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Rachel Herschthal

g five family house. Each family lived on one floor, and the store
was underneath. We had oil paintings under glass. We lived on the
first floor. My uncle and aunt lived on the second floor apartment.

we did things together. We were very close.
Q: What was the kitchen like?

A: Our kitchen was gas, not electric. We did have electric lights.

I remember way back when there were gas lights.

Q: Did you have central heating?

A: No. We had a "kachal oven" which used coal. This heated the

apartment. There was an opening where we could put in water. My

family was very orthodox, and on Saturdays we would put food in it to

warm up, for it was kept going all night.
Q: Did you have a garden that you played in?

A: At that time we didn't. Later we moved and my father bought a

one-family house. In Stephanstrasse. Then we had a garden, on a tree-

lined street. We had a large balcony.

Q: Servants?

A: Yes, we always had a live-in maid, until Hitler came and didn't

allow it any more.

: ’gi ’HEEE you raised by her, or did she just help your mother?

I

Jl¢:§*57ftfgﬁa.h£&gad. She cleaned the house. She was not allowed to

were very orthodox; my mother was a very good cock. We
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all went toO high school.
Q: What was your religious education like?

A: My religious education was received twice a week in the afternoons
at a religious school and my brother had a private tutor at that time.

He learned Hebrew. I was not that crazy about it, but I had to ...

Q: What Jewish holidays did you celebrate?

A: We celebrated all the Jewish holidays and on Passover and the High
Holy Days my grandparents and aunts and uncles all came and we observed

together. It was very nice - I remember that it was very nice. It

stays in your memory.

Q: What was the rabbi like? Were you very close to him?

A: We were close to him. His name was Michalsky. My parents knew
him well, my sister like him - I did not have that much contact with
him. He had no children. He was my sister's teacher. My teacher was

Rabinowitz and I was friendly with his daughter. We did go to Shabbat

gervices. My father went every Saturday to the synagogue, which was a

part of his life.

Q: There was a Liberal synagogue in the town?

A: Yes. The Jews did not mix between the two synagogues. 1 did have
friends in the Liberal synagogue. My father was prejudiced against the

Liberals, but not my mother.
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Ao Tl believe I was six years old when I started publie school. Then
r went to high school, which was called gymnasium. We did not wear

gniform. This was all public schools. The first few years of school
it was girls alone, and as you know in Germany, you had to pay for

ruition, it wasn't free like here.

Q: Were there a lot of Jews in school?

A: There were quite a few Jews in school. I liked the men teachers
more. They were more tolerant. Teachers today are completely different
than they used to be. In Germany they maintained strict discipline.

I had a man French teacher who was very nice man. I liked languages.

I had one year of English and 5 years of French. I wasn't very good at

math. I liked Chemistry, not the theoretical - the practical part of it.

Q: How about summer vacations?

A: My favorite vacation was going to visit my grandparents in Frank-

furt. I would be the only one there and they would do everything to
please me. They spoiled me. They had a very large apartment, and in
one very large room they employed women who sewed sheets and pillowcases.

They would sell them to one of the stores in Frankfurt. I used to

love to be with them, helping. My grandparents were also very orthodox.

My grandmother wore a sheitel. My grandfather was very tolerant - a

very fine man. When I was eighteen a young man approached my grand-

father. He said he was interested in me and would like to get to know

me. If it worked out, he would propose marriage. My grandfather asked

me - and told me the man was nice, had a good business, and would expect

"Lgiﬁ'ﬁﬁﬁwaar'a-sheitel. I said "Forget it!" I wasn't all that orthodox!

]
-
"
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[ didn't marry until T was 25. Going back to my earlier childhood,
Karlsruhe was a very nice city, with a castle, gardens, and lovely
woods. Also, there was a very fine theatre. My mother saw to it that
we always went to concerts. We all played musical instruments. I
played the piano, my brother played the violin, my sister played the
cello. We played together once a week. It was very nice. My father
said we had to practice one hour every day. I hated it, but now I

wish I had practiced more.

