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>> Bill Benson:  Good morning and welcome to the United States Holocaust Memorial 
Museum.  My name is Bill Benson.  I am the host of the museum's public program, First 
Person.  Thank you for joining us.  We began our 16th year of First Person in March.  Our First 
Person today is Mr. Alex Schiffman-Shilo, whom we shall meet shortly. 
 This 2015 season of First Person is made possible by the generosity of the Louis 
Franklin Smith Foundation, with additional funding from the Helena Rubinstein Foundation.  
We are grateful for their sponsorship. 
 First Person is a series of weekly conversations with survivors of the Holocaust who 
share with us their firsthand accounts of their experience during the Holocaust.  Each of our 
First Person guests serve as a volunteer here at this museum.  Our program will continue 
through mid-August.  The museum's website, at www.ushmm.org provides information about 
each of our upcoming First Person guests. 
 Anyone interested in keeping in touch with the Museum and its programs can 
complete the Stay Connected card in their program or speak with a museum representative at 
the back of the theater.  In doing so, you will also receive an electronic copy of Alex 
Schiffman-Shilo's biography so that you can remember and share his testimony after you leave 
here today. 
 Alex will share his First Person account of his experience during the Holocaust and 
as a survivor for about 45 minutes.  If time allows, there will be an opportunity for you to ask 
him some questions.  The life stories of Holocaust survivors transcend the decades.  What you 
are about to hear from Alex is one individual's account of the Holocaust.  We have prepared a 
brief slide presentation to help with his introduction.  
 We begin with this portrait of Alex in his Cub Scout uniform.  Alex was born in 
Strasbourg, France.  The arrow on the map points to Strasbourg.  Alex's parents emigrated 
from Poland.  His father was a traveling salesman and his mother trained as a Hebrew 
teacher.  The family moved to Paris in 1938.  Here we see Alex's parents.  
 When the Germans invaded France in 1940, Alex's family moved to the South of 
France where the collaborationist Vichy government took power.  Alex's great Uncle Max lived 
in Villefranche-de-Rouergue, the town where Alex's family moved.  The white line you see on 
the map of France divides the northern or occupied part of France from the unoccupied or 
Vichy France.  We'll hear more about that later. 
 Alex's mother fell ill.  Alex's Aunt Cylli came to take care of the family.  Throughout 
the war Alex and his sister Madeleine were able to attend school and lived a relatively normal 
life until the German crackdown on Jews intensified.  Alex, Madeleine and Cylli were able to 
escape to a nearby forest until the worst had passed.  After the war Alex and his family were 
able to return to Paris. 
 After two years of service in the Israel Defense Forces and more than 16 years in the 
Ministry of Agriculture, Alex worked for 10 years for the United Nations and the Inter-American 
Development Bank on a number of international agricultural projects.  He left Israel in 1978 to 
work in agriculture in Haiti for the United Nations.  From there he worked in Nepal, Rwanda 
and Jamaica and then back to Haiti on an irrigation project and as a consultant in other 
countries such as Madagascar.   
 After moving to the United States in 1989, Alex worked for consulting firms on 
projects associated with the World Bank and USAID which took him mostly to Western Africa. 
Although retired from his international agricultural work he continues to translate technical 
documents mostly from French into English.  Alex is also fluent in Hebrew. 
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 He met his wife Amy while living in Haiti.  Amy, who is from Brooklyn, earned her 
Doctorate at George Washington University and is now Director of Counseling Services for an 
Arlington, Virginia, high school.  Alex and Amy live in Washington, D.C.  Their daughter Hallie 
graduated recently from the New York School of Law and is now a member of the New York 
Bar Association. She is able to work on immigration issues and human rights. 
 Amy is here with to Alex.  Amy, if you wouldn't mind letting people know you're here. 
 Thank you. 
 Alex has two children from his first marriage.  His son Mati, a computer programmer 
is married, has two children and lives in Israel. His daughter Hamutal married a native 
Australian in Israel and they moved to Australia a few years later where they live with their 
three children.  Mati and Hamutal both served in the Israel Defense Force.  Alex's nearly 
21-year old grandson Tomer was drafted into the Israeli military at the end of 2012 making him 
the third consecutive generation in the family to serve in the military. 
 As a Museum volunteer, you will find Alex at the Information Desk on Monday 
mornings.  He led tours of the recently closed special exhibition, "State of Deception," and has 
trained to be a guide of the current special exhibit, "Some Were Neighbors: Collaboration and 
Complicity in the Holocaust." 
 With that I would like you to join me in welcoming our First Person, Alex 
Schiffman-Shilo. 
 [Applause] 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  I'm fine.  
>> Bill Benson:  Alex, thank you so much for joining us and for your willingness to spend the 
hour with us.  Not enough time but we will make the most of it. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  I'd like to thank you and thank the audience, of course.  
>> Bill Benson:  We're glad to have you. 
