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PREFACE 

The following oral history testimony is the result of a recorded interview with Leni Hoffman, 
conducted by Noemi Szekely-Popescu on January 25, 2012 on behalf of the United States 
Holocaust Memorial Museum. The interview, which took place by telephone, is part of the United 
States Holocaust Memorial Museum's collection of oral testimonies. Rights to the interview are 
held by the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum. 

 The reader should bear in mind that this is a verbatim transcript of spoken, rather than 
written prose. This transcript has been neither checked for spelling nor verified for accuracy, and 
therefore, it is possible that there are errors. As a result, nothing should be quoted or used from 
this transcript without first checking it against the taped interview. 

 

LENI HOFFMAN 

January 25, 2012 

 

Q. This is a United Holocaust Memorial Museum interview with Leni Hoffman conducted on 
January 25, 2012. The interviewer is Noemi Szekely-Popescu.  She is in Washington DC and 
Leni is in Canada. This interview is being recorded over the phone. 

http://collections.ushmm.org 
Contact reference@ushmm.org for further information about this collection

 
This is a verbatim transcript of spoken word. It is not the primary source, and it has not been checked for spelling or accuracy. 



Q .So Leni, can you tell me, where and when you were born, please? 

A. I was born in Bamberg, Germany on August 25, 1930. 

Q. Okay. So can you tell me your name at birth? 

A. My name at birth was Caroline Leni Eckmann. 

Q .Can you tell me your father’s and mother’s names, please? 

A.My father’s name was Ludwig Eckmann, and my mother’s name was Sami Eckmann Stern. 

Q. And what years where they born? 

A. Just a second. 

Q. Hello. My father was born on October 6, 1889, and my mother was born June 13, 1887. 

Q. Now, were they both born in Germany? 

 A. Yes they were born in Germany. 

Q. And do you know whether your grandparents had been immigrants or were they born in 
Germany too? 

A. They were born in Germany as well. 

Q. Were you an only child? 

A.Yes, I was. 

Q. What language did you speak at home? I am supposing German, but was there any 2nd 
language? 

A. No. Just German. 

Q. So would this mean that your parents did not know Yiddish at all? 

A. No. 

Q. So can you describe the apartment where you lived? How many rooms, of what kind of 
furniture? 

A. We lived in a small town, the house was over 100 years old. It actually belonged to my great 
grandfather; it was               a typical small town structure. How many rooms, it had two 
bedrooms upstairs, living room, dining room, kitchen, no indoor plumbing. It did have 
electricity. 

Q. How common was it to have electricity in your town in 1930? 

A. I think most everybody had electricity in my town in 1930, not plumbing, but electricity.  

Q. So this was a house, not an apartment. 
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A. It was a house. 

 Q. So was there an outhouse in the garden? 

 A. There was an outhouse. 

 Q.  Did your family keep any maids? 

A. Not in my time. They had maids before I was born. My mother was a professional dress 
maker. And she always had 2 apprentices in the house. But there was no other help. A maiden 
aunt lived with us. 

 Q. Your mother worked out of the home. So the apprentices, they were learning her craft?  

 A. My mother worked out of the home.   And they were learning the craft. My mother was 
actually a teacher. 

Q. Was she selling her clothes? 

 A. Yes, she was selling them, she had a thriving business. In those days people didn’t go to a 
store to buy clothes, especially not in a small town. Clothes were made to order. That was her 
business. 

Q. Now, were these clothes made for a special occasion, or were they every day clothes? 

A. No, these were everyday clothes. 

 A. The fact that your mother worked. Did you feel like that she did that to bring income, or was 
it assumed that she would work?  

A. That was her profession. She trained for years in that field. I supposed she certainly helped to 
learn how to do that. My father was a cattle trader. We had a farm with a couple of cows and that 
is what he did. And he tended the fields. And she was at home, that was her business. That is 
what she chose to do. 

Q. Was the farm spatially located in a different place than the house, in a separate place from the 
house? 

A. Yes, in Germany the farms were on the outlying areas, and all the houses were in town. 

Q. So I am guessing he wasn’t the only farmer in the village. 

A. Oh no, it was a farming community. It was a very small town. There were maybe 300 people. 
There were more cows than people there. 

Q. I see. Was your father the one to go into the business of farming? 

A. Oh no. That farm belonged to my great-grandfather and maybe beyond that. That farm 
belonged to my mother’s family. He came into it from another community. 

Q. I see. When he came into it, did you know if he already had training in agricultural activity? 
Or was that new to him? 
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A. I really don’t know much about my father’s family. I would imagine because he also came 
from a neighboring small town, also a farming community. So I would assume that yes.  But I 
really don’t know much about that side of the family at all.  

Q. Okay. Where both your parents Jewish? 

A. Yes, Orthodox. 

Q. Orthodox, where there any other Jews in this town? 

A. There was one other family. Yes. I don’t remember their last name. It was a very complicated 
thing. They were a rather strange family. They had no children. These people living there. There 
was an old mother and a son and a daughter. Neither one of them was married. So I did not have 
much contact with them. 

Q. So would they go to some sort of place where they had a minyan? 

A. Yes, in a neighboring town, there was a synagogue about twenty minute walk. About 10 
Jewish families lived there. So that was where the two families in my town would go to worship. 

Q. Do you recall the name of this town? 

A. Yes it was Hofheim. 

Q. Ok. Hofheim. So I am assuming that your family kept Kosher. They kept the Sabbath? 

A. Oh yes, strictly Kosher. They were ultra-orthodox. 

Q. Ultra-orthodox? 

A. Yes, ultra-orthodox, and I didn’t like it. 

Q. Can you describe what you mean by ultra-orthodox?  What kind of rituals did they keep? 

A. They kept every ritual. They kept Kosher. My father went to synagogue Friday night and 
Saturday, every holiday was kept. They prayed 3 times a day. My father put on tefillin every 
morning. Strictly- orthodox. 

Q. Your father would have side curls then, is that right? 

A. Pardon me? 

Q. He would have worn side curls? 

A. No. He did not. And my mother did not wear a wig. 

Q.  So they did not have a special way of dressing, then? 

A. No. They were not Hassidic. I think that the German orthodox Jews were different from the 
Polish orthodox Jews. 

Q. Right, right. 
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A. I am assuming that the village knew that your family was Jewish. 

A. Yes, they did. 

Q. Did you feel that you were treated differently because of this? 

A. Well, I felt different because first of all when I was a youngster, school was 6 days a week 
and I could not go to school on Saturdays. Also on Thursday afternoons, I had to go to Hofheim 
for Hebrew lessons, so I was taken out of class. And also the fact that I could not eat at 
anybody’s house, and the fact that we did not celebrate Christmas or Easter. So yes, I felt 
different, and I resented it, and I made up my mind at a very early age that were two things I 
would never do, to live in a small town and be orthodox.  And I kept to that. 

Q. You kept it. Okay. So when you said that you could not eat at other’s people house, did this 
mean that you were invited to other people’s houses, that you were friends? 

A. Yes. I had friends at school and they would say, “Come over for lunch,” but I couldn’t eat 
there. And I felt excluded, no question about it. But once, you know when Hitler came into 
power, the whole thing changed. That was another story. But before that you know, I felt I had 
friends and I had no problem socially, and my parents certainly didn’t. They were part of 
community. My grandfather was one of the grand old gentlemen there. He was very influential in 
the community and he was very well respected. 

Q. So you feel like  your family was integrated in the community? 

A. Oh definitely they were.  They were Germans first. The fact that they were Jews, that was like 
being Catholic or Protestant. 

Q. Did your grandfather or anyone in your family hold any influential position, like in the 
mayor’s, office, or the civil service? 

A. No, not officially. But he was certainly influential in the community in his time. And I didn’t 
find that out until later, when I went back to Germany and the townspeople told me that.  

Q. Can you tell me his name please? 

A. His name was Ulius Stern. He died in July 1930, the same year that I was born, in August. 
The townspeople told me that when he died, there was a formal procession from our house to the 
Jewish ceremony, which was quite a distance. Everybody was dressed in formal clothes and top 
hats. And my teacher who was the most anti- Semitic person in the town in my time, he led the 
procession. I mean, I was absolutely flabbergasted when I heard that story. 

