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“This riveting history of the anti-Nazi resistance paints an extraor-
dinary portrait of two people—a Jewish woman and a German
man—who fought Hitler and also fell in love. Using the memoirs,
diaries, and letters of Eva Lewinski and Otto Pfister, their three chil-
dren have written the account of their parents’ efforts to undermine
Nazism as they risked their lives in Germany, France, and Belgium.
An intimate story about Germans and Jews opposing the same horrific
enemy, this book adds a whole new dimension to Holocaust literature.
This is a moving love story and an important history made human at
the grassroots level.”

—Marion A. Kaplan, author of Berween Dignity and Despair:
Jewish Life in Nazi Germany

“Eva Lewinski and Otto Pfister courageously devoted themselves, over
a period of years, to combating Nazism, while carefully nurturing

a deep, life-sustaining love for one another. Their intermingled life sto-
ries, ably contextualized by the authors of this book, provide readers
with a moving, richly documented, real-life drama, lovingly presented
and thoroughly researched.”

—Jack Jacobs, author of Jews and Leftist Politics: Judaism, Israel,
Antisemitism, and Gender

“Their courage, resourcefulness, love, and unending optimism against
all odds are thrilling. This is the American story of the mid-twentieth
century.”

—Tom Brokaw, author of 7he Greatest Generation

“The authors have done a superb job in supplementing their parents’

letters and diaries using their own rigorous research, and the story

progresses in a way that is historically interesting and emotionally

satisfying.”

—Susan Elisabeth Subak, author of Rescue and Flight: American Relief
Workers Who Defied the Nazis



“This is a book for every student and every teacher. I had the privilege
of being one of Eva’s high school students from 1969-1971, and our
friendship continued. As she wrote, she ‘related to kids’ because she
liked and respected them. She inspired us to learn, and she responded
to me and other teens from her deep well of experience. She nurtured
every interest in the bigger things in life: purpose, service to others,
and appreciation for the anchors of nature, spirit, music, poetry. At
the time, I did not know much detail about her remarkable early life
with Otto. But how we all benefited! I am grateful that this history has
been told and will be preserved. I am deeply touched and inspired.”

—Carol Larson, President and CEQO, David and Lucile
Packard Foundation

“Eva and Otto is a moving story of resistance and love told largely
through the correspondence of Eva Lewinski and Otto Pfister. It pro-
vides a rare view into what it can mean personally to dedicate oneself
wholeheartedly to a struggle against tyranny. Eva and Otto’s love for
each other sustained them as they suffered long separations, danger,
and imprisonment to fulfill their mission. Their longing to marry and
create a family existed in tension with the rigorous ethic of the tightly
knit resistance group of which they were a part and their commitment
to carrying out anti-Nazi activities until Hitler was defeated. The
extraordinary job that Eva and Otto’s children have done in tracking
down the documents needed to tell their parents’ story also illumi-
nates a little-known chapter in the history of the fight to rid the world
of Nazism.”

—John E Sears, former Executive Director of the Franklin and Eleanor

Roosevelt Institute
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1o our parents,
for the precious writings they preserved,
for the sacrifices they made for others, including us,

and for the lessons that can be learned from their lives



You have decided, and so have I, to go the hard way, to do what we
think was our duty. And even though we realize only too well that our
individual action does not change the course of things one way or the
other . . ., we did individually all that we could. And we did it as
one which makes us very, very rich. . . . I think we can say, without
being pretentious, that we do not have to be ashamed of ourselves.

—EvA’s LETTER TO OTTO ON DECEMBER 24, 1944, REFLECTING ON
THEIR YEARS OF RESISTANCE WORK

i

A few words about my visit with Mrs. Roosevelt. That I, an unknown
refugee, should be able to enter the White House; that the wife of the
President would receive me, shake my hand with great warmh, listen to
what I had to say, ask questions, and then promise to try to help—that
was perhaps one of the most profound experiences that I ever had.

—EVA RECALLING HER MEETING WITH ELEANOR ROOSEVELT IN THE

WaITE HOUSE ON DECEMBER 27, 1940, SEEKING HELP WITH THE RESCUE
OF OTHER ANTI-NAZI POLITICAL REFUGEES

i

Now, lets go for a little walk, you and I. I take your hand, and we
walk through the streets of Marseille which have seen your eyes—sad
like on the photo that you left for me, but infinitely good.

—OTTO’S LETTER FROM MARSEILLE TO Eva IN NEw YORK
oN NOVEMBER 8, 1940
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Preface

This is a true story about German opposition and resistance to Adolf
Hitler as revealed through the early lives of Eva Lewinski Pfister (1910—
1991) and Otto Phister (1900-1985). We—Tom, Kathy, and Peter—are
the three grown children of Eva and Otto and the authors of this book.
Our parents chose to dedicate their early lives to helping others in the
most challenging of historical circumstances. We wrote this book because
we believe that their story is important. We feel privileged to share it.

In 1979, our parents gave us a 130-page unpublished memoir ti-
tled “To Our Children.” Eva described it as “an attempt to give you an
overview of your family background” and noted that it was “mostly
written by Eva with Otto’s additions and help.” Otto died in 1985 and
Evain 1991. They left a unique treasure by preserving papers written as
the events in this book unfolded: Fva’s handwritten diaries, hundreds
of pages of correspondence to each other, and documents pertaining
to their anti-Nazi work and efforts to obtain emergency U.S. visas for
themselves and others. We carefully stored these papers at Tom’s house
in an old wooden cabinet that had been crafted by Otto’s hands.

After Eva’s death, the three of us wrote a short memorial book to
preserve some of the thoughts we expressed about them in small gath-
erings with family and close friends. Since that time, we often thought
about writing something more comprehensive about their early years.
But we were busy with our lives and families, and this remained a project
for the future.

Kathy ignited our work on this book in the summer of 2011, when
she began to make plans with her husband Neil for a trip to France to
trace the steps that Eva had taken after the German blitzkrieg began in

ix
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May 1940. Peter and Tom found the idea of Kathy’s trip compelling and
decided to go along. Peter’s wife Bonnie and Tom’s son Franklin joined
Kathy and Neil. In the months before the trip, we immersed ourselves
in our parents’ papers. Most were originally written in German, some in
French. At various times during and after her work on the 1979 memoir,
Eva had translated some portions of her diaries and correspondence into
English. Having studied in Germany in college, Peter and Tom began to
undertake the task of translating other letters, diaries, and documents.

As we considered how best to tell this story, we quickly agreed that
we should rely heavily on our parents’ writings. Their own words of-
fer unique contemporaneous insights into the events and times. But
we also decided that their words would be most meaningful if pre-
sented along with a careful examination of the historical context. This
required research.

We reviewed records from a number of archives in America and
Germany. We also requested records under the Freedom of Information
Act (FOIA) from previously secret files of the U.S. Office of Strategic
Services (OSS), the FBI, and the State Department. Our research re-
vealed astonishing new information that we had not learned from our
parents. And the records we obtained from our FOIA requests, some of
which were released for the first time, exposed new information about
the roles of U.S. government agencies and officials in rescuing some
refugees threatened by Hitler, including our parents, and turning away
so many others.

Our experience working closely together on this book was one of
the most gratifying aspects of the project. After an early exchange of
preliminary drafts of different sections written by each of us, we decided
that the story needed to be presented in one voice. Tom volunteered to
be the primary writer of the many subsequent drafts of all chapters, and
Kathy and Peter are grateful to him for taking on that role. Over the
course of seven years, we met more than a dozen times—in Los Angeles
and Ventura (hosted by Tom), Amherst (hosted by Kathy), and Berkeley
(hosted by Peter). In those meetings, we shared proposed outlines, dis-
cussed the results of our research, and reviewed and edited drafts of
chapters. Our work triggered vivid memories of our parents.

We also had numerous marathon evening conference calls—usually
lasting two or three hours—in which we discussed revisions of drafts of
chapters that had been prepared by Tom for Kathy and Peter to review.
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Following the calls, Tom revised the drafts, incorporating the agreed-
upon changes, and sent them back to Kathy and Peter for further review
and discussion in the next call. Reflecting Kathy’s dedication, one of our
conference calls took place in late December 2018, at her request, while
she was still in an acute care rehabilitation facility following difficult
spine surgery.

We made a number of trips. In addition to our journey to southern
France in 2011, Peter and Tom visited archives together in the United
States and Germany. In 2018, we agreed to donate our parents’ papers
to the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington, D.C., so they
can be preserved and made available for future research. On May 9,
2018, the three of us made an unforgettable trip to the museum (along
with Kathy’s husband Neil, Peter’s wife Bonnie, and Tom’s daughter
Eliza) and personally delivered the first portion of our parents’ papers.

