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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. Margit Meissner, 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. 
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. 
      Margit 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 Margit a few questions. If we do not get to your question today, please join us in 
our online 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 

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



 

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 #AskWhy. You can find the hashtag on the back of your program, as 
well. 
      Today's program will be livestreamed on the museum's website. This means people 
will be joining the program via a link from the museum's website and watching with us today 
from across the country and around the world. A recording of this program will be made 
available on the museum's YouTube page. And we invite those who are here in the audience 
today to also join us on the web for our First Person program streams throughout the month of 
April. Please visit the First Person website, listed on the back of your program, for more 
details. 
      What you are about to hear from Margit is one individual's account of the Holocaust. 
We have prepared a brief slide presentation to help with her introduction. 
      Margit was born Margit Morawetz on February 26, 1922 in Innnsbruck, Austria. 
When Margit was a baby, her family moved from Austria to Prague, Czechoslovakia. The 
arrows on this map of 1933 Europe point to Austria and Czechoslovakia. Prague is identified 
on this map of Czechoslovakia. 
      Here we see Margit at the age of 3.  
 She was the youngest of four children born to Gottlieb & Lily Morawetz. Gottlieb, 
seen here, was a banker from a religious Jewish family. 
      Here we see Margit's family at the Lido, a beach resort in Venice, in 1926. From the 
left are her brother Felix, cousin Ernie Morawetz, her brother Bruno, her mother and father, 
Margit (circled), Margit's governess Yeya, and her brother Paul. 
      Margit's father, Gottlieb, passed away in 1932 when Margit was 10 years old. In 
1938, when Margit was 16, attacks on Jews in Central Europe escalated and her mother 
decided she should leave school in Prague. Margit was sent to Paris to live with a French 
family where she studied dressmaking.  In March 1939, Margit's mother joined her in France. 
 This is Margit with her dog Flippi just before leaving Prague in 1938. 
      As the Germans were advancing on Paris, Margit's mother was ordered to report to 
an assembly point in the south. Margit bought a bike and fled with other refugees to the South 
of France. Margit found out that her mother was at the Gurs detention camp in southern 
France, shown here in this photograph. She eventually got a train ticket to a town outside of 
Gurs. 
      When France surrendered to Germany in June 1940, Margit's mother was able to 
leave Gurs in all the confusion and join Margit. The two fled via Spain and Portugal to the 
United States where they settled in 1941. In this photo we see Margit in 1941 soon after she 
arrived in the U.S. 
      Upon her arrival in the U.S. Margit found employment as a dress finisher on Madison 
Avenue in New York City. From there she attended Black Mountain College in North Carolina 
and married three days after Pearl Harbor. Margit would later work for the Office of War 
Information, spend time with MGM Studios and because of her language abilities work for the 
U.S. Army of Occupation in Germany re-educating Hitler Youth. 
      We can't do justice today to describing the remarkable journey her life would take 
from there but it included many stops in the U.S. and abroad. Margit would eventually spend 
20 years with the Montgomery County, Maryland, public school system specializing in disability 
issues. She has just retired from the board of an organization which she helped found that 
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helps youth with disabilities obtain employment after graduation from high school. 
      Margit lives in Bethesda, Maryland. She has two children and two grandchildren. Her 
daughter Anne lives nearby in Silver Spring, Maryland. Margit's son Paul is a hospital planner 
at Montefiore Hospital in the Bronx. Since Margit's partner, Ervin, passed away in 2008 at the 
age of 97, Margit's friend, now husband, John takes very good care of her. 
      Margit leads tours of the museum's Permanent Exhibition and speaks in various 
settings about her Holocaust experience. In 2017, she spoke in Congress to call attention to 
the Syrian refugee crisis. Margit also works in the museum's archives translating documents 
from Czech and German to English. 
      In 2003, Margit's autobiography, Margit's Story, was published. Immediately after 
today's program Margit will be available to sign copies of her autobiography, which is also 
available in the museum bookstore. 
      With that, I would like you to join me in welcoming our First Person, Margit Meissner.  
>> [Applause] 
  
>> Bill Benson: Wow. Thank you for that welcome to Margit. Thank you so much for that. 
 Margit, you have so much to share with us and we have such a short time that we're 
just going to jump right into it if that's ok. 
 Although you were born in Austria, your family moved to Prague, Czechoslovakia, 
when you were very young and you lived there until 1938 when your mother sent you to Paris 
when you were 16. Let's begin our conversation today with you telling us about your family, 
your community, and your life in those early years before you went to Paris and your lifer 
would be forever changed. 
>> Margit Meissner: You saw on the video my family. I was the youngest of four children. My 
three brothers thought that I was very cute. My nickname was Doll. I hated that. I didn't want to 
be so little and I didn't want to be a girl. I thought it would be much better to be a boy. 
Fortunately I don't think that anymore.  
