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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. 

We are in our 19th year of the First Person program. Thank you for joining us. Our First Person 

today is Mrs. Ruth Kohn, whom you shall meet shortly. 

      This 2018 season of First Person is made possible by the generosity of the Louis 

Franklin Smith Foundation, with additional funding from the Arlene and Daniel Fisher 

Foundation. We are grateful for their sponsorship. 

      First Person is a series of twice-weekly conversations with survivors of the 

Holocaust who share with us their firsthand accounts of their experience during the Holocaust. 
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Each of our First Person guests serves 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. 

      Ruth will share with us her "First Person" account of her experience during the 

Holocaust and as a survivor for about 45 minutes. If time allows, we will have an opportunity 

for you to ask Ruth a few questions. If we do not get to your question today, please join us in 

our on-line conversation: Never Stop Asking Why. The conversation aims to inspire individuals 

and new generations to ask the important questions that Holocaust history raises, and what 

this history means for societies today. To join the Never Stop Asking Why conversation, you 

can ask your question and tag the museum on Twitter, Facebook, and Instagram using 

@holocaustmuseum and the hashtag #AskWhy. You can find the hashtag on the back of your 

program, as well. 

      A recording of this program will be made available on the museum's YouTube page. 

We also invite you to join us on the web for our First Person programs in April, which will be 

livestreamed over the internet. Please visit the First Person website, listed on the back of your 

program, for more details. 

      What you are about to hear from Ruth is one individual's account of the Holocaust. 

We have prepared a brief slide presentation to help with her introduction. 

      Ruth Arnoldi Kohn was born August 23, 1927, in Preussisch Friedland, Germany, 

located in present day Poland, to her father, Moses and mother, Margaritha. In this photo Ruth 

is 1-month-old. Her brother Ernst, the eldest, is on the left and her brother Lothar is on the 

right. Her mother stayed home to care for her children. 

 Here we see Ruth, who is around 2 1/2 or 3 years old, with her two brothers. Ruth's 
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brother Ernst, on the left, was institutionalized at a young age for his extensive care needs 

because of his epilepsy. He was later killed in the Nazi's "Euthanasia" program. 

 With anti-Semitism on a steady rise, Ruth and her family relocated to the city of 

Berlin in 1932, when Ruth was 5. Despite the move, Ruth's family still faced discrimination 

living in a city. In 1938, Ruth witnessed the anti-Jewish violence on her way to school, which 

took place on November 9 and 10 throughout Germany, and subsequently would be known as 

Kristallnacht. Fearing further Nazi violence, Ruth's family split up and hid for several days. This 

photo shows a broken storefront window on Kristallnacht. 

 When World War II began with the invasion of Poland on September 1, 1939, Ruth's 

mother and brother Lothar were forced to perform compulsory labor in a battery factory and 

Ruth was forced to work in a cemetery when school was out. 

 Nearing the end of 1940, Ruth and her family received a letter from Ruth's uncle, 

Bruno Kirstein, who had successfully fled Nazi persecution in Germany with the aid of the 

Jewish Joint Distribution in Lisbon, Portugal. After months of securing the necessary 

paperwork from the proper German agencies, Bruno helped them secure visas. This photo 

shows the suitcase that Ruth took with her and we also see Ruth's visa photograph. 

 After weeks of travel, Ruth and her family arrived in the Dominican Republic on 

December 7, 1941, the day Pearl Harbor was attacked by Japan. They settled in Sosua, an 

all-Jewish agrarian colony and refugee settlement, which was established in 1940. Ruth 

studied to be a nurse.  Here we see her with her fellow medical staff in Sousa, second from the 

right. And second from the left is Dr. Herbert Kohn, who Ruth would eventually marry. 

 Here we see Ruth and Herbert Kohn on the day they were married. 

      Ruth married Herbert Kohn on September 7, 1947. Their first son Dan was born in 
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September, 1949. In 1951 they moved to the United States so that Herbert could become a 

child psychiatrist. They first moved to Bridgeport, CT, where Herbert had to start again as a 

medical intern at age 39. From there they moved to New York for his residency. After his 

residency he worked at Central Islip State Hospital on Long Island. 

      They had two more sons, David in 1953 and Frank in 1955. The family lived on the 

grounds of the state hospital. In 1960 they moved to Passaic, New Jersey, where Herbert was 

director of a child guidance clinic and where Ruth volunteered. Ruth tried to get a nursing 

license but was told that her training in the Dominican Republic did not meet the qualifications. 

She learned of a special program in social work at the New School for Social Research in New 

York City. One of the requirements was to speak at least three languages. Ruth was fluent in 

German, English and Spanish. Ruth began the two-year program at age 41 and graduated as 

a social worker. She then worked at the same clinic as Herbert, working for 20 years with 

Spanish-speaking patients, mostly children. 

      Herbert passed away in 1992. Ruth describes him as a "doctor sent from heaven." 

Seven years after Herbert's death Ruth met Alfred Rubinstein, a psychologist specializing in 

the elderly. They spent 17 years together. After they moved to the Washington, DC, area in 

2012, Alfred became ill and passed away in 2013. 

