DIDACTIC LETTERS TO RUTH:

RECONSTRUCTING A REFUGEE CHILDHOOD

(with two appendices)

David Kettler


This memoir was originally composed in letters to my oldest daughter, Ruth.  At the time of that composition, in 1967, she had just turned 12 and was living with her mother and stepfather in Cleveland, Ohio.  I was 36, a politically engaged associate professor of political science at Ohio State University, and spending the academic year as a Fulbright professor in the Netherlands, together with Janet, whom I had married in 1961, two years after the end of my first marriage.  Since the historical background information was didactically directed rather than researched, much of it reflects the folklore of the bien pensant Left more than the current state of knowledge. 


Ruth had been badly hurt by the divorce and subsequent remarriages of her parents.  As uncertainties in tone and pedantic misjudgments in contents will show, the distance between us could not be measured by the transatlantic miles alone.  The ambiguous opening paragraph indicates that the hope was to bridge the gap between us by linking her bewildered misery and my own past.  We both had an unaccountable breach of family security to explain to ourselves, without self-blame.  The actual effect may well have been competitively to depreciate her hurt.


  This painful but important personal transaction, much further in the past by now than the remembered childhood was to the memorialist, epitomizes a vexing riddle.  Suffering may breed exaction.  In their search for unattainable recognition, the damaged may in turn damage the innocent in search of impossible consolations.  If this double entendre discolors the text, it does not efface it.  I have decided not to cleanse the manuscript of these complexities.


With the addition of a few anecdotes and some minor revisions to smooth the flow without wholly excising the telltale awkwardness, especially in the opening pages, I reproduce the letters now, dedicating them and the awareness that warns against their exploitation to Ruth again and her son, Sam (b. 2000), as well as to her half-sisters, Hannah and Katherine (b. 1969).  To that list, I now add my brother, Oscar (b. 1927), in remembrance of his brave return with me to Leipzig in April, 1998—and of his rapidly growing inability to remember anything at all.

David Kettler

The Hague, Netherlands, October-November 1966

Peterborough, Ontario. April, 1990

Leipzig, Germany.  November, 2003

The Hague

                                         




October 26, 1966

      
When I think back to the earliest time I can remember, I see not only my father and my mother and my brother (your Uncle Oscar, whom you know slightly), but also my grandparents (all four of them) and a whole army of cousins and uncles and aunts.  That in itself will tell you an important thing about families in those times: they tended to stay together in the same towns and to stay close together in their habits.  That wasn't always all that great, and it didn't mean that they necessarily liked each other all the time (or at all); but it was a fact.  Actually it was truer of the family on my mother's side -- whose name was Sprung -- than on my father's, so I'll tell about my father's first, because I don't have as much to say, and they won't play as important a part in the rest of this story.


My father's father was named Aaron Ketzlach, and he had been raised in a medium-sized city called Kherson, in Russia.  According to my brother, this grandfather had been a ship's chandler, providing supplies for the river shipping, but his business had collapsed, probably as a result of the state-sponsored anti-semitic outrages that had swept the city and province of Kherson in the aftermath of the 1905 Revolution .  He took his family to Germany as a bankrupt, fleeing the harsh penalties of the time, as well as the pogroms.  I don't know whether he had brothers and sisters -- but I think that they were merchants of some sort, and that they may not have been as poor as most of the Jews then in Russia.  I recall a  family legend about an ancestor who went into the deep woods to buy furs or lumber.  Of course, it doesn't mean much to say that a Jew was a merchant then; there wasn't much else that they were allowed to do, and being called a merchant often meant little more than that these terribly poor people took in each other's wash.  In the typical way of the Yiddish culture, they used to mock themselves and call one another "Luftmenschen" -- people of the air, people who live on air and out in the air and make their living by peddling a lot of air.  The Russian government at that time forced the Jews to live within a fairly narrow territory, and they were not allowed to go to high schools or universities, for the most part, or to own land or much other kind of property. [Some of these details about the restrictions on Jews in the "Pale" as the area of permitted settlement was called, are doubtless inaccurate: you'd have to research this.  The rules changed from time to time, and I am no expert.]  Still, some did manage to work their way up in financial terms --especially in the more commercial and cosmopolitan cities, where the oppression of the Russian government was not as strict.    Kherson is on the Dnieper River, not very far from the big city of Odessa on the Black Sea.  And these port towns gave opportunities to clever traders and, as I said, had a less narrow-minded attitude.  [Just think of the differences between Cleveland and Columbus, to get some idea.]  One interesting thing about the more modern atmosphere in these areas, as compared to the terrible oppression elsewhere in Russia, was that the Jews themselves became different.  While the poor Jews living under the worst conditions built up and maintained a very close-knit special culture of their own -- with their own language, Yiddish (a variation of the German spoken during the Middle Ages, when their ancestors were forced out of Germany), and very strict religious practices, and a proud separation from everything Russian and gentile in their “shtetl” (small town) settings-- the Jews in the trading cities were more likely to speak Russian and were likely to be luke-warm about all that religious stuff and were eager to learn about the more modern and different science and politics and art of the more educated Russians (and Western Europeans).  A number of them became political revolutionaries --people who were out to overthrow the whole power and rule of the Russian government, not only for the sake of the Jews, but together with and for the sake of all the people being oppressed.  [Here again, there is fierce oversimplification: there were relatively prosperous Yiddish communities in some of the Russian cities, very orthodox and strict, and the "shtetl"-culture of poor and closed-off Jews was very prevalent in Galicia (see next letter), where government policies were not especially oppressive, although public opinion was.  The outlines are accurate enough, in any case, to help understand the basic differences between my father's family and that of my mother.]  Not a few of the young people who fought in the Russian Revolution of 1917 came from just such families as did my father, and from this very neighborhood in Russia.  The best general of the Red Army and major political figure was known as Leon Trotsky but was born as David Bronstein, a Jewish name, and I'm pretty sure that he also came from somewhere near Odessa.  So all that is somewhere in our family background.  Another amazing thing to realize is that Kherson and Odessa and all the towns around there were settled way back in about 800 B.C. by traders coming up the rivers and across the seas from ancient Greece.  Since in those times people changed religions pretty often you can be sure that in our "blood" flows a stream from the old famous Greeks, as well as from every kind of Middle Eastern, Oriental, Brown, and White, and ... you name it.


We left my grandparents Ketzlach a long time back -- around 1900 in old Kherson on the Dnieper.  But the rest of the background is important, because you have to see that my father and my mother came from really very different sorts of situations and that our family is enriched by many strands.  I never knew much about my father's family, but I'm pretty sure I have them placed right, on the strength of some memories.  In the first place, neither my father nor his parents and brothers ever spoke Yiddish.  They spoke Russian among themselves and, of course, German to us.  Then, second, I remember certain habits and manners of my grandmother that I have since learned (although I didn't know it when I was a little boy -- I never saw them after I was six or seven years old, at which time they went to Palestine) are typical of the "liberated" -- in relation to the Yiddish culture, above all -- and modern women, and certainly not of the orthodox women of the Yiddish-speaking communities -- as you'll see when we get around to the other grandmother.  My father's mother wore her white hair cut very short in a sort of boyish bob, which was very stylish during the 'twenties; and I always see her sitting rather sternly with a glass of hot tea, in the Russian manner, slurping the tea from the saucer when it was still impossibly hot, through a cube of sugar held between her teeth.  Otherwise, she would be smoking a cigarette.  Her apartment had a beaded curtain in place of the living room door and there were long beaded shades around the lamps.  We didn't go there very often, and I learned when I got older that she and my mother didn't like each other.  There were doubtless the usual private reasons for this, the way things are, but I think that part of it was that my grandmother didn't approve of my father marrying somebody from an orthodox non-Russian family.  Although much poorer, they looked down on the traditionalism of my mother's family and, as they saw it, the provincial clannishness of the Polish village Jews.  I saw that grandfather even less, although I do recall going sometimes up to the little shop (a small loft on the top of a huge building full of such cells, located on a street called Brühl, which swarmed with Jewish traders) where he carried on the business he had in Germany: he was in the fur business, like many Jews in Leipzig, but in the very poorest part of it.  He bought the scraps that were left over when the bigger furriers made fancy Persian-lamb coats, and he pieced those scraps together into pieces big enough for making new coats -- of the cheapest quality of course.  My father had been in this business with him, but he was forced to find a different living as a result of the unhappy outcome of their partnership.  Although I never knew this as a child, it seems that this business too ended in bankruptcy, with only my father bearing the consequences.  He had used my mother's dowry to go into the fur scrap business with his father.  During the 'twenties, he bought the scraps on trips throughout northern Europe, especially Scandinavia.  Nazi decrees after 1933 prohibited commercial travel by Jews (or non-citizen Jews?).  When the partners tried to keep the business going with materials purchased sight unseen, they were buried in garbage by their long-time suppliers.  Through a technical maneuver, only my father was formally bankrupt, and his father continued some trivial operation for a few years longer.  Oscar insists that the law required repayment of debts after bankruptcy, and he claims to remember delivering weekly payments to creditors.  This doubtless contributed more than cultural differences to the bitterness between my mother and her in-laws.


