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JF: You said that the people were looking out of their windows. 
WS: Yes. And then I saw what happened, and I saw the crying, there something. 

And the next morning I knew then, the next morning, that all the synagogues were burning, 
but not all. Some they left. This was all done by a fixed plan. Synagogues that were under 
historical protection, they didn't burn. They didn't burn the oldest synagogue in Berlin in 
the Heidereutergasse–they didn't burn it, and they didn't another one, and one they were, 
they were, I don't know how that happened. This were in the [unclear]. They started the 
fire and by some mistake the fire brigade was right there. And they were afraid and ran 
away. So that synagogue also was untouched. And then somebody called us from our 
friends, and said, "We are going to go out. The Gestapo is rounding up all the men." But 
my father and I, we said, "No, where we should go?" And they [unclear]. And they didn't 
get us. And the reason was, first they got only the rich people. The rich. We were not rich. 
And this was all by a special purpose. When the people, they put them in the concentration 
camp, but in these camps, where they rounded up on that day the people, they were not so 
harsh and rough with the people they had taken before. Because they wanted something 
from them. Mostly they put some papers before them and said, "Sign here." The paper said 
they'd give them their house, or their business, and so on. And I would say on average was 
nobody longer there as a week or so. In some ways they got out because they had to pay. 
They had to pay, how they say, through the nose. Some people lost everything. And this 
was the reason. That was the whole reason. And, but also it's not so very well known here 
is that the most and biggest money they got from the insurance. You know that? The, all 
the insurance companies had to pay. You know that the insurance companies in that week 
were nearly for the bankrupt. I forgot how many they have to pay. These were I forgot– 
Especially today because the figures are so different from 40 years ago, or 50. I think 40 
or 60 million dollars. The insurance company had to pay on the state, to the state. They 
were forbidden to pay it to the Jew. But they had to pay it to the government. And that was 
the thing they wanted. They were at that time really at the end, on the end of all their wits. 

JF: They were on the end? 
WS: Of their wits. 
JF: Of their wits. Mmm hmm. 
WS: They didn't have any money, because they had all put the money in, so they 

needed all the money. That was the reason. And that is also in connection with that, with 
that optimistic people. You know, I knew a lot of non-Jews before, higher ranking people 
in the government and so, and when I sometimes met them, we were talking. They always 
says, "Wait, wait, wait. I know exactly, three more months and that's over. They are 
finished." And they were talking and talking, then I met some after four months. I said, "I, 
I, I, yah, it isn't exactly." "But wait, wait, wait. You will see. They are over and they are 
finished. Nobody gives them money.” And you know, the Mark went down? Huh? When 
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the people lost their money, the Jews, that has really not to do with the Hitler laws. Because 
the money was so down. The Mark was down to six. Six percent. So when somebody 
transferred the money, they give them a permit to transfer say 100,000 Marks. But he got 
only six here. Because the Mark was so down. 

JF: During the time before the Kristallnacht, did you feel hemmed in by the 
Nuremberg laws as they were up to that point? 

WS: I couldn't understand the first word. 
JF: Before Kristallnacht... 
WS: Yeah. 
JF: From '35. 
WS: Yeah. 
JF: Did you feel hemmed in? Did you feel controlled by the laws? 
WS: Controlled? Yeah. In some way, but this was before already. 
JF: Yes. 
WS: Before the Nuremberg laws. You couldn't have any gasoline, official 

gasoline, like in the community, in your synagogue or so. The service [unclear] they didn't 
control. In the big cities, in the big synagogues, they had always somebody who was 
observing there, they got. But when you have, let's say, a lecture was given from B’nai 
Brith or so, you have to put it on the list and give it to the Gestapo, and that day and that 
time and that place is a meeting, and they sent somebody. And he was sitting in the back. 
This was always. Not only with the Jews. The other had that, too. 

JF: You mean... 
WS: Everybody. 
JF: Everybody had something like that. 
WS: Sometimes they came. It always depended on the loyalty of the officer who 

came. Somebody came and said, “Good-bye, and how are you?” and he went away, huh? 
And somebody was sitting the whole session, and somebody was take down in steno, 
everything. And sometimes they interrupted, and sometimes they put them in jail like 
Niemöller. You know this story? 

