TESTIMONY OF GERTRUD  ZEISL

Austria-Germany, 1938

COLE: The discussion of music pales to insignificance beside the

onslaught

of Nazism. When did it become clear to you that you would have to leave

Vienna and Austria?

ZEISL: Oh, that was clear from the first moment on because as I have

probably told you before, the situation in Austria was very different

[than]

it had been in Germany, though it was leading to this in Germany, too.

In

Germany, there was still a remnant of order and maybe law left, but when

Hitler came to Austria, all these vestiges fell. And the reason was that

Hitler had prepared to invade Austria for years. And he raised a legion,

an

army, which he trained in Bavaria. And all the people that were called

"illegal Nazism (political sympathizers), which was forbidden in

Austria,

went to Germany and joined that legion. Mostly everybody who feared the

law,

every criminal that was about to be caught by the police, went over the

mountains into Bavaria and joined that legion. And with that legion of

outlaws, he entered Austria and gave them free rein, because he hated

Vienna

especially. And it was a kind- of triumph and pleasure for him to enter

there with a regime of terror. So from the start you heard all these

terrible stories. People were picked up in the street, brought to

Gestapo

headquarters and tortured there, and imprisoned and shipped off to the

concentration camps at night. The Nazis entered the apartments. Most of

them

were sixteen to seventeen years old. And they had given them all guns.

And

the population was peaceful and had no defense against this. And so it

was

quite clear to us, especially since we had already even planned to

leave.

The difficulty was that when Hitler came to Austria, everybody wanted to

leave, and that caused such a storm that the other countries shut off

their

borders, because by then Depression had begun in all the countries, and

they

feared the competition of this tremendous influx of people who needed

work

when their own people had no work. And so afterwards you couldn't get a

visa; you couldn't get out of the country. It was very, very difficult,

and

you had to try all kinds of things. We had acquired quite a few visas.

For

one thing, Eric had a student by the name of Hong Pan[?l, who was a

nephew

of Madame Chiang Kai-shek--at that time Chiang Kai-shek was still in

China--and really he had absolutely no talent. And Eric often wondered

why

he was studying music, but he was also at the academy. And ~ think it

was

just a mantle or cover. He was there for diplomatic reasons. What was

interesting--he knew so much, being so near the high personalities--is

that

in that year in which Hitler came, he prophesied and knew that Hitler

would

make a pact with Russia, which was unthinkable then, because when Hitler

came to power, he really came to power against the Communists. We

couldn't

believe that this should be so, but later on it became true (but only a

year

or more later). And so Hong Pan gave us a visa to Shanghai, which,

however,

we didn't want to use and didn't use. We bought somewhere a visa to

Liberia,

where they said that when you arrive, somebody would come and stick a

fork

into you to see if you were good to eat. [laughter] It was still a very

wild

region at that time. But anything, just to get out. We lived nine months

under Hitler. One of the ideas that then finally succeeded and helped us

to

get out was that I went to the American consulate and looked into the

New

York telephone book for ZEISL. And I found seven ZEISLs, to whom I

wrote. My

knowledge of English was -pretty good, but not so strong that I

understood

everything. Next to the name there were sometimes little letters. One,

for

instance, plb. It meant, as I found out later on, plumber. Or jwl, which

meant jeweler. I didn't know that. Well, anyway, at that time we were in

Baden. As I told you, we had rented this villa. To give you an idea of

how

the situation was, before we went to Baden, and even there, Eric went

around

. . . . You know the Nazi uniform at that time: everybody in sympathy

with

the Nazis, when they were still illegal, went around very

demonstratively in

Vienna, which was after all a city, with Lederhosen and white Strumpfen

(short stockings made out of coarse wool). So Eric went everywhere with

these Lederhosen and Strumpfen, and this made him more unrecognizable,

because he was really in mortal danger. Very often, for instance, he

came to

a young boy student to give him the piano lesson, and the Gestapo was

there

just ten minutes ago to take away the father. The situation was so

bad--whoever male would be there, they would take along, whether they

had an

order for it or not. And on the street you could be picked up, and in

order

not to be picked up, everybody was wearing a swastika on his coat

whether he

was in sympathy with the thing or not, just as a protection not to be

molested. But of course Eric could not wear that. That would have been

punishable by death. And so he wore this uniform, and over the uniform a

raincoat, whether the sun was shining or not, because the raincoats were

made out of this plastic material, and you didn't like to stick a pin

in. So

even the Nazis themselves did not wear the swastika on their raincoats.

So

in this kind of uniform he went around in order to be unrecognizable.

