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Interviewer: My name is Anita Gross and I’m here to conduct this interview. Today is June 6th, 1998. 
We’re in the DC Holiday Inn with the Kindertransport Association Conference. Could 
you just tell us what your name is and when you were born? 

Stephanie: My name is Stephanie Ruskin. I was born as Stephanie Paul. I was born in Kolberg, in 
Germany that now belongs to Poland and has some unpronounceable Polish name. I was 
born on June 12th, 1926.  

Interviewer: So it’s almost your birthday! 

Stephanie: Yes. 

Interviewer: What were your parents’ names? 

Stephanie: My mother’s name was Hedwig Paul, and her maiden name was Münz. My father’s name 
was Georg, or George Paul.  

Interviewer: Do you speak German now? 

Stephanie: Very, very little.  

Interviewer: And when did you basically lose your German? 

Stephanie: In England as soon as I arrived, I never spoke German again. I married a Kind and we 
never spoke German, very, very rarely.  

Interviewer: You’re father’s family, were they also in Kolberg? 

Stephanie: Yes, they came from Kolberg. Originally, three brothers came into Germany, I think in 
the 1900’s. There were three brothers. One called himself Prince, one Kaiser, and one 

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



98_DC_A_6_Stephanie Ruskin_06_06_98         STEPHANIE RUSKIN   page 2 
 

Paul. There were three brothers originally. I think they were the great grandfather of my 
father.  

Interviewer: You say the three brothers came around 1900. Do you know from where they came? 

Stephanie: I think somewhere in Poland or Russia, but I’m not sure.  

Interviewer: Did your family talk about their history at any time? 

Stephanie: No.  

Interviewer: And did you know any of these people? 

Stephanie: Well, that was so long ago.  

Interviewer: Your father’s father, no? 

Stephanie: Grandfather. 

Interviewer: Oh, grandfather, okay.  

Stephanie: I don’t remember my grandfathers at all. They all lived in different places, or maybe they 
were dead. I don’t know. In those days we didn’t have telephones. It was a different era.  

Interviewer: Do you remember traveling at all to visit family or anything like that? 

Stephanie: No. 

Interviewer: So you remember your early days as being mostly in Kolberg? 

Stephanie: No. I think we moved when I was 3 months old. And the only memory I have of Kolberg 
was rushing out into the Baltic Sea and almost drowning—or maybe it’s just that people 
told me about this—but other than that, I don’t remember anything. And then we moved 
to Wilhelmshaven on the North Sea. And my father and my uncle, his brother, married 
my mother and his wife was my mother’s sister, so I had double aunts and uncles. And 
we lived with them in Wilhelmshaven. When anti-Semitism became strong, we moved to 
Hamburg. We thought an apartment in town would be better.  

Interviewer: What was your father’s brother’s name? 

Stephanie: Alfred. 
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Interviewer: Alfred. 

Stephanie: And my mother’s sister was Hilda. 

Interviewer: And Hilda. And they also, when you moved from Wilhelmshaven, they moved as well? 

Stephanie: Yes. 

Interviewer: So you were a tight unit? 

Stephanie: Yes. We lived together, the same apartment. My uncle and my father owned grocery fruit 
stores and they did everything together.  

Interviewer: Do you remember what their stores were called? 

Stephanie: No. 

Interviewer: Did you remember playing in the stores or anything like that? 

Stephanie: Yes. I remember in Wilhelmshaven we lived in a house and the store was underneath– 
one of the stores was underneath the house. I remember it was on a main street. And for a 
long time, I slept in my father’s and mother’s bedroom, but when I got too old, they made 
a room for me upstairs, just under the roof and painted it all pink for a little girl. They 
thought I would be so pleased, but I hated to be away from them. I was up there all alone. 
From that window—it looked out onto the main street—I saw a Hitler march going under 
the window. I remember it very vividly.  

Interviewer: How old were you then? Approximately? 

Stephanie: About 9, 10. I remember roller skating in that street. I remember a dog that belonged to 
very good friends of ours who were also a part of our family, although they were not 
related. 

Interviewer: What were their names? 

Stephanie: Angelita Rula and Hellman Rula. Uncle Hellman. And they had a big black dog, Nimrot. 
I remember that. I remember going to a school, not a Jewish school at that time. I 
remember the very cruel teachers who would hit people with sticks on their hand if you 
didn’t know the answer. And I remember– 

Interviewer: Were you ever hit? 
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Stephanie: Yes. I remember the teacher talking about German mythology, the heroes, the Teutonic 
Heroes and he asked a question and none of the German children knew the answer, and I 
stood up and gave the answer. And he said, with disgust, “The Jew has to tell you your 
history?” And he made me feel very bad. And later, when I was in England, I always had 
a fantasy that one day he would be a Prisoner of War and I would wreak vengeance on 
him. It was a fantasy that I had until I was quite old.  

Interviewer: Do you remember what his name was?  

Stephanie: No. I just remember that image. That Teutonic image. 

Interviewer: What was the reaction of your schoolmates? 

Stephanie: I don’t know. We were young. Many didn’t play with me. Some did. I didn’t really 
realize what was going on. I knew that something was happening, but I didn’t really 
know what it was all about. And as a matter of fact, my parents, who were middle class 
Germans considered themselves good Germans. My father fought in the First World War. 
They always said nothing will ever happen to us. They never made preparations to do 
anything about leaving until Kristallnacht. Then it was too late. 

Interviewer: Let’s talk a little bit more about your family. Your mother’s side of the family, where 
were they from originally? 

Stephanie: They were from the small town called Wiesenbronn. I’ve never been there. I know I had 
a grandfather there. I’ve seen pictures, but I never met him.  

Interviewer: Did you know what his name was? 

Stephanie: No. I have a picture of my brother as a baby and me as a baby sitting with a picture of the 
grandfather, but I don’t remember anything.  

Interviewer: Did your mother have any other family around? 