We have made every effort to tell our parents’ story truthfully, with-
out embellishing or oversimplifying it. In quoting our parents’ words, we
made a few minor modifications in punctuation and phrasing without
annotation in the interest of clarity. Most of the translations of Eva and
Otto’s quoted writings are from the original German into English, and
we have noted the few instances when the translation is from the original
French. Of course, some judgments are always necessary in the process
of translating. Quotations from Eva and Otto’s 1979 memoir and from
the correspondence between them in 1944—1945 are in the original
English unless otherwise noted.






Prologue

They met in Paris in 1935 at Le Restaurant Végétarien des Boulevards at
28 Boulevard Poissonniére. Eva left a description of this first encounter
with Otto in a diary entry five years later on March 15, 1940. The diary
entry, like so many thereafter, was directed to Otto, who had been sep-
arated from her by the sweep of historical events. Eva wrote:

That evening, just five years ago. I was sitting at the cash register,
looked sadly, disappointed, into the emptiness of the many faces
in front of me. I was looking—for how long already—for the
sign of a human being. Nobody there. Atabout 9 p.m., the door
opens quickly. With long, hasty, but not nervous steps, a tall
fellow enters, goes to a group of young people, sits down with
them, after a warm greeting. You are that person. Something
moves me; there is a human being. I can, I have to, follow your
conversation. I become happier, as I hear you talk about idealis-
tic philosophy, about Kant, about mystics, and . . . about Rilke,
with deep inner involvement. Your back is towards me, you cant
see me. | feel close to you.

It is getting late. You are getting up, come to the register.
You pay. Then, for the first time, your eyes see me, your look is
open and great. In a sudden movement you shake hands with
me, the strange, sad, shy girl, and you leave. Barely is the door
shut, when you open it again and stand in front of me. “N’est-ce
pas, vous aussi, vous connaissez Rilke? [Isn’t it true, you also
know Rilke?]” “I love him,” I believe I replied, and gave you



2 Prologue

my hand again, in deep happiness. That night, I dreamt about
you; I was no longer alone.

What had brought that strange, sad, shy girl to this vegetarian
restaurant in Paris? And who was that tall fellow with a look that was
open and great? Who were these two human beings who shared an in-
terest in idealistic philosophy and Kant and a love for the poet Rainer
Maria Rilke and who made a fateful connection that night in 19352

The paths that Eva and Otto took separately and together after they
met—as Germans who resisted Hitler and as political refugees in Europe
and America—are the primary focus of this story. But first we must
examine the different paths they took before they met.



ParT I.

EvA’s PATH TO 28 BOULEVARD
POISSONNIERE

A person needs calm to develop. My, our generation’s
misfortune is that it did not have time to mature.

—FEvA’s DIARY ENTRY IN PARIS, JANUARY 1, 1935






1. Childhood in Goldap (1910-1926)

Eva was born in 1910 in Goldap, a small town in East Prussia, where she
lived until the age of sixteen. With only about 10,000 inhabitants at the
time, Goldap was “in the flat lake country that is called Masuren, with
many woods, wide fields and ranches, but no mountains.”! East Prussia,
then a province in the northeastern part of Germany, was divided be-
tween Russia and Poland after World War II. Goldap is now in Poland.

Eva’s father, Louis Lewinski, had two young sons, Erich and Ernst,
when his first wife died of cancer. He then married Charlotte Rosenkranz,
and they had four children together: Eva, Rudi, Hans and Ruth. Louis’s
and Charlotte’s parents had come to Germany from Poland to escape
the persecution of the Jews there. Eva recalled that her grandparents
“observed the customs of the Jewish religion, but rather liberally; and
their children were educated within the framework of German culture.”
She also noted: “A few of my mother’s brothers and sisters married non-
Jewish Germans, a decision that was rather unusual at that time.”

Louis Lewinski was a respected citizen of Goldap. He successfully
operated a shop facing the large market square in the center of town in
which he sold clothing, material, furs, and household linens. Eva’s family
lived in a flat above the store.

When Eva was about four years old, World War I broke out. In the
first days of the war, Goldap experienced a wave of anti-Semitism. “As
happens very often,” Eva later recalled, “war creates fear and hysteria.
In our little town, so immediately threatened by the Russian troops, the
hostility was directed against the Jews. It was felt that they did not re-
ally belong—were subject perhaps to foreign influence—were probably
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enemies of Germany, spies for the foreign invaders.” This deeply affected
Eva’s family:

Under this suspicion, all Jewish men in our little town (there
were perhaps twelve) were arrested and put into jail. For our
family, this was an absolute tragedy, an attack on my father’s in-
tegrity, a nightmare. He stayed in jail for a few days; my mother,
accompanied by Erich, spent days and nights on the footsteps
of the official’s office, trying to convince him what a horrible
error had been made. We were told that during those days in
prison, our father did not sleep, barely ate, and his heart hurt
constantly. When he was released—no accusations, no apolo-
gies—he was a broken man.

Shortly after her father’s release from prison, the entire civilian pop-
ulation of Goldap was forced to flee from the advancing Russian troops.
Eva was bundled up with other families in a hay wagon because trains
did not run any more. They arrived in Kénigsberg (now Kaliningrad),
where her paternal grandmother lived and gave them shelter. Eva was
told that this shelter was unlawful because Konigsberg was a fortress,
and civilian refugees were not permitted. She hid with her younger
brother Hans “under a big comforter in a big bed, told not to make a
sound when the soldiers patrolled, looking for refugees. It was cold, and
dark—we had no gas or other light.” Supper was “a slice of dark bread
with turnip marmalade.”

Eva’s youngest brother Rudi was born while the family was in hiding
in Kénigsberg. Shortly after Rudi’s birth, her family was able to return
to Goldap in the spring of 1917. All of the houses had been burned,
so they lived in temporary barracks placed in the middle of the market
square. The town slowly began to recover. The family store was reopened,
Eva’s oldest brother Erich left school to join the German Army, and Eva
began school. “The war went on; we were poor, did not have much to
eat. But there were good feelings in our family; mother and father were
close, and all we kids were loved.” Eva recalled her father’s compassion:
“From time to time he would bring in a stranger who had come to the
store, or to the synagogue, and who had nobody in town. So he shared
our dinner, and mother washed his shirt; and once in a while, when the
stranger’s shirt was not more than rags, father took his own shirt off,
asked mother to wash it and to give it to the stranger.”
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One of Eva’s warmest childhood memories was walking to her first
day of school with her father: “I was terribly shy, afraid of facing a new
world. My father who did not talk much must have sensed my feelings.
I was dressed, ready to go the few blocks to school. He takes my hand,
and walks with me to school. I have never forgotten the beautiful feeling
of being safe, and loved by this strong, sad man who was my father.”

But soon after that, when Eva was not yet eight years old, her father
died of a heart attack. She later recalled the trauma of that loss:

The strongest memory of these few years is of the last evening
we saw our father, on Christmas Eve 1917. That afternoon, he
did not want to get up from his nap (which he needed every
day because of his impaired health). So, after supper, we all
gathered around his bedside, sang, played games, and were very
happy—mother very big—six weeks later, Ruth was to be born.
And suddenly it all ended. He began coughing, turned quite
white, we were quickly taken out, stayed with friends during the
next few days. And on the morning of December 27, he died,
having never regained consciousness.

Eva’s mother never left her husband’s bedside. After his death, she
shielded Eva and her siblings from seeing their father on his deathbed
and removed a black ribbon that someone had placed in Eva’s hair. Eva
recalled that “we children did not go to the funeral which many, many
townspeople attended—he had been loved by many. Mother wanted
us to remember him as he had been alive and loving, not as he was put
into his grave.”

Eva’s family struggled to make ends meet after her father’s death.
The family’s store was sold, but the funds from the sale barely covered
the outstanding bills. Her older brothers, Erich and Ernst, were away
at war, and her younger sister Ruth was born six weeks after her father’s
death. Eva was then the oldest of the children at home, not quite eight
years old. Hans was six, Rudi three. It was impossible for her mother
to get a job. Evas uncles, aunts, and friends in Goldap helped out by
inviting them to dinner periodically. Her mother cooked for boarders
they took into their home and made “fine lace handkerchiefs until late
into the night” that she was able to sell.

When Eva was about twelve years old, she pitched in by taking on a
job tutoring a young student. “This was during the inflation years . . . I
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got paid only once in money (it was a proud feeling!); when we realized
that the next morning the money had so devaluated that it did not buy
anything, my pupil’s parents then paid me in goods—~flour, sugar, eggs,
bread; and that helped.”

