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WALTER SILBERSTEIN [1-1-1] 

From the collection of the Gratz College Holocaust Oral History Archive 

  WS - Walter Silberstein [interviewee] 
  JF - Josey Fisher [interviewer] 
  Dates: November 9, 1981 
    November 17, 1981 

 
Tape one, side one: 

 
JF: Mr. Silberstein, can you tell me where and when you were born, and a little 

bit about your childhood? 
WS: I was born on November 10th, 1902, in Stargard in Pommern. 
JF: Can you spell that please? 
WS: Stargard in Pommern. S-T-A-R-G-A-R-D, Pomerania. That's near Stettin. 

Today it is Polish. 
JF: At that time it was Germany? 
WS: Yes. 
JF: Can you tell me a little bit about your family? 
WS: My father was a rabbi in Stargard. Here is a picture of my parents. He was 

there ‘til 1936; then he had to leave because the kehillah there came down; was only a few 
people left so he got a retirement. 

JF: What was the nature of his synagogue? Was it a very religious synagogue? 
WS: Yes. It was what you call here Conservative. 
JF: It was a Conservative synagogue. And, can you tell me a little bit about the 

nature of the Jewish community then, when your father was the rabbi? 
WS: It was a very old community. I don't know how long, old, but maybe at least 

at that time 150 to 200 years. I mean as a community. A lot of Jewish people were living 
in Pomerania for maybe a longer time, but they were not organized as a Gemeinde, as a 
congregation. There were many Jews in the countryside who were there for some 
generations already because they were settled there by mostly Frederick the Great.1 You 
know? He gave them privileges, and these were all really well rooted families there. 

JF: And the center of the religious life was the synagogue that your father was 
the rabbi of? 

WS: Yes. 
JF: Was it the only synagogue in this town, or were there others? 
WS: In the town, yes, no, we had only about 400 Jews. 
JF: 400 Jews in the town. 
WS: In the town. 
JF: About how large was the town? 
WS: And there was a big district for my father. He had other small towns, two 

thousand... 
                                                           
1Frederick II the Great, ruler of Prussia 1712-1786. 
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JF: Did he visit... 
WS: The towns, small towns were maybe left 10, 20 Jews. 
JF: Did he visit those towns... 
WS: Yeah. 
JF: Or did those people come... 
WS: Yeah. Yeah. 
JF: He visited them. 
WS: Two or three times a year he visits them and he performed all the weddings, 

funerals, and so. 
JF: Did they also come into your town for holidays? 
WS: Yeah. Sometimes they came, at least the children. The children, when they 

grow up they came to town and went to the school there. 
JF: There was a Jewish school? 
WS: No, only religious. 
JF: The religious school. 
WS: Yeah. 
JF: You're talking about a cheder or a different kind of religious school? 
WS: We had a cantor, too. He gave also lessons in Jewish religion. You have not 

to forget the whole situation in Germany was different from here. The schools weren't 
religious. I mean the general schools, not as here. And so the religious lessons were given 
in that school, wherever it was, say grammar school. 

JF: Mmm. 
WS: And Religion performances came under yearly, wie sagt man, Zeugnis 

[report], also; here they get tests, eh? Also in the examination, on the end of the term. This 
was also state controlled, and my father got paid for that by the state. 

JF: So your father was teaching in the German public system. 
WS: Not in the public schools. In the public schools, you know, as it happened, 

were very few. This was different from here, too, because you have to pay fees. 
JF: So you're not... 
WS: The higher schools were not free. 
JF: You're, you're... 
WS: And since you didn't have, we had maybe ten children who didn't go in the 

higher schools, and they were in the public schools, hmm? The other people were well off 
and they sent, they sent their children to the higher class schools. There's also a difference 
from here. You cannot understand that. I don't know if that has changed today. 

JF: In other words... 
WS: Then you would go in the Gymnasium. This was for the boys, and the 

Lyzeum was for the girls. Was also completely separate for boys and girls. We didn't go 
together. And the parents had to pay fees for that. 

JF: They did not have to pay fees for the lower schools? 
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WS: No, the lower schools were free. 
JF: And was the religion taught also in the lower schools or not until the 

Gymnasium? 
WS: Yeah, but not the Jews. The Jewish religion there were not enough. They 

came on Sunday to the synagogue and got the lessons there. 
JF: Was religion taught at all in the lower schools? Was Christiani-, eh, 

Christian religion taught? 
WS: Yeah, Christian was taught. 
JF: And what happened to the Jewish children during those lessons? Did they 

have to attend? 
WS: They had off. 
JF: They had off? 
WS: Yeah. 
JF: They were not to... 
WS: We, too, when the class had a Christian religion, we were off. 
JF: And, then, once the years of the Gymnasium and the Lyzeum started, then 

the Jewish children also had religious instruction? 
WS: Yeah, in the same school, but, say, in the afternoon. 
JF: I see. So your father was involved in teaching through the synagogue and 

also in the Gymnasium and Lyzeum. 
WS: Yes. 
JF: I see. What was the Jewish community in your town like? Did they live in 

the same area... 
WS: No. 
JF: Or were they scattered throughout the town? 
WS: Throughout the town. 
JF: Living among the non-Jewish population. What kind of experience did you 

have with the non-Jewish population in the town? 
WS: Everybody came along very well with everybody. The whole thing, I mean, 

of course, there were sometimes, one might say, "Dirty Jew," or something. It happened, 
but nothing else. You see, I grew up with, this is also very difficult to explain here [unclear] 
because you don't know this whole kind of people. 