>> [Laughter] 
>> Margit Meissner: We were a very assimilated, rather cultured Jewish family. My mother's 
main interest in our lives was that we should be learners. She had this idea that her children 
ought to speak four languages by age 16 and we really did. I thought that was normal until I 
realized it wasn't at all normal. So I had a very privileged childhood. 
>> Bill Benson: You lost your father early, when you were 10. Do you remember much about 
your dad?  
>> Margit Meissner: I know very little about him because in the kind of world in which I live, the 
raising of the children was mainly the mother's duty. My father was a very busy man. The only 
thing that I remember of him really was that he liked to kiss me and his kisses were very wet 
and I didn't like that. So I have to tell you that fortunately I also got over that as I got older. 
>> Bill Benson: You told me that after your father died, you were, quote, under a guardian. 
What did that mean for you and your family? 
>> Margit Meissner: It meant primarily that my father I don't think trusted his wife, my mother, 
with financial matters. He never told her anything about it. So when he passed away, very 
unfortunately, when she was only 39 -- no. That's not true. Yes, she was only 39. So he 
assigned a guardian to the family to look after all the financial matters. 
 So what it meant was that when Hitler came and people had some means to send 
money illegally to save themselves because they knew that all of their money might be taken 
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away by the Nazis. My mother was never able to send any money away. 
>> Bill Benson: Before we move on, Margit, tell us a little bit about your brothers. 
>> Margit Meissner: Well, I have interesting brothers. As I listened to the radio tape of me, I 
thought, what an interesting person this must be. Then it turns out to be me. 
>> [Laughter]  
>> Margit Meissner: My oldest brother became an Australian. My second brother was in the 
United States when Hitler came. My third brother became a Canadian because when Hitler 
came to power, it was hard to find asylum anywhere because no one in the world wanted to 
give asylum to penniless immigrants or penniless refugees. So my Australian brother 
happened to be in India when Hitler came and he was penniless, because he lost his job from 
one day to the next, and so he found asylum in Australia. 
 And my brother Bruno, who was in Czechoslovakia when the Nazis came in, was 
able to go to England. And there he found out that if he wanted to become a farmer, he could 
go to Canada because Canada would give willing immigrants $1,000 to buy a farm. So he 
became a fruit farmer in the Niagara peninsula. I'm sure he had no idea where the Niagara 
peninsula was. 
>> Bill Benson: In 1938, after Hitler annexed Austria, your mother and you made a momentous 
decision to send you from Prague to live in Paris. Tell us what convinced your mother and you 
to make that decision, why you chose Paris, and what life was like for you once you went to 
Paris. 
>> Margit Meissner: Well, the decision was that when the Nazis occupied Austria -- we were 
Austrian citizens because, as you heard, I was born in Innsbruck, Austria and we were 
Austrian citizens while living in Czechoslovakia. And when the Nazis occupied Austria, there 
were terrible screens that the Nazis ordered older Jewish people on the streets to wash the 
sidewalks, wash away some propaganda material. And these pictures of old Jews kneeling on 
the sidewalks and washing the sidewalks with toothbrushes was so frightening to my mother 
that she thought it wasn't safe for me to stay in Prague. So she, with me together, decided I 
would leave.  
 Now, to me, leaving Prague was not a big thing because I didn't leave anything 
behind. I was in the middle of 10th grade. I was good student but not a very interested student. 
I was only interested in boys. 
>> [Laughter] 
>> Margit Meissner: But some of the boys that I was interested in were not interested in me. 
So leaving was not a big deal. It's not like a father of a family that has to make a living abroad 
someplace without knowing where, without having any money. So I was quite pleased with the 
idea of going to Paris.  
 And Paris was selected because I knew if we lost all of our assets, I would have to 
make a living. Well, I could make a living as a dressmaker. Because you have to remember, at 
that time if you wanted a dress, you didn't go to the department store because there wasn't 
any. So you had to go to the dressmaker. That was a quite a respectful profession at that time. 
So I saw Paris was the center of fashion, so I would go to Paris and become a dress designer. 
And that sounded like a good idea to me because as a dress designer. I could make a living in 
any country whether I knew the language or not. 
>> Bill Benson: Once you went to Paris was your mother able to come and visit you in Paris? 
>> Margit Meissner: No. At first she was able to visit and then when Czechoslovakia was 
annexed a year later, she was able to join me in Paris. Very quickly, the day after the Germans 
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entered, before they had time to put their anti-Jewish measures into action. And she left 
Prague the day after Germans entered. And the only thing that she could take with her was a 
little suitcase that she could carry. And that was basically all that was left of our significant 
assets. 
>> Bill Benson: If I remember correctly, one of your brothers, your brother who was still in 
Czechoslovakia, he played a role, I think, in getting your mother out of Prague. 
