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  CS - Charlotte Sonnenberg1 [interviewee] 
  LL -  Liesl J. Loeb [interviewer] 
  Date:  November 28, 1994 
 
Tape one, side one: 
 

LL: This is the tape, the testimony, of Charlotte Sonnenberg, spelled S-O-N-N-
E-N-B-E-R-G, maiden name Lichtendorf,  L-I-C-H-T-E-N-D-O-R-F, who was born in 
Bad Neuenahr, Germany, which is spelled B-A-D N-E-U-E-N-A-H-R. The tape is made 
on November 28th, in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, and the interviewer is Liesl Loeb. 
Charlotte Sonnenberg now resides at [gives address and phone]. 

Tape one, side one. Please tell me where you were born and when and a little 
about your family, including your father’s name, your mother’s name, and her maiden 
name. I know that you wrote it down, but please repeat it. 

CS: Yes. I was born in Bad Neuenahr, Germany, on January 22nd, 1910. My 
father’s name was Emmanuel Lichtendorf. 

LL: Spell that please. 
CS: Hmm? 
LL: L-I-C-H-T-E-N-D-O-R-F. 
CS: Right. My mother’s name was Regina Kahn. 
LL: And that’s spelled... 
CS: K-A-H-N. 
LL: Thank you. Tell me something about your family. 
CS: I had one brother, who was six years older than I. And my family was a 

middle class Jewish family. My parents had a store. What is... 
LL: What kind of a store? 
CS: All kinds of things. 
LL: A general store? 
CS: What? 
LL: A general store? 
CS: A general store, yes. And we made a good living. We got a very good 

education. We were sent to very good schools. My brother studied the law, but later 
changed to dental medicine. I made Abitur, and went to the Universities of Bonn and 
Berlin. 

LL: Explain Abitur please. 
CS: A-B-I-... 
LL: No, I mean, what is it? What does it mean? 

1nee Lichtendorf. Mrs. Sonnenberg’s first married name was Alexander. 
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CS: Matura. 
LL: It means that you graduated... 
CS: Graduated after twelve years in school. 
LL: And was it a lyceum that you graduated? 
CS: Ober lyceum. 
LL: It was a high lyceum. 
CS: Yeah, yeah. 
LL: And Abitur is spelled A-B-I-... 
CS: T-U-R. 
LL: T-U-R. 
CS: Or, Matura they say. 
LL: Okay. 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: What did you study in college? 
CS: I studied mathematics, geography, and German. Also history of the arts. 

When, how do you say... [Machine off and then on.] 
LL: Hitler’s boycott? 
CS: On account of the Nazi boycott, my parents couldn’t make a living 

anymore from the store, because the people avoided to come to our store. And my father 
could not pay for my further education. Therefore I had to stop. 

LL: So you never got your degree. 
CS: No. And later I went to Leipzig and became a secretary. That was in 1932. 
LL: You mean that already before 1933... 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: The Germans did not... 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: …come to your store anymore? 
CS: Yeah, yeah. 
LL: And this store was in Bad Neuenahr? 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: Well how large of a city was Bad Neuenahr? 
CS: At the time six thousand inhabitants. 
LL: That was rather small. 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: And were there many Jewish people who lived there? 
CS: There were about 120. 
LL: Was there a synagogue? 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: And was there a Jewish school as well? 
CS: No. 
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LL: No Jewish school. 
CS: No school. 
LL: And everybody knew everybody? Is that right? 
CS: Yeah, about. 
LL: Were there more Jewish businessmen in that town? 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: And all of them lost their business... 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: Because they wouldn’t patronize... 
CS: Yeah, yeah, yes, yes. 
LL: …Jewish businesses anymore? 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: That’s interesting. So, your family experienced antisemitism already 

before the official Hitler period. How far back would you say this started, this antisemitic 
behavior? 

CS: It must have started in 1930. 
LL: It started in 1930. I see. Did your family belong to any Jewish 

organization or a synagogue before Nazism changed your life? 
CS: Yes. We belonged to the synagogue. 
LL: Did any men in your family serve in any national army? 
CS: No. 
LL: Not during World War I? 
CS: Oh, my father. My father was Austrian. 
LL: I see. 
CS: And he served in the Austrian Army. 
LL: Where was your father... 
CS: And... 
LL: Oh, in Czernowitz, yes. 
CS: Yeah. And in 1917 the men were released. Those born in 1866, and my 

father was born about the last day of 1866. So he came home. That was in 1917. 
LL: Before the war actually ended. 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: I see. Do you remember how you and members of your family reacted to 

Hitler’s appointment as Chancellor in January, 1933? 
CS: We were aghast. 
LL: Did you understand what implications this would have? 
CS: No. 
LL: I see. 
CS: You know, in 1933 I was already in Leipzig. 
LL: Right. And Leipzig being a larger city... 
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CS: Yeah. 
LL: How was this anti-Jewish atmosphere expressed there? 
CS: It was like everywhere in Germany at the time. 
LL: Which was? 
CS: Which was very bad. 
LL: Was your father able to make a living in Leipzig at that time? 
CS: My father was not in Leipzig. I was. 
LL: Oh, you were there. I’m sorry. 
CS: I was there by myself. 
LL: Your family stayed back in... 
CS: Stayed, you  know in... 
LL: Neuenahr, I see. 
CS: And... 
LL: Well then what did he live on? 
CS: They couldn’t, you know, I don’t know. They couldn’t sell anything 

anymore. They made debts, and the house came under a sheriff’s sale. 
LL: Is that right. 
CS: We had two houses there. 
LL: Yes? 
CS: And both houses were sold. 
LL: I see. 
CS: And they had to move into a small apartment. What they lived on I really 

don’t know. 
LL: I see. Perhaps the savings or... 
CS: I saved, I sent some money every month... 
LL: Yes? 
CS: …so they got, otherwise I don’t know. 
LL: I see. Between 1933 and the passage of the Nürnberg Laws of September, 

1935, how was your life changed, if at all? 
CS: I was fired as a secretary, because that wholesale house where I worked 

was taken over by the Nazis. And all the Jews were fired, even the owners. They just 
took it away. 

LL: The owners were let go and the Nazis confiscated the business? 
CS: Yeah, yeah, they came in. And I needed a job. 
LL: Yes. 
CS: So, through some connections I got to a family in Berlin. And I became a 

cook. 
LL: You moved to Berlin? 
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CS: Yeah. I became a cook. Because the Nürnberg Laws forbade house 
employees under 45, Christians under 45. And I was in my 20’s. So, I could work there 
as a cook. 

LL: Right. In other words there was a law that domestic help under 45 years of 
age had to be Jewish, could not be gentile. 

CS: Yeah, yeah, yeah. 
LL: Okay. And how long were you a cook? 
CS: About, I can’t remember, about a year. And the family moved, went to 

America. And I helped them pack. Then I went back to Leipzig, to their relatives, and I 
was a cook there. 

LL: I see. 
CS: That was in 1936. And then my--and this family also moved to America. 

So I went to the wholesale store of my future father-in-law and I worked there till Herbert 
and I were married. 

LL: What kind of a store was it? 
CS: That was a wholesale calendar... 
LL: I see. 
CS: Advertising articles. 
LL: I see. And in Leipzig Jewish people still could have businesses in 1936? 
CS: Yeah, yeah, they could. 
LL: I see. During this early period, did you or any member of your family 

discuss the possibility of leaving Germany? Please tell us the details as you recall them. 
CS: No, we did not. 
LL: What did you have in mind when you were fired and you lost job after job 

because people left? What was in your mind? 
CS: Everybody thought it will blow over. 
LL: Everybody thought so. Your family... 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: …all thought so. Your parents too thought so? Even though they were 

really suffering? 
CS: My parents really, my parents, yeah. They were all their life, they were in 

Neuenahr. They couldn’t imagine that they should go away from there. 
LL: I see. How were you affected by the Nürnberg Laws? Did you think this 

might be the worst you would have to endure? 
CS: That was why I went to become a cook, the Nürnberg Laws... 
LL: Yes. 
CS: Because I was young. 
LL: But did you think that would be the worst of it? 
CS: This I cannot remember. 
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LL: During the period from 1933 to 1938, did your family have any contact 
with non-Jews? And if so, how would you describe their behavior? Did you have non-
Jewish friends? 