JF: Explain to me. 
WS: You know, in Pomerania or what we called Ostelbien. You heard this word? 
JF: Say it again, please. 
WS: You know the river Elbe. 
JF: Yes. 
WS: This was a remarkable boundary, I would say, and in a way it was a kind of 

Schimpfwort, as a kind of curse when I say Ostelbien. 
JF: Ost. 
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WS: East. 
JF: East of the Elbe. 
WS: East of the Elbe. 
JF: Yes. 
WS: That was a word you could read every day in the paper when the 

commentaries were, the reports about the Reichstag. You know the Reichstag? 
JF: Mmm hmm. 
WS: This was the parliament. And the Oste the so-called Ostelbien, they were 

the people who ruled in a way. What I would say that really did, Germany, under the 
Wilhelmdem Zweiten, fine, the last emperor2. 

JF: Mmm hmm. 
WS: There were the so-called Junker [titled landowners in Prussian territories]. 

Did you hear that word? 
JF: Mmm hmm. 
WS: That word is not to explain to nobody. Also there is no in German 

explanation for that. This was the Adel [peerage], the nobles, the barons and counts. And 
there they mostly lived, they had their big estates. Big, big estates. Mostly in Pomerania, 
in Brandenburg; that is a province, Brandenburg. This was Berlin included, and East 
Prussia, East and West Prussia. And these kind of people was completely conservative. 
And in a way, in a way, I say that, they were a little antisemitic. But they didn't hate any 
Jew. They were friendly with the Jews; they had Jewish friends. 

JF: They were antisemitic, but they were friends? 
WS: The only thing was, in the politics. But, when you come back to the whole 

roots, and later they confessed it, it was their fault, going back hundred and hundred-fifty 
years. And they only said, the Jews, they needed a scapegoat for something when it 
happened. And they tried to stop the influence of Jewish in politics. That was their reason. 

JF: Did you have any contacts with any of the people in the Junker group? 
WS: Yeah. 
JF: What was that contact? 
WS: They were in my classes. 
JF: The children of these people were in your classes. 
WS: Yeah. We grew up, and we have this conscience already when we grow up. 

You see, and then, also, now, of course, comes something else. The Jew is always, always, 
in the roots, in his roots, religious roots, with the underdog. So the Jewish, when a Jew 
came in politics, he was either a Social-Democrat or a Democrat. And that what was what 
they didn't like. Huh? 

JF: They didn't like that? 
WS: They didn't like that, and they always said the Jews are, always on the Left 

Side. But wasn't right. There was a lot of Jews that were Right. Mmm? Like the big bankers 
                                                           
2William II 1859-1941. 
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and so they were on the right side. You have not to forget that the founder of the 
Conservative Party, eh, about 100 years ago, was a Jew. Stahl3, huh? You heard the name 
Stahl. I forgot his first name. He was the founder, with their people. But they used us in 
politics; that was the only thing. They didn't have anything against the Jews, and I was 
very, very friendly with them. And there is another thing, but that is notorious. I mean, 
famous in all the books. They were mixed by marriage with Jews. Mostly the women. 

JF: They would marry Jewish women? 
WS: They marry Jewish women mostly because they were rich, or they had a 

connection, or were the daughter of a big banker. And, you know, that is in all the historical 
books that Bismarck already said a mixture between, how you say it, between a Jewish 
steed with a, no, I forgot, I cannot, the mixture between, a Prussian Hengst. Hengst is a, is 
a, a horse, huh? 

JF: A horse. 
WS: With a Jewish steed. 
JF: A mare? 
WS: Yeah. 
JF: Uh huh. 
WS: That is a good mixture. He said that. 
JF: Bismarck said that? 
WS: Yeah, Bismarck said that. And so they were never Nazis; this was one of 

the reasons. Because they were all, as we called it, verjudet, hum [full of Jewish blood]. 
They didn't have real pure Aryan blood. And they knew that. 

JF: The Junker class. 
WS: Yeah, the Junker class. 
JF: In particular. 
WS: And I would say 40% at least were mixed blood. So all these people were 

never Nazis. 
JF: These people were never Nazis. 
WS: Never. Of course, there were some, and then was another reason. You know, 

under the Kaiser, a Jew couldn't become officer in the army. There were countries in 
Germany, I think in Bavaria or Würtemburg, or so, where the Jews could become Reserve 
Leutnant [second lieutenant]. As a Lieutenant of the Reserve forces. But there was another 
reason, and there, this also was something what them offended. The Jews shouldn't go in 
the army, huh? This was only reserved for their class. But, there was another reason that it 
never came through, also in the Republik, under that, after the Revolution of 1918. Jews, 
in the whole, in the whole army, I didn't even know, there were so much, were eleven Jews 
in the whole Reichswehr, under the Republik, were eleven Jews. 