>> Margit Meissner: Yes. He helped her by giving her -- by taking a risk, a tremendous risk, of 
giving his mother's passport to a smuggler who said for a lot of money he would get her an exit 
visa, and he did. So that was a great risk he took which fortunately worked out well. 
>> Bill Benson: So you had been in Paris as a 16-year-old for about a year by yourself. 
>> Margit Meissner: Right. 
>> Bill Benson: Now your mother is with you. What was that like to be living together under 
those circumstances with your mother after she came?  
>> Margit Meissner: Well, of course, I was thrilled that my mother was with me. We had no 
money. Because until my mother came, she had been able to send me a monthly amount with 
which I could pay for my upkeep. That stopped. And she was not able to bring any money 
along. So we were very poor. We really had to be dependent on other people. So we rented a 
room in somebody's house. And I continued going to dressmaking school. I was learning to 
make patterns, and designs. I was very interested in what I was doing. 
>> Bill Benson: Margit, if I understand correctly, you had French identification papers but your 
mother did not. How significant was that? 
>> Margit Meissner: It was very significant. I had come before a certain date. I got a French 
identification paper. But I still have to show my face at the police every month. And the police 
was very aggressive and unpleasant. They kept saying to me, "Why did you come to this 
country? We didn't want any refugees here". 
 My French friends were wonderful to me. They really took me in and were very, very 
welcoming. So I had a kind of a split life. Officially I was very unwelcomed and felt very 
threatened. And in my private life I was really doing well. 
 So when mother came, she was not able to get a French identification card. So after 
the war started -- did you want to talk about that now? 
>> Bill Benson: Yes, please. Absolutely. 
>> Margit Meissner: So mother came in March of 1939 and the war started in September of 
1939. The war at first was only in the east, in Poland. And after Poland was vanquished in four 
weeks they turned their attention to the west and they came to France. 
 In the beginning, the French were very optimistic that they were going to win but 
very soon it became clear that the French could not or would not defend themselves. 
>> Bill Benson: So now that the Nazis have invaded France, they march on Paris, you and 
your mother were separated and you were forced to flee from Paris. Tell us about that very, 
very difficult, calamitous time as the Nazis were occupying Paris. 
>> Margit Meissner: Mother could not live in Paris proper. She had to live in the outskirts. One 
day she got a notification to present herself at the police station in two days with everything 
she could carry on her back, with three days' worth of food and two blankets. And I took her to 
the police station and I asked them, "Why are you interning her?," "None of your business. Go 
home." And "Where are you taking her?," "None of your business. Go home". 
 So I had no idea what would happen. And just before she entered the van that was 
going to take her away, she put her hands in her pockets and came out with several thousand 
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franc notes. I had no idea she had that money because I thought we didn't have anything. She 
gave me the money and said to me, "Now it's up to you to get us out of this." 
 What she meant by now it is up to you to get us out of here I never really found out. 
But it meant that I would have to see whether I could free her, whether I could get her to safety 
and then get myself to safety. So it was a pretty uncomfortable situation, I have to tell you, 
because I had no idea what to do. 
>> Bill Benson: And as the Germans were marching on Paris, you knew you needed to flee as 
did many of thousands and thousands of other Parisians. What did you think you were going to 
do and where did you think you were going to go? 
>> Margit Meissner: Well, the first thing I had to do was to go to the police to get permission to 
leave and they said, no way, we're not going to give you permission. Then a few days later I 
realized that there were large, chaotic groups of French citizens who were leaving. So there 
was a big exodus, very chaotic, through Paris. So I realized, well, maybe I had to join this 
exodus but I was afraid to go by myself and I was afraid because I didn't have permission. 
 So the next day I went to the police and said now you have to give me permission to 
leave because everybody else is leaving. And I came to the police station, it was open, but the 
policemen had left and joined the chaotic crowd. So I thought I had an alibi that I had tried to 
get permission and couldn't. Then when I saw this chaotic group, I was so afraid of thinking of 
walking with them that I took the money that mother had given me unexpectedly and decided 
to buy myself a bicycle and leave on a bicycle. 
>> Bill Benson: And Margit, finding a bicycle was probably not an easy thing to do. 
>> Margit Meissner: Impossible. 
>> Bill Benson: Impossible. 
>> Margit Meissner: I really searched all Paris for a bicycle. And finally the only bicycle I could 
find was a men's race bike, with these kinds of handles. And I was not a good bicyclist. I just 
knew how to ride a bicycle. So I bought that bicycle. I had a little case to sit on the back of the 
bicycle. And that contained a change of underwear, two chocolate croissants, my dressmaking 
notes, and then I had a case of oil pens because I thought if I was going to become a designer, 
I needed these oil pens. 
>> Bill Benson: And that was the sum total two chocolate croissants. 
>> Margit Meissner: And I never ate those chocolate croissants. 
