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Tape five, side one: 
 
JF: This is tape five, side one, of an interview with Mr. Walter Silberstein on 

November 17, 1981.  You were talking about the, when the Americans entered Shanghai. 
WS: Yeah, this was the end of the whole affair, when we were waiting to get out. 
JF: Can you tell me about that? 
WS: Yeah.  We all knew that this wouldn't be in one year or in two years.  You 

see the war was over '45, and, I would say, the first immigrants really left in '47.  I would 
say before this one maybe a handful, but I wouldn't say anything. 

JF: What was the reason for that? 
WS: Mmm? 
JF: What was the reason for that delay? 
WS: Na. Na, first all the big countries must get settled after the war.  There were 

no ships.  This was the worst problem, the ships.  And the processing, they didn't have a 
consulate.  This took all the time, bis [until] every official was again established. 

JF: The consulates had to be reestablished after the war? 
WS: Yeah, yeah. 
JF: During that period of time, what were living conditions like for you?  Did 

they change at all? 
WS: No; of course, they were better, in the same minute when the war was over.  

Also before the Americans came in and the British, everybody, they sent us food, food 
stuffs.  And we had so plenty that in two or three weeks we really didn't know what to do 
with this.  You see, that's the American way, this wasting.  The soldiers told us they had 
on two islands in the Pacific stapled up for years so many food stuff that the American 
Army could have lived from that for three or four years.  And the first thing they did was 
that they put it over in the camps, for their own civilian prisoners.  That we could see this 
was over the Bund [Shanghai harbor highway] because they came about every fifty minutes 
came an airplane and threw down with parachutes.  The parachutes were all in red, and 
white, and green and every.  It was beautiful to see. 

JF: Mmm. 
WS: And big crates they put down with food stuffs.  So, at that time, I will tell 

you, in about three or four weeks the Chinese couldn't buy it, I mean.  We got so much that 
we, we couldn't eat it.  We were selling that.  And this was excellent.  And I tell you also 
something.  You cannot get it here. 

JF: You can't get what? 
WS: Here.  You cannot buy it. 
JF: You can't buy the kind of food that they were giving out? 
WS: Mmm.  And they still have it now.  This was, everything was so excellent.  

When we came here, I've been here now thirteen years, and I asked for that.  They didn't 
have it.  Only in the surplus.  But I think they don't have that anymore.  They still have the 
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army surplus store?  There you could buy it, but this was old, of course.  And everything 
was, was every, this was so excellent.  And they told us that, they make it only for the 
Army. 

JF: Now at this time, once the ghetto was reopened, was there any moving out 
of the ghetto into the other areas or did they stay? 

WS: Very few.  Because the people all had the mind to leave Shanghai.  I mean 
why?  Very few changed back. 

JF: Let me ask you something before we end the discussion of the ghetto.  Was 
there much help that the Jewish community outside the ghetto could give you inside the 
ghetto?  Was there much interchange during that ghetto period? 

WS: Very few instance where personal contacts were made, but not in general. 
JF: What was the attitude of the people in the ghetto towards the other 

community?  What was the feeling? 
WS: I would say most of them, because I told you then how I left the ghetto, or 

in Hong Kew before already, after, they didn't have any contact with them.  This was the 
most reason.  This was not a special attitude. 

JF: It was no special attitude. 
WS: No. 
JF: There was no resentment towards them being independent of the ghetto 

restrictions? 
WS: I wouldn't say that.  Not as a general expression. 
JF: And were the Jews on the outside of the ghetto able to, as a group, get any 

help to the Jewish community in the ghetto? 
WS: Yeah.  The problem, he brings that up in the book.  They gave something, 

but really, compared to that amount that came from abroad, especially from America, it 
was nothing. 

JF: I see. 
WS: I mean it was not any load on their part.  They gave, but very few.  I would 

say not two to three percent.  Compared, there were some rich people, of course, the big 
men like the Sassoon and Kadoorie.  They gave some more.  But not in a general. 

JF: Now you said that most of the people could not leave at least until 1947.  
When were you and your parents able to leave? 

WS: Ya.  I could have left there, I would say, '48.  But it was so, my father died 
'46.  And when my father died, my mother came under the Polish quota.  And the Polish 
quota was very bad.  So... 

JF: This was where her family had been born? 
WS: Mmm. 
JF: I see. 
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WS: She came on the, before she was on the German quota.  And then she came 
under the Polish quota and there were for them long time no chance.  And on the second 
hand, I had, at that time, a very good job with the American Jewish Joint. 