Q. Do you have any way of making sense of that? 

A. No, I don’t, but this was before Hitler came in to power when the attitude towards the Jews in 
Germany was very cordial. Jews held high positions in every field, medicine at universities. The 
attitude only changed when he came into power. My family lived that area for at least 300 years, 
and they were totally integrated into the community until that time. Hitler’s power began in 
Bavaria, and that is where I lived, and the attitude changed overnight  
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A. Now, would most of the villagers have been Catholics. Or was it a mix? 

Q. No. Most of the villagers were Protestant, there were 2 Catholic families. They were 
somewhat ostracized as well. I think they would have been next.  

Q. Now you had the feeling they had been ostracized. Do you recall anything in particular that 
made you remember it that way? 

A. Well I think what I remember is that they also had problems with neighbors and attitudes, 
nothing like the Jews suffered of course. Definitely, I think if I remember it was a long time ago, 
and I was just 9 years old.  

Q. Would this have been people talking behind their back?  Was there anything specific that 
gave you the sense that there was hostility towards them? 

A.No, that just seemed to be the talk. I cannot recall anything specific. 

Q. Were there any Catholic children in your school? 

A. Well I am sure these people had children. I don’t remember their names or specifically who 
they were.  

Q. So you don’t have any memory of the children being treated differently in school? 

A. No, I don’t. 

Q. So you said that your teacher was the most vocal anti-Semite in your town. Was this person a 
gentleman or a lady? 

A. No, it was a man. 

Q. Did this man ever say anything in school or outside of school? 

A. Absolutely, he was Gestapo, he wore the uniform, and he was the one who threw me out of 
school. There was a big       portrait of Hitler hanging in the school. It was a one room 
schoolhouse. Grades one to eight. 

Q. So, all the children were in the same room, and they were all taught by the same teacher? 

A. Yes, they were all taught by the same man.  And as he entered the room every morning, we 
had to salute this portrait, not me but the children had to salute this portrait.  

Q. Of Hitler? 

A. I was not allowed to do that. 

Q. What year was this? 

A. This was 1937 or 1938 was the year that it started.  Actually it stated earlier 1937, they started 
harassing the Jews, breaking window, and they started to make life miserable. 

Q. So you’re saying, they started, was this your village or in the region? 
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A. This was Germany in general. That was a year before Kristallnacht, which was in November 
1938. 

Q. Did anything like that happen in your village? 

A. Well yes, they broke windows on Kristallnacht in Hofheim. In the adjoining town the 
synagogue was destroyed, Jewish businesses were ruined. They never made it to us, because 
supposedly they got tired out. So we did not suffer any destruction during that time, but it started 
earlier. 

Q. That was what I was going to ask. How early did it start?   

A. I  would think if I remember correctly, 1937, mid-1937. 

Q. And had you started school at age 6 or earlier. 

A. No, 6. 

Q. So, from first grade on, this was the same teacher the whole time. 

A. Yes, he was there for years. 

Q. And from the first day, the children were supposed to salute. Is that right? But you were the 
only one who was told not to? 

A. Yes. 

Q. And do you remember the teacher singling you out in other ways? 

A. Yes he was constantly harassing me, and of course the Hitler youth was very active in this 
town. He was the one who was in charge of it and of course, I could not join. He poisoned the 
whole atmosphere. There is no question about that.  The ultimate outcome was that he threw me 
out of class, in front of everybody. And I have never forgotten it. That was such a traumatic 
experience in my life.  

Q. Do you remember the date when he threw you out? 

A. It was 1938; I don’t remember the exact date.  

Q. Do you remember his name? 

A. Pardon me? No, I should remember his name, but I don’t. 

Q. Now you said his actions poisoned the environment but at the same time you said you were 
invited over to your classmates’ houses and families. So were there certain classmates that 
weren’t part of this environment. Can you explain that to me?  

A. Well. This didn’t happen until the latter part of 1937, so I am talking about friends from when 
I was a little girl, from prior to going to school until the latter part of 1937. 

Q. And then did things change for you significantly socially?  
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A. Yes, because I think people were afraid to be friends with me at that point. Because I think 
that the town in general became very anti-Semitic. 

Q. Do you remember anyone in the town doing or saying anything in public? 

A. Not really, except the teacher, who humiliated me at every opportunity. 

Q. Do you know what kind of things he said?  

A. Just that the Jews were not welcome, and I could not be part of the Hitler youth, and I 
couldn’t salute, not that I wanted to.  I just could not be part of the community. 

Q. Did he make you sit in a special place in the classroom? 

A. No. There was really no special place. It was one room. 

Q. Do you recall your parents discussing the situation worsening? Do you remember them being 
worried or scared? 

A. Yes of course, that is why they sent me to Belgium. 

Q. So when do you first remember them starting to get worried? 

A. They first started to get worried when they broke all of our windows, imprisoned all the 
German Jewish males. Also, I don’t remember if it was 1937 or 1938 when they imprisoned all 
the German Jewish males. 

That would have been Kristallnacht.  

A. No, it was before Kristallnacht. It was... I keep forgetting... A Jew was accused of killing a 
German and that was the excuse to imprison all German Jewish males. And my father was 
imprisoned. 

Q. How was he was taken away? 

A. They came to the house and took him away. 

Q. Was it a local policeman, someone you knew? 

A. Or they had to meet at a certain place, I don’t really remember. 

Q. So your father was imprisoned and taken to jail? 

Q. How long was he imprisoned? 

A. A couple of months. 

Q. Do you recall your mother’s actions or feelings at this time? 

A. She was very scared. We visited my father in jail, and he was bruised and his head was 
shaven. We used to bring food, a basket of food. I remember my mother had brought a chocolate 
bar. Chocolate was a luxury in those years: one of the big European chocolate bars. And I 
wanted to give it to my father as a gift. But the guard did not let me. He wanted to take it from 
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me. But I wouldn’t give it to him and I ran away with the chocolate bar. And then he came home 
shortly thereafter. 

Q. Do you remember when he came home-what month this was? 

A. No, I don’t  

Q. Would this have been early 1939? 

A. No it was earlier than that, it was before Kristallnacht  

So your father was in jail before Kristallnacht? 

A. Yes. 

Q. So your father gets out of jail, what did he do after that? 

A. He resumed his normal life He tended to the fields and the animals. He lived as normally as 
possible. 

Q. Did he know why he had been arrested? 

A. Oh yes, of course, everybody knew, it was well advertised. 

Q. Did you know where the jail was, was it in your town? 

A. No it was in Hofheim. 

Q. Does that mean that the other Jewish males from the community were there?  

A. Yes, every Jewish male was in there. 

Q. Do you know if the other Jewish men had been set free at the time your father had been set 
free? 

A. I don’t know. 

Q. So your father resumed his work. I am guessing somewhere in the middle of 1938? 

A. Yes. 

Q. Did anything happen before Kristallnacht that you can remember? 

A. No, nothing aside from that. 

Q. So then, tell me how you remember Kristallnacht, or how you remember hearing about it. 
What was the first thing you heard about it? 

A. Well, the first thing I heard about it, is from my parents’ friends who lived in Hofheim, and 
who had businesses. And we went to visit and we saw the destruction. I remember it so clearly. 
One of the families had a shoe store.   

Q. These were Jewish families. 
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A. These were all Jewish families. Most of them in Hofheim had businesses. A shoe store, a 
furniture store, I think a linen store. They had small stores. And I remember the shoe store so 
specifically.  Where all the shoes were thrown all over the place and boxes, and furniture was 
hacked to pieces and of course the synagogue was totally destroyed. They burned it. I remember 
that very clearly. And then we were told that the reason that they didn’t get to us is because they 
were tired out. That was the reason given. 

Q. And this was the first information you had about it. So basically the night that it happened, 
your family was unaware that it had happened. Is that right? 

A. Well we didn’t hear until after it had happened. Because it happened the same night all over 
Germany.  

Q. Did your parents have siblings? 

A. Had what? 

Q. Siblings? 

A. Yes. My mother- there were six in the family. My father, I am sorry to say, I only know of 
one brother, that I used to visit as a child. I don’t know how many siblings he had.  If I remember 
correctly. I don’t know if it was actual true information or not.  I heard that there were two 
marriages and that it was a mixed family. But I don’t really know anything about it. I don’t know 
anything about them. I don’t know that either. 

