
Interview with Mr. Léon PRAYS on September 17th, 2015,  
Rhode Saint Genèse, Belgium 

 
Léon Prays was born on May 6, 1932 in Charleroi, Belgium. His father, Jacob Prays, was born in 
1900 in Turek, and his mother Faija (or Fela) Friedman, also born in 1900, was from Rodestov, 
Poland. An older brother, Josef, and his older sister, Paula, were born in Poznan in the 1920’s. The 
family fled to Germany in 1929. Faija was pregnant with Anna, who was born in Potsdam in 1929. 
 
Jacob Prays had gone to a vocational school and learned how to install modern plumbing, such as 
toilets, but had a hard time finding work in Germany at that time. Belgium facilitated immigration 
for those willing to commit to working in the coal mines for 3 years, which Jacob did, settling in 
Charleroi. After 3 years, he started his own plumbing business, working with his eldest son. He 
obtained a resident’s card. 
 
Faija died when Léon was 2 and he has no memories of her. His sister Paula took care of him. They 
spoke Yiddish, Polish, and French at home. In 1936, Jacob married a Czechoslavakian widow, Mrs. 
Grünfeld, in a civil ceremony and started living at her home. She did not get along with his 
children, but soon gave birth to her own child, a little boy named Jacques in 1939. 
 
The family was quite poor and Léon remembers being hungry all the time and violent arguments 
with his step-mother. 
 
On May 1st, 1940, the entire family took a train to Maubeuge and tried to flee to France. They were 
arrested at the border and had to turn back. Jacob and Josef were arrested, sent to work camps and 
slaved away on the Atlantic Wall for the Todt enterprise. They were eventually sent to Malines in 
Belgium and deported. Convoy#16 from Malines arrived in Auschwitz on October 31st, 1942. 
 
When they were turned back at the border, his step-mother took the family (Paula, Anna, Léon, and 
baby Jacques) to Montigny-les-Tilleuls, to her sister’s home. However, there was not enough food 
to go around and Léon was a boisterous little boy, so he and Anna were sent to a Belgian children’s 
home outside of Charleroi, near the French border called the Cité de l’enfance. The woman who 
directed this home had close relations with the German high command, which intended to build an 
airport there. 
 
Jacob Prays had been a faithful member of the Belgian chapter of the Bund. Resistance fighters 
from the Bund decided to get Anna and Léon out of this children’s home, since they were Jewish. 
Léon gives a detailed description how, in the middle of a December night in 1942, a young woman 
named Bella helped him and Anna escape. The resistance network had them board a small truck 
waiting in the woods and they all hid in the stable on the estate of a man who manufactured sports 
equipment. After 2 weeks there, a woman from the National Bureau for Children, Madame Andrée 
Geulen-Hersovici, took them to a place called the Château de Faing in Jamoigne, in the province of 
Luxembourg, run by Madame Taquet and her husband. Léon was separated from Anna. 
 
Jamoigne was run like a boy scout camp, where they wore a uniform and shorts. They had nick-
names (or totems) like “Raccoon”. Discipline was strict, food scarce, and the attended mass every 
morning at 6:30 A.M. As incredible as it may seem, at the age of 10, Léon still had never received 
any formal schooling and did not know how to read, write, or do simple arithmetic. 
Léon describes the Allied attacks in the region called “la Roussette”. American soldiers arrived and 
took over the boys’ dormitory, so they slept under thin covers in the cellar during the air raids. It 
was cold and they did not even have any water. The Americans shared their rations with the 
children, giving them cheese, chocolate, and cookies. 
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By then, Léon suffered from rickets and scabies and had furuncles which needed to be treated with 
penicillin. 
 
In January, 1945, an American army vehicle arrived and took 8 Jewish children to Brussels. The 
trip took two days, constantly under air raid attacks. The Jewish Joint Distribution Committee had 
sent money from Switzerland to help these children. The AIVG, “Aide israélite des victims de 
guerre” arranged for 3,000 children to be placed in various orphanages.  
 
A wealthy man named Mr. Bernheim rented a château for them in the commune de Voixfort, near 
Brussels. Madame Geulen arranged for Anna to be sent to live with a Jewish family in Switzerland. 
 
After the liberation of Belgium, Léon often went to the main train station in Brussels, the Gare du 
Midi, to see if his father or elder brother were among those who had survived the camps. 
 
Léon fell ill again. The Swiss Red Cross brought 10 children to a sanatorium in Vevey, where he 
stayed for 11 months. This is where he learned to read at the age of 13. He longed to make up the 
time lost and devoured books at night with a flash light, after lights were turned off.  
 
From the time that Léon was sent away by Madame Grünfeld and her sister, Léon had no news of 
his family. All of a sudden, Madame Grünfeld appeared to claim him as a relative, so that she could 
benefit from state subsidies for women with dependent children. 
 
The Jewish family in Switzerland, the Zimet’s, were going to adopt Anna, but both of them died in 
an automobile accident. Since Léon’s eldest sister, Paula, decided to move to Israel, Anna followed.  
 
Léon was still a minor and it does not seem that his sisters asked him to come along. He was placed 
in a children’s home called Miravalle. One of the directors was a man named Zygmund (“Ziggy”) 
Hirsh, who seemed to understand the trauma that the young people had been through and 
encouraged them to express themselves artistically. 
 
Although he had not received a religious education before the war, he was bar mitzvahed. He 
seemed to enjoy sports and had a group of close friends. They were called “The Three Musketeers”. 
 
He also would have liked to continue his education, but the directors of the home decided that he 
should learn a trade and he was sent to a school to learn how to repair electrical installations.  
 
After completing his military service, he tried his hand at other trades, like working with leather 
goods, but he did not seem to succeed at this craft. An international transport company, owned by a 
Jew, offered him a job and he rose through the ranks to become head of a department. 
 
Later, a friend purchased a travel agency and from 1990 to 1998, he worked part-time there. 
 
Tragedy continued to fill his life. His sister Paula, in Israel, lost her son when he stepped on a 
landmine and soon after, her husband succumbed to illness. She settled in France to make a new 
start, working as a nurse in France, but committed suicide in 1987. 
 
Léon ends the interview with a simple statement:  “I have never known la joie de vivre……    
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