CS: I do not know whether my parents had any contact with non-Jews. It is 
possible that non-Jews in Neuenahr helped them with food. They didn’t have the stamps 
to get food possible. And in Leipzig we didn’t. 

LL: I see. You had no contact with non-Jewish people? 
CS: No. 
LL: Did your parents both die natural deaths in Germany? 
CS: No. My father died, and my mother was deported. 
LL: Your mother was deported and ended up in a concentration camp? 
CS: In Auschwitz or wherever. 
LL: I see. 
CS: Verschollen. 
LL: Verschollen? 
CS: It says in the book in... 
LL: If it says Verschollen in the book then I’m afraid we won’t be able to find 

out exactly where it was. Verschollen means... 
CS: I cannot remember whether it says Verschollen, because I found--of 19 

relatives--I found 18 names. 
LL: Yes. 
CS: And some of them said Verschollen. 
LL: Yes. 
CS: Some Theresienstadt and some are Auschwitz, and some are Lublin, and 

so on. 
LL: Right. 
CS: So I cannot remember whether it... 
LL: I understand. Verschollen means destination unknown, or existence 

unknown. 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: It is unknown where these people ended up. 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: That’s what Verschollen means, and Verschollen is spelled V-E-R-S-C-H-

O-L-L-E-N. What happened to your family during Kristallnacht, in November, 1938? 
CS: I do not know what happened to my parents, because they were in 

Neuenahr; I was in Leipzig. 
LL: They didn’t tell you? 
CS: I can’t remember. 
LL: Okay. And tell me what happened in Leipzig. 
CS: In Leipzig we heard of the destruction of the stores. 
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LL: Did anything happen to the house where you lived? 
CS: No. But the next day, that was the 10th of November, 1938, they came for 

us. 
LL: Who is they? 
CS: Nazis, probably from other cities so we wouldn’t know them. And we 

lived--we had sublet two rooms from another, a Jewish couple. And then on the 10th of 
November in the morning, the Nazis came. They knocked on the door, knocked, and, 
“Juden raus!” 

LL: Which means? 
CS: “Jews, out!” And my husband was just ready to go to the office, and they 

threw him down the steps. And the other gentleman with whom we lived, they threw him 
down too. And I was in our living room. I was so scared, upset. I remember that I ran 
around the table and I said, “Oh Lord! Oh Lord!” Then I asked one of the men, “Can 
you--can I at least put on my shoes?” And he allowed that. Then the other lady and I 
went down and they had gathered all the other people from the same street--the same 
Jews of course--and led us to a little square where the Jews of North Leipzig were 
gathered. Some of the men were bleeding. I saw a huge truck coming with big drums 
containing gasoline. And I was of the opinion that they are going to burn us. But the 
truck passed. Then they, the police came, and they all, the police led us to the police 
station, where we spent the day. They must have sent out for sandwiches, I guess. At 
night they took the men away, and the women were allowed to go home. 

LL: Yes? And where did your husband end up? 
CS: Next day I was in touch with friends, girlfriends. And they ran to the main 

police station. And they saw the Jews being driven out into wagons. 
LL: Out of the police station? 
CS: Into, yeah, into wagons. And they ran after them. My friends ran after the 

police wagons, and they went to the main railway station. In Leipzig the railway station 
had two sides--the north side and the south side. And they were, the Jews were driven 
through the gates at the south side, so they knew that they were going to Buchenwald. 

LL: Did you hear from your husband during the time he was in Buchenwald? 
CS: Yeah, yeah. He sent me a card. I can only say it in German. 
LL: Go ahead. 
CS: Ich sitze hier ein, und es geht mir gut. 
LL: Which means... 
CS: Ich sitze hier ein... 
LL: I’m sitting here and I’m all right. 
CS: “And please send me ten Marks and a blanket,” which I did. 
LL: How long was he in Buchenwald? 
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CS: Over a month. In the meantime I was in touch with friends, and we had a 
very good friend who had a ticket, a ship’s ticket, for Shanghai. And he gave it up for my 
husband. 

LL: That was marvelous. 
CS: He later was captured. 
LL: And deported? 
CS: Yeah. And I sent this ticket to the Gestapo. And then they told my 

husband in the concentration camp, oh no, that he could go home. And he came home. He 
had to report back to the police in Leipzig. And they told him, “You are going to China.” 
He didn’t know from anything. 

LL: Yeah. 
CS: But they said, “Your wife has sent in a ship’s ticket to Shanghai.” So he 

said, “It must be all right.” And he came home. They had been in their clothes for 
months. And he smelled to high heaven. So we burned all those clothes. And... 

LL: There were no facilities for washing or bathing or... 
CS: Nothing. 
LL: Changing clothes? 
CS: Nothing. 
LL: Was he mistreated in concentration camp? Did they maltreat him? Did 

they treat him badly? Did they touch him? 
CS: Before they left the concentration camp, they had to swear that they never 

would talk about what they experienced there. And my husband did not. He didn’t. 
LL: Not even when he left Germany? 
CS: He was afraid they might get him out of Germany, outside. I mean, 

gradually something came through, but probably not all of it. 
LL: Yes. How soon after he got out of concentration camp were you able to 

leave? Did you leave together? Or did he... 
CS: Yes. 
LL: …go first? 
CS: He went and got a ship’s ticket for me. 
LL: Was that hard? 
CS: On the same boat. 
LL: Was that hard to do? 
CS: It was. But we were lucky... 
LL: Yes. 
CS: …that we got it. 
LL: What was the name of the ship? 
CS: Conte Bianca Mano. 
LL: It was an Italian ship? 
CS: Italian boat, yeah. 
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LL: And it left from? 
CS: It left from Genoa. 
LL: So you had to travel to Genoa first. 
CS: Yeah, yeah. We went via Switzerland. And I remember us standing on the 

platform at the Leipzig station, and our best friends standing on the other side going 
north. They emigrated to Bolivia. And we went south, emigrating to China. Our parents 
were there. 

LL: Your parents... 
CS: Not my parents. 
LL: You left behind? 
CS: My parents-in-law... 
LL: I see. 
CS: I should say. 
LL: What about your parents? They didn’t come to say good-bye to you? They 

couldn’t. 
CS: No, they couldn’t. 
LL: They were still both living when you left Germany? 
CS: Yeah. So, this was in March--I wrote it down there--in March, 1939. We 

were, at Pesach time, we were in Egypt. 
LL: Hold on [tape off then on] again, in March? 
CS: In March, 1939 we left from Genoa on the Italian boat Conte Bianca 

Mano, for Shanghai. In Egypt we stopped, and we were given matzah. 
LL: Hmm! 
CS: Which was very meaningful to us, because it was Pesach, and Egypt! 
LL: Yes. 
CS: And we went dry shod through the Red Sea. 
LL: Explain that a little bit more. 
CS: And... 
LL: What do you mean you went dry shod through the Red.. 
CS: Without our feet wet. 
LL: Well they you, it wasn’t dry shod. Then you got wet. 
CS: No. It was dry shod. 
LL: Yes? 
CS: Dry shod is not, dry shod is dry. 
LL: Your feet didn’t get wet. 
CS: No. 
LL: Your feet didn’t get wet in the Red Sea? 
CS: We went through the Red Sea on board the ship. 
LL: Okay. I understand. 
CS: Yes. 
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LL: You indeed did go dry shod through the Red Sea. 
CS: Yeah. I think it was five weeks that we were on the way. And in Shanghai 

we... 
LL: Was it a pleasant trip? 
CS: Yeah. Of course men and women were separated because there were so 

many. 
LL: How many people were on board? Can you remember about? 
CS: I don’t know. I do not know. 
LL: Was the food satisfactory? Facilities were satisfactory? 
CS: Yeah, yeah. It smelled of wine the whole trip. 
LL: That’s not such a bad smell. 
CS: And they served wine. 
LL: Yes. 
CS: We arrived in Shanghai and they took us to a camp, in Hongkew, which is 

on the other side of a little river. 
LL: Please spell that. 
CS: Hongkew? 
LL: Yes. 
CS: H-O-N-G-K-E-W. 
LL: That’s where you were first put into a camp? 
CS: Yeah. Well, because there were so many. The influx was so big. And we 

had brought with us our armoire. 
LL: Spell that, please. 
CS: Armoire, you know, like a wardrobe. 
LL: Yes. 
CS: A Kleiderschrank. 
LL: Right, I understand. It’s, armoire is spelled A-R-M-O-I-R-E. 
CS: And filled with, probably with feather beds. I can’t remember. 
LL: You didn’t have a whole lift with you? 
CS:  No, no. We didn’t have enough stuff. And the coolies took it on a cart or 

what to the camp. And in the middle of the camp there was a courtyard, and there they 
dropped it! [both laugh] And the armoire fell apart. But it could be fixed, then we sold it. 