But I am getting a little ahead of the story.  My main point so far has been to let you see something about the sort of family my father came from; and to tell you about that I had to show them already in Germany.


Now let's back up to Russia.  In 1905, the year my father was born (his regular name was Hermann --  in Hebrew, Naftali Herz), there was an attempted revolution in Russia.  Many of the poor people and others who were disgusted with the rule of the Czars got together and made a good try toward establishing a more decent order.  The Czar and his friends got a bad scare, and they made some promises and gave in on a few points in order to quiet things down.  And then they did a very wicked but effective thing.  They tried to divide those who had opposed them, and the most successful thing was to play on the old fears about the Jews, and to egg on superstitious and ignorant (and miserably oppressed) people to attack the Jews.  This led to a period of violent persecution, called pogroms, and many Jews were killed by mob action while hundreds of thousands fled during those years just before the first World War -- many going to America, but others settling in Germany or Holland or England or France.  That's how my father and his family came to Germany in 1908 -- apparently straight to the large commercial city of Leipzig (over a half million people).










The Hague










January 1, 1967


I've been trying to re-read what I have already written to you, but it's pretty tough going in places -- particularly when I started to write on both sides of this thin paper.  But as far as I can make out, I had told you quite a bit about my father's family, Ketzlach, and about the Russian background of that group.  As I've already told you, my mother's family was quite different from them.  They came from a small town named Brody.  It's not so easy to say what country that town is in: at the time my mother was born there, in 1902, it was part of the province of Galicia in a big empire called Austria-Hungary, which no longer exists.  That name tells you that this town was under the same government as the place where your own grandparents Gedo came from.  After the first World War (in 1918), Austria-Hungary was split up into a lot of smaller countries -- Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, Austria, Hungary, Poland, and others.  That put Brody into Poland, and Polish was the language that most of the people there spoke and how they thought about their own nationality.  After the second World War, however, (in 1945) the area that includes Brody came to be governed by the Soviet Union, and that is "where" it now is.  (After 1989, Brody was included in Ukrainia, as was Kherson--so that generations after their deaths, my parents now can be said to have come from the “same country.”) Still, it is enough to say, in Jewish circles, that the family Sprung came from Galicia.  That is because Galicia had a big and well-established Jewish community for hundreds of years.  The emperors of Austria-Hungary were a pretty backward bunch in many respects, and they were much hated by all those Czechs and Slovaks and Poles and so on, who felt that they wanted to have their own national governments; but their rule was, for the most part, better for the Jews than most of the other governments around there at that time.  Not that they gave them full equality in all things, but they didn't permit or even encourage pogroms like the Russians, and they let Jewish families play an ever more important part in the commerce and banking of that time.  They kept them out of the big prestige jobs like the government or the military -- but they were glad to let Jews do jobs which they, with their almost medieval mentality, considered beneath them.  But these were pretty important and prosperous jobs, often enough, and Jews came to be the tradesmen and middle men and even big bankers and financiers throughout the Austro-Hungarian empire.  Lots of them were poor, of course, and living in just as great hardship as their relations in Russia; but the difference was there.  


One result of this was that the suppressed nationalities of the empire, many of which had anyway had long traditions of religious anti-Semitism, became even more anti-Semitic because they considered Jews to be the special favorites and stooges of the imperial government.  That's one of the reasons why many of the families who could manage it ran away from places like Poland towards the end of the first World War -- they were afraid of what the new national governments might do (and they weren't so wrong, except that they too often ran away to Germany, where the worst of all dangers later arose).  Another reason for running away was the warfare itself.  The Russians and Austro-Hungarian armies fought three years of war back and forth over this stretch of Galicia.  Your grandfather Gedo was in the Hungarian army at that time, and he actually spent the entire war in this very same small town of Brody, right behind the front line of battle.  In any case, the family Sprung was a large family in this Galician town, and they owned a grocery store there.










The Hague










February/March, 1967


New stuff.  I'll try to be briefer and "talk down" less, but you have to realize that I think about a lot of this from the perspective of the child who learned it all.


My mother likes to tell stories about herself as a small child in the village of Brody.  They had the sort of store that we might now call a delicatessen and general store; and she talks about helping her mother to lay in herrings and pickles from the time she was a very small girl.  She was the next-to-youngest in the family of ten children, surviving out of twelve, I think.  As far as I can remember, the brothers were Marcus, Jakob, Leo, Wolff, Joachim, and Otto.  The sisters were Salli, Regina, Sophie.  My mother's German name was Dora; her original Yiddish-Hebrew name is Deborah.  The "Doris" that you know is an American invention.  She was born in 1902.  Except for the youngest, I believe, the brothers all served some time in the Austro-Hungarian army during the first World War, some of them fighting at the front.  They got out when and how they could.  Sometime during the war the family fled to Germany, escaping the battles, as I've said, but also seizing the opportunity to get away from the restrictive and increasingly hostile Polish setting.  They were able to establish themselves in their old business in Leipzig, and I imagine that they brought some money with them.  According to Leipzig records, two of the brothers had already secured a license for a small business venture in the city just before the war.  They were shrewd and successful business people, quite different from my father's family.  The only person in the family who didn't fit was my grandfather.  He was very pious and increasingly disliked the business way of life, especially the breaches of orthodox religious rules that it encouraged.  As the family was beginning to establish itself in Leipzig, he actually insisted on returning to Brody in the middle of the war, infuriated by the fact that the family store was open on Saturdays.  My mother was taken out of school.  Her mother wouldn't make this desperate journey without one of her children.  In consequence, she underwent the hardships of wartime flight from Brody a second time, when they were forced out later in the year, not to speak of the lost opportunities to get a German education.  [From her account of it, her primary school years in Brody had not been very successful.  She remembers her struggles with the four or five languages of instruction (including German, Polish, and Ukrainian), several of them with different scripts.]  By the time I came along, they had switched out of the grocery business; the old man had retired to a life of religious study; and the brothers were running four men's clothing stores in Leipzig -- stores that manufactured the clothing they sold, mostly work clothes.


A little while back, I wrote and then crossed out the statement that they were "rapacious" as well as successful business men.  I really had no basis for saying that other than a twinge of recalled awareness of my father's disgust, as well as some unclear bits of information.  Doubtless they smuggled some money from Austria-Hungary to Germany when they came, and they knew their way around black market opportunities well enough to thrive during the war and to recover from the catastrophic postwar inflation, when goods became all-powerful because all money was wiped out.  

[Postage stamps from the last weeks of this inflation, fascinating to me when I was a child, bore denominations in the billions of marks.  I was allowed to play with some worthless old paper money from that time that we had around the house, until one day I cut a valid 100 mark bill into snippets, mistaking it for my inflation money.  That was a terrible lot of money for our family, at a time when dealings with official agencies like banks were already very unpleasant and unpredictable, and there was a lot of agony before a decision was made to take the scraps to the bank.  Luckily, all was well.  That wasn't the only time where my parents' anger over some childish misdeed was overpowered by fear about the consequences in the hostile world around us all.  There was also the day, some years later, when a friend and I were spotted spitting out of our window at passers-by on the street.  But you won't grasp the full meaning of such stupidities under the conditions of our life, until I tell about the Nazi times.]  


My uncles also thrived during the depression years of the early 'thirties.  I must say that they had a good reputation in their clothing business.  When Janet and I visited Leipzig in the Spring of 1962, I told the taxi driver that I was related to the family Sprung that had once sold men's clothing in that town.  He beamed, and claimed that the pants that he was wearing at that moment, twenty-five years later, were still from Sprungs'.  He got more and more enthusiastic about the quality and reliability to be found in the stores of the Sprung Brothers.  Then he stopped to wonder what ever had happened to them, doubtless sincerely forgetting that Jewish-owned stores had been seized by the government in 1938 and turned over to non-Jews and that almost all of the proprietors had been first exiled and later murdered by the Nazi regime.  You see how hard it is for me to tell you the story in the right order of happenings.  The awful end keeps crowding my memories of earlier times.]  


While the brothers stayed together and did very well in business in the twenty years after the first World War, the sisters made poor marriages, by the standards of prosperous families.  Several of them, notably my mother, married men of their own choosing, a sign that the strict rules of the clan were undermined by practices in the new country.  One or two of the others had arranged marriages of the old type, but they were obviously not brought into the marriage market with a lot of financial backing.  The upshot was that there was a clear cleavage in status between the brothers and their wives, on the one side -- rich and, in some cases, sophisticated upper-middle-class Jews, after marriages into established German-Jewish families --, and the sisters and their husbands, on the other.  The whole extended Sprung family did come together on holidays, especially before 1936, when my grandmother died, and there was a certain amount of familial daytime visiting -- a Saturday-afternoon-with-the-cousins sort of thing for us children.  But we were poor and they seemed rich.  My father, frustrated in his dreams of advanced schooling, had been working with his father in his petty fur-business until the depression made it impossible to eke out more than one livelihood.  In fact, I now recall that my mother worked in that loft too when my brother and I were very small.  At that time, as I vaguely remember and as photograph albums confirm, we would be minded by a maid -- non-Jewish girls in from the country and employed as all-around servants.  I have only two vivid memories of that time.  One is a picture of our maid taking us past the military barracks in order to pick up her boy friend for the walk to the park, and the other is me, after being put to bed during a stay in a maid's family home, balancing on the endboard of the bed in an attempt to reach some marzipan dangling from an horizontal Christmas wreath attached to the ceiling.  We were there for a week or two, I think, because my mother had broken some ribs in a fall, while washing a window.  I can't have been more than 4 or 5.  My parents would not have sent us there to enjoy the Christmas holidays in the country because even a non-religious Jewish family like my own would not have anything to do with those celebrations.  It may seem strange to you to have me talk about "poor" and "servants" all at once; but you must remember that I am talking in relation to the middle-class standards of the male Sprungs, and that the servants must have earned pitifully little to make it economic to hire one while my mother picked over Persian-lamb scraps.