Although it was a difficult time, they were grateful for what they
had. “We never went to bed hungry,” Eva recalled, “although we were no
doubt undernourished. Our clothes were always neat and ironed.” Eva
was especially grateful that despite their financial struggles, her mother
paid for piano lessons. “Music was important to her: she had a beautiful
voice, and belonged to a choral group ‘Die Blaue Schleife’ [the Blue
Ribbon], where her warm alto was much appreciated. For her, music was
just a necessary part of education.” Eva’s piano lessons and her mother’s
passion for music instilled in Eva a love of music that would later sus-
tain her in the darkest of times. She also had access to good schooling.
“Mother was extremely grateful that we, as fatherless and fairly bright
children, got a scholarship to the academic high school which at that
time charged tuition.”

Apart from the incident at the beginning of the war that had so
deeply hurt her father, Eva’s family was generally liked and accepted
as part of a small minority of Jews in their town. But when Eva was a
child in school, she had her first encounter with “cruel, cutting, painful
prejudice”

Suddenly, one morning at recess . . . I find myself ignored by
everyone, and I am completely alone. I can’t understand what
could have happened—no fight, no argument; as late as yester-
day, we all had laughed and had had fun together. Back in the
classroom, again nobody talks. But on my desk is the meanest
cartoon I had ever seen, depicting the ugly, bad Jew who de-
stroys the trusting, good German. Then the snickering starts
until the teacher comes in; anti-Semitic rhymes, sneering, total
rejection.

Eva was comforted by her mother: “I don’t remember how I got
through that day. But I will never forget how mother, when I told her
sobbingly what had happened, put her arms around me and said that
that’s the way people were from time to time, and that one could not
fight it; and all one could do was to feel and stay much more closely
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together in one’s love for another, and then no-one could really hurt you.
I don’t know why or how, but it helped.” Eva further recalled that “in a
few days, the ugly feelings at school subsided; they had at that time not
really taken hold of the children’s minds, and we went on as before.”

Following her father’s death, Eva developed a special relationship
with her mother. “During those childhood years after father’s death,
mother and I were very close. I was the oldest one at home—the two
older boys Erich and Ernst away at war; and naturally, I became mother’s
comfort, and she shared her loneliness and her concerns with me, the
child that had to grow up too fast. I did not mind this, as I remember.”
Eva later recognized her “real lack of maturity and of understanding” in
this relationship:

One instance stands out clearly in my memory. The war was
going badly. Erich was at the Western Front, terribly young
and vulnerable. Mail came rarely, and with great delays. One
morning, Mutti brings in joyfully a letter from Erich from the
front, written with much love, and full of hope. We read it to-
gether; Mutti is so happy. And then I say, looking at the date at
the top of the letter: “But, Mutti, he wrote that three weeks ago.
Then all was well. But in the meantime, he could well have been
killed.” Never will I forget the expression of shock in mother’s
eyes, at this exercise in cruel logic.?

Other family members became concerned that Eva’s relationship
with her mother was too “adult,” too serious. They urged her mother
to keep an emotional distance from Eva. The impact of this adjustment
on Eva was harsh and lasting. “Soon the moment came when our good
friends in Goldap, and uncles and aunts in Insterburg, realized that
I did not act as a child my age should, and that mother ought to do
something about it. She did—and suddenly I was expelled from our
relationship of sharing happiness and sorrow, and I was asked to be a
happy, carefree child as were all the others my age. This did not work
at all—I resented it terribly, and it set the stage for many feelings of
unhappiness, of withdrawal, and of reaching out to other older people
for friendship and understanding.”

Education in a high school for girls in Goldap would not lead to
entry into a university. “So, instead of sending me away to a bigger
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city which offered high schools for girls preparing them for univer-
sity study,” Eva later explained, “something very rare for that time hap-
pened: a unique exception was made, and I was admitted at the all-boys’
Gymnasium (academic high school), the first, and at that time only, girl
at that school.”

The Jewish children in Eva’s school did not participate in religious
education classes because the school was Protestant. Instead, they at-
tended religion classes after school with the local rabbi. “There, we were
supposed to learn some Hebrew, study the Old Testament, and generally
be trained and reinforced in our religious beliefs.” But Eva was unable to
accept his religious teaching. She later explained that she and the other
students “absolutely despised the rabbi,” an immigrant from Poland who
did not speak German well and “did not know how to handle a bunch
of sharp, critical kids.” She recalled that “when we asked questions about
the content of some bible stories which we could not accept at face value,
because many of them went against laws of science and logic, he was not
able to interpret them as to their real meaning. Instead he got angry, and
red in the face.” Eva later reflected:

It was, looking back and remembering, really an ugly situation;
and in my “know-it-all,” pretty intolerant, mind, it was enough
to convince me that religion, in the sense of belonging to a
church, was not for me. Since I had just read somewhere that at
the age of thirteen, a child may legally decide to leave the church
into which he was born, I made an especially big show of what
he considered to be insolence (and no doubt it was) by asking
one of those theological questions which he could not answer.
He turned red again, raised his voice, and told me to leave the
room. Whereupon I rose . . . and said that that was fine with
me; since I had recently turned thirteen, I had not planned to
ever return anyway, because I was going to declare my departure
from the religion.

I never went back, and how my poor mother was able to
live this down, I don’t know. Eventually, the shock of all the
good people in our little town subsided, and I was re-accepted
in the fold of family and friends—though I, from then on, did
not any longer participate in any religious observance; I would
have felt a hypocrite had I done it. When I wanted and needed
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to feel close to God, I would explain, I would go out into the
woods, into nature, hear music—there, my religious feelings
would be genuine.

Later when Eva was nearly fifteen years old, she was suddenly re-
jected, without explanation, by her best friend at school, Ilse, because of
Eva’s Jewish heritage. Eva responded by beginning her first diary. The en-
tries were written in pencil, in old Gothic German script, and cover the
period 1925-1926. In her first entry, on January 22, 1925, she wrote:

For quite some time I have had the idea to start a diary, to ac-
count in these pages what goes on in my inner and outer life.
But something always came up that kept me from doing it.
Also, as long as I thought I had a girlfriend to whom I could
confide everything, the urge for a diary was not that great. Now,
however, when I have become aware that [ was in error as to her
friendship, I have nothing left but these pages, and I will confide
to them everything that moves me.

Nobody can understand how it hurts to have lost Ilse for
whom I cared so much, and still do. What beautiful hours we
spent with each other! It is so great to have a human being who
completely understands you. I had always yearned for a real
friend, and when I finally thought I had found her, how happy
I was! I believed that she cared for me also, and if that is so, then
she cannot so completely ignore me now. I do understand that
it must not always have been easy for her to have a Jewish girl
for a friend. But that she does not talk to me about that openly,
that she avoids—I'd almost say cowardly—every occasion for a
talk—that hurts the most.

Mutti came home today; the pleasure about her return was
of course not as great as usual because I was so depressed about
Ilse. Mutti probably does not know how much I love her, be-
cause I am not the kind of person who can show easily what

she feels.

Evas relationship with her Jewish heritage and her views about reli-
gion were complex. She would soon decide to devote her life to the fight
against Nazism as a member of an unusual political group that rejected
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all forms of formal religion in favor of a Kantian-based philosophy of
ethical activism. As she later explained,

Much later, when the persecution of the Jews had become
deadly, when I had to leave Germany, . . . when our family was
spread all over because of anti-Semitism and persecution, when
some of them perished in the concentration camps, I had differ-
ent thoughts about my rebellion as a child. I felt deep loyalty to
all those suffering and persecuted because they were Jews, and
knew I was one of them—on what level: race, culture, history,
identification? I could not ever clarify. Definitely not on the
level of the religious dogma, the crux of which—the chosen
people theory—I just cannot accept. Yet, I never could quite
get rid of a certain feeling of guilt whenever I thought of my
decision to break ties with the Jewish religion.

Eva’s independent early reflections about life were not limited to her
thoughts about religion. Her diary entry on December 2, 1925, reveals
much about the search of this fifteen-year-old girl for self-awareness
and her deep interest in personal relationships. She wrote: “I wonder if
human beings continue to develop, or if there is a point in life where
things come to a standstill.” She observed that her older brother Erich
was “today an enthusiastic Social Democrat and agnostic,” but in his
earlier wartime letters—which she had just reread—Erich had written
“of his devotion to Judaism to which he would forever remain loyal, and
of his belief in the necessity of an autocratic government, since people are
not mature enough for self-government.” Eva wondered, “How ever did
this deep change in his beliefs occur? Who knows for how much longer
he will be a Social Democrat? Perhaps other influences might push him
into an opposite direction!”

