As If It Would Never End
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Foreword by the magazine editor:
We know a lot, but probably never enough about the fate of the Jews, who were deported and
murdered in the concentration camps by the Nazis. In magazine no. 87 Hans Horch published
an article with recollections by the survivors of the Nazi persecution in the Saarland. Meeting
him gave Dora Hirschler the idea of writing down her life story for her relatives and she has
kindly agreed to allow us to publish it.
Her life story shows very impressively that the argument about the chapter in history on the
Nazi terror being still open – as if it could ever be closed, anyway – is more than a politically
correct statement and more than the result of an abstract historical discussion. During the past
nearly 58 years right up until today, the Nazi terror has influenced people’s fates and will still
continue to influence their existence.
In the following pages we are publishing a long extract from Dora Hirschler’s report, but to
keep the reading flow clear, we have not indicated where we have made minor omissions to
the text.
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First Threatening Signs
I was born on 13th May 1928 in Saarbrücken. I spent the first seven years of my life in my
grandfather’s, Emil Blum’s, house and the house is still there today as it was then. It is a
large and beautiful corner house with half-timbering at no. 2 in the Kantstraße.
Today it looks as if it could do with some renovation work and a part of the small garden has
had a garage built on it. I can remember the interior of the house quite well. As you went in,
the floor was a little copy of a Roman mosaic. Perhaps this is the reason why I love to look at
reproductions of mosaics in books or exhibitions. The stairs to the first floor were covered
with red linoleum. Over the landing there was a large window with coloured glass. I think it
was mainly in shades of blue, but also had black and white and depicted a sky with swallows.
A frieze with light-coloured gracious Greek dancing girls wound its way along the two walls
of the landing.
There were four of us in the house: my grandfather, who had bought the house in 1910, my
parents Franz Josef and Cäcile (Cecy) Hirschler née Blum and me. On the top floor the maid
had her room. Occasionally my mother’s younger brother, François, would visit us. He lived
in Paris and worked in the coffee trade. A few doors along the Kantstraße was the office,
where my grandfather and father had a trading house for groceries, specialising in the import
of items from overseas.
The building of the Jewish school I went to for about one and a half years also still exists in
the Bismarckstraße. Now it is part of the Saarland museum and houses the department of
antiquities.
I only had one grandfather, my mother’s father, and his wife had died young. My father’s
widowed mother, Sophie Hirschler née Zewi, lived in Mannheim. Her son, Rudi, my father’s
brother, lived with her and he taught at the Mannheim Academy of Music
(Musikkonservatorium). He owned a very valuable violin, which had been in the family for
generations. It came from the school of Stradivarius, but it was not quite clear whether the
master himself had made it. Uncle Rudi never married, as he had a weak heart.
My father was in the army in the First World War and had been awarded the Iron Cross. He
told me that the authorities wanted to promote him to officer rank, but he had refused. “A
Jew should not be an officer in the German army” he told me. He was already aware of the
undercurrent of anti-semitism at that early time, unlike many other German Jews, who felt
that they were perfectly assimilated. My mother told me later, that my father, after having
read Hitler’s book “Mein Kampf” (“My Struggle”) had said: “If this man comes to power, he
will kill us all.”
My parents and my grandfather had a group of very good friends, Jewish and non-Jewish.
From time to time, music would be played in our house. My father played the piano and EricPaul Stekel, a Viennese Jew, who was first conductor of the theatre in Saarbrücken at that
time, would play the violin.
We were not pious Jews and did not go to the synagogue, but did celebrate the High Jewish
religious holidays. We would then be invited to have a meal with friends, or had friends
round for a special meal at home. By receiving presents I celebrated Chanukah, the festival of
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lights. I had a double celebration, as friends of the family, who had children, would also
invite me for Christmas. (….)

Emigrants in Paris
Then 13th January 1935 came. This was the day of the plebiscite. The Saarland became
German. Hitler came to Saarbrücken and made a speech. My father went to the event. On
Sunday, a few days later, he went for a morning walk on his own. At lunchtime he came
home and told us cautiously that he had thrown his revolver into the river Saar. If Germans
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ever searched Jews, he felt it would not look good for the revolver to be found. Although I
was only a child, he had once shown me the revolver. He kept it in the drawer of his bedside
table and it was probably intended for protection against burglars.
It was clear that we must emigrate. My family decided in favour of Paris, because the family
grocery-trading agency could probably be kept on there. My mother would have preferred to
emigrate to the USA, as she felt that was safer. She had the right premonition. But what
would we have had to live on in the USA, and my grandfather was already an old man. My
grandmother and uncle Rudi in Mannheim did not want to emigrate, although my father had
suggested it to them – the former felt too old and the latter had heart trouble.
François, my mother’s younger brother, who had been living in Paris for several years, started
searching and found a suitable flat for the whole family, including himself.

Our house was sold off very cheaply. We had money in reserve for the emigration and for the
first period of time in Paris. Other Jewish families were also preparing to move to France.
My father spoke good French, my mother a little. She and other ladies formed a group and
took French lessons with a young French teacher.
We were able to take some of the furniture to Paris with us, and the remaining furniture my
grandfather gave away. He had put up a notice in the local bakery that on a certain day he
would give away furniture and household items in front of our house. Quite a large group of
people from the neighbourhood came – we knew them all, some of them quite well and others
at least by sight. I stood in the background and watched. It all went very peacefully, each
person took something and expressed their thanks. The next day my grandfather took me into
town. The people in the neighbourhood who had taken the gifts no longer greeted us, but
looked the other way. And the situation remained like that until we left. I was only a child,
but I felt astonished and frightened about it.
My father left for Paris a few days earlier than we did, and then on 20th September 1935,
Mummy, Grandpa and I followed. During the first week we stayed at a little hotel near our
new flat, which was very much smaller than our house in Saarbrücken, but still large enough
for us with its 5 rooms. Although it was on the first floor, the floor shook every three or four
minutes, when the metro passed beneath us. That was not good for our nerves!
I did not understand nor speak any French. “Children learn languages easily” said my parents
and decided to send me to the lowest class in the infants’ school “Ecole Primaire du Parc des
Princes”. It was a very large school, and boys and girls were taught in two separate buildings.
In the beginners’ class there were 60 girls and the schoolmistress kept a tight rein. I did my
best to understand something and to learn. Once a week we had singing lessons. This teacher
was from Alsace and she spoke German to me. During our breaks, I walked around alone to
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start with. The girls in my class pointed at me and said: “She’s called Hirschler. That is like
Hitler!”.
Two weeks later I suddenly felt very ill, and I was sick. The school nurse made me a large
cup of cocoa, which made me feel better. But I was very nervous and did not want to go to
school again. My parents had a conversation with the head mistress and another mistress, and
this other mistress, who was a nice lady, then came to our flat after school and taught me
French. She could not speak a word of German, but she started by bringing picture lotto game
for small children and showing me the pictures and telling me the French words. Soon I
started going to school again and three months later I understood and spoke everything in the
beginners’ class in French and became a very good pupil. From that time on, I enjoyed going
to school and had good friends, both Jewish and non-Jewish.
My grandfather did not speak any French, and so my father had to run the grocery agency on
his own. From morning to evening he visited potential customers in the city and typed all the
correspondence. The typewriter was in the “gentlemen’s lounge”. In the evenings, he was
always very pale and tired and I could feel how depressed he was. Despite all this, he still
continued with his efforts to obtain our French naturalisation. Already at this early stage, he
was sure that war would come. If this were the case, all Germans who lived in France would
be classified as enemies and would be interned in camps.