During the years I remember best, until 1938, my mother was at home with us in our two-bedroom apartment on the fourth floor of an older house, a half-block from my grandparents' apartment and near a fine park and zoo, and my father worked as a shipping clerk in one or the other of my uncles' stores.  My Uncle Hermann Susskind, whom I never liked very much, was a clothing cutter in the same stores.  He was the husband of my Aunt Regina, who was the sister closest to my mother, and the father of Edith (called "Putti") who was my closest friend, as her brother Karli was the closest friend of my brother Ossi.  I was "Fredi" during all these years.  They lived one block away too, in an apartment house that was just a shade more ordinary than ours, in recognition of the fact that the Sprungs, who were helping to pay rents, I'm sure, valued this Hermann even less.  I remember my father, always wearing a tie but jauntily topped by a British tweed cap, taking his bicycle off a hook in the hallway of our apartment in the mornings and after the mid-day meal, carrying it down to the street, and pedaling off to work.  I'll talk later about the problems of livelihood after the stores were taken and the Sprungs deported.  First something about the general style of our lives, with memory patched by bits of information from my mother.


As the youngest, my mother had been the most independent of the Sprung offspring and the most eager for the opportunities available in a large city, with many Jews who were far removed from the strict old ways.  My mother's introduction to "Kultur" came under the sponsorship of her oldest brother, Markus, not of my father, she recently told me.  He had a subscription at the Altes Theater and started to take her along on Sundays.  Her first play was Schiller's "Die Räuber," she recalls, but she cannot remember her first opera.  After she got to know my father, he also went on those days.  She says that she would slip him five marks for the ticket.  The idea of "culture" still had high standing among such young Jewish people in Germany at the time, as an elevated way to a life of their own, unrestricted by the customs of religious communities that they found oppressive.  For people who had to work and who had little school, regular participation in the public for cultural events somehow took the place of the non-existent opportunities to become part of the new life through study in universities.  Markus' wife, Claire, had been the first to try doing something for this isolated "Backfisch," (hapless adolescent) condemned to a harsh regimen of chores for the family fish-pickling shop and the oppressive supervision of her father and older brothers.  She enrolled Dora in an inappropriate dancing class (Markus had married "up" into a comparatively wealthy German-Jewish family), where my mother was mortified by her incomprehension of social routines.  She is also convinced that she smelled of fish.  Some young non-Jewish man ("a little shrimp," she called him, when she told me this story as a very old woman) nevertheless sought her permission to visit her at her home, she remembers.  The whole thing was impossible, and the experiment collapsed after a few attempts.  Her isolation was not broken until she prevailed on her family to let her join a Jewish swim club, to which she had been invited by an acquaintance from the neighborhood.  After her first meeting, she was confronted by her brother, Joachim, who demanded to know whether she realized that the restaurant where the club met after swimming was in a hotel notorious as an "Absteigequartier" (place of assignation).  She claims that she fought him off, counter-attacking with the rejoinder that she did not have his reasons for knowing such a thing.  There are a few other indications that her male guardians worried more that she would become a prostitute, as was not unknown among young women of that émigré cohort, than that she would simply lead a "loose life".  In her recital of the story, she imitated her father's biting Yiddish query whether she had been spending her time in some "freiliches Haus" (lit., "happy house," but meaning house of assignation), if she came home past her ten o'clock curfew.  Still, the swim club led to the Bar Kochba athletic club, and that's where she met Hermann, my father. 


She characterizes Hermann as very sweet, but poor and not physically well.  It's hard to say whether there is exaggeration about his ostensible ill health, reading back from his early death.  He was two years younger than she.  The whistled operatic motif from the opera "Marta" that I remember being used during my childhood as the signal to throw down the house key to my father, back from work, originated as a secret sign for her to sneak out of her family's apartment.  She thinks that she was allowed to marry him because of an intercession by Markus, who lived in his neighborhood and may have vouched for the "decency" of the family.  She and Hermann were so "devoted" that his disabilities could not deflect her decision, she says.  In thinking about their relationship, it is useful to keep in mind that she was almost two years older.  She brought DM 5000 into the marriage, as well as a fully furnished household.  In our longest talk on these matters, she repeatedly referred to the period of this marriage as "a dream" and reminisced relatively little about it.  I have the impression that this time of pleasures doesn't fit into her preferred narrative of her life as victim.   


My cousin Henry, who was only ten years younger than my father and knew him as a near-equal, has told me that my father read a lot, especially travel books about the Soviet Union, and that he was generally Leftist in his political sympathies.  As far as his own convictions were concerned, there was no need for Jewish religious practices in our house; but he would accompany us to the synagogue on the two or three most sacred days in the religious calendar, in order to keep some kind of peace with my mother's family.  (I think I can remember my brother creeping past my grandparents' ground-story windows with his leather bookbag strapped to his back, going to school on Saturdays in defiance of religious rules, at my father's insistence, during the year or so before public schools were closed to Jews.)  My mother, as far as I can reconstruct a pattern from stray memory-pictures, was largely at one with him in his life-style, although there was always the other rôle as dutiful daughter to stern and demanding parents.  My grandmother was the commercial brains in her marriage and she strongly held her ground against my grandfather's pious idealism when it came to material matters, but in other things her conduct conformed to the traditional orthodox rules.  Her hair had been shorn when she got married, for example, and she wore the chaste wig of the obedient housewife.  I remember how shocked I was to see her in her own thin hair when I was taken for a last visit to her deathbed when I was 6.  That feeling and the smell of bedding stained by incontinence are the souvenirs of her death.  In her life, however, she was an energetic presence and authority.  She was not an aloof matron who sat in matriarchal judgment on her tribe, I think, but someone who made her demands binding by her example and hard bargaining.  Although my mother did act on her own in marrying an unorthodox Jew, and one who came from the detested Russian Jewish community at that, she was very awed by her.    


Differences between my father and my mother's family doubtless entered into the occasional door-slamming rows and fiercely whispered confrontations between my parents.  They would speak Ukrainian, a language they'd both learned as children, when they didn't want us children to understand: the words for "big one" and "small one" were the only ones Ossi and I ever learned, just enough to know which of us was in trouble.  In general, I think that families were more open about expressing anger in those days; kids got slaps and people who fixed doors made a good living.  They had ways of expressing affection too.  I remember many days on which my father came home with a bouquet of flowers for my mother.  


The most striking recollection of this kind goes back to an afternoon when I was three or four.  Earlier that day, I was on my way home from a visit to my grandmother and was eating a delicious half a pear while standing on the sidewalk in front of her house dutifully waiting for the street to be clear when a boy bicycled by so close and so fast that he knocked me hard off the sidewalk.  I remember lying there screaming for my pear, while blood gushed from my forehead.  Someone put me into a car and rushed me to the hospital.  I next woke up, I believe, when I saw my father standing next to my crib -- yes, I am sure that I was still sleeping in a bed with bars.  He clutched the bouquet of flowers that he'd brought home for my mother and somehow conveyed to me that he had just that instant heard about the accident, that he was at the same time terribly frightened by the danger I had so narrowly escaped (since the wound was a deep cut above the eye and close to damaging my vision), madly happy that I had nothing worse than a huge swollen lump, and unreasonably furious at my mother for letting me cross that street alone.  Naturally, I am going to have a very idealized picture of a man who died when I was not quite ten, but I do have only the most happy recollections of him: responsively interested in us and in many things, telling us the story of Gulliver's Travels in great detail from memory, hiking through the woods on family outings.  Especially treasured moments came on fall and winter Sundays, when he would take my brother and me for long entertaining walks through the nearby park, sometimes pulling us on a sled, while my mother cooked the grand meal of the week.  He was never ill at ease with us or out of things to tell us.  I cannot remember ever being belittled by him.  


The childhood years between the ages of four and eight, and I can recall much about them in surprising detail, were interesting and fun.  In the summers, we children went on vacation with our mother, usually on a farm somewhere, together with my Aunt Regina and Putti and Karli.  The fathers would join us for a week or so.  However lower-middle-class our standing, no respectable German family could do without its holiday in the country.  The only time I ever read anything in the unbelievably vile Nazi anti-semitic newspaper, called the Stürmer (Stormtrooper), was during the summer of the year I first learned to read: someone in the family that owned the farm where we spent our holidays subscribed to the paper, a sign of a hard-core Nazi, but they used their backlog in the most appropriate way in the wooden outhouse.  I can still smell the stench of myself sitting on the hard bench over the cesspool and painfully spelling out the largely meaningless words under the all-too-obvious filthy cartoons on the uppermost scrap of paper on the rusty nail.  That holiday farm was also the place where my brother and I were horrified when the local boys took a baby bird we had found fallen from its nest and smashed it against the wall of a house.  We were not comforted to be told that this gleefully-committed act was a kindness to the doomed fledgling.  Part of the same richly blended reality, however, were treasure-seeking walks in the woods, coming home with dishes full of blueberries and, once, daringly, a basket full of mushrooms that had to be sorted by the farmer's wife before we could feel safe about eating any. These were still safe days.