On August 18, 1926, with a mix of excitement and trepidation, Eva
revealed to her diary that she had made a decision about the next big
step in her young life:

I really racked my brain these last months as to what I should
do when I am finished with school. I did not find an answer,
and this uncertainty contributed to my general feeling of un-
happiness. Now I know what I am going to do. Nobody told me
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I had to, the decision was totally mine, and I believe I did the
right thing. Briefly, come Easter I will be able to study in a for-
eign country. That this will be possible is due only to Erich. He
has done so much for me that I just cannot thank him enough.
Barely 16 years old, and I will already be able to get to know
foreign lands, customs and people! This is a prospect that could
not be any better. And yet, I know that it will not be easy for
me to feel at home with strangers. I am, although I often give
the appearance of being withdrawn and independent, someone
who needs much love, and so I will probably suffer a lot and
will not be able to talk to anyone about it. Well, time will tell,
and perhaps I will find there, where I expect it least, someone
who understands me.

And in a diary entry on November 28, 1926, Eva struggled with the
fact that she had matured too soon:

Loneliness is painful. I realize that more and more often in spite
of my youth. And when I get together with people of my own
age, I have nothing to say. . . . How I would like to be just like
a child, how I would like not to know all the things I do know!

If only the time were near where real life begins. I am long-
ing for work that will completely absorb and satisfy me, and
where there would be no time for sadness. Who knows if time
will bring fulfillment to these expectations!

Eva could not have imagined how the future would challenge the
fulfillment of her expectations.



2. Study in France and at the
Walkemiihle (1926-1932)

At the end of 1926 at the age of sixteen, Eva and her family left their
home in Goldap and moved to Kassel, a midsize town with an active
cultural life not far from Frankfurt in central Germany where her old-
est brother Erich had become a lawyer. For a short time Eva worked in
Erich’s law office to acquire clerical skills, and in the spring of 1927 she
went to Nancy, France, as an exchange student to study at the university
and perfect her knowledge of French.

While living with a French family, Eva quickly overcame some initial
difficulties with the language. She was not comfortable, however, with
her host family, finding them narrow-minded, and she rebelled against
their conservative views. She also fell in love with another exchange stu-
dent, “deeply, immaturely, felt very guilty about it, and ran away from
it, and from all the feelings that it had stirred up.”

Despite the trauma of this relationship and the conflict with her
host family, Eva’s experience of living and studying in France would have
enormous value in her later life. “What I had gained during that period
in France,” she later reflected, “was not any kind of growth in terms of
self-knowledge. But my French was now really good, and I also had
learned to love and to know a lot about French literature, philosophy,
and history—a fact which some years later became a life saver in a very
critical situation, and which continued to be helpful all through my life.”

After her year of study in France, Eva returned home to Kassel,
Germany, in 1928. She felt that the time had come for her to make
some “far-reaching decisions” about the further course of her life. She
decided not to return to France to continue her studies at the university
and instead “to join a philosophical-political group of idealists led by

14
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a Kantian Professor of Philosophy, Leonard Nelson, who had laid the
scientific, philosophical foundation for a moral obligation to political
activism.” This group, which her brother Erich had previously joined,
was the Internationaler Sozialistischer Kampfbund (ISK).? Eva’s brother
Erich suggested, and Eva agreed, that she should become a personal
assistant to Leonard Nelson. Eva’s decision to become involved with the
ISK would transform her life for the next twenty years.

Not much has been written in English about the history of the
ISK.? Leonard Nelson (1882-1927), a pacifist and idealistic professor
of philosophy at the University of Géttingen, had initially founded
the predecessor of the ISK in 1917 under the name Internationaler
Jugend-Bund (International Youth League, IJB). Nelson’s work drew
from the teachings of post-Kantian philosopher Jakob Friedrich Fries
(1773-1843). The IJB did not fit within the philosophical and political
frameworks of either the German communist youth organization, which
banned its members from joining the IJB in 1922, or the German social
democratic youth organization from which the IJB was expelled in 1925.
After 1925, the IJB became the independent socialist splinter group
known as the ISK. Based on Nelson’s teachings, the ISK sought to edu-
cate an elite group of ethical leaders who would, by their active political
involvement and personal example, help improve the human condition.

Eva described the unusual commitments required to become an
active member of the ISK:

You had to pledge your life to it. Also, your lifestyle had to
change in accordance with the predominance of the political
obligation: no personal wealth; life of utmost simplicity; no
marriage or other family ties; vegetarianism; rejection of church
directed dogmas. In case of conflict, personal ties had to be sev-
ered, and in order to be able to do this when it was required,
strenuous character education with severe personal demands
had to be accepted. The educational maxim was: utter honesty;
follow the golden rule, or, as it was rather expressed, the maxim
of the Kantian philosophy of Ethics and Justice: When there is
conflict, not to do unto others what you would not want them
to do unto you.

Eva later explained why she joined the ISK at that time:
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To understand the situation then: We lived in Germany under
the Weimar Republic, a relatively short period of Parliamentary
Democracy, squeezed between the reign of absolute Monarchy
under the Kaiser until 1918, and the terror rule of Hitler which
started in 1933. During these fifteen years, the men and women
in the Weimar Republic tried to make democracy work in
Germany. But there were too many odds against them which
made their attempts doomed to failure: a desperate economic
situation with unemployment reaching hopeless proportions,
and with little or no chance for a member of the working class
to make a decent living for himself and for his children, leave
alone to rise into a higher strata of society. There were also the
effects of a lost war, with feelings of frustration fanned into ex-
aggerated nationalism and desire for revenge.

It is true that the situation did not always look hopeless
during those years: For the first time in German history, a mem-
ber of the working class had become President: Friedrich Ebert.
Many men and women of good will—and many of humble
beginnings—were members of the Reichstag, and tried to pass
good legislation. And there were organizations outside of the
government that had high aspirations to create a better world,
thinking they had answers to the most burning problems, and
feeling that, if only enough people would devote their lives to
the causes of peace and justice, they could not help but make
progress, and avoid the specter of impending disaster.

Yet, Ebert, and all the other people who tried so hard, had
to fight against non-acceptance, against apathy, against lack of
democratic traditions, against economic and national misery,
against violent outbursts from radical groups of the left and of
the right. And shortly after Ebert’s death in 1925, an ardent
traditional monarchist, former General under Kaiser Wilhelm,
Paul von Hindenburg, was elected President of the Republic.
Slowly, but irrevocably, he moved the nation from one crisis
to another, and finally towards the election of Adolf Hitler as
Chancellor. Elected through the disintegrating democratic pro-
cess, he very quickly abolished every remaining vestige of de-
mocracy that had been so painfully built up during the years of
the Weimar Republic, and established the rule of terror.
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Eva described the idealistic duty motivating her decision: “Feeling that
the country—and perhaps mankind—was sliding towards catastrophe
(hunger, violence, curtailment of freedom, war), we were convinced that
it was everyone’s sacred duty to do whatever he or she could do to stop
this crazy slide. We were convinced that there were more good people
than bad, and if only all the good people would join forces, give up the
comforts of their own lives, do their duty, then right had a chance to win
over wrong.” Eva later admitted that this was “naive, perhaps, knowing
nothing about power politics; yet understandable if one agrees with the
thought that one should follow one’s own conscience.” Eva was willing
to accept the enormous sacrifices of this commitment:

So I decided: 7ot to continue my studies at the University, 7ot
to train myself and look for a rewarding and well paying job so
that I could make a good life for myself, and start helping out
mother financially; to reject the thought of personal happiness
such as love, marriage, children. And instead to devote my life
to the struggle for what is right.

Encouraged by her older brother Erich, Eva took an initial step in
her commitment to the ISK by agreeing to work for Leonard Nelson
as his personal assistant. That arrangement, however, did not last long.
“This first step was too big for me to handle. I was quite young, and the
utter loneliness in the house of this brilliant man was more than I could
take.” When her brother Ernst returned home on leave from his work
with a German engineering firm in South Africa, he strongly objected
to Eva’s decision to become involved in the ISK, and she seized on the
opportunity to leave Nelson: “Ernst very strongly impressed on me that
I had no right to do what I was doing, but that, if I did not want to
continue my studies, I had to get a job and help support mother and the
children. I was quickly convinced, said good-bye to Nelson, and went to
Dortmund, to work in the record store of one of Ernst’s friends.”

For the next few months, Eva held a position as a sales clerk in the
record shop. Unknown to her when she took the job, Ernst had arranged
the position for her and had initially paid her salary in the hope that she
would abandon her political activism and “life of self-denial” with the
ISK. When Eva discovered this and learned that Ernst had hoped that

she and his unmarried friend would grow to like each other and that
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she would lead the kind of life that he envisioned for her, she felt be-
trayed and quit the job immediately. This episode, along with historical
events, would put an end to communications between Eva and Ernst
for many years.