JF: Eleven Jews totally? 

                                                           
3Friedrich Julius Stahl, 1802-61, born a Jew, but converted to Ev. Church. ed. 
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WS: Four hundred thousand men; four hundred thousand men. This was in all 
papers, and one I knew myself. There were only eleven Jews in the army. 

JF: You're talking about during the Weimar Republic? 
WS: Yeah. And now I come to the reason why. The Jews didn't want that job. 

The Jews were not going for officers. 
JF: Why? 
WS: You see... 
JF: Why? 
WS: Now, the Jew isn't mostly–are not militant. And then comes something else. 

Most Jews, I would say most, not all, go out for money. They want, and they come in life 
as an officer, they didn't have a chance. The same thing was with the judges. There were 
very, very few judges. I would say during, during the Monarchy, I don't know the exact 
number, but I would say no more than twenty Jewish judges. 

JF: Was this due to the German law, or was this... 
WS: No, no. 
JF: Due to German law, or Jewish decision? 
WS: They couldn't become law. And the reason is not, or at least not alone, is 

that they didn't want the Jews. They just didn't want the job. You see, when there was a 
good lawyer, or a man who had good credits [or good marks] after his examination, he 
didn't go for a judge. Because when he was good, he settled down as a lawyer. He could 
make five, four, four, five times more money than as a judge. That was the reason. Also in 
the, after the Monarchy, very very few. This was not the reason that they were not accepted. 
But they didn't come for that. 

JF: Let me back up for a minute. When you were talking about the intermarriage 
that took place among the Junker class, was there any sense in these homes of Jewish 
connection? Where the mother was Jewish and the father was German Christian? 

WS: Uh, I couldn't tell you that exactly. But mostly it was that they got baptized 
anyway, huh? 

JF: So, that the Jewish mate would convert? 
WS: And it may be, or I would say, in cases where I know, that is that the family 

of that, say the family, the parents or so of that woman or girl were already baptized or left 
the Jewish religion in some way, huh? I wouldn't know one single case where, I mean, I 
know, I would actually say I don't know any case where the family of that people still were 
Jews. 

JF: What was your father's feeling about these intermarriages? 
WS: Hmm? 
JF: What was your father's feeling about the rate of intermarriage? 
WS: I would say that no one from the congregation or the circle of my father got 

that way. They came from other. 
JF: So this was outside? 

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

The audiotaped interview is the primary source record for this transcript which was produced in partnership with Gratz College.



WALTER SILBERSTEIN [1-1-7] 

From the collection of the Gratz College Holocaust Oral History Archive 

WS: And this was already a generation before, I would say. That happened in the 
end of the last century when it started. 

JF: What about the degree of assimilation in your town among the Jewish 
people? Was this an issue? 

WS: What you mean by assimilation? This is also a word I would say that I hate. 
Because it is always twisted around. Now what is assimilation? Assimilation is to get, to 
get assimilated to your environment. You have to do that everywhere. You see we had to 
do that when we came to China? You have to settle down for the climate, for the food, for 
everything, hmm? And you have to go used to the custom of the people where you’re 
living. 

JF: Mmm hmm. 
WS: Where, in this assimilation, in the way it is used mostly by Jews starts, is 

that you give up your Jewish things for this, or beside of it, that you can stay as a Jew. No? 
Of course, when people come and say, we have certain cases, we had lawyers, Jewish 
lawyers, they were partly prominent in the Jewish community. But on the outside, they are 
negating their Jewish things. For instance, there came up a court session on Yom Kippur. 
And they were afraid to tell the judge. The judge would do it. And they did it. Then you 
said that day, "I cannot. Can you postpone it on another day? Because it is Yom Kippur." 
They are afraid. They are ashamed. They thought the judge would know they are Jews. 

JF: Was that a common example? 
WS: Yes. This is what I call assimilation in the worst way. 
JF: Was this a common example of what was happening? 
WS: It was not a common, but, I would say, I know two or three people who did 

that. Mostly they came in the synagogue, and they came after or before that in the 
synagogue, but they wouldn't tell the judge, "Postpone that." We had in the last, last couple 
of years a one, this was a lawyer, he did that, and he had a son. The son still lives here, and 
he's much younger than I am. He's a professor here somewhere in America. First of all, I 
think, it was the only case I remember. He did not have him circumcised. It was the first. 
And that boy, this was the only boy I remember. He went on with, to school on the holidays. 
But this was the only case I can remember. And as far as I know, he is, he is still not a Jew. 
I hear sometimes from other people about him. Maybe he is, he is married, I think, but I 
don't know, to a Jewish girl or not. But mostly this kind of assimilation we didn't have. 
And this was very seldom. There also when Jewish men got married to non-Jewish girls. 
There we had two or three cases in our community in the congregation. They became 
Jewish, the girls. And I know one case where the wife of this Jewish man was a better Jew 
than her husband. She was seeing that he went to the synagogue and that he lit the candles 
on Shabbos. He didn't do it before. He told me this himself. "You see, since I am married 
that shikse (that is also a word I don’t like) she sees that I do everything right." And I know 
that my father had some cases where he was teaching the girls the Jewish religion before 
they got married. This was not a problem. 
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JF: Was anybody in your family, you had mentioned before about the Army, 
was any man in your family in the Army at that point? 