Between 5 and 7 I went to a nursery school.  Again it is a smell that is strongest in my memory.  Once a week we all lined up in bathing suits and goggles so that we could each be given some minutes under a sun lamp, an after-effect of medical thinking about the deadly flu that had killed many people in the early 'twenties.  There was a distinctive aroma, perhaps the ozone created by the radiation, and this anchors my other recollections of that time.  We improvised plays in our play, and then performed them for parents.  I should say that I often had a major part in these productions, my mother tells me, and that I invariably got sick on the day of the performance.  I do remember those delicious sore throats and slight fevers -- delicious both because I could lie around at home near my mother in the kitchen and because I would get my favorite tomato soup with rice as much as I wanted. Much less delicious were the water torture treatments that were considered appropriate by the pediatrics of the time: I would be held down on a table with my head tilted over the edge while my mother poured water into my nose in order to irrigate my sinuses.  Perhaps I am mistaken in supposing that it happened more than once; but that once has sufficed me for all these years.


School began for me at 7, in the more academic of the two Jewish schools in town.  I have a photo of my first-grade class.  A lot of intense faces, already pretty solemn.  But my recollection is dimly of very good times.  A friend and I invented an imaginary kingdom of which I was ruler.  We filled many notebooks with regulations and tables of organization for this regime.  I can't remember anything more about it, except that it was very special.  In the afternoons we'd go to the athletic club and play soccer.  I was fast and determined, but without talent.  My father had been on the track team at the same club when he met my mother.  All in all, as you see, it promised to be a good childhood and youth.  Not an idyll without personal confusions and problems.  But something worth keeping and something poignantly and forever missed when it was torn up. 


I can't pretend to tell you all about the Nazi regime and the oppression of the Jews, so I will concentrate on my own experiences.  Although the screws tightened in the country as a whole from 1933 on, when the Nazis came to power, the restrictions and dangers didn't become overwhelmingly present in our lives until 1938.  This was partly because we were not in the first line of fire, possessing virtually nothing that could rouse envy, and partly because Leipzig was not so vehemently Nazi a city as others, and everything was relatively more cosmopolitan and relaxed.  [The anti-Nazi political parties had retained their strength there until the last moment before the Nazis imposed their total monopoly, especially among the long-time socialist workers in the town.  Then too, Leipzig was then, as it is now, the location of important international trade fairs, and even the most repressive regimes try to present a somewhat milder face to foreigners from whom they hope to profit.]  Still, during the years I have been describing above, we were forbidden to go to public schools, we were excluded from places of public amusement, like movies and swimming pools and even, I think, the zoo around the corner, and we encountered more and more signs on stores, saying "No Jews Allowed!".  As children we had to stay away from non-Jewish children, who were likely to assault us, without fear of reproof from adults.  The Nazi youth organizations fostered such violence.  But we were militant, in turn.  I know that I'm talking about myself as a child between the ages of six and nine, but we grew up fast under those conditions, and I grew up even faster because I was always tagging along behind my brother, who was almost three years older.  We "trained" in running and fighting, talked back tough when challenged, and we fought.  Actually I must admit that there was a sort of division of labor.  I talked tough and ran; my brother fought.  We were members of the cub-scouts affiliated with the Socialist Zionist boy scout movement.  Although it seems ludicrous to think of it this way, it was an illegal organization.  We wore our uniforms -- green shirts with light blue neckerchiefs and dark blue short pants -- under coats, and we even took part in "war games", serving as messengers among "guerrilla units" in the city.  Nothing ever came of any of this, of course, except for those who went on to Palestine and fought for Israel.  The overwhelming proportion of those with whom we played these solemn games were doubtless later gassed.


About that business of growing old young.  I have a distinct recollection of the only time I was ever spanked by my bearded, aloof, pious grandfather.  My brother and I were visiting the grandparents.  I can't have been more than five years old because my grandmother died when I was six.  When I repeated something that my mother had said to my father -- it can't have been important --, I was hoisted up and spanked in order to impress upon me that nothing said in any house was to be repeated anywhere.  We had to hear things, sooner or later, that could cause people's deaths, especially after 1938.  To survive, people bribed officials to smuggle objects and then people out of the country.  There was no way of keeping such knowledge from children, because the steady squeeze also meant that people were crowded together in less and less living space.  I remember a wonderful evening, some time during our last months in Leipzig, when a professional smuggler arrived from Hungary in the apartment we then shared with two other families.  What made it wonderful, apart from my childish empathy with the excitement of the grownups in the presence of someone who had just been outside and would be there again, were the unbelievable foods he brought.  I remember some cured beef and, most perfect of all, a deep-fried chicken that seemed to be all made of the most delicious crackling.  Everyone got a bit.  All of us were committing a capital crime.  


As restrictions tightened, even before the final crackdowns, there were Sprung family meetings that were opened by a singing of the illegal Zionist anthem "Hatikvah".  These had been safe and smug burghers, you must remember, who had been conforming Jews, but who had avoided all hint of association with such disreputable folk as the political Zionist movement, still considered dangerously anti-capitalist at the time.  Now they clung to signs of group assertion.  In our boy-scout meetings, we added the French "Marseillaise" and the socialist "Internationale" to our illegal singing.  A tragi-comic story about militancy concerns perhaps the last time that my brother and I could attend a movie, a children's matinee at the "Planetarium" on some Sunday afternoon in 1936 or 1937.  When, during a newsreel documenting the welcome of a German delegation to Paris, a military band played the "Marseillaise," Ossi lifted me out of my seat by the collar and made me stand at attention.  In an exasperated whisper, he explained that France was the mother-land of "the Revolution" and that its anthem was sacred, no matter what.  Naturally, we stood alone.  Here's another story to give you a better sense of the experiences.  It was our parents' wedding anniversary in February of 1939, and my brother and I made up our minds to get them something really worthwhile.  In a macabre switch on the funny story of the little boy who buys his decrepit grandmother rollerskates for Christmas, we decided to buy them candy.  The thing about candy was that we had not eaten any for over a year.  Hard candies were only available in stores closed to Jews, and chocolates had to be bought with ration coupons, but could not be bought with the coupons issued to Jews, each of which was clearly stamped with a red "J".  My brother and I sallied forth nevertheless.  We dashed in and out of stores forbidden to Jews, buying 50 grams here and 25 grams there, and we even risked a purchase of chocolate, slapping the ration coupons face down on the counter and running away with our snatched loot.  I remember that we leaned an ingratiating self-made anniversary card against a weight my mother used in ironing my father's suit, piled the miscellaneous wrinkled bags around it, and illuminated it all with a candle fastened to the centerpiece.  In later years, after I became a parent myself, I have unsuccessfully asked myself over and over what I would have done if I had been the one to come home to that display, witnessing to the heedless risks run by the children, literally jeopardizing the survival of the family, but also to their pathetic deprivation.  I imagine that I can still smell the candle wax, but I cannot remember what my parents did.  Nor do I remember eating the candy.


These are very trivial incidents compared to the sufferings of those who ended in concentration camps, but we experienced their weight as aspects of the vaster horror, whose presence was palpable to us.  One day in the fall before we left Leipzig, a middle-aged woman carrying her marketing basket knocked on our door, in the designated Jew-house where we then lived.  I stood behind my mother as the unknown woman whispered urgent warnings.  "You must get away," she said, "they will kill you all."  The horrible thing was my mother's scornful reaction after she'd curtly closed the door.  Her view was that there was no reason to believe that this woman wasn't simply one of them, if also a little crazy, and what she was saying was desperately obvious.  Through such small happenings, I felt the inexplicable threat from harmlessly familiar people and the hand-wringing helplessness of those on whom I depended.  Perhaps they also testify to some fierce refusal to go under.  