>> Bill Benson: Before you continue on from there, as you were leaving the building that you 
were living in, if I remember right, the concierge handed you an envelope as you were on your 
way out. 
>> Margit Meissner: Yes. That was a very important thing. You know, in Paris, at the time you 
couldn't get into a big building without a concierge. The concierge knew everything that was 
going on. So she knew that I was coming and going but she didn't know that I was about to go 
by myself on bicycle to flee. So she handed me an envelope that I stuck into my pocket and 
didn't look at.  
 And the first day of bicycling -- I bicycled always. I wasn't tired. I was not hungry. I 
didn't think of my chocolate. And in the evening, as it gets dark, we came to a small town and 
there was a policeman motioning me. Now when a policeman motioned me, I thought that was 
the end of my life because I didn't have any permission to leave.  
 You know, the mindset that I had was that every policeman I saw I was sure was 
looking for me; I was the most important person under the sun.  
 So the policeman said to me, "Mademoiselle, take your bicycle. You can go and 
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spend the night in the school next door". So I was glad he didn't ask me anything. I took my 
bike, went to the school next door. I laid down on the floor. And all of a sudden it occurred to 
me that I had this letter which I hadn't opened. So I opened the letter and it said that my 
mother was in a camp called Gurs. Nobody had ever heard name of Gurs. But it said it was 
near the Pyrenees on a French-Spanish border. So now at least I knew where I was going. So 
that was a great, great help to me.  
>> Bill Benson: And so you spent the night in the school. Tell us about leaving the school and 
your second day on the bike. 
>> Margit Meissner: The next morning, at daybreak, probably 5:00 in the morning, I couldn't 
wait to get up because now I knew where I was going. So I left the school and started to 
bicycle again. I didn't know that an hour after I left, the school was bombed to smithereens by 
the Germans. So I was tremendously lucky. 
 I continued bicycling. After a while I collided with another woman and we both fell 
down. I looked at my bike and it was damaged but I could continue going, so I continued. And 
suddenly a young man comes next to me. Of course, I got frightened. What does a young man 
want from me? And he said, "Mademoiselle, Mademoiselle, look at your leg. You're going to 
bleed to death". I looked at my leg and, indeed, it was bleeding. But I hadn't noticed that it was 
bleeding. So now that I know that the leg was bleeding, of course it started to hurt. And he said 
there's a drug store in the next road; you have to go and have the leg bandaged. 
 So I went to the drug store. And he said, You have to go to the hospital; it has to be 
sewn up. I said, Can't go to the hospital, I have no money, no permission; just bandage.  So he 
bandaged it up. And I continued bicycling. 
 Now, it hurt but I was raring to go. And he said, "And why are you bicycling?" I said, 
"I have to find my mother. There are no trains in France." He said, "That's not true. There are 
trains in France. There just weren't any trains in Paris. So you find a train." So I bicycled until I 
found a train station. 
>> Bill Benson: And tell us about getting on that train. That's a remarkable story. 
>> Margit Meissner: So the train station was chaotic. There was a long line of people. One 
window was open to give you train tickets. It took five minutes for every person to get a ticket 
because everybody was going to some village that nobody had ever heard of. 
 So I was waiting and waiting. It was hot. There were old women fainting. Children 
were crying. It was such chaos that I stood there and are I said -- and I said I'll never get a 
window -- I'll never get a ticket. As I was wondering what to do, there was an air raid alarm. 
Everybody had to go down to the basement. I looked at the chaotic line and thought I can't go 
to the basement because when I come back, I'll be at the end of the line; I can't face it. So I 
stayed on top of the railroad station and I watched the bombs fall on both sides of the station. 
And fortunately nothing happened to me. That was probably a crazy chance that I took but it 
fortunately turned out well. 
>> Bill Benson: Because it meant you were the first person in line once they resumed selling 
tickets. You were at the front of the line now.  
>> Margit Meissner: I don't remember now how I got the ticket. I thought -- yes, I do. Because I 
thought I was going to Brest, which is in the north of France, northwest of France, where I had 
friends. So that's where I was buying a ticket for. But when I got off the train the next day, the 
train was 12 kilometers from Gurs. So, again, tremendous luck that one cannot really imagine. 
>> Bill Benson: Before long you arrived in a little town -- in a town near Bordeaux which was 
under German occupation and then you were reunited with your mother. Tell us how it was 

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



 

possible, what you did first when you got to the little town and how you were reunited with your 
mother. 
>> Margit Meissner: So, in this little town it so happened that I had French friends who were 
very helpful, very willing to take me in. The lady had a car. She didn't know that Gurs existed 
because it was a secret that there was a camp there. But she was able to get her car against 
orders and went to Gurs to see whether she could find my mother to tell her that her child was 
safe. Because in the meantime the war had stopped and France was now negotiating a peace 
with the Germans. 