WS: In? 
JF: The Army. The German Army. 
WS: You mean during the war? 
JF: During the First World War. 
WS: Oh, yeah. My father was away from [unclear]. During the war, I mean, in 

the Army to serve, the, you did, as had everybody. Jews, they couldn't get up in the ranks. 
They couldn't, they became corporals and what comes next, but that was that. They 
couldn't. In the war, yeah, in the war, as soon as the war came, the Jews became officers. 

JF: Before that they avoided it. 
WS: Not avoided. They couldn't. 
JF: Mmm hmm. 
WS: They couldn't. 
JF: No, they avoided serving. You were talking about them not wanting to be 

in the army. 
WS: Yeah, it was so, I would say, then they were offered this; since they could 

make it, they would do it. But they were not so, so eager to get it. But they couldn't. I know 
cases where there were very, very brilliant soldiers. And a major or somebody called them 
in the end of the year before they got out. They were already, they had the stripes and 
everything. And he told them, "You can become officer right away, when you get 
baptized." 

JF: When you get baptized. 
WS: They told them that! 
JF: Now this was bef-, this was not during the First World War. 
WS: No, this was before. 
JF: Before the First World War. But during the First World War they were able 

to... 
WS: There you got them right away. 
JF: Rise in the ranks. 
WS: They needed. I knew some dozens. Some dozens. But this was a separate 

thing during the war. 
JF: What are your memories of the time after World War One, during the 

Republic, as far as the changes in Germany are concerned? 
WS: You mean, after the First World War. What do you mean the situation? That 

is where the whole thing started. 
JF: O.K. Can you describe that time to me? 
WS: You see, that started already during the war. And I would say 1917, and this 

was an outlet. The German Army already had the feeling, or I would say better, they knew 
already they couldn't win the war. And they were looking for something. And they found 
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out, oder [or] they thought they found out, that the Jewish soldiers were not all on the, on 
the front, on the fighting line, but were sitting in offices and some–and they made a so-
called Juden Zählung [account of Jews]. That means they counted the Jews. This was 
official. They counted the Jews who were working or had jobs in the Army, not on the, 
they say in, in offices, in hospitals and so. And this was the first spark they put in the 
population. You see the Jew! This was negative. They couldn't find out but they didn't 
publish that. And you see that is also something with the German, I, I always was thinking 
what makes the German people so different from all other peoples? I would say only in 
German-, in Europe, hmm? The German people is especially, I would say, separate in their 
thinking, in thinking that they always look when something happens that the other, that it’s 
the other’s fault. They, and see, that is, I mean, this is a little aside maybe from what you're 
talking. That is also the different position between Christianity and Judaism. You see, every 
Jew when was happened always said, "My God, what did I do?" The German will never 
say that. Or the Christian. They, they are put the fault on somebody else. Whatever happens, 
the Jew will always say, "Was my fault what happened? I get punished from God." The 
Ger-, so this is, and the roots, I would say that this is a part of the explanation for the whole 
thing happened. They're always looking around who did it. And under themselves, under 
themselves the German always looks for somebody who is to blame for. And that is the 
whole thing with, I would say, that was the possibility that Hitler had the chance to come 
to power. He had the whole people, and he knew that. That everybody would, there is a 
whole thing with the Jews, in my opinion, was not exactly antisemitic. It is clear, and maybe 
you think it's ridiculous when I say such a thing. He would have a means to get the people 
down, huh? That's why he didn't come up with the religious side of antisemitism, but with 
the racist, eh... 

JF: The racist? 
WS: Yeah. So every, everybody, everybody in Germany was trembling. Maybe 

I have a Jewish grandmother. Maybe, and maybe, when he had, he tried to hide it, hmm? 
He tried to hide that, because that was the thing. He got them down on their knees. And 
everybody was looking for the other. Mr. Miller, maybe he has a Jewish grandmother, and 
so on. And then they were going, they would have, his shop, hmm? He had a higher job, 
so they were going denounce him. 

JF: Do you recall then in the 20's this kind of scapegoating occurring before 
Hitler came to power? 