JF: With the American Jewish... 
WS: Jewish Joint. 
JF: Joint. 
WS: Joint.  Yes. 
JF: Yes.  Joint.  Mmm hmm. 
WS: And the Joint had taken over the whole administration after the war.  And I 

was there as a librarian.  And, I mean, it was not a position I could make much money, but 
I had a good living at that time, and, I would say, that at that time we really didn't think of 
leaving Shanghai, and this was only because when the Communists came in.  The 
Communists came in, I don't know yet in the moment exactly, '49, I think they came in, 
yeah, '49.  But the struggle was going on already for one year.  We saw it coming that there 
were Communists.  And then, of course, we tried to get out, and in the end I decided and 
my mother also decided, that I should go out anyway, and she would leave later and maybe 
over Germany.  So I got in '49, I think, I got my visa for America.  This was, to me, was 
not a big problem.  But then I got, then the Communists came, and the ships didn't come 
in, and I got sick.  And I had to undergo some operation, and my visa expired before I got 
a new one.  And then it was no chance anyway to get out because no ships came in.  The 
ships didn't come because the nation of China had located the harbor from Taiwan.  And 
that was the worst time when they came and were throwing bombs. 

JF: The, who was throwing bombs? 
WS: The Nation, Nation of China.  They were throwing bombs.  They came 

every day.  And this was at random, you know?  You never, first they didn't have a warning.  
The Communists had not a warning.  And they came at random.  One flier, one airplane, 
you saw it, like a mosquito.  And he threw some bombs, and went.  When you had bad 
luck, you got it, hmm?  This was a terrible thing. 

JF: This was from 1949? 
WS: Yeah, this was going on till we left. 
JF: Until you left... 
WS: And then, and then... 
JF: What year was that? 
WS: And then when the American consulate closed, all the consul–no, not all, 

only the American closed, and that was that.  And then we, the, IRO, you heard the name; 
IRO, International Refugee Organization.  That is a part of the United Nations.  They 
brought us out, with, there were, I think, two or three mass transports.  And mostly, the 
first two went only to Israel.  And they couldn't go through the Suez Canal at that time, the 
King Farouk was there.  So they had to go around the Cape, the Cape, eh, Cape, what is it, 
Cape of Good Hope, hmm?  South Africa.  And we were the first and the only ship that 
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went through Panama, the only ship.  You also cannot remember that, that this was 1950.  
So we left... 

JF: This was in 1950? 
WS: Yeah. 
JF: And you, at this time your mother was able to go with you? 
WS: Yeah.  They took everybody.  They took us out. 
JF: How many Jews do you think were left in Shanghai after that? 
WS: I tell you, when we left 1950, I say there were maybe left, after us, about 

twelve to fourteen hundred. 
JF: Twelve to fourteen hundred Jews? 
WS: Jews, people of all denominations, I would say, or origins.  And I would say 

half of the people at that time said they would stay there.  They were married to Chinese, 
or they had some business, there were some doctors.  There were some Russian doctors 
there, they had no big chance to go, or they were too old.  I don't know how many still lives 
there.  The figures vary very much, but maybe two or three hundred, but I think this is the 
highest are still there.  After our ship another transport... 

JF: Are still, are still there, you think? 
WS: Still. 
JF: Are still there, two to three hundred are still in Shanghai. 
WS: Jews. 
JF: Jewish people.  Yes. 
WS: But not all immigrants from our time, I mean all together. 
JF: Right. 
WS: Who lived there before. 
JF: Yes. 
WS: Or who came after the war to Shanghai. 
JF: I see. 
WS: I would say no more.  And then, then we left.  It was so, the Chinese were 

so afraid when we got out.  It happened to me many times that when I was riding in the 
bus, or in the streetcar, in the trolley, a Chinese went out and with tears in his eyes he came, 
"Don't leave Shanghai," he said.  They were so afraid. 

JF: They were afraid of the Communist controls? 
WS: Yeah.  They were afraid not only from the Communist, but you see it was 