LL: That’s good. How long were you married when you left Germany? 
CS: Two years. 
LL: You were married. And how long did you stay in this camp in Hongkew? 
CS: One month. 
LL: And what was going on there? Describe it. 
CS: In the camp? 
LL: Yes. 
CS: My husband was a doctor. I didn’t tell that. 
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LL: No, you didn’t tell that. 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: Not only that, you didn’t mention his name yet either. 
CS: Dr. Herbert Alexander. He couldn’t, he was in Leipzig he wasn’t allowed 

to practice anymore, but I can’t remember from when on. Because he went into the 
business with his father. 

LL: I see. 
CS: Yeah. So, where was I? Oh yes, Herbert... 
LL: Your husband was a doctor in the camp. 
CS: In the camp. 
LL: In Hongkew. 
CS: And there was a scarlet, scarlet? 
LL: Scarlet fever? 
CS: Yeah, scarlet fever epidemic [says “e-pi-de-mee”] 
LL: Epidemic. 
CS: Epidemic? 
LL: Yes. 
CS: And he offered his services right away. 
LL: Were there many children in that camp? 
CS: Yeah, yeah, and they all got scarlet fever. And there was an empty school 

nearby. They made that a hospital. 
LL: Like a... 
CS: And we were eight, four, no, eight couples in a room. They... 
LL: Did you also have to go to this school? 
CS: No. No. 
LL: Oh, you stayed in the camp. 
CS: I stayed in the camp. The beds were one on top of another, you know? 

There were only two beds, like bunk beds. 
LL: Yes. 
CS: And I couldn’t climb up there. I was in the lower bed and Herbert was up 

there. And when he moved, all that bamboo came down, and I got it in my face. And it 
itched. 

LL: I can imagine. 
CS: And another man who had been in the First World War, he directed us to 

make the beds. He went with his cane over the beds so they would be straight! [laughs] 
LL: Yes? 
CS: Ridiculous. And as he was a doctor--and there was another doctor by the 

name of Freund, from Vienna--they wanted to give us each one room for ourselves.  
LL: You and Dr. Freund and his family? 
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CS: But the rooms were next to each other. So to go to the next room you had 
to go through the first room to the back room. So, we went and looked at it, this, and the 
Freunds went, too. And then Mrs. Freund said, no, Dr. Freund was older than Herbert. So 
Herbert said, “Which one do you want?” Mrs. Freund said, “Ach! Ich denke wir nehmen 
alle beide.” 

LL: Which means, “I think we’ll take both of them.” 
CS: Eine Chutzpah. But… 
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Tape one, side two: 
 
LL: ...back to... 
CS: To Germany. 
LL: In time, to Germany. 
CS: Yeah. My best friend became a nun. She was Catholic. 
LL: Yes? 
CS: And she was in our school. I went to the convent school where I went, 

where I made Abitur. That was a con-... 
LL: That was in Bad... 
CS: A convent school. 
LL: The one from Bad Neuenahr. 
CS: Yeah. That was an [unclear] matter. And when we knew that we were 

going to China, I wrote to her, “Can you give me a recommendation to the Catholic 
mission in Shanghai?” We didn’t know... 

LL: Why did you do that? 
CS: We didn’t know, we wanted to do something. Maybe there was some 

connection. 
LL: You wanted to work? 
CS: Yeah, of course. So she, at that time they were very careful with 

correspondence with Jews. So she wrote me a note, “A let-...” 
LL: The Germans were very careful with... 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: …correspondence with Jews. 
CS: She wrote me a note, “A letter will reach you after you are out.” So we 

were in the camp. 
LL: When she said, “After you are out,” did she mean out of Germany? 
CS: She meant out of Germany. 
LL: Okay. 
CS: So I was waiting, really, for a letter. We had poste restante. You know, we 

went to the post office? 
LL: You had a box. 
CS: A box there. 
LL: Yes. 
CS: And one day, my name was Alexander at the time. 
LL: Yes. 
CS: There were four couples Alexander in the camp. 
LL: Uh oh. And not related? 
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CS: Not related. And one day a telephone call came, “A Mrs. Alexander 
should come to the Mission.” So I said, “It might be me. Let’s go.” And it was so hot, 
and no money for a rickshaw. So we walked. 

LL: How far was it? 
CS: I can’t remember, but it was far enough. 
LL: This was while you were in the camp in Hongkew? 
CS: Yeah, in Hongkew camp. And you had to walk across a bridge. And there 

was the Bund, which is the quay, the quay of Shanghai. 
LL: Yeah, oh, the port. 
CS: Yeah. And there was that building... 
LL: I see. 
CS: The address. And when... 
LL: When you say there was the Bund, is that a German organization you’re 

talking about? 
CS: No, Bund, it’s called Bund. I don’t know why. That was the whole thing... 
LL: Oh, that was the name of the area. 
CS: The port, yeah, the waterfront. 
LL: I see. 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: Okay. 
CS: When we came to the door... 
LL: And when you say we you mean the four Mrs. Alexanders? 
CS: No, my husband and I. 
LL: I see, okay. 
CS: Because I thought it was for me. 
LL: Yes. 
CS: So when we came to the door it said, “American Presbyterian Mission.” 
LL: Yes? 
CS: So I said to Herbert, “That is not for me. I expected the Catholic Mission. 

Let’s go.” He said, “No, in this heat I have walked here. Let’s go in.” And when we 
walked in, there was a pile of Time magazines. And on top was a picture of his professor 
from Freiburg where he had studied medicine. 

LL: Really? 
CS: Yes. And he said, “Bobby!” And then he said to me, “That’s a good 

omen.” 
LL: Was this professor an American? 
CS: He was--no, he had gone from Germany to Johns Hopkins. 
LL: Oh, I see. 
CS: He was here already. 
LL: And he must have been outstanding to have his picture on the... 
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CS: Yeah, on Time magazine. 
LL: …magazine, cover of Time magazine. 
CS: Yeah. So then we met the secretary and she knew about Herbert also 

because he had helped on the boat and helped in the camp. And she asked him, “Would 
you like to go to the interior? We need physicians,” because this part of China was under 
Japanese occupation. 

LL: The interior was? 
CS: Yeah, part, not the whole interior. 
LL: But the place where she wanted you to go? 
CS: Along the coast and somewhat into the interior. 
LL: The place that she had in mind was under Japanese occupation. 
CS: Yeah, yeah. And the Chinese doctors didn’t want to be under Japanese. So 

they had fled west, to Chungking. 
LL: Spell please. 
CS: C-H-U-N-K-I-N-G. [Chungking] So this hospital, their hospital, the 

mission hospital, had no doctor. So, Herbert asked me, “Do you want to go or do you 
want to stay with the Jewish community here?” [whispering:] [unclear] I said, “Let’s go.” 
We were young, and adventurous, so we went. 