Our friend Stekel, the conductor, had also emigrated with his wife to Paris and had good
connections there. He introduced my parents to a top professor and his wife at the university.
They belonged to quite a powerful Protestant elite in Paris and were willing to help us. My
father took steps with the authorities, but despite this good connection, his years of efforts
were in vain and at the outbreak of war we still had the Saarland citizenship (note by
magazine editor, this means the status of “refugé sarrois”).
The grocery agency was not going well and we had to live much more frugally than in
Saarbrücken. Luckily my grandfather still had money in reserve. Often poor Jewish
emigrants who needed help rang our doorbell. The word had gone round that my grandfather
gave a bank note to any poor Jew, who asked for money.
On Sundays the whole family relaxed. My mother cooked a roast meal, we met Jewish
friends, and went for walks with them if the weather was fine, or the gentlemen played chess
and the ladies chatted. For walks we would take the metro or the tram out into the country
around Paris with its beautiful forests or scenic agricultural areas. If only short walks were
planned, I was allowed to come, too.
I was always so enthusiastic and by the time I was nine, I knew what I wanted to be when I
grew up – a farmer or a teacher, preferably both. If the weather was cool, my father would
wear his loden coat which he had brought with him from Saarbrücken. And if he was
planning a long walk with a friend, he would carry food in his rucksack. At that time neither
loden coats nor rucksacks were known in Paris, and people always looked at him in surprise
and seemed curious – who knows what they were thinking, it used to worry me.
In Saarbrücken my mother had a dressmaker who would come to our house and make clothes
for her and me. Now we did not have enough money for that. My mother started sewing and
knitting herself now. She enjoyed it and became really creative and made some elegant
clothes. Such handicrafts became the mainstay of her life and remained so right up into her
old age until her death. In those difficult times we saved money by doing this. They were a
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diversion and consolation for her and gave her some feeling of self-assurance, and so she kept
on at this sort of work.
In Paris a “cleaning lady” came several times a week to help my mother in the flat. She was a
German Christian, who was married to a Jew and had emigrated with him. He was an
engineer, but had no work permit and only rarely found odd jobs; so that they lived off the
money she earned doing cleaning work.
If the weather was warm enough, my father would often go for a walk in the neighbourhood
after supper, sometimes alone or with my mother or with me. Once a man came up to us and
asked my father in German what the time was. My father pretended not to understand him.
Then the stranger made gestures to explain what he meant and my father took his watch out of
his waistcoat and showed it to him. I asked my father why he had acted like that. He said that
we must be very cautious; there were certainly a lot of German spies in Paris, who were
searching for Jews.
One summer day my father took me to see the pleasure grounds called “Luna Parc”. It was
quite a long trip in the tram. There was a woman with a little boy sitting near us. It was
becoming very stuffy and I began to feel sick. My father opened a window. The woman with
the little boy complained loudly telling my father to close the window immediately, there was
a draught and her son would catch cold. “But my daughter is feeling sick”. They had a loud
argument until the lady said: “Oh, no wonder, the gentleman is a foreigner. I can hear it from
his accent”. Then my father fell silent and took me off the tram at the next stop, even though
we hadn’t arrived at our destination. For a long time I kept on feeling this was still worrying
him. In the evening he related the event during our meal and said: “The French people don’t
like German Jews”. This was only partly true.

In 1938 dear uncle Rudi died in Mannheim.
We were all very sad. And then the
“Kristallnacht” (attacks on Jewish synagogues, institutes, stores etc.) in Germany happened.
This was not talked about in front of me, although up till now my parents had always spoken
in my presence about anti-Semitism and our problems. My parents were continuing their
efforts to obtain French naturalisation, but it was fruitless, despite good connections and gifts
of money to the authorities. My grandmother in Mannheim sent us several parcels with first-7-

class woollen underwear for the whole family and also good dress material, all of which was
very welcome.
In the spring of 1939 I passed the exam to go to grammar school. Four weeks later my father
received a letter from the head mistress of the grammar school, asking him to come to see her
on a certain date. She was very polite and said that I had definitely passed the exam with very
good marks, but that the grammar school could not admit me currently. There were far too
many new pupils for this admission year. They could not take all of them. We wondered:
“Was it because of being German or being Jewish?”. We never found the answer. So I
continued in the primary school.

Outbreak of War
In the summer of 1939 I was on holiday with a friend on a small farm estate outside Paris. At
that time school always started on 1st October. At the end of August my father arrived
unexpectedly to fetch me home: “There’s going to be a war”. During the first days of the
war, all German men were immediately interned. They were gathered together in the “Stade
de Colombes” and then distributed out to various camps. My father was sent to Meslay-duMaine in the Mayenne department.
People thought that Paris would be bombarded very soon. So our Protestant friends –
Professor Lobstein – invited us to live with them in a country house they owned not far from
Paris. My grandfather, my mother and I moved there. On the one hand I had a good time
there, I always enjoyed being in the country and found nice children to play with, some from
there and some who had come from Paris. My parents corresponded regularly.
At first the interned men were only allowed to send and receive post-cards, later on letters.
The camps were extremely primitive: depending on the site, the men slept on straw sacks in
tents, in barracks or in former stables. They had nothing to do except to keep their
accommodation clean and peel potatoes and other vegetables. After a short while they were
allowed to receive parcels from home. My father asked for bacon, chocolate and cigarettes.
They played cards and chess, but all were very nervous and afraid. My mother always tried to
buck up my father’s courage in her letters. There was a rumour that the Saarland men would
be released soon, as they were not Germans.
Paris was not bombarded and two months later we returned to Paris. I went back to primary
school. My father urged my mother to ask Professor Lobstein whether he knew someone who
had the power to release him from the camp as soon as possible. And he really did know
someone with a certain amount of authority. It was Pastor Boegner, the head of the Protestant
Church. My mother plucked up her courage and asked for an appointment with him. Pastor
Boegner was extremely friendly and promised to do his best. It was successful and on 9th
January 1940 my father was the only one to be released from the camp on the grounds of
“very good reports about him being very hostile to the Nazi regime.” François, my mother’s
brother, was in a camp in Brittany, where he had to do some work, and could not be released.
As soon as he came home, my father got me to write a nice casual letter to my grandmother in
Mannheim. He told me to leave room for a drawing. And he helped me to draw angels on
each side of the page with a violin in the middle. That was to signify: “Send us the valuable
violin!” Unfortunately, my father was interned again about three months later; I don’t know
what the reason was. There was no hope for the grocery agency and we lived even more
frugally off the money in reserve (…)
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Survival in the Country
While Dora Hirschler is taking her school-leaving certificate in May 1940, Paris is bombarded
for the first time. Her family decides to flee to Vichy with the German army coming ever
closer. They find accommodation with a cousin of her mother’s, but there is very little room.
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Beds are shared or people sleep on the floor. François and the cousin’s husband join them
later, after they have been released from their internment camps.

The French government in collaboration with the Germans moves to Vichy, and the resulting
military presence of the Germans there makes the situation even more difficult for the Jewish
emigrants. Three months later, they are banished from Vichy. The Hirschler family flee to
Lyon, where – with the help of a politician – Franz Josef Hirschler is allowed to be released
from his internment camp, on condition that the family leaves Lyon, which is overwhelmed
- 10 -

with immigrants. Dora Hirschler’s father, who makes his appearance look more French, goes
to look for new accommodation.