Q. So your mother had quite many siblings? 

A. Yes, everybody lived in Germany, but they all moved away from the town. 

Q. The only person who remained was my mother and the eldest daughter who was totally, 
profoundly deaf. She was unmarried, and she lived with us.  My mother took care of her. I 
remember she had a stroke. It was 1937. Just before the trouble started that is how I remember it 
was 1937. I had gone shopping with my mother and she was lying on the floor bleeding from her 
mouth and nose. She had had a stroke. My mother took care of her until she died at home. But all 
the other siblings moved away. One aunt lived in Frankfurt, one aunt lived in Bayreuth, one 
uncle lived in Loire and another uncle lived in Saarbrucken, and my mother was the only one 
who remained in the South.  

Q. If I remember correctly, your mother was born in 1887. Is that right? And you were born in 
1930.  
She was 42 when you were born. Is there a reason that you were born that late? Apparently from 
the stories I heard from family, she was married for about 10 or 15 years, and obviously she 
couldn’t conceive, and they never thought that she could have children, so everyone was shocked 
when I was born 

A. Ok, so there are other family members throughout Germany, and then you see what happened 
in the neighboring town during Kristallnacht. Would this have been a few days after? That you 
were in that town? 
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A. No the next day, yes, yes, the very next day.  

Q. So how do you remember your parents’ reactions, what were they saying? 

A. Well, they were very scared, that is when they started proceedings to get me out of Germany. 

Q. Were they in contact with your mother’s siblings? 

A. My uncle, my mother’s younger brother, had immigrated to the United States from Germany 
in 1936. 

Q. Do you know why he decided to do this? 

A. For the same reason. His wife was a very intelligent woman, and she saw the writing on the 
wall. They had a very profitable business in the Saar territory which was once under French rule, 
and then became German. And they were very well off, and she knew to get out. 

Q. My other uncle, his children immigrated to Palestine in 1933. And they emigrated in 1935, 
my uncle and his wife. 

A. My mother made arrangements for my emigration to Belgium with the Kindertransport 
through my uncle. My uncle made the arrangements in the United States with some organization. 

Q. Can you tell me your uncle’s name? 

A. My uncle’s name was Jacob Stern.  

Q. And his wife? 

A. His wife was Helena Stern. 

Q. And do you know what kind of business they had in the Saar region? 

A. They had a clothing department store: children’s clothing, men’s clothing, ladies’ clothing. 

Q. Were they able to find this type of work in the United States in 1936?  

A. No, when they got to the United States, my uncle bought a chocolate factory, and he worked 
there, and when the war broke out, it was difficult to get sugar and flour, so he sold it. So he 
when he was in his 40s, he learned to be a diamond cutter.  And that is the business he was in. 

Q. Do you know whether your uncle and his wife were able to take any assets with them when 
they left? 

A. Yes they took their money and when they got to the U.S. they invested the money, and they 
took their furniture and silver and china and other stuff. Because they got out early enough, in 
1936. 

Q. So he was the one who made arrangements for your emigration? 

A. Yes. 

Q. Do you know whether this was your mother’s idea or his idea? 
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A. I am not sure how it came about, but I think  what happened is that my father’s brother, whom 
we were friends with and in  touch with, they had a son who was a year older than I and they also 
had family in New York. And I think that is how it actually started. My mother heard it from 
them and contacted my uncle in New York, and then he took care of it. 

Q. You don’t know the details of it of what he had to do to take care of it? 

A. There was some kind of organization, Jewish organization, I really don’t know who. The 
Jewish Committee, I guess. Because they were the one who were supposed to take care of us in 
Belgium. 

Q. Do you know whether he had to pay to get you on a list? 

A. To pay? Oh sure, definitely there was money involved. 

Q. Do you know whether your mother needed to send any funds with you? 

A. I don’t know who paid for it, whether my uncle paid for it, whether my parents paid for it, I 
don’t know those details. 

Q. Now, how did your mother explain to you what was going to happen, or your father? 

A. Somehow I understood, I knew that I had to get out. The day that I was dismissed from 
school, I knew that I could not stay there, even though I was only 8 years old. And then my 
mother told me that this was going to happen. 

Q. How did she tell you, how did she explain it to you?  

A. Well she just told me that the situation was getting worse, and that I had to leave in order to 
save me they had to send me away. That is the only time emotionally that I didn’t even cry. I just 
somehow, I just instinctively knew, somehow I still remember the feeling until this day. I left on 
the last Kindertransport which was in July, 1939. War broke out in September. Of course, the 
borders were closed, and I went to Belgium. 

A. Where did the Kindertransport leave from? 

Q. It left from Frankfurt, my aunt lived in Frankfurt, and my mother and I went to Frankfurt. 

A. So your mother was the person who accompanied you? 

Q. So you had to say “goodbye” to your father at home? 

A. Yes at home. And I remember he gave me a ring, a little gold ring as a going away gift, and I 
had a chain with a “chai” medallion on it and on the train to Belgium, the German soldiers came 
around and collected all the valuable gold and silver that the children were wearing and it was 
summertime so the window on the train was open a bit, so I took off my chain and I took off my 
ring and I threw it out. I did not want them to have it.  

Q. You were a very headstrong nine year old. That’s amazing. 

A. Yes. 
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Q. How many children on the train? 

A. The train was full of kids, I don’t know how many. 

Q. I want to hear about the train but before, can you tell me what you packed? 

A. My mother packed. I had a valise that I carried but then she packed a huge, I don’t even know 
what to call it in English. It was like a basket, but it was luggage. I don’t know if you have ever 
seen this, but in those years when people made trans-Atlantic crossings on ships they carried 
these huge trunks made out of basket material and it had leather straps and it was full of clothes, 
beautiful clothes, and my mother made all new dresses. In the meantime that thing got lost, I 
never got it. So I went well equipped. 

Q. Did you take clothes for all seasons?  

A. For all seasons. 

Q. Did you take clothes for summer and winter? 

A. Yes, winter coats and sweaters and summer stuff.  Of course, I went in the summertime. 

Q. What did she say to you about when she would see you again? 

A. She said she was hoping that we would be reunited, but I don’t know whether. What actually 
happened is that my parents could have immigrated to the United States. My uncle made 
umpteen affidavits. But they didn’t believe what was happening to them. They could not 
understand. They were citizens of that country, they were abiding citizens, they were part of the 
community. And then someone comes along and tells them that they are not. And they just could 
not believe it. That is the reason they never got out. And then in 1942, my uncle made 
arrangements for them to go to Cuba, but they wouldn’t go because the Belgian authorities 
wouldn’t release me, and they wouldn’t go on their own. 

Q. Do you know what ship they would have gone to Cuba on?  

A. I don’t know. All I know was in 1942, before they were deported.  And then one other point 
finally in 1942, when they decided they should get out, and then the embassies closed. There was 
no other way to get to the United States at that point.  And so it was just not to be.  

Q. So you get to Frankfurt, and you get to the train station. Do you remember a lot of children? 

A. Yes lots of children. And I also remember my mother had made me a sandwich, and it was a 
smoked beef sandwich. And I kept rehearsing in my head, when I was waiting at the station on 
the train, that if a German soldier came along and asked me what I was eating, I would tell him it 
was ham. Because it looked something like ham. Yes, of course, the train was full of children. 

Q. Now I find it amazing that you have these ideas and this independent spirit. Did your mother 
give you any tips or coaching on how to behave? These ideas were coming from you yourself? 

A. No, that is just the way I am. And I am 81 years old and I am still the same. I don’t listen a 
lot. I’m very emotionally independent. Not so much physically, my husband takes very good 
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care of me, but I am emotionally independent. I always had to be that way. If I weren’t, I would 
have ended up in some psych ward. That is just a personality trait.  

Q. So let’s get back to the train station. Do you remember leaving your mother? 

A. Yes, I remember leaving my mother and not crying, and I cry very easily even to this day and 
that is the only time there was real drama in my life, and I didn’t even shed a tear. 