LL: Okay. 
CS: We went on a boat along the coast up to Tsingtao. 
LL: Spell please. 
CS: T-S-I-N-G-T-A-O. And one of the missionaries there received us. And we 

spent the night there and we met the other missionaries. And Tsingtao had been a 
German colony. And it reminded us so much of Germany, with this church in the middle 
of the hill, and the red roofs, and the acacia trees. It was spring, yeah, it was in May. 

LL: Were there Germans there? 
CS: There, yeah. There were still Germans, and already some Jews from 

Germany and from Austria. And one of the missionaries accompanied us by train into the 
interior, to Tenghsien. 

LL: Spell please. 
CS: T-E-N-G-H-S-I-E-N. 
LL: That’s where the mission was? 
CS: Yeah. And we arrived there at night. And it was dangerous to go from the 

railway station to there, to the mission, because there were robbers. So they put us up in a 
hut on straw mats. And we laughed, because we were thinking of the people back in 
Shanghai, what they would think of us, sleeping on the straw mats there! And the next 
morning we went with rickshaws to the Mission station. And there was... 

LL: What was the exact name of the Mission? It was an American Mission? 
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CS: Yeah. American Presbyterian. Yes. They had a theological seminary there, 
and the hospital. And they lived in two compounds with walls around them. And this Mr. 
Romig who went with us, he knocked on the door, on the gate... 

LL: Mr. Romig is spelled how? 
CS: Hmm? 
LL: What’s, how do you spell his name? 
CS: R-O-M-I-G, Romig. 
LL: He was German? 
CS: No, American. 
LL: He was Chin-, oh, he was American, yeah. 
CS: American. So he, and he called out, “Kaikaimena!” 
LL: How do you spell that? 
CS: Kaikaimena. I would spell it K-A-I-... 
LL: Yes? 
CS: K-A-I-M-E-N-A, which means, “Open the gate!” And then an old Chinese 

came shuffling out of the gate house and opened the door. And there we were. And there 
were very nice houses. At that time a missionary family had to go back to America every 
seven years in order not to lose their citizenship. And so there was always one house 
empty. 

LL: Ah, I see. 
CS: So at that time was one house empty, a whole house for ourselves, 

furnished! 
LL: Imagine. 
CS: And they got us a coolie, who did cooking and cleaning and baking. We 

had a really good life. 
LL: And your husband worked in the hospital? 
CS: In the hospital. 
LL: Who came to the hospital? Was it just for this community, or did people 

come from the outside? 
CS: No, the, it was about 100 kilometers around. 
LL: A radius. 
CS: So he was the only doctor there. But there were nurses, male nurses and 

female nurses, and then we got our Chinese names. 
LL: Which were? 
CS: Mine was Ai Loa De [phonetic]. 
LL: Spell that please. 
CS: A-I, L-O-A, D-E. 
LL: Is that three words? 
CS: Three words. And Herbert’s I forgot. 
LL: Okay. 
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CS: I have this card, you know, the visiting card [calling card].  
LL: Yes. Did you do anything when you were there? 
CS: Also somethings I... 
LL: There? 
CS: Hmm? 
LL: Were--did you work there also? 
CS: Yeah. I worked in the hospital. I took care of the laundry. I checked the 

laundry and there was an extra woman who did the mending. And sometimes they 
brought the laundry over from the laundry and I unfolded the sheets and then the bed 
bugs would fall out. They hadn’t died! [Laughs.] 

LL: Maybe the water wasn’t quite hot enough. I have to go back a little ways. 
You did talk about when you heard about going to China. And I want to go back once 
more to this friend of your husband’s. Were they school friends? Were they, how did they 
meet, and how did this friendship happen? 

CS: We had a Friday night group, musical group. And every Friday night we 
met in their house, in his parents’ house. You know, that friend’s parents’ house. 

LL: Yes. 
CS: And I played the piano and he played the violin. Then we had someone 

who played flute. So we... 
LL: What did your husband play? Also... 
CS: Nothing, no. 
LL: Nothing? He was the audience. 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: It’s so hard in the time that, it was difficult to get passage out of 

Germany... 
CS: Yes. 
LL: It is so hard to believe that somebody would do something so unselfish. 
CS: Yes. 
LL: Is, was there any other reason for him to do this besides friendship? 
CS: No, I don’t think so. 
LL: How did your husband feel about that when he found out that this friend 

had done this for him? 
CS: Very, very grateful of course. 
LL: I can imagine. Were there any agencies involved in arranging for your 

leaving? 
CS: Leaving? 
LL: Germany. Did you have to deal with any agencies other than the 

shipping... 
CS: Probably. 
LL: …agency? 
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CS: But I can’t remember. 
LL: Mmm hmm, okay. 
CS: You know? There was something special, you had to pay something, but I 

forgot what it was. 
LL: Well I think they had... 
CS: We had to leave our jewelry there, to turn it in. 
LL: Were you able to get... 
CS: We didn’t have much. 
LL: …anything out at all of value? 
CS: No. Nothing. 
LL: You seem to have been turned off a little bit by the Jewish community that 

you first joined when you arrived in China. Why was that? 
CS: [pause] I cannot express it. 
LL: Did you... 
CS: You know? 
LL: Did you feel... 
CS: You know... 
LL: …confined? Was there animosity on anyone’s part? 
CS: There were the Jews from Vienna. There were the Jews from Frankfurt. 

Already on the boat they beat each other up. 
LL: For what reason? 
CS: So there was, well, they were--I didn’t like it. 
LL: What were the condi-, you did describe the conditions where you lived in 

the Mission, were very good. You--the food was well supplied? 
CS: Food, very good. 
LL: And sanitation was... 
CS: Yes. 
LL: …satisfactory? 
CS: It was not running water. The coolie had to get the water from a well, and 

we had to boil it. 
LL: What about fresh fruits and vegetables? 
CS: Yes... 
LL: Did you have to do something special for that? 
CS: We went to the market and brought always fresh food, fruit and 

vegetables, beautiful vegetables, potatoes, and tomatoes. In fact we grew tomatoes in our 
garden, too. And meat, there was pork, and beef. No veal, because they let the animals 
grow. And chickens, of course, and ducks. 

LL: So you never went hungry. 
CS: It was plenty. 
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LL: Was your husband paid, or was it simply a trading of, a swapping? He 
gave his services... 

CS: No, he was... 
LL: …and you were maintained? 
CS: He was paid in Chinese dollars. And then there was an inflation. It got 

more and more, you know. But it wasn’t worth anything. Yeah. 
LL: And so you had to pay your coolie? Did you have to pay... 
CS: Yes. 
LL: …rent for your house? 
CS: Yes, yeah. No, we didn’t pay anything for the house. But we had to pay 

the coolie. That was about nine dollars a month. 
LL: Really? Can you describe how you adapted to life in China? Did you learn 

the language? 
CS: Yeah. We had a teacher who spoke German. You know, that was still the 

vicinity where formerly Germans were. Let me see, what is it called? Shantung? It was a 
colony. It was a German colony. 

LL: Yes. 
CS: Yeah, it was promised for a hundred years or what. 
LL: I see. 
CS: Something like that. So... 
LL: And there was still Germans there? 
CS: There had been Germans. 
LL: Well how do you spell Shantung? 
CS: S-H-A-N-T-U-N-G. And this teacher spoke German. So we spoke more 

German than Chinese. 
LL: But did you learn Chinese? 
CS: Yeah. I even learned to write. 
LL: Really? 
CS: Yeah, which came... 
LL: With a brush? 
CS: Which came me in good stead later on. 
LL: Explain. 
CS: In Tsingtao, because I became a teacher. 
LL: We’ll--you’ll tell us more about that when we get to Tsingtao. 
CS: Yes. 
LL: Okay. And you conversed with the patients? Well, did you have any 

contact with the patients in the hospital? 
CS: Yeah, with all the nurses. 
LL: And they spoke Chinese? 
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CS: Of course, yeah. But my husband learned very fast. First of all, when the 
out patients came it was translated. He had his nurses who spoke English. He spoke to 
them in English. The English speaking spoke Chinese to the patients and then back. 
And... 