WS: Yeah. That is, was, always with the Germans. 
JF: This always was happening? 
WS: It's, I would say characteristic from the whole German people. 
JF: Did they... 
WS: Always to seek somebody. 
JF: Was this higher after the World War? After the First World War? 
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WS: Then it was terrible. This was much terrible in the beginning than was the 
last two years when I went to school. 
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Tape one, side two: 

 
JF: This, you say, was your last two years of school. You're talking about what 

years now? 
WS: Mmm? 
JF: What years are we talking about now? 
WS: Now we, I would say we are talking about the period, or about the difference 

between two periods. You see, during the Monarchy, and this I know all, too, from 
experience, the Jewish religion and the Jewish community was recognized by the State. 
This is also very difficult to understand here, because you have here, the separation of 
church and state. There, synagogue was a stately-by-law-recognized institution. For 
instance, every rabbi must be confirmed by the government. In the community they could 
choose him from so many rabbis, but when they have chosen him, before they gave him 
the office, the government had to give its seal, to seal it. This was only one thing. The 
Jewish, the lessons, everything, the school, Jewish school, it was supervised the same way 
as the other schools. And when anything happened, the Jews were represented as from the 
community, was through the rabbi. For instance, and I remember this so very well; I was a 
child at that time. I can remember that. The Kaiser, I mean, William II, came to our town 
for some reason. There was a church, yeah, a big church was really consecrated. This was 
for some years renovation or so. And the Emperor came. My father was invited. He was in 
the church. And he got a card, a ticket for my mother. They sit in the first row! In the first 
row the Kaiser came in. This was only for the dignitaries of the town. And my father was 
invited to the dinner. There was a state dinner for the Emperor. The Emperor didn't attend 
in the last minute because he had other things to do, but it was in his honor, and remarkable. 
With the invitation, he was the only Jew who attended. With the invitation, he got a small 
notice that says, “We have provided for you a kosher meal!” But this was impossible in the 
Republik. After the Kaiser was gone, nobody cared for the Jews. And there were big 
scandals. I remember in Brannschweig, where also standing was Hindenburg for a state 
visit. And the rabbi, who was the so-called Landesrabbiner [regional rabbi] was not 
invited. And there was a church of the Socialists. And now I come to something else. The 
Socialists were more antisemitic than the Junkers. 

JF: Why? 
WS: You know, the Socialists were more or less atheists. They were against the 

Church, but they said, eh, this is very difficult to explain, and this is also, I would say, I 
have talked to many people about that. I only read here recently a book from a Socialist. 
He tried to blame his own party. He was a big man. He was in Bavaria, Minister-president, 
and he was in the Reichstag before the Nazis. Is a very interesting book. He doesn't come 
to that point. But he says, where the Socialist Party did, eh, not function. And he is right. 
But he doesn't come to all of it. This was one point where the Socialists were thinking, not, 
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"The Jews? O.K. They're more dangerous than the other one, huh?" They can't even 
understand it. I have to give you a whole lecture about this, because I have talked to so 
many Socialists in my life. And I tried to get down to it, to the deeps of their soul. They 
were thinking of the Christians. This was a, I think that's, this, yeah, they couldn't do 
anything about, but they were feeling the Jews as a spiritual sect. You know what I mean? 
It's very difficult to understand this. 

JF: They were seeing the Jews as a spiritual? 
WS: Yeah. The Jewish religion. Huh? 
JF: Mmm hmm. Yeah. 
WS: They thought the Christian, O.K. They cannot help. But on the other hand, 

they are a minority that we, and then they made, of course, the big mistake. Their followers 
were not atheists. 

JF: Their followers were not... 
WS: No... 
JF: Not atheists. 
WS: No, they always went to church. Not only, maybe not so much, O.K., but as 

their, they had their weddings, huh? When the daughters were married they went to church. 
They didn't talk about, huh, I think, the Party shouldn’t know that, huh? Or they had them 
baptized, huh? 

JF: Do you mean... 
WS: The Party said you shouldn't do it. 
JF: They saw the Jewish religion as more spiritual than the Christians? 
WS: In a spiritual way, dangerous for the Socialist thinking. 
JF: Why? Why? 
WS: Yeah, in a way they are right. 
JF: Why? 
WS: They are, then I have to go back to [laughs] to the word “Jewish-religious 

thinking.” 
JF: No. 
WS: They were not quite wrong. They were not really wrong. This is, you see, 

the, there is as much, I mean for the thinking. You always have this when a very real 
intellectual Jew comes to thinking, and has conflicts in his thinking. He has all the choice. 
Especially I know a lot of children, both, male and female, from rabbis, very Orthodox 
rabbis, who got Communist all of a sudden, because they’re fanatics. Their fathers were 
real Orthodox. So when they couldn't do that, because their thinking wouldn't go with that, 
they became Communists, in the contrary. They went to the other side. 

JF: But it was still with a great deal of fanaticism. Is what you are saying? 
WS: Yeah. 
JF: But what I'm not clear on what you're saying about the Socialists, why did 

they see the Jews as more dangerous than the Christians? 
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WS: I tell you, it is more or less a feeling I have. I cannot prove that. You know 
what I mean? That's why I'm a little cautious about it. 