Stephanie: My mother had Tante Hilda, her sister, and Tante Kate who lived around Nuremburg. I 
do remember I once spent a vacation there and the only thing I remember is that they had 
a house with a big glass window and lots of cacti in the window. And I remember that 
they had a lot of naggy bugs on those cacti. That’s all I remember.  

Interviewer: The house that you had in Wilhelmshaven, can you describe what you remember about 
the inside of the house? 

Stephanie: The shop was downstairs. We lived about two landings up. There was a big balcony 
where my brother and I—I had a brother called Franz, whose now and American, 

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



98_DC_A_6_Stephanie Ruskin_06_06_98         STEPHANIE RUSKIN   page 5 
 

Frank—where we used to play puppet theater. We had a housekeeper who was very strict 
and only concerned about her floors; not a very nice lady.  

Interviewer: Do you remember her name? 

Stephanie: No. A German. As I said before, when the time came that they felt I was too big to sleep 
in their bedroom, I moved to the top floor spare bedroom, which I absolutely hated, but I 
never told them because they thought it was such a nice surprise for me.  

Interviewer: Did they have a lot of little tchotchkes or anything like that around the house? How was 
the house decorated? 

Stephanie: I remember a lot of leather chairs, comfortable living room. An oven, a tiled oven where 
my mother would prepare on Friday for Saturday, so it would keep warm in there– the 
dish would keep warm in there. I don’t remember too much. 

Interviewer: Do you remember any paintings or pictures on the wall? 

Stephanie: Yes. Oh, no that was in Hamburg. I remember in Hamburg my Tante Hilda and Uncle 
Alfred were childless and they considered us part of their family. And on Sunday 
mornings, they would take us into bed with them and bounce us around and tell us stories 
and have fun. Above their bed, there was one of those old type pictures of angels, 
cherubims. I think maybe a Rubens, I’m not sure, but I remember that very distinctly. 
And I remember—this was in Hamburg—I remember a big wardrobe which had a hidden 
compartment in it and where they kept– We weren’t allowed to have gold anymore at that 
time, or any treasures. They had a secret compartment where they put stuff, but we 
weren’t really supposed to know about that. 

Interviewer: So you discovered it? 

Stephanie: Yes, I guess I discovered it. Connected to that, I had a gold watch before this was 
forbidden. And when it was time that Jews were not allowed to have gold, they gave me a 
gold-colored watch and I had to give up my gold watch. I said, “Oh, but this is gold.” 
They were so scared. They said, “No, no, no, don’t ever say that. It’s not gold.” They 
were so scared.   

Interviewer: Did they keep your gold watch with the other jewels? 

Stephanie: I think maybe they gave it up. I don’t know what happened.  

Interviewer: And your brother, Franz, is he younger or older than you? 

Stephanie: Two years older.  
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Interviewer: Were you close with him? 

Stephanie: Yes. Not to his delight, but my mother used to tell him, “You have to take care of her.” 
And I’d traipse after him and his friends. Whenever we got into trouble, it was always his 
fault and “you should have known better.” And I took advantage of it. And I really 
followed behind him wherever he and his friends went. They kind of tolerated me and 
they also made fun of me. And I remember my mother had a velvet yellow dress made 
for me. I hated it, but I had to wear it. And my brother and his friends used to call me 
“Canary bird, Canary bird!” I remember that. 

Interviewer: Did you have other friends in the neighborhood before you moved to Hamburg? 

Stephanie: Yes. We used to– It was on the North Sea. We used to play on the dikes and in the woods 
behind the dikes. And I had friends, yes. I guess they were German friends, yes. 

Interviewer: Were they Jewish or non-Jewish? 

Stephanie: No, they were German. They were not Jewish. 

Interviewer: Do you consider yourself German or Jewish or both? 

Stephanie: The worst thing that anybody can say to me, “Are you German?” I absolutely cringe. I’m 
not German. I don’t consider myself German. It just does something to me when 
somebody says, “Where are you from?” I guess it’s my accent. And I tell them from 
Hamburg. And they say, “Oh, you’re German.” And I cringe. I am not German. I refuse 
to be considered German.  

Interviewer: Do you know when you made that decision? 

Stephanie: No. But I’ll tell you another story that happened to me that made me realize. I used to 
work, in New York, I used to work with refugees from all countries. There were Cubans, 
Hungarians, later on Russians. And there were Czechs. And some of them wouldn’t 
speak English. So I went to Czechs, Hungarians, I would speak to them in German as 
much as I could to get their resume, because I found jobs for them. One day, an associate 
friend of mine, a coworker, asked me to help translate and it was somebody from East 
Germany. I could not remember one word. Not one word came out.  

Interviewer: That happens to some people. 

Stephanie: Yeah.  

Interviewer: What was the religious culture of your family when you were growing up? 
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Stephanie: My mother was from a religious home. We kept a kosher home. My father was not from 
a religious home, but he went along with it for my mother’s sake. And we attended a 
Jewish school and my brother was Bar Mitzvahed. And on the Holy Days we went to 
synagogue.  

Interviewer: Only on the holidays? 

Stephanie: On Shabbat, sometimes. Not my father so much, but my mother.  

Interviewer: You said originally though that you didn’t go to a Jewish school. 

Stephanie: That was in Wilhelmshaven, there was no Jewish school. And then, at that time, my 
brother had to go to an Aunt in Essen on the Ruhr where they had a Jewish school 
because he was being taught it in school too much at that time. And then when we moved 
to Hamburg, then he came back to us.  

Interviewer: And so it was in Hamburg then that you started in the Jewish school. 

Stephanie: Yes. 

Interviewer: Do you remember what year it was that you moved to Hamburg? 

Stephanie: I left Hamburg in ’39, so it must have been about ’37. I’m not sure.  

Interviewer: And what sort of place did you move to in Hamburg? What was that like? 