JF: Niemöller. Yeah. 
WS: Niemöller. He had this church in our district, and I remember there was a 

big fuss about it. And I think they, out of the church they took him. Out of the church. 
JF: Did the laws for the Jews affect you greatly? 
WS: The law of... 
JF: The Nuremberg laws. Did they affect you very much? 
WS: Me, I got in a way. I couldn't get a job. I could get a job only with a Jewish 

company. And this was very, very difficult, because the Jews by and by closed down, and 
there were so many Jews hunting for jobs. It was very difficult to get a job, of course. And 
I had not in mind to marry a Christian girl, so that didn't affect me. But the whole thing, I 

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 (2-1-23) 

From the Collection of the Gratz College Holocaust Oral History Archive 

 

would say, started to get worse, I wouldn't say worse, I would say worst, all in one step 
after the annexation of Austria. That changed overnight. From that day on. 

JF: How did it change? In respect for you? 
WS: Yeah. It changed in that way. That all these rough things happened. Beating 

up of Jews, and you know what it was? It is also not really proven, but I thought at that 
time they brought over the Nazis from Austria. These rough people, hmm? And they came 
in and, then this started with the Jews. They put, they put guards on Jewish stores. And 
they were beating up Christian people who went in, and all this kind of stuff. And then the 
Jews had to put on a sign, "I'm Jew." On their windows, hmm? 

JF: They brought in Austrian guards? 
WS: Yeah, because the native wouldn't have done it. 
JF: The native Germans would not have done it? 
WS: Yeah, that's my opinion. 
JF: Mmm hmm. 
WS: Because I had seen a thing like that in my hometown when in the beginning, 

in the beginning when they started the first action against Jews. They brought Nazis from 
Stettin. And I knew a Nazi from Stargard, from my town, told me, "We refuse to do it." So 
they brought Nazis from Stettin to Stargard to beat up some people. This was in the 
beginning. Then the whole thing was stopped. They always did it in this way. They brought 
all these people from one town to the other one to do that, because they shouldn't know the 
people. Because on the other hand, they could meet friends, former friends, and they were 
afraid they wouldn't do that. 

JF: What was happening to you then during this time? 
WS: During which time? 
JF: You said as things got worse after the Anschluss. 
WS: Yeah, I saw that coming. If the first thing was, you could see it overnight 

that things got rough. That was, it was ugly overnight. And then they came out that people, 
everybody, they printed that, and then got it in the mail, or you have to pick it up. It was 
announced Jews have to pick up this somewhere in an office, papers, and fill out their 
whole belongings, including your watch you had. And then, I think, that the people that 
have a reason, why they want to know it, they want to have it, huh? And by that list they 
went in November, when the Kristallnacht came, they went from the top, from the richest 
down, huh? So in our house I asked that only one man. And he was a sick man. They 
released him the same day in the evening, and they didn't put him in the concentration 
camp. But the other people they took by their, by their riches, I would say. Sometimes they 
made mistakes. They took out somebody else and they found out they couldn't get anything 
from them, they let them go. The only thing was they were out for the money when 
everything happened. And then came the thing, you have to give up all your gold and silver. 
Up to that time you could take it, you see. And then that came, this was about the last action 
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that I, I really witnessed before I left Germany. This was the second emigration, when I 
decided I go to Shanghai to wait for my quota number. 

JF: How did you decide to go to Shanghai? 
WS: This was the only reason where I could, was where, was the only place I 

could go without the visa. 
JF: How did you hear about this? 
WS: There was a lot of people already there before. There were, was a very small 

community, and I knew some people by name who went there right in '33, right 1933. And 
this people made very well off in Shanghai. These were mostly, I would say all, doctors, 
physicians. They made very well off there. They wrote them letters to their friends, "Come, 
come, come!" 

JF: Why did not more people go? 
WS: Yeah. You see, I know in my own family people that during the war they 

had a chance to come, like my parents, and I tried to get them in. It was a cousin of my 
mother, with her husband. And they said, "No, not to Shanghai. Everywhere but not to 
Shanghai." They were thinking of Shanghai as a very, very low place and they didn't come. 