In October 1938, the Germans seized Jews who had come to Germany from Poland at the end of the first World War, in order to force them back to Poland.  The Poles, with their own militarist regime at the time, announced that they would shut the borders to these expellees.  Most of the Sprungs were caught up in the deportation, many then spending desperate days in a no-man's land between the two countries, until they were admitted to Poland, which later proved their death-trap.  This included my grandfather Sprung, as well as many of the once-envied rich cousins.  Some of my family had managed to flee.  The rest of the Ketzlach family was in Palestine, rescued by the initiative of my father's youngest brother, who is still living (1966) in a kibbutz affiliated to the same organization as my illegal boy-scout troop.  One Sprung brother and his wife were about to leave for India.  He had sold off his fraction of the business before it could be expropriated and he had enrolled in a class on manufacturing chocolates, a skill for which there was apparently an unfilled demand in Bombay.  On  condition that he invest money in such a business (and perhaps also as a result of some efficacious bribing), the British authorities issued him a visa to emigrate to Bombay.  The Nazis left him alone, presumably because he was already on his way out.  [He thrived there as a chocolate-maker until the early 'fifties, and I can remember some boxes of mildewed chocolates, acclaimed as products of the chocolate maker by appointment to the Viceroy of India, that arrived by sea mail during the second World War, when we were already in America.  More chocolate stories, still magical.  Since he had no children and was my godfather, I used to daydream that I would inherit his business and his wealth.  But in fact he and his wife came to the United States, largely on the strength of money that he had smuggled out of India, a hundred dollar bill at a time, in letters to my mother.  He went broke several times in America, most spectacularly when he falsely calculated that American poor people living in the vicinity of Amsterdam Avenue and 90th Street in New York would, like the German workingmen he had served before the war, pay a premium price for sturdy, unstylish work clothes that would last decades.  When he died a few years ago, he was housed in a residential hotel at the intersection of Broadway and Amsterdam and working as a messenger on Wall Street.  My chances of inheritance disappeared even before his money, when I made it clear that I would not accept his patriarchal authority as he had accepted that of his father.  As a young man, he had been the family rebel, in fact, a "socialist and womanizer," as my mother tells it.  Their pious father broke him with a whip, she claims.  He never spoke to me again after I married your mother without first securing his approval.]  Another Sprung brother had been commercially smuggled across the border to Paris, where the Nazis caught him later, although the venture enabled his wife and son to survive.  Victor got to England in a shipment of children, and his mother doubtless survived because she was protected by a prominent collaborator, who was her lover.  Other family survivors believed that her failure to reclaim her son after the war was responsible for the condition which has required him to spend much of his life in mental institutions, after his emigration to Israel.  A Sprung sister, with her husband and son, Arnold, who'd only been an occasional playmate because he lived across town, were spirited across the Belgian frontier to Brussels. They died on a ship full of Jews that German occupation authorities took into the harbor at Antwerp as the liberating Allied armies approached in 1944, and scuttled.  My dearest playmate, Putti, and her family arrived safely in America in the late summer of 1938, thanks to Uncle Hermann's uncles and cousins, successfully established in the U.S.  Their escape would save our lives as well.   


Since my father had not been born in Poland, we were not directly threatened by the 1938 deportations.  But by then there was no more livelihood and no remaining doubt that Jews without exception had to flee if they could.  The question was how and where.  No country wanted these Jews without money.  My memory of my idolized father during the year or so between the fall of 1938 and our departure in the Spring of 1940 is a composite picture of a beaten man trying to keep himself going in the face of despair.  This is how he would spend his days.  First, he'd go to one of the remaining charitable agencies of the Jewish community for some kind of dole, then he would pack an overnight bag to travel to some other German city -- Berlin or Chemnitz or Dresden -- because there was a rumor that the consulate of Bolivia or the Dominican Republic or Morocco might be granting three or four or five visas to some Jews, and finally there would be the empty-handed trip home.  


November 9, 1938 was "Crystal Night".  The innocuous name refers to streets glittering with broken glass from the windows of shops, schools, synagogues, and homes still belonging to Jews.  A young Jewish man had shot a diplomat in the German consulate in Paris, in distracted fury at reports of his aged father's deportation to Poland.  In every city and town in Germany, the authorities orchestrated "spontaneous" popular uprisings against the Jewish families and establishments that remained.  Synagogues and schools were burned; stores were smashed and looted; and then the Jewish men were taken into "protective custody" supposedly to shield them from their outraged neighbors.  My father escaped being seized at that time because his Russian birth provided a thin gauze of protection, as long as the Nazis were still dealing with the Soviets.  Actually, he and his family had no Russian citizenship, but "stateless" passports issued by the League of Nations Commissioner for Refugees after the first World War, and the Russians didn't care about these Jews anyway, but German authorities were somewhat careful at times.  One never knew.


I can never forget November 9 and 10.  It started with someone coming to tell us that the Jewish secular school where my brother and I attended had been burned down in the night.  Our neighbor upstairs was the gym teacher, and he and some others had armed themselves with sticks to stand guard as soon as the raids became known, unsuccessfully fighting with the Nazi gangs that arrived.  They were beaten to the ground while the municipal police watched, just as the fire department trucks stood by only to protect adjacent buildings, as the targets burned.  We had been proud to have the gym teacher as our family friend, and we had delightedly minded his three-year-old daughter, Inge.  Now he was arrested later in the day.  [He was  in fact released after a while and served as the last director of the school, when it was reopened as a shelter for homeless Jews expelled from surrounding towns.  Like his charges, he and his family were later incarcerated and eventually murdered.]  My parents had us quickly dress and we hurried through the park to the house of the uncle who had the papers for emigration to India.  It was rumored among the people rushing in and out of our house that the raiders were staying away from people in that situation, and my father thought that this might reinforce the flimsy shield provided by his Nanssen passport.  Besides, my uncle lived in a wealthier part of town, and that too might add a small increment of security.  The point is that there was no assurance of anything.  It might be reported that these and these sorts of people might not be taken, but there were of course no public announcements and most people didn't even have telephones to find out what was happening to others.  The arrests were being made by uniformed gangs indifferent to procedures and refinements.  Once someone was taken, they were lost, regardless of status.  You could show the "papers" you depended upon and find them torn at your feet.  So we fled to my Uncle Joachim's apartment, where I had probably never been before.  Later that afternoon, there came a knock at the door of the elegant but mostly vacant apartment, readied for their departure but remarkable in my eyes for the rare luxury of an electric refrigerator.  Not at all cutely, my brother and I crawled in fear under a bed left behind in an otherwise empty room.  The hall door remained open and I saw the black jackboots of several men.  Whether they were police or SS troopers or just neighborhood bravos in the brown shirts of the SA we could not see.  In civil tones, they asked for identification papers, politely pronounced them satisfactory, and courteously withdrew.  I was no less terrified.  That was the uncanny thing about the whole business.  Don't always think only of thuggish brutes with distorted faces.  These were ordinary people, almost "our" people, unpredictably vicious and commonplace by turns.  


My cousin Henry, now dead of leukemia after twenty good years in Michigan, has told how he survived the most critical day during his six years in concentration camps.  As a strong young man, he had been kept alive for forced labor.  Periodically, as these slaves lost their strength, they were replaced by new prisoners selected for temporary survival.  He and his cabin mates were on the list of those to be gassed.  The truck pulled up to the door and the guards herded out all those on their lists.  To further efficiency, the victims were first compelled to strip themselves bare and to fold their clothing neatly in the huts, presumably for use by their successors.  While lined up for loading, my cousin sneezed.  The guard, who had been calmly checking off his cargo, matching the arm tattoos against the numbers list, looked up and exclaimed in genuine alarm, "My God, man, you have a terrible cold.  You can't stand around here without anything on."  He sent Henry back to the hut, and Henry lived to be freed.


In the Crystal Night pickup, we lost two of my mother's brothers, who had somehow brought themselves back from Poland.  No, that's not right.  The youngest had never been deported.  He was a bachelor around town who rode a motor cycle until he bought the first automobile belonging to anyone we knew, and he hung around with a mixed gang, most of them not Jewish. At some time in my late childhood I was titillated to learn that he frequented a prostitute who lived in our house.  He'd not been deported in October, perhaps because some of his old friends were now Nazis.  He was my very favorite uncle and had repeatedly said that he was saving his heavy "Indian" motor bike for me.  He'd remove the canvass cover from it, where it stood in a backroom of the Sprung Brothers branch he managed, and I would sit on it and make suitable noises.  My first ride in a private car was in his small black one, and the marvelous trip, some of it on his lap behind the wheel, took us all the way to Dresden and back, to say goodby to cousins there, on their way to Palestine.  Now Uncle Otto was also taken.  I remember going with my mother to visit him, while the Crystal Night detainees were still being held on the outskirts of Leipzig in old military barracks.  Because he had old friends among the guards, we were able to slip into the fenced exercise yard and to pass him a package with clean underwear and food.  He told us that these same friends were by no means restrained when, at night, he and the other prisoners were forced to crawl naked over tables, "running" a gauntlet of truncheons.  His flat telling captured the inevitability that attached to all these events.  One couldn't even be angry.  In fact, one clung to rumors: Göring was opposed to all this, people believed, and he will persuade Hitler to put an end to it....  And such impotent rumor-mongering compromised anger.


The other brother was the oldest, and he fell victim to an inability to believe that normality would fail to reassert itself.  He had been the richest and had been able, while in Poland, to buy Bolivian visas for his family.  He had ships' passages in his pocket as well.  But hoping to salvage some more of his possessions, he returned from Poland to Germany before departing for Bolivia, bringing his wife, his adolescent son Henry, and two daughters, one of them about my age and the other a little older than my brother.  He and Henry were taken as soon as they arrived.  His wife and daughters had no choice but to move in with us, in our two-room half of an apartment.  By that time -- in early 1940 -- the sizable Jewish population of Leipzig had been reduced to the crowded inhabitants of several poor tenement houses.  Henry survived the war, as I told you earlier.  He learned that his father and two other of the uncles had been shot in 1942, among the thousands of victims that were taken at random out of the concentration camp population, in revenge for the assassination of a high German SS officer by Czech resistance fighters.  His mother was later gassed.  The girls, he learned, had been impressed as prostitutes for German soldiers, and they died in a whorehouse on the Russian front, killed by typhus.  These had been my most haughty aunt and uncle, but the cousins were among the most admired.  Mother and daughters waved on the railroad platform as we departed from Leipzig.  We left them our few belongings, since we could only take a suitcase apiece.