Stephanie: It was a nice, big street. The shop was across the street and we lived in a quite modern 
apartment, again with my aunt and uncle. And we had friends who lived very close by, 
where we would spend Friday nights together. My father and his brother and friends used 
to play a card game quite often, maybe twice a week. It was called Scat. I don’t know 
what American game that would be, but it was a card game. My mother was a very good 
baker. And the next day, we would always have leftover cake with whipped cream. And 
the cream always tasted of cigar smoke. 

Interviewer: From your father? 

Stephanie: From where they would play cards and have this cake. Those are the memories that I 
have. 

Interviewer: Did you live in a Jewish community when you lived in Hamburg? 
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Stephanie: There were Jews there and I went to a Jewish school and I joined a youth club, Habonim, 
which was a sports club. And there was a distinction between the German—what they 
called themselves—German Jews, which was my family, who had been in Germany such 
a long time, and the East German Jews who were from Poland. And there was real 
snobbery. And my parents always said to me, “Play with the professor’s children. Don’t 
play with the shoemaker’s children.” It was real snobbery that even at that early age I 
recognized because I played with the shoemaker’s children and I married a man whose 
parents came from Poland. I even resented it at that time. But they were– They 
considered themselves very good German citizens.  

Interviewer: Your parents? 

Stephanie: Yes. 

Interviewer: What do you recall as being the atmosphere when you saw, for example, the marching on 
the street?  What was the reaction of your family? 

Stephanie: They were nervous, but not so much in the beginning because they thought it was a phase 
that would pass. They never thought that Hitler would get to where he eventually got to. 
They couldn’t believe it. I remember when they first started taking men away to 
concentration camps, they said, “These people must have done some criminal act.” They 
couldn’t believe what was happening. They didn’t believe it. And they said it could never 
happen to them; they were good citizens. 

Interviewer: Do you remember what your feelings were at the time? 

Stephanie: I didn’t understand it. I didn’t understand it. 

Interviewer: So you recall it as confusing? 

Stephanie: Yes. I didn’t understand, but something was going on.  

Interviewer: So did you feel that in your family at that time, the issues were openly discussed or were 
there things that your parents discussed among themselves to keep from you? 

Stephanie: Yes. I think they kept it from us. My brother must have known more, but I didn’t know 
what was going on. And also the fact that he was taunted at school and had to move away 
from the family for a few years, I think must have had a big impact on him. I stayed with 
them. And I went to Jewish school in Hamburg and it didn’t penetrate. I knew they were 
nervous. 

Interviewer: What gave you the feeling that they were nervous? 
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Stephanie: Just the atmosphere. The fact that the gold— I don’t know. It was just a feeling. 

Interviewer: How would you characterize your mother? 

Stephanie: My mother was the nurturer. Fathers were rather stern in those days. They took us for 
walks, the men I mean. They certainly didn’t diaper babies like American men do, like 
my husband Joe did. They were a father figure. Stern. My father was kind of stern. My 
mother was very loving and nurturing and a very good mother. And I loved my mother a 
great deal. My aunt, too, and my uncle who was a very jolly man. I don’t know.  

Interviewer: Were they affectionate with you? 

Stephanie: Yes.  My father loved me very much, but he didn’t show it the way my mother did.  Men 
didn’t do that in those days.  My mother was very affectionate.  Children were treated 
differently then.  They were told to be quiet and well behaved.  There was no sex 
education at all.  I was 13– On my 13th birthday, I left.  I had just gotten my period and 
all my mother said to me was, “Now you can have a baby.” And I was scared because I 
thought now I could just have a baby. There was never any discussion like that.  I don’t 
know.  

Interviewer: On the big holidays, did you have other family members come and join you? 

Stephanie: Yes. Mainly, there were the Münz, there was Tante Hilda and Uncle Hellman, they had 
two girls, two daughters that were older.  

Interviewer: Do you remember what they were named? 

Stephanie: Kate and Ilgard.  And Kate came later to New York, we met them there.  Ilgard went to 
South America somewhere, and the parents died in Germany. 

Interviewer: So when you had these family occasions, did you have friends that joined in also, or was 
it pretty much limited? 

Stephanie: Mainly family.   

Interviewer: Were there other members that came as well? 

Stephanie: I remember a cousin who came from {Wildenau} who stayed with us at vacation time and 
he also perished.   

Interviewer: Do you know what his name was? 
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Stephanie: Herbert.  Herbert.    

Interviewer: Who was the one who lead the family during these holidays?  Was it your father or your 
uncle? 

Stephanie: I think mainly the women, yes.  My father was not really a religious man, but he went 
along with it.   

Interviewer: And did your family, did they give you gifts on your birthdays? 

Stephanie: Yes. 

Interviewer: What sort of things would they give you? 

Stephanie: I remember one particular present that my mother gave me.  It was a doll and it had my 
mother’s hair because she had cut it and she had put the hair on the doll.   

Interviewer: That was a very nice gift. 

Stephanie: Yeah. 

 We had cats.  We had cats and I used to dress them up and parade them around in little 
carriages, dress them up with things.  And of course later I got allergic to cats, much to 
my dismay.  But they were a part of my life, cats. 

Interviewer: You said you joined the Habonim?  

Stephanie: Yes. 

Interviewer: Did you become friendly with a lot of the people then? 

Stephanie: Yes.  I had friends in the Jewish school that belonged to the Habonim.   

Interviewer: Did you feel a part of it?  Were you involved in it spiritually? 

Stephanie: Yes, no, it was a sports club.  I loved sports, ball and all that.  And a lot of gym.  

Interviewer: How did you feel you did in school? 

Stephanie: We were rated, I guess, I think it was from 1 to 5 and I was always 2 to 3.   
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Interviewer: How did your family react to that? 

Stephanie: I was always the good little girl.  I had a feeling that I was very good and I actually 
thought it too, but I was always told that I was a good child.  I had a feeling of worth, 
self-value, worth. And it was never– It never occurred to me that I was bad except when 
the Nazis came and people avoided us.   

Interviewer: And you felt you were bad for that? 

Stephanie: No.  It made me feel inferior.  I really felt inferior. 

Interviewer: Did you discuss that with your family? 