JF: O.K. 
WS: But I can only tell you because I have talked to many, many, I would say, 

leading at that time. Socialists. And they didn't speak up right away, but I saw them hiding 
something. And on the roots of the deep of their thinking there was that. 

JF: Mmm hmm. 
WS: They were feeling, the religious Jew, not exactly Orthodox, they were 

keeping away other thinking people from their party. But they were not so afraid from their, 
about their, the teaching of the Christian counterpart. You can see something of what I 
mean. It is very difficult in a few words to explain. And there were other reasons. There 
were other reasons. They had Jews in the party, very few, but I would say five or six, and 
this, this is maybe also very remarkable, because nobody in my recollection has brought 
that point up. These Jews were atheists. 

JF: These Jews were atheists. 
WS: Completely atheists, eh? Intellectual Jews. Completely atheists. And that 

Jews were not, of course as every Jews who get renegade. It's always tense not to show that 
he was a Jew before, and he is not really against the Jews, but he is not for them. And I will 
tell you a practical example. 

JF: O.K. 
WS: There, there, I mean really, you know, the State and the Church were not 

separated. And they got always, but only the Christians, under the Monarchy, state 
subsidiaries from the tax money. By a kind of a key they got so much and so much. Not the 
Jews. The Jews didn't get anything. They had only to live by their own taxing, but this 
taxing was collected by the state. This was collected by the state. Was the also the money. 
This was the same thing under that Socialists, under the Weimar Republic. But as the Jews 
came and said, "Now, we, the Jews, are fighting for that for some decades, now we will 
also have our money." They didn't give them it. There was no equality. They, the same 
status was left over from the Monarchy. They didn't give the Jews something from the 
State, with some exceptions that came later. And this was, there never came a law, was 
never made of the law. But from year to year, they decided sometimes to give them 
something like a handout, so they could say, "We gave the Jews, say, half a million Marks." 

JF: So essentially the Socialists did not change... 
WS: No. 
JF: That pattern... 
WS: No. 
JF: In any way. 
WS: And I know a lot of, or at least I heard of them, Socialists who were 

antisemitic before. So really, and that is the point, you can read in all the books. Did you 
read some books about the Hitler period? 
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JF: Mmm hmm. 
WS: Did you read about the, the justice, the laws they made, and that I have read? 
JF: All right, before we get to this, let me just back up for a minute, O.K.? You 

had finished, I just want to focus in on your own experience for a minute. You had finished 
the Gymnasium. You, after the Gymnasium you went on... 

WS: I studied first engineering. 
JF: At what kind of school? 
WS: A technical high school, or a technical university. But then I gave it up, and 

I went to economics. 
JF: You went into economics? 
WS: Yeah. 
JF: Was this in a high school? Or... 
WS: In a university. 
JF: In a university. Where was that? 
WS: Berlin and Leipzig. 
JF: And what years were you in Berlin and Leipzig? 
WS: Mmm? 
JF: What years was that? 
WS: This was from '20, 1928 to 1932. 
JF: What was the atmosphere as you were studying... 
WS: Oh the atmosphere... 
JF: During that time? 
WS: I must say anyhow about that. I was, I had chosen the universities by that. 

You see, Berlin was at that time very broad in an intellectual sense. The Nazis, or the Nazi 
influence was very, very little there. And in Leipzig I would say it was real nothing. 

JF: Did you have any trouble getting into these universities? 
WS: No. I [unclear] nobody. This is not as it here is, that they close it because of 

the sh-, [unclear] they have seats or so. This was not known in Germany. And first of all 
they had all enough seats in every seminaries, laboratories, and other, so. And it wasn't... 

JF: There was no difficulty because you were Jewish... 
WS: No. 
JF: Attending these schools. 
WS: Never trouble. 
JF: So you were... 
WS: They even didn't ask you. 
JF: They didn't ask you if you were Jewish? 
WS: No. This was eliminated after the Revolution. Also on the schools. Religion 

was voluntary. 
JF: Voluntarily... 
WS: Yeah. 
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JF: Told. 
WS: This was not before. 
JF: I see. 
WS: But after the Monarchy, this was all thrown out. 
JF: So... 
WS: The old forms you had to fill in were no more the question after for religion. 
JF: So in these years, between '28 and '32, Naziism and Hitler's influence in 

these big cities was not... 
WS: Nah, I would say not, but mostly in the big cities. There were big cities, 

there were a little bit more. Like Hanover, for instance, and Magdeburg. This was mostly 
because there were some local incidents. And they were a little antisemitic undercurrent, 
but not anywhere else. 

JF: And then in 1932, did you finish your education? 
WS: Yeah. 1931 I made my degree for the, I don't know how you call it here, a 

certified economist. They called it Diplomvolkswirtschaftler in Germany [unclear]. And 
then I was working for my doctor, and I was about ready when Hitler came, and my non-
Jewish professors were thrown out. 

