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Summary:  (of 2 interviews) 
Walter was born in Vienna in November 1917. He describes the political history 
of Austria through 1938 when Hitler began the Anschluss (annexation of Austria) 
and Austria ceased to exist. There were no major problems for Jews until Hitler 
arose. Austria was a democracy. There was full equality for Jews. His parents 
voted. No segregation but experienced anti-Semitism from the ‘moment he was 
born’. At public school half were Jewish, half were not. Felt anti-Semitism from 
teachers. When the class was noisy the teacher would say, "We’re not in a Jew 
school". In 1933 the Nazis came to power in Germany. Every now and then 
father would bring a German Jewish refugee home for Shabbat dinner and they 
would tell what was happening. It seemed beyond comprehension. The Jews 
knew that Hitler didn’t like them but assumed that he would liquidate their 
businesses in an orderly way and they could leave, that this would be just one 
more unpleasant episode in Jewish history. They thought it was temporary. That 
is why so many Jews stayed. There was to be a vote on what the Austrian 
people wanted, but Hitler couldn’t afford to be rejected so he marched from 
Germany into Austria and occupied it. This was March 1938. Jews lost 
businesses immediately when Hitler moved in. It personally affected Walter in 
that he wanted to buy a set of drums. His father asked him to wait to purchase, 
until the election to see what happens. The election never happened. Hitler 
marched in and Walter never had a drum.  
 The danger was specifically to young Jewish men. Not girls, or women or 
elderly. Storm troopers caught Jewish men and they would make them do crazy 
things. Everybody but the Jews had to wear swastikas. That was how they knew 
who was Jewish. One day his father went to the Jewish community center to get 
his paycheck. The 3-story building had been taken over by the Gestapo. His 
father saw a crowd. The Germans were making the Jewish young men walk up 
the stairs with a thimble of water in order to fill a bucket on the 3rd story. They 
needed to repeat this until the bucket was full hours later, then they were allowed 
to go home and they would catch more men. It was just to give those poor guys a 
bad time. In an incident Walter witnessed, some brown shirts (Gestapo) were 
whipping men and women and making them sing. Many young people were 
being taken to concentration camps. At the time there were no death camps. 
People would return from the camps and tell what a horrible experience it was. 
Some committed suicide; some were beaten to death, but most got out. 
Walter’s family tried to leave. They were waiting for American visas. They felt it 
was dangerous to wait in Vienna. They wanted Walter out first because he could 
leave. His brother needed to take care of his business. His brother’s friend was 
going to Switzerland so Walter went with him. They snuck into Switzerland. They 
got tolerance permits there. Switzerland issued permits to 8,000 Jewish 
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refugees. Two weeks after Walter arrived, the borders were closed completely. It 
was a police state. You had to show passport and proof of residence. The 
Gestapo was waiting for people who came back. 
Walter spent the war years in refugee camps in towns of Schaffhausen and 
Unteraergeri that were financed by the Swiss Jewish community and HIAS. He 
didn’t do much besides play cards. The Jewish Federation sold Walter’s group to 
the army and the army took over. They were unarmed because they were 
foreigners. They built roads, worked in quarries and drained swamps to get the 
peat, which was used as a substitute for coal. Walter did a lot of that. He was 
taken to Ticino. He was working at taking out tree stumps to make land usable to 
grow tobacco and corn. Walter also learned how to be a barber when the real 
barber needed someone to cut his own hair. They were paid but not very much. 
They got some leaves but had to return to camp. Walter pretended to be sick and 
eventually found a Jewish doctor who put him under his care. The organization 
accepted this. He went to work in Zurich repairing clothing for refugees. He got 
enough to survive and did this until the end of the war. 
He visited Vienna before he left for America. It was very damaged. From 180,000 
Jews there were probably 5-6,000 that survived in hiding. He lost his mother, 
father, mother’s aunt in Poland, father’s brother and his daughter in Poland, as 
well as mother’s brother and family from Austria. He had distant cousins in 
Vienna fate unknown. His parents had been deported to Theresienstadt and then 
to Auschwitz. His brother survived the war in England and also moved to the US. 
6 months after Walter.  
Walter finally got his visa from the US a few months after the war ended. He was 
about 30 years old. He got it because he wasn’t on the Austrian quota system 
anymore. He was now a displaced person. He arrived in the US in the fall of 
1947. He tried various jobs – Fullerbrush man, ice-cream cart salesman, egg 
salesman, chicken salesman, and dishwasher in New York, Charleston, South 
Carolina and San Francisco. He had been trained as an electrician in Vienna and 
eventually found work as an electrical draftsman. He began calling himself an 
electrical engineer in order to make better wages. He also invested. He married 
twice, first to Chaya and then to Beatrice Cohen. Walter considers her children 
from her first marriage like his own and has a good relationship. 
At the end of the tape Walter tells story about neighbors Gretta Gross and 
mother. Jewish property was not just stolen outright. It was legally transferred. 
There was a Jewish lawyer, Stern who worked on the Jewish end of the transfer 
to the Germans. Gretta worked for him. The Nazi that Stern worked for wanted to 
save him from deportation. Stern told the Nazi that he needed the assistance of 
the people in his office to do the work. The Nazi personally got Gretta’s mother 
off the transport truck. 
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