JF: It was a low place. 
WS: It wasn't that low. 
JF: No, this is how people saw Shanghai. 
WS: Yeah. It was in a way, of course. It was. It was a very, especially in view of 

health, was a very dangerous climate. 
JF: People were afraid of the climate. 
WS: Yes, and... 
JF: Because of their health. 
WS: And I can tell you things. I knew exactly that about 3,000 people died there. 

And I would say nearly every one was, died of any kind of diseases they got. 
JF: They died from diseases that they contracted in Shanghai. 
WS: Yeah. Typhoid and yellow fever, cholera... 
JF: But in Germany... 
WS: But I will tell you... 
JF: Yes. 
WS: Hmm? 
JF: In Germany, when you were in the process of deciding to go to Shanghai, 

people elected not to go to Shanghai even if there was no other place... 
WS: Yeah. 
JF: To go. 
WS: Yeah. They left a lot of people. You see when I came to Shanghai, I came 

first before the war started. I came on July 15. Six weeks later was the war. I knew the war 
was coming. I knew that. 

JF: Did you have trouble making arrangements to go to Shanghai? 
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WS: No. 
JF: How did you make arrangements? What... 
WS: I had made already the arrangements. I, since I had many ways running and 

so I had wanted go to Peru. I had a cousin of mine who lived in Peru, and I got a visa 
through a travel agent she had paid for, and somebody else from Holland paid in Paris for 
that. And when I was ready to go they found out the visa was for vacation. You know... 

JF: You were trying to get to Peru initially? 
WS: Yes, the South American countries, the consul was sitting in the café house 

in Berlin and writing visas for a special price. Hmm? 
JF: Mmm hmm. And these were not legitimate visas. 
WS: No. They found them out. The consul was thrown out. They were selling 

permits up to $5,000 a piece. 
JF: So you... 
WS: Somebody, the first one said, "Maybe they got made." But when they found 

out after eight or ten days, the guy was thrown out and the visa was not worth anything. 
JF: So you had... 
WS: That happened to me. 
JF: You had one of these worthless visas. 
WS: Yeah. Somebody paid for me in Paris. Paris. And I got to, had to send a pass 

over cause there was a risk in itself to send the pass by mail. And I got it back. It had a visa 
in it. 

JF: Why did somebody in Paris have to pay? 
WS: That was what the guy who made the business. 
JF: The Peruvian consulate. 
WS: Yeah. He was an officer there. He had the stamps and everything and the 

first people who got it they went. I know. And I was to go with the next shipment. And 
eight days before, and now I have to risk. The Gestapo knew I had a passport for 
emigration. So I have to leave. They called me and said you have to leave within three 
months. 

JF: You had sent your passport to France? 
WS: Yeah. No, for the visa. 
JF: But you had it back by that time? 
WS: I got it back. I sent it through the travel agency. 
JF: So the people in Paris then were keeping the money for this... 
WS: Mmm hmm. I got it back. 
JF: Peruvian consulate. This is how he, he did not have his money then in 

Germany. He had it taken care of... 
WS: I couldn’t pay it from Germany because it was restricted. 
JF: Yes. 
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WS: I couldn't send it. So a relative of my mother who lived in Holland already, 
he was emigrated, he paid for me. 

JF: I see. 
WS: And he got the money back. 
JF: He got the money back. 
WS: Back when I was in Shanghai, he sent me the money to Shanghai. 
JF: I see. 
WS: It was very fortunate. 
JF: So you had your, you did get your passport back and your... 
WS: Yeah. 
JF: Visa which was invalid. 
WS: Yeah, but when I got it it was valid, and I had the booking for the ship. 

Everything was ready. On the week before I should sail, the agency called me: "You cannot 
do it. Your visas are canceled." 

JF: Were your parents also trying to get out? 
WS: No. I told you. My fa-... 
JF: They still refused? 
WS: My mother, yes. My father said, my father thought I was out for adventures. 