He searched for a long time to find us somewhere to live outside Lyon. He found a small but
good-looking house in Le Bois d’Oingt, a village of 300 inhabitants most of whom were
winegrowers, 30 kms outside the city. In the spring we moved there. My father had gone
there a few days earlier. He met us at the station and gave me a little bunch of wonderful wild
strawberries. We realised straightaway that although we were in the country, food was a great
problem.
The winegrowers had animals and poultry, but actually only for their own needs. And now
they had to give up a portion of the meat, dairy products and eggs to the German occupying
forces. So they had little left over to sell off. Besides, at the beginning they were suspicious
of us. They had never seen German Jews and we spoke German with Grandpa. Using
patience and skill, my father was able to explain who we were, and so they sold us a little
food. But it was not enough for five people. My father and François began helping the
farmers with their harvest and with grape picking. For this they were fed at the farm and also
given a little food to take with them. My father also rented a little piece of land as a vegetable
garden. He bought a book for vegetable gardeners and sowed the first radishes with the book
in his hand. The farm people laughed and then gave him advice, so that the garden thrived.
We enjoyed it and we were very proud of our own fine vegetables. As time went on, my
father rented two more pieces of land, so that we could now plant a 2½-acre plot of potatoes,
too. The whole family worked in the garden.
The school holidays were coming to an end. One day my father took me to a Catholic school,
where the teachers were nuns. It was a very friendly conversation with the Mother Superior
(she was elderly and had a little black moustache). They were readily willing to admit me,
fully knowing that I was a Jew. My father then asked them not to put any religious influence
on me. It was agreed that I would stay with the others in the classroom during the daily
prayers and religious knowledge lessons, but I would not need to pray, nor learn the religious
lessons, nor do the relevant homework. I was now 13 years old.
The nuns were excellent teachers. I realised that they had told the girls about me discreetly
and all the girls were extremely friendly towards me and I enjoyed life in the little school. I
always listened with great interest to the religious knowledge lessons every morning. I liked
this Catholic religion.
St. Catherine was the patron saint of young girls and also of the school. On her saint’s day,
25th November, there was a special celebration. We all had lunch together at the school; the
nuns had always cooked very well, and they were given plenty of food by the farmers’
daughters for the event. In the afternoon we went for a long walk in the snow – the climate
there was continental: very warm in the summer and very cold in the winter. The first walk
went to a village where there seemed to be fewer vineyards and the farmers had more animals.
We had another good meal there. In the evening – home and tired but happy – I related all
that had happened. My father asked me whether I would be able to find the way to this other
village again. I was able to do so, and so on the next Sunday, my father and I set out in the
morning. First of all we went into the restaurant there and for very little money we were
given a wonderful lunch. Then we went to various farmers and were able to buy butter and
cheese. There were also potatoes for sale, but we could not carry them all the long way home.
Afterwards at a farm equipment auction, my father bought a small handcart, which my parents
used occasionally to go and stock up on provisions in this other area.
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During the first summer at Le Bois d’Oingt I had two real scares. In one of the very first
weeks my mother and I went for a short walk in the surrounding area. We found a small hill,
which was full of wild strawberries. We tasted a few and decided to come back the next day
with a receptacle, so that we could pick wild strawberries for the whole family. We had
picked quite a lot when all of a sudden a farmer appeared, shouting angrily: “You thieves, this
field is my property!”. We froze. He came closer and was furious; my mother could only
stammer a few words that we didn’t know we were doing any wrong. He took our box and
tipped the strawberries out into a small basket, but I noticed that he did not tip them all out –
the bottom of the box was still covered with strawberries, when he gave it back to us. Then I
relaxed slightly. He asked what our names were and where we lived, and said he would
report us to the police in the village, and we were to go there the next morning to pay ten
francs fine. Again my heart started beating like mad – the police! And what would happen if
they reported us to the Germans? And ten francs was a lot of money for us. The next
morning my father went to the police station and paid the ten francs – they were friendly and
discreet and so we hoped that nothing else would come of it. A few months later, when all the
village people knew us, this farmer appeared with a bottle of wine and apologised for his
behaviour. He was the father of one of my school friends.
Our village was in a hilly area about 500m high. Down in the valley, about a half an hour’s
walk from our house was a country lane and nearby there was a small lake, where people
could swim. My father took me down there once. He had his bathing trunks with him and
went into one of the changing huts. When he came out, I was totally shocked. My father
looked like a skeleton. When he returned from the internment camp, I had noticed that he had
lost weight, but it was terrible for me to see him like this. One or two of the few people who
were there looked at each other and laughed. I don’t know whether he noticed it or not; he
went in for a swim. I didn’t show any reaction at the time, but it gave me a real fright which
affected me deeply and which I did not forget for years.
We did not have much food and we shared it out extremely fairly in five portions, but giving
my father a tiny bit more. And later on I would often pinch eggs for him from the farmyard,
where I started looking after the cows as from our second summer. The food in the
internment camps was not very good, and we did not have much food at home, but that could
not be the reason why he looked like a skeleton. Very much later, as a grown-up, I realised
that he was suffering a great deal mentally for living in a permanent state of fear and that he
could not stand this degradation of the Jews by the Nazis.
The house where we lived consisted of a ground floor, which – as was usual in this winegrowing country – was used as a cellar. Upstairs there were two rooms where we slept and
between them was the kitchen. In front of the bedroom where my parents and I used to sleep
there was a pretty veranda with coloured-glass windows, where we would have our meals in
summer.
Down in the yard was the outside lavatory, which would be emptied by firm two or three
times a year. In the yard there was also a well 40 metres deep with excellent water. In order
to transport the water from the well via a pipe to the sink and basin in the kitchen, one had to
use a pump, which was very heavy going. My father and François took it in turns to pump
several times a day.
In the kitchen there was quite a large stove which could be heated up with coal or wood, but
there was no coal at all. So my father and François had to chop up the wood, which was
stored in the yard. The kitchen stove was the only means of heating the house. The winters
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were so cold that the wallpaper in the rooms was shiny with frost. After supper we would
take all the sheets, blankets and covers off the beds and put them on the kitchen chairs until
we went to bed. We all got awful chilblains on our fingers and toes.
Once a week my mother had to get up at 5 a.m. This was the day when there was meat on
sale from 6 a.m. at the butcher’s in the village that was about a 20-minute walk from our
house. Everyone went there so early and stood in a queue in front of the butcher’s shop.
Once the butcher had meat from a diseased animal, but didn’t let on. Everyone who ate that
meat had food poisoning and was very ill for a few days, including us.
Each of us lived with a feeling of degradation and with the fear of being captured by the
Germans, and we were therefore nervous. It affected my father most, but he still organised
our daily life with a rigorous self-discipline. My mother always made efforts to keep family
life harmonious.
The people who lived in Le Bois d’Oingt and the surrounding area were happy by nature and
they just had to have parties and celebrations from time to time. Although the German
occupying forces had laid down very strict curfew regulations, the villagers sometimes had
dances with a little band, to which very many people came. That was really dangerous. Of
course, we didn’t go, but we were always very worried on those evenings. The dances took
place in large barns, where all the doors, windows and other openings were hung with
blankets inside, and then mattresses would be put upright against the blankets, so that no light
could be seen and no noise could be heard outside, and they would dance until two or three in
the morning.