LL: Did you speak English at the time too? 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: You learned that in school. 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: Both of you. 
CS: Yeah. Not very well. I was afraid to open my mouth. But then of course I 

learned. 
LL: Besides taking care of the laundry is there anything else that you did 

there? 
CS: Yeah. I did the sewing. I sewed the uniforms for the nurses--for the male 

nurses and for the female nurses. At that time we still got the cloth from America. So, 
there was plenty and that would do it. It was very nice. 

LL: Can you think of any occurrences that stick out in your mind that are 
outstanding in your memory of your time in the Mission? 

CS: Only the end. 
LL: We’ll get to that in a moment. Was there any kind of Jewish life for you at 

all, in... 
CS: Jewish life? 
LL: Yes. 
CS: No Jews. 
LL: You were the only ones. 
CS: We were the only... 
LL: None of the staff were? 
CS: Nothing. 
LL: I see. 
CS: Our parents, my husband’s parents, were in Tsingtao. We had gotten the 

permission in our small place from the Japanese to bring Herbert’s parents from Leipzig. 
LL: Really? 
CS: And they came by train, via Siberia, for two weeks. It was... 
LL: They traveled for two weeks... 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: …by train via Siberia...  
CS: Yeah. 
LL: …to Shanghai. 
CS: No, to Tientsin. But then Herbert went there by train, and he brought them 

to us. 
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LL: Spell Tientsin please. 
CS: T-I-E-N-T-S-I-N. Tientsin. And... 
LL: And they lived in this complex with you? 
CS: Mit uns--with us in the house. We had three bedrooms. So there was space 

enough. But, before our parents came, Herbert’s sister and husband came from Shanghai. 
They had left Germany later. 

LL: After you? 
CS: After us. And then they came to us. And he was a dentist. 
LL: And did, were they requested by the Mission or Herbert could just... 
CS: No. 
LL: …bring them in? 
CS: We had, well, yes. We had to have permission from the Mission that they 

would come. And they came. 
LL: Did they need a dentist? 
CS: Yeah. And there was no electricity. So Ernst Eisenberg brought the old 

“war machine” with the treadle. You do not remember those. You don’t need electricity. 
You treadle… 

LL: Oh. Is that for the drill? 
CS: No, it was from... 
LL: Was that for the drilling? 
CS: From Germany. 
LL: Are you talking about some dental equipment? 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: And it was, the power was made by working a treadle. 
CS: Yeah, a treadle. 
LL: And the treadle worked the drill? 
CS: Yeah, yeah. 
LL: That’s what I wanted to... 
CS: There was no electricity. 
LL: I understand. 
CS: The Japanese had built a, how you call it, a power station... 
LL: Yes. 
CS: But only for them. 
LL: If there were any operations done in the hospital... 
CS: They had the most... 
LL: How did they... 
CS: …beautiful equipment, and no electricity. It was put in from America, you 

know? So they did only the operations during the day. 
LL: I see. And there were no power... 
CS: Nothing. 
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LL: Machinery was not involved in that. 
CS: And at night we used the oil lamps. We sat at the table. Here an oil lamp, 

there an oil lamp, and you could read. 
LL: Yes. So you were really a family in this house, in the Mission. 
CS: Yes. 
LL: And all of you stayed there for the same amount of time? 
CS: No. We went for vacation to Tsingtao, which is on the coast. 
LL: Spell please. 
CS: I spelled it already, T-S-I-N-G-T-A-O. 
LL: It makes it easier for the transcriber. 
CS: Yeah. We went for the vacation there. The missionaries had summer 

homes there. So we could, we... 
LL: And you were allowed to have vacation? 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: Every year? 
CS: Yeah. So, at the... 
LL: How long of a vacation? 
CS: Maybe two weeks. So as long, when we were there, one time a dentist 

died. And my brother-in-law was a dentist. 
LL: Yeah? 
CS: And Herbert was not only a doctor, he was a businessman. So he got in 

touch with the widow and he managed that his brother-in-law took over the practice. So 
they came to Tsingtao and had a nice practice, with the widow together, they shared, you 
know. 

LL: Yes. 
CS: Sixty to forty or whatever. And then the parents came. And in our place it 

was more like a village. It was not much to do for them. So then they also went to 
Tsingtao to the shore, because there were many more Jews, many more German-speaking 
people, even the Chinese in the market they spoke German. So my parents-in-law went 
shopping, and spoke German. 

LL: How long did they all stay there? 
CS: Until ‘48, till we all left. 
LL: You all left at the same time? 
CS: No, I left in ‘47. And they left in ‘48. They went to Israel. 
LL: What was your experience with social or cultural activities? With 

community government or organizations? With other refugee or relief organizations? 
CS: None whatsoever. 
LL: This was strictly... 
CS: We had... 
LL: …a relationship with the Mission. 
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CS: Yeah. My father-in-law gave us the dates for the Jewish holidays. So at 
least we could keep the Jewish holidays. 

LL: From Tientsin. 
CS: Yeah. And Friday night we would light the candles. 
LL: Yes. 
CS: And we had no children. We had a cat. His name was Timmy. So when we 

lit the candles my husband would call, “Timmy! Come! It’s Friday night! We light the 
candles!” [both laugh] And the cat would sit like that, at the table. 

LL: You had a Jewish cat. What was your relationship with refugees from 
other backgrounds? Did you have any contact with Shanghai Russian Jewish community, 
or with the Shanghai Sephardic community? 

CS: None. We still had friends in Shanghai... 
LL: Yes. 
CS: Which we knew from Germany. 
LL: Yes. 
CS: So we were in touch with, by writing. 
LL: And did they mention the situation in Shanghai at all? 
CS: I only knew later on when I came through Shanghai how miserable they 

lived. 
LL: So you were very lucky. 
CS: In those dirty neighborhoods, in one room, one family. It was terrible. 
LL: Did you have any relationships with the Chinese or Japanese? 
CS: Well, we had to have, because the Japanese had the upper hand there. So 

we had to be friendly with them. 
LL: And where you were... 
CS: They invited us... 
LL: …at the Mission? 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: Yes? They were there? 
CS: Yes, the Japanese were there. 
LL: And they invited you, you say? 
CS: They invited us, and they made a big feast and so on. 
LL: They invited just you? 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: And your husband? 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: And who was it that invited? Was it an officer? A Commandant or what 

was the position of the person? 
CS: He was also a doctor, a doctor of the army there for... 
LL: He was a military doctor. 
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CS: Yeah. 
LL: Was there an army camp nearby? 
CS: No. 
LL: Japanese Army camp? 
CS: No, but there were a lot of Japanese. I really don’t know where they were, 

but they had brought their prostitutes with them. And every week they came to the 
hospital to be examined. 

LL: That’s interesting. 
CS: The army, the Japanese Army brought them. 
LL: And did you have other Japanese patients also in the hospital? 
CS: Yeah, yeah. 
LL: Could you correspond with family or friends remaining in Europe, and 

were any other family members able to join you at a later point? 
CS: There was a war going on. 
LL: You could not write? 
CS: We could not. 
LL: You couldn’t receive mail from Europe? 
CS: No. My brother got out in ‘39 to America. And the American missionaries 

had connections so we could at least correspond with him. Not with Germany. I don’t 
think so. 

LL: How about, did you have any family in other European countries with 
whom you were in contact? 

CS: No. 
LL: And no one in the States? Mmm hmm. Was there any change in the 

attitude of the Japanese toward you after they entered the war with the United States in 
1941? 

CS: My husband had jaundice in December, ’41--before. And when he was 
well, the first day he was out, he went to the hospital. 

LL: When you say the first day he was out, what do you mean by that? 
CS: When he was out of bed a day. 
LL: Yes. 
CS: And he went back to the hospital. It was December 7th, 1941. The 

Japanese marched into the hospital, and they said, “There is a war now between America 
and Japan and we have the upper hand now over the hospital.” 