Stephanie: No, no.  I kept it all to myself.   

Interviewer: Did you have any nightmares during that period? 

Stephanie: Not at that time, I don’t think so, no.   

Interviewer: So about 2 years after you moved to Hamburg, that was when you left Germany? 

Stephanie: Yes. 

Interviewer: What do you remember about the period right before you were leaving for England? Do 
you remember when you first learned that you might be leaving? 

Stephanie: I remember my mother buying clothes and putting them in a suitcase. 

Interviewer: Did you go with her to buy the clothes? 

Stephanie: I think so. I guess so.  I remember I had embroidered a belt at school with cross-stitch and 
my mother had a dress made to fit the belt.  And I wanted pants so much and she bought 
me pants. And as the suitcase filled up, I realized that I was going to be going, but they 
said we’ll join you.   

Interviewer: How big was your suitcase? Can you show approximately?  [Stephanie gestures] It was a 
pretty big size. 

Stephanie: Yeah. We were allowed one suitcase each. 

Interviewer: Was it heavy for a little girl to carry? 
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Stephanie: I don’t remember carrying it.  I don’t know.  Because I didn’t go–  Many children went 
on trains to Holland.  I didn’t. I went on a train straight to a port and I think it went from 
Bremen, I’m not sure.  Maybe it went from Hamburg– No, it couldn’t have been 
Hamburg, it must’ve been Bremen. And we went on a German ship and crossed– Was it 
the North Sea?  I guess.  And we landed in England.  I didn’t go through Holland. I don’t 
think I carried my case too much.  I don’t know.   

Interviewer: Now, when you first learned about it, how did you first learn that you might be leaving? 

Stephanie: My parents told me.  But they said we’ll join you. 

Interviewer: Was it that you were sitting down at dinner? Do you remember? 

Stephanie: I don’t remember.  

Interviewer: And during that period, do you recall if they were looking for places to go or was there 
any of that kind of activity? 

Stephanie: After Kristallnacht, they tried I think they had to have an affidavit. I think they tried a 
South American embassy somewhere. I’ve forgotten. But I guess at that time it was too 
late.   

Interviewer: Was there discussion about leaving a lot? 

Stephanie: Yes, yes.   

Interviewer: Was there any discussion about not trying to go anywhere? 

Stephanie: After Kristallnacht, that was the turning point that they realized. And then they tried to 
get out. 

Interviewer: Do you remember the evening of Kristallnacht? 

Stephanie: I don’t know.  Maybe back in my mind somewhere I know, because the men were taken 
away and then they came back after about 2 weeks.   

Interviewer: So your father and your uncle were taken?   

Stephanie: Yes, yes.  But I don’t know if it all penetrated at the time.  They sheltered me a lot.   

Interviewer: How did they do that? 
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Stephanie: I don’t know.  I don’t know.  Maybe I was too dumb to realize.  I don’t know.  

Interviewer: Maybe you were just scared? 

Stephanie: Yes, maybe.  I don’t know.  I’ve blocked a lot of that out. 

Interviewer: Was your brother living at home during that time? 

Stephanie: Yes, yes. And he managed to get out also in a Kindertransport, one day.  He was in 
Holland when the War broke out.   

Interviewer: So he didn’t make it over–? 

Stephanie: No, he was in Holland.  Holland was not occupied at that time.  He just got out to 
England.   

Interviewer: So your brother left after you did? 

Stephanie: Yes.  

Interviewer: Because you said you left on your birthday, so you left on June 12th, 1939? 

Stephanie: Yes. 

Interviewer: Do you remember, did your family pack any memorabilia for you to take with you? 

Stephanie: I have a little prayer book which, yes.  And I had– I think I had the towel, a special towel, 
some linen.  I can’t think of anything else.   

Interviewer: Did you bring any toys or any books with you? 

Stephanie: No, no. 

Interviewer: What was your feeling when your family told you you were going to England? 

Stephanie: I didn’t understand what it meant. They said they were going to join us. 

Interviewer: Did you feel like you were going on a holiday? 

Stephanie: No. I didn’t like the idea. I didn’t like being away from home at any time, even when I 
was on a holiday with relatives. I didn’t like it. But they assured me they would be there. 
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And I remember being in the train and my mother and father standing in the train station. 
And there was an older girl in the same compartment.  There were other children, but 
there was an older girl. And they said something like, “Stay with her, she’s older, she’ll 
take care of you.” Something to that effect. And– Shall I continue with this story? 

Interviewer: Yes. 

Stephanie: When we were on the ship, somebody contracted scarlet fever. So we got to London and 
we were all put into quarantine in a hospital. And this big girl was in my room and I felt 
good about that.  I felt somebody from home. Well,  it turned out that she was a 
kleptomaniac.  She took the pair of pants that my mother had bought for me. And yet I 
needed the security of this girl.  I never said a word.  Nobody said anything. I’m sure 
other things vanished. Nobody said anything. We didn’t want to make any trouble in 
England and also we needed that security of that big girl.  And then after that I was sent– 
I think it was Westcliffe, which was kind of a holding hostel.  And we had a– I guess a 
foster– Not a foster mother.  I don’t know what you would call it. Somebody in charge, a 
German Jewish woman in charge who took care of us in Westcliffe.   

 That’s where I got my first sex education because she thought it was time that, at 13 or 
however old the other girls were, we knew a little bit about sex.  I was very surprised 
because that was my first introduction.  

Interviewer: How did she give you sex education? 

Stephanie: She explained the anatomy, how one has children.  And I was relieved that I couldn’t just 
have a baby. And she gave us a biology lesson.  That was my first introduction, at 13. A 
little different from now.  

 And after– Evidently, some kind of Jewish London committee homes for us.  We all went 
our way. And I ended up with a Jewish-English family in London.  

Interviewer: Let me just go back just a little bit.  Did your brother come to the train station, too, to say 
goodbye to you? 

Stephanie: No, I don’t remember him there. 

Interviewer: Do you remember saying goodbye to him? 