One morning, quite unexpectedly, a lady arrived with a violin case. She was German and
brought us our late uncle Rudi’s valuable violin. She did not give us any explanation, but just
gave us best wishes from grandmother in Mannheim. My father told her that we did not have
any money left and could not give her anything for the great favour she had done us. She
answered that grandmother had given her money. We invited the lady to lunch, but there was
not much conversation and any talk was very superficial. Straight after lunch the lady left. I
asked my father why all the grown-ups had been so restrained. He explained that we did not
know this German lady at all. How had she been able to travel from Mannheim all the way to
our village with a violin? She could have been a double agent or a spy. Anyway, my good
grandmother had found her, after she had received my letter from Paris with the drawing of
the angels and the violin.
The violin was a godsend; because we had no money left at all and really did not know how
life was to go on. A few days after this visit, my father took me by train to Lyon along with
the violin. He took me with him, because he felt that this would look more innocent – one
could not be too careful! In the city centre we went to a violinmaker or musical instrument
shop. It was in a very large room. I was told to sit down in a corner and look at magazines. I
was seated so far away that I couldn’t hear what my father and the owner of the shop were
talking about, and so I did not look at them. The conversation did not take very long and we
left without the violin and went straight back home. I imagine that my father had been given
a cheque. At that time the price for Stradivarius violins was not so high as it is today, and of
course it was an emergency situation, so that the price paid was very much below the true
value of the violin, but it did help us for a long time.
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For a while we had continued to pay rent for the flat in Paris, but as there was no end to be
seen to the war, my father gave notice. At the same time, he sent a letter to a Christian lady
we were friends with in Paris asking her to arrange for the furniture to be put into storage and
for all other items – clothes, silver etc. – to be packed in cases and sent to us. One day we
received two or three cases with only a very small portion of our clothing, some of the silver,
many photo albums, which we wouldn’t have needed, and other odds and ends, which were
quite heavy.
Along with the cases came a letter from our friend. An uncle of my mother’s, who was called
Franz Hirschler, just like my father, had escaped to Argentina. He was on the Gestapo black
list and they were searching for him. Instead of finding the uncle’s address, they found ours.
The door was broken open, the flat searched through and then plundered. All the furniture
was stolen, also some of the clothes, silver and china, and all the valuable books that had been
in a huge cabinet. It was the loss of the books that affected my parents particularly.
My mother never forgot this shock the rest of her life. When we had emptied the cases and
read the friend’s letter, my grandfather sat there: Just like the lovely house in Saarbrücken, all
the furniture and household items had been a result of his life’s work. As a young man he
started off with nothing and had worked so very hard all his life. He had followed a straight
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and true path. For a few minutes there was silence on the veranda, where we were sitting,
then Grandpa was shaken by dreadful loud sobs. My father tried to calm him down.
We now owned a few odd items of silver cutlery and a few little silver receptacles. My father
said: “We can’t keep them here in the house. The Germans mustn’t find them. I know of a
distinguished and friendly gentleman in the village and will ask him, whether he can keep the
silver for us until the end of the war. He is a lawyer.” But my father returned disappointed.
The gentleman had remained friendly, but had said that he wasn’t willing to do so, since he
did not like Jews! Then my father went with the same request to the couple at the local
pharmacy, who were happy to do this favour for us.
A painter in the village once happened to mention that another Jewish family from the
Saarland was living in a village near Frontenas. We could hardly believe it, but one day my
parents and I went to that village, which was several kilometres away. We walked along a
country lane, where there was scarcely a car or anybody about. Then we saw three people
coming towards us. As we came closer, my father said: “There they are!” – they actually
looked Jewish. We stopped when we reached them and my father spoke to them.
They were a married couple with a boy and they came from Saarlouis-Roden, where they had
owned a cheese factory, and apart from them, there was also the man’s unmarried brother.
We started hugging each other. From then on we were very good friends. They raised pigs
illegally, which was actually dangerous, and worked for nothing for farmers. They sold some
of the meat and sausage, but gave it away to us. When a pig was slaughtered, they would
send us a telegram: “Uncle John dead, burial Tuesday” (French text in the original: “Oncle
Jean décédé, enterrement mardi”). That gave us something to look forward to and we walked
there. There would be a fantastic meal and they would invite the village mayor, his secretary,
who was also the local schoolmistress, and one or two of the local gendarmes, and it was
always good fun. Then they would load us up generously with food for the next few days.
One day something happened. Our friends in Frontenas received a warning: “The Germans
are coming and will be searching the houses, go and hide in the woods quickly”. Each of
them hid separately. However, in the woods there were German soldiers, too, who were
fighting against the French Résistance and shots were being fired. The unmarried brother was
shot dead, but the parents and the boy survived. On another occasion, a Résistance fighter
from Le Bois d’Oingt was shot dead, and his body was not returned. The whole village
including all the school children assembled at the war memorial and prayed together.

Death of Father and Uncle
Twice during these years, my father had mentioned casually to my mother and me: “I don’t
think I will survive this war.” Each time we had fallen silent. Then came the year 1943. I
was 15 years old. My father’s birthday was on 16th February. As we had nothing to give each
other, we wrote poems to one another. My father, who was good at drawing, gave us
sketches; I wrote little poems and painted. Long before 16th February I began to paint
something pretty for my father and started to think about the poem.
At the end of January or the beginning of February, one of the village gendarmes came and
wanted to speak to François. He presented him with a letter from the authorities in Lyon,
where he was requested to be at a certain place in Lyon three days later. It was to do with the
“travail obligatoire” (= forced labour), which meant that unemployed young French men were
sent to work in Germany. The gendarme said: “I was really not supposed to hand over the
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letter until tomorrow, but now you have gained an extra day. You could flee to Switzerland
(which was not very far away), as I don’t know whether you, as a Jew, will really be sent for
forced labour or somewhere else.”
However we already knew that emigrants who tried to enter Switzerland without a permit i.e. illegally - risked being shot, if the Swiss border guards caught them. But François said:
“The war will be over in a few months, and so it will be better for me to comply with this
order.” So that is what he did and he took some light luggage with him. A few days later we
received a post card from him – I can’t remember if it was from “Prison Saint Paul” or from
“Fort Montluc”, and I can’t remember either what he wrote on it. But anyway my father said:
“I must get him out of there! I’m going to Lyon tomorrow.”
I have no idea where my father had obtained the address of a cellar in Lyon, where false
documents were issued – perhaps from our landlord. I don’t know either whether it was a
Jewish place or belonged to the Résistance. My father’s idea was to obtain two false
documents, one a work contract from the coffee trading house in Paris where François used to
be employed and the second one a letter from the same company saying that they needed him
urgently in the office. At least, that was the plan. It was only very much later that we heard
that on the very day – 8th February 1943 – that my father went to the cellar, the Gestapo had
appeared there and arrested everyone. So my father did not return home that evening. My
mother kept on believing for many years that he would come back, but somehow I felt in bed
that evening I would never see him again.
About a week later we received a card from my father and one from François, both from
Drancy, the large assembly camp near Paris, from where the Jews in France were deported to
the German concentration camps, mainly to Poland (we did not know this in Le Bois d’Oingt
at the time). Immediately all three of us – my grandfather, my mother and I – wrote separate
cards to both of them, who apparently had not met up in the camp. Then they both wrote
another card. By that time they knew that they would soon be moved on. My father asked us
to send him his loden coat and his boots and a piece of bacon. He also said that if we lost
touch with each other we should meet up at the end of the war at the local pharmacy, where
the couple were storing our silver. François did not ask for anything to be sent, he only wrote
that we should keep our spirits up and we would see each other again after the war. We sent
the parcel to my father and sent each of them another card. The parcel and the cards were
returned to us about two weeks later. They were marked “recipient transported to unknown
destination”. After that we never received any more post or any sign of life from them. As I
already mentioned, my mother kept on hoping for a long time, but I didn’t. My grandfather
didn’t say what he felt about it, and we didn’t ask him.