 Before we turn to your life during the war and the Holocaust, let's start with you telling 
us about your parents, your family and you in that time before the beginning of the war in 1939. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  I hear the echo. 
 My family came from an area which is called Gleize.  Before World War I it was part 
of Austria.  My father served in the Austrian Army. 
>> Bill Benson:  In the First World War? 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  World War I, yes.  Then it became Poland.  Today it is where it 
belongs, in the Ukraine.  This is where my family came from. 
 My family, my mother, came to France in the early `20s.  My sister was born shortly 
after.  I was born seven years later, in `33. 
 My father was a traveling salesman.  He moved from Scarborough to Paris because 
Paris was more central.  That was easier for him.  Then came the war.  And for my mother, 
she had breast cancer and she passed away in `41. 
>> Bill Benson:  Before we turn to that, tell me, why did your parents leave the little town where 
they grew up, Dolina?  What brought them to France? 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Everybody left.  It was after World War I.  These areas were ruined.  
There was no future there.  And my Aunt Cylli, whom you saw the picture, she told me she was 
the youngest among five sisters, plus brother, and when she left, her parents were crying but 
they told her, "Cylli, you do the right thing."  There was no future there.  And Cylli moved to 
Scarborough the same year I was born.  She became a dentist and studied there.  They all left.  
My father's elder brother left before World War I.  Went to Strasburg in Germany. 
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>> Bill Benson:  Did he have a large family, your father? 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  There were five brothers.  Four left that little town, Dolina.  The only 
one who didn't leave perished after the war.  And his family perished during the war. 
>> Bill Benson:  And what about your mother's family? 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  My mother's family, fortunately for them, besides the grandparents, 
they all left long before World War II.  They became French citizens at different periods.  The 
grandparents did not leave.  Because both were under the same rule, under the German rule, 
the Postal Service was working so we kept getting letters from them.  Now I know it was 
August `42.  We got a postcard or something from the grandparents.  The letter said:  We have 
to leave; we are going; we don't know where.  Today we know exactly.  They were marched to 
a forest and gunned down in a pit.  Not before -- after being requested to take off their clothes. 
>> Bill Benson:  At the time they wrote and said we have to leave. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  They didn't know.  That was the last news we got from them. 
>> Bill Benson:  You mentioned to us that your father served in the Austrian Army.  What do 
you know about his service? 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  He served four years, two years on the Russian front and two years 
in the Italian front.  World War I, Italy was with the allies.  The difference, during World War II 
Italy was with Germany two years.  
>> Bill Benson:  He was wounded, wasn't he? 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Slightly wounded.  Not very. 
>> Bill Benson:  You mentioned earlier in the introduction that your mother was a Hebrew 
teacher.  But she also was a seamstress, wasn't she? 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  She never had the occasion to work as a Hebrew teacher.  She was 
helping my father to make a living by being a seamstress.  My sister 
remembers -- remembered that she was paid by the piece.  And she was sewing zippers.  And 
she was sewing, sewing, sewing all day just to be able to help my father make a living. 
>> Bill Benson:  While he's traveling around. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  While he was traveling around. 
>> Bill Benson:  Your parents, as you mentioned, moved to France in 1924.  Your sister was 
born in 1926 and you in 1933.  What was life like for your family in France?  What was their life 
like?  Do you know much about it? 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  I don't know, to tell you the truth, don't know much about it.  I know 
that in `38 we moved to Paris, more central.  The normal path would have been for my father, 
after a few years of being a traveling salesman, to open his own store but this never 
materialized because of the war. 
>> Bill Benson:  Because of the war. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  We fled more or less to Paris.  When the real war -- when the 
Phoney War was opened -- I don't know if you know that.  The beginning of World War II 
officially started September 1939.  But the real hostilities started somewhere in March or 
April, `40.  And the period in between the French called the Phoney War because it was a war 
without fighting.  But at the end of that the German overran the French, Belgium and Holland.  
Within three weeks they were in Paris; somewhere April 1940.  
>> Bill Benson:  So the war, as you just explained to us, the war begins in September 1939 but 
really very little happened in France until invaded by Germany in May of 1940.  At that time 
you're in Paris.  What happened when the Germans came into Paris? 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  We were not there anymore.  We were gone by then.  And this small 
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thing.  At the beginning of the war, the Soviet Union made a pact with the foreign minister and 
the Ambassador to Moscow.  He made a pact of non-aggression which allowed, in `39 -- which 
allowed the German and the Russian to invade Poland from both sides.  Within three weeks 
Poland was not a country, an independent country, anymore.  That's in history. 
>> Bill Benson:  So when the war was no longer the Phoney War, it was the real war for you, 
your parents and family fled Paris.  What prompted them to run from Paris and where did they 
go? 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  The Germans were coming.  Many, many people -- not specifically 
because we are Jews but I think the population just ran away. 