 So she went to Gurs but she couldn't find my mother. She left a message. And when 
she came back, she said to me, "Don't expect that your mother will have seen this" because 
there was too much chaos there.  
 So I didn't pay attention. I didn't think that mother knew where I was. But I was sitting 
in the yard of the house where I was, of my friend's. And not knowing what to do, as I looked 
into the distance, I saw somebody waving at me. I didn't wave back. I didn't know anybody 
there who could wave at me. This person kept waving and waving. And I still did not wave 
because who would wave at me? And when that person came really close, it turns out it was 
my mom. Well, I didn't recognize her because she had lost so much weight and her face was 
so dark because she had spent most of the time in Gurs outside, outside of the barracks. 
 My mother never talked about her time in Gurs. The only thing she said, "I found my 
child and I came to her and she didn't even come forward to embrace me." That for her was a 
terrible thing. Well, it was a real terrible thing for me because I was so shocked. I was thrilled 
mother was there. 
 So now we were together but in the occupied zone of France and had to get into the 
unoccupied zone of France. And to do that, again we were being watched by the police. What I 
forgot to say, the day I arrived my friends didn't have time -- didn't have room to put me up but 
they said there's a peasant lady who has a house; she will put you up. 
 So I went to the peasant lady and it was 4:00 in the afternoon and I hadn't slept yet. 
She had a little room for me and I laid down finally thinking I could now relax. And no sooner 
was I asleep, there was a knock at the door. And when I opened it, it was two policemen stood 
there. They said, "You have to come to the police station with us because your land lady said 
you have no papers."  
 So they took me -- I had to get up. They took me, one on either side, and took me 
across this cobblestone space to the police station. And as we were walking across the 
cobblestone yard, I started to cry. So I was crying going to the police station. And when the 
police lieutenant at the station saw me, he said to the policeman, "It's ok; let her go." So he 
had good judgment. 
>> [Laughter] 
>> Margit Meissner: But it was very traumatic for me because I again realized I had no papers 
and that I was being watched. 
 So when we tried to leave there to cross into the unoccupied zone, we had to do the 
same kind of maneuver that mother managed to get away. Mother managed to get away 
because the war was over and the director of the camp said to people, "We don't need you 
here anymore. The war is over. You can leave." 
>> Bill Benson: When you say war was over, meaning that the Germans had occupied France. 
>> Margit Meissner: Germans occupied France -- 
>> Bill Benson: Capitulated. 
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>> Margit Meissner: So France capitulated so there was no fear of spies anymore. So they 
said you could leave. But nobody could leave because Gurs was in the middle of nowhere. 
There was no transport. And people didn't know where to go. But mother had gotten that 
message that I was 12 kilometers away, so she was able to get -- a farmer with a hay wagon 
to take her to where I was. 
 So now when we were trying to get into the unoccupied zone, we again hired a 
farmer to take our luggage across a dividing line so that we could walk as though we were 
going on a walk and we didn't have any baggage with us. 
>> Bill Benson: So you looked like you were on a stroll. 
>> Margit Meissner: Right. Some stroll. 
>> Bill Benson: And you strolled across to the unoccupied zone. 
 So from there you made your way to Marseille. Tell us how you got to Marseille. 
>> Margit Meissner: Well, through one train and another train, evading the guards that were on 
the trains, asking for identification papers. I really don't quite remember how we managed to 
get to Marseille but since we didn't have any papers -- so when we got to the station, we 
watched everybody who left the train had to show identification cards before he could leave the 
train station and we didn't have any identification cards. So we waited until everybody was 
gone and all the guards had gone and then we sort of went on the side out of the railroad 
station. And now we were in the middle of Marseille. But what was in the middle of Marseille? 
We had nothing. 
 So it so happened that we had some refugee friends from Prague whom we met on 
the street in Marseille and they said there is a flophouse where you can rent a room because 
that was the cheapest that we could afford. So we rented a room in a flophouse which had a 
little balcony. My mother had a sort of gas cooker and she cooks vegetables. 
 She had become very passive. My mother was not a passive lady but she said to 
me, "If we ever get out of here, it's up to you. Don't expect me to do anything because I can't 
maneuver the situation." So I became the mother and she was the child. I tried to find whatever 
way I could to get out of Marseille because it was still basically under German occupation and 
we didn't know what was going to happen. 
 An interesting aside in this whole story is that at the time you have to understand 
that there was no media. Today if you want to find out what goes on in the rest of the world, 
you go to your phone and you find out what goes on while it is happening. We had no 
information of any kind. There were newspapers and there were film -- in the movies there 
were film -- what was it called? The information -- 
>> Bill Benson: The news reels? 
>> Margit Meissner: News reels but for that you had to be in the movies so we had no idea 
what was going on in the world and certainly no idea what the future would hold. I mean, that 
was completely hidden from us. 