The news of our tragedy passed round the village at once. People were more tactful and
kinder than ever to us. Our Jewish friends in Frontenas had also heard. They soon invited us
for a meal again. My mother and I walked alone all the way there along the pretty but lonely
lanes. It was much too far for my grandfather to walk. We felt slightly nervous, but arrived
safely and received an even warmer welcome than usual. A gendarme from our village, Le
Bois d’Oingt, had been invited, too. Sometime during the conversation he said to us: “ We
have done what we should have done earlier. We have deleted the three names (my
grandfather’s, my mother’s and mine) from the official register of inhabitants.” We were very
moved to hear this and told Grandpa when we were back home.
After the end of the war, my mother contacted the Red Cross to try and trace our two
deportees and also grandmother in Mannheim. It took a year for the news to come. The first
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news was about grandmother, who had been transported to Theresienstadt on 23rd August
1942 and had died there on 4th September 1942.
Later on my mother went to Mannheim to find out more. The residents in the block of flats
said that she had had a fall a few days earlier and had broken her leg. Then the Germans
came and deported her. She was 77 years old. Then came the news that François had been
deported to Auschwitz on 6th March 1943, and that my father had been deported to Lublin on
2nd March 1943. Before this news, over the years I used to think that my father and my
grandmother might have met up in a concentration camp, but that was not the case. In my
father’s wardrobe my mother found a note from my father hidden between underclothes
saying: “If anything should happen to me, it is important that Dora carries on with her
education right up to the school leaving certificate!” Which I did.
Now my grandfather, my mother and I were alone. Despite having the vegetable garden and
the various favours from the farmers, we were under-nourished. My grandfather’s heart
trouble became even worse and my mother was very depressed. The whole time since the
emigration from the Saarland had been very hard for her. She was small and thin and not very
strong. In the days after the disappearance of the men, she was unable to react at all. I, on the
other hand, felt young and strong and without thinking about it, almost instinctively, I took
charge of our day-to-day life.
Shortly after the deportation of the two men, I found that we hadn’t got much firewood left.
There was a notice about an auction of firewood lots in a local wood. I had to go there. It
was a seven-kilometre walk. The people there were all men, mainly farmers. And I was a girl
aged 15. I looked at the piles of firewood and chose one about the right size and I was
successful in my bid for it. But then I had the problem of how to transport it. The farmers all
treated me with a friendly reserve. One of them offered to take my pile of wood home for me
on his horse and cart along with his own wood. Of course, I was allowed to have a ride on the
cart, too. And I was proud of what I had achieved.
Gradually my mother started recovering slightly from her depression and could manage our
daily routine better with Grandpa and me. Grandpa carried on peeling the vegetables and
every day he made our coffee from roast grain, which my mother and I had gleaned from the
fields after the harvest, like Ruth in the Bible. He was also responsible for waking us in the
morning. The kitchen was between the two bedrooms and so he had to give us a loud wakeup call in the morning, which must have been quite strenuous for him, but he felt it was his
duty.
My mother had been able to buy a second-hand radio, which still functioned well. Now we
could regularly listen to the news bulletins, and in the evenings – quietly – the programme
broadcast from London with General de Gaulle. And my grandfather, who had never been
interested in classical music, often spent a while listening to music programmes. This made
me feel happy, too.

The Allied Landings in Normandy
At the end of May 1944, the exams for the diploma “Brevet Elémentaire” (=elementary
leaving certificate) takes place in Tarare. In order to participate, Dora Hirschler has to travel
there, despite the danger of being caught by German troops. French friends of the Saarlouis
family who live in Frontenas are able to be of help and organise accommodation for her.
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Despite the danger and despite the bomb alarms, she passes her exams successfully. The day
she has to return to Le Bois d’Oingt is a day that went down in history.
The day for my return came. The results i.e. the names of the successful candidates for the
exams would be put up on the notice board on the following day. The kind gentleman who
was taking care of me and had put me up during the stay in Tarare told me he would go and
find out and send me a telegram. Again the bus stopped on several occasions for a long time,
and then at one bus stop, people got on saying excitedly: “The Allies have landed in
Normandy!”. It was 6th June 1944. Everybody in the bus started hugging each other. By the
time I reached home, everyone knew about it.
Contrary to the day of the allied landings in Normandy, I can’t remember the date when Hitler
Germany capitulated. On that day I was probably too busy concentrating on doing my work
properly at the notary’s where I had found a job after passing my school exams. I also did
private coaching and was in charge of a group of boy scouts. Our joy on the day of
Germany’s capitulation was overshadowed by our worries about grandfather’s heart trouble
and about the vegetable garden, which I had to take care of along with my mother, together
with the certain feeling that my father had died.
A friend from our “war village” who I have not seen since 1952, but we still correspond
regularly once a year, told me that on the capitulation day, bells were ringing everywhere and
people went out in the streets and were happy. She herself was immensely relieved that this
war was over. But I had felt the same relief a year earlier on the day I came back from the
exams in the little town of Tarare and the Allies had landed in Normandy.

Death of Grandfather
The allied troops continue their progress through France. For Dora, the main question is what
career she should follow. Her teacher recommends her for a job with the local notary in the
village, who apparently is in contact with the Résistance. She has to prepare files and copy
them, and she learns to type. Besides this, she also takes care of the small children belonging
to the notary’s strict Catholic family of 9. She helps out as a courier for some of his secret
business, too. This involves her going to Lyon, which is still occupied by the Germans and
therefore quite dangerous.
Once a month my mother always felt afraid. Although our two men were no longer there, she
had kept their food rationing cards and also their cards for cigarettes. So once every month
she would go to the tobacco shop and fetch cigarettes, which she used to give to the farmers in
return for butter etc. She was very scared of the tobacco salesman, whether he would see
through her trick and report her to the authorities. A few years later, after the rationing cards
were finally abolished, the man in the tobacco shop said to my mother: “ I noticed how
nervous you were. That was quite unnecessary. I was aware of your situation and was trying
to be kind to you.”
The nuns at school had kept their promise and had never tried to influence me about religion.
However, the very Catholic notary did try to influence me, but he did mean well. Often in the
evenings when we had finished work, he asked me to stay on for a while and explained their
religion very persuasively. So far I had only had very positive experience with Catholics. It
turned out to be quite a torture for me, as, on the one hand, the Catholic religion was more
enticing than ever, but on the other hand, my father had once said to me: “If someone ever
tries to convert you to Catholicism, then you must say, my family has been Jewish since the
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beginning of time, and there were always times of suffering. But they still remained Jews,
and that is what I want to do now, too!” Over time, my father’s voice won.
We hardly ever spoke about our deportees in the family. I only knew that my mother wanted
to carry on hoping. We never found out what my grandfather thought. His heart trouble
became worse. He was often in great pain, I could see that. He never complained, still
carried on making our coffee and called us loudly every morning.
As far as I was concerned, I could still feel my father’s presence in my thoughts and
sometimes, when my mother was out, I would go to his wardrobe and touch his suit and
especially his huge great dressing-gown with dark brown and black stripes, which he had used
to wear back in Saarbrücken and in which still lingered the pleasant smell of my father for a
long time. But I had no time to be conscious of unhappiness. My main feeling was one of
being very responsible for our life, particularly now that it was completely dependent on my
earnings. Besides the work for the notary, four times a week in my lunch hour I coached two
10-year-old boys, who were preparing for high school admission exams.