LL: The authority. 
CS: We couldn’t do anything. Then they gathered all our missionaries. The 

women and children were sent back, repatriated. 
LL: To the United States? 
CS: Yeah. They had to go via South Africa, you know, because the Suez Canal 

was blocked or what. And the men were sent to a Japanese concentration camp. 
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LL: The male missionaries. 
CS: The American missionaries went to a Japanese concentration camp--that 

was near the coast--it was near Tsingtao--for the duration of the war. 
LL: Do you know whether they were maltreated there? 
CS: They were, I think they were treated all right. But still they couldn’t get 

back to America. 
LL: And who were... 
CS: And we were by ourselves. 
LL: I was just gonna ask, who was left? 
CS: We were there. 
LL: Who took care of patients? The hospital was disbanded? 
CS: No, the missionaries handed over the hospital--Herbert was the 

Superintendent also--to him. And he promised after the war he gives the hospital back to 
the Mission. 

LL: Yes. 
CS: That was his promise. 
LL: So he was now director of the hospital. 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: What was his relationship with the Japanese authorities? 
CS: They came and they looked, and he had to report to them. And usually he 

wore those soft Chinese shoes. 
LL: Yes? 
CS: But when he had to deal with the Japanese he would put on his boots. 

Then he could really step! [chuckles] 
LL: It, maybe it gave him a sign of authority or confidence. 
CS: Yeah, yeah. So... 
LL: Did they give him any trouble really? 
CS: I don’t think so. 
LL: And the hospital... 
CS: I mean they needed someone. 
LL: The hospital continued to function? 
CS: Continued, yeah. 
LL: And for the same group of people? 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: Also for military personnel from the Japanese? 
CS: Yeah, yeah. That was in ‘41. And then, when did the Japanese get out? 

When was the war finished? 
LL: The war was finished in... 
CS: In ‘44? 
LL: August of 1945. 
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CS: ‘45. Then of course the Japanese had to leave. 
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Tape two, side one: 
 
LL: Charlotte Sonnenberg.  
After the war was over the Japanese had to leave. 
CS: -nese had to leave. Then, the fight broke out between the church and the 

magistrate of the city, because each one thought they had a right to the hospital. Maybe 
they wanted to make some money. I don’t know. 

LL: That is the Presbyterian church... 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: And the city where the hospital was... 
CS: The Chinese who belonged to the Presbyterian church. 
LL: And this was after the war ended. 
CS: After the war ended. 
LL: Yes. 
CS: But they couldn’t fight long because then the Nationalist Army came. The 

Chinese Nationalist Army came. And they took over. 
LL: And who was their leader? 
CS: I don’t know. 
LL: Was that Chiang Kai-shek? Or was it the Communist group? 
CS: No, not yet. First there were the Nationalists. 
LL: Okay. 
CS: So they were all over. And then the Communists came, from the north. 

And the people said, “Valoo lai bu lai?” [phonetic] 
LL: Which means? 
CS: Which means, “Is the Eighth Route Army coming?” 
LL: The... 
CS: The Eighth Route Army. That was the Communists. 
LL: How do you spell that? 
CS: What, the Chinese? 
LL: Eighth Route. 
CS: The Eighth. Eight. E-I-G-H-T. 
LL: You meant the Eighth Army. 
CS: Yeah, the Eighth Route Army they call it, the Eighth Way Army 

something. 
LL: I see, the Eighth Way Army, or Route Army. 
CS: Route Army, yeah. 
LL: Okay. 
CS: And finally they came. And we were in the middle of the battle. They 

started shooting. 
LL: So for you the war started when it ended for everybody else in the world. 
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CS: Right, right. So we spent part of the night in the basement of the hospital. 
LL: Do you remember what year this was and what month? 
CS: Yeah, it was December of ‘45. 
LL: Okay. You spent the night in the basement. 
CS: We ran from our house across the courtyard and the bullets were going 

over our heads. And Herbert wanted to save a microscope. And there was, between a 
wall, he started digging. He wanted to bury a microscope. 

LL: But he didn’t succeed. 
CS: And down in the basement were the personnel and the nurses and 

everybody. And all of a sudden I see someone with a gun, a man. And the other man 
started to take off his clothes. The one with the gun was a Nationalist soldier. And he 
forced the other one to give him his clothes so he would be a private man. 

LL: So that he would look oh, okay. 
CS: That’s what they did. That was one night. And then the other night we 

packed things together which we wanted to save. We wanted to take our pet but he 
jumped out. [chuckles] And we went into the city. 

LL: Which city? 
CS: In Tenghsien. We were in like a suburb where the hospital was. But the 

city was the old city with all the walls around it and four gates. And inside the city there 
was a  German missionary. He had his church there, his mission, and his house. And we 
thought it might be safer inside the city. So we come to the gate. The gate is locked. And 
we sit down. 

LL: The city gate? 
CS: The city gate, yeah. And we sit down, the bullets flying. Finally they 

opened the gate and we went to the Mission--to the Catholic Mission, German. And there 
we went into the basement. And there was fighting. We heard the shooting. And about 
midnight our coolie came down and said, “The house is on fire!” So I grabbed my things 
which I had, the most necessary things--two blankets, a bottle with tea, and Heine’s Lied. 
Buch der Lieder. 

LL: Book of Songs by Heinrich Heine, spelled H-E-I-N-E, a German poet. 
CS: Yes. So we got out there. And we didn’t understand that we should go out 

the back. We went out the front, and that was, fire was over our heads already. And when 
we came to the front, there were the Communists standing with a bayonet. “Via dung!” 
Don’t move! 

LL: How do you spell Via dung? 
CS: Via dung, Via dung, V-I-A, D-U-N-G. 
LL: And it means “don’t move.” 
CS: So we didn’t move. But they let us go to the open. So we spent the night in 

the open. And they burned the church down. And he wanted to go in, the Pastor, so, 
whatever they call it, Brother? No. 
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LL: The Reverend? 
CS: No, what are they called, the Catholics? 
LL: Priests. 
CS: Pater. 
LL: Oh. 
CS: Pater. 
LL: Okay. 
CS: Pater Czabanya [phonetic]. He wanted to go in and he couldn’t. 
LL: How do you spell Czabanya? 
CS: C-Z-A-B-A-N-Y-A, I think. Czabanya. 
LL: That was his name. 
CS: So we spent the night in the open, and then the Chinese started cooking in 

the open, very good, oh! They cooked the little beans and sweet potatoes together. And 
that was so good. You know, we didn’t have anything. 

LL: You didn’t eat anything for a long time. 
CS: So that was really good. Then came the question, how do we get out of the 

city? Because they had, the Communists had their officers there or what. So, Herbert 
went. In the meantime someone else took me and when Herbert came back I wasn’t there. 
So he was so upset. He thought something happened to me. 

LL: Where did they take you? 
CS: Out. Out of the city. 
LL: To? 
CS: And we came back to our apartment. In the meantime, you know we 

didn’t have the house anymore. We had an apartment. There was a letter of my father’s 
on the floor. There was a hand grenade on the kitchen table. 

LL: Unexploded? An unexploded? Live? It was a live grenade? 
CS: I sent someone to pick it up. I was afraid. 
LL: Of course. 
CS: I had put up dates, so-called dates, which were wonderful. You didn’t 

need any sugar. Jars and jars. And tomato juice jars. The Communists had opened the 
tomato jars, and sprinkled them all over the rugs. But the dates, they took. We had our 
feather beds from Germany. They had cut them open, and let the feathers fly. They 
needed the cloth, not the feathers. They had taken almost everything out from our 
apartment. The books, photographs, everything. Nothing left. 

LL: What would they want with German books and personal photographs? It 
was like vandalism. 

CS: They were after, even the negatives they took. So, I went hunting. I went 
robbing my own apartment. I found some curtains which we used as towels. We didn’t 
have anything. Then the night we spent on the floor, because they were still shooting. 
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And we had that cat. The cat had waited for us. We were lying on the floor, and the cat 
came and lay between us. 

LL: Huh. 
CS: He never did that. And if he had known that the last time, you know? And 

the next morning, we left, on a wheelbarrow. You know, there is a big wheel in the 
middle, and you can sit on both sides. I sat here and Herbert sat there. 