Q. What about your mother? 

A. I don’t remember that she cried. I don’t think she would have. She was kind of stoic, a stoic 
person. I think. 

Q. Did she give you any rules to abide by? Any indications of things that you should follow, 
principles, suggestions?  

A. Well, I just think she said to be a good girl. To listen, to follow rules. I don’t remember 
anything specific, she was giving advice that a mother gives to a child, I would imagine. 

Q. Do you remember if the children around you were rather unruly? 

A. No 

Q. They were silent, they were well behaved.  

A. Everybody was scared to death. They wouldn’t dare do anything. The German soldiers were 
parading up and down the train, throughout the whole trip. 

Q. Where there any adults on the train that were coordinating the trip that would not have been 
soldiers? 

A. Yes, certainly there were chaperones, people, and adults taking us to where we are going. We 
were going to a specific place, to a Jewish home in Brussels. 

Q. All the children in the train station? 

A. Well I can’t say all the children, but a good part. 

Q. So you knew where you were going? 

A. Yes, I knew where I was going, and my parents knew where I was going, and my uncle knew 
where I was going. 

Q. Okay.  So you get on the train and how many children are sitting with you in one 
compartment? 

A. I don’t know, it was a regular train, I don’t know how many children were in the 
compartment. There was somebody sitting next to me, and there were two people facing me, but 
I couldn’t tell you the number. 

Q. So did the Germans succeed in taking anything from you?  
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A. No, I had only those two things, a little ring with a red stone I remember I had the chain with 
the “chai” on it.  And I just took them off and threw them out, so they didn’t get anything from 
me, because that is all I had. I don’t remember that we had any money.  

Q. Do you remember how long it took to cross the border? 

A. No, I don’t remember that either. I remember we stopped in Aachen, which is a border town 
between Germany and Belgium. I remember that we stopped there for some time but I couldn’t 
tell you how long the whole journey took. 

A. Do you remember feeling different once you were outside of Germany? 

Q. Not really. 

A. What was going on in your mind throughout this trip? Do you remember? 

Q. Well I was scared, I was going to miss my parents and my life, wondering what life was going 
to be like in this strange…Don’t forget we had to learn a new language. We didn’t speak French 
or Flemish. We had to learn French. 

A. So what was your destination in Belgium? 

Q. We were going to Zune(?). There were two Jewish homes, the one for boys and the one for 
girls. The one for girls was in Zune(?), which was a suburb of Brussels and the boys were going 
to a home in a different part of Brussels. 

Q. And this was a Jewish organization? 

A. Yes. And my cousin he went before I went. I went on the last transport, and he went before. 
And he was in the boys’ home. 

Q. Do you remember his name? 

A. His name was Gerard Eckmann. 

Q. And how much older was he? 

A. He was a year older, and he was an only child also. 

Q. So you get to Belgium and what happens next? 

A. Well we get to Belgium and we get taken to this home and we have to settle in dormitories 
(they settled us) and we put our luggage and clothes away. 

Q. How many children were in this home, in the room that you were sheltered in? 

A. I don’t remember how many and I don’t remember how many in the home either. 

Q. Now all of the children spoke German, so you could speak among yourselves. 

A. Yes. 

Q. Did any of the adults speak German? 
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A. No, everybody that was there spoke German; the adults spoke German because they had to 
communicate with us. But then we went to school right away and we learned French very 
quickly. And then I was only in that Jewish home for two months. In September, 1939, they 
transferred me and a few other girls to a non-Jewish home in Middelkerke that was on the coast 
in Belgium. Why they did that, I have never been sure. They said it was for health reasons. And I 
was fortunate I was there.  

Q. This was September 1939? 

A. Yes. 

Q. Did you remember hearing about the war breaking out? 

A. I was fortunate I was there because the two Jewish homes, on May 10, 1940 when war was 
declared in Belgium, all the Jewish children were evacuated to Nice, France and many of them 
did not survive including my cousin. So we were very fortunate that we were transferred to this 
non-Jewish home, and the Jewish committee who was responsible for these children totally 
abandoned us, they just forgot that we were there and we were very upset, because we did not 
want to be there, we wanted to be with the Jewish kids. 

Q. Of course. 

A. And they totally abandoned us and this home called the Foyer des Orphelins, they took care 
of us. Nobody paid for us, nobody acknowledged our presence, and that’s how I survived. 

Q. Was it a state institution or a religious institution? 

A. No, It was a private institution supported by voluntary contributions. 

Q. Any religious denomination? 

A. No, everybody was Catholic in Belgium, so of course the children were Catholic.  This was 
an annex of the main orphanage which was situated in Molenbeek [I think she is referring to the 
location of the Brussels orphanage], and they had 5 separate campuses. So that at the beginning 
of the war, on May 10, 1940 when they started to bomb the sea coast, that home closed on the 
seashore and we were evacuated to Brussels. That is where I spent the war years. I actually spent 
the war years in Brussels in this orphanage. 

Q. So you were sent by mistake from the Jewish orphanage to the Foyer des Orphelins, but you 
were not the only one, there were a couple of other girls with you. 

A. There were about 10 Jewish kids there. 

Q. And did the 10 Jewish kids also get sent to Brussels with you? 

A. Yes, everybody got sent to Brussels, and they took care of us all those years, without any 
compensation or acknowledgement by the Jewish community that we were even there. 

Q. Did the institution or the adults know that you were Jewish? 
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A. Yes, absolutely. 

Q. This would have been on your paperwork. 

A. We couldn’t go to school during the war. The older children... At the age of 15, everybody in 
Belgium at that time had to carry an identity card. And the kids who were older than myself who 
were 15 and more, on their identity card was big a red stamp that said” Juif”, which is “Jew” in 
French and they had to carry that, consequently, they didn’t go out very much, because if they go 
on the street car or are stopped on the street, that would be it.  

Q. So you and the ten other Jewish children are sent to Brussels in 1940. Is that right? 

A. 1940, May 10, 1940, when the war broke out in Belgium. 

Q. Can you describe what life was like during that time what did you do during the day. You 
couldn’t go to school. What did you do? 

A. We went to school until 1942. From 1942-1944, the liberation, September 1944 we did not go 
to school. For three years, we did not go to school. 

Q. In the two years that you went to school, was this state school you went to? 

A. A public school. 

Q. Did the pupils or teachers know that you were Jewish? 

A. I don’t think so. I don’t know, I don’t think so. 

Q. Did you make any friends during those two years? 

A. Oh sure, the kids from the orphanage. We were all friends. 

Q. But not the kids at the school from outside the orphanage? 

A. No, not the outside kids. There was no opportunity. We couldn’t go outside the orphanage and 
meet with friends. We were pretty much confined to the orphanage. We couldn’t go out on our 
own.  

Q. Were you able to pick up French in those two years? 

A.  I spoke French, I picked up French immediately. I mean, by that time we were fluent. I forgot 
German by that time. You know, children learn languages very quickly. 

Q. The adults around you then were not speaking German to you anymore. There were no 
chaperones who spoke German. 

A. Everyone was speaking French.  French or Flemish. The language spoken at the orphanage 
was French.  

Q. Did you speak any Flemish? 

A. No, I never picked up that language. 
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Q. So those two years that you spent in school, do you remember which grades they were, which 
classes you were in, which grade? 

A. I was nine, I guess four and five. 

Q. O.k. so you go to school for two years, you don’t get to go out much. Do you remember 
anything else about that time? 

A. I remember that it was actually a happy time. We were treated extremely well, we were taken 
care of, we had shelter, we had clothes, we had food, and we did not suffer the sense that a lot of 
other people suffered. 

Q. Were you aware of other people suffering? 

A. There were shortages of food. People had problems buying food. Certainly we were aware. It 
was war time. 

Q. Were there any shortages at the orphanage? Were there foods that you didn’t get? 

A. No, the food wasn’t plentiful, but it was certainly enough, we didn’t starve. During the war 
we ate mostly potatoes, and carrots and rutabaga and those root vegetables. We had very little 
meat, or eggs, some kids got eggs if they were needy medically. We had milk that turned sour 
most of the time because there was no refrigeration. We had bread. I don’t know how really on 
earth we even ate it. They were not allowed to bake white bread, not that white bread is good for 
you. It had to be bread baked with I don’t know what kind of flour, but I remember when you 
broke it , there would be strings, and we did not have butter, we had this God awful margarine 
stuff, and so also there were mice so there would be holes in the bread. But we never starved so it 
wasn’t the problem. 