The notary was high up in the hierarchy of the Catholic boy scouts movement. He suggested
that, together with a Catholic girl, I could be in charge of a group of little scouts between
eight and twelve years of age. I couldn’t say no. Every Thursday afternoon, which was a day
with no school in France, the notary would let me off work and we would take the boys out
into the woods. Occasionally I had to attend scouting lectures in the local county town,
Villefranche-sur-Saône, and I learned a lot about working with children. When I was there I
would spend the night with the lady in charge of the lectures. Her family had a large
jeweller’s shop and this meant I also came in contact with some middle-class people and
visited their houses. I enjoyed preparing the games and entertainment for the boys. I learned
to give injections against snakebites, as there were adders in the area. As leaders, we always
had to have the injection equipment with us when we were outdoors.
But about two years later in the woods with the group, on a rare occasion when I was on my
own without the Catholic girl, I had a peculiar turn and felt very odd. In hindsight, that must
have been my first panic attack. I saw myself alone in the woods with these ten or twelve
little Catholic boys and it all seemed very sinister. My heart started beating wildly and I felt
ill at ease and weak. Then, after a while, the feeling ebbed away. I didn’t tell anyone about it.
Later on, two similar attacks occurred.
When the war was over, a few visitors from the town came to see us. The first was Eric-Paul
Stekel, the Viennese conductor, who had been able to save himself, and then a Jewish schoolfriend of mine. She stayed for a week and ate an enormous amount of food with us. We had
a particularly large glut of beans, and we had so many that my mother took a few kilos of
them and sold them at the village market, which she could never have imagined doing in her
old bourgeois life. Richard, the son of a cousin of my mother’s, also came for a few days.
We had contacts again.
My grandfather’s health was deteriorating. The village doctor would often come to us to give
him injections and have friendly conversations with him. Richard’s parents were planning to
spend a few weeks’ holiday on Lake Geneva. It was agreed that I should go with them, to let
me get away once from the village and for me not to have to experience my grandfather’s
death. I said goodbye to him. We both knew that he was dying.
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A few days after we arrived at Lake Geneva, a telegram came that Grandpa had died. The
family drove me back home, but stayed on for a few days in Lyon to attend the funeral at the
Jewish cemetery there. All the arrangements, the coffin transport and the paperwork was
handled by the notary I worked for. When my mother and I arrived at the cemetery, the
family was there, the notary was there as well, and so were my little boy scouts. They were
lined up in their uniform wearing white gloves. I was very sad, but at that same time I felt
that this was a very nice funeral for my grandfather. A rabbi spoke briefly of grandfather’s
sad fate. My grandfather died on 8th August 1947, shortly before his 79th birthday. My
mother appeared to be moved and also exhausted, and hardly said a word on the day of his
funeral.
In 1946 my mother had received the news of the fate of my father, my uncle and my
grandmother from the Red Cross, and had been sent the three death certificates. She never
showed them to me – I found the documents in with her papers after her death in 1990. I also
don’t know whether she ever showed them to my grandfather or spoke to him about them.

Return to Lyon
After the death of my grandfather, our daily life continued in Le Bois d’Oingt – the hard work
pumping the water, the 2½ vegetable plot, the heavy watering cans, work for the notary,
knitting for the farmers. Now a problem arose, that we kept talking about: We don’t belong
in this little village, we must move away from here, back to Lyon, where we had a few friends
and even some distant relations. The notary was very keen to keep me on, the village people
tried to persuade us against it: “You’ll starve in Lyon, here you’ve got your garden and Dora’s
salary.”
My mother and I were in a dilemma: Should we move to Lyon or not? We would have to look
for a flat and a job for me. And my mother wished that I could find someone to marry as soon
as the occasion arose, so that we could be freed from our miserable financial situation. I just
didn’t feel able to take a decision on this, and so my mother decided for us.
The relatives in Lyon soon found a job for me and also accommodation. This was one room
with a tiny little dark kitchen on the fifth floor of an old house. The primitive lavatory was
outside of the flat and had to be shared with four other families. There was a severe lack of
accommodation. Actually you were supposed to have an official permit from the city
authorities to be able to rent a flat, but someone else was also interested in it. So we just
moved in quickly and carried on paying the rent to the landlady as the previous tenants had
done. They were a Jewish couple, which were emigrating to the USA and we got on well
with them from the beginning. I don’t think I would ever have plucked up courage to move in
without a permit, but my mother did.
My job was as a secretary to an elderly gentleman called Dreyfus, who owned a relatively
large scrap-metal business together with his son. The old gentleman didn’t speak French very
well, and so I functioned as an interpreter when customers came or for telephone calls, as the
son was generally out on business in the town or the surrounding area. My winter coat was
terribly old. My new boss gave me some money to buy a nice new coast. In that first winter
we did not have enough money to buy any fruit. Every evening Mr. Dreyfus used to give me
an orange or an apple, which I would share with my mother.
Now a new fear started preying on my mother for a whole year. The landlady was threatening
to take us to court, because we had moved in without a permit. Every day when my mother
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opened our mailbox, she trembled with fear. She was afraid that we would be given notice to
leave; it was a really hard time. One day, she mustered up all her courage and took the last of
the money we had left and went to the landlady. I don’t know how much it was, but anyway
the woman took it and signed the permit to let us remain in the little flat. My mother applied
to a Jewish office and we were given a little financial support. It wasn’t very much, but better
than nothing.

I was thrilled with big city life and soon I had a group of friends, Jews and non-Jews. We
were all poor, had to work hard and met every Sunday. By chance I met an elderly painter,
and through him I met other painters, including Bernard Buffet, who was my age at the time
and later became very famous. I also met photographers and a young Jewish actress who was
in Roger Planchon’s theatre troupe, which later also became famous. I admired her, she was
intelligent and very independent, I envied her, too. In the evenings I attended an English
course and also a shorthand course. I wanted to earn more money. In the evenings my
mother and I also did translation work for the Chamber of Commerce, my mother translated
into German and I translated into French. My mother also tried to sell stationery and office
equipment for a company to Jewish businesses. But she hated doing it and she hardly had any
success and stopped soon. An acquaintance suggested to her that she should apply to be an
interpreter at the large industrial fair of Lyon. It took place every spring and lasted ten days.
My mother hesitated at first, because her French was not so perfect, but then plucked up her
courage and went there for an interview. She was given a warm welcome and engaged on the
spot, as they urgently needed someone for German. It was a wonderful experience for her.
She had plenty to do, met interesting people, her French was good enough and the wages were
very good. As long as we lived in Lyon, she took this job every spring.
Then the city authorities also approached her: occasionally busloads of German tourists would
come through Lyon on the way to and from Spain. Part of the package deal was a guided tour
through Lyon, and for this they would take her on as needed. But all this work was not
enough to free us from poverty. My mother was so keen to see me married.
For many years I would dream about my father frequently. It was always the same dream: it
was just after the end of the war and he was still in a concentration camp and was so ill and
weak that it was uncertain whether he would be able to reach Lyon alive. It was a nightmare
for me with an ending that was always open – my father was still so weak. After a long
while, I had a different dream: now my father was with us in Lyon, but so ill and weak that it
seemed he could die at any moment. This dream, too, with its open end, tortured me for many
years.
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Back in Saarbrücken
The serious nervous health problem, the first signs of which had been apparent in Le Bois
d’Oingt, now comes to the fore. She has difficulty earning enough for her mother and herself
to survive. She goes for treatment for the first time. The question is now, what their future
plans are.
