
Bay Area Holocaust Oral History Project 
P.O. Box 25506, San Mateo, CA 94402 

 
 
Name of interviewee: Burnham, Lisa 
 
Date of interview: 3/13/1996 
 
Summary: Lisa Burnham was born as Liesel Hirsch on March 1, 1921 in Vienna, 
Austria.  She came from a wealthy family, and now she thanks her family for her 
survival. Lisa claims that if her father (Professor Dr. Oscar Hirsch) had not been 
a well-known physician, he would not have had the contacts to help her escape. 
At age 10, children used to bully her in the playground. She was asked, "Are you 
a Jew or a Catholic? You dirty Jew, you dirty."  In class, she began noticing the 
difference in treatment between the Jews, Catholics, and Protestant children. 
The underground Nazi teachers stated, " All Catholics stay in here, the Jews go 
to the next room, and you two Protestants go home." Lisa and the Jewish 
children sat in separate rooms from the non-Jewish children, and they would turn 
away from the crucifix. She was the only Jew who faced it and would say, "That 
is the stupidest thing I have ever heard, I didn't put him on that cross, besides he 
was a Jewish man at some point too."  
    In 1931, Lisa's family moved districts.  When she was around 12, Hitler started 
to rise into power. At the first sign of discomfort, Lisa suggested to leave Vienna. 
At that time there was a civil war, and she was forced to remain at home.  She 
was afraid to get shot by either the SA or the SS. She stayed in her home.  Lisa 
saw a group of Jewish people rounded up by the SS from her window. They had 
to scrub the sidewalk, while the SS poured acid on their hands. One of Lisa's 
friends told her that he had been held at gunpoint and told, "Say you're a dirty 
Jew or we will shoot you," but her friend didn't reply. He was not shot because 
the SS said his bravery would be used on a later occasion.  In June of 1938, Lisa 
was asked, " Do you want to be baptized?" She replied, "I will not get baptized 
just to save my skin."  
     Her parents, fearing for her life, sent her brother to Oxford, England, and Lisa 
to Italy.  She traveled to Norway, France, Milan, and Iceland during the years of 
the Holocaust. Her parents had enough money and contacts to keep her safe.  
At 17, she met and fell in love with an Italian-British man, who wore an "M" on his 
military uniform. He removed the "M" and gave it to her. While visiting with 
friends in Italy, Lisa received word from her parents that the Nazis were going to 
Italy, too. After being in hiding in Italy for only three months, Lisa moved to 
Iceland and was eventually sent to the United States.  She still kept in touch with 
her parents while in the U.S., and she returned to Vienna after the war.  Lisa saw 
her old home half-bombed, but her apartment from childhood was still standing. 
She recalls the obstacles in her life as "Miracles." She fell into a state of 
depression dealing with the man she loved. She frequently visits Vienna, but only 
as a tourist. 
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