Q: Did you belong to a youth group or did you date within a youth

group?

A: I belonged to a Jewish Youth Group - Zionist Blau-Weiss. I always
wanted to go to Israel, and-I went Hachsharah one year. I also went

to Berlin one year. I worked with children dumb and deaf. No we didn't
work with them actually, but at the time we worked all over the place,
outside and inside, you know, the laundry, and in the kitchen, and we
tock Hebrew lessons. My father had to pay for that. I enjoyed it.

We worked hard but we had socials and I learned a little bit of sign
languagg. ‘I learned to talk with the children at the time. I went
home after that and I wanted to go to Israel that was during Hitler's
‘_ﬁiﬂg,fhnt?gm parents wouldn't let me go. If I was married they would

:‘L?t_h;;¥§$gﬂghﬁﬂﬁL ﬁﬁﬁﬂﬂ#ﬂﬂmth.dn-Edmﬂthing, so I went to work for a

o e
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semitism in Germany. There was always a little bit, but I was not very

puch aware of it. Life was really pleasant for the Jews as far as I

remember.

Q: How did World War I affect your family, as far as you remember?

A: During World War I my father was in the War. We had a business,
and my mother kept it up. I was very young, but I remember when he
came home after the war he brought us things - he came home loaded with
food, and other things. He received the irom cross for service in the
army. He was very proud of it. I don't remember - I was very young

at the time.

Q: As far as you remember, there was a terrible inflation after World

War I. How did that affect your family, as far as you know?

A: The inflation, I seem to recall, wasn't that bad for our business

and for us.

What was your first personal awareness of the rise of Nazism?

o

A: It started in 1933. I don't remember anything specific before

then. There were rumors - I was 20 at the time, out of school. They
put all those kids in uniform... brown uniform. I was glued to the
radio but nobody wanted to believe what was going on. Listening to

the news wasn't very pleasant but we felt it couldn't last very long ...
But nobody in the whole family thought about emigrating at that time -
f}j&wm. ‘yes, and as I said, I wanted to go to Israel. My sister

-_1:____:;::}_;_? ':’-'_.._,;g-. Ll e z
a8 %L : a}mm the first one to leave. T had a gentile friend,

-
o

nd - she married very young but I knew the boy for we
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went to school together. He was a very nice fellow. One day I saw
him on the street in a §S uniform. I was going to pass on by but he
stopped me. He asked me why I didn't come to wvisit them any more. I
said "How can I visit you when I know you wear the SS uniform?" He

said it didn't mean anything, I just didn't have a job. That was the

best thing for him. He begged me to come to see them - they had a

young baby - but I wouldn't. I didn't go anymore.

Q: Were your relationships with your non-Jewish friends affected by

this?

A: Only with this one. We grew up together and were very close.

How about your parents friends?

Pl ]
-

We did not have contact with non-Jews after that. My father sold

3

his business later. My aunts and uncles and children left in 1933 -
they went to Holland, and we stayed on. My parents went only with

Jewish people, seeing others only for business.

Q: How did you meet your husband?

A: We had a Jewish Hotel near my home in Karlsruhe, and they had

dance and I met him at a dance a year before we got married ... He had
come to town on business, and when he left we corresponded. I wasn't
Teady to get married, but when we realized we had to get out of Germany,
I wanted to go to Israel, but I couldn't. There was no one for me in

Israel. We became engaged in June, 1938, and we married in November.

o
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A: Well, we had packed all our furniture at that time, all of our new

things, my trouseau which all girls got at that time, and my parents
stuff and moved into an apartment across from the Temple, because we
wanted to leave. We were in the apartment when all of a sudden we heard
a terrible noise ... and we looked out and the Temple was afire. We
heard them come in, the SS come in storming the house. We had an attic.
And they caught my husband and took him away. There was another young
man too in the same house. And then they left. And afterwards we did
go up to the attic to hide. We didn't know what's going on. But sure

enough they came back. They didn't find us. We were lucky. There

were only gentile people living in that apartment house. They must

have known we went up to the attic, but nobody said anything. When it

was all quiet, we came down: But my husband went. They took him away.