LL: And who pushed it? 
CS: The coolie in the back to hold the balance, a donkey in front to pull. And a 

Chinese came when he heard that we were leaving and brought two suits. The Chinese 
have those long gowns, but he had two suits which someone had left with him, and he 
wanted to give them to Herbert. Herbert said, “Oh, now I have two new suits. What do I 
need my old one for?” And he had a friend, a beggar, in the city. He went back in the city 
and was looking for the beggar, to give him his suit. Herbert had a toothache before we 
left, and he had his nurses pull that tooth. And it started bleeding. And they could not 
stop the bleeding because the hospital was all shut up. All the medication was gone. We 
had nothing. So, he must have lost a lot of blood. And he had already a weak heart--
already in Germany. So he got rather weak. When we were sitting on this wheelbarrow, 
the wheel squeaked, and I thought it must be very annoying to him. So I said, “Think of it 
as young girls giggling.” And that helped. We were on the way for ten days. 

LL: On the wheelbarrow? 
CS: On the wheelbarrow. At night we slept, it’s something in, like a stable, or 

a, where the cows sleep, in a... 
LL: A shed? A barn? 
CS: A barn. And we ate what we could get. Then... 
LL: Did the farmers give you something, or did you just find something along 

the... 
CS: Oh yeah, they gave us something. And then... 
LL: In which direction were you going? 
CS: South. 
LL: Towards? 
CS: South. 
LL: What was your goal? 
CS: We wanted to go to Hsuchowfu [sounds like “shu-ju-fu”]. 
LL: How do you spell that? 
CS: [laughs] Let me think. H-S-U-C-H-O-W-F-U. It’s a very big city. We 

came to the Grand Canal. In German it was called Kaiser Kanal. 
LL: The Emperor Canal. 
CS: Yeah. And on the ferry they took us over. We were sitting on the 

wheelbarrow and they took us over. And then... 
LL: And over to, where did it lead to? 
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CS: Oh, well to the other side. 
LL: Yes? And what was on the other side? 
CS: China. 
LL: I know, well, a city? A an important place or not? 
CS: No, no. But it was winter. But the fields were green already. It was the 

winter wheat coming out. 
LL: What was the temperature? 
CS: Hmm? 
LL: Was the temperature very cold or moderate? 
CS: No, it couldn’t have been cold. 
LL: Yes. 
CS: But we wore what we had on our backs. 
LL: Yes. 
CS: Then we came to a city, and there were trucks. And people clambered up 

on those trucks, and we did too. And all of a sudden I see that Herbert’s lips got blue. So 
I said, “We can not stay here.” It was too crowded. And they took him out. They took 
him off. And they took me off. And it was so crowded that my shoes got stuck in the 
crowd. It was a sight. 

LL: You lost your shoes? 
CS: No, they must have given them to me. Then we found an ox cart, a real 

cart. At least Herbert could lie down. And it was pulled by an ox. And that was the last 
step to Hsuchowfu. There was already one of our missionaries. That was after the war. It 
was in ‘46, January, no, Christmas, ‘45. He had come back from America, but he 
couldn’t go back to Tenghsien to the hospital. There was nothing. And the Communists 
were in there. And he gave us a cake of soap. Never have I had such a magnificent 
present as this cake of soap. For ten days we couldn’t get out of our clothes. My hands 
looked black. And formerly I always thought, “Oh, the Chinese, they are so dirty.” Never 
again will I say that, because I looked the same. And he was in the hospital and Herbert, 
he gave us a room. It was not a hospital room. It was just a room. And he got weaker and 
weaker. There were some doctors. I thought they could take him to Shanghai. They were 
Canadians and not Americans, Canadians, fliers. But they couldn’t. They wouldn’t take 
private people. 

LL: Where, oh, to take him from where you were to... 
CS: To Shanghai. 
LL: Shanghai, yes. 
CS: Yes. No one could help him. He diagnosed himself as having bleeding 

ulcers. He dictated letters to me to his parents, and to people who had helped his parents 
in China. Wenn man stirbt, kann man nicht viele Worte machen. 

LL: When one dies, one can’t make too many words. 
CS: Yes. So, and January 11th he died. 
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LL: Would you say he died of heart disease? 
CS: No, he must have, with the bleeding ulcers. Verblutet. 
LL: He was hemorrhaging. 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: I see. 
CS: Now, back in Tenghsien one of the oldest missionaries had been in 

Palestine and had brought back tefillin just for curiosity. 
LL: Tefillin are spelled T-E-F-I-L-L-I-N. They are phylacteries and they 

contain a prayer [the Shema] and they are used in the mourning services by men, by 
males. 

CS: And when they were taken to the concentration camp, he gave them to me, 
the tefillin. 

LL: Who was taken to the concentration camp? 
CS: When one of the... 
LL: The missionary? 
CS: One of the... 
LL: When the missionary... 
CS: Missionaries. 
LL: I see. 
CS: Yes. 
LL: Yes. 
CS: And I kept them, and I took them with us. 
LL: Yes. 
CS: No, I didn’t take them with us. Mmm nnn. The Communists cut off the 

leather straps. They needed them. But they left the little box. I took the little box along, 
and I put them in the coffin of Herbert. And so, he was buried with his beloved Chinese. 

LL: In? In which place in China? 
CS: No, in Hsuchowfu. I had a picture of his gravestone, tombstone. Later on, 

someone went back and it was gone, because the Communists took everything. 
LL: But is there some kind of a marker where his grave is? 
CS: Nothing, probably nothing. 
LL: I see. 
CS: Then I went back... 
LL: How many, excuse me, how many years had you been married? 
CS: We were, eight years. 
LL: You were only married eight years. 
CS: Yeah. I went by train... 
LL: Oh, excuse me, one more thing. How old was he when he died? 
CS: 43. 
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LL: Oh, he was very young, yes. From then you took a train. You just started 
to say you took a train. 

CS: I took the train to Shanghai, south. I couldn’t go north, because there was 
fighting. 

LL: Yes. 
CS: And some Chinese went too, and they took me along. And in Nanking I 

had to change trains. And there, I had that little suitcase with me, you know, with the two 
suits, or whatever we had. And I sat on, in that enormous station, on that suitcase. And... 

LL: In what place was this? 
CS: Hmm? 
LL: In what place was this? 
CS: In Nanking. 
LL: In Nanking. That’s N-A-N-K-I-N [Nanking]? 
CS: “G”. 
LL: “G”. 
CS: And I must say I have never been so alone before or since than on that... 
LL: This was how soon after... 
CS: On that day, sitting... 
LL: Your husband died? 
CS: Yeah, sitting there all by myself. I always thought, “Herbert must come.” 

He was always such an optimist, you know? 
LL: How soon after he died was this? 
CS: Eleven days. 
LL: Oh, you... 
CS: He died on the 11th, and I traveled south on the 22nd. 
LL: And you were able to bury him and have a stone put there in that period of 

time? 
CS: Yeah. They did it. 
LL: A stone was put on immediately. 
CS: Yeah, they put on. 
LL: I see. And so you were sitting in the railroad station in Nanking and you 

were very lonely. 
CS: Yeah. Then I went to Shanghai. And the Mission there put me up 

somewheres. And I went to see my friends from Germany, you know, who were in, living 
in Hongkew. And there I saw how they lived. 

LL: How did they live? 
CS: Terrible. 
LL: Describe. 
CS: One family in one room, amidst the dirty Chinese. 
LL: When you say amidst the--do you mean in a Chinese neighborhood? 
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CS: Yeah, yeah. So, they did everything in that room. They slept there, they 
cooked there, they washed there. 

LL: How many families are you speaking about? 
CS: I mean I saw only two. 
LL: But they both lived that way. 
CS: Yeah, yeah. 
LL: And this was after the war? 
CS: Yeah, yeah. There had been a raid. Who was that, the Japanese, who 

bombarded Hongkew? And so many people died. Or was it the Americans? I can’t even 
remember. Anyhow, so... 