so, at first nearly not a white man left in the city.  And that made you so uneasy.  It was so 
you went on the street and some white man whom you didn't know him, English or Russian, 
you said hello.  Everybody was happy that somebody is still there.  And that makes you so 
unhappy, on the millions and millions of not only yellow people, Communist people.  So 
we had no other choice as to leave.  And they took us around the world.  We went first by 
train to Tientsin because the ship didn't come.  And when we left the Korean war broke 
out.  This also was an experience.  We had a delay from at least six weeks, because that 
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ship, that should take us from the IRO, should come from Australia, that had brought 
refugees from Europe to Australia.  And they should take, this was empty, and the ship 
should take troops or something to Korea.  And the crew refused to take them.  They said, 
"We are hired not for war purpose."  So they had to go at least empty.  The only thing was 
they brought over to the army in Korea food stuffs and medical equipment and so on.  And 
then they came over and then the traject [train ferry] broke down in Nanking.  You know 
what the traject is?  Oh yeah, they have it here, too, where they bring the whole train on 
the ship and bring them over the Yangtze, over the Yangtze.  There are two railway stations 
on both sides of the Yangtze.  And that traject broke down, and they had nobody to repair 
it because all the British and English and American and French, they were all gone.  And 
they didn't have the knowledge at that time, so they called in the Russian.  And the Russian 
took over, and then they repaired it, and I tell you, at least it took six weeks.  And we still 
didn't go over the traject because they hadn’t, it was not declared safe.  They took only the 
baggage over in cars.  So we had to go with a ferry over the Yangtze to the other station, 
and it took them three days with the train to go to Tientsin, and in Tientsin, in Tientsin we 
boarded the ship.  And from there on around the world through Panama to Europe, and I 
would say, 80% of the people went to Israel.  And in, we made it to Napol, Napoli, I don't, 
Neapel. [Naples]  And then came the Israeli ship, the Nekbah and took the people and then 
we had to go all the way back around Gibraltar, Biscaya, to Germany.  It took us one year 
to go before we came here to America, over one year, fourteen months. 

JF: The trip itself? 
WS: The trip itself on the sea was seventy-two days.  But I tell you one thing, I 

would make it every day again.  It was for me, but not for all.  Mostly was elderly and sick 
people.  We had, we had a real hospital on ship for about 300 people.  We had 11 doctors 
and 32 nurses.  We had a special department for mental sicks, and we had everything on 
the ship, I think, I told you it started with a divorce.  We had a marriage.  We had three 
deaths.  We had everything, a birth, yeah, a birth.  We had two.  A boy was born.  The only 
thing we didn't have, they didn't make the circumcision.  I don't know why.  They left it for 
Israel.  And so we had everything on board.  And there, I told you for most of the people it 
was a big stress.  Because they were sick, and first I was myself, and then I got sea sick, 
and, but I enjoyed the trip, really. 

JF: Why did you enjoy it? 
WS: I like the sea. 
JF: Mmm. 
WS: I enjoyed it.  There were maybe ten more people who really enjoyed this. 
JF: Now had you intended to come to the United States?  Was that your plan? 
WS: Mmm.  I had an affidavit, I think I told you in the beginning.  I had an 

affidavit from my cousin in New York, and I couldn't make it from Germany because the 
German quota there was also overdrawn. 

JF: So you still had that affidavit? 
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WS: Yeah, no, he renewed at least three or four times for me. 
JF: And your mother was also able to get... 
WS: Yeah.  And then we had to go to Germany, and we were in camps there. 
JF: You were in a DP camp in Germany? 
WS: Yeah. 
JF: Where was that located? 
WS: The first was in the Rhön.  You know where that is? 
JF: Could you spell that? 
WS: Rhön, in the Eifel. 
JF: Can you spell that for me? 
WS: Yeah, wait a minute, I tell you a town, Fulda. 
JF: Fulda. 
WS: Near Fulda.  High up in, this was also very intelligent.  We came right from 

the tropical heat to Germany in November.  It was that time, yeah, exactly that time.  And 
they brought us up in the mountains where snow was already [laughs].  We had to get used 
to the change of the weather.  And then I found out that the consulate was not the real one 
for that district.  They said we should be processed in Frankfurt.  And I was already in 
Frankfurt, because I had already the visa, and they should renew that.  And then I found 
out they couldn't do it because that place where we were, the camp, didn't belong to that.  
It belonged to München, München [Munich], in Bavaria.  And then we were brought to 
Foehrenwald.  Did you hear of that name? 

JF: How do you spell Foehrenwald? 
WS: F-O-E-H-R-E-N, Wald, W-A-L-D. [Föhrewald]  And this was a Jewish 

[displaced persons] camp.  This was also an experience.  They were the Jews from all over 
the world.  This was a Jewish, and they had put on the, on the, on the big meeting hall, 
Bamidbar.  You know Hebrew?  Bamidbar, in der Wüste [in the desert].  And I, it was the 
first thing I saw.  I asked one of the people, "Why they put on Bamidbar?"  And then they 
told us, the Jews themselves had destroyed the camp, because before we came, some 
months or so, because there came an order out, they had to evacuate it for the, for some 
other purpose.  So they said before they give up the camp, they'll break it down.  So they 
broke everything down, and then they had to repair it, so they put on Bamidbar.  And we 
had Jewish police and everything.  There were Polish Jews, Russian Jews, German Jews, 
Hungarian, Czechoslovakia, Greeks, everybody. 