>> Bill Benson: So given that, here you are in Marseille and you're trying to figure out how you 
can get visas to escape. That would eventually lead you to take a very risky journey over the 
Pyrenees mountains into Spain. Tell us how you did that. 
>> Margit Meissner: I got, really by luck, a Spanish and Portuguese transit visa, which means 
a visa which was good enough for you to go through the country but not stay there. And the 
transit visa was going to be valid for one month. But the French refused to give us exit permits. 
I don't know quite why but they didn't want any Jews there but they also didn't want them to 
leave. So our visa was going to expire. Here we sat and didn't know what to do because we 

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



 

had no permission to leave. 
 So the last day of the validity of the visa we decided to take a chance and go to the 
border which was, again, very chancy because there were lots of police examinations. So we 
came to the border and they looked at us and said, "Where are your exit permits." "We don't 
have an exit permit." "So what did you think? You could leave?" We said, yes, we thought 
maybe you would let us go. "Forget it. Go back." 
 So we couldn't go back. So we waited until everybody else left. And there I saw a 
porter who had a nice face and I told him our story. He was very helpful. He said: Look, I can 
show you how you can cross the border on foot without being seen by any policeman but you 
have to be very careful because if you are caught by the Spanish police, they will put you in jail 
because you crossed at an unauthorized border station. So I said just tell us where to go; we 
are not going to lose our way. And, of course, we lost our way. 
>> [Laughter]  
>> Margit Meissner: We went to jail in Spain. And that was a life-changing experience for me. 
Because I thought I would never, ever go to jail. The jail was a terrible place. It was just at the 
end of the Spanish Civil War and the only people who were in jail were teachers who the 
fascist thought would be democratic and prostitutes because prostitution was forbidden in 
Spain. 
 So we got a cot which was about that wide that had a straw mat on it and that was 
for mother and me. And in the morning when the jail sort of opened its business, we were 
taken to the jail director. He looked at our papers and said, "Ex-Austrians. You are now 
Germans. So we called German authorities in Spain and they will take you over." So we had all 
of this to escape from the Germans and then we were going to be handed over to the 
Germans in Spain. But you see, I am here. So we again were tremendously lucky. 
>> Bill Benson: You had described to me that in that time that you were in the Spanish jail with 
prostitutes that there was some tremendous kindnesses shown to you that had a real effect on 
you. For example, I think one of them is that you had to have a bowl. If you didn't have a bowl, 
you didn't get fed. And if I remember right, one of them gave you a bowl. 
>> Margit Meissner: That was absolutely true. That was really a life-saving gesture. Because in 
Spain when you go to jail, you have to bring your own equipment, your food equipment and 
your bedding and everything, you bring from home. But we had nothing. And the things with 
which we came across the border were confiscated. They were some place in the jail. So we 
had nothing. 
 In the morning you had to come with your bowl to get the soup or the coffee that was 
your morning food. And we had nothing. And one of the prostitutes saw that we didn't have 
anything and gave us a bowl. A life-saving gesture which made a tremendous impression on 
me because I thought the kind of person I was, I would never meet a prostitute.  
 I really had to rethink the kind of life view of world view that I had. It really changed 
the trajectory of where I was going. I was going a certain way and that now stopped and I was 
going to become somebody very different. And very fortunately because I think I became a 
much better person than I would have become. And I have become very aware of the world 
around me which I continue to be. 
>> Bill Benson: Margit, as you were telling us, the jail authorities were going to send you to the 
Germans but through the intervention of some friends that you had written to -- and you don't 
have time to go into it -- they were able to get you out of jail and you were able to get to 
Portugal. So now what do you do from there? 
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>> Margit Meissner: In Portugal we were able to stay, again we had no money or very little 
money. We found a room in a lady's house. There were all kinds of Czech refugees in Lisbon 
who also didn't have any clothes because they lost everything. So I became the dressmaker to 
the refugees. And the lady of the house, she had a pedal sewing machine. She had an iron 
that one heated with coal; that one had to shake so that the coals would burn. And I became a 
dressmaker, which was really very fortunate because I had to learn Portuguese to be able to 
go to the store.  
 I had a very good time in Portugal. Because I was productive. I was making money 
for us. When I walked in the streets, young Portuguese women of a good family were not 
permitted on the street by themselves. They always needed an escort. Now, I was not a 
Portuguese girl so I didn't have an escort. And young Portuguese men always accosted me. 
And if I didn't like their face, I said I don't speak Portuguese. But if I liked them -- 
>> [Laughter]  
>> Margit Meissner: I started talking to them. And I made some very nice friends in Portugal. 
So I basically really had a good time. 
 And again, miraculously during the time in Portugal we got an American immigration 
visa. So now that was tremendous but we needed shipping. 
>> Bill Benson: How did you get the visa? That was very hard to do. 