My mother didn’t feel all that well in Lyon either. She had a few acquaintances, but she was
alone a lot and was often quite apathetic. A few old Jewish friends had returned to
Saarbrücken, particularly her best friend, the wife of a well-known lawyer, and Eric-Paul
Stekel, who was now director of the Saarbrücken music academy. For the first time she went
to stay in Saarbrücken for a week to have a small operation carried out by an old friend who
was a gynaecologist. I noticed that she was very homesick for Saarbrücken now. A year later
she made a second trip there. At that time I was in a spa town specialising in nervous
diseases. A Jewish business in Saarbrücken called “Wettermantelkönig” (= king of the
raincoats) was looking for a secretary with knowledge of French and German. Although I
wasn’t feeling well at all and would rather have stayed in Lyon, I accepted the job
immediately, hoping that my mother would brighten up back in Saarbrücken. She made a
bargain with me: Saarbrücken was German and I wouldn’t know whether I could really
handle living there. She suggested that she would stay on in the little flat in Lyon for three
months and only move back when I was sure that I could manage to live in Germany. That’s
what we did.
The work I had at “Wettermantelkönig” wasn’t difficult, but it wasn’t well paid either. I
didn’t have the time and energy to contemplate my relationship with the Germans, contacts
were quite normal.
After three months in Saarbrücken I found a furnished flat suitable for two people, and my
mother joined me. She had contacts with our good old Jewish friends but also with newly
immigrated Jews, who were mainly from Eastern Europe. Her cousin Martha Stiel lived in
Metz with her family. She visited us from time to time and occasionally we would spend the
day with them in Metz. We moved to a nice new 1 bedroom flat, bought a few pieces of
furniture and my mother even found a pleasant job in advertising on trams. Companies would
want to have their advertising posters hung on the side of the trams and my mother worked as
a commission agent, which gave her a small income. As I had hoped, my mother cheered up
living in Saarbrücken. It was a great relief to me, but my own nervous problems became
worse.
Although some married couples returned to Saarbrücken, generally their children did not
come back with them, but stayed in France, and so I had few contacts of my own generation.
I still wanted to earn more money, but at that time a secretary’s salary was much lower than it
is today. I found a very good job as export clerk and translator in a larger company, Ernst
Heckel, who made conveyor belt equipment, and I earned three times as much. I liked the
work a lot there, too, but six months later I had a nervous breakdown. (…)
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As if it Would Never End
Again Dora Hirschler is forced to give up work. The serious nature of her complaint makes it
impossible for her to live a normal life or go on journeys. After a stay at a clinic in
Göppingen where some progress is made, she starts work as a secretary there. She has some
unpleasant experiences with anti-Semitism.
In 1962 Dora Hirschler returns to Saarbrücken and starts work in the office of the local Jewish
community. But after a year her health has deteriorated so much that she has to go to Bad
Wiessee on Lake Tegern for treatment and ends up living there for twenty years. To start
with she works half-days in a pottery.
Her greatest wish is to return to France and to earn her living as a teacher there, as she had
proved she had the capability to teach during her emigration period. She attends the Goethe
Institute in Munich and obtains the qualifications necessary to work as a German teacher in
France. But because of her health problems she has to cancel a job in Nancy before she even
starts it. Instead Dora Hirschler begins teaching several courses of French at the evening
institute in Bad Wiessee with great success. She comes to terms with the fact that she is less
capable of handling the stress of life than other people. Her dream of living in France will
never be fulfilled, but she does not wish to stay at Lake Tegern indefinitely.
Once she had settled in Saarbrücken, my mother applied for state compensation, which we
received in the early 60s. My mother started suffering from leg trouble and could not travel to
Lake Tegern, as she would have liked to, especially in the summer. Therefore, I would go on
holiday to see her several times a year. I could see that she was getting old and that she was
quite often alone, although she was well integrated into life in Saarbrücken and the Jewish
community there. My thoughts kept revolving round a return to Saarbrücken. That was not
an easy decision, as I had spent an interesting time at Lake Tegern. I had done all sorts of
things and had contact with all kinds of nice people there. I decided to move to Saarbrücken,
but still to keep on the little flat in Bad Wiessee. I had spent twenty years of my life in these
35 square metres of space.
In Saarbrücken I found a pleasant 70 square metre flat where the rent was cheaper than in Bad
Wiessee at the time. My mother was very happy, of course. And I took over a French course
at the evening institute. It was 1982 and I was 54 years old. And the next summer I went to
Bad Wiessee again for two months and really enjoyed seeing friends and the scenery again. I
had not planned to do it, but for the next twenty years I always spent the summer at Lake
Tegern. At some point I had given up the flat there, and so it was a gradual farewell.
My mother died in 1990 at the age of 89. To my surprise I had noticed that a neighbour of
hers and his children had acted towards her in an anti-Semitic way. My mother accepted this
as a part of life. I had not experienced anything like that at Lake Tegern. But later on I had a
similar experience with a neighbour and a few other common people in the neighbourhood. I
find this so difficult to understand. All our lives my mother and I have treated other people
well and never done anything bad to anyone. Anti-Semitism has been analysed again and
again and I am well versed in the various causes and reasoning about it, but I still am
astonished and it never fails to hurt me.
Now my role is to be an old lady, but I feel much younger in myself. I wasn’t able to get
married, and the man who proposed to me twice in two years, and who I loved deeply still
appears in my dreams. He would not have been able to understand the complexity of my
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health problems. I did not feel strong enough to marry. People rarely notice my sorrow about
this, unless I happen to mention it myself. I wasn’t allowed to learn to drive, and I can’t
travel far, not further than Lake Tegern or every five years for a few days to Paris, where I can
stay with a very good friend. And so I am rather frustrated but - thank God - I am not bitter
about it, and I gain pleasure from lots of little things which are apparently quite insignificant
but which are important to me. I enjoy reading, particularly the many books on art, which I
have bought over the years, which I look at again and again, and they bring more and more
richness to my life. I don’t possess much energy, but I do have a lot of experience of life and
of contacts with many different types of people. This enables me to pass on good advice from
time to time.
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Additional Jottings on Dora Hirschler’s Family
noted by Sylvia D. Kieling during the visit on 12th June 2006
The maternal grandfather’s grocery business in Saarbrücken traded mainly in coffee, rice and
dates. Her maternal grandfather, Emil Blum, was from a Jewish family in the RhinelandPalatinate, but the story goes that they had come from the Netherlands earlier. In young
photos, he apparently looks slightly Asian, especially around the eyes. Her maternal
grandmother was a Jenny Hirschler, but not related to the paternal Hirschlers, from a Jewish
family in the Rhineland-Palatinate. Dora has the Blum family tree going back to an Israel
Aron in the early 18th century.
As there was no son to take over the company, the son-in-law, Franz Hirschler moved on
marriage from Mannheim to Saarbrücken to join the firm. He had worked in France before
the First World War, apparently something to do with railways, but as a German he had to
leave France at the outbreak of war. He was in the German Army during WW1 and she still
has the German-Jewish prayer book that the Jewish German soldiers were issued with.
Franz Hirschler was not commercially minded and not suited to being a salesman. He would
have preferred to study medicine, but there was no money. His father Leo/Louis, a corn
merchant, had seemingly died young (about 40) and is apparently buried in the Jewish
cemetery in Worms, which seems strange, as there was and is a Jewish cemetery in
Mannheim. Dora still has no idea how her widowed paternal grandmother, Sophie Hirschler
née Zewi, who came from Vienna originally, was able to bring up 4 children on her own and
where her income came from. They lived in Mannheim and the address was L 13,18 in 1920.