Stephanie: No, no.  

Interviewer: And how did you get to the train station? 

Stephanie: Perhaps we walked. I don’t know. Maybe a bus. I don’t know. I really don’t remember.  
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Interviewer: But both of your parents came? 

Stephanie: Yes, to the station. 

Interviewer: Do you remember what you were thinking at that time, while you were at the station? 

Stephanie: I was scared. I didn’t want to be away from my parents. 

Interviewer: Did you tell them at that point, that you were scared? 

Stephanie: No, I would never tell them that, the same way that I didn’t tell them that I hated that 
room. 

Interviewer: So were you able to hold back tears, or were you crying? 

Stephanie: I don’t think I cried at that time. I cried later. 

Interviewer: Your parents, were they showing emotion at the station? 

Stephanie: Yes. My mother, yes. 

Interviewer: Did they say anything to you at the station, like “be a good girl”?  

Stephanie: Yes, yes. “Be a good girl.” 

Interviewer: And “we’ll write you.” 

Stephanie: Yes. And “we’ll see you.” 

Interviewer: And “we’ll see you again.” Do you remember the train ride itself? 

Stephanie: Yes, vaguely 

Interviewer: What do you remember about it? What stands out? 

Stephanie: Being glad that I was with other children, and clinging to this older girl. And then going 
to the boat. Many people were seasick. And landing in England. Otherwise,  I don’t 
remember much. 

Interviewer: Do you remember any kind of sensation once you left Germany, a change in feeling or 
anything like that? 

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



98_DC_A_6_Stephanie Ruskin_06_06_98         STEPHANIE RUSKIN   page 16 
 

Stephanie: I was very lonely and scared.  

Interviewer: So you weren’t able to really notice the change, that you were now outside of Germany, 
away from this tension, anything like that? 

Stephanie: I didn’t understand the language. I didn’t know what they were saying. 

Interviewer: So did your family try to give you any English at all before you left? 

Stephanie: Yes, but really in school.  But not enough. I learned English by reading fairy stories to the 
two girls in that Jewish family because they didn’t laugh at my mispronunciations. And 
that’s how I really started learning English. 

Interviewer: And the family that you went to stay with, what were their names? 

Stephanie: Peggy and Jed Cutler. And their children, two girls, Tony and Miriam.   

Interviewer: Where did they live? 

Stephanie: They lived in Walthamstow, which was a suburb of London.  But that didn’t last very 
long because– I got there in the end of June or July and in September, War broke out and 
we were evacuated. 

Interviewer: Just the children? 

Stephanie: No. At first, we were evacuated to a small village in Stagston.  It was called Stagston, 
where we lived in a thatched roof cottage for a while.  We were a family.  And then we 
moved to a counsel house.  

Interviewer: Were you with Tony and Miriam? 

Stephanie: Tony and Miriam and Peggy Cutler.  But that didn’t last long because Peggy Cutler 
wanted to go back to London, so we all moved back to London. I went to school in 
Stagston for a little while. And then we went back to London. And then the bombing 
started and all the children were evacuated. I was evacuated to Windsor.  

Interviewer: Did you stay with the other children, with Tony and Miriam? 

Stephanie: Tony came with us for a short while, but then she went back to London. But I stayed in 
Windsor and I got schooling and I was educated in Windsor. I stayed there for a number 
of years, until I was 17.   
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Interviewer: So your time with the Cutler family, that wasn’t–? 

Stephanie: That time was short.  First in Walthamstow, then in Stagston, then we went back to 
London but we didn’t stay long.  At that time, it wasn’t very long. It seemed long. 

Interviewer: Do you know how it is that you ended up with this family? 

Stephanie: No, I guess the Jewish Committee—I think it may have been B’nai B’rith, I’m not sure—
they arranged it and a social worker came to see me. And I was very upset because I was 
used to candles on Friday night and kosher food and they didn’t have it. And I was very 
upset because I felt my mother particularly would be upset, my parents. And I wrote to 
them because at that time we could still correspond through the Red Cross.  A letter came 
from my mother and said, “As long as they’re good people, that’s all right.” 

Interviewer: Did that give you comfort? 

Stephanie: Yes. 

Interviewer: So did you go through Liverpool Station? Do you remember? 

Stephanie: I don’t know. 

Interviewer: After you came off the boat? 

Stephanie: Maybe. I don’t know.  

Interviewer: So you’re not sure how you were transported to the Cutler family? 

Stephanie: Oh, from Westcliffe to London, because we stayed at the seaside in Westcliffe at first, at 
this hostel, until they found us a place.   

Interviewer: Oh, I see, so you were there for a little while? 

Stephanie: Yes, a few weeks.  And then evidently the committee found me a family and then I went 
to London.  

Interviewer: How often were you writing your parents at that point? 

Stephanie: At least once a week, perhaps more.  Letters took a while to come back. I don’t know, I 
think maybe through Switzerland. I don’t know. For a while, they continued to come, 
while they were still in Hamburg.  
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Interviewer: Did you keep a diary or anything? 

Stephanie: I kept a diary, but I also kept  my mother’s letters in a box and I haven’t been able to 
open it.  And lately my children have asked, they want to know more—that’s why I’m 
doing this—and I gave them the box, but I couldn’t look at the letters. 

Interviewer: Have they opened the box? 

Stephanie: Yes.  

Interviewer: And your mother was writing to you in German at that point? 

Stephanie: Yes.  

Interviewer: So have you considered maybe looking at the letters with them? 

Stephanie: No, I can’t.  

Interviewer: When you were in with the Cutlers, was there an effort made to formally teach you 
English? 

Stephanie: I went to school.  I started in Walthamstow, which didn’t last very long. And then 
Stagston. And of course, the only exposure of language that I had was English, so I never 
spoke German again. And gradually I learned. Then of course in Windsor, I got a very 
good education and that’s where I really learned the language. 

Interviewer: So you weren’t given any coaching in English?  

Stephanie: No. 

Interviewer: You had to make due as you were going along? 

