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 PREFACE 

 

 On February 10, 1988, Paul Schmelzer was interviewed on 

videotape by Ruth Harris and Marcia Weissberg 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 Paul Schmelzer 

 February 10, 1988 

 

 Paul Schmelzer was born in Gwozdziec, Poland on September 3, 

1916.  Paul was the youngest of nine children.  Paul's parents 

owned a retail-grocery story in Gwozdziec.  Paul was in the Polish 

army from 1937 to 1939.  At the start of the war, Paul became a  

prisoner-of-war, but was eventually able to return to his home-

town.   

 After the German invasion, the Germans gathered all the Jews 

of Gwozdziec into a two-block ghetto.  Then, Paul and all of the 

other Jews in the Gwozdziec ghetto were taken to the ghetto in 

Kolomyya, Ukraine, and a slave labor camp of the Wehrmacht.  After 

the summer in this camp, they were to be sent to Belzec 

concentration camp in Poland, but Paul escaped to Gorodenka, 

Ukraine.  Paul then went to Tolstoye, Ukraine in 1941.  Paul met 

his future wife, Susan, in Tolstoye.  In April 1942, they were 

taken to another slave labor camp.  They escaped when they heard 

that all the Jews in Tolstoye were going to be murdered.  They 

spent short stays with some Polish farmers.  Paul escaped, "at 

least 25 times," but believes his entire family was wiped out.  

One of his brothers was killed three months before liberation.  

Most of his siblings were killed in his home town of Gwozdziec.  

Because of his name and his wits, Paul was able to pass himself 

off as a German or a Pole. 
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 After liberation, Paul and his wife were in displaced persons 

camps in Chernevtsi (Ukraine), Munich (Germany), and Winzenheim, 

near Nuremberg (Germany).  Paul's son was born in Winzenheim 

displaced persons camp in 1946.  They came to the Bronx, N.Y.  in 

1949 and then moved to Elizabeth, N.J. in 1970. 
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 Time-coded notes of the 

 Interview with Paul Schmelzer 

 February 10, 1988 

 

01:00:00 

 

Paul was born in Gwozdziec, Poland on September 3, 1916.  Paul was 

the youngest of nine children, six boys and three girls.  After 

the war with Russia began, all the Jews in town were moved into a 

two-block ghetto.  Paul's parents had a wholesale-retail grocery 

store.  Paul was in the Polish army from 1937 until 1939.  Paul 

then became a war prisoner.  By luck, he escaped and returned to 

his home town about the time that the ghetto was formed.  The Jews 

in the ghetto were taken to Kolomeya (Kolomyya, Ukraine).  Paul 

was in the ghetto in Kolomyya also.  From this ghetto, they were 

put in a slave labor camp of the Wehrmacht.  During the summer, 

they worked in the fields.  After the summer, they were to be sent 

to Belzec concentration camp in Poland.  Luckily, Paul escaped.  

Paul went to Horodenka (Gorodenka, Ukraine), and from there to 

Tluste (Tolstoye, Ukraine).  Paul met his future wife, Susan, in 

Tolstoye in 1941.  In April 1942 they were taken to another slave 

labor camp.  They escaped from this camp when it was decided to 

kill all the Jews in Tolstoye. 

 

01:05:00 
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This escape occurred in April/May 1942.  One of Paul's brothers 

was in the camp.  He was killed three months before liberation.  

They spent short stays with some Polish farmers.  The first farmer 

they stayed with kept Paul and his girlfriend for three and a half 

months.  Paul escaped, "at least 25 times."  Paul's entire family 

was wiped out, it seems. 

 

01:10:00 

 

First the German soldiers came, and then the Russian soldiers.  

Then the Germans came again.  Then, Paul and a companion went to 

Chernowitz, Romania (Chernevtsi, Ukraine) for a year.   

 

01:15:00 

 

After liberation, Paul was taken to Germany and then to 

Czechoslovakia.  Then, his group was distributed to displaced 

persons camps in Munich, Germany under the United Nations Relief 

and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA).  Paul and his wife were 

sent to Winzheim camp, a camp for pregnant women in Winzenheim, 

Germany.  Their son was born there in 1946.  They came to the 

United States in 1949.  They were given a room in Paul's aunt's 

apartment in the Bronx, N.Y.  They rented their own apartment and 

Paul worked as a butcher.  Eventually, Paul opened his own store.  
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Paul went into the "building line" and moved to Elizabeth, New 

Jersey in 1970. 

 

01:20:00 

 

Question:  Was your family religious? 

Answer:  In Europe, everyone was Orthodox.  Paul describes his 

father's piety. 

Question:  When did you realize the danger? 

Answer:  Paul describes Polish anti-Semitism that he confronted. 

 

01:25:00 

 

With his name and wits, Paul passed himself as a German or as a 

Pole, not as a Jew.  Paul wandered around with a group of 25, six 

of whom were Jews. 

 

01:30:00 

 

Paul met his wife in Tolstoye.  They were introduced by a mutual 

friend.  Paul wanted to go to Israel, but his wife had a brother 

and other family in the United States.  Paul considers the United 

States to be the best country in the world.  Paul has told his 

children all of his experiences.  They were interested. 
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01:35:00 

 

Russian soldiers and Poles couldn't believe that any Jews 

survived.  They suspected that the surviving Jews cooperated with 

the Germans. Paul attributed his survival to "pure luck".  

Paul did farming work and was a mechanic for the Russians.  He was 

not sent to a concentration camp. 

 

01:40:00 

 

Paul states that they killed the Polish farmer that kept him for 

three and a half months.  He did not believe that polish priests 

were helpful; some Polish people helped a  

little bit. 

 

01:45:00 

 

When the Polish people started singing, it was, "The Jews, they 

betrayed Jesus."  There is no one else in the Elizabeth area from 

his part of Poland. 
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