JF: The non-Jewish... 
WS: Yeah. 
JF: Professors were thrown out of... 
WS: Yeah, because they were Democrats. 
JF: What school was this? 
WS: In Leipzig. 
JF: In Leipzig. 
WS: In the University. 
JF: Mmm hmm. And what happened to you? Were you able to continue to 

study? 
WS: I went, I will tell you, I emigrated three times in my life. First I emigrated 

to Prague, Prague, Czechoslovakia. 
JF: When was that? 
WS: '33. Right at the beginning. 
JF: This is after your professors were... 
WS: Yeah. 
JF: Fired? And you were in the middle of your doctoral studies. 
WS: I was really about finished. 
JF: Almost finished. So you emigrated to Prague. 
WS: Mmm. 
JF: What was your thinking at that point in emigrating? What did you think was 

going to happen in Germany? 
WS: I knew everything that was happening, but nobody would believe me. 
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JF: What did you think was going to happen? 
WS: I thought that they would, eh, exterminate the Jews completely when they 

don't go out, but nobody would believe me. My father was not aware. 
JF: You thought that the Jews would be exterminated in 1933? 
WS: No, not right away. Not right away, but step by step. I saw that. And the 

other people, not only the Jews, the Germans, too, they say that this is, one guy said to me, 
he was on my side. I met him in Prague. He said they think of this like a rain. They open 
an umbrella and wait ‘til it stops, and then they close it. This will not happen. And I told 
them that. 

JF: What made you think that the plan was definitely... 
WS: Because I, I, I... 
JF: For extermination? 
WS: I knew what they were doing, and I knew that nobody could stop them. 

Because when they had the power, they would not give up the power. 
JF: Your father did not believe this? 
WS: No. My father didn't believe it up to the end. 
JF: Did you try to convince him to leave Germany at that point? 
WS: Yeah. Sure. Sure. 
JF: There was no chance. 
WS: My father said, "I never did somebody, something wrong, so who should do 

me something wrong?" 
JF: I see. 
WS: I said, "That is not the point here. You will see what happens." And he didn't 

believe it later when during the war my parents, that when I came to Shanghai. That was 
the only good thing that I got to Shanghai, I could take them out, during the war. They 
came over Siberia. And you know what my father said when he left the ship and with my 
mother? He said, "I bring you here your mother." So as when he would go back into that 
ship he, he still didn't believe it. He said, "If it wasn't for your mother, I wouldn't have left 
Germany." 

JF: Did he go back? 
WS: No, no. 
JF: He stayed. 
WS: How could he get back? 
JF: He stayed. 
WS: First of all, I wouldn't have let him because it was during the war. But he 

was already one year and during the war in Germany, and he still didn't believe it. 
JF: Did you feel then that Prague was a safe place to be? 
WS: No. 
JF: Why did you pick Prague? 
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WS: Yeah, Prague was, there were some reasons. The first, it was about the 
nearest. 

JF: The nearest. 
WS: The second, I have a cousin on my mother's side. She was from Germany, 

but she was married to a Czech Jewish man. And the third and maybe most important 
reason was, it was the only place I could take some money out. Some money out, that I lost 
there. But when I was there one year... 

JF: What did you do when you were in Prague? Did you work, or... 
WS: No, I... 
JF: Were you able to study again? 
WS: I couldn't work. I had tried some businesses very [laughs] black side of my 

emigration. I lost my money there. 
JF: Were you able to study again, or was that not a goal? 
WS: I tried; maybe when I would have stayed longer but I made so bad business, 

and I went back to Germany because after the Röhm... 
JF: After the... 
WS: Röhm affair. 
JF: Yes. 
WS: After the Röhm affair I didn't believe anything. But everybody said, "You 

can go back. The whole thing is over, and it will somehow even out." I didn't believe that. 
You see, when I came back, I came for the Gestapo, you know the Gestapo. This was 
routine. I was maybe two weeks back. They called me for the Gestapo, and they 
interviewed me, for four hours. 

JF: What was that like? 
WS: Hmm? 
JF: What was that interview like? What was that interview like? 
WS: In, in, in... 
JF: With the Gestapo. 
WS: Na, ja, they interviewed everybody who came back, who was emigrated. 

And came back from foreign countries. They interviewed them. 
JF: Why? What did they... 
WS: No, mostly... 
JF: Want to know? 
WS: They want know what they think about the Nazis there. And who is there, 

and everything. I was very, very cautious, but I answered them their questions. I didn't 
avoid them, you know, because then I would come in hot water. But that guy, that's why I 
tell them. When he was finished, he shook my hand, and he said that it's very important 
that what I have told them, and that goes directly to Göring. And he shook my hand and 
said, "Forget about the whole thing. Everything is over. And we have a good times, and 
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don't go out again. You will see that everything is good. This was only in the beginning 
and now it's over." 

JF: This was... 
WS: This, this, this... 
JF: This was in 1934? 
WS: And I, you know what I was thinking? The guy is stupid. I don't believe one 

word. 
JF: This was 1934? 
WS: 1934, yeah, in October or so. 
JF: If you didn't believe that Germany was safe, why did you go back? 
WS: Yeah. First of all, I had no means there to live. This was one thing. I couldn't 

work. I didn't get permission to. And then my parents, they said I should come back, and I 
said, "O.K." I could see that the next couple of years were about safe. I knew that. I have 
spoken to many people, and this was the real bad thing of the whole period, that the people 
didn't realize that. You wouldn't believe it what the Jewish people made money in that 
years. 