      Ruth and Herbert's son Dan is a retired emergency room physician and now runs a 

factory making laboratory coats. David is a computer specialist. And their youngest, Frank, is a 

biologist who spent many years with the National Zoo here in Washington, DC, and is now with 

the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service where he oversees the international transport of all wildlife, 

like elephants and lions. Ruth has two grandchildren, Jacob who will soon be 28, and Hannah, 

who will turn 25 in July. Both Dan and Frank are here with us today in the front row. 
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      Ruth recently began working as a volunteer here at this museum. You will find her 

here on Wednesday afternoons talking with museum visitors about her experience during the 

Holocaust. 

      With that I would like you to join me in welcoming our First Person, Ruth Kohn. 

>> [Applause] 

>> Bill Benson: Ruth, thank you so much for joining us and for being willing to be our First 

Person. We have a short period of time and you have so much to share with us that we're 

going to start right away if you don't mind. 

 You were just 6 years old when Hitler came to power in 1933. Before we turn to your 

life under the Nazis and what the Holocaust meant four and your family, let's begin with you 

telling us a little bit about your family in the early years, your early years, and before you 

moved to Berlin. 

>> Ruth Kohn: Well, I grew up in a little town in Germany which sometimes was Germany and 

sometimes it was Poland. We had a little house. My father was a butcher. My mother was a 

house -- homemaker. And we had a very nice life. I had my grandmother, grandfather. My 

grandmother, whenever there was a birthday, she was a seamstress, she made little dolls for 

me and dressed them. It was very nice and quiet years. 

 In either 1931 or 1932 we had relatives come from America. I don't know how they 

were related to us. They said to my father, who was an Orthodox Jew but he was a very 

staunch German -- if I can say, I think he was first a German and then a Jew, also an 

Orthodox. They said, We are going back to the United States and we sent you the paper 

because it doesn't look good here. And my father said, "If I ever leave Germany, it will be with 

the last train" which came true. He did leave Germany one day before the Jews were not 
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allowed to get out anymore. 

 By the way, my father fought in the First World War. And he got the Iron Cross, 

which Hitler took away from him. 

>> Bill Benson: Ruth, your family lived in your little town for generations. Haven't they? 

>> Ruth Kohn: My family lived for generations and actually we had an Italian name. And my 

father never found out why. I found out in the Jewish museum in Berlin that the place where 

we lived was hundreds and hundreds of years Italian and that's where my Italian name comes 

from, Arnoldi. 

>> Bill Benson: In 1932, your family moved from the town, as you said, where the family had 

been for many, many, many years, to Berlin. The next year, 1933, Hitler became chancellor of 

Germany. Tell us what you can about why your family made that major move from a little down 

to Berlin and what life was like for you in Berlin, especially once Hitler took charge the next 

year. 

>> Ruth Kohn: Well, actually we moved to Berlin. My father had a poultry store but it didn't 

work. He had a job in the cemetery. I don't know why. You know, children were not told 

everything. And it didn't go -- they gave up the apartment. And Hitler came to power a year 

after we got to Berlin and immediately there was a terrible hatred for Jews. They had a 

newspaper. They had pictures of Jews. No Jew, no human being, looks like this. It was 

hunched back people with the nose three meters long and dark hair and cheating pupils -- that 

was in the paper.  

 And it was very difficult. I started school in 1936 and right away -- no, 1933. And 

right away a girl called me a "saujude" which was a pig Jew. The teacher took her out and told 

her -- really took his life in his hands because the girl's father was an SS man. That was 
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Hitler's -- I went to school for two and a half years and then I was thrown out and had to go to a 

Jewish school. 

 When you asked me what was -- it was very uncomfortable, to say the least. And 

from here on it got worse and worse. 

>> Bill Benson: Besides not being allowed to attend German schools any longer, what were 

some of the other restrictions that were forced on you and other Jews at that time? 

>> Ruth Kohn: Well, it started right out that we could only go shopping between 4:00 and 5:00. 

And also Hitler had said that he would build -- I don't have the words for it. He used to say what 

the people do doesn't mean anything but for what he's building is for eternity. Because he had 

a sense of grandeur. 

 We could only go shopping between 4:00 and 5:00. There really was nothing left to 

eat. I grew up on potato peels and cucumber. I don't know how my parents managed. 

 Do you want me to say -- I don't want to go ahead. 

>> Bill Benson: I was going to ask you one thing about your brother, Ernst, if you don't mind. 

He had severe epilepsy, so much so that he had to be institutionalized. He was killed by the 

Nazis. Tell us about Ernst. What do you know about him? What do you remember about him? 

And when did you learn about what happened to him? What did they tell you at that time? 