JF: How long were you in this camp? 
WS: We came there in January and left; we were about seven, eight months there. 
JF: That was January of what year now? 
WS: January, '51. 
JF: 1951.  And how long had you been in, near Fulda? 
WS: There we were only two months. 
JF: Two months. 

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 (5-1-77) 

From the collection of the Gratz College Holocaust Oral History Archive 

 

WS: Maybe.  And then, and then the last station was, we were processed in that, 
in that camp, and then we came to the so-called staging center.  And this was near Bremen.  
There we were waiting only for the ship.  I think three weeks.  Yeah.  We left after Yom 
Kippur. 

JF: Did you have any experiences in Germany after the war during this time 
that you want to relate to us, that might be important? 

WS: My experiences in Germany, you see, in the first place, when I came back 
to Germany, I was very depressed because I'm now, I never was thinking that I would put 
my foot again on German soil.  I had very, very little opportunity, and I wasn't seeking it, 
to mingle with Germans. 

JF: Pardon me? 
WS: With Germans, with German people.  I had no intention.  And now is 

something which made this a little change in my feelings.  We were only in parts of 
Germany which I had never seen before, you see, and which were not so much destroyed, 
Frankfurt a little bit, but I never was in Frankfurt.  You know Germany?  You were there?  
I mean you know this place, Frankfurt, many? 

JF: Some of it. 
WS: But you don't know this, this places where I told you with the camps, you 

didn't know that? 
JF: What are you describing to me?  That they were not touched by the wars... 
WS: Munich, of course, but not the part where we were, where we lived in 

Föhrenwald.  These were completely untouched.  Garmish-Parten Kirchen, and all this, we 
made all these excursion.  It was a very nice summer, I would say, we stayed there.  But I 
had also position there with the Joint, and in the camp they offered me, I got in touch with 
some friends from my time before Hitler, before my actual, eh, immigration.  And they 
answered me, and some people were in high positions.  And they was begging and begging 
me.  I should stay.  But they made me so much promises what I would get and one of my 
nearest friends, he was vice president of the German Bundesbank, the Reichsbank was here 
a federal bank.  And he was in a high position.  And the other one was in the Bundestag 
[German parliament].  Not senator, representative in the Bundestag.  They all were right 
there.  And I didn't want it.  My mother always told me, "You must make the decision."  I 
said, "I don't want that." 

JF: You didn't want to stay in Germany.  Did your depression lift at all during 
that time? 

WS: Yeah, the depression, I mean, this feeling was not a little bit, because I also, 
I could go at that time to Berlin for nothing.  There was [unclear] I wouldn't see it.  And I 
have today also got invitations that I could go. 

JF: You didn't want to see it. 
WS: I don't want to see it.  And people tell me how beautiful it is, and I say, "I 

wouldn't say how beautiful it is.  I know how it was before, and I haven't see it again."  And 
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there was one man I didn't know before, but there was a friend of mine.  These people, I 
told you before, were not Jewish, but there was a friend of mine from Berlin.  He was a 
dentist, and he visited us in the summer, and he stayed in Tegernsee and places.  And he 
stayed there in a boarding house with a friend of him.  And this friend was a non-Jew.  And 
he had sheltered him all these years in Berlin and this was a richtiger, a real Ur-Berliner, 
you know, the old type of a Berliner.  And we were there and we were some days there.  
And he told me the same thing when we talked about Berlin.  He went out from the 
Russians, from Berlin to West Germany.  And they bought their house, and, it was a 
boarding house for tourists.  And he told me, "When you have loved Berlin as it was, don't 
forget it, but don't want to see it now." 

JF: I understand. 
WS: That is my, my opinion about this whole thing.  I only told you.  It made it 

easier for me in Germany this eight or nine, no, we were longer there, ten months, eleven 
months, that I was in regions of Germany where I never was before and where you couldn't 
see much of the destroyed things. 

JF: And then what year, what month and what year did you come to the United 
States? 

WS: I came here in October. 
JF: Of 1951? 
WS: '51.  It's a fast thirty years.  I came one day before Halloween, that I know.  

Was on the twenty-ninth, I think. 
JF: Is there anything else... 
WS: Twenty-ninth, I came. 
JF: Is there anything else that you want to add to what you've told us? 
WS: I don't know.  Maybe you ask something? 
JF: Do you have, are there any... 
WS: I said everything I know. 
JF: O.K. 
WS: I mean I could tell you about many other things, but they have not really 

this connection with your book or something. 
JF: Thank you, Mr. Silberstein. 
WS: You're welcome. 
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