Q. How many children were at this orphanage? 

A. 60. 

Q. Did you get to know most of them? 

A. Yes, we knew all of them. The ages ranged from about 2-18, once they turned 18 they had to 
move to another facility. 

Q. Were there other war refugees such as yourself and the other Jewish children, or were these 
mostly children whose parents had either abandoned them or died? 

A. No, either parents had died. My best friend, her mother had died and her father was recruited 
into the army. So he placed his children into this orphanage. And they remained there for the 
duration of the war. The others most of them were really orphan children, the parents had died, 
one parent or two parents. To my knowledge, they were not abandoned. 

Q. After you left Germany were you able to correspond with your parents? 

A. I was able to correspond with my parents until 1942. April 1942 was the last letter I received 
from my mother. In it she told me that they had to leave. Where to she didn’t know. And that 
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was it then I found out from myself from a woman who was the librarian in the high school in 
the neighboring town, the daughter of a Lutheran minister, who took it upon herself to assemble 
a history of the Jews of that whole area. I find out through her that my parents were gassed in a 
truck in Poland somewhere. According to her, they didn’t even get to a camp. That is how I went 
back to Germany actually, it was through her. She had incredible information that she had 
amassed. She had done this all on her own. She had exhibits in the different town. She wanted to 
educate young people and to remind old people of what happened. And that is how I originally 
got back to Germany. She had placed an ad in the Afbau, which is a German newspaper in New 
York, and she was looking for me. And my cousin’s aunt saw the ad, gave it to my uncle, who 
forwarded it to me, and I wrote to her, no my uncle had already passed away, my cousin’s aunt 
forwarded it to my cousin and my cousin forwarded it to me here , and I wrote to her and that 
year my husband and I were going to Israel, my husband is a dentist and there was a dental 
convention there  and we went to Israel and her name is Kordula Kapner, and we met Kordula in 
Ber Sheva, and she told us about what she does, and invited me to come and be a keynote 
speaker at one of her exhibits that October or November I forget exactly when, and I was 
working at the time, and I got a week off, and I went to Germany and I spoke  at her exhibit. And 
that is when I found out a lot of stuff, and she gave me a lot of information and she has an 
incredible amount of information about that whole era, she has lists, deportation lists, it is 
unbelievable what she has amassed. And then subsequently I went again. She had another exhibit 
in my town in my school, where I went to school, and I went again and I spoke there, and I met 
lots of people, younger people, older people, a lot of the older people were gone already 
naturally, and I am still in touch with a couple, they are both physicians, and they just erected a 
memorial stone to all the Jews of the town from the 20th century. I am just in correspondence 
now via email, and so I learned a lot from her. And we are still in touch. Though not as often.  
And then I went back to Germany again and I took my daughter and my grandson. We just 
visited. I just wanted them to see where I came from and learn something first hand. 

Q. Sure. Now you said you were able to correspond with your parents from 1939-1942, was 
there a sense in their letters that the situation was deteriorating. 

A. Yes, absolutely.  

Q. So they were quite open about it? 

A. My mother said that they took away her sewing machine so she couldn’t work anymore. They 
had put them in a poorhouse; they took away all their possessions. They confiscated their land. 
My father couldn’t work and then the last one was that they were going, but they didn’t know 
where they were going. Yes, I thought definitely that it was deteriorating. 

Q. So in this time were you able to correspond with Jacob, your uncle? 

A. No I couldn’t correspond with the United States. There was no correspondence between 
Europe and the United States. There was no correspondence with anybody after my parents were 
gone.  There was no correspondence between the United States and Europe at this time or 
Europe and Palestine at the time. My other half of the family was in Palestine. Not that I was 
close to them as I was with my uncle in New York. 
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Q. What was your cousin’s name? Was it Gerhardt? 

A. Yes. 

Q. Were you able to connect with him during that first year? 

A. No, I never connected with him. We were not in touch with the boys’ home. Then I was away 
from Brussels, I went to the coast, so there was no way to be in touch with him. 

Q. When did you go to the coast? 

A. In September, 1939 

Q. I thought you had left Brussels a second time, because you were in Brussels during the war. 
Right? 

A. Well I first went to Brussels, and then from Brussels I went to the coast, and then from the 
coast I went back to Brussels. 

Q. So you are in school from 1940-1942, so who makes the decision that you can’t go to school 
anymore, who tells you? 

A. Well the Germans decreed that Jews couldn’t go to school. So the authorities of the orphanage 
abide by those rules and told us that we couldn’t go to school anymore. 

Q. So how do your days look, in 1942 without school? How do you keep yourself busy?  

A. We spent most of our days pasting ration stamps. You can’t imagine how many ration stamps. 
There were 4 or 5 homes with 60 kids in each home. That’s a lot of kids, that’s a lot of ration 
stamps. That is what we did. We sat there all day pasting stamps. 

Q. So I am not familiar with the ration stamps, what did have to you paste the stamps on? 

A. They had these huge books, where you had to paste the ration stamps, I suppose they had to 
present them to buy food and that is what you pasted the stamps on. That took days and days.  I 
mean we didn’t do it all day, we had to clean, keep the home clean, between the cleaning, the 
cooking. No the cooking was central, but we had to do the dishes. We kept busy. And sewing, 
we had to do mending. In those days you didn’t throw things out, you mended them. A lot of 
mending for 60 kids. We had to take care of the youngest children.  I guess you could call it 
babysit. We kept busy, we were not bored.  

Q. And the non-Jewish children were still going to school? 

A. Yes. Everyone was still going to school. 

Q. Was there any hostility from the non-Jewish children at this time? 

A. No there was no hostility, no open hostility. But later I found out, much later on that some of 
the girls were angry because they treated us better than they treated their own, the Belgian kids. 

Q. In which way was this visible? 
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A. They took us out, they took us to a movie occasionally, and sometimes they took us to visit 
their own families.  They just showed favor.   

Q. Why do you think this was? 

A. I don’t know, I guess they liked us better. (Laughing) Later on, I didn’t know when I was 
there, but later my friend, who I was very close to, she told me, because I went back to Belgium 
when we had reunions. She told me that this is what they said, they were very resentful of the 
fact that they felt that we were treated better.  And in fact we were.  

Q. And the adults never told you why they were treating you differently? 

A. I don’t know, maybe they felt sorry for us.  

Q. And there was absolutely no hostility on the part of the adults? 

A. No. None, whatsoever. Well, I shouldn’t say that. There was no actual hostility, but the staff 
at the home at the seashore; they weren’t particularly fond of the Jews.  

Q. How was this known? 

A. Well, I guess their attitude that also came out later. We were too young to sort of be aware of 
that. That sort of came out when were older and understood more of what was going on. And 
those were good times, I hated it there, I was under a lot of stress, I became physically ill, I used 
to throw up all the time and they used to make me eat the vomit. 

Q. Oh my God, really? 

A. And they used to humiliate the kids, not just me. When they kids wet their beds, they would 
parade them out and put their bed sheets on their heads. They were very mean. Those two 
matrons, whatever you want to call them, they were extremely mean people. They were almost 
like sadists.  But we didn’t have that experience once we got to Brussels.  

Q. How much time did you spend on the shore, how many months? 

A. From September to May. How many months is that 5, 7 months? 

Q. Too many. 

A.  And we hated it. Every day of it. We hated the Jewish committee for leaving us there. Every 
day we planned to run away. Except we didn’t know where to run. 

Q. And you don’t know why they sent you there? 

A. I don’t know. Supposedly for health reasons are what they said, but I don’t know. 

Q. You have no memory of being sick. 

A. No I wasn’t sick. I was small, but I was always small. I am still small today. I can’t see any 
logical reason to be honest with you that I could see today.  It was just luck. Had we not been 
there, I wouldn’t be here today. 
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Q. So let’s go back to 1942, you’re all keeping busy. By the way, the other children, the non-
Jewish children who still get to go to school: did they have to do chores similar to you, all the 
sewing and cleaning that you all had to do? 