>> Bill Benson:  Hundreds of thousands of people fleeing Paris. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Yeah.  Then we went to Villefranche-de-Rouergue.  My mother's 
uncle was there since -- many years, since the end of World War I; something like that.  He 
was an uncle of my mother, of a whole series of uncles.  He came to France.  He was 15, 
before World War I.  And World War I caught him.  He was a younger boy, 15, 16, something 
like that.  And the war caught him as an enemy, as a national in enemy territory.  He couldn't 
go back to where he came from, to Austria, because of the war.  So he was assigned in the 
South of France in a small town where he lived after.  And this is where we came. 
>> Bill Benson:  Had been there since then. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Since then.  
>> Bill Benson:  Your father paid his rent in advance for your place, your apartment, in Paris I 
think through 1943. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Through August 1943 until some authorities -- I don't know if it was 
the German or the French -- came and took whatever was in -- they just stole it.  They just took 
it out.  What they took with them was family memories.  The furniture didn't have much value 
but some pictures, you know, family memories. 
>> Bill Benson:  Mementos, things like that.  Why did he pay rent in advance for several years?  
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  He kept paying. 
>> Bill Benson:  He just kept paying? 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  This apartment belonged to the municipality of Paris.  And he kept 
paying in the hope to have his own apartment when he comes back.  And actually, after World 
War II he came back -- we came back to Paris and he had a whole -- not a trial but a whole 
judicial fight to get his apartment.  He had another one but he didn't want it.  He wanted, for 
sentimental reasons, he wanted his own.  And he got it.  Ultimately he got it. 
>> Bill Benson:  And he had paid rent for most of that time.  
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Paid until I think August `43. 
>> Bill Benson:  When you first left Paris, you went -- before you got to Villefranche, you were 
in a couple of other places. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  We were in one little town where my father's manufacturer lived.  My 
father was a traveling salesman for leather goods, bags, wallets, etc.  He had two 
manufacturers in that little town, Issoudun.  And we stayed there for, I don't know, maybe half a 
year or something. 
>> Bill Benson:  Do you remember anything about your life in Issoudun for that half a year?  
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Very vaguely, vaguely, vaguely.  The only thing I remember, from my 
family, two other close relatives of my cousins; we were there.  We were, all three, in the same 
school.  And everybody was telling what other kids were doing.  Oh, he did that today, did that 
today, bad boy, bad girl, etc.  This is about all I remember. 
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>> Bill Benson:  At least you know you were in school, continuing your education during that 
time. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Yeah.  Yeah. 
>> Bill Benson:  Your family left, as we saw on the map earlier, to what's known as Vichy 
France.  Tell us what Vichy France was. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Vichy France was -- Vichy was -- by the way, Vichy France -- people 
don't know exactly but Vichy France was under Vichy until the allies, when they came to 
work -- this is around November 11, I think `42.  By reaction to the Germans decided that all 
France would be occupied.  Because, of course, then you could come from -- I must say that 
during that period I had some indirect proof that France was still linked with the -- we couldn't 
eat oranges.  Oranges came.  There was no oranges in France.  They came home.  They saw 
that.  I doubt whether they came from Spain.  I really doubt it.  
>> Bill Benson:  So the agreement when the Germans occupied came into France and 
occupied Paris, they left the southern part of the state to the Vichy collaborationist government.  
That's where you went. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Maybe they didn't have enough man power.  That's also a question.  
>> Bill Benson:  After several months in Issoudun your parents then decided to go to 
Villefranche.  Did they go to Villefranche because that's where your uncle was? 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  I think so. 
>> Bill Benson:  The main reason to go there? 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  I think so.  We joined another member of the family who was 
well-established there, well-known, even popular there. 
>> Bill Benson:  Uncle Max? 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Uncle Max.  Yeah. 
>> Bill Benson:  You told me a story about how Uncle Max -- you described he was an enemy 
alien in the town and how he made a living.  I think you just had a lot of plot in the way that he 
started carrying bags. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  He came -- the story that he came to France before World War I, 
young man, 15 years.  He didn't have a penny in his pocket. 
>> Bill Benson:  He was 15? 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  He was 15.  On the platform when he came out of the train, on the 
platform, he heard Yiddish.  Somebody was speaking Yiddish.  So he says before to these 
people, "I can carry your bags if you pay me something."  And that couple, I think, a little bit 
adopted him.  A little bit.  Then he found himself alien in enemy country.  Couldn't go back.  
Couldn't be sent back.  So he was assigned to a town, Villefranche-de-Rouergue.  I guess this 
is where he met his wife and got married. 
>> Bill Benson:  Made his life there. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Yeah.  He made his life there.  He was a butcher. 
>> Bill Benson:  Were there other family members in Villefranche? 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Besides him?  No. 
>> Bill Benson:  During your time in Villefranche -- and you lived there for a considerable 
amount of time. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  More than four years. 