Eva was now ready to turn back and commit herself fully to the
ISK, and she agreed to become a student at the ISK’s special country
school called the Walkemiihle. This began a period of her life that she
later confessed was “most difficult to describe.” Though her years at the
Walkemiihle were positive in many respects, they were extremely neg-
ative in others. On one hand, “those three years . . . were invaluable in
terms of what I learned about myself.” But on the other, they were “ter-
ribly and, in retrospect, unnecessarily, painful—so much so that at the
end of the three years, I almost died—and that is to be taken literally.”

The Walkemiihle was, as Eva described it, “an international Liberal
Arts College created by Leonard Nelson that was attended by young peo-
ple (not all Germans) who had decided to accept the rigorous training of
character and intellect which would prepare them to take an active part
in the political life of their countries.” In addition to this college, the
Walkemiihle also taught preschool and elementary school students who
had been entrusted by their parents (most of whom believed in Nelson’s
philosophy) to receive the best possible education. “The school was
small, in the heart of rural, fairly backwards, Germany. Our instructors
were educators of renown, philosophers, mathematicians, economists,
historians; also shop teachers, and a wonderful old gardener whom we
all loved.” Eva noted that there were also “many other great people on
the staff who not only did their work in house and kitchen, but were
friends and educators as well.”

The director of the Walkemiihle, Minna Specht, had an enormous
impact on Eva. Eva described her as “one of the leading educators of our
time, and the most beautiful, creative woman I ever had the fortune to
know. She was the close friend and co-worker of Leonard Nelson; and
she was also loved by all who ever had any prolonged contact with her.”
Specht’s work at the Walkemiihle would end when the Nazis shut the
school down in 1933. She would then move the school with the young
children first to Denmark and then to England.*

The ISK’s rigorous education at the Walkemiihle involved, in essence,
training students to find ethical solutions to human problems through
rigorous application of reason and Socratic dialogue. Eva explained:
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o

The Walkemiihle. Courtesy or ADsD/FRIEDRICH-EBERT-STIFTUNG.

All of us who were there were chosen, and we accepted to spend
three years of rigid training willingly, if not really knowingly.
Character and mind were to be trained, helped to be honest,
independent, and strong. Intellectually, that meant that we had
no typical college education there. All courses were held entirely
in the Socratic Method, where we students, in small groups,
started out with a question in a given subject matter, and tried
to find solutions, in rigorous self and mutual examination and
questioning—the instructor not providing any answers, only
making certain that we did not stray, and that no glib state-
ment remained unsupported or unchallenged. We were to expe-
rience—and we did—that honest answers towards truth could
be found by ourselves, not based on any outside dogmatic au-
thority. The morning sessions were devoted to these discussions.
In the afternoons, everyone wrote detailed minutes of the morn-
ing work from which he or she developed the questions to be
handled the following morning.

A very difficult process, slow, painstaking; but rewarding,
and one that gave confidence in the potential of one’s own
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reason. It was never easy, but went rather well in studies of math
where truth was objective, not shaded by emotions. Economics,
history, was possible also. Philosophy much harder, and inter-
personal relations . . .

“Interpersonal relations,” Eva later observed, “were not overtly handled
at all.” The students at the Walkemiihle knew from the outset that they
were expected to train themselves to be independent of emotional ties.
Help was offered to the students only in an impersonal way, but it was
not without warmth. Leonard Nelson’s father was “loved by all, a frail,
old gentleman, with all the grace and culture of a totally different life-
style, who had accepted ours, yet added to it the rich warmth which was
part of his nature.” “Vater Nelson,” as he was called, “had wonderful
records, was a great musician, and played the piano beautifully—some-
times he and Minna Specht would play duets for us. The evenings which
we all spent once a week in his living room, were filled with music and
reading (I remember especially Van Gogh’s Letters to his brother Theo.
They were read beautifully by Gustav Heckmann, our Math teacher,
and outstanding leader in Socratic conversations, and they opened a
new world for me.)”

Eva studying at the Walkemiihle in 1929.
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The students could never discuss their individual feelings, and Eva
had intense feelings of guilt for having promised not to have any contact
whatsoever with her mother during those three years—even though her
mother lived only a short distance from the Walkemiihle. Eva acknowl-
edged that she and other students had freely decided to accept such
restrictions and expected them to be difficult. But they believed that they
would grow from coping with their pain. “This was a lot easier in theory
than in reality,” Eva recalled, “and I did not grow, I only hurt, especially
also from being aware that my decision was unbelievably painful for
my mother.”

Eva’s guilt about cutting off all contact with her mother was not
the only emotion she suppressed. “Other feelings began to stir in me, as
was natural: for a special younger girl towards whom I felt deep friend-
ship and understanding; for a boy with whom I would have loved, and
sometimes did, to talk alone, and walk, and go on bike hikes, and just
feel his presence.” The consequence of being unable to talk with anyone
about the “growing turmoil” within her was nearly fatal:

The feeling of guilt grew and grew and became overwhelm-
ing, guilt at not being able to live up to my promise, at being
a failure. With what we know now, it was not surprising that
I became ill, very ill. Nothing organic, it appeared; I did not
become irrational in my behavior either; I just could no longer
eat, or if I did, keep food down. So I became very weak, and
discovered that this was perhaps the only way out: being too
ill, no demands which I could not meet, could be made upon
me, nor could I make them upon myself. I gradually became
free of guilt.

It must have been a frightening experience for all around me
who cared: to see me slip away. First at school, then at home.
Now I could go home, be loved and cared for by mother, and
Erich and [his wife] Herta, staying in the beautiful little room
which belonged to my sister Ruth—bright, red furniture, flow-
ers, love and care surrounding me. In my memory, this was a
rather soft, nice time for me—no pain, just gently floating in a
warm world without inner conflicts.

They tried what they could, especially Erich, to get me out
of it: doctors, hospital, diagnosis that I had to go on a meat
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broth diet if I wanted to live. I refused; for ethical reasons I was
a vegetarian, and I would have put myself outside the circle of
my friends, if I had followed that diet—that I could and would
not do. The local doctors did not know what else to do.

Eva’s brother Erich saved her life. “In his despair and overwhelming de-
sire to bring me back to living,” Eva recalled, “Erich found a vegetarian
doctor in Switzerland, with psychiatric orientation: Dr. Bircher-Benner.”
Erich’s wife Herta took Eva to Switzerland, leaving Erich and their little
child behind “in a demonstration of love that I can never forget.” The
treatment was successful. “In Zurich, I slowly was guided back, helped
to see my guilt feelings for what they really were, helped to accept life
and nature and emotion for something real and good, and not to be
ashamed of. I learned some degree of self-understanding, and as I did,
I started to get well.”



3. Anti-Nazi Work in Germany
(1932-1933)

After her study at the Walkemiihle and her recovery in Switzerland,
Eva moved to Essen, a city in the central part of Germany’s Ruhr re-
gion. She held a number of small jobs while devoting most of her time
and strength to political work with the Internationaler Sozialistischer
Kampfbund (ISK) in its fight against the rise of Hitler.

These were hard years with high unemployment in Germany. Most
jobs that Eva held were temporary: waiting tables, cleaning, secretarial
work in a department store. She was able to earn enough money to eat
and pay the rent and was proud when her salary “made it possible to
save some money, and to take gifts home for mother and the children:
Hans, Rudi, and Ruth.” But the primary purpose of these jobs was to
allow her to engage in her work with the ISK: “The main thrust in these
years was the desperate, rather naive, attempt to help stem the tide of
Nazism.” The ISK “tried with all its might to get all people of good will
together to form a united front against the Nazis.”!

Eva recalled how the ISK, “with tremendous efforts . . . guided in
Berlin by Willi Eichler . . . launched a daily paper Der Funke (the Spark)
in addition to the monthly magazine which had existed for a long time.”*
Eva and other ISK members in Essen were primarily involved “in the
daily selling of the paper in the streets, at corners, in pubs, in front of
factories, from house to house—on Sundays also in the country to which
we rode on our bikes.”

I will never forget the exhausted look on face and body of the
coal miners, when they came out of the pits: pale, covered with
dust, with no spring in their walk. I don't forget the tenements
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where they lived, the children. In pubs, I often ran into pros-
titutes who would buy my paper—perhaps not to read it, but
because I was a young girl, alone? And especially I don’t forget
the physical fear that I experienced when I would walk back
and forth on the sidewalk in front of a big store, calling out:
“Der Funke! Unite against the Nazis!” And when walking, or
rather marching, behind me, would be uniformed storm troop-
ers—would they trip me, would they thrust a knife? Plain, cold
fear; but one walked on. It was frightening—one did not often
see a young girl alone at that time, doing political work.