"You would see the world," he said. 
JF: Mmm hmm. 
WS: My family didn't believe it. Also after the Kristall Night he didn't believe 

that. He only thought these were out-of-the-way happenings and so on. I don't know. And 
when I then saw I have no other chance and I have the passport... 

JF: And the Nazis said you had to leave within three months. 
WS: Yes. So I went and got a, this was also very difficult, because it was all sold 

out. You couldn't get a reservation on the ship. 
JF: Wait. What was difficult? To get to Shanghai? 
WS: Shanghai. 
JF: You went by ship. 
WS: Yeah. 
JF: And you could not get a reservation on the ship. 
WS: No. 
JF: Where did the ship leave from? 
WS: Yeah. Now I tell you that is also ridiculous, maybe. There were Italian and 

there French and every ship, uh, probably. So, and they were all sold out, and the people 
were lining up on the street. You could see. And I passed–you don't believe, no, you don't 
believe me now–I don't know if it's still there, on a, near the Brandenburger Tor there was 
the Hotel Adlou. Did you hear about it? 

JF: Yeah. 
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WS: This was the most fashionable hotel. Not only in Berlin, but at that time in 
Europe. This was about the Waldorf Astoria in New York. I never was at that hotel, and in 
that hotel was the Norddeutsche Lloyd the shipping company. Norddeutsche Lloyd. This 
was the biggest German shipper. And I passed, and I was looking in that thing. The only 
shipping agency, see the, nobody's staying here! On, in, Unterden Linden, there were all 
the shipping agencies–American Express, Cook’s, and everybody. And everywhere people 
were lining up by the hundreds, and not Norddeutsche Lloyd. I think I will go in. What can 
happen? 

JF: No one was going to the German shipping. 
WS: Yeah. Nobody was going. And I was going in, and there was a Herr, a man, 

he was a noble Herr you– "Please, take a seat." I said, I was really afraid to speak. I say, 
"I've come to ask you if you maybe have a reservation for Shanghai." And he said, "Of 
course, we have. But not right away. And under one condition. I have to ask you a question. 
Have you a passport?" I say, "Yes." "You ready to go?" I say, "Yes!" I really couldn't speak. 
I was so astonished. He says, "We don't have right away, but I can assure you in two weeks 
I will call you. Leave your telephone number." Then he was showing me a list, and he had 
about fifteen, sixteen names on. "I put you on this list. And we always get cancellations at 
the last minute. But I tell you one thing. You cannot leave from Germany. You have to 
leave from Italy. Because our ships go around from Bremen to Genoa. And in Genoa 
mostly there we get empty, empty places, empty beds. So I'll call you." So I went home 
and was thinking, “Hmmm.” In three days I got a call. "Take a taxi. Come down, and we 
make this whole thing." I got a ticket in three days, and could leave in another ten days. 

JF: So you had that period of time to get to Italy. 
WS: Yeah. 
JF: To get on the boat. 
WS: No, no. Italy was only twelve hours by train. 
JF: And that was not difficult to get to that point. To Genoa. 
WS: No. No. It was no. Italy, I didn’t need a visa. 
JF: Why did not more people try this? 
WS: Yeah. 
WS: I went back, I went back to the Hilfsverein. You heard about Hilfsverein der 

deutschen Juden? They were the only, the Jewish organization who were handling all this 
emigration. And I went back to them. And I told them, "Why you don't send the people to 
the Norddeutsche Lloyd? I got a ticket right over the counter,” and they didn't know that. 
They said, "We didn't realize, and we wouldn't send people to the Germans. And the people 
wouldn't go this way." Now you know. 

JF: Hmm. 
WS: And then I had to go first class, and when they told me, "What d’you pay 

there?" And first of all, they were very expensive, that I must concede. This was the most 
expensive. I paid at that time 105 pounds. This was $550. 
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JF: And that was much more than the other lines? 
WS: This was about, the first class, this was about $200 more than on the other 

ships; this was luxury. This was the best look-, high class ships at that time. They're brand 
new ships. And you see, ya, most people cannot pay this. And so he said, "You paid for 
first class. I will tell you, you pay second class, and we'll pay the difference." So the Hilfs... 

