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Abstract 

Harriet Mehl-Rothenberg (née Helta Kuna) was born in Vienna, Austria on May 19, 1922 as an 
only child to Adele Pashkas, born 18982 and Oscar Kuna, born 1882.  Her parents came from 
small towns in Austria.  Harriet enjoyed visiting her mother’s parents who had a hardware store.  
Harriet participated in many sports – swimming, ice skating, skiing, horseback riding and tennis.  
Her father owned a factory where he made stockings for workingwomen and socks for men and 
had 50 employees.  Her father changed his name from Carpolis to Kuna as had to travel to 
Germany.  Harriet studied business for two years after Gymnasium so could work in the factory.  
Her parents were reserved and did not flash their wealth.  They had a maid, Maria, who cleaned 
and took care of Harriet and left when Hitler came March 16, 1938 as Aryans could not work for 
them.   Their nice apartment and the father’s business were taken away and schools closed when 
Hitler came. Also, Harriet and her mother were forced to scrub the street.  Harriet had to get 
nude and have her photo taken and, also, her fingerprints taken by the police. The windows of 
the Jewish stores were broken on Kristallnacht.  The family including the mother’s sister and 
daughter obtained affidavits for the US from the owner of Benrus Watches who was a stranger to 
them.  The grandparents also obtained affidavits from the stranger but were deported anyway. 
December ’39 the three of them took a train to Trieste and boarded the Italian ship Santorina to 
the US. Twenty men were taken off the ship and interned in Casablanca but not her father.  They 
were met in the US by HIASS who wanted to send them to Pittsburgh but they refused and 
remained in NY. Harriet obtained working papers and spoke English so was able to get a job 
working 48 hours a week for $8.  They moved to Washington Heights in Manhattan and her 
father became a manager of the Exeter Hosiery Factory.  Later they moved to Elmhurst, NY and 
Harriet attended business school.  They were always afraid in Vienna and felt secure in the US.  
Her father lived three months in Vienna and finally received payment for his factory. Harriet 
returned to Vienna in ’68.  When her granddaughter turned 16 and had a Sweet Sixteen party, it 
made her recall her concerns for survival when she was 16.  Her children are Carol and Jeffrey, 
her grandchildren are Jarrett, Lisa and Tannett and her great-grandchildren are Ari, Zev, Jori, 
Aden, Shaney and Jules. Their relatives have dispersed around the world. She believes the world 
should change to the better. 
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