>> Bill Benson:  You described to me that while you lived there, you lived openly. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Yeah. 
>> Bill Benson:  You were Jews living in this town. 
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>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  20, 25 families, Jewish families.  And everybody knew it.  The 
population was not hostile.  Here and there you could hear "the little Jew boy," but beside 
that -- 
>> Bill Benson:  Why were they not hostile?  Why did they not turn you in to the authorities?  
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  No, the opposite is true.  The police warned my father's generation 
to go into hiding for a couple of days because they had instructions to run them out.  So just 
disappear until everything will be fine, until you can come back.  
 I must say -- the arm band, they put it officially.  
>> Bill Benson:  So police were the collaborationist government but many -- 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  I don't have the names.  Unfortunately my cousin passed away a few 
days ago.  He would have remembered the meaning of the captain.  If I dig in the e-mails, I 
might find it.  
 My uncle, my mother's brother, came to the same town.  He had a little workshop to 
make belts.  He brought his equipment and he started to work.  At some point he got orders, 
work orders, coming from Toulouse, another big town, that the Jews were afraid, cannot own a 
business.  So he made fictitious sale to a friend of his. 
>> Bill Benson:  Who was not Jewish. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Who was not Jewish.  And then came a second order that the 
French cannot employ the Jews.  Something like that.  Part of the documents I gave the copies 
to the Museum. 
 Then when I learned recently, my uncle went to a village and there he was in 
charge -- he went there for the whole year.  And he was in charge of a munition depots for the 
French resistance.  
>> Bill Benson:  You told us your mother had been diagnosed with cancer.  You lost your 
mother I think in 1941.  
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  I don't know, maybe six months. 
>> Bill Benson:  What do you remember about that period, losing your mother?  
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Well, my Aunt Cylli came.  She came, first of all, to take care of her 
sister.  And then she stayed with us. My sister was a teenager.  I was just 8.  
 My sister, I always said she had a lie detector in her little finger.  One day she told 
me, “Cylli is not your mother.”  And I started really to miss my mother about a year later.  My 
mother was buried in Tlutse. 
>> Bill Benson:  Tell us more about your mother's sister, including your Aunt Cylli.  Tell us 
more about them.  They had lived in other places outside of Europe. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Two of them, my mother -- there were five sisters.  My mother and 
four.  If I remember exactly.  I'm starting to lose my memory.  
 One of them went to Palestine, then Palestine.  The year I was born, 1933.  Two went 
to Tunisia and Cyli stayed in France.  The two, they studied medicine -- one studied medicine, 
one was married to a doctor who studied.  Being foreigners they could not be doctors in 
France; that they could be in the Caribbean.  Tunisia was a French colony under a very special 
statute.  And they could go there.  And they worked there. 
>> Bill Benson:  But they could not practice in France.  
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Knowing that, my uncle, my mother's sister's husband, who was the 
head of the Jewish community in the town, was in charge of the relation between the Jewish 
community and the German authorities there.  When the Germans said you have to raise one 
million francs by tomorrow evening, he was the guy to do it.  After the war, still could not work 
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in France.  Could not.  Maybe from the medical turf question.  I don't know.  Anyway, the day 
he got the license to work in France, he was already packed to go to Israel.  He took the 
license and went to Israel.  
>> Bill Benson:  You told us that generally you were pretty well -- you were well treated in 
Villefranche but you remember one experience of anti-Semitism when you went to a camp. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Oh, yeah.  Yes.  I went to the Cub Scouts.  You saw the picture.  In 
the Cub Scouts the camp was from two towns.  The head of the camp, the from one town, the 
deputy from our town.  One day, pulled me and someone, I think another Cub Scout, Jewish, 
and he said, "These two, I don't want them."  So the deputy who was also our math teacher in 
my town said to the camp -- to the head of the camp, said, "They go, I go."  End of story. 
>> Bill Benson:  So he stood up for you. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Yeah.  He stood up for us.  Mr. Yish [phonetic].  I remember his 
name. 
>> Bill Benson:  The Director? 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  The math teacher.  
>> Bill Benson:  As you also told us, there were times when the officers would come and warn 
the Jewish families but they should go and hide for a while.  You remember a couple of 
incidents where you went to hide.  
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  We had one incidence.  This is a well-known episode of World War 
II.  In our town there was a battalion of SS.  SS was the elite troops of the German Army.  But 
these SS were not German; they were Croatian.  They forced a rebellion which was crushed 
completely.  If you Google the Croatian rebellion, you will find it.  
 Now, I read a book about that recently.  The book said that some kids were in the 
streets looking at the German playing war in the streets.  Well, I was one of these kids.  You 
could see shootings, two or three dead bodies, covered with a blanket.  That was in the street.  
Burnt. 
 The German put a curfew.  And they put posters, German and French, explaining the 
curfew.  And the last line of the curfew said, “Don't be influenced by the English and the Jews.”  