A. Well yes to a certain point. Of course they weren’t there so they didn’t have to do as much. 
But sewing for sure.  There was a sewing session every week, we all sat around a table and had 
to mend the clothes. That was a joint effort, that wasn’t just us. 

Q. What kind of holidays did you observe? 

A. Holidays, you mean Jewish holidays? 

Q. Did you observe Jewish holidays? 

A. No, we never knew when they were. We observed Christian holidays. 

Q. So you wouldn’t have done anything to observe the Sabbath? 

A. No 

Q. And you weren’t keeping Kosher? 

A. No, certainly not. 

Q. And was that a conscious decision, or was it just practical? 

A. No, well there was no opportunity. That was not in their schedule. (Laughing) The kids went 
to school, went to church on Sundays, and there was no opportunity for that at all. Don’t forget, 
Jews didn’t live openly in Brussels at that time, most of them were hidden. 

Q. Sure. But you were not hidden, you were in this orphanage. 

A. Well, we were hidden in a way. 

Q. In which way? 

A. In the way that they didn’t advertise that we were there. 

Q. I’m sorry? 

A. They didn’t openly advertise that we were there. They didn’t go to the authorities and say we 
had” x” number of Jewish kids here. 

Q. But the other children who were non-Jewish knew that you were Jews and so it wasn’t a 
secret, and you weren’t hidden in a basement or attic. 

A. No, nothing like that. However, from what I understand ,although I don’t have concrete proof 
that, the authorities, there were some inquiries, actually, the Germans  came to the home a couple 
of time but they didn’t somehow bother us. And they were also stationed a couple of blocks for 
where we were and they would go back and forth all the time. 

A. Stationed. Was it a garrison or a police station?  
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Q.  No, it was built as was a home for the aged, and they took it over and turned it into a military 
hospital. So they were going back and forth all the time. From what I understand, although as I 
have said, I don’t have concrete proof the authorities did have some problems and they did 
protect us. How I don’t know, but the fact is that we survived and we were never bothered.  

Q. Were you in any way required to go to church, to any Christian services? 

A. No. If you wanted to you could go, we were never forced.  

Q. Do you remember being aware of Nazi forces occupying Belgium? Do you recall starting to 
see Nazi officers on the street? 

A. Oh sure, they were everywhere. Oh yes. 

Q. What was going through your mind when you saw them? 

A. We really did not know what was going on. We weren’t aware of the camps until much later, 
At first they didn’t round up the Jews, that didn’t come until 1942-1943, and then we were 
aware, especially the older children, they did not go out unnecessarily, they did not  go out on the 
streetcars, which is where they rounded up the people. 

Q. So what made you become aware, was it your minders, chaperones who gave you instructions 
or how did you become aware that it was dangerous?  

A. Yes, they told us. They didn’t keep it a secret. As a matter of fact there was one young girl, 
she was older than we were. She lived in Belgium. She wasn’t a native Belgian, she was from 
somewhere in Eastern Europe, and her parents placed her in the orphanage, under the guise of 
Christian, and they rented an apartment across the street from the orphanage, so that they could 
keep an eye on her. And so on her way to school, she could stop by to visit them, and a friend 
and myself happened to be by the window when the Germans came and threw their furniture out 
the window, and took them away.  We didn’t know that she was Jewish. We suspected she was 
Jewish but we didn’t really know, because she went to school and she acted as a Christian. 

Q. What made you suspect that she was Jewish? 

A. She looked it. She had very Semitic features. And we were suspicious from the beginning 
because it didn’t look normal somehow. She wasn’t like the rest of us, and she was an extremely 
bright young girl, she was a genius. She was going to one of the top schools there. And so of 
course at that point, we knew. And they were taken to the place where they took the Jews, before 
they were taken to Germany, a town called Malines. And this happened shortly before liberation. 
They took them on the train, her mother hanged herself, and the father survived. So then she left 
the orphanage, and went back to the family. That was the only incident that a Jewish child was 
actually hidden. People were not supposed to know that she was Jewish. 

Q. So her parents were taken away in plain sight of the people at the orphanage. Did she start 
acting differently? How did she react? 

A. Not really, she continued going to school, I guess she didn’t really, she was I guess she was 
hoping that no one would know. It must have been late 1943 or early 1944, because shortly after 
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that we were liberated in September 1944, so shortly after that, so she wasn’t actually in the 
home for that long. No, she just continued. And then after the liberation, when her father came 
back, she went back to him. After that, I don’t know what happened.  She never became friends 
with us, she really kept to herself. 

Q. And so I am supposing this was an all-girl environment? 

A. The home? No.  

Q. There were boys too? 

A. Yes. 

Q. So how were the boys and girls separated? 

A. Just different dormitories, not in the dining room or playing.  We were mixed together. The 
sleeping arrangements were different. They had boy dormitories and girl dormitories. 

Q. So were there any romances at this time?  

A. No, because when the kids turned 18, they went to another facility. 

Q. But I am supposing the boys and girls might have fancied each other before the age of 18? 

A. No, I don’t think so. 

Q. Okay. So we were talking about how things changed in 1942. Do you recall if there were 
different phases as you get into 1943-1944, or once you were out of school it was basically the 
same daily routine until the end of the war. 

A. Yes, it was fairly the same.  

Q. So nothing deteriorated at the end of the war? 

A. No. 

Q. There was no hiding at any time? 

A. Well, there was no hiding in the sense that we lived in an attic or a basement but certainly our 
movement was restricted. You couldn’t go wherever you felt like going. I had more flexibility 
because I was blonde and blue eyed, and I was small and because I was under 15 so I didn’t have 
to carry an identity card. But the older girls, the older people, and children they were more 
restricted, could not go out, they could not go out on the street car, and we had to wear the 
Jewish star for a while. 

Q. Yourself included? 

A. Yes, all the Jewish kids. Until they realized what it was for, and then they took it off. 

Q. How did they realize what it was for? 

A. Because that is how they herded up all the Jews. 
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Q. How long did it take before you were required to put it on and when they realized what it was 
for? 

A. It didn’t take very long. 

Q. Do you recall having it on your clothes? 

A. I remember sewing it on myself. 

Q. How did you feel about sewing it on? 

A. At that time we didn’t think so much about it but once we realized what it meant, we didn’t 
feel so comfortable with it. I am sorry to this day that I threw it out, I am sorry that I didn’t keep 
it.  

Q. Do you remember being out on the street with it on? 

A. Yes, because we used to go on long walks every weekend. Because it was sewn on our outer 
garment. I also remember sort of hiding it as much as I could. 

Q. So that means that you were aware that it was not a good thing? 

A. Yes. 

Q. Were you getting into trouble? Were you being harassed verbally or given any looks out on 
the street, any violence? 

A. No.  

Q. Nothing at all? 

A. Not personally . Nobody knew that I was Jewish, aside from the star, as I said we didn’t 
wear it for very long. I don’t have Semitic features. When I was a young child, I was blonde, I 
had long braids, I have blue eyes. I looked like everybody else. So why couldn’t I be like 
everybody else? I never had any problems, no. 

Q. So the phase when you had to wear the star was very short, was it a few months? 

A. No, it was a couple of weeks. It was very short, because once they realized what was going 
on, they told us to take it off. 

Q. Who was “they”, the people who were in charge of the orphanage? 

A. Because they were very protective of us, they really and truly were. 

Q. Do you remember anybody’s name who worked there? 

A. The head of my home, we used to call them “Tante”, aunt.  The head of my home was Tante 
Denise, Vandenbroucke was her last name. And she was totally devoted to the children and 
totally devoted to us particularly, it was strange, but that was the fact. And when I went back to 
Belgium, on several occasions when she was alive, and I used to correspond with her regularly. 
One was named Lucianne and, Gabriella, something, I forget, there were three, no four.  The 
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children were divided according to age, there were three age groups and each one took care of a 
group and one was in charge of the boys, and each one had different responsibilities, and Tante 
Denise was the head of the staff, and she was a wonderful, wonderful woman.  

Q. And I think I might have asked you this  you, regarding orphanage on the shore, this 
orphanage in Brussels these women were civil servants , their salaries were paid by  donations,  
how did the survive?  

