumping off the train, Clara knew what was happening. Boys used to collect 

the jumpers who survived and bring them to the Jewish homes. Clara went with a Jewish nurse and 
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changed bandages, and Clara's mother cooked soup. One of Clara's best friends, even to this day, 

was one of the jumpers. Toward the end of summer 1942, they knew what their own fate might be. 

 

01:40:00 

 

They knew they had to find a place to hide. Someone that they knew had a parquet floor in  a 

private home. They prepared a bunker in there in which to hide. Three families prepared to hide 

down there. The hiding place was beneath a crawl-space. They went there every night. Aktions 

usually began at 4 a.m. On the morning of November 22, 1942, the Aktion started. At that time 

there were 10 people in the bunker. By the end of the day, the Aktion was over. After the Aktion, 

most of those who survived went to the ghetto in the center of town. Over 2,000 died. Clara and her 

family, of course, remained hidden. 

 

01:45:00 

 

The Polish family who lived in the home of their hiding place (the man was a "Volksdeutsch" 

named Beck and could get any house he wanted) sheltered them, even though they had every 

opportunity to denounce them. He was an anti-Semite who saved them anyway. ("I always wanted 

Poland without Jews, but not this way" he said.)  Many people in bunkers were caught; there were 

bounties on their heads. Clara's bunker eventually housed 18 people. 

 

01:50:00 

 

The crawl-space was tiny; they had a minuscule area which they covered with straw where they 

slept; all they could do was sit. Clara describes several other people who joined them. One of the 
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inhabitants had money and could buy food but refused to share it. They lived mostly on potatoes 

and water. 

 

01:55:00 

 

They had to wash every day, using washing powder in the absence of soap, in order to avoid lice. 

They remained in the bunker for 22 months during which they never left. Clara was 15 when she 

entered and 17 when she left. The Jews had an English toilet. Waste water had to be carried to the 

toilet with no sound. Later, two Germans were billeted in two rooms of the house, and it was 

impossible to use the toilet anymore. In March 1943, there was another Aktion. There were only 60 

people left at this time. By April 6, 1943, the ghetto was Judenrein. Her mother's youngest sister and 

brother were still in the ghetto. 

 

02:00:00 

 

Clara's mother's sister developed typhus in the ghetto. Mr. Beck escorted her mother into the ghetto. 

Clara went there after her mother, accompanied by the Becks' daughter. This was the only time that 

Clara entered the Zólkiew ghetto. Clara's mother refused to leave her sister.  Her sister eventually 

recovered. Mr. Beck returned to the ghetto and brought Clara's mother back into hiding. Then the 

uncle, Clara's mother's brother, developed typhus. In the meantime, the Aktion took place and 

Clara's mother's sister and brother were killed. There were two children of the sister, who, with the 

aid of the uncle's brother-in-law, who later escaped, came to Beck's house. 

 

02:05:00 
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Beck shaved their heads to get rid of lice. He decided to save them even though there was fear that 

the children would make noise. On Palm Sunday, April 20, 1943, there was fire all around the 

house. They started for the bunker in which they had hidden originally. Clara's mother took the 

children so that they wouldn't be trampled. Clara's sister tried to save herself, but was caught and 

killed. She refused to tell on others. The fire destroyed the neighborhood. 

 

02:10:00 

 

They stayed in the bunker because Beck believed that luck was on his side. He sheltered them until 

liberation. The rescued people are still in touch with Beck's daughter. The Beck parents are already 

dead. Clara and her husband are Beck's daughter's only family. By mid-1944, the Germans were 

already retreating in the wake of the Russian advance. 

 

02:15:00 

 

The Germans requisitioned rooms in Beck's house. The people in hiding had some close calls and 

could possibly have been discovered. One day, the Germans left. More Germans requisitioned space 

in Beck's house, but the hideaways now simply dug a deeper hole. All the "Volksdeutsch" were 

running away, but Beck couldn't abandon them. He sent his daughter away. 

 

02:20:00 

 

Half of the city escaped; the Russians were arriving. People in hiding took out hidden Torahs and 

started praying. Mrs. Beck never told them, but she had secured a Torah they had brought in the 
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planks in the wall. That Torah is now in Israel. Miraculously, it did not burn in the fire in April 

1943. 

 

02:25:00 

 

Clara recalls that she never saw anybody reach the level of suicidal despair. ("You want to live; you 

want to live so much!")  Clara saw her mother tear her own hair when Clara's sister died, but she did 

it quietly as to not betray herself and others. When Clara was rescued, she weighed 40 kilograms. 

She couldn't bear to hear a train whistle. Clara went with her family to a displaced persons camp in 

Germany. Clara didn't feel free in Germany, hearing the German language. Clara protested that the 

displaced persons camp was like a prison. Clara met her husband in the displaced persons camp. 

 

02:30:00 

 

"Brihah" came to take the children who survived to Palestine. They wanted to send Clara's aunt's 

two children. They found the girl, but Clara's father had to "kidnap" the boy. Both are now in Israel. 

Years later, Clara wanted to go with her husband to Poland, but she had to go with her sister-in-law. 

Clara still wants to show her husband where she lived. 

 

02:35:00 

 

Clara's mother made her keep a diary, in which she wrote throughout the Holocaust, never dreaming 

they'd survive. Clara seldom speaks to her children about the past in the Shoah. The children are not 

active in the second generation. Her younger son, however, has asked questions. Her children are 
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active in the United Jewish Appeal and other Jewish activities. In her diary, she identified historical 

events and as many people as she could. 

 

02:40:00 

 

Clara acknowledges that the human species is very strong. Clara expresses her weariness that a few 

people use the Holocaust for self-aggrandizing or self-serving purposes. Clara never parted from her 

diary. She describes numerous times that she was approached for her diary. She said that she 

perhaps might give it to an archive. Clara feels that it is better not to write than to distort events as 

she says some people did. Clara was very angry at the British who kept the Jews from Palestine. 

 

02:45:00 

 

Clara describes her resentment at the British and German displaced persons camps. The lesson that 

she would impart:  Yell loud if you see evil. Clara urges that they must not do it to us again. Clara 

states that today's American Jewry is not the same as American Jewry at that time. Back then, they 

though that one person couldn't "rock the boat." Clara describes her post-Holocaust American-

Jewish activism. 

 

02:50:00 

 

Clara believes in vigilance. She feels that we must allow our enemies to talk. They will expose 

themselves. Clara is not happy to testify, but feels that the story must be told before it's too late. 
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