And

that saved his life. Also, he had very sharp eyes, and when he saw a

brown

or black figure--oh, I don't know how many, a hundred yards away--he

would

duck into a house entrance in order to let them pass. And of course we

had

many near misses. Both brothers of Eric--Willi and Egon--were picked up

and

held at the Gestapo for, I don't know, two days. And one never knew

whether

you came out alive. And it just depended whether the person handling

your

case was an out-and-out beast or somebody who still had some human

instincts

left. There were not too many there at the Gestapo headquarters. For

instance, in Baden, friends came out to visit Saturday and Sunday. And

there

came these two young friends of Eric from this group which I had

mentioned

before, the Junge Kunst (Youth and Art). And they were two poets. One

was a

very close friend of Eric--Alfred Farrau, he is called in this

country--and

the other one, I forgot his name. And they read their poetry, as was

usual

in these meetings. And I still remember the poem of the one young poet.

And

it was pretty late when they left, and Fred stayed overnight with the

other

boy, who was a wealthy boy. Now, in the morning the Gestapo came to

their

apartment, and they were there, so they picked them up. And they

probably

didn't even come for them, but for the father, who was some kind of

realtor,

and when you were wealthy you were already automatically high on the

list of

being taken. And so they took them and shipped them to Dachau. And two

days

later the parents of the other boy got the urn with his ashes. And only

when

Alfred Farrau came out *(two months later, they let him out) . . . . His

wife went to the Gestapo daily and finally found somebody who had pity

on

her, and they let him go. But he had been there for two months, and it

was a

horrible experience.- And he told them then what had happened. The

Gestapo

made- them sit on the train and look into the lights, and when they

blinked

or took their eyes off--because it was night time and they naturally got

tired--they shot them, for disobedience. And that had happened to this

boy.

And when the parents got the urn there was no explanation; they didn't

know

what had happened or anything. And so you can imagine that it was really

necessary to go out. And one day my brother-in-law came and said, HI met

in

the coffeehouse a young man who says he can get us French visas, for

fourteen days only, but it is something, and we get out, and after that

we'll see.. It cost so-and-so much. (It was a great sum.) And he said,

"I

want you to come with me and look at him, if you think we can trust him

with

the money, because we have to give him the money. He's a complete

stranger,

and we have to trust him. And so I went there, and I looked at him, and

I

trusted him. And we gave him the money, and he delivered these visas to

us.

The visas were from Cologne, not from Vienna, and he said, "You have to

go

to Cologne, and in Cologne you have to do two things: you have to go to

the

police and have your residence changed from Vienna to Cologne, and then

you

have to go to the embassy and have them put the date in, because the

visa is

only for fourteen days. And so I didn't put the date in, because I don't

know when you will be leaving.. And so we at least had these visas, and

it

was something. And in the meantime, I think I told you that I had

written to

these seven ZEISLs, and the one with plb, the plumber, answered. And at

that

time, here in America they had shown films in which the Nazis drove

hordes

of people through the Prater and abused them, and the people were very

upset

about this, and they were aroused by this. And the Cunard Line had

printed

forms of affidavits. But they were not real affidavits; they were, so to

say, a promise of an affidavit, because for an affidavit you have to

give

copies of your taxes for the last three years, and your bank accounts

have

to be stated, and all these kinds of things. And so in the meantime we

knew

that we would leave, but we didn't know where we would go. And so we

still

had money in Austria, and we paid the farthest freight for-our

furniture,

which was either Australia or California. And we shipped the furniture

to

Hamburg, where it could stay for six months, until we thought we would

have

arrived and would then direct it to where we would go. And we didn't

know,

we might have come to Australia, where of course we also applied. But in

order to enter Australia, you had to have 1,500 pounds, I think--I don't

remember the sums--considerable money, there, in Australia. And we

didn't

have anything outside the country. So on the day that all this furniture

was

shipped, I stood there in the empty walls, and we looked at these empty

walls, and it was a shaking experience. All of a sudden, your whole life

is

emptied out, so to say, and your future is a completely dark hall. We

didn't

know where we would end, what would happen, and I went by the door, and

there was the mailbox, and there was this letter from America, with that

affidavit of the plumber. And when I wrote these letters, I had written

for

me and Eric and the youngest brother-in-law (Will), Stevie's father,

with

whom Eric always was the closest). In the meantime, the two older

brothers

had already left with these French visas, and they had arrived in Paris.

And

so we finished everything, and the date which was set for our definite

departure was November 10. Now, it so happened that November 10 was an

infamous day, the so-called Crystal Night [Kristallnacht]. There was in

Switzerland[?] a young Jewish boy [Herschel Grynszpan] who knew that he

had

only one year to live. He had some kind of tuberculosis or whatever, and

he

thought he would do something for his people. and he killed a person of

the

German Embassy in Switzerland [actually Paris], a person by the name of

[Ernst vomt ;x Rath. Many people even said that maybe he was hired by

the

Nazis themselves, because they took that as a pretext for this famous

Kristallnacht, where they destroyed all the synagogues. Whoever came

into

their hands was sent to the camps, and that meant all over Germany,

where

this kind of thing had not happened yet; In Austria it was from the

beginning, but in Germany this kind of thing was something new. And they

demolished all the Jewish shops and so on. And on this famous tenth of

November, we were going to go out. In the morning appeared Willi. And

you

know, in order to emigrate you had to have all kinds of documents, I

forgot

what, where you had to go to all kinds of magistrates, and it was always

a

very dangerous thing to go there anyway. And so on this special day,

Willi,

who was always a very procrastinating person, had decided to do that,

and so

before he came near the magistrate, he met a person who apparently

recognized that he was Jewish, and he said, Don't go any further,

because

the Gestapo has surrounded the place and they will only take you. Donit

you

know what's happening?" And he told him what was happening. He didn't

even

know, because he hadn't opened the radio and didn't know about this

thing.