JF: I'm sorry. Could you repeat that? 
WS: How well off they were in that three years. They made so much money! 
JF: Between what years? 19- 
WS: '34 to '37. Four years I would say. 
JF: The Jews made a lot of money in those years? 
WS: Oh. There was a lot of money and they had, they had, from the state, from 

the government, from the military. They gave them orders. They were working for them, 
and they made so much money, you know, that the whole army was built up in two years, 
huh? They deliver everything. 

JF: Even with the Nuremberg laws? 
WS: Yeah! 
JF: The Jews were still making the... 
WS: There was nothing in the Nuremberg laws that forbids that. The Nuremberg 

law was only they couldn't vote and they couldn't marry a non-Jewish, eh, between Jewish 
and non-Jewish. This was the, mostly all that they couldn’t have positions in the state or 
so, but nothing else was there. 

JF: What happened when the Aryanization of business laws came in? 
WS: Mmm? 
JF: When the businesses were Aryanized? 
WS: No, that came in '38. 
JF: Yes. 
WS: '38. 
JF: That was the end of the Jewish... 
WS: Yeah. 
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JF: Money making. 
WS: That was a special reason why they did that. And I saw that, but people 

didn't realize it. They couldn't do that right away, because they didn't have somebody to 
take the place. They had at first to bring up their people for all this kind of business. And 
then they were ready, then they threw the Jews out. You see, there was one thing where 
they never threw out one Jew. You know what it was? 

JF: Hmm? 
WS: The pharmacies. They didn't have enough pharmacists. And the Jews had 

about fifteen perc- to twenty percent of the pharmacies in Germany. Until the last day they 
didn't bother them. On the contrary, I know two cases where the people wanted to emigrate, 
and the government came and said, "Stay, stay, stay! We don't have enough pharmacists 
here." 

JF: What did you do when you came back in 1934? 
WS: Yeah, I, I had many things. I was teaching. I was free-lancing. And... 
JF: Freelance writing? 
WS: No. In business. I would make accounting services and so. I couldn't make 

much. I was looking for that time only as a temporary in between. I hoped to find a better 
way to get out. 

JF: Where were you living at that time? 
WS: In Berlin. 
JF: In Berlin. By yourself? 
WS: No. My parents. I told you my father was retired. Family lived in Berlin. 
JF: In 1936 you said. 
WS: Yeah. 1936. 
JF: The Gemeinde was ended? 
WS: Not quitely. It still existed, but maybe 20 families, 15, and there were later, 

the last one was deported to, I don't know exactly, not Auschwitz. It was another camp. 
Mostly they died there. 

JF: Your parents were able to leave in 1936 to go to Berlin? 
WS: Yeah. 
JF: At that time. What happened then? You were looking for another place... 
WS: To go, yeah. 
JF: To go. 
WS: And then I had the affidavit. I got an affidavit here from a cousin of mine, 

a first cousin, in New York. And when I was ready to go, at that time they made this, by 
and by, not so easy, you know, to emigrate there. You have to wait sometimes, firstly they 
took the passes away, huh? Or when the pass ex-, eh, the date on the, no, um, the pass was 
overdue, they didn't give you a new one, huh? Or you had to wait, yeah, and then they 
came. They gave you a pass only for emigration. Otherwise you didn't get one. So then the 
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quota, you know, they had the quota system, and my quota was, maybe I had to wait seven, 
eight, ten months. And then came the Kristall Night, hmm, and all this. 

JF: You were in Berlin during Kristallnacht? 
WS: Yeah. 
JF: Can you describe it to me as you observed it? 
WS: [sighs]. The whole thing started, you know, on the tenth of November, this 

is tomorrow. It is my birthday. That's why I never can forget my birthday. And it started in 
the night from the ninth to the tenth. I had the feeling that something was happening 
because I am a very good observer. I am not a prophet. A prophet is only a man who can 
observe. When I was, so I knew it was something coming. You know, there was this thing 
with this guy in Paris, huh? This was staged. The whole thing was, also when that would 
not happened, they would have done it. They would con-, find some excuse. 

JF: You feel that the shooting was staged, or that they were using that as an 
excuse? 

WS: That's also difficult to say. If it was staged or not staged. There, they used 
it as a... 

JF: An excuse? 
WS: An excuse. They would have found something else. There no question. But 

the whole thing started in the night. I heard a terrible crash of glass across the street from 
my house. This was a corner house, and there was a station, and a shop, Jewish store. And 
first of all, I heard the crash. I didn't go out. But after two minutes I heard another crash a 
street down. And there was another. And there was a grocery store, a Jewish grocery. Then 
I went out from that and looked out. And the p-, all the people were loo-... 
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