But I am again getting ahead of the story.  We come to our emigration.  Naturally, everyone wanted to go to the United States.  But the Americans made that extremely hard.  American immigration law laid down three principal obstacles, and, leaving aside prominent intellectual and political figurs, there were no exceptions made for populations otherwise condemned to death.

1. The immigrant head of family had to be vouched for by a blood relation established in the USA, who had to pledge himself to take full financial responsibility for the family's upkeep, guaranteeing that they would never become a burden to the taxpayers, and who had to be able (and willing) to demonstrate that he owned enough wealth to back up this pledge.
2. Every member of the immigrant family had to meet stringent health requirements, and these were checked by physical examinations conducted at the consulate-general by contract doctors acceptable to the host country.  In Germany that meant physicians acceptable to the Nazi coordinating agency.
3. Approved immigrants could be admitted only in limited numbers set by law and distributed in accordance with a nationalities "quota" system.  That system rested on the national-origins make-up of the United States at the time of the 1920 census.  Because of the awful danger, the quotas for persons with Polish or German origins were five or six years overfilled.  In other words, even if someone met requirements 1. and 2. they would be condemned to a five- or six-year wait before receiving a visa.  This regulation was not affected by the fact, for example, that the English and Canadian quotas were very large and little used.


As of 1938, my family knew that we did have a chance, but a slim one.  My father made us eligible under the Russian quota, which was relatively available.  There had been a large influx of Russian immigrants before the first World War, as you recall, so that the proportion of US inhabitants with Russian national origins in 1920 was comparatively large, and that fixed the quota.  On the other hand, the Soviets prevented emigration, so that the quota was under-used.  My father believed that his father had first cousins in America.  All he knew about them was that their last name had been Sendarovitch.  Whether they could be found and whether if found they had sufficient means would determine whether we lived or died.


My Aunt Regina and Uncle Hermann had arrived in the United States in September, 1938.  As soon as she arrived, my aunt set out to look for the Sendarovitch family.  She knew no English.  She had no clues.  But she went ahead.  The family story is that she approached people who were reading Yiddish newspapers on the subways, and that one man proved able to help her.  She found a Sendarovitch.  He had changed his name to Sendar.  But he had no money and could not serve as sponsor.  But there were two brothers, one of them a modest businessman with a men's clothing store in Bayonne, New Jersey, and the other one a wealthy importer and wholesaler of chinaware in New York City.  One agreed to be a partial sponsor, but he had insufficient wealth, and the other refused, apparently because the required "affidavit" of wealth would reveal to a government agency that he had never paid enough taxes.  He wasn't willing to give himself away for the sake of Jews from Germany, who would doubtless soon lord it over him, he thought, as the older generations of German Jews in America had lorded it over the East European immigrants earlier in the century.  Finally the poor brother prevailed on the other two to submit some sorts of affidavits, even if they would disclose only a portion of their holdings.  We submitted the documents to the American authorities.  After months of waiting, we are told that there aren't sufficient resources listed to back up the required guarantee.  Remember that we are now well into 1939 and that this agonized waiting is taking place in addition to everything going on around us  -- Crystal Night, the roundups of Jews, the intensification of war preparations and the onset of the second World War in September of 1939.  As children, we couldn't be spared any of this.  I remember my father sitting ashen-faced one night, back from one of his futile hunts for refuge for us.  He was plucking at his wrists and my mother was crying and scolding him, and I suddenly realized that he was signaling suicide.  Pleas to the rich American cousins intensified, and the rich one finally agreed to submit a supplementary affidavit, disclosing some more assets.  Then began the wait while the American consulate in Berlin processed the papers.  The yearning for the mail was almost unbearable: perhaps the saving papers would arrive.


During this time, the food rations for Jews are steadily cut back.  The allotted quantities of meat and fat shrink to almost nothing.  A frequent meal consisted of mock meat.  My mother made this by browning onions in some speck of lard, adding water, and then stewing a sewed bag of flour interlarded with what fat was left.  This was the meat, and it was eaten with potatoes or turnips.  Although nothing changed in our family's attitudes to religion at that time, I remember being stunned by the Yom Kippur prayers held in the last Jewish congregation.  The whole service lasts twenty-four hours and the holiday imposes a total fast, with neither food nor drink.  I believed then that it was all led by the last Rabbi in the city, named Schneider, constantly on his feet before the altar, a tall man in his seventies, with a white Jehova beard.  He awed me, and I sensed the solemnity of the occasion and the profundity of his mourning.  My father accepted pressing advice to volunteer for unpaid duty in the potato harvest late in the first autumn of the war, as a way of keeping out of the way of random arrest while we waited for our immigration papers.  I started waking up at night with a load in my pants.  There were two or three others in the bed, and I remember sneaking out in humiliation to try to clean my underpants in the toilet on the landing.


Finally the call to Berlin came.  When we got to the American consulate-general for our medical check-up, we were greeted by a young American receptionist, fresh out of someplace like Princeton or Yale.  He sat propped back in his chair with the newspaper, with his feet on the edge of the desk.  I had never seen anyone sit like that.  Even I could feel his cool incomprehension when confronted with our beggarly crew, as my father brought out a long-rehearsed formula in English, explaining our business there.  As the examination progressed, it became evident that there was something wrong.  I saw that the woman doctor was checking my father's knee reflexes over and over, and then we were told that we would have to return in the morning.  I have a picture of all of us walking along the busy streets of the city that we children had never seen before.  We must have walked all day.  But I can't remember anything else.  My father was passed the next day, although, as is suggested by his death a few months later, he may well have been already mortally ill.  I grew up imagining that we had been granted that grace because the doctor was a Russian woman, as I gathered from the fact that my father and she spoke Russian together.  If my father had been rejected, none of us could have gone.  The reluctant sponsors were his blood-relatives, not ours, and the quota was in any case determined by the actual birth-place of each immigrant, if there was no complete family, and that made the rest of us ineligible for many years.  Strangely enough, I might have been the only one to escape, because an authorization for me to go to Palestine had just come through.  Families entered their children on these waiting lists in hopes of saving some few, and the English who then controlled Palestine would not admit adults in this way.


Our visa was dated on Lincoln's Birthday, 1940.  We duly received permission to leave from the Nazi authorities.  The ship passages were paid by an American Jewish charitable organization.  We had virtually no money of any kind, and no one had the U.S. dollars required for these tickets.  We had had very little left anyway, but we were now required to leave everything behind, except for one small trunk for the family and one suitcase for each member.  We could take the equivalent of ten dollars per person.  Our sea voyage had been originally arranged for early April, by way of Rotterdam.  I remember the joy with which we handled the precious and elegant documents.  Then, due to some unexplained bureaucratic shift, the Jewish charity rescheduled our departure for March 20, departing from Genoa in Italy.  We sailed on the last regularly scheduled commercial passenger ship to New York from Europe before the so-called "phony war" erupted in unceasing violence with the German blitzkrieg into the Low Countries that Spring.  I've always believed that the Dutch ship never sailed.  Our ship was the Conte di Savoia, and I remember my astonishment at the luxury, but also at the might of the U.S.A., which had hired the whole of the first class for use by Sumner Wells, an emissary sent by President Roosevelt to make a last try for peace in the capitals of the powers at war.  We children were convinced that this one man occupied the whole of the top deck alone.


On our way to Italy on the train, all curtains were sealed shut as we crossed the Brenner Pass.  We later learned that this was the night on which Hitler and Mussolini met at the pass in order to negotiate Mussolini's entry into the war.  My mind was full of delights.  I'd eaten a schnitzel in the Munich railroad restaurant the night before, suddenly dispensed, during our last evening in Germany, from the prohibitions imposed on Jews, and my father had let me sip from his beer, while he explained about Bavaria.  It is hard now to convey to myself, let alone to anyone else, what it meant to be the scrawny-looking boy with deep rings around his eyes that appears on the passport picture.  But don't forget that we were just kids too, although we had to know too much that no one should ever know.  We'd never seen anyone killed.  We'd never been physically harmed.  We collected stamps and studied Hebrew and English when we could no longer go to school.  When we lived in the Jewish tenement at the end, we used to go across the street to a small open space with clothes-lines and we'd play that we were English Spitfires shooting down German Messerschmitts.  The kid who had one non-Jewish parent always had to be the German plane.  On the train, as were approaching the German border, my brother confessed to my parents that he was smuggling his most prized stamp in his pocket.  It had been given to him some months before by a wealthy old gentleman we did not know, but who somehow learned about us and invited us to his villa.  He was fleeing and could not take his grand collection with him.  It included a Guttenberg Bible, I believe, and volumes upon volumes of neatly mounted stamps.  He wanted us to see it, and then he told Ossi to take any stamp he desired.  We liked to think that the stamp was worth a fortune -- at least $25 -- but who knows whether this was so?  Transporting it across the border was against German law nevertheless.  Still, at that moment and in that situation, my father let my brother keep the stamp in his pocket.  This could have been fatal.  The customs guards removed my brother and my father from the train when they found his regular stamp collection.  My mother says that she was afraid that she would never see them again.  She remembers sitting on the train and gripping my hand in perplexity, so my own memory of being left undisturbed is incorrect.  The feeling-tone of my version is accurate, however, since my father and Ossie were quickly returned to the compartment.  His pockets had not been searched and his stamp album was returned to him.  The customs guard patted my brother on the shoulder and complimented him on his diligent collecting.  Why bother the children?  Congratulations on your escape and good luck.  It was crazy to the end, this institutionalized cruelty so often administered without hatred.