>> Ruth Kohn: Well, my brother had epilepsy and he couldn't be home because both my 

parents worked. That was in 1936. So he was in a home. He was completely normal. The only 

thing was that when he had the seizures, he couldn't be left alone at home. He could have hurt 

him very badly. So he went into a home which was outside of Berlin. And this was a very nice 

place. He was completely normal. And I repeat that because people think, oh, well, you know, 

he was not normal. He went to school there. As a matter of fact, he skipped a grade. We 
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visited him every Saturday. He never complained. As far as I know, I was a little child. I think 

the people in that institution were very nice. 

 And then there is a time that I don't know what happened to him. But then one day -- 

I am not quite sure what the year but I think it was 1939, when people were already sent to 

concentration camps, and we got a letter from the German government or whoever and it says 

that he died of a heart attack. He did not die of a heart attack. 18 years. Most do not die of a 

heart attack. 

 He was so close to me. When he was still home, he took care of me. He always 

called me my little mother. In German it sounds [Speaking Non-English Language]. We never 

know what really happened to him. I constantly thought, you know, he was all alone and he 

must have suffered terrible.  

 One of the nightmares that I had -- I think it was 1939 and for almost 75 years I 

always had this fantasy that somewhere, sometime, the doorbell would ring and he would 

come. Well, it didn't happen because he was already killed. 

>> Bill Benson: And that was something you learned recently. Wasn't it?  

>> Ruth Kohn: Yeah. I knew that he was killed but I always wanted to know where and how. I 

wanted it and I was afraid. When I started to work here, I asked somebody, a very nice 

gentleman, who was in the concentration camp. I was doing my thing here. He disappeared. 

And after maybe an hour he came and handed me papers. And for the first time I knew that my 

brother did not die of a heart attack; he was killed. He was somewhere in Poland. 

 As sad as it was, it just freed me of some fantasy. I knew he was gone and there 

was nothing I could do, especially not after 75 years. I did always have a fantasy that 

sometimes the doorbell would ring and he would be there. 

https://collections.ushmm.org 
Contact reference@ushmm.org for further information about this collection



 

>> Bill Benson: You also shared with me that you had, as a little girl, a chance meeting with 

Hitler. Can you tell us about that?  

>> Ruth Kohn: Yeah. As I said, we could only go shopping between 4:00 and 5:00. We also 

were only allowed not only to go out on the street between 4:00 and 5:00, but we were not 

allowed -- we only were allowed where Nazis said you could go. But we were not allowed to go 

to the neighborhood where Adolph Hitler's camps lie, where his office was, where he made all 

the plans. He also, as I said in the very beginning -- they had this imagining thing about the 

Jews, the way they looked. Well, Jews did not look like this. So we could do something -- we 

didn't look like Jews, the one that Hitler -- 

>> Bill Benson: The stereotype. 

>> Ruth Kohn: Yes. Yes. My father had red hair. My mother had black hair. And I had the red 

hair which people always thought I was Irish. So we went on a Sunday afternoon in the 

neighborhood where Adolph Hitler had his office, where he lived and his office. So we took a 

real chance but we were kind of restricted. So we went there. And suddenly the people, 

non-Jews, they said Adolph Hitler comes, the Fuehrer comes. He had the title. And everybody 

was wild. I mean, they were just -- especially women were screaming. And, of course, we were 

very scared. 

>> Bill Benson: They were screaming with joy. They were screaming with joy. 

>> Ruth Kohn: Yes. And we did our thing. And my father couldn't let on anything that he was 

scared because if they had found out we were Jews, we would have been shot on the spot 

because Hitler had his SS with him, who guarded him, and their dogs, the men as tall as the 

Statue of Liberty. Really. 

 So what do we do? We were enthusiastic. As he came in his little red sports car, had 
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his hand on the side, he put the people -- it was mostly women. They were hysterical. They 

pushed me towards his car. He was sitting like this and he said [Speaking Non-English 

Language]. And the women were screaming. The Fuehrer, that was his title, touched a child. 

And they said to my family, "That is fantastic. You must be so proud." And my father said, oh, 

he was very proud, you know, thinking that if somebody found out, they would have killed us. 

We just acted normal. But, oh, inside we were -- I remember that feeling. So when he drove 

off, we just went very quietly our way. 

>> Bill Benson: Ruth, on the night of November 9 through 10, 1938, vicious attacks were made 

on Jews, on Jewish property, Jewish businesses throughout Germany in what became known 

as Kristallnacht or Night of Broken Glass. Your family was directly affected by Kristallnacht. 

Tell us what you remember about the aftermath of what happened that night. 

>> Ruth Kohn: Well, somebody shot somebody. Of course we knew that the SS will do 

something. I went to the Jewish school at that point. I had an hour to walk to school. And 

across from us where we lived was a Jewish butcher. And as I got out, the window was 

bashed in. All the glass was lying around. And I thought, well, maybe somebody wanted to 

break in. And as I went on walking, every Jewish store was destroyed, everywhere. It got my 

attention, of course. 

 I went to the Jewish school. Next to the Jewish school, around the corner, was a big 

Jewish temple in Berlin. It was the biggest temple. And as I got there, not only was the temple 

on fire but they took the Torahs, the Jewish books of Moses, they threw the Torahs -- they are 

really holy -- into the flames. And when I got to school, the teacher said there is no more 

school and we went home. 