JF: Who said this? 
WS: The Hilfsverein. So they paid me the difference between the first class and 

the second class. 
JF: Why did they do that? 
WS: Yeah. Because they were happy to... 
JF: That you... 
WS: Get the people out. 
JF: Because you got the... 
WS: They had so much money by the way. They had the money. 
JF: They were happy that you had given them the information? 
WS: The information, and then they send more people even. And I would say on 

that ship we had 100, 150, people in this first class, and 250 in the second. 
JF: Were a great many of these people Jewish? 
WS: Yeah. I come to that. About half the people. And I found out that the people, 

most of the people didn't come through the Hilfsverein. They came from others, from other 
cities. Mostly from Hamburg, from Breslau and Frankfurt. From Berlin was very few, and 
they have made without the Hilfsverein, especially the people who went first class. And on 
the ship it was, I would say, it was a kind of experience of my life. It was a beautiful trip. 

JF: Can you tell me what date this was? 
WS: I, I tell you, I came to Shanghai on July the 15th, and I left Genoa maybe 

the 23rd or so, I forgot the date. 
JF: You left on June 20? 
WS: June 23rd. 
JF: And this was what year? 
WS: Hmm? 
JF: This was 19- what? 
WS: 1939. 
JF: 1939. Mmm hmm. Now tell me about the ship. You said it was one of the 

experiences of your life. 
WS: The ship was excellent. We had nothing against us. 
JF: Do you remember the name of the ship? 
WS: Yeah. Gneisenau. 
JF: How do you spell that? 
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WS: Gneisenau.4 G-M-E-I-S-E-M-A-U. Gneisenau. It was a big German 
general, you know what I mean? These were brand new. The ship was only one year old. 
We had about 400 passengers, and two, about 250 in the second class and we didn't have 
third class, and 150 in the first class. The only thing what they did, this was as it was on all 
German ships at that time, they had an officer of the Nazi Party on there. He was some 
steward. He was the head of the Party, head of the Party, from, Ship "Gneisenau" was his 
title. And he, the only thing what he made, the first officer told me that, he, in the swimming 
pool were different times for the Jews, different times. 

JF: This was because of this Nazi officer? He... 
WS: This Nazi guy. And he wanted many other things and the captain had told 

him when he doesn't keep shut his mouth, he will bring him for a trial, because he is the 
commander of the ship, and he has not to take orders from an underling. The first officer 
told me. 

JF: So the only thing that was accomplished were the different swimming times. 
WS: Yeah because there were just 50-50. Fifty percent were Jews, fifty. So we 

had some people. We had the admiral on the ship, was a German admiral from the German 
Navy. He was a rear admiral or something. And he mingled always with the Jews. And that 
guy came always, to shout his disgust, to swim with the Jews. 

JF: The German admiral. 
WS: Yeah. He always came exactly at that time, and the Jews, and the man who 

was in charge of the swimming pool, he was a Communist. He told me. And he told me, 
this was so. The Jews had the first time, and then came the Aryani. And he told me, "You 
think I let out the water after the Jews; I can’t bathe in that water!" [laughs] But we didn't 
have anything. There was only one guy under the passengers, but he didn't mingle with 
anybody. This was a Nazi taking orders. He was from Sudetendeutschland. And he won 
this trip from Hitler. He was a big member, and you know the Sudetendeutschland what it 
is, what it means, Sudetan Deutschland, in Czechoslovakia. He was a kind of a leader and 
he won this. He was a very low class guy. This was the only one. Nobody cared about him. 
He didn't even sit on the captain's table. Some people told me he was very angry about it 
that they didn't put him on the table. And the only thing what I regretted on that ship was 
that it made it so fast. This was the fastest ship at that time. We made it in 23 days. We had 
very few stops. We stopped only in, the first stop was in, now what, eh, Port Said, and we 
were only the night. We didn't go down. This was a... 

                                                           
4Gneisenau, August, (1760-1831, Prussian General). This is how WS spells it, but he pronounces the name 
correctly as Gneisenau. 
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