>> Margit Meissner: Well, it was -- we got an affidavit from family member and somehow, I 
don't quite remember how, all of this paperwork happened. Very complicated. But I really 
cannot remember. But we did get an American immigration visa that was valid only for a 
certain time even couldn't get a ship to come to the United States because there were U-Boats 
in the Atlantic ocean. 
 So finally in the last moment we got a place on a Portuguese cork boat that brought 
corks for wine bottles to the United States. It was a little ship that sort of floated across the 
Atlantic for three weeks. I was seasick 90% of the time. But when I was not seasick, I used to 
play ping-pong with the crew. I became a very good ping-pong player. And I also learned much 
more Portuguese so that I became a good Portuguese speaker. 
 So when we came to the United States, we landed not at the Statue of Liberty but in 
the Chesapeake Bay, in a small port someplace near Wilmington. 
>> Bill Benson: So here you are in the United States. Quickly, a whole new world, a whole new 
culture. What was that like for you? And we were not yet in the war. 
>> Margit Meissner: No. 
>> Bill Benson: What was it like for you? 
>> Margit Meissner: Well, it was tremendous. 
>> Bill Benson: Tremendous. 
>> Margit Meissner: Tremendous that we were here. Everything was so bright. My brother 
Felix, who had come here before, somehow rented -- borrowed a car and picked us up at the 
port and drove us to Manhattan. And I was just stunned with all of the lights. I couldn't imagine 
that life could be so bright. It was a tremendous relief but it was also very frightening because it 
was a totally new situation. But at that point I think I had already become a risk taker. 
>> Bill Benson: That's an understatement. [Laughter] 
>> Margit Meissner: Because this whole experience really taught me to take risks and not be 
afraid of failing. And I have maintained that the rest of my life. I still take risks today. 
Sometimes probably even as unsound as the risks that I took during my escape.  
>> Bill Benson: Margit, I want to have a little time to turn to our audience for some questions 
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but I do have a couple more I'd like to ask you. I'm going to go ahead in your chronology a little 
bit. You shared with me that you ended up going to college in Asheville, North Carolina. And 
now we were in the war. This was after Pearl Harbor. 
>> Margit Meissner: No, this was still before the war. 
>> Bill Benson: Once you were in Asheville, at Black Mountain College, you said you started -- 
people started to ask you a little bit about what happened. 
>> Margit Meissner: Well, they had never heard of anybody like me. They really didn't know 
what was going on in Europe because maybe some of the newspapers wrote something but it 
was of no concern to a city like Asheville, North Carolina. So I was a special person. And the 
lady I lived with was a member of the PTA. And when she heard my story, she said "You 
should come and speak to the PTA."  
 So my first speech ever, many 60 years ago, more than 60 years, 80 years ago, was 
for the PTA and I didn't know what the PTA was. And then the PTA heard about me. And the 
Rotary asked me to speak because they had never heard anything like my story. So I talked to 
the rotary.  
 And they gave me a blue ceramic vase which I still have to this day and I really 
treasure it because it's the one thing that reminds me of how I started my speaking career. I 
didn't really have a speaking career except now here at the Holocaust Museum now I'm a 
speaker. I wasn't a speaker for 80 years. 
>> Bill Benson: And the other question, Margit, I do want to ask is after the war you would go 
to work for the U.S. government and find yourself in Germany. You were there for the 
Nuremberg trials and then you worked to re-educate Hitler youth. What was that like for you?  
>> Margit Meissner: First of all, it was terrible to be in Germany which was completely 
destroyed. And Nuremberg, where the war crimes trial was, was completely destroyed so one 
couldn't live in Nuremberg. But my then husband worked for the American judicial team. I was 
just a visitor. I was very uncomfortable because I thought but for the grace of God I could have 
been on the other side. So I had to do something to permit my mental health to be good 
because otherwise I would have been too depressed. So I accidentally got a job with the 
American military government and they said you can be the German youth activity -- the job of 
the German youth activity was to re-educate the German youth. 
 Now, again, I didn't know anything about doing this but being a risk taker I said ok, 
I'll take that job. It turned out that it was a much more difficult job than I expected because the 
German youngsters, who I had interacted with, they were not interested in learning; they were 
interested in surviving. They had no food, no shelter. They were in terrible straits. So my great 
idea of how I was going to re-educate them were a great failure but I learned a lot from it 
because I, again, to understand the difference if you are brought up in a democratic society as 
opposed to a fascist society. 
>> Bill Benson: Thank you, Margit. 
 I'm going to turn to our audience for a couple of questions. We have a mic in this 
aisle and this aisle. We ask that you go to the microphone if you have a question. And if you 
do, try to make it as brief as you can. I'll repeat the question to be sure Margit and everybody 
in the room hears it and then Margit will respond. 
 Let's see if we have anybody who has a question. Do we have a question here? I 
know it's a little hard to make your way over there. Please -- and thank you for being willing to 
do that. 