So we saw the Jews escaped.  This was a little bit of an adventure but we escaped for a week 
or so to a cousin of mine.   
 The problem was to get my father.  We knew his itinerary. 
>> Bill Benson:  He's doing his work. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Doing his work.  And by the way, I realized much later my father was 
a French citizen, had a French ID stamped Jew, a red stamp Jew.  He could have been 
arrested anytime.  There was no guarantee when he boarded this train Monday morning that 
we will see him. 
>> Bill Benson:  Because he was going to places that were not going to be as welcoming as 
Villefranche.  Going all over France. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  I don't know.  Or the control on the train.  I know he lost control once 
or twice.  But they let him go. 
>> Bill Benson:  It's remarkable.  
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  There was no guarantee we would see him.  And this went on.  But 
my father had a family to support and that was his job.  He had his clients.  He had his 
manufacturers.  And he went traveling in the free zone.  We went to pick up our father from the 
train and we were successful.  
>> Bill Benson:  Describe how you did that. 
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>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  We knew his itinerary.  We knew that he would be on this train.  We 
went to the train station just near where we were in hiding.  The train came.  It's about eight to 
10 cars.  And there was no time to run across the train, no time.  So the train starts to move 
and suddenly we see my father at the window, bending out of the window.  So we ran after the 
train.  We ran after them.  They start slow enough.  Electric would have been a lost case. 
>> [Laughter]  
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  And we shouted at him [Speaking Non-English Language].  And this 
is what he did.  He came back.  
>> Bill Benson:  And stayed with you. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Of course.  
>> Bill Benson:  When you went back to Villefranche, were there still German troops there at 
that time?  
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  To tell you the truth, I don't remember.  I think yes.  I think yes.  
>> Bill Benson:  So our audience understands, by this time, of course, as you explained 
earlier, the Germans now had occupied Vichy France. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  They occupied the whole France after the American which took 
place November 11.  Easy to remember, the end of World War I and Veterans Day. 
>> Bill Benson:  While you were in Villefranche, you told me a very tragic story.  There was a 
Polish Jewish family that lived across the street.  
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  I remember the name, Stochi.  They had three boys.  They were 
living across the street from us.  They were a very poor family.  I think the father was a tailor.  
Two of the boys were in my class.  From what my sister told me, my father used to raise 
money among the little Jewish community to support these people.  One day they 
disappeared. 
 People say that the father said they were being relocated in the East and the father 
said, “Well, at least my children will have something to eat.”  Meaning, how strong was the 
deception that we didn't know where they were going.  
 I must say, I tried once or twice to find traces here.  I couldn't do it.  I don't have the 
first names of these boys.  I must maybe try harder. 
>> Bill Benson:  So they were just gone, disappeared. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Just gone.  We don't know what happened to them.  Stochi. 
>> Bill Benson:  Shortly after the D-Day invasion in June 1944, a German armored unit passed 
through Villefranche and started shelling buildings in your town.  Tell us about that.  
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  They came through.  They were under the occupation South of 
France.  It was an elite SS armored division.  And part of it went through our town.  When they 
saw a nice house, they took a good target on it. 
 I suspect -- I'm not absolutely sure. There was an atrocity which happened further 
north in a small village where the Germans suspected there is resistance there.  And actually 
there wasn't but they just made a mistake on the name.  They separated men, women, and 
children.  They led the men into barns and they shot them.  They took the women and the 
children in the church.  They sealed the church.  They threw a few grenades and they set the 
church on fire.  
 Now, for whoever doesn't believe that, the goal after the war decided to keep it 
exactly as it is.  So we can visit it today.  It's 25 kilometers, about 16, 17 miles west-northwest 
of Limoges, a town very famous for the China that they make. 
>> Bill Benson:  They killed everybody. 
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>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  There was one woman who succeeded to escape jumping through a 
window somewhere.  She told the story. 
>> Bill Benson:  D-Day.  When did your family realize that the war was over for you?  When 
was the first realization of that?  
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  I think after -- I don't remember a specific date.  After the German 
left. 
>> Bill Benson:  You said to me that just one day the Germans were gone. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Yeah.  The Germans were gone.  We didn't see -- I don't remember 
exactly a date.  I have pictures when the Germans came which I don't remember because I 
don't remember physically because I was not in the town at the time.  It was during the 
summer.  I must have been in a small village somewhere.  They just weren't there anymore.  
Of course there were Russian -- to Normandy. 
>> Bill Benson:  To reinforce them. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Sure.  
>> Bill Benson:  So at that point, do you recall, through your family or did your father say 
afterwards there was a tremendous sense of relief or was there fear they would come back? 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  I don't think there was a fear they would come back.  But I must say 
something.  If I put the dates together, there was an uprising by the French resistance in 
Toulouse, which was south of us.  I'm sorry.  I know the geography of France so for me it's 
easy.  It was south of where we were.  The resistance led an uprising there.  The German 
troops, when they left.  Unfortunately one of my cousins was killed.  There is a plaque, 
Commandant Phillippe.  That was his war name.  