 Somebody must have told my parents that they should leave our apartment because 
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everybody would be arrested that night. So my mother and I, we went to my uncle's house, 

which was really terrible. We did the wrong thing. Because the Nazis arrested all the wealthy 

people and my uncle was very wealthy, not my parents. And so when we got to his house, he 

went someplace -- no, they arrested him. He went to the concentration camps. That was the 

beginning really of when the men were arrested. 

 My mother and I packed a suitcase to stay there. The windows had to be blackened 

with something. And that was wrong because -- but to tell you in what condition my mother's 

mind was, when she unpacked her suitcase, opened it, all that was in it was towels. 

>> Bill Benson: That's what she put in there, just towels? 

>> Ruth Kohn: Just put in towels. I tell you this to let you know what condition. And my mother 

and I were there for two nights and two days. We slept in one bed because we needed to be 

together. I don't think we slept very much. 

 I want to get back to the synagogue. The teacher said go home, there's no school 

anymore. But when I saw this, the flames -- I have to tell you, I am not schizophrenic, I saw 

these flames for the next 75 years. Every time I went to service and they opened the arc, I saw 

flames coming out. My rabbi helped me to overcome it. I do not see flames anymore. 

>> Bill Benson: It took that many years. 

>> Ruth Kohn: 75 years.  

>> Bill Benson: Ruth, when you and your mother went to her sister's home, where did your 

father and your brother, Lothar, go? 

>> Ruth Kohn: I never knew. He went with my brother and I have no idea. Because they didn't 

talk about it. My father and my brother was not arrested because they didn't have money. They 

arrested the very rich people because they all went to the concentration camp. 
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 I had another uncle who also went to the concentration camp under Kristallnacht. 

And then Adolph Hitler made the rule that the Jews had to give six [Speaking Non-English 

Language]. That means they had to give all of their money six times. When they swore to that, 

then they were discharged. My uncle was alone, one, but the other had a wife and they went 

illegally to Belgium. 

 So the Kristallnacht, I think, is one of the worst. Everything was just -- my childhood 

was not a childhood. 

>> Bill Benson: Ruth, after Kristallnacht you just continued to live in Berlin. In 1939, 

Kristallnacht was late 1938, you were supposed to leave on what's known as a 

Kindertransport. Tell us what a Kindertransport was and why you didn't go. 

>> Ruth Kohn: Some countries, for instance England and Australia, they took children so that 

they could leave Germany. I was supposed to go to Australia in 1939 on the 15th of June. I 

said that I was sick. I said I couldn't go. At that point I thought I was sick but later on then I 

couldn't go. So then the next was on the 15th of September 1939, but on the 1st September 

1939 the war broke out and then I couldn't go.  

 Now, I have thought about it as I was a grown-up. As a child, it never -- I didn't think 

about it. I was very clear that I was not sick. I said I couldn't go. I did not want to leave my 

parents. I just lied. I don't see it as a lie. And I was also very attached to my parents. I couldn't 

imagine that I could live without my parents in Australia. As it turned out, I left Germany then 

with my parents. 

>> Bill Benson: As it turned out. 

 Ruth, as you just said, World War I -- World War II began on September 1, 1939, 

when Germany invaded Poland. You had just turned 12 years old. You would live in Berlin for 
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the next two years while the war was going on. Tell us what that time was like for you. 

>> Ruth Kohn: Well, if anything, it was worse than before because before, as I told you, the 

food was very rare, you know, rationed. We had rationing cars. Of course, the Jews got 

something that was this size and in the middle was a big J. Little squares we gave the people 

in the stores had a J on it so that everybody knew we were Jews. Of course we were only 

allowed to go shopping between 4:00 and 5:00, and there was almost nothing more to eat. 

 My father met somebody, a woman, in the farmer's market. And she said if you give 

me silver and crystal -- we were not rich but we had that from my parents -- she said, I give 

you meat. So when I came home from school -- I did go then half a day to the Jewish school. 

She had -- my father put in crystal and silver and gold, I don't know, and we went to the 

farmer's market. Very dangerous. Because if some SS man would have said what do you have 

in there, we would have been shot on the spot. I mean, if you went on the street, somebody 

could just shoot you. Get a reward for shooting Jews. So the woman puts this in. And then we 

went home. 

 The only thing, she gave us pork and we did not eat pork. But my father -- I have the 

greatest respect for him. He gave his children pork because he did not want his children to 

starve. So we ate pork. It was horrible. With every bite -- of course -- you know, we had the J, 

what do you call, something -- 

>> Bill Benson: The yellow stars?  

>> Ruth Kohn: A yellow star. With the word "Jew" in it and it was the Star of David. We had to 

wear that all the time and it had to be sewn on. So do you put it on a summer dress or winter 

dress? 

>> Bill Benson: Because you had one each. 

https://collections.ushmm.org 
Contact reference@ushmm.org for further information about this collection



 

>> Ruth Kohn: That was another thing. They could have given us two but, of course, 

everything was scared to do something terrible for the Jews.  