Stephanie: I was immersed into it. My first lessons were with those children, who wanted to have 
people read to them and if I didn’t pronounce it right, it didn’t matter to them and they 
wouldn’t laugh at me. And they would correct me.  

Interviewer: What school did you go to in Windsor? 

Stephanie: It was called Princess Margaret Rose School.  It was a Church of England school.  It 
started off being called Clewer St. Stephens, but then Princess Margaret Rose, during the 
War, came to visit and they called it Princess Margaret Rose School.   
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Interviewer: Did you feel good in that school.  

Stephanie: Yes. I had friends who had a similar background and, yes, I felt good being with them. 

Interviewer: Are you friends with any of them anymore? 

Stephanie: No.  

Interviewer: Do you remember any of them specifically? 

Stephanie: Yes. 

Interviewer: Who do you remember? 

Stephanie: There was a girl called Inge from Berlin who was a little older than I who had parents in 
Israel, who had spending money.  We would trek together and go everywhere and have 
fun, get up to mischief.   

 And there was a girl from Vienna that I lived with in one of the lodgings in Windsor that 
I was friends with. And there were two girls from Holland who also had parents and we 
became friends.  We were friendly. And the children in Windsor accepted us.   

 And the teachers were very good to us.  They were very strict. The headmistress was a 
dragon and was responsible for many of my inhibitions because we weren’t allowed to 
talk to boys and by the time I left I was 17.  Not only was it a girl’s school, but even in 
Windsor, she would drive around in the town and watch for her girls and make sure 
nobody was fraternizing with boys.  And we weren’t allowed to wear makeup or curl our 
hair. And if we did, we were pulled up in the auditorium, in front of the others. It was 
very strict, but we got an education.  

Interviewer: So you are kind of smiling, so you appreciated what her intent was? 

Stephanie: Oh yes.  The intention was good. And my particular teacher was very motherly and very 
kind and I corresponded with her until she died. Yes. 

Interviewer: What was her name? 

Stephanie: Miss Hicks. Marjorie Hicks.  

Interviewer: Where were you living during this period? 
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Stephanie: Well, one refugee girl and I started off with an old, old lady in one of those real country 
houses– cottage houses.  She was very old, she was a good woman, but we were just too 
much for her.  

Interviewer: What was her name? 

Stephanie: I don’t know. We stayed a short time because we incessantly played a gramophone 
record; it was Gracie Fields.  The noise was too much for her. She couldn’t take it.  It was 
not her fault.  

 And then we moved in– I moved in with a Mrs. Steele who had a baby, a very cute little 
baby, and a husband in the army. She also had other evacuees, a Cockney family from 
London and also another Dutch refugee girl. And unfortunately her husband died in the 
war—he stepped on a mine, I think—and that sort of ended. She couldn’t take it 
anymore. I think she went to live with relatives.  

 So then I ended up in another old-fashioned kind of country house with an outdoor toilet 
and no running water upstairs. And I lived with a girl from Vienna. We also were good 
friends. 

Interviewer: What was her name? 

Stephanie: Selma. Selma– I can’t remember.  And in school, I met Inge who became my best friend.  

Interviewer: During this period, were you still communicating with your family?   

Stephanie: In Windsor…  I don’t think anymore. I don’t think so. 

Interviewer: Do you remember when you stopped receiving letters from your family? 

Stephanie: It must’ve been at the time when they were deported, but I’m not quite sure when that 
was.  

Interviewer: How did you learn that they were deported? 

Stephanie: Much, much later. I received a card from the Red Cross that they went to Lodz and died 
there.  

Interviewer: The same card told you they went and died, at the same–? 

Stephanie: I think it said something vague like, “unknown.” Something like that. “Didn’t return.” 
Something like that.   
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Interviewer: What was your reaction at that time? 

Stephanie: All the time that I lived– Let me go back. After I– At 17, the Jewish Committee decided 
that I should go back into the Jewish community.  I wanted to stay on in Windsor in 
school.  They decided it was time for me to come back. At first, the Cutlers didn’t have 
room for me. They were living in a different place. And I lived in a youth hostel in 
London, on Thames Road with other German and Austrian Jewish girls. And the Jewish 
Committee found me– I had secretarial training. They found me a job with a lawyer in 
the city of London who repossessed furniture from people who had bought furniture on 
the high purchase system. Some had husbands had been killed in the war. That didn’t 
matter; they needed their money. That was the lawyer that I worked for. I couldn’t take 
that. I hated that job. And in the meantime, my friend Inge, who was older than I, had 
started working for the BBC in the European Section. She got me in there and I worked 
for the European Intelligence Service.  

Interviewer: Doing what? 

Stephanie: Secretarial work, but also we read intercepts that had come out of Germany, Holland and 
so on and compiled data and sent it on to– I guess it was the British Intelligence, it was.  
It was a very interesting place. They had all the governments in exile.  It was Bush 
House, the section of the BBC where all the Poles, the Czechs, the Hungarians gathered 
to broadcast to Europe. And they were very different from the English, the stiff English. 
It was a very great place to work, with a great feeling that we were achieving something. 
That was a great time to be working there.  

Interviewer: Were you still speaking German then? 

Stephanie: More. I can still read it. It doesn’t come out. I can understand it. I can speak to Jews, to 
German-Jews. I have older friends who speak German. I still understand them. But not to 
Germans.  

 So anyway, I worked in the Dutch department. Dutch came easy to me and I worked in a 
secretarial capacity, but I translated some, too.  Then I didn’t like hostel life, so Inge had 
found a place in London and I moved in there, with a landlady, and we lived there with 
other people. Then the bombing– the Blitz started. So I went back to Windsor and I 
traveled every day by train in to London to the BBC.  

 Afterwards, when I was working, I could return to the Cutlers who had by then gotten a 
nice house in Kensington, and I lived with them. 

Interviewer: So you kept in touch with them during this period? 

Stephanie: Yes. 
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Interviewer: Were you making any efforts or thinking at that time of trying to find a way to get your 
family into England? 