>> Bill Benson:  Phillippe was killed. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  That was in August `44.  I remember exactly the day we learned it, 
when the news came to us. 
 When he joined the resistance, he had two children.  One of the children he gave to a 
very, very nice lady in our town.  When Zeff -- when he brought his son -- 
>> Bill Benson:  To give his child up. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  To give his child, I think he was a retired teacher.  And the boy was a 
year, a year and a half.  And when we left -- I didn't understand exactly.  I said, “Why didn't you 
say goodbye to your father.”  And the father said -- the teacher brought a few toys for the baby 
to play with.  I remember that day. 
>> Bill Benson:  He was Phillippe's child?  
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Yeah. 
>> Bill Benson:  After Zeff was killed, what happened to his son after the war? 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  He stayed.  He was with her.  After the war he was what we called 
[Speaking Non-English Language], meaning he got a pension from the French because his 
father was killed.  He lived with her.  There were stories that he was carrying his old 
grandmother in the car, driving her everywhere.  
>> Bill Benson:  So, Alex, your father, your sister Madeleine, and your Aunt Cylli, you survive.  
Zeff was killed.  What about other family members?  
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Who were killed?  The son of Uncle Max. 
>> Bill Benson:  The one who had been living -- 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Living in France.  He was killed immediately after the Phoney War.  
When the real war started, he was a young officer in the French military.  He was killed.  
 Now, about that I have a souvenir.  After the war, the radio -- Uncle Max had a radio.  
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Not many people had a radio but he had one.  And after the war they broadcasted the names 
of the prisoners of war who were coming back from prison camps, from POW camps.  And his 
wife was crying her eyes out.  And then I understood, or I understood later, that she was crying 
because all of these prisoners were coming back and her son did not.  
>> Bill Benson:  And she was listening for his name. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  She was listening for all the names.  I remember that very vividly.  A 
tiny little kitchen.  The radio was there.  
 Now, I remember also listening to radio London.  Radio London had a signal which 
was the z in morse alphabet. I remember that. 
>> Bill Benson:  One of the things that you told me that we didn't chat about today yet, one of 
the times you had gone into the woods, I think you took refuge with a cousin or an uncle.  Tell 
us about him. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  He was the older brother. 
>> Bill Benson:  Zeff's older brother? 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Yes.  He was living in the woods.  Literally living in the woods.  His 
bed was under a tree.  Stones were around and leaves to make it softer.  He was a kind 
of -- he was a character.  He was a living encyclopedia.  He knew everything about everything.  
 On the other hand, he never attended school.  The story about him -- I learned years 
ago a story by Isaac Zinger.  He said that Jews from Gleize from World War I were smothering 
tobacco from Austria into Poland, Warsaw.  Well, my cousin exactly smuggled tobacco.  And I 
know that -- I know the story that the poor boy, he was 13.  His siblings were -- his parents 
were in the war.  He went to support the family, so he smuggled tobacco.  And one day he was 
at a train.  He didn't have a ticket.  And here comes the guy to check the ticket.  So he threw 
his tobacco through the window and jumped.  That guy lived until -- 
>> Bill Benson:  He was 13 at the time. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  13, 14, something like that. 
>> Bill Benson:  You've described to us you had relatives that joined the French resistance.  
They were in the French military and killed.  You had another cousin, if I remember correctly, 
was a physician, part of the French resistance as well. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  That's right.  My father's eldest brother's son.  He was a doctor.  He 
was a doctor.  He was in the resistance.  He was taken prisoner by the German because the 
Hippocratic Oath.  He could not leave the patients.  He had a little field clinic and he couldn't 
leave the patients.  Well, he was tortured and executed I think with a whole group of other 
resistants.  Two days before the area was liberated.  I have it on my computer, the death 
announcement by the family. 
>> Bill Benson:  And you had -- I think you had an uncle, one of your father's older brothers, 
who had remained in Poland. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Recently I discovered I have a cousin -- I have so many cousins.  
Always complains about that as I'm talking about this cousin or that cousin.  Anyway.  He sent 
me a picture and said, "Who is that?"  And I looked at the picture.  He told me Luzer.  That 
picture was taken in 36 because 36 was the year my sister and me went to Poland to visit the 
grandparents.  I saw here is my sister.  Here I am.  I am 3, 4, something like that.  And my 
uncle and his two daughters.   
 I guess the daughters disappeared during the Holocaust.  My Uncle Luzer survived.  
After the war he went, according to -- I have no real proof but it was kind of corroborated.  He 
went to a Ukraine peasant to whom he had given his watch.  In these days the Jewish tradition 
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was when you get bar mitzvahed, you get a watch.  And he went to reclaim his watch.  And the 
Ukrainian killed him to keep the watch.  