Members of the small ISK group in Essen also participated actively
in political discussions: “asking annoying questions in local Nazi meet-
ings; giving talks in small towns and villages at trade union or cultural
gatherings, at our own group meetings.” As Eva recalled, “It seemed
important to repeat over and over again that only in joining ranks could
the Nazi threat be overcome.” They experienced hostility and threats at
the Nazi meetings, but Eva never encountered physical violence.

The ISK continued to have fundamental philosophical and polit-
ical disagreements with the German Communist Party (KPD) and re-
mained split from the major German socialist party, the German Social
Democratic Party (SPD). Despite such differences, the ISK recognized
the urgent need for unity among these parties in seeking to prevent
Hitler from taking power. In 1932, the ISK reached out to the KPD
and the SPD to unite in an attempt to prevent the Nazis from gaining
control of Germany in the Reichstag election of July 1932. Eva recalled
that the ISK’s “Dringender Appell fiir die Einheit” (Urgent Appeal for
Unity) was the “last vital, desperate attempt of the ISK to try blocking
the Nazis” ascent to power.”

Eva explained that this appeal was made “to everyone, members
of the Socialist and Communist Parties, of the Trade Unions, the
Independents,” to finally create a united labor front to resist Hitler.
“Wherever possible, we put big posters on billboards, and our small
local groups organized meetings where more people and organiza-
tions were encouraged to support this appeal by signing.” The appeal
was also published in the ISK’s newspaper, Der Funke, and in plac-
ards posted throughout Berlin. Signatories to the appeal included ISK
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leaders Willi Eichler and Minna Specht; scientists Albert Einstein, Franz
Oppenheimer, Emil Gumbel, and Arthur Kronfeld; writers Kurt Hiller,
Erich Kistner, Heinrich Mann, Ernst Toller, and Arnold Zweig; and
artist Kithe Kollwitz.

The appeal was obviously too little too late, and any subsequent
overt opposition to the Nazis quickly became very dangerous. The ISK
made the same appeal against Hitler prior to the federal election in
March 1933 but with fewer signatories. Soon after the placards ap-
peared, writer Heinrich Mann and artist Kithe Kollwitz who had signed
the appeal were forced by the Nazis to withdraw from the Akademie der
Kiinste (Art Academy).> Eva noted: “As history tells us, all these efforts,
no matter how visible and logical, did not accomplish the desired results.
The two political parties of the German Left went into the final elections
separately, as hostile competitors; they were defeated, and after Hitler’s
victory, their leaders were arrested, killed, or exiled; the organizations
were dissolved, the reign of terror took over, and those active members
who survived were forced underground.”

Shortly after his appointment as chancellor by President Paul von
Hindenburg on January 30, 1933, Hitler outlawed all opposing political
parties. He used the Reichstag fire on February 27, 1933, as the basis
for an emergency decree the following day that allowed him to suspend
civil liberties and to raid the offices of the KPD and arrest Communist
Party members. He then pushed through the Enabling Act on March 23,
1933, that essentially gave him dictatorial powers. The SPD and various
socialist splinter parties and groups who had opposed Hitler, including
the ISK, were banned and compelled to work underground or in exile.*

The final days before Hitler embarked on his reign of terror against
all opponents forced drastic changes in Eva’s life. “What I had done po-
litically had certainly not been important in the general range of things;
but I had nevertheless been too visible to be ignored.” Search warrants
and warrants for arrest of political opponents were issued. Eva made a
quick farewell trip to Kassel to see Erich, her mother, and her younger
siblings, Hans, Rudi and Ruth. “I can’t go home anymore—my place
had been searched, and I must go into hiding.”

At the same time, Erich, Herta and their son Theo barely escaped
with their lives to Switzerland. The Gestapo questioned Eva’s mother and
her other siblings about Erich’s escape and searched their apartment but
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took no further action against them. Eva lived in hiding for a short time
with friends in a neighboring city.

As she planned her escape from Germany, Eva also struggled with
the prospect of parting from an ISK colleague, Rudi Lieske, with whom
she had developed a close relationship. Eva recalled that her ISK group in
Essen had been so committed to stopping Hitler’s thrust to power that
“there was room for nothing else.” But this was not quite true:

The work and friendship with Rudi that gradually turned into
love sustained him and me during these years. Yet, neither he
nor I at any time held any hope that this love could continue,
that there would ever be conditions where we could just live
together, work, be happy, have children—all these wishes that
were very strong in me, were assumed to be totally impossible

of fulfillment.

Hitler’s assumption of power in 1933 eliminated any hope about a fu-
ture with Rudi. Eva needed to escape from Germany. Her colleagues
determined that in view of her knowledge of French, she would be most
useful in the anti-Nazi fight with ISK members in exile in Paris. Other
ISK members, both Jewish and non-Jewish, would remain to fight Hitler
in small underground groups in Germany in coordination with the Paris
group. Eva would later determine, after intense emotional struggle, that
her close relationship with Rudi could not survive as he remained in
Germany and she worked with the ISK in Paris.

In preparing for her escape, Eva took her passport to the police
station in Essen to ask for the exit permit that was necessary to leave
Germany. However, the police refused and seized her passport based on a
new ordinance requiring the confiscation of all passports of Jews. While
staying with friends in Cologne (registered at one address and living at
another), Eva devised a scheme to get her passport back. She asked a
friend to send her a postal money order to the Central Post Office in
Cologne. When she went to pick it up, she was asked for her identifi-
cation. “I said regretfully that my passport was being held in Essen, for
technical reasons, and what was I to do? I really needed that money!”

The postal official expressed sympathy and regret, but without iden-
tification he could not give Eva the money. “So I asked if he could
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perhaps give me a slip of paper stating that I needed the passport in order
to receive the money that was being held for me. He was glad to comply,
and I had the beautiful slip, with signature and stamp, which I sent to
the local Police Station in Essen.” Eva then waited. “It did not take long:
One morning, the lady (a friend) at whose house I was registered came
in . . . pale and a little shaking. That morning, a police constable had
rung her doorbell, asked if I lived there. . . . She said, with great fear for
herself and for me, that I did, but that I was not home. Well, the man
said, he could just as soon have her take care of it. And he handed her
my passport that she now held out to me! I can tell you—it seemed a
beautiful document!”

A few days later, Eva was on a train to the Saar area—then a small
internationally governed country between Germany and France that
one could enter without legally leaving Germany. From there, she took
another train into France and was on her way to Paris. “Friends told me
later that my ploy was discovered, and that I was accused in an article
in the Essen paper. I never saw the article; it was supposed to have said
something about ‘Jewish girl cheating authorities of passport.’”

Eva’s flight to France in 1933 to escape the Nazi threat not only
separated her from Rudi, her first real love, but also pulled her apart from
most of her family. Eva’s brother Erich had been an attorney in Kassel,
Germany, when Hitler took over in 1933. In addition to participating in
the ISK’s anti-Nazi activities (such as distributing Der Funke and other
ISK publications), Erich had represented individuals and groups who
were prosecuted for resisting the Nazis. He often clashed in court with
the infamous Nazi attorney (and later judge) Roland Freisler.’ As one
of Hitler’s early targets, Erich barely escaped from Kassel on March 23,
1933, evading Nazi storm troopers by slipping out through a back door
as they entered his office. A friend drove him to Frankfurt that day while
he hid with his wife Herta and young son Theo under a blanket on the
floor of the car.® From Frankfurt they quickly caught a train to Zurich,
where they arrived on March 24, 1933, with “the clothes on our backs,
one small suitcase and enough money to last a few weeks.”” Erich and
his wife would later join Eva and other ISK colleagues in exile in Paris.

Eva’s younger brother Hans, a teacher, was also forced to leave
Germany in 1933. He would flee first to Switzerland and then to France,
where, after staying for a while with French teachers, he would also
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join Eva and Erich at the vegetarian restaurant in Paris. A few years
later, Hans would return to teaching in Minna Specht’s school, first in
Denmark and then in England.

Eva would be separated from the rest of her family members for
many years. After World War I, her brother Ernst had become an ap-
prentice engineer and went to South Africa in the 1920s for his firm, a
large railroad construction company in Berlin. Ernst would later help
their mother Charlotte, Eva’s younger brother Rudi, and her younger
sister Ruth escape from Germany to South Africa.

With her escape from Germany, Eva was about to embark on her
first experience as a refugee. “A new chapter starts; there is no longer a
country that I can call home.”



4. FEarly Years in Exile in Paris
(1933-1935)

After Hitler took power in 1933, political parties opposing him were
forced to work in exile or to conduct increasingly dangerous under-
ground resistance work in Germany. The ISK members did both. Eva,
her brother Erich, ISK leader Willi Eichler, and other ISK members
would form the ISK’s prewar headquarters in exile in Paris.