LL: Well wait a minute. Okay, we’re going. 
CS: Then I went to, up the coast with a Japanese boat, no, it couldn’t be a 

Japanese boat. The Japanese were finished. It must have been a Chinese boat! [chuckling] 
I don’t know. 

LL: When you say the Japa-, well of course, the Japanese were finished. 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: The war was over and they had been defeated. 
CS: Now I went up the coast by boat to Tsingtao. 
LL: And were these Communist Chinese... 
CS: [unclear] around. 
LL: ...that were operating things? 
CS: Yeah. And in Tsingtao my parents-in-law were there, and my sister-in-law 

with her husband and the two children. And I was looking for a job. 
LL: Had you intended to stay there? 
CS: Hmm? 
LL: Had you intended to stay in Tsingtao? 
CS: Yeah, if the Communists wouldn’t have come, I still would have stayed. 

So I got a job as teacher, at a American Catholic school, middle school. There were nuns 
and great teachers. And I taught English to Chinese girls. I even wrote Chinese. I had my 
book, and I copied it on the blackboard, the whole story, small stories, and had them 
translate it into English. And then, of course, I had to grade it. And I also taught music. 

LL: In whose employment were you? 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: Who was your employer? 
CS: The American school. 
LL: I see. 
CS: And they paid me in American money. 
LL: That was nice. 
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CS: So I could give my parents-in-law part of it. So, and then I started, I got in 
touch with my brother, who lived in Philadelphia, and he started proceedings to bring me 
over. 

LL: This was when? 
CS: In 1947. And one day I walked somewheres and there came the American 

Consul. He said, “I got your visa!” 
LL: There was an American Consul where you were living? 
CS: Yeah, yeah, yeah. So in September of ‘47 I left China. And I remember 

one of our missionaries, he had gone home before, probably after the seven years, and he 
was on the boat. And he said, “I wanted to jump into the water and swim back.” Because 
the... 

LL: Swim back to China? 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: How did you feel about leaving China? 
CS: I really didn’t want to. And my people here, my brother, he couldn’t 

understand that. “How can someone not want?” I wrote, “Maybe I should come for a 
visit.” And they couldn’t understand it, that I should come only for a visit, not for... 

LL: What was the attraction, after all that? 
CS: I just loved it. 
LL: You liked the people? 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: You liked your life? 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: What about the rest of the family that was still in Tenghsien? 
CS: They went to Israel, the parents... 
LL: The parents? The in-laws went? 
CS: The parents-in-law and... 
LL: And your... 
CS: ...my sister-in-law, brother-in-law. They’re all dead. Only the children are 

living. 
LL: And they are in Israel. 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: And you came to the States in... 
CS: In the end of ‘47. Then I worked for the HIAS. 
LL: What was your first impression when you came to the United States? 
CS: I landed in San Francisco, and I wanted to go to a department store, which 

I did. And I didn’t get any service. I saw two girls, they were talking, whether there was a 
customer or not. That was my first impression. 

LL: And from there on, did it go down or up? 
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CS: Well, my second impression were the forests here. They were not 
cultivated like we were used, you know? The trees were so thin and... 

LL: Where did you see forests, on the west coast? 
CS: I went by Greyhound from San Francisco to Philadelphia. 
LL: Oh my. 
CS: I was six weeks on the road, and I visited relatives and missionary friends 

all on the way. 
LL: So you got to see quite a bit of this country. 
CS: And in the south, I, you know, in Germany we had such good teachers. 

They told us about Lincoln and the abolition of slavery. And when I traveled in the south, 
the bus stopped and we went into the station there. And I sat down at the counter to eat. 
And everybody’s staring at me. Then I see a sign, “Blacks Only.” And then it dawned on 
me. This was really a disappointment. 

LL: I can imagine. 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: And you finally came to Philadelphia. 
CS: Yeah. And here I acquired a boyfriend. He took me to a restaurant. Also 

there came a black couple in. And the host went up to them and whispered something, 
and they got up and left. I should have gotten up and left too. I didn’t have the nerve. 

LL: But you finally acclimated yourself to life in this country? 
CS: Yah. 
LL: Today are you sorry that you didn’t stay in China? Are you glad that 

you’re living here? 
CS: No, I couldn’t stay, because it’s Communist all. 
LL: I see. 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: And, today, you remarried. 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: Tell me briefly about him. 
CS: Mrs. Wohlgemut got us together. 
LL: You met your second husband, Henry Sonnenberg... 
CS: Yes. 
LL: And... 
CS: I married the whole family, and all the cousins. 
LL: And many grandchildren. 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: And today you’re the only one left from the older generation. 
CS: Yeah, not many. 
LL: So a very eventful life. Do you have any end comments? 
CS: Hmm? 
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LL: End comments about your life, final comments? 
CS: My life here? 
LL: In general. 
CS: For instance when I worked at the HIAS, the displaced people would 

come over, and I could be, I helped them, because some spoke German. 
LL: Yes. 
CS: So I could help out. And all my colleagues spoke Yiddish. 
LL: Yes. 
CS: And I did not. 
LL: Yes. 
CS: And they were very astonished. “You are Jewish and you cannot speak 

Yiddish?” 
LL: Yes. That was often the case. 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: Any remark, in retrospect, you’re content with your life today? 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: And you are now age, almost 85, and in relative good health. 
CS: Yeah. 
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Tape two, side two: 
 
LL: ...such a very eventful life. Do you have any message to whoever will read 

and use your testimonial? 
CS: I would say this: I escaped from the Nazis in Germany. I escaped from the 

Communists in China. And I think people who are upset when they lose something 
valuable should change their mind. The main thing that you have your life. [pause; 
whispers]  

LL: I want to ask you a couple more questions that are just occurring to me. 
You went back to Shanghai and visited some of your friends. 

CS: Yeah. 
LL: How, were they planning to leave also? 
CS: Yes, yeah. 
LL: And had some of the friends already left? 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: Was it difficult to leave? Did you have to have somebody sponsor you? 
CS: I guess you had, because here I had sponsors. 
LL: But how about the people who went to Palestine? 
CS: I think everybody was welcome. 
LL: I see. And when you left China, by which conveyance did you leave? How 

did you leave? 
CS: I went on a troop transport. And we were on the sea about six weeks, 

stopping at all kinds of places, picking up the soldiers who came home from the war. We 
stopped in Hawaii. We had five wonderful days in Hawaii. They took us on a bus and 
drove us all around. And we were in Guam. In Guam I saw the first time all these, the 
graves, the soldiers’ graves, you know, right? And we stopped in the Philippines. And 
Manila was still much destroyed. Other people had money for rickshaws or for what. And 
we walked. We were a group... 

LL: Yes? 
CS: ...coming together from the, from... 
LL: The ship. 
CS: ...Tsingtao. 
LL: Do you remember the name of the ship? 
CS: Yeah. It was the name of the, was it a general or an admiral who proposed 

airfare, airfare, air war, you know the, to fight with airplanes? Who was that? And they 
wouldn’t believe him. Then he died, and then the, then they said... 

LL: They named the ship. I see. 
CS: William--I don’t know. 
LL: Okay. So you got to see quite a bit of the world. 
CS: Yeah, yeah. It was nice. 
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LL: Not only when you arrived in the States and took the Greyhound bus, but 
even... 

CS: Yeah. 
LL: ...coming to the States you saw quite a bit of the Pacific... 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: ...area of the world. 
CS: Mmm hmm [affirmative]. 
LL: Well, that is certainly a very colorful and eventful life that you’ve 

described. 
CS: Oh yes. 
LL: And I’m glad... 
CS: And then of course I started to search for my mother. 
LL: Yes. 
CS: I wrote to the Red Cross. What did I get back? Frau Lichtendorf verzogen, 

Adresse unbekannt. 
LL: Address unknown. Yes. 
CS: Yeah. 
LL: And the Red Cross wasn’t able to furnish you with any further 

information? 
CS: That was all. 
LL: Mmm hmm. Well, thank you very much.  
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