>> Bill Benson:  So that's after he survived the Holocaust. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  After he survived World War II, my Uncle Luzer. 
 There was a rumor that his two daughters did survive.  I tried to find them.  I didn’t 
find that they went to Sweden or something.  I once sent a letter to the Swedish Red Cross.  
They could not find them in their list.  
>> Bill Benson:  Quite recently, I think, you came into a photograph of a monument in Dolina 
which was the town that your grandparents were from that commemorated the murder of the 
Jewish population there. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  It's a very small monument.  I don't know, first of all, if it's written in 
Hebrew or Yiddish.  It's the back of the monument.  I don't think the front.  I don't know if it is 
written in Polish, Yiddish, or Hebrew.  I don't know if it is written in Polish, maybe it might be 
politically correct to put Pols were executed there instead of Jews.  Because this happened in 
a few places.  
 I told you about the Croatian rebellion in France.  The monument doesn't say 
Croatian.  The monument for, again, political correctness, speaks about Yugoslav because this 
was Tito, the ruler of Yugoslav after the war, that was his request.  But the French -- the 
people know exactly.  
>> Bill Benson:  When the war for you is over, it's August 1944.  The war would continue, of 
course, until May 1945 elsewhere.  You made it back to Paris.  Tell us what it was like with the 
end of the war to go back to Paris and resume -- try to resume a life after all that you had been 
through. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  I went to the Jewish high school.  We had a family tradition, my 
cousins.  [Laughter] Some cousins went to that high school before World War II.  Another 
cousin was there, the head counselor.  I don't know if you call it counselor.  The one who was 
in charge of discipline and all of that.  Well, that was my cousin.  And I went to that school.  I 
went to boarding school immediately. 
 What I do remember very vividly, to the Metro you had to go through a town, factories 
were there on an island.  The allies tried to destroy the factory because the factory was 
producing tanks and armor, etc., for the Germans.  But the town was flat.  The houses were 
completely flat.  You had to walk the -- the street was there.  You had to walk through ruins to 
reach the Metro.  And then after this they rebuild it. 
>> Bill Benson:  Tell us how your father managed.  He continued to work to try to earn a living 
throughout the war. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  After the war.  Yes, he had to rebuild his clientele.  My father, he was 
not that old.  He was 50 -- 50, 51.  He had to rebuild his business.  I guess he was worn out, 
years of the war, being a widower.  Having to make a living under not so easy and risky 
conditions, he was quite worn out.  He was worn out.   
 His great pride was his daughter, my sister.  My sister became a dentist.  She had 
two daughters.  We have quite a few pictures of my father with his two granddaughters.  That 
was his pride.  I guess he was also proud of me.  
>> Bill Benson:  I would think so.  And you told us that he was intent on getting his own 
apartment back. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Oh, yes. 
>> Bill Benson:  He went back. 
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>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  He went back -- saw pictures that the apartment was assigned to 
French -- how you call, French handicapped, war handicapped.  And the picture in the 
newspapers which related the whole incident showed that the French soldier with his arm cut.  
The picture was taken.  But my father got his apartment back.  
>> Bill Benson:  As you said, it took a legal battle. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Took a legal battle.  Yeah.  
>> Bill Benson:  So you continued your education.  You went on to become an agronomist.  
And finally in 1959, 14 years after the war, you were 26, you moved to Israel. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  I moved to Israel. 
>> Bill Benson:  What prompted you to make that move?  How did you rebuild, start a new life 
there?  
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  After 46, under the advance of my sister, I joined the Zionist youth 
movement.  I went first to the Jewish Scouts.  Jewish Scouts gave you the idea of the scouts 
which is nature, friendship, not to lie and big moral.  I don't say that's Catholic.  Moral values.  
But Zionist movement gave you to build a state for the Jews.  This was Zionism.  Ok?   
 And I remember myself demonstrating in the streets of Paris with big -- not poster but 
how do you say, call that?  Anyway.  Open the gates of Palestine.  This was in `46.  And `48 
the gates were opened.  And many of my friends emigrated into Israel.  I stayed in school to be 
an agronomist.  And then I moved to Israel in `59.  
>> Bill Benson:  You joined the military. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  I served in the military two years because I wanted to have it behind 
me.  I could have deferred it but I wanted to have it behind me.  Then I worked as an 
agronomist for the Israeli government almost until I got the job at the United Nations.  
 During that time I participated to the Six-Day War.  My contribution was -- I was in 
artillery.  My contribution was to give artillery support to the infantry who went the Golan 
Heights, just behind shooting on Syrians.   
 I don't think the Israelis really hated their enemies.  That's my feeling, personal 
feeling.  Egypt was enemy.  Jordan was enemy.  Today we have peace with both.  Very good 
relations with -- Syria, we hated them.  Because for 19 years Syrians were up in the Golan 
Heights and they shot almost every day from the Golan Heights on the Israeli workers in the 
field.  The settlement would have to be evacuated because they were in the open. 