really. That was the 10th (of November)

It was a terrible experience

and we were supposed to get married on the 10th of November. We couldn't

because of that. I went to Gestapo. I wasn't very brave but I had to

I was shaking in my boots when I went there and I explained that we

were supposed to get married and go to United States. After two weeks

he was released and we were married on 25th. He was told he had to

leave Germany as planned or they would get him again. During the time

he was in the concentration camp I bought a ticket for him to go to

Shanghai for he was in more danger than I was. But, when he came out

he refused to go by himself. I could have gone to the United States

under the German quota, but he would have to go under the Czechoslovakian

quota, This was June, 1939. My parents were still in Germany. They

couldn't get out, either. So finally he got out to England to Kitchener

mp - in June, '39. He worked very hard for me to get out of Germany.
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vou were describing how your husband got to Kitchener Camp and how

Q:
ke tried to get you out,

A: He went to the local rabbi with a paper, but it didn't do much good.

The local priest got the women out. When we married at the time we took

an apartment with another Jewish couple and I stayed there for a while.

Anyway, I finally got to England in July, 1939.

Q: What were your first impressions of England when you first got

there?

A: When I got there I had no money. They only allowed us to take the

equivalent of $3.50 with us when we left Germany. My husband was in

Kitchener Camp, and he got me a room in Ramsey near there. I ran out

w*

of money so I wrote to my brother who send me $20.00. I didn't realize

at the time how hard it was for him to send me the money. He had a

family - two children - he worked in the day and went to school at

night. He couldn't finish college in Germany. He is now a CPA. 1

had to do something. Four of us immigrant women were given jobs in a

hotel at a place called Westgate. I wanted to work in the kitchen.

In England at that time they had bathrooms but the people were too

lazy to go, so they had chamber pots in the rooms where the women

worked. I did not want to work in that atmosphere. The Chef in the

kitchen was very nice, very patient with me, and I worked in the

' -. kitchen from 6:00 in the morning until 9:00 at night. My husband was

Mwimgh ‘camp and visit me, sometimes to stay over the

-
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months, and years to go to the United States.

In Peterborough I lived upstairs in a house with outdoor plumbing.

one day when 1L was taking hot water up the very steep stairs I fell
down the stairs and burned myself very badly - with 3rd degree burns.

It was impossible to get a doctor. My husband went to the hospital to
try to get something., The next day I went to my doctor and when I told

him we had tried to get a doctor he couldn't believe it because the

hospital was not that far. That was very bad.

My husband had a Jewish doctor who was very good to him. He got milk
for him for he wasn't well at the time, My doctor was nice to me, for

he kept me out of the munitions factory, where all the women were sent.

That was the story of Peterborough in England.

Q: Did you travel while you were in Peterborough? There is very

pretty county outside.

Yes, it was near Cambridge and we went there a couple of times on

Al

the bus. First I went by myself, and then my husband came and went
together. I was working six days a week so the only day left was Sunday.
Q: Did the bus run on Sunday?

A: Yes,

Q: Did you have any experiences in speaking English when you first came

to Peterborough? Did you have any funny stories about using the wrong

words? Did they laugh at you?

At No. The English wouldn't laugh at you. I used many wrong words,
. -
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put the English are so polite they didn't correct me. I wish they had.

1t would have been better for me.

pid they regard you as a curiosity - speaking with a German accent?

Q:
p: Curiosity? I guess they did. I worked for this lady first in the
peauty parlor and I spoke a little better. I remember one little old
lady said you speak very well now. I lost my English accent. When I
came to the United States I worked in a beauty parlor it was in a Ger-
man section. I think they though I put it on (the accent). I was

always shy, still am, so the experience was not a nice one.

Q: In Peterborough?

A: No, in the United States.

Q: What happened?