 So when somebody rings a doorbell, we had quickly put on our coat and put it on. 

 You want me to tell you -- 

>> Bill Benson: Yes. 

>> Ruth Kohn: So my mother sewed it on a coat. It hung by the entrance. And one year, I think 

it was maybe 1939. It was the night before our highest holiday, Yom Kippur. The doorbell rang 

at 5:00 in the morning and in came two huge SS men. 

>> Bill Benson: They came into your house? 

>> Ruth Kohn: Yeah. And we had only one room. There was the four of us, my parents and my 

brother and I. We had a very nice apartment but we were only allowed one and the rest was 

rented to some relatives of ours. 

 Anyway, the SS men came in and they stood there with their dogs. When I say dogs, 

I get very upset. This is many years ago and I still -- they came in. We all got up. And they just 

stood there. They just stood there. And the dogs, of course, were trained fabulously. The thing 

was we were not allowed to have a radio. But my parents, I don't know why, children were not 

told, had a radio standing on the closet covered. Now, we were not allowed to have but my 

parents were saving that for a neighbor. I don't know what happened to them. But there was 

that radio. And, again, I repeat this all over. If they had said what is it and we had to show it to 

them, we would all have been shot. I repeat that because that was a theme. We were shot, 

everything. They stood there what seems to me like an eternity. It probably was 15 minutes. 

And they left. 

>> Bill Benson: Didn't say a word? 
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>> Ruth Kohn: Nothing. Nobody said anything. And they never saw that radio up there. They 

left and my mother collapsed. Thank God she was ok. But that was before our highest holiday, 

Yom Kippur. 

 And just as an aside, I just can't touch a dog, no matter whether it's a big one or little 

one, I cannot touch a dog. That was a long time ago. 

>> Bill Benson: Ruth, during that time, of course, it's war, Berlin was subjected to air raids. 

What did that mean for you? 

>> Ruth Kohn: Well, we had in our apartment an air raid shelter, only for Jews. Now that air 

raid shelter, it was a joke. There were these sticks, I call sticks -- I mean if somebody were to 

sneeze -- we had to go in there. Every night there was an attack on Berlin. That didn't bother 

us. Just the opposite. But sometimes we went out of the air raid shelter. About three houses 

away from us there was a factory where they made the uniforms for the soldiers. At 12:00, the 

British, and before they throw the bombs down -- I think they called it -- the bombs come after 

it. 

>> Bill Benson: Like incendiary bombs. 

>> Ruth Kohn: Yes. And one night a bomb hits the building and it went up like this. Well, we 

were very happy about that. We only lived three houses away but it didn't do anything. From 

then on, 12:00, British and 3:00 [Indiscernible]. And sometimes my brother worked very hard, 

didn't even go in the air raid shelter anymore because he was so tired. 

>> Bill Benson: You told me that at some point you sort of became fatalistic, like what's the 

point. 

>> Ruth Kohn: Yes. 

>> Bill Benson: Ruth, getting out of Germany and going to the Dominican Republic became a 
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possibility for your family in late 1940. Tell us what made it possible for you to be able to have 

the possibility of going to the Dominican Republic and what did it take for you to actually get 

there? How did that happen?  

>> Ruth Kohn: My uncle -- they released him from the concentration camps and they took all 

his money. He went illegally to Belgium. And Hitler marched into Belgium and again all the 

Jews were put in concentration camps. He was put in the concentration camp. And from there 

-- he was there for a while and then he escaped and he walked to Portugal. 

 When he was there, a man from the United States came. There were several Jews 

who got together. They wanted some Jews out of Berlin. He met them. And he said to them if 

you want to become a farmer, the Dominican Republic wants to have 100,000 Jews. He was 

actually like Adolph Hitler -- 

>> Bill Benson: A dictator. 

>> Ruth Kohn: Yeah. He was a dictator. But the reason he wanted the Jews in 1938, there was 

a meeting of 39 heads of state, including Mr. Roosevelt. I have to say that because I will never 

understand. Every country who was there said we have no space for the Jews. The only one 

was [Indiscernible]. He said he would take 100,000 Jews but Adolph Hitler didn't let them out 

and only 1,000 came anyway. 

 My uncle met this man and said he wants to be a farmer and could get his family. So 

one day we got a letter. We didn't know he was dead or alive. We didn't hear from him 

because he was in the concentration camp. And he said he wanted us to come. We said ok, 

we want to. And people used to say to my father: Where is the Dominican Republic? Why 

would you want to go there? It was a stupid question. And my father said: At this point I would 

go to I don't care where it is. But at this point I would go to the moon because we have to get 
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out of Germany. 

 My uncle sent us a paper. It was a little difficult because we were not sure -- you 

know, you had to be examined and everything. We really didn't think that we could get out. 