Stephanie: There was no way. My brother was by that time in England, too.   

Interviewer: Did you meet up with him? 

Stephanie: Yes, we met occasionally.  He knew the situation much better than I did; he was older 
and he left later. It was just–  What could one do? 

Interviewer: So at some point you came to understand that your family may not join you? 

Stephanie: It took me a long time. The family that I lived with in London, they were very good to 
me. They treated me just like their two girls. They tried to make me part of their family. 
They did everything. They were good people. I resented them.  I always felt that they 
pitied me.  At one point, before I realized that my parents were dead, they wanted to 
adopt me. I was so shocked. I couldn’t believe it. I had a family. How could they even 
say such a thing? It shocked me so much. And I never said anything.  

 And another thing that I found out was that they were not rich people, they were 
struggling people. They were being paid by the Committee. Something, very little 
probably, but when I found that out, I was so shocked.  Here they pretended, or they said, 
I was part of the family. And then I found out they were being paid for me. It was such a 
shock. I was shy. I felt very inferior. I was a refugee. And I always made them think I 
was happy with them.  

Interviewer: So you sort of had a duel existence? 

Stephanie: Yes. 

Interviewer: When did you come to accept the fact that your parents weren’t going to see you again? 

Stephanie: Not ‘til I saw that card. Really, it was a gradual realization. It never– Before the card, 
probably in my subconscious I might have known. But I never accepted it.  

Interviewer: Did you hear– Had you learned about what happened with the business and things like 
that back at home? 

Stephanie: No, no. 

Interviewer: Do you remember what sort of things your mom would write you about? 
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Stephanie: They were practical things and they always said everything’s all right. And I asked them 
questions on clothing or– It was very practical. And they always said I was a good girl, 
and be good. 

Interviewer: What sort of practical things were you asking them? 

Stephanie: Well, the one thing that was very important to me was about the candles, the Shabbos 
candles.  I don’t know. I guess I told them what was happening in my life then, where I 
went to school, what I was learning. And again, I never told them that I was that 
unhappy.  

Interviewer: So you kept up a good front for them as well? 

Stephanie: Yes. To this day—Mrs. Cutler is still alive, she’s getting on in years—she doesn’t know 
how I really feel about her and I hope she doesn’t see this. 

Interviewer:  Have your feelings changed about them over the years, or are they the same? 

Stephanie: I’m very ashamed. I’m very ashamed because she was– they were all very good to me. 
They were very good to me, and I pretended. There’s nothing there.   

Interviewer: But you still kept in touch with them? 

Stephanie: Oh, and I call her and find out how they are and we visited.  But– It’s an effort for me.  

Interviewer: So why do you feel you need to maintain the effort? 

Stephanie: I owe her. I owe them. They were good people. They are good people.  

Interviewer: Have you kept up with the daughters, too? 

Stephanie: One daughter, unfortunately– She lives in California now.  One daughter is in England 
still, and one daughter is with her mother in California. Miriam contracted polio and she’s 
very sick now. She was all right for a while, but it caught up with her. And she’s very 
sick. I don’t know– She has to have oxygen and all that. The mother is old, but a 
determined English lady. She still does volunteer work. But Tony is a real sporty English 
girl. And she likes England.  

Interviewer: So you do maintain contact with them? 

Stephanie: Yes, yes. 
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Interviewer: Has your family met them and everything? Your own children? 

Stephanie: When they were young, Peggy Cutler came to visit, yes. But they haven’t been to visit 
her. I guess they– I never said it, but they realized my feelings. She always called herself 
their grandmother, but they didn’t want that. They wanted to find their roots, their own 
roots.  

Interviewer: After you went to school, did you continue with any advanced education or when did you 
stop school? 

Stephanie: I stopped school at 17.  I went to evening classes in London and I belonged to a social 
club—the West Central Club for Jewish Girls, but also boys in the end—and there we 
took evening classes as well, politics, economics, but also rambles. Hikes. They called 
them rambles. And my husband Joe was the leader of the rambles club. We had a very 
romantic leader in the West Central Club and she said, “Why don’t you take a ramble–” 
She said to Joe, “Why don’t you take a ramble to Windsor? And since Stephanie lived in 
Windsor, she knows the area, why don’t you go the week before and scout out the area 
and see where you’re going to lead the ramble?” And that’s how I met him and that’s 
where it started.   

Interviewer: And did you know, when you first met him, how you felt about him? 

Stephanie: I did. He didn’t. He had a lot of girls after him, but I knew it. Yes. 

Interviewer: How did you convince him to see you specially? 

Stephanie: I guess maybe I pursued him!  I don’t know. It just– I think he felt the same way as I did. 
There were other boys in the club, Jewish-English boys. I always had the feeling that they 
felt sorry for me, refugee girl.  Whether that’s true or not, I don’t know. They liked me. 
They wanted to go out with me. But I always had that feeling. No, I don’t want pity, I 
don’t want that.  And here was Joe with a similar background. I felt immediately drawn 
to him. Apart from that, he was very handsome. So, for me, that was it. For him, it took a 
little longer.  

Interviewer: Did you feel at all at home with the English? 

Stephanie: I became British. I became almost British, not quite. In school, in Windsor, I became 
almost British. It soon became my first language. I felt the British were very good people. 
They were courageous people. We had a common cause; we were fighting my enemy. 
We had this feeling, this feeling of the war effort. We all joined in together and we all did 
what we could. We knitted.  I became almost British.  I became a British subject. 
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 But, then my brother who had, after being in England, had joined the Civil Censorship in 
Germany—that was a unit attached to the American army.  Not the British, the American 
Civil Censorship, which is part of the American army that went over to Munich to go 
through the letters and censor them and find the information.  I don’t know exactly what 
they did, but it was a big unit of the American army. He wore an American uniform. And 
there he met his wife, who was from Munich, who had also been in England and truly did 
not like England at all. So they immigrated to America. And once my brother was there, I 
felt that’s where I had to be, too. 