A: We intended to come to Birmingham to stay with my sister. We

bought tickets to Birmingham. My sister had written so much about

Birmingham and we wanted to come here. When we got to New York we

stayed with my brother first. My husband has a sister also living in
New York. We were looking around for an apartment. We also stayed two
weeks with my husband's sister. We wanted to go to Birmingham but

they wanted us to stay in New York. I was very close to my sister-in- "

law, a very lovely person - she passed away a year ago. They finally

found us a room on Broadway and we shared a kitchen. And the roaches

there - I have never experienced anything like it. I made up my mind

that we would go to Birmingham. And when we came here it was in the

Summer. It wasn't easy for my husband to find a job. My sister

% s ™
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wanted us to stay. I found a job right away. My husband couldn't
gind anything. My brother called from New York say he had found a job
for my husband and we should go back. My sister begged him to go back
by himself to first see if he liked the job. He didn't want to go
alone, so we went back. We couldn't find an apartment so we took a
room with a2 Jewish woman in Washington Heights. My husband's job was
in an umbrella factory which he didn't like. I went to work in a

peauty parlor. Then, through friends, my husband got a job selling

paint. After about a year we found an apartment in Riverdale. We then

moved to Forest Hills where we stayed for 18 years.

Q: What were some of your impressions of New York coming from a village

in England?

A: Well, first of all, when we came to New York we found the hours were
hard, 10 - 18, different from the leisurely life in England. Im 1947,
our first winter in New York there was a terrible snow storm. Every-

thing stopped. The cars were stopped in the middle of the road. My

house was four blocks from the beauty parlor so I walked home. The
snow was knee deep. It was seven o'clock, and all was so quiet, there

seemed to be nobody on the street. All of a sudden I heard a noise

behind me. I looked around and there was a man behind me. I was

terrified. I don't know how I did it, but I got home. It was impossible.

'!.Iau, that summer was very unusual, for when we first came in '47 it was
0 hot in July - July 7th, I will never forget that - my brother gave
We some money and said "Buy yourself some light clothes". I was not

f-:fﬂ"lthnt kind of weather. So I bought myself some light clothes.
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g: Was there intermarriage amongst the Orthodox at that time?

A: NO.

pid you €vVer go to services at the Liberal? Were they very different

Q:

from the Orthodox?

A: Yes. Oh, yes. First of all, they had music. I loved it, for 1

always liked music. Even here I go to Temple. I love it. No, it dida't

Ehctk me .

Q: They had mixed seating?

A: Yes.
Q: What has happened to your synagogue in Karlsruhe?

A: It was burned down - both the Orthodox and the Liberal were burned

at the same time.
Q: What happened to your father's business?

A: When he was 49 he became sick - had a stroke. He couldn't speak

and couldn't walk. Eventually it came back. My parents went to a spa

for 6 weeks and he recovered there.

He had never been sick, had never complained before. I was only 15 at

the time... My father and his brother were in business together, so in

1933 when my uncle moved to Holland that is when they sold the business.

Q: What was a Cerman girl's trousseau like?

Everything in dozens - beautiful - the linens and every thing. I
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femeﬂ"ber going shopping with my mother - it was a great joy. We had

siderdowns - I still have them, we went then here,

o This was instead of getting a lot of wedding gifts?

A: Getting wecding gifts was differsnt. Bvery girl had a dowry. a
girl couldn't get anybody with a dowry.

Q: How much was a dowry?
A: It depends. Each was different. My husband was economical and had
saved his money. With my money we bought furniture. Also, my parents

had a Meisen set - the most beautiful I have ever seen. A dinner and

coffee set. They gave that to me for my wedding present. The figurines

on top of the soup toureen and the vegetable dishes - the most beautiful

I have ever seen. They confiscated everything - we could not take it

with us. In '38 we gave some pieces of our jewelry to some good
Catholic friends of ours who use to g0 to the U.S5. on business trips.

They gave our jewelry to our family in New York, and we now have the

jewelry. They also gave us furs to help us get out of the country.