Anyway, we did all the things. There was an age limit also. It was worse and worse to stay in 

Germany. There was more and more concentration camps and there was an age limit. And my 

parents -- we could all get out but then Adolph Hitler raised the age limits so my parents could 

not have come out. I don't know. It's kind of -- 

>> Bill Benson: So we all understand, the age limit was you could not leave between the ages 

of 18 and 45. And at that point your parents were over 45 and you were under 18 so you had 

that kind of small window that allowed you to go. As you said, Hitler changed the age. And the 

reason that those 18 to 45, because they had to stay for forced labor. 

>> Ruth Kohn: Yes. 

>> Bill Benson: And in Hitler raised the age to 60 and then your parents wouldn't have been 

able to go. 

>> Ruth Kohn: That's right. 

 So as I said, my uncle sent us a paper and we had to do all kinds of things to be 

sure. We each had to have a suitcase. 

>> Bill Benson: We saw the photograph of one of them. 

>> Ruth Kohn: Yes. So we packed our suitcases -- no, we didn't pack the saw the case. We 

put everything what we could, were allowed, certain things. No silver. No gold. My parents only 

had their wedding bands. That was the only things we can take. My brother and I didn't have 

gold and silver. And then we had to put it out and they had to have the suitcase made to order 

and somebody from the government came and today pack the suitcase so that nothing went in 
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that was forbidden. 

 My father and my mother, when they were married, they had from my father's and 

mother -- they had two silver candlesticks. They were about this big. We put it out. Because we 

did not want to get into trouble. Anyway, the man came. He was an old man. He was from the 

government. But he was not a Nazi. He was from the old school. So my parents stood there 

while he packed. And he was shaking because those candlesticks. And the man picked them 

up and he said, "They are tin. You can take them." Well, I think my parents were in tears. 

 Should I tell the story, Frank? Is it ok? 

>> Bill Benson: It's your story, absolutely. 

>> Ruth Kohn: Well, when we came to the states, my husband had to do the state board. He 

was a physician. One day -- I have three boys. One day the boys said, Who is going to get the 

candle sticks? We are three boys and two candlesticks. 

>> [Laughter]  

>> Ruth Kohn: Well, I have a decision. I said the first one who marries a Jewish girl. 

>> [Laughter]  

>> Ruth Kohn: Ok. That was that. Ok? 

 Well, one day Frank came home and announced that he's engaged to a Jewish girl. 

And I said, ok, you will get them some day. And as long as I'm alive -- and Frank piped up and 

said to his future wife, "Susan, I really don't want to marry you but I want the candlesticks." 

>> [Laughter]  

>> Ruth Kohn: I had to tell that because after the story, which is really depressing that I'm 

sitting here, and a little bit has to come out. 

 What was hard for me was that I had absolutely no childhood. Every day my mother 
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and I -- my father worked at the cemetery. My mother and I, we stood every day on the window 

holding each other like we were one. We were afraid -- which always happened to Jewish 

people -- whether my father's coming home from work or the Nazis just gave us his working 

clothes that means they would have killed him. 

>> Bill Benson: Our time is starting to get short. You have so much more to tell us. Tell us now 

about leaving Germany, leaving Berlin, leaving Germany, and what happened to you from that 

point forward including getting to the French border. 

>> Ruth Kohn: So we got our tickets and we went at night -- that night, the train. My father had 

to say goodbye to his sister and the whole family which was really unbelievable. So we went 

with the train over France. 

>> Bill Benson: Before you go there, as you said earlier, it turned out that that was the last train 

that left Berlin that Jews could escape on. 

>> Ruth Kohn: Yeah. It was the very last train. The next day we couldn't have left anymore. 

And the man who was our companion, from the Jewish Joint Distribution, he said, if you have 

anything that you're not allowed to, please, please, throw it out the window because we had a 

spot yesterday, he says, and the woman had it sewn in the clothes, gold pieces. They were 

sent back. You know, I do not have to tell you what happened to them. 

 So we got to Portugal -- 

>> Bill Benson: To France first. Right? 

>> Ruth Kohn: We got to France. And then we were all examined. And when I mean 

examined, we were examined. We all had to get undressed, naked. 

>> Bill Benson: And you're 14 years of age I think. 

>> Ruth Kohn: Because they examined every opening if we had something hidden there. And I 
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was 14 years old. 

 Anyway, nobody had anything. We could go on. Portugal, we lived in a 

[Indiscernible]. The food was terrible. We were not used to the food. We hoped the ship would 

come soon but we were afraid Hitler would march in. And after three weeks it came and we 

went -- we went three weeks on the open sea with the Serpa Pinta. It was not the Queen 

Elizabeth. We were four down. And then we came to the Dominican Republic. 

>> Bill Benson: What do you remember of that trip? What was it like for you? Horrible. 

>> Ruth Kohn: We were all seasick. It was a freighter. We was four down. Not on the second, 

on first. The sailor was standing up there. We could never take a shower or anything. So for 

three weeks we didn't take a shower. 

 We got to the Dominican, everybody was seasick. There were about 50 Jewish 

people on the ship. There were other people, too. We went to Pearl Harbor, 7 December 1941. 

