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 Ilse was born in Breslau in 1914. She went to the best school there and was the only Jew among 
600 students even though Breslau had the third largest Jewish population in Germany. Her father had a 
small department store, and she grew up in a liberal but kosher home. In her later school years many of 
the students became Hitler youth so they kept away from her. She wanted to study medicine but she 
would have had to leave Germany and her father wouldn’t let her.  Her brother was 41/2 years younger 
and suffered more from antisemitism in school and finally her father sent him to Berlin to be a 
gardener. This was in a school that prepared Jews for emigration. 
 Ilse married an orthodox man in 1935 and really began thinking of emigrating by 1937. In 1936 a 
gentile had come to her father and offered to buy the store and told them to emigrate, but her father 
didn’t think the situation would last.  There was a possibility of going to Brazil but you had to become 
Catholic and her husband refused. Ilse is still angry that American has taken in many other refugees like 
Hungarians and Vietnamese but weren’t there for the Jews. She doesn’t consider herself a good 
American because of this.  After Kristallnacht the store was destroyed and her male relative went into 
hiding. 
 Her brother I law had gotten them 5 tickets to Cuba which enabled him to get out of 
Buchenwald. They all left on the next ship— the St. Louis. She went with her husband, brother and 
parents. Her mother in law stayed and was eventually deported. They were not allowed to land in Cuba, 
and they could only see her brother in law who was already in Cuba, from the ship. They were not able 
to stay; she states the German Jews were so used to following rules they never demanded that the 
captain put pressure on the Cubans. The story of the St. Louis is well known. Ilse and relatives were sent 
back to Belgium. In 1939 the Germans invaded Belgium, and her male relatives were sent to St. Cyprien 
and then Gurs. They were able to write for a while but then all contact was stopped. The women stayed 
for 2 years until they were caught and sent to camps. Ilse met up with her mother at a gathering place 
and they went to Auschwitz together. There her mother went directly to the gas chambers 
  She describes her time in Auschwitz. At first, she thought she was dreaming to see naked 
people on line for the gas chamber. She said she survived because she was young and didn’t get too 
sick. She did get typhus but managed to hide it. Her Blockalteste was kind and let them sit down during 
roll call. She says she saw that the line between being a human and an animal was very thin.  She was 
assigned to work in a munitions factory on the night shift. She learned from some of the girls in the 
underground how to damage the grenades they were making They were found out but Hessler, the 
Nazi in charge, didn’t want them killed, though 4 girls who had stolen some gunpowder were hung in 
front of them. Surprisingly, she said they were able to shower each day in Auschwitz before work and 
managed to keep clean there. 
 After being in Auschwitz for 16 months her group was sent further into Germany as the war was 
ending. They went on open cattle trains and were able to see Berlin burning from a distance. After 
being at several other camps she was liberated from Neustadt by the Russians on May 10. Ilse weighed 
70 pounds at the end of the war. She and others ran out of the camp and got food from houses where 
SS had been housed. She went to Belgium but hated the people there and the antisemitism. The Joint 
gave the survivors money to live on. Several of her relatives (brother in law and uncle and cousin) gave 
her affidavits to get to American. She got a job at Fleck putting labels on bottles; she already knew 
English. Most of her friends are German Jews. She has never let at home in America and has never been 
back to Germany. 

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