Apparently a chestnut tree her father planted in front of the house is still there. Later Sophie
lived at B 7,3 in 1942, from where she was deported with a broken leg to Theresienstadt,
where Dora believes she died of starvation, when no food was given to such invalid new
arrivals.
Dora has happy memories of visiting her grandmother in Mannheim – she remembers her oldfashioned ice-cream maker and her being a wonderful cook, specialising in saddle of venison,
Viennese cakes and other dishes.
Her grandmother had had 4 children, besides Franz and Uncle Rudi, there was a son whose
name Dora can’t remember who died as a teenager, and there was also her aunt Bettina.
Apparently Bettina was a difficult person. She was engaged for a while to a doctor in
Mannheim, but when he dissolved the engagement, she wanted to leave Mannheim and
emigrated to England some time in the 1930s. Apparently she had a little laundry in England
and she died there fairly early on, but Dora does not know when. I have traced a file on
Bettina Hora Buena Hirschler in the U.K. National Archives, which runs from 1 January 1936
to 31 December 1948, but I don’t know yet what the contents are. Dora has a photo of Rudi’s
gravestone, and assumes that it was - and maybe still is - in Mannheim.
By instinct Franz Hirschler understood a lot about pain and illness and was very interested in
medicine. He apparently saved Dora’s life at the age of 10 in Paris, when a wrong diagnosis
of appendicitis was made by a doctor (a non-practising Russian Jewish emigrant called
Salmonov), and contradicted by her father. It turned out to be a too low insulin count as a
result of hepatitis.
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Their “war” village, Le Bois d’Oingt is in the Beaujolais wine region. The field where they
had their vegetable garden was called La Fourmulaise.
Dora feels that Klaus Barbie was personally responsible for both her father’s and her uncle’s
death, as it was under his terror régime in Lyon that both their arrests and of many others were
made at that time.
Her father’s death certificate shows the place of death as Lublin, rather than as Majdanek
concentration camp, where he was destined for. She likes to think that he never actually
entered the concentration camp at all, but died during the rail journey there and was found to
be dead when the railway wagons were opened on arrival in Lublin. There are testimonies
made by Dora on both of them and also on her grandmother, Sophie, at Yad Vashem. There
is also a letter written by her mother to her father in Drancy but never reached him and was
returned. The date on the letter is sadly actually the same date as on his death certificate.
Recently Dora saw the star light entertainment violinist André Rieu on television and he
mentioned that his Stradivarius came from a German Jewish family who fled to France and
sold it there. She thinks it could be Uncle Rudi’s violin.
Dora also spoke about her own life and nervous problems. After a short stay in the Hamburg
University clinic, she was then sent to the nerve clinic in Göppingen by the state medical
scheme and was in the clinic there for 2 ½ years, and stayed on for another 1-½ years working
locally as a secretary. She returned to Saarbrücken and her work at the Jewish community
office mainly involved trying to trace Jewish owners and/or heirs abroad of Jewish property in
the Saarland.
The neurologist who treated her in Saarbrücken had been on holiday to Lake Tegern and liked
the area very much that he sent Dora on a rest cure there, although the sanatorium in Bad
Wiessee actually specialised in heart disease. The main reason she stayed on at Lake Tegern
was that – quite by chance – she found a psychotherapist down there, who seemed to be able
to help her cope with her nervous disease better than any previous doctors.
Dora was keen to move to France, she had only returned to Germany for her mother’s sake.
She has both German and French nationalities and is completely bi-lingual. At Bad Wiessee
she recovered enough to be able attend a German teaching course at the Goethe Institute in
Munich. This was a 3-year course especially for students who did not have “Abitur” (the
German high school leaving certificate). There were a lot of foreign participants in the course
and she became particularly friendly with a Jordanian. Occasionally she would go out in the
evenings with the other students, and once they visited a wine cellar and she was totally
shocked to see the examining professor and her lecturers down there completely drunk. There
were 24 candidates for the final examination and the topic for the main essay was written on
the blackboard as:
“Ist Ehrgeiz eine positive oder negative Eigenschaft ?”
(is ambition a positive or negative character trait ?)
Unfortunately, Dora was sitting at the back of the room and the blackboard was a long way
away, and she mis-read “Ehrgeiz” as “Eleganz” (= elegance) and so her whole essay was on
the wrong subject! When her error was discovered, her lecturer managed to persuade the
examining professor to let her sit for the exam again. 5 alternative new topics were given and
she opted for one about the independence of modern women, and passed her exam.
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Her grandfather’s house in Saarbrücken was sold in an emergency situation well below its
true value. There have been several owners since, and Dora and her mother tried to obtain
compensation in a court case, but this was not successful.
According to family tradition, there are apparently relatives on the paternal Hirschler/Ascoli
side living in Berlin. There are second cousins on the maternal side in Heidelberg.
Dora intends to leave her family items – photo albums etc. – to an institute in Heidelberg:
Zentralarchiv zur Erfassung der Geschichte der Juden in Deutschland
Bienenstr. 5
69117 Heidelberg
David Blank has made a family tree of her branch, which he is happy to pass on.

This is her present contact address:
Dora Jenny Hirschler
Daimlerstr. 41
66123 Saarbrücken
Germany
tel. +49-(0)-681-3904573
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This is a translation from the German of Dora
Hirschler’s family history:
Family chronicle as collated from extracts shown in her parents’ official German
„Stammbuch“ (official family descent book) of her father Franz Josef Hirschler (1891 –
1943):
The maternal grandfather was Dr. Adolf Zewi, a physician born in Budapest Hungary studied
in Vienna, Austria, was later assistant in Vienna to the famous Professor Skoda, died in
Vienna 1879 buried there in the Währinger cemetery (old Turkish cemetery)/
Professor Josef Skoda, born 10 Dec. 1805 in Pilsen, died 13 Jun. 1881 in Vienna, was a
specialist for internal medicine, researching in Vienna as from 1846. His main work was
“Abhandlung über Perkussion und Auskultation” (“Treatise on percussion and auscultation”)
1839 and this was one of the pillars of modern physical-medical diagnosis.
Supported I. Ph. Semmelweis’ theories on the causes of puerperal fever.
Grandmother Hora Zewi née Ascoli, died in Baden near Vienna, Austria, October 1881, born
in Hamburg Germany
Maternal Great-grandfather was Sephard Sam. Ascoli, born 1797 in Lisbon*, Portugal, died
81 years old in Baden near Vienna, a great aesthete, much loved and respected, was in France
for a long time, possibly naturalised, had a flower and feather factory in Hamburg
Maternal Great-grandmother was Betty, née Laffé (sic ! should be Jaffé, of course) from
Schwerin-Mecklenburg, a phenomenon of womanhood - the most beautiful, the most
considerate, inspired by the noblest disposition and with the deepest of feelings – the sort of
character that one only rarely or very seldom meets in one’s lifetime. Her parents lived in
Mecklenburg Schwerin, had many descendants in England, Scotland and Germany.
For the roots of the Zewi or Zewy family, research needs to be done in Italy. This
recommendation came from the painter Karl Zewy in Vienna (died 1929), who had apparently
received some information from Mussolini.

_________________________
§ Note: George Wilkes’ research shows in Baden 4 November 1881
* Note: David Blank doubts that Lisbon is correct and George Wilkes’ research in Baden show
Samuel Ascoli’s birth place as Hamburg.
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