Interviewer: What year did he go? 

Stephanie: Maybe in ’48. And we left in ’49. Joe and I left in ’49. 

Interviewer: When the War ended, did you have any interest in going back to see if you could find 
anybody? 

Stephanie: In Germany? Never. Never. I knew they were gone. Joe went back last year to his place  
in Halberstadt, which is in the Harz Mountains.  He wanted to finish a chapter in his life. 
He wanted to see. He went back, but I wouldn’t go with him so our son went with him. I 
have no interest. I don’t want to.  

Interviewer: After you had children and they were about the age that you were when you left, did you 
think about how your mother had put you on this train? 

Stephanie: You know, you asked me whether I cried. The first time I started really to cry after I had 
children, because I realized how my mother must have felt, my father too, but he didn’t 
show his emotions as much. But I realized how she must have felt. And that’s when I 
started crying.  

Interviewer: At this point, do you feel reconciled about the fact that she put you on the train, or do you 
have guilt feelings about it? 

Stephanie: For leaving her? No, because I didn’t know what was happening. I didn’t. I can’t say I 
have guilt feelings.  

Interviewer: It’s okay. I’m not asking you to have them!  

Stephanie: No, no.   

Interviewer: Did you at some point feel comfortable telling your children about your life in the early 
years, or–? 

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



98_DC_A_6_Stephanie Ruskin_06_06_98         STEPHANIE RUSKIN   page 26 
 

Stephanie:  We never talked about it. And the strange thing is that we came in ’49, our son was born 
in ’52, our daughter in ’55. We were struggling like all our neighbors, like all our Jewish 
and non-Jewish neighbors, to make a life and work very hard. We were like all the other. 
In our minds, we were American people, American citizens. Our children played with all 
of their American friends. We never thought that we were any different. And now they 
tell us they always felt different and that they never talked about it because they felt it 
would hurt us. We never talked about it and evidently that was a mistake. And that’s why 
I’m doing this.  

Interviewer: Yeah. Was it a conscious thing? Did you block it out? That you didn’t talk to your 
children about it? Did you say to yourself, that was something that happened in the past 
and we’re not in America? 

Stephanie: There were various reasons. One was we didn’t want to burden them, the burden of the 
past. We didn’t need to have that on them. That was the main reason. Secondly, I guess it 
was painful to us. Really, I was so shocked when my daughter especially, my son too, 
said that they missed so much, they felt so different. I was so shocked because I never 
realized it.  

Interviewer: Did you celebrate the holidays when you came to the States?  Or what kind of religious 
life did you adopt? 

Stephanie: We weren’t particularly religious, but we kept the holidays, of course the High Holidays. 
We were very Jewish culture oriented. Israel was a big thing to us. Joe’s sisters live in 
Israel and my cousin– one of my cousins, well my only cousin now lives in Israel. And 
our children, as they grew up, they lived in Kibbutzim.  And Claudia married an Israeli 
and went to Haifa University. The Jewish culture was always in our lives, but we weren’t 
particularly religious. Our son was Bar Mitzvahed. We felt very Jewish, but it wasn’t 
really a religious kind of Judaism.  

Interviewer: When your kids were younger, what did you think about the fact that at the holidays you 
didn’t have the extended family? Did you incorporate friends into your community? 

Stephanie: No, and that’s one of the things that they remark on now, that they always felt that the 
other children had family, lots of family, and they missed that.  

Interviewer: Did you notice it at all, during that period? 

Stephanie: No, no. Of course, we had my brother, we got together with my brother on holidays, their 
aunt and their cousin. But not grandparents.   

Interviewer: If you don’t mind me asking, what do you think you might experience if you were to look 
at these letters that you’re not ready to look at? 
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Stephanie: I’m not going to. I’m not going to. My children my have them. I want them back in my 
box and I want them, but I can’t look at them.  

Interviewer: Is it something precious that you’re just holding onto? 

Stephanie: Yes.  

Interviewer: Is there anything else about your time in England or anything that you want to talk about 
that we didn’t talk about? 

Stephanie: Well, my whole life turned around when I met Joe because I had a family again. It was 
like night and day. We’re very close.  We’ve been married, in August it will be 50 years. 
And we understand each other. And we created our own family, which was very 
important to us.   

 What I want to say is that I’m a very happy person. After that, after I met Joe, I’ve had a 
wonderful life.  It’s not been easy. We struggled like everybody else, but we—touch 
wood—we have a wonderful family, five grandchildren. I’ve had a great career. Joe’s had 
a great  career. We’ve “made it.” We’re comfortable. We’re not rich, but we’re 
comfortable, but we’re very happy. Summing up a life, I’m very grateful and really the 
turning point was when I met Joe because that was a family again. That’s the story.  

Interviewer: I want to ask you, do you feel American now? 

Stephanie: Yes, very. Very. Completely. That was why I couldn’t understand how the children felt 
they missed out on something because I thought we were a typical American Jewish 
family, living in New York. How could they have been so different?  

Interviewer: What, if you were to be able to put in some capsulized form, what would you want to 
pass on, some wisdom or some thoughts about what you’ve learned from your life that 
you would like to have passed on to future generations, from your experiences? 

Stephanie: I’m not that wise, you know.  I don’t know. I think you’ve got to make the best of 
whatever you’re given. You’ve got to use your talents. You’ve got to try and be happy. I 
don’t think you should be judgmental. You should be tolerant because most of the 
problems in the world are caused by intolerance and I think as long as people consider 
other people inferior, there’s going to be trouble in the world. I think you’ve got to take 
people as human beings, as they come, and not judge them. That’s all I can think of. I’m 
not a wise person. 

Interviewer: Now, don’t put yourself down! Is there anything else that you think about in relation to 
your own feelings about your family that you’d want to say at this time? 
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Stephanie: Be happy. Make the most of your lives. Enjoy. It doesn’t last long.  

Interviewer: Okay, I think that’s it. Thank you. 

[END OF INTERVIEW]  
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