A. Whoever supported this institution, that is who paid their salaries.  This was a very big 
enterprise; they had a board of directors.  The Foyer des Orphelins was a very well-known 
institution, they might have had some state funding, but they also received voluntary 
contributions because they had functions to raise funds. But where they got all their money from, 
I couldn’t tell you.  

Q. And the institution was called what? 

A. Foyer des Orphelins. 

Q. 1944, do you remember of anything of consequence before liberation? 

A. Well no, life was pretty much the same until September 4, 1944 when the Brits came in and 
we went down and we watched them. And that was a change of life that very day. 

Q. Did you hear anything about D-Day during the summer? 

A. Oh yes, the head mistress had a radio, and we weren’t allowed to listen to the BBC, but 
somehow she managed to get that frequency, and we used to listen to it. And the big scare came 
during The Battle of The Bulge, we were sure the Germans were coming back.  So we were 
totally aware of what was happening. 

Q. And this radio was in English or French? 

A. No, in French. 

Q. And who would listen to it?  

A. We used to sit around and listen to it.  A group of us, and she would invite some of us to listen 
in her room, Tante Denise. We used to sit around and listen to it in her room.   

Q. Did you know that you were not supposed to do this? 

A. Yes, she told us.  

Q. She told you not to talk about it. But it is interesting that she trusted you not to talk about it. 

A. She was a very remarkable person; she was really an exceptional human being. We knew we 
were all in this together. We were totally aware of what was happening.  

Q. The other children who were listening to this were Jewish or was it a mix? 
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A. It was a mix; it was the older children, not the little ones. She chose who could listen to it or 
who couldn’t. Not the whole clan was there. She had her favorites, there was no question about 
that.  

Q. So did you hear about D-Day as it was happening or right after it happened? 

A. I don’t know how many days after we heard. We just heard that the Allies had landed on the 
French coast. 

Q. Was there a sensation that something was going to be different? Was there hopes were there 
fears? 

A. There was always hope that the war would end and the allies would win, but it was never sure 
until it actually happened. 

Q. How openly did the older children and staff talks about it with the children? 

A. It was a frequent topic of conversation that is what was happening during those years, that 
was the news, so to speak. I mean you didn’t have a 24 hour news cycle that we have now, but 
we certainly knew what was going on. 

Q. So you said that you were listening intently during the Battle of the Bulge. What happened 
after that? 

A. The allies drove the Germans back. My husband was in the Battle of the Bulge. I think it was 
December 1943. (Asks Burt –husband “When was the Battle of the Bulge?”) Oh yeah it was 
December 1944, Christmas Day, 1944. 

Q. So how does the war end for you? What is the series of events? 

A. We were already liberated.  We were liberated in September. We were scared that the 
Germans were coming back, but the Allies drove them back. The war ended in May 1945. 

Q. How did you know that you were liberated by the British? 

A. We saw them, we went out on the street, we saw them coming in. 

Q. Were you let out on the street? 

A. Yes, we went to the main avenue where they came in, everybody was lining up. The people 
took us there. It was very exciting. 

Q. How do you remember that day? 

A. It was jubilant. It was unbelievable. Then things progressed from there, we went back to 
school and life normalized. And the war ended. Then a very close friend of mine, her father had 
immigrated to the United States in 1940, and he was the only one, they could only get one visa. 
She heads a mentally handicapped brother, and her and her brother went to Belgium and her 
mother went to Auschwitz and survived.  I happened to be outside one day and into the 
orphanage, through the gates walks this woman. My friend’s name was Hilda Strauss. And she 
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asked me in German where she could find her daughter Hilda Strauss. Somehow I understood it, 
and she was not in the same building that I was in.  I took her over there, and it was the most 
incredible reunion between mother and daughter. And her wrist had obviously been broken, 
because the bone stuck out and the hand was downward. She told us she was hit on the wrist with 
the butt of a rifle: obviously the wrist was never set. She survived. Then she joined her husband 
and they lived in Bridgeport, Connecticut, and then Hilda joined them. But that was really the 
first remarkable thing after the war. 

Q. When was that? 

A. The war ended in May, so it was shortly after, maybe June or July. 

Q. Did Hilda’s mother talk about what had happened to her, aside from the rifle butt, did she talk 
about how it happened? 

A. No, because that was the only contact that I had with her. She left for the states right after that 
Hilda didn’t go to the states in February 1946, I left in April, 1946, Hilda left in February 1946, 
but her mother went before. So that was the only contact that I had with her.  

Q. So during this time, were the orphanage authorities trying to find out whether your parents 
were still alive?  

A. Well, the Jewish kids all went back. Another friend of mine her mother had immigrated to 
England, to London.  Her brother had been in the boy’s home, and had been sent to the Nice and 
put on a train to a concentration camp, and jumped off that train and tried to join the Maquis, 
which was the underground in France.  When they found out he was 15 years old, they threw him 
out , so he joined the Foreign Legion, and he spent the war years in what is now Vietnam, in 
Indo-China. And after the war he came back, he went to join his mother in England, and so did 
his sister, they were twins, and there were a couple of boys, they were also twins, their mother 
was in Scotland, and they went to join their mother in Scotland. Hilda went to join her parents in 
Bridgeport, Conn. and I went to my uncle in New York. 

Q. When did you get to the United States? 

A. April, 1946. 

Q. When did you arrive in New York? 

A. April 29, 1946 

Q. So you were about 16? 

A. No, 15.  

Q. What were your first impressions of New York City?  

A. I was really looking forward to it, we had seen all the pictures  and the skyscrapers, and I was 
one of the first ones to go. And I came over on the freighter. The voyage took two weeks, it was 
horrible.  And the ship docked in Brooklyn-a real slummy place. And my first question in my 
broken German was, “Where are the skyscrapers? This is not what I expected.” However I was 
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very impressed when we came into the harbor and I saw the Statue of Liberty, I was sick for two 
weeks, it was a very rough voyage and I had a very difficult time because my aunt and myself, 
we did not get along, and so it was very difficult. And my older cousin had just been discharged 
from the army the day before I arrived, so there was such turmoil in that family, and I felt that I 
did not fit in. And my younger cousin, the older cousin’s brother, who was a senior in high 
school, he was a rebellious kid, and he had problems in school, and so there were problems with 
that. And it was a two bedroom apartment. So I had to sleep in the living room on the couch.  

Q. Where was this in New York? 

A. It was in Washington Heights. The population at that time was almost 100% Jewish-German. 
It was very uncomfortable, and I didn’t like it, and I was very unhappy. I went to school right 
away. They put me in junior high school in grade eight. Of course, I didn’t speak English, and in 
those days they didn’t have E.S.L classes, like they do today. And so they just stuck you there, 
and you either learned or you didn’t. 

Q. Now were there other German-Jewish kids in that class? 

A. No, not recent immigrants.  Of course there were. Because it was in Washington Heights, 
most of the population was from a Jewish-German background. 

Q. Were they bilingual? 

A. Of course they were, but I couldn’t speak German, I just spoke French. I could understand 
German but I could not converse in German. And that was the first year. During the summer, 
somehow my aunt managed to get me a babysitting job. I was 16.   So, I was taking care of an 
infant. To this day I am wondering how this woman trusted this baby to me, what did I know 
about babies? So I wasn’t very happy with that. Then in the Fall I went back to school, I went to 
high school. 

Q. How long did it take you to learn to speak English? 

A. I learned English very quickly, because it is so isolating, you can’t talk to anybody. I would 
say I learned to speak English in three months. Then I went to high school for a year. Then when 
I was 17 my uncle said to me “You have to go to work,” so I went to work, and I finished high 
school at night. 

Q. What kind of job did you have? 

A. My first job was babysitting, and then I worked in Mount Sinai hospital dealing with medical 
records. 

Q. So that was an administrative position? 

A. Yes. Well you know, way down on the labor scale. I was a clerk. I wasn’t trained for 
anything. After I finished high school, I went to secretarial school, and I became a medical 
secretary. 

Q. So that was your choice? 
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A. Yes. I worked in the hospital-that is what I was familiar with I and liked it ,and so that is what 
I did until I got married, even after I got married, and I worked in a doctor’s office until I had a 
child. 

Q. Now in these immediate post-war years, what kind of efforts did your family make to track 
down your parents and the rest of your family? 