 So in `67, my contribution was to help the infantry go over the Golan Heights.  It was 
not a walk in the park. 
>> Bill Benson:  No.  
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  At one point there was an attack.  The middle was a tank.  Attack.  
26 started.  Two arrived unharmed to the Golan Heights, to the heights.  Made the mistake in 
the middle.  Yeah. 
>> Bill Benson:  There are so many more things that I'd love to ask you but I think we have a 
little bit of time to turn to our audience and have them ask you a few questions.  
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Ok. 
>> Bill Benson:  We have microphones on both sides of the aisle.  I'd ask you if you have a 
question, wait until you get the mic.  Try to make your question as brief as you can and then I 
will repeat it to try to ensure that everybody, including Alex, but everybody in the room, hears 
the question. 
 If anybody has a question.  If it not, I have tons more.  We're getting close to the end 
as well.  
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>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Don't open the parentheses and in the parentheses is another. 
>> [Laughter]  
>> Bill Benson:  Any questions?  Right here.  Ok.  
>> Hey.  What did Israel mean to you after the war?  
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Which war, now or after World War II? 
>> After World War II. 
>> Bill Benson:  What did Israel mean to you after World War II? 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  It should be the homeland of the Jews.  This is what it means.  This 
is what it means.  This is what it was created for.  I don't remember what the Declaration of 
Independence says exactly but it's the homeland for the Jews.  We should not forget, besides 
19 years when the Jordanian were in East Jerusalem, there was a Jewish presence in the old 
city of Jerusalem, all the years.  At least this is what we say.  But it's the homeland of the Jews.  
Definitely. 
>> Bill Benson:  I'm going to take the liberty of asking another question myself.  I have to do 
this.  
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Sure.  Go on. 
>> Bill Benson:  In 2013, two years ago, you became a U.S. citizen. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Yes. 
>> Bill Benson:  Tell us why you made that -- 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  What prompted me? 
>> Bill Benson:  Yes.  
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  I think two things which occurred the same day.  The day I went to 
visit at the Pentagon, September 11 memorial, one day after it was inaugurated.  The day of 
the inauguration you couldn't go there because everything was official and only official.  That's 
one thing.  So the next day I went there.   
 If you have not been there, you should go.  From there you can walk to the Air Force 
memorial which is just nearby.  If you take 395, you'll see two spikes going up.  This is the Air 
Force memorial.  I went there.  The view of Washington is beautiful.  I'm looking at the land of 
the free.  And I think a few days later I put in the application.  
 I paid my taxes before that. 
>> [Laughter]  
>> Bill Benson:  And also, I think you also were telling me that around that same time you went 
to an event commemorating Woody Guthrie. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Yes, yes.  This is actually the second reason.  I went to an event at 
the Kennedy Center.  The last song they sang all the audience was standing and singing "This 
is my land, this is your land from California to New York Island,” etc., etc.  "This land was 
meant for you and me."  And I don't know, it clicked something.  To see all the audience end 
the performance standing and singing that.  Yeah.  That was nice.  
>> Bill Benson:  I think we're at the end.  I'm going to turn back -- we're not quite at the end.  
I'm going to turn back to Alex in a moment to say some closing words because it's our tradition 
at First Person that our First Person gets the last word. 
 Just a couple of notes before I turn back to Alex.  When he's done -- you can stay 
behind for a few minutes, right?  Alex will stay right here.  We didn't have time for more 
questions.  So if you have a question and you would like to ask or just want to say hi.  Come 
up on stage.   
 We'll have you stay seated.  Plus it makes better photographs.  
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>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  Oh. 
>> Bill Benson:  Folks, you can come on stage and chat with Alex afterwards. 
 And speaking of photographs, Joel is over here, who took all of those glorious photos 
you saw at the beginning, will come up on stage.  He's going to take a picture of Alex with you 
as the background.  So we would like to ask you to stand that the point.  It just makes a 
wonderful memorial photograph of today's event.  
 On that note, let me turn to Alex for his final word today.  
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  I think the motto of the museum is "Never again."  The Museum has 
two mottos.  The big one is "Never again."  The second one is "Remember."  Remember the 
horror.  Remember.  
 When somebody threatens to eliminate you, better believe his intention.  Ok?  Better 
believe him.  Hitler could have been stopped in `36 when he came back, for whoever knows 
history, or `38.  And every time he imposed his views -- came back from Munich in `38 and 
said I saved peace.  And Churchill who was in opposition said you have to choose between 
dishonor and war.  If you choose dishonor, you will get war.   
 So if he had the intention to wipe you off the map, you better believe his intentions.  
Do whatever you can to counter this intention.  
>> Bill Benson:  Thank you. 
>> Alex Schiffman-Shilo:  You're welcome.  
 [Applause] 
  [The presentation ended 11:59 a.m.] 
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