>> Hi. I wanted to thank you for sharing your story, first. But also -- I think you touched on this 
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a little bit in mentioning that you had done work concerning the Syrian refugee crisis but I 
wanted to know how you felt in our current political climate. 
>> Bill Benson: If you don't mind, I'm going to try to keep us focused on Margit's story, if that's 
ok with you. 
>> Yeah, yeah. 
 Well, then, I guess the other question was, How have your experiences sort of 
shaped the rest of your life, past entering the United States? 
>> Bill Benson: How did your experiences during the war and the Holocaust shape the rest of 
your life's perspectives? 
>> Margit Meissner: Well, they certainly changed me completely. I think I became very socially 
active. I continued to be a learner because I left school in the middle of 10th grade. So the fact 
that I never really graduated from high school was troublesome to me. And I tried to make up 
for this. 
 I have to tell you that eventually without a high school diploma and without an 
undergrad degree, I got a Master's degree education.  
>> [Laughter] 
>> Bill Benson: Thank you for the question. 
 Yes, sir?  
>> Hi. It's an honor to speak with you. When you were in the United States during the war, did 
you have any communication with people back in Europe to get an idea of the atrocities that 
were going on or was it news to you when the camps were liberated?  
>> Bill Benson: When you were in the United States and then, of course, we got into the war 
after Pearl Harbor, did you have communication with anybody back in Europe and did you 
know what was going on, particularly what was happening to Jews? 
>> Margit Meissner: We had no communication with anybody in Germany and most of Europe 
was part of Germany at that point. But we had friends in England -- I mean in France. It was 
not possible to communicate with anybody with the French. The Spanish friends we were able 
to communicate with because Spain was a neutral country. 
>> Bill Benson: And were you able to, from them, hear what was going on in Europe at that 
time?  
>> Margit Meissner: I think that I was pretty ignorant at the time. I had very little understanding 
of how the world worked. When I think back of how naive I was, I shudder. 
>> Bill Benson: One more question. Thank you, sir. 
>> Hi. It's been an honor. Personally it's motivating to know that we all have an assignment 
because you're proof of that, so thank you. 
 My question is do you to this day have any relationships or speak to any other 
survivors? And is there any more information that we could do to continue to learn about the 
experiences that you went through? Any groups or any survivors that she currently speaks to? 
And how do we get that information. 
>> Bill Benson: If I understand the question right, Do you communicate and have relationships 
with other survivors and how can people learn more -- coming to this program is one -- but go 
ahead. 
>> Margit Meissner: Yes, of course. I'm a volunteer here at the museum. There are about 80 
other survivor volunteers here. So I have a lot of contact with them. And I also have contact 
with some of the survivors who did not come to the United States. Some of them are in 
England. Some of them in Israel. So I am well aware of what goes on now. For all the 
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ignorance during my escape and afterwards, I think I am pretty well informed about what goes 
on in the world and I make it my business really to know what goes on and to be active 
whenever I can to improve things which there is a lot of room for improvement. 
>> Bill Benson: Thank you. I think we have to hold off the questions for now because of time. 
      I'm going to turn back to Margit in a moment to close our program. I'd like to thank all 
of you for being here today. We will continue our program each Wednesday and Thursday until 
mid-August. We hope you can join us again.  
 All of our programs in April will be livestreamed as today's program is and all of our 
programs will be accessible -- in fact in response is to gentleman's question just now, all of our 
First Person programs will be on the museum's YouTube Channel. So there's quite an 
inventory of those if somebody wants to view those films. 
      After our program ends in just a few minutes, Margit will leave the stage and go to 
the top of the stairs to sign copies of her autobiography, Margit's Story. You will have a chance 
to ask her another question after that. And before we close the program, our photographer, 
Joel, is going to come up on stage, take a photographer of Margit with you as the background. 
 So we would like you to stay until she finished. 
 It's our tradition at First Person that our First Person has the last word. So on that 
note I'm going to turn back to Margit to close our program. 
>> Margit Meissner: Well, if there is one thing that I would like to say to all of you, don't be 
bystanders. If you see discrimination, anti-Semitism, all kinds un-- I don't quite -- 
>> Bill Benson: Unjust? 
>> Margit Meissner: Unjust action, don't just think I'm just a little person, what I can do means 
nothing, it's none of my business. It's everyone's business to see whether one can help 
situations in a peaceful and productive way. And you have to understand what you do really 
matters. I think that's a very important lesson that I learned and I live with. 
 And the other thing I would like to say, again, don't be afraid to take risks because 
it's better to take a risk and fail than never to try. I think that one should not be afraid of failure 
because you learn something. 
 And the third thing I'd like to say, be curious. Because it's the only way that you 
really learn what goes on in the world. And there is so much to know. It is such a great thing to 
see how you can expand your mind. 
 That's really all that I want to say. 
>> [Applause]  
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