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Summary 
 
• Born April 4, 1914 in Wittlich, small town in the province of Trier, in Germany, to Albert and 
Rose Erman (who were born in 1881 and 1883, respectively); mother’s maiden name Tobias; his family 
had lived there since Roman Empire 
• Sister named Meta born in 1916, who later married a man from Czechoslovakia, also a refugee, 
who she met in England, then they moved to New York 
• Father absent, serving in WWI until 1918; became partially disabled and received pension; was 
proud to have fought in WWI; deep sense of being German; part of the tragedy of the years before 
Hitler; no one thought to leave; assumed the English or French or Americans would intervene 
• After the war, father was a tailor; parents owned men’s clothing store; they lived in the upstairs, 
above the store; middle to lower-middle class upbringing; was picketed business on April 1, 1933 Nazi 
boycott of Jewish businesses 
• Graduated from German high school in 1933, just three months after Hitler came to power 
• Very small Jewish community; most friends and classmates were Catholic; common for people 
of different religions to socialize, although they did not attend each other’s religious occasions 
• Parents were observant; went to synagogue; had bar mitzvah 
• Parents were politically active and active in community service; father was a volunteer 
firefighter 
• Last few years of high school were unpleasant because factions (Nazis, Catholic Youth) had 
formed; frightening because no one knew how anything would turn out 
• After high school, very difficult for Jewish kids because universities would not admit; hard to 
emigrate to many European countries and Palestine emigration required two years of Hasharah classes 
• Was admitted to a Jewish teacher training program in Frankfurt on the Main River; also trained 
at teacher training program in Wurzburg; at the Wurzburg school, the “Heil Hitler” greeting salute was 
required; nevertheless, life in Wurzburg fairly normal, free to move about city; in smaller towns, 
segregation occurred at a faster rate 
• First teaching assignment was in Munich; later taught in Berlin, when he received his 
immigration papers to attend school at Hebrew University; left in May or June 1938, first by train to 
Italy, then by boat (S.S. Roma) from Trieste to Haifa; once in Haifa, taken to the “Immigration House,” 
where fed and housed for several days, then on to University 
• Left a few months before Kristallnacht; by time he left, circumstances in Germany had grown 
much worse for Jews; signs in public places prohibiting Jews at pools and stores 
• Was in German during Nuremberg Laws; did not personally affect him much, he stated, but 
rather affected people married to non-Jews and through business relationships; but did affect his ability 
to send money to his parents and generally to transfer money; had no special identification to wear; did 
not wear Star of David (that came later) 
• It was clear that Nazis wanted the Jews to leave; originally, allowed to leave with all possessions; 
later, became harder to take personal items; Nazis realized that no one cared what they did to the Jews, 
and no one wanted mass of refugees 
• Parents were deported in 1942 from their home in Wittlich to Theresienstadt in Czechoslovakia, 
where they died within two years; Theresienstadt was one of the “better” camps, according to the Red 
Cross (which visited), where there was enough food to survive and most who died passed from “more or 
less normal” death; aunt who survived Theresienstadt; father able to work as tailor some while in camp 
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• In Palestine, there was considerable hostility to Jewish refugees, and it was dangerous to travel 
into Arab regions; “constant violence”; Jews had to volunteer to serve nights “on duty” with rifles, to 
protect Jewish neighborhoods; Jaffa very dangerous; at the time, the Jewish population in Jerusalem 
was 500,000; Arab population was 600,000 
• Many Jews who could not leave Europe legally would try illegally; some boats sank; some boats 
were turned back (such as the S.S. St. Louis, full of children) 
• Took teaching job in Tel HaShomer in 1939; also worked at a reform school in Tel Aviv; avoided 
“unofficial draft” of the British Army while in Palestine by maintaining that he had an obligation to serve 
the Jewish youth 
• Became a member of Begin’s Zionist group, and received some paramilitary training; but 
became disillusioned with Begin’s methods and philosophies. Considered himself a Zionist from 1933-
38; eventually, came to the idea that Jews and Arabs could live together and would have to understand 
each other, and took classes in Arabic to further that goal; influence by a friend. Mohamed en Afinit, an 
Arab refugee from Egypt, who was a poet and author who had been exiled by King Faud of Egypt. 
• Life in Israel after 1948 became very difficult; hard to get supplies, especially baby formula, food 
stuffs; violence 
• Immigrated to the United States in 1954; moved to St. Louis, Missouri with relatives; later 
moved to Chicago, Illinois, Des Moines, Iowa, and Atlanta, Georgia; now practices conservative Judaism 
• The lesson of the Holocaust for him: “The lesson, which may be a very sorry lesson, is that 
people who were very truthful, who were very honest, were very much law abiding, who listened to 
commands and listened to orders were the ones who perished -- and that those who could, somehow 
bent the truth a little, one way or the other, who could ‘finagle’ one thing or the other in secret or under 
the table, were the ones who made it. They were the ones who could succeed in getting out of difficult 
situations, save their lives, and come to be successful.” 
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