One historical account of the formation of the ISK’s Paris headquar-
ters simply states: “In November 1933, [Willi] Eichler fled to Saarland
and a month later from there further to Paris, where he built up ISK’s
exile center.” The formation of the ISK’s headquarters in Paris, however,
was far more complicated than that. Difhcult groundwork had to be laid
well before Eichler’s arrival in Paris in November 1933.

Eva arrived in Paris in the early summer of 1933. The first task for
her, as for all refugees, was “somehow to eke out an existence, to make
a living no matter how modest.”® Eva could speak French well and was
able to find work quickly at the office of a German-language literary and
political publisher, Editions Nouvelles Internationales, that had been
well known in Germany before Hitler. Not long after she arrived in Paris,
she made contact with Erich and Herta, who were in Switzerland with
their young son Theo, but could not remain there because Switzerland
strictly prohibited the employment of aliens.

While living in Zurich, Erich made plans to go to Paris and open a
vegetarian restaurant. Without permits to work legally in Switzerland,
he and his wife were able to earn some money from friends who were
willing to employ them secretly on a temporary basis. They sought to
learn what they could about the operation of vegetarian restaurants,
observing the kitchen at the vegetarian sanatorium of Dr. Maximilian
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Bircher-Benner, where Eva had restored her health after her emotional
breakdown at the Walkemiihle, and kitchens at other local Swiss vegetar-
ian restaurants. Erich decided to ask his friend, a lawyer in Zurich named
Dr. Rosenbaum, to lend him money to start a restaurant in Paris. But
before he could request the loan, Dr. Rosenbaum directed his secretary
to give Erich a check for 10,000 Swiss francs as a gift without conditions.
Erich regarded the gift as a loan to be repaid. Erich and Herta arrived
in Paris in August 1933. Erich spoke a little French; Herta not a word.*

Erich and Herta then made a wrenching personal decision: rec-
ognizing the demands and dangers of their commitment to the ISK’s
anti-Nazi work in exile, they decided not to bring their seven-year-old
son Theo with them to Paris. The ISK’s school at the Walkemiihle had
been shut down and confiscated by the Nazis, and ISK educator Minna
Specht had decided to start another school in Denmark for students
and other refugee children. After spending time in a children’s home in
Switzerland, Theo was to attend this new school in Denmark as one of its
first four students, from seven to nine years old. Theo later recalled that
his mother came from Paris to Lille and joined him and the other three
children on the train to his new school. He noted that she “accompanied
us to Dunkirk, where she saw us off on the boat to Denmark the next
day. My pleas to go back with her and to stay with them in Paris fell
on deaf ears.” This decision would result in years of painful separation.

Erich’s wife Herta recalled that they found a good location for the
restaurant, “a new office block” that had just been completed on the
Boulevard Poissonniére, and decided to rent about three-quarters of the
first floor. Herta noted that they “went to Galleries Lafayette . . . and
bought cutlery, crockery, pots and pans, tablecloths and everything else
that we thought we would need.” As they were setting up the restaurant,
they got ideas for their menu from other restaurants by ordering different
vegetables for each person: “When the meal was served, we all got beans,
different kinds of beans of course. It was a good way to learn.”

As they prepared for the opening in October 1933, Herta urged
Eva to give up her other job so she could help with the restaurant. Eva
agreed. Others also joined the effort, including Eva’s brother Hans. As
Herta recalled,

By October we were ready. We invited everyone we knew for a
free meal on our opening night. There were many refugees and
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Le Restaurant Végétarien des Boulevards.

many French friends as well. An Italian artist we knew drew a
big poster for us.

“RESTAURANT VEGETARIEN DES BOULEVARDS
aprés Bircher-Benner

28 BOULEVARD POISSONNIERE”

We employed a Sandwich Man to walk up and down the Boule-
vard with it.°

Eva was amazed at how the restaurant was inundated with customers
from the outset:

Contrary to conservative estimations, our restaurant was im-
mediately a success. People loved the food, the tasteful way in
which it was served, the atmosphere of people gathering in some
kind of warm relationship, French men and women as well as
those now without nationality. And at the end of the first week,
there were so many people wanting to get in and be seated that
Erich had to rent more of the floor (it was a new building), had
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the walls torn down, and continued to operate successfully for
eight years, until war broke out.

It was a tremendous amount of work. . . . We all were cooks,
and shoppers at les Halles (the central Paris market) where, in
the early morning hours, you got the most beautiful produce.
And we were also waiters when that was needed, or hostesses, or
cashiers, especially those of us whose French was good.”

Another friend in Switzerland loaned Erich an additional 10,000
Swiss francs for improvements to the expanded space, without question
or demand for any security for the loan. The restaurant was so successful
financially that by January 1934, the gift and loans from Erich’s Swiss
friends were repaid in full.®

In short, by the time ISK leader Willi Eichler arrived in Paris in
November 1933, other ISK members, including Eva, Erich and Herta,
had already laid the groundwork for the ISK’s headquarters in exile in
Paris. This had been accomplished at substantial economic risk and sacri-
fice, with profits from the restaurant available to support the ISK’s work.’

Eva later reflected that the work in the restaurant had “something ex-
hilarating” about it. “The restaurant was financially very successful, and
the loans could be paid back within a few months. We each took only
a very nominal salary for ourselves, and the surplus served to help the
underground work in Germany.” But it was also physically demanding:

Due to overwork, Erich became very ill in the first year of our
operation, and had to be hospitalized for many weeks with a
severe case of pneumonia. Then I had to take over at the front
desk. That is when and why I met Otto one night who had come
to dinner with a group of young French students. I don't forget
that evening. I had hit a real low of sadness and loneliness that
night; yet somehow, a spark between us two strangers lit up that
was to become a lifelong association and love."

During her initial years in Paris before she met Otto, Eva devoted
virtually all of her time and effort to the ISK’s work against Nazism. On
a personal and emotional level, these years were painful for her. In light
of the unparalleled death and destruction that ultimately resulted from
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Hitler’s rise to power in 1933, it is easy to overlook the impact of life
in exile on those who, like Eva, escaped Germany in 1933, continued
to fight against Nazism, and survived. The rise of Nazism and Eva’s
commitment to fight against it irrevocably uprooted her from her home-
land; foreclosed her from exploring and pursuing personal, artistic, and
professional interests; and tore her from her family and her first serious
love relationship.

While she was devoting herself fully to her work in Paris in 1933
and 1934, Eva agonized about the loss of her relationship with Rudi
Lieske. She struggled to understand herself, revealing her deep desire to
have a child, her need to be strong and fulfill her duty to her work, her
love of nature, and her regrets about the personal losses suffered by her
generation. She expressed these feelings in the diary she kept at that time
with entries in the form of letters to Rudi, often marked “not sent.”!!

Eva later commented that before she met Otto, the years in Paris
were perhaps the saddest of her life: “Rudi is far away; my love for him
is still alive, but it gets no nourishment; the present is filled with hard
work and little hope; the future is bleak. I start again questioning my
life, where it has led me, and where it will take me. There are some
friends with whom I spend many night hours in one of the Paris cafés,
philosophizing, trying to help one another by listening and talking. But
basically I am alone, and I write a lot.”*?

Eva sought relief from her sadness in music. In an entry in her
Paris diary on April 13, 1934, she noted: “Now I am going to a con-
cert—actually I am happy—music—from it the thoughts become free
and soft.” But she could not escape the feeling of loneliness. “I need
to find someone to whom I can give warmth and love, perhaps a very
young person, a child . . .”

Eva wrote several poems in her Paris diary. She later explained:
“Somehow it seemed to help the loneliness and agony of these years
to write, and I started to express feelings in what very loosely might be
called poetry.” One short poem, written on August 5, 1934, is titled
“Blick durchs Fenster auf den Boulevard Poissonni¢re” (View through
the Window to the Boulevard Poissonniére):

I look at the trees in the big loud street,
It is a hot summer day.
The leaves are still green, but dusty and brittle.
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And when the wind brushes them, they fall,

Tired, helpless, as in autumn.

And I look at myself.

I am young. Why do I lack the strength?
More and more often I am brushed by
Sadness in my soul,

And tears fall, unable to be held back.!?