We landed in the Dominican Republic. It was named after the dictator. He was a dictator. He 

killed innocents. But he was -- for me, I remember the thought that I had. I thought: Are we 

going to stay here forever, this our life, or are we -- my thought exactly -- or are we going to be 

put in moth balls? Not literally. And then when the war is over, we would go back and we are 

just here? 

 It was a terrible thought. The Dominicans were very nice to us. It was a very small 

town. When I met the Dominican who said Buenos Dios, and I said, Is he going to shoot me 

now? That went on for some time. 

>> Bill Benson: Do you remember when you reached a place where you felt genuinely safe? 

Do you remember that? 

>> Ruth Kohn: Yes. I think after a few months. I thought how nice and gentle they were. I went 
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to school. I had to go to school. The school was run by German Jews. But we had to speak 

Spanish. They didn't allow German, and rightly so. If you live in a country, you speak the 

language. It took me a year. But when I saw how every day they were kind and gentle, I said, 

well, there are obviously other people than the Germans. And I had to go to school. And then I 

wanted to become a nurse. So there was a small hospital. I became a nurse. 

>> Bill Benson: Tell us how you got started. Your mother went and said my daughter would like 

to be a nurse someday. How did you get started? 

>> Ruth Kohn: My mother went and said, please see the doctor which later turned out to be my 

husband. She said, You must take her. And he said, But she's too young. I was 15. And so 

they agreed he would give me a chance and see if I can do it. Well, I could do it. 17 1/2 I 

became a nurse. He was my chemistry teacher. We had courses. And he flunked me. 

>> [Laughter] 

>> Ruth Kohn: And later on he said he had to marry me because somebody who doesn't know 

chemistry cannot be left free on the streets. 

>> [Laughter]  

>> Ruth Kohn: Because he was a chemistry major. This is just a little, you know -- I would like 

to change the mood. Because what I told you is horrible. And when I tell you the story, I get the 

same feeling. I never had a childhood. I never was a teenager. And I resent -- no, I didn't 

resent it but I was jealous. Later on when I saw young people, they were happy. Growing up, 

different stages of life, I did not have at least three stages in my life. I never was a child. I 

never was a teenager. And you must have it in order to gradually grow and be a healthy 

human being. 

>> Bill Benson: Ruth, willyou just say a little bit about your husband, what brought him to the 
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Dominican Republic, just a little bit? 

>> Ruth Kohn: My husband was from Austria. He graduated -- it was the last school year, the 

medical department, where they admitted the Jews. The next class was already [Indiscernible]. 

He finished. He worked in the Dominican Republic. We had a little hospital, very small, but it 

was nice. 

 The reason we wanted to leave, we had our first child. The other one. That's the one 

from the candlestick. He was born there. And his father delivered him because the doctor was 

in the next town. When we called him that I'm ready. He said, oh, that will take long, she will be 

in labor. But he came very fast. He couldn't wait, you know. So his father delivered him. And 

also he did everything that you do with little boys, circumcision, and my father -- he wasn't a 

rabbi but he did that. 

 My husband wanted to be a child psychiatrist. It was not possible in the Dominican 

Republic. He called somebody and they said if he would like to go back to school in the city but 

he said [Indiscernible]. 

 They were very good to us. But that's a different one. 

 So my first child, we just didn't feel we were bringing him up there. We just didn't 

want it. So we waited for our visa from the Americans, from the United States, which that is a 

different story. We had to wait a long time. And then we finally got it and came here. He was 

1 1/2. His friend was a garbage man who always came. And the only few words he said to the 

garbage man, he said "How are you?" That was his friend. 

 We wanted him to grow up here. He also became a physician, like his father. 

>> Bill Benson: Your parents stayed in the Dominican Republic. Didn't they? 

>> Ruth Kohn: People always said, Why don't you let your parents come? Well, my parents 

https://collections.ushmm.org 
Contact reference@ushmm.org for further information about this collection



 

had a beautiful little house there. My mother had help who came every day. All right, it was a 

long time ago, but she paid $9 a month. And my mother was on in years. It was hard for her to 

do the work. They had a garden, a beautiful house. Something they couldn't have had here. 

 They came here in the summer. And we went there sometimes in the winter. So they 

were very happy. They never learned Spanish and so did everybody else of their generation. 

So my mother, in the afternoon, had the ladies for coffee and cake and talked about other 

people. You know, gossip a little bit. And they made their life. They didn't speak English. I don't 

think they could have survived a winter here. Because of the Dominican Republic. 

>> Bill Benson: I think I'm going to stop asking you questions. We have a couple of minutes to 

turn to our audience to see if they would like to ask you a question. 

 We have two mics in the aisle. We would appreciate it if you would go to the mic, 

make your question as brief as you can, and I'll repeat it just to make sure that we hear it right. 

And then Ruth will respond to your question. 

 Yes, sir?  

>> Ruth, you indicated that your brother, who had epilepsy, you received -- received notice of 

his death in 1939. When was he separated from your family and institutionalized?  