And so he came to us and told us, and so I said, You will go with us.

And he

said, I have no papers. And I said, "well, we are a family, and maybe

when

we have our passports and papers and another comes along, maybe they

won't

notice. And they didn't. He had his passport, but he didn't have his

other

emigration papers. And so we called his parents, and the Gestapo had

been at

his parents' house, and they had stolen everything out of the cupboards,

taking these two old people to the station, but then [they] released

them.

And so he couldn't go home anymore either. So he had nothing. He had no

belongings or anything. Whenever a trunk was ready, I took a taxi and

brought it to the railroad station. And of course we were in my mother's

house, where Eric was not a listed resident. But even so, fortunately

after

all this was done, in the evening the Gestapo arrived. Ja, I had them

hidden. I didn't even want them in the flat, and I had them hidden in

the

[laundry room]. You know, in the houses in Vienna is a laundry room,

where

you had these big, old-fashioned laundry vats where the washerwoman

washed

the laundry. And there they were hidden. But the janitor's wife--I-

already

told you about the all-important function of the janitor. The janitor's

wife

had discovered them there, and so I took them again back into the flat

and

sent them home to our apartment. And we didn't know where it was safe to

be

because it was such a horrible day. And in the-evening, when everything

was

ready, thank God, and -- the things were all at the station, the Gestapo

came and said we had to leave the house immediately. And my mother had

left

her glasses on the table, and she said, HI just want to go back to get

my

glasses.. And they said no. So we had to get glasses for her in Germany,

in

Cologne. But mean, no rhyme or reason to it, naturally. And so we went

to

the station, and our belongings were already at the station. And we had

sleeping cars--it was in the evening--and that was a lucky thing,

because

even out of the train they got people, but they left the sleeping cars

alone

because, again, a lot of foreigners were traveling in the sleeping cars,

and

they didn't want these people to report to their countries what was

happening. So we were safe there. And we arrived in Cologne. And next

morning, of course, everywhere there were these signs that we were not

even

allowed to be in the hotel where we already had reservations, but we

didn't

say anything, and nobody asked, so everything was fine. It could have

resulted in our being sentenced or I don't know what. And the next

morning

we went to the police to get the residence in our passports. And there

was a

long, long hallway with many, many doors. And just by accident we waited

at

this particular door, and the door opened, and out came this young man,

whom

I had:~een only once in my life for five minutes in this coffeehouse

when we

gave him the money for the visas. And he recognized us and said, "What

are

you doing here?" And I said, "We are doing what you said we should do."

He

said, "Were you already at the embassy?" We said, "No." He said, Don't

go to

the embassy. They will take your passport away because the man who gave

us

the visas has been arrested.. So I said, We have no date.. He said, "Put

the

date in yourself. n I said, "I won't do that. n And I left it without

the

date. And that was lucky because this way they couldn't prove when it

was .

. . . And he was a legitimate employee there who had just made a little

money- because of Hitler, taking advantage of the thing. So the plane

was

delayed about one hour, and they searched every inch of our luggage and

everything and were so careful because of this visa. But they let us go,

and

the French let us in because of this French visa. But even the French

would

not have let us in at that time anymore with a four teen-day visa, but

when

we showed them this really worth less printed sheet with the affidavit

and

said, "We are going to America, they let us in. So this man, ZEISL the

plumber, on the spur of the moment--it had cost him a dollar to write

that--had really saved our lives, I think.

COLE: That's absolutely amazing.

ZEISL: And through all this Eric was like a parcel, well bound over. I

was

doing all the things and I was putting him here or there, and he wasn't

doing anything and wasn't as unhappy'as he would be in a normal

situation,

when he went on vacation and it was always a big trauma. I mean, he was

almost eying, even when he wanted to go to a beautiful place for one

day.

And there he was completely blissful. You know, all the responsibilities

were taken from him. It was nothing of his doing, something beyond his

control. And so he felt quite secure. And he felt something like relief

to

be out. And he saw his whole life before him, and he had no doubt that

everything would be wonderful and great. He was a terrific optimist. And

even when things went the worst, he was always sure that America would

win

the war, that Hitler would lose. He doubted it not a second. It was this

sure instinct; he was right. So we arrived in Paris.
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