Eva slowly grew to accept the end of her relationship with Rudi.
In a diary entry dated August 16, 1934 (marked “not sent”), she wrote
“Rudi, I watch with inner fear how we are coming apart.” She observed
that her fate was to go her own
way and noted that “the time we
were together was very beautiful.
Perhaps it therefore could not
last.” She concluded:

I must go through everything
alone. And the strangest: [ am
not at all so very sad about
this development; it sits well
that I come through alone. I
am stronger and proud that
[ am now able to stand com-
pletely alone. Do you un-
derstand that? Can you do
that too? You will experience

it sooner or later. . . . And I ey
wish you would go the same gy, a the restaurant window overlook-
way in your development. ing Boulevard Poissonniére.

In late August/early September 1934, Eva was able to take a brief
vacation from her work in Paris. She traveled alone by train to Saint-
Malo, a small port city in Brittany in northwestern France.'* This vaca-
tion gave Eva more time to reflect on her separation from Rudi. It also
gave her a rare opportunity to write, briefly relieved from the pressures
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and responsibilities of her work and stimulated by the peace and calm
of nature. In her diary entry to Rudi on August 29, Eva began with a
description of the setting:

St. Malo is a small cure-town and also a fishing village. The
rough rocks that appear in low tide interrupt the uniformity of
the ocean. If one looks the other way inland, one sees a beauti-
ful, soft meadowland with hills, many trees, all possible greens,
streams, cow and sheep pastures, potato and vegetable fields.
The houses lie like toy boxes scattered around; gray building
stones, mostly with roofs of slate and sometimes straw. Not at
all poor, but small and secluded. Other than green and gray and
the blue of the sea that is sometimes fantastic, the landscape has
no colors. But the effect is peaceful, almost cheerful.

In her diary entry on September 2, Eva expressed in a poem her
desire to have a child and her belief that it would never happen:

Oh you my child, you unborn,

my heart constricts with pain,

whenever I must think of this great stillness
that you will continue to sleep in me forever
and I can never embrace you with my love.

It is not bad of me, my child,

that I do not give you life.

Sometimes I believe I could not endure it myself;
for my entire being presses me to you, my child,
in bitter unquenchable longing.

In her diary entry on September 6, 1934, Eva wrote a poem de-
scribing the landscape and the “gift” of her loneliness. Understanding
how the calm of nature allowed her “to hear the quiet voices in me,” she
ended the poem with trepidation about returning to work in Paris. And
on September 8 as her vacation came to an end, Eva took a bus along
the coast from Saint-Malo to Granville.” In her diary entry on that day,
she described that trip in a poem that ends:
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The sky is like the clearest water,

the clouds dark red-violet;

at one place it is as if someone

dipped a fine paintbrush in a cloud

and drew the sky with a long, tired-swinging stroke.

The picture disappeared.

One drives further into the deepening evening,.
It becomes even more still, peaceful and clear
and one becomes so engrossed in this expanse,
that there is only one wish:

never again to lose it.

Eva returned to Paris on September 9, 1934. In a diary entry to Rudi
(marked “not sent”) written that day, she reported that she was “now on
the way back to work after a wonderful, very peaceful vacation alone by
the ocean.” The “calm and greatness of nature” made her happy:

At high tide, the waves strike up around the house . . . noth-
ing to see except a great, great gray surface. At ebb tide, broad
beautiful beach; out of the sea, rocks emerge everywhere, often
in the most remarkable shapes. Lighthouses, ships, far in the
distance a cape, above that the sky, sometimes gray and heavy,
then radiant blue with small white clouds—always new and
beautiful.

When it rained, and I walked for hours along the beach,
climbed over rocks, saw no people, the feeling: I am in all this
greatness completely alone—and feel gloriously free. When the
sun shines and I swim and let myself be whipped and tossed
by the waves, and see cheerful, healthy, tanned people, chil-
dren—that is also beautiful. And when I don’t want to see the
people, then I only go a few steps further, up on the dune mead-
ows, and see nothing but ocean and sky. And the long nights
with clear stars—it was hard to leave that.

The happiness from this vacation was short-lived. In her diary entry
written in Paris on September 29, 1934, Eva spoke again of numbing
loneliness, of a “remarkable twilight existence. . . . No great sadness, no
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great joy, only great fatigue and the feeling, almost the wish: that every-
thing would become completely still.” On New Year’s Eve, December 31,
1934, Eva asked in her diary what the future held for her—resigned to
the fact that her work foreclosed the exploration of her interests:

Inclination to art, to writing—all very much in danger of be-
ing numbed. . . . It would be too bad if all of that were buried;
for sometimes the conviction and wish are alive to be able to
develop deep strengths that are dormant. Perhaps, if one would
give me freedom, I would need to concede that these strengths
are stunted dwarf plants not worthy of being matured. Perhaps.
But why must I live in a time that does not allow me the possi-
bility to give it a chance.

Eva expressed her desire: “Only once, to be alone in another city without
assignment, without having to give direct account, responsible only for
myself.” Yet she knew this was impossible because she could not abandon
her commitment to continue the anti-Nazi work:

The work, which I am convinced must be done, should it re-
main hanging on the others? Again the old point, about which
there can be no debate. For the others do not leave the work.
They can’t. Just as I have not been able to do it to date. I be-
lieve that my life will remain stuck with this point, and I will,
to be sure, not die as a fulfilled person at peace with herself.
will not create any positive works, but I will at least not have

damaged my duty.

In her diary entry on January 1, 1935, Eva reflected further on the ex-
periences of her generation: “A person needs calm to develop. My, our
generation’s misfortune is that it did not have time to mature. I have
experienced a lot, and some deep and harsh.”

In her diary entry on February 3, 1935, Eva revealed again her desire
for a close relationship:

I have such a longing for a person who is there for me. This
person does not come. Whether it will take a long time for me
to wait for him, that I desperately look for him from time to
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time? One always says that one gets calmer and clearer over the
years. Until now, my development has gone exactly in the op-
posite direction. For everything that earlier appeared obvious
and settled forever, begins to waver and must be struggled with
again. That is often terribly difficult.

Also to sit here—I am so tired. Human conversation rustles
around me, all somehow connected. They look right through
me as if [ were air.

i

This was the inner world of that “strange, sad, shy girl” who was looking
for the sign of a human being on the night she met Otto at the Restau-
rant Végétarien des Boulevards in 1935.



Part II.

OT110’s PATH TO 28 BOULEVARD
POISSONNIERE

It was spring when I reached Paris, and spring in Paris
is overwhelming.

—OTTO RECALLING HIS MOVE TO PARIS IN 1927






5. Childhood in Munich (1900-1920)

Otto was born in Munich, Germany, in 1900, “the first year in a brand-
new century,” as Otto put it." His parents were Catholic. His father
Jakob was a bricklayer and his mother Martina delivered newspapers to
help with the family’s meager income. Otto had an older sister Rosa and
three younger sisters: Dora, Tina, and Lina.’

Jakob was twenty-three years old when he met and married Otto’s
mother. They started their young family in a poor suburb of Munich
where Otto was born as their second child. The family then moved to
a tiny flat in Schwabing, a borough in the northern part of Munich.
Otto recalled,

The earliest memory I have of my childhood is when we moved
from Haidhausen to a new place in Schwabing. I was about
three years old. My mother pushed me in one of those old-fash-
ioned high-wheeled baby carriages along the cobblestone streets.
It was a long walk, and it must have been tiresome for my sis-
ter Rosa who was only five, and who went with us alongside
the carriage.

The tiny flat at Schleissheimerstrasse 73 had only a kitchen,
two bedrooms, a very small “Kammer” [room], and a toilet. This
was to be the home that saw all of us five children grow up, and
where our mother still lived alone at the time when her life came
to an end. As a bricklayer, my father did not earn much, and it
was hard to pay the rent; so, one of the bedrooms and the little
“Kammer” had to be sublet. I still can hardly believe that at one

41
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time, the five of us children and my father had to stay in one
room. My mother slept on the kitchen sofa.

Otto recalled his father’s humble background: “My father, Jakob
Pfister, was born in 1875 in Gerolzhofen, a small town not far from
Schweinfurth, in Lower Franconia. He was the oldest of the seven children
of Kaspar Pfister, a day laborer (Tagelhner), and his wife Margarete. The
small house in which the family lived . . . leaned against an old, massive,
round tower that was part of the town’s medieval fortifications.” Observing
and experiencing hard physical work dominated Otto’s memories of his
early childhood—including his summer visits to his grandparents:

Grandmother had a vegetable garden, and she kept, besides
a few goats and chickens, half a dozen geese. It was one of
my chores to drive them every morning to a stream running
through nearby meadows, when I spent my summer vacations
there. Another chore was to take lunch to grandfather who
worked not far away at the railroad station, shoveling coal day
in and day out from freight cars into horse drawn carts. It was

a backbreaking job.

The life of Otto’s mother had even more humble beginnings. In a
brief account of her early life, she wrote, “Was born a poor Christ child
on December 29, