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Abstract 

Elizabeth Lassers was born in 1920 in Offenbach am Main, Germany where she lived 
with her mother, her father, a gynecologist, and a younger sister.  She was in the Zionist youth 
organization and attended public school until age 16.  She then attended school in Switzerland 
before returning to Frankfurt to become a student nurse.  She felt that nursing was an occupation 
that she could practice in other countries.  She lived in Germany during the boycott of Jewish 
businesses, many prohibitions against the Jews and Kristallnacht.  Her father was taken to 
Buchenwald Concentration camp during Kristallnacht and when he was released after six weeks, 
her parents decided to leave Germany.  Elizabeth learned about the concentration camps by 
treating patients who had been released. The family had a cousin in Chicago who was willing to 
give them affidavits to immigrate and to get her father an internship so he could support the 
family.  Quakers helped her family to get to England and then to Chicago.   Elizabeth returned to 
Germany in 1976 to see the places where she had lived and found that many of them had been 
torn down. 

1:09 Elizabeth was born in 1920 in Offenbach am Main, Germany.  She can trace her 
family back to her paternal grandparents who lived near Offenbach.  Her mother 
was descended from a wealthy family from Frankfurt.  At age 16 she went to a 
school in Switzerland and after another six months in Offenbach, she moved to 
Frankfurt in 1938 to become a student nurse. Her parents moved there around the 
same time. 

2:55 There were no Jewish schools in Offenbach, so Elizabeth attended a regular 
public grade school and high school.  The family was not religious.  One 
synagogue was liberal, which was similar to the Reform Movement.  After Hitler 
came to power, she joined a Zionist youth group and began to attend synagogue 
more regularly.  Everyone had compulsory religion classes at school. 

3:55 Elizabeth’s father was a gynecologist.  Her mother never worked.  She had a sister 
who was four years younger.  She was 13 in 1933 when Hitler came to power and 
there was much anti-Semitism.  In Germany, Jews generally did not let people 
know that they were Jewish, but with Hitler, the children began to sing anti-
Semitic songs.  This made her so uncomfortable so that she left Offenbach the 
next year and went to study at a Jewish school in Frankfurt in 1938. 
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5:41 Elizabeth’s friends were mostly Jewish.  After Hitler came to power, there was a 
boycott. For Elizabeth’s family, this meant that two Nazi guards stood in front of 
her father’s office (also her home) to stop people from entering.  Most patients 
came to the office despite the boycott.  Her father was associated with a Catholic 
Hospital where the people behaved decently to him.  

6:50 In 1938, the rabbi was briefly imprisoned in a concentration camp and then he 
was released.  Some teachers were anti-Semitic and mean, and some friends 
turned away, even those who were half-Jewish.   

7:50 Elizabeth’s family did not want to leave as they felt the difficult times could not 
last. Her parents felt that they were too old to leave, but that the children should 
leave.   Elizabeth joined the Zionist youth group to find her identity.   

8:42 Leaders of the group were a little older.  Most of the Jews joined the group and 
also the sport organization, Maccabi.  Germany permitted the Zionist group which 
was a national group; only gradually did the government become stricter. 

10:05 The restrictions were gradual.  Her father lost his medical license just before 
Kristallnacht.  There was a definite, gradual increase in fear.  She felt free 
whenever she would go to Switzerland.  She went skiing there with her school in 
1936.  Elizabeth wanted to go with the Youth Aliyah to Palestine but her parents 
did not want her to do that at the time and later it was impossible. 

11:30 Elizabeth’s father was in his late 50s and had nowhere to go.  She lived in 
Offenbach through 1934 and went to Frankfurt until 1936 and then spent one year 
at an English school in Lausanne where she was taught English and French, which 
turned out to be important for emigration purposes. She received a Cambridge 
school certificate and returned to Frankfurt in 1937. 

12:53 Eventually a Jewish school opened in Offenbach, where  her sister attended 
before also going to study in Frankfurt.  Soon more places were prohibited to the 
Jews. 

13:35 Elizabeth and her parents wondered why the Jews had restrictions once Hitler 
came into power, but did not know how Hitler accomplished this. 

14:15 She remembers the Nuremberg Laws.  Jews were only permitted to have elderly 
gentile maids and, fortunately, theirs was old.  She recalls a young Jewish maid 
who was sent back to Poland. 

15:12 The people were afraid that at anytime they would be imprisoned but had no 
knowledge of concentration camps.  They could not take money out of the 
country and heard stories of brutality. 
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15:55 They heard Hitler’s voice everywhere—on the radio, in the movies.  Anti-
Semitism became more pronounced. 

16:41 Those who were her age wanted to leave and start a new life.  Her father’s cousin 
left early and later obtained an affidavit for them to come to the United States.  
Her father’s younger brother came to the U. S. but the middle brother was put into 
a concentration camp soon after Kristallnacht.  He got to England where he was 
interned after Dunkirk.  Her uncle had left the country, and his wife instructed 
him to stay away, later joining him with their daughter. Finally, all left except for 
the two grandmothers who were later sent to concentration camps. 

19:13 Her parents left in 1940 just before the consulate closed.  Her father’s mother died 
in Theresienstadt and her mother’s mother was sent from Theresienstadt to 
Auschwitz. 

20:30 Anti-Semitism kept worsening just before Kristallnacht in 1938.  Her father had 
just started his practice in Frankfurt when all the Jewish doctors lost their licenses.   
All the Jews had to turn in their silver, gold and jewelry. 

21:35 The Anschluss in 1938 was when the Germans conquered Austria.  Elizabeth 
went skating with two girls near the Austrian border where there was some 
fighting, which made them realize what was happening. 

22:30 After Munich, the family wanted to leave, but her parents still felt it was 
impossible.  In May 1938, Elizabeth started as a student nurse and did not pay 
much attention to events.  She would have preferred being a doctor but that was 
impossible and knew that she could practice nursing in other countries.  She 
trained at the less religious of the two Jewish hospitals in Frankfurt. 

24:10 She was living in the hospital while her parents were living in Frankfurt.  After 
the murder of ‘Von Graf’, Polish Jews were deported from Germany and she 
wanted to leave. 

25:24 Elizabeth worked at a hospital for contagious diseases.  On November 9, 1938, 
patients that were thrown out of the TB hospital were admitted to the hospital 
where she worked.  Her mother called to tell her that her father was picked up by 
the police.  There was panic and the synagogue was burning.  They heard glass 
breaking and many wanted to enter the hospital for safety. 

26:15 Her parents lived across from the West End synagogue and when they saw it 
burning, they ran to the U. S. consulate to get numbers to obtain a visa.  They had 
a cousin in Chicago who was willing to give them affidavits and obtain an 
internship for her father at Michael Reese Hospital. 
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27:15 Her father was released from Buchenwald after six weeks because two 
gynecologists at the Jewish hospital had committed suicide.  He was given a 
limited license to practice at the hospital.  He learned at the concentration camp 
that one must stay in the middle of a group to stay safe. 

28:16 Elizabeth saw many patients with pneumonia after they were released from 
concentration camps.  Many died because there was no medication for that at the 
time. 

29:08 Her father was lucky as he got out with just a cold.  Her mother had a gallbladder 
attack when her father was imprisoned. 

30:05 Quakers helped her parents get to England and from there to the U. S. Elizabeth 
applied to go to England as a student nurse and left in May 1939.  Her sister left 
for England and she flew there with a cousin a month later. 

31:55 Nurses kept leaving and more former concentration camp inmates came to the 
hospital.  There were some suicides. 

33:01 When the war broke out in England, they kept in touch with people in Germany 
via Dutch friends until Holland was invaded.  Her parents left England in April 
1940 and later she received postcards from them from New York.  She and her 
sister joined them in New York in July 1940.   

33:55 They went across the ocean, zigzagging in a convoy to get around the U-boats.  
The family ended up in Chicago. 

34:30 They had not realized the extent of the Nazi violence during the war.  She did not 
return to Germany until 1976.  The Offenbach Synagogue was converted into a 
theatre and there was a new synagogue.  She went to the Frankfurt synagogue and 
was surprised to see two non-Jewish guards wearing yarmulkes.   

36:30 Her family’s house was torn down.  Elizabeth’s husband was an American soldier 
stationed nearby when they were engaged.  They could see the place where he had 
worked. 

37:25 Her grandmother’s house was torn down.  It was Kristallnacht when they realized 
that they had to leave or they would die.  They did not know about the “Final 
Solution.”   

39:12 Kristallnacht was when they learned about concentration camps but they did not 
imagine the “final solution.”  They learned the truth of the Nazis from released 
camp prisoners who entered the hospitals. 
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40:48 Also, they did not realize the extent of the devastation all over Europe.  They only 
knew what was happening to German Jews.  She suggests that the Germans were 
always militaristic. Their defeat in World War I was a serious matter and there 
was always anti-Semitism.   

42:15 Elizabeth felt that Germans are different from people here in the United States as 
they repress their feelings whether they are teachers or police.  Now she believes 
that such violence could happen anywhere and that there is smaller scale 
aggression here and a potential for violence. 

43:33 The family’s cook came to Frankfurt from Offenbach and accompanied her 
grandmothers to the train to the concentration camp and she also accompanied her 
parents to the train when they left Germany. 

44:10 Many people helped the Jews.  Some of them were killed.  She does not feel that 
the young Germans can know what happened though people say there is a great 
change in Germany. 

45:55 Although the Jews had been emancipated for over a century, there were still 
restrictions.  Her father could not become a university professor unless he 
converted.  The Jews were part of the German culture until the situation 
deteriorated with Hitler’s rise to power. 
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