A. Not really, nobody made any effort. I really didn’t know anything until I met Kordula. 

Q. What year was that? 

A. In 1987. 

Q. Was there an immediate assumption they had not survived? 

A. Yes, we knew that, that much we knew. I don’t know how we knew, but we knew it. 

Q. When did you first start hearing about what happened in Jewish communities in Europe? 

A. What happened in Germany? 

Q. Or in the rest of Europe, that the destruction was systematic. 

A. We heard that when we were in Belgium towards the end, once they started really rounding 
up the Jews in 1942-1943. 

Q. Was there any knowledge of camps?  

A. What they said is that is that they were taken to labor camps, it was never said that they were 
extermination camps. 

Q. When did you first learn that they were extermination camps? 

A. We first learned that after the war, when Hilda’s mother came. By then for sure we knew 
what had happened. Before we may have suspected what was going on, because people came 
back and started telling us about what had happened.  

Q. So already by 1945-1946, you had heard what happened? 

A. For sure. 

Q. So, let’s jump back to New York. Did you have any social relationships with any other 
refugees? 

A. Yes I did. I didn’t meet anybody when I was in school during the day.  But when I went to 
evening school, I did, because everybody was in the same situation. When you were 17 or 18 you 
had to work to survive. I didn’t have to, because I lived with my uncle, but the other young 
women and men had to work to help support the family. When you are a refugee you have to 
work to survive, you didn’t come with anything except the clothes on your back. At that point we 
were all working and going to school at night, I developed a good network of friends. Then we 
joined the Jewish organizations. 
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Q. Were they Zionist organizations? 

A. Yes. 

Q. Which one did you join? 

A. “Habima?” I don’t even remember. I wasn’t very keen on it, I was never good at that kind of 
stuff, and I wasn’t good at organizations. I’m still not good at it. 

Q. But you weren’t very keen on it. 

A. I went for the social aspect, but I never really liked organization because of the politics, and I 
don’t like it. To this day I don’t like it, and I am not involved in any organizations. 

Q. So the idea of Palestine or later Israel never appealed to you? 

A. No. I am certainly pro- Israel, and I have a lot of family there, but I never called myself a 
Zionist because I did not want to live in Israel. 

Q. Did you want to live in the United States? 

A. Yes, definitely, that was where I wanted to live. 

Q. And how did you meet your husband? 

A. I was working in the Bronx Hospital as a medical secretary and he came for an interview as 
an intern there, and that is how we met, in the library.  

Q. What year was that? 

A. 1950. 

Q. When did you get married? 

A. 1951. 

Q. Did you ever decide to go back and keep any Jewish holidays or religious aspects or was that 
was just a thing of the past? 

A. That was a thing of past. I kept the Jewish holidays, nominally, but was never really seriously 
into it. My husband didn’t come from a religious family. His grandfather was religious, but his 
parents weren’t.  And my family wasn’t religious, my family in New York.  I knew I never 
would go back to it. 

Q. When did you first visit Europe again? 

A. 1987. 

Q. So you hadn’t gone back even to Belgium before 1987? 

A. I am just trying to think when I went back for the first time to Belgium. 
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Q. It must have been before 1987. It must have been the late 1970s. I went to Israel in 1975, the 
first time I took my son, and I think I went to Europe, to Belgium a couple of years later. I think 
it was the late 1970s. I have pictures downstairs, I can refer to them. That was the first time I 
went back to Belgium. I didn’t go back to Germany until 1987. 

Q. Had you been in contact with anyone from the orphanage? 

A. Now? 

Q. From the ‘40s until the ‘70s. 

A. I was in touch with everybody. I was in touch with Tante Denise, I was in touch with my 
friend Mariette, and I was in touch with the Jewish kids.  

Q. And all the correspondence was in French, 

A. The correspondence was in French. 

Q. So you never lost your French? 

A. For sure, I am not fluent anymore, but at that time I was fluent, for the first few years. 

Q. Did you get to see them in to Belgium during the late 1970s? 

A. Yes, we used to have reunions, then in the late 1970s. And then my friend Mariette, she came 
here. And she came here to Canada to visit me, and I went back quite a few times. 

Q. What did it feel like to go to Germany, to your town? 

A. Well. Very interesting. Everybody. I shouldn’t say everybody….Most people chided me for 
going back. My husband said, “How can you go back?” He would never set foot in Germany. 
And my friends and everybody. So I didn’t have any support. But, I felt I had to go back. I had to 
show them that they didn’t kill everybody, that I survived. And that I was there to represent the 
people who didn’t survive. So I felt very good about it, 

Q. So did you see anybody that you remembered in Germany from your childhood? 

A. Yes, I did remember them. I didn’t remember the names exactly, but I remembered some of 
the people. 

Q. Did you meet them again in ’87? 

A. Oh yes. The gentiles. The Jews were all gone. Sure, I met classmates, kids I went to school 
with. 

Q. What was that like? 

A. Well it was very interesting in that...I took a lot of pictures and brought them back and my 
friends said, “They all look worse than you do.” It was very nice to see them. They were all very 
friendly and hospitable. It was very nice to see them. I really had no ill feelings. When I gave the 
talk to the town, I said,” Under the circumstances, I don’t know what I would have done. Would 

http://collections.ushmm.org 
Contact reference@ushmm.org for further information about this collection

 
This is a verbatim transcript of spoken word. It is not the primary source, and it has not been checked for spelling or accuracy. 



I have saved people, would I have harbored someone, would I have put my life in danger for 
somebody else? I don’t know.” I felt it was very therapeutic. And it was just a positive 
experience for me. So I didn’t put any blame. So I went with open feelings, and I was willing to 
listen to people. And it was therapeutic in a sense. 

Q. What changed because of that experience?  

A. I felt that there was some closure; I was able to go back and to face the people and in a way 
confront them, and the fact that they were very responsive. And it was a just a positive 
experience, it was not a negative experience for me, and people may not understand that, but that 
is the way I felt.  

Q. Now is there anything that we haven’t touched upon or talked about that you would still 
would like to mention? That you think is important that we left out? 

A. Well the one thing that I would like to mention is that neither one of my children married 
Jewish partners, and that in one generation, it is all gone, and that is kind of upsetting, and it not 
that we objected to them marrying their mates or whatever...But it is sad that in just one 
generation it is all gone, and my son who went to Israel, who worked in my family’s kibbutz for 
10 years every  Summer, that is what he did and yet it didn’t do anything. And that saddens me. 
Otherwise, I have been very fortunate, both my husband and I are healthy, both my children and 
grandchildren, and great-grandchildren are well, both my children are doctors and doing well in 
their profession.  But there is no sense of Jewishness. When they celebrate their mates’ holidays, 
when they celebrate Christmas and whatever else. But my son is in touch with the family in 
Israel, and he has strong feelings for Israel. But not for Jewish life or Jewish people in general.  

Q. It is very touching and also very curious to me that this is how you feel. 

A. In a sense we were responsible? 

Q. Can you elaborate on that? 

A. Because we didn’t instill Jewish life in our children. Because we didn’t practice it ourselves. 

Q. And that was a conscious decision on your part. 

A. And that was a conscious decision; I just didn’t know the outcome at that time. I don’t think I 
would have done it anyhow. It just wasn’t in me either and certainly not in my husband. So, in a 
way, we are certainly responsible. We never insisted that they date Jewish people, well they did 
join Jewish organizations, but that didn’t work out for them. And that’s, you know, pretty much 
it. 

Q. Leni, I’d like to thank you for this amazing opportunity to listen to your life story. I am going 
to stop the recording right now, 

A. You know this is my daughter’s doing, that she contacted you.  

Q. The interview is your daughter’s doing? 
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A. That she insisted that I do this interview. I wouldn’t have done it on my own. Because I feel 
that my story is not really that compelling, certainly not as compelling   as peoples’ who were in 
concentration camps, who were hidden in attics, or forests or horrible places. That I did not 
suffer in that sense. I always feel kind of, not guilty, but I don’t think that my story deserves that 
much attention. Let’s put it that way. But she insisted that I do it, and I agreed. 

Q. Wonderful, thank you, we are glad that you agreed. 

A. Well thank you, it was really a great experience. 

Q. Thanks, I am going to stop recording now. 
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