We arrived in New York on March 28, 1940.  The sea had been very rough after we reached the Atlantic, but the trip was wonder after wonder for me.  The whole tone was set on the first day.  I was scrambling through a lounge looking for someplace to be sick, when I was spotted by an Italian crew member.  He took me gently by the arm and handed me into a soft arm chair, graphically signing me to vomit right there without fear.  He'd clean up.  It got even better.  Meals and movies and shipboard friendships with other German children, these traveling in a group without parents.  My father was very seasick and in his bunk the whole time, but we thought little of it.  Other adults remained sick too.  Our Uncle Hermann and Aunt Regina met us at the dock and took us luxuriously in a taxi to Bayonne, New Jersey, where we were to start out by sharing their three rooms behind their small grocery store.  I remember looking out of the window of the taxi for a while and suddenly realizing that I'd been looking at black people.  It seemed so natural when everything was so strange, although I had never seen any before except in a favorite children's book, where a little girl had skin like a checker-board because her father was a black cannibal king and her mother was white.


Two weeks after we arrived in Bayonne, my father could no longer walk.  After a week of useless massages by a chiropractor who was related to my Uncle Hermann, he went to the hospital where he died a week later.  I never learned the cause of death.  There seems to have been a kidney failure, but whether this was because of infection or because of some other disease cannot be discovered.  A friend who worked as a lab technician in Bayonne Hospital once looked for the medical records of the case, but they were not to be found, perhaps because of the initial misdiagnosis by the well-connected chiropractor.  Whether it was an ailment that could have been cured had he not been in Nazi Germany and engaged at a critical time in "volunteer labor" entailing hours of damp work and sleep in unheated barns, I cannot say.  An infection could have been contracted under those conditions and become hopeless without care.  [In fact, the death certificate that I found in 1993 in my mother’s belongings was quite clear: he had in fact died of an infection, but this proved fatal only because he had suffered from a rheumatic fever as a child, which had left him vulnerable anyway in those years before antibiotics, but especially in the event of untreated illness.]  In any case, he was not quite thirty-six.  My last recollection of him is of a man speaking very seriously and respectfully with my cousin Carl, who was then thirteen.  He was practicing his English and trying to learn the rules of baseball.  He thought the backstop was some sort of goal.  They wouldn't let him see his sons before he died, although my mother says that he pleaded.  I think that I was very afraid to go.  A policeman knocked at the fire door at the very back of the store, right next to the head of the cot where I slept.  We all knew why he had come.


Shortly after my father's funeral, my brother and I began public school.  We hadn't been to school for two years, but picked it up without too much trouble, absorbing English without noticing.  We lived in a tenement house in Bayonne and my mother went to work as a thread-clipper at the Maidenform Brassiere Company.  I remember how elated we were when she started to make as much as twenty dollars a week fairly regularly, at piece-work rates, after a year or so on the job.  We received a small supplement from a Jewish welfare agency in town.  It was one of my chores to walk once every two weeks to the Jewish Community Center for our relief checks.  I remember losing it once and retracing the 18 blocks, much of it along the filthy and rocky shores of Newark Bay, where I preferred to go.  Like my brother, I worked at various children's jobs from the time I was eleven or twelve, but we were not expected to contribute to the household.  This was just for our own allowances and extras.  Oh yes, there is a question about the financially-responsible relatives.  The rich second cousin from New York arranged to have his son pick us up in his car one Sunday shortly after my father died.  He had a surprise, he told my mother.  He drove us out somewhere in the country to an orphanage, where his father was on the board of directors.  His surprise was that he had been able to get both of us boys admitted to the summer camp run by the agency.  We never saw him again, after my mother furiously insisted that he take us home, because she was sure that this offer was merely the first step in a plan to have us committed there.   My brother worked briefly as an errand boy in the men's clothing store of the other Sendar.  At the going wage.  We were adopted as deserving poor relations by my Uncle Hermann's extensive family in Bayonne.  They took us along, squeezed on laps, on summer Sunday excursions, used their influence to get us the welfare supplement, got us boys admitted on "scholarship" to the summer Day Camp at the Jewish Community Center, and saw to it that we attended synagogue and Hebrew School.  All the while, they always wanted to know how we liked America.  And they did expect us to be grateful.  We never became fond of any of them, but now, looking back, I guess that they helped a lot.  We needed all the normality we could get.


In 1944 my mother remarried.  She married a widower with three grown children, who owned a small neighborhood dry goods store catering to working class families who could not at that time buy on credit in fancier stores.  Morris Weinstein had been another pre-World War I refugee from czarist Russia, evading long years of compulsory military service.  He'd had no schooling and he had supported himself by peddling before he got his store.  My mother let us know that his manners were poor; he was crudely overbearing; he lacked culture.  My mother always felt, I think, that she had married beneath her, for the sake of the children.  It was not a very good scene.  But we did move one notch up, into the lower middle class.  We were no longer dependent on my mother's continuation in a job that ached her rheumatic fingers, living barely above subsistence.  Otherwise not much changed.  My brother and I still worked for our allowances and expenses, and our eventual education was self-financed.  At that point the story is no longer directly linked to our experiences of victimization and escape.


One thing strikes me about the whole story, now that I have told it at such length.  For us the immigration experience involved an uprooting that was never wholly overcome.  There was not only the expulsion from the modernized German culture toward which my parents had aspired as young people and the virtual outlawing from the human race, subject to every accidental vagary, during the year and a half before we got out.  There was also the loss of the father and the subsequent dependence on good people who nevertheless stood for a way of life that my father had meant, for better or worse, to leave behind.  [I remember the only time he ever spanked me.  He had given me some extra order pads from the Sprung Brothers store, and I traded a number for some small mirrors belonging to a friend.  I was not to engage in business.  The things were for my use and not for exchange.  There might have been some snobbishness in that, some resistance to the social destiny of the Eastern Jew, but it was also a matter of Socialist principle, I think.  Jews were now to be intellectuals if they were not workers.]  America never captured my enthusiastic allegiance, in the gut sense of many grateful immigrants.  It had been too long and too tortuous a wait at too impressionable an age, I guess, with too capricious an outcome.  Oh yes.  Our benefactors in Bayonne also changed our names, to make them less foreign-sounding.  I had been Manfred Ketzlach, called Fredi by all my family and friends.  The Nazis required that Jews who did not have obviously Jewish first names had to add the middle name "Israel" or "Sarah".  But Manfred Israel Ketzlach wouldn't do.  I became David Kettler.  That's many decades ago, and I don't know if I'll ever manage the switch all the way.  A strange business.

APPENDIX 1

The following letters were found in my mother’s effects.

Draft Letters in the Nachlass of Deborah (Sprung Ketzlach) Weinstein (1902-1993)

Translations of holograph originals, with corrections only of distracting orthographic errors.. These were evidently prepared in connection with Deborah Weinstein’s efforts to gain restitution from the German Federal Republic or to improve the pitiful grant initially awarded (equivalent to something like the pension of the lowest paid laborer, not adjusted for inflation, under 1940 civil service standards, some $75 per month).  The technical legal language used in Letter 1 indicates that it was done with the advice of a lawyer.  The others may have been raw material for a lawyer to convert.  

Because of the importance of social standing in the calculation of benefits, it seems likely that both the educational and employment attainments were somewhat ‘improved’ with a view to strengthening the claim, but the remaining details appear convincing, and some of the language is very moving. Note the outrage about being forced to live in the “jew house” [Judenhaus] on Karl Strasse.  The offensive administrative term is repeated to express resentment at the forced relegation to the category, perhaps echoing thoughts of my father.  It also reflected genuine resentment, I think, about the social degradation involved in being moved out of the non-ghetto periphery of the middle-class Jewish quarter, where we lived in apartments for employees (not laborers), and deposited in the old Jewish working-class neighborhood, where toilets, for example, were shared by tenants.  Note also the formulaic anger at the previous landlord, who was almost certainly simply complying with new regulations, since the mayor of Leipzig prided himself in being the first in Germany to segregate his remaining Jews.  The details on moving furniture have to do with claiming compensation for their loss, but perhaps also with the notion of having retained respectability.  The furniture was an important part of the dowry that my mother brought into the marriage.  The report that she liked opera partly belongs to this context.  But there is more.  Since she had effectively lost contact with her German-speaking friends by 1950, her formulations in that language are almost like archeological shards of her earlier life.  

In speaking of my brother and me, for example, she uses the slang word “Jungs” for boys, and this is a term that I associate exclusively with my father: it is a male word.  (I think of “guys,” which women used to use only in an ironic way, to mock the men’s buddy system or to highlight the masculine character of her sons.)  The most graphic memory I have of the days just before my father died is my mother coming home from the hospital and telling my aunt, as she hung her soaked handkerchief over the oven door to dry, that my father kept calling for his “Jungs.”   

I cannot explain why she is consistently wrong about the dates of both her marriages.   The German situation is no doubt complicated by the fact that there was a civil registration in Leipzig, while the ceremony itself took place in a small town in Czechoslovakia, for reasons that are not clear.  It is remarkable that even a struggling merchant family would not have married off one of their daughters in some style, but perhaps the couple asked for the cash instead.  Then too, the marriage was to the irreligious son of an even more struggling, non-religious family–Litvaks rather than Galizianers, an important divide within immigrant Jews from “the East.” 

The attempt to represent my father’s volunteer farm labor service in the autumn of 1939 as forced labor is perfectly understandable.  In a realistic sense, it was indeed coerced, since at home there was a constant danger of his being rounded up in a random raid during the months of waiting for completion of the US emigration arrangements.

Letter 1.

May 9, 1959

In the meantime I have found a photograph in my first husband’s papers on which my husband wrote that it depicts the Muenchberg Camp (Oberfranken) in October 1939.  I herewith transmit this photograph, together with a notarized photocopy of the handwritten notation by my first husband on the reverse of the photograph.

My earlier report that my husband was held in the Landsberg Camp from September 1939 until January 1940 is, accordingly, mistaken, and I amend my statement insofar as my husband was in fact held in the Muenchberg Camp during this time.

As for the educational career of my deceased husband, I know that he came to Leipzig as a child and that he attended the Jewish Realschule of Dr. Carlebach to the intermediate level.  He then studied the fur business and operated a fur business in Leipzig with his father.  I brought a rather large dowry into the marriage and my husband opened his own fur business with it.

In the summer of 1933, my husband had to give up his business as a result of the boycott against Jews, and he then worked, as attested in the notarized deposition of Joachim Sprung, for the latter as salesman and manager.

After the Sprung firm was shut down in the Spring of 1939, my husband was left without earnings.  We arrived in America on March 28, 1940, and my husband died as soon as April 30, 1940.  He left no legacy.

As for the removal of our furniture from our apartment on Blumenstrasse to Karlsstrasse 14, I have the following to declare.

In the Spring of 1939, the landlord on Blumenstrasse demanded that we move, since he no longer wanted to have any Jews in his house.  The house at Karlsstrasse 14 was set up as a Jew house [Judenhaus].  My in-laws lived in this house.  When they emigrated to Palestine, we succeeded in getting the apartment of my in-laws, and we were able to take all the furniture from Blumenstrasse to Karlsstrasse.

I guarantee the truth of my statement by affirmation in lieu of oath.  I am aware of the meaning of such an affirmation and of the consequences of a false affirmation. 

Letter 2.

Jersey City 3/16 1976.

I was born on August 28, 1902 in Brody, Galicia, which then belonged to Austria.  I attended the German elementary school (Volksschule) there.  When war broke out in 1914, my family fled to Germany.  I resumed my schooling when we arrived in Leipzig.  After the completion of elementary school (Volksschule), I attended the higher school for two years.
  Unfortunately, I had to leave school, because I was I was required to contribute to the family livelihood.  Through private lessons, I continued to study German literature, historical events, classical works and poetry.  Until my marriage, I worked in my brothers’ store that operated under the name of Sprung Brothers.  I always read a lot, as I do to this day.  I also love the opera, theater and concerts.  On 12/29 1927 [actually 12/26/26], I married Herz Hermann Ketzlach in Leipzig. In March, 1940, we emigrated to America with our two sons.  On April 30, my husband died of a kidney infection that he contracted in a work camp.  I worked from 1940-45 because I had to feed my children.  In 1945 [actually 1944] I married for the second time.  My husband died in 1961 of cancer.  Since he left me nothing, I had to go back to work. I worked from 1961-1973.  At that time I had to give the work up, because I have rheumatism and could not work any more.   

Letter 3

No date.  Probably a version (earlier?) of Letter 2, prepared on the same occasion.

I was born on Aug 28, 1902 in Brody, Pol.  In 1914, we had to flee.  And we landed in Leipzig, since several of my brothers were there.  I attended the elementary school there.  After the completion of school, I worked im my family’s business.

  We had a business of manufacturing work clothes and general wear.  I married on January 9, 1927.

  My husband, Herz Ketzlach, had a business of fabricating fur pieces and Persian lamb claws at Nikolaistreet 10.  The fur sections were sold to Czechoslovakia, where we had very good customers. After the borders were closed, we lost our best export territory, and thereby our business as well.  We had two boys.  Oswald Ketzlach born Nov 23, 1927.  David Ketzlach, born July 1, 1930 [actually Manfred until 1940].  My husband found work at Sprung Brothers and worked there from 1933 to 1939, until the business was subjected to a forced sale.  In the fall of 1938, we moved out of Blumentsr, because the landlord no longer wanted us, because we were Jews.  So we moved to Karlsstr 14, which was a Jew house. We moved with a moving van, which was still possible at the time.  In Sept 1939 my husband was shipped off to the work camp at Münchberg, to help with the harvest.

The food was bad and not enough, so that I sent him parcels out of the little we had.  They slept on wet straw on the bare earth, where he contracted a kidney ailment.  When he came back, I tried to the best of my ability to put him back on his feet, since he was very much debilitated.  We had two passports and no way of going anyplace.  In the meantime our emigration came through. and on the 28th of March 1940 we arrived in America with great hopes.

Unfortunately, it was of short duration.  My husband became ill and died on April 30, 1940 in Bayonne Hospital.  I was left with the children, alone in a foreign land, without knowledge of the language or profession.  I found work in a factory, where I earned $15.50 per week.  The children were able, after a long time, to attend school, and they were very happy.

Letter 4.

No date.  Clearly a reply to a letter, perhaps from a lawyer representing the claim in Germany.  The information about schooling coincides with the report in Letter 1 rather than Letter 3, but the reference to Morris Weinstein’s death precludes the earlier date, as does the importation of English words and formulations absent from the earlier letter (but edited out).

I cannot understand why you did not understand me and supposed that I returned to Poland.  I remained in Leipzig from Sept 1914 until my emigration in March 1940.

 I lived with my parents and siblings at Nordstr. 49 until my marriage.  I attended the elementary school on Yorckstr. From August 1914 until 1916.  During 1916-1918, I attended the Israelite Higher School directed by Dr. Carlebach.

 The stores of my brothers, which went under the name of Sprung Brothers, were on Gerber Street, Eisenbahn Street, Karl-Heine Street, and Windmühlen Street.  Since all the stores were in Leipzig, how could you assume that the made contributions to Polish social security?  Even while I was in school,  I worked the whole time with my brothers in the store, until the dissolution of the stores in 1938-39.

Didn’t you know the law according to which Jews could no longer conduct a business and that almost my entire family was taken out of its homes, in “night and fog”, and sent away?  My husband and my children were the lucky ones who escaped the fate of my family.  After my marriage, I continued to live in Leipzig: Fortzer Street in Schönefeld, Blumen Street, Gneisenau Street, and finally in the Jew house, Karl Street 14-16.

The reason for our emigration was to stay alive.  I arrived in America on March 28, 1940, and I buried my husband on April 30.  He too was a victim of the regime of that time.  In 1945, I married for the second time [actually 1944] and my husband died on November 6, 1961.

� This does not correspond to my mother’s frequently told stories about a return trip to Brody with her father after some months in Leipzig, partly because of a breach between father and sons about their failure to honor Jewish law in the conduct of their business, and a second flight when the Russian-Austrian front line neared the town. Her follow-up question about payments to Polish social security raises the interesting possibility that the brothers in fact followed Polish regulations, as part of a general re-insurance scheme by Polish Jews in Leipzig (and perhaps elsehwere), whereby they cultivated the Polish consulate as a source of possible support against the hostility against “eastern Jews” that was a factor throughout the inter-war period.  There was a Polish civic association, under patronage of the consul, including many prominent Jewish businessmen; and the minutes of the meetings show transparently hypocritical exhortations by these leaders to have the children attend Polish classes, and the like.  The investment in this Polish option evidently paid off in the short term for upward of a thousand Jews, who took shelter on the grounds of the consulate when they were warned about the deportation raids of October, 1938.  It would be worth researching whether there were other short-term advantages for even the deportees in Poland, in the year before the German invasion.  


She uses the term “absolviert” which could mean graduation: she may have received an intermediate certificate, although it is in fact not certain that this report of continuation between elementary school is accurate, or, indeed, whether she picked up more than one or two more years of schooling in Germany.  According to her stories late in life, she did not.





� The language suggests deportation to a forced labor camp.  She speaks of “Lager” and “Transport,” which are the terms used for concentration camps and for mass deportations. In fact, the “camp” was almost certainly a farm used by Jewish organizations to train emigrants to Palestine in agricultural labor, and it was not guarded by German authorities. My father volunteered on the advice of the community steering committee in Leipzig, to stay out of the way of random arrest while he was waiting for final clearance for our family’s emigration to the US. 