>> Bill Benson: The question is -- your brother Ernst, when did he leave the family and do you 

know when he was euthanized, when he was killed?  

>> Ruth Kohn: I don't know when he left the family. You mean -- 

>> Bill Benson: Went to the home. 

>> Ruth Kohn: To the home? I really don't know. The other one -- 

>> Bill Benson: When was he actually killed?  

>> Ruth Kohn: Well, we got notice I think in November, I think 1939 or 1940. The man who 
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gave me the information, he told me where he was killed. I don't think he had a date. But he 

told me that he was in a Polish town. I think he had the dates there but I'm not sure. 

>> Bill Benson: It was at a concentration camp. 

>> Ruth Kohn: It was in a concentration camp in Poland, in Helm. 

>> Was it your parents decision that he leave the home?  

>> Bill Benson: I think Ruth explained that his care needs were so severe and they were 

forced to work so that was why he was cared for in a home there. 

>> After he left the home, did you see him at any time? 

>> Ruth Kohn: Did we see him?  

>> Did you see him? 

>> Ruth Kohn: Yeah, we visited him every Sunday. It was near a beautiful park. We took 

things like going to a picnic. He was normal. We took him out for the afternoon. It was the 

whole family. He was very happy there because he had companionship. When he was home, 

he was alone. That's why we couldn't keep him because both my parents had to work.  

>> Bill Benson: Thank you. I think we have another question. Time for one more here. 

>> Ruth, you said a couple of times that you never had a childhood and you never had a 

teenage years. I'm wondering what it was like for you then to become a mother yourself and to 

raise boys, what challenges there might have been for you. 

>> Bill Benson: As you had said, you never really had a childhood, never were a teen. And 

later when you became a mother, what was that like for you then to be raising kids that had 

childhoods? What was that like for you? 

>> Ruth Kohn: It was very good. I played with my children. That was a normal time. I was a 

mother. I had the children. I loved to play with them. They grow up and each one has special 
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things that they wanted to do which later became their profession, whatever they wanted. It 

was very good. We had a lot of fun together. I was very happy that my children didn't have to 

go through what I have to go through. 

 One of my children once asked me when I remember, you know, they played outside 

with their friends and no sooner were they home that they called. And I said, Do you have to 

call? He said, Mom, didn't you do that? And I said, No, I had other things to do.  

 We didn't have anybody to play with because we couldn't be outside. It was just not 

a childhood. Something was in me -- if you ask me about them, I think that I was not as free or 

something because later on I got used to but I figure they come home, they just talk. Well, that 

is a normal thing. What I had was not the normal thing. I couldn't understand why they are 

care-free. Thank God. That's what a child should be. They did their work. They went to school. 

They were good students. And they were crazy like they should be. I don't mean at the time 

way I said it. 

>> Bill Benson: I think everybody here understands exactly what you mean. 

>> Ruth Kohn: But I -- I was not a goody-goody child but I was not a child really. I was old 

when I was 10 years old. 

>> Bill Benson: I'm going to turn back to Ruth in just a moment to close our program. I want to 

thank all of you for being with us today, remind you that we'll have First Person programs each 

Wednesday and Thursday until the middle of August. So we hope that you might have the 

opportunity to come back and visit us again. Our programs through April will all be 

livestreamed and all of our programs will end up on the YouTube Channel so you can see this 

one with Ruth and all of her other programs this year. 

 When Ruth is finished to close our program when she's finished, our photographer 
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will come up on the stage, take a picture of Ruth with you as the background. So we want you 

to stay put for that if would do that. That will be just in a moment. And then when Ruth is done, 

Ruth will stay on the stage for a while. We invite you to come up here, meet her, give her a 

hug, ask a question if you didn't have a chance to do so. So she'll stay with us. Please join us 

then. 

 It's our tradition at First Person that our First Person has the last word. So with that 

I'll turn to Ruth. 

>> Ruth Kohn: As you know, my name is Ruth Kohn, I was born in Germany, and I was born 

1927. So you can figure out how old I am. And I left in 1941 on the last train that the Nazis 

allowed us out. 

 I thank the directors and staff of the Holocaust Museum for offering me the 

opportunity to tell my story of my early life in Nazi Germany. My sons and especially my 

granddaughter encouraged me to contact the museum and I feel privileged and fortunate but 

also morally obligated to do this. 

 We as survivors bear witness -- I'm sorry -- to unspeakable torture and disruption, 

and the death of countless victims. We all share the responsibility to protect human life. It is 

important to educate all generations, especially our children, about the atrocities committed in 

Germany and elsewhere and to shine light on terrible truths are often denied so that this will 

never happen again.  

 I am humbled that in my lifetime I have been transformed from a young person, 

terrified by the Nazis and fearful for my life, to somebody who can now share those 

experiences with visitors from around the world. And for this I thank the museum which is an 

international beacon of Holocaust education. 
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 I'm glad to be able to help the public learn more about the Holocaust. And I hope to 

continue this as long as I can. And I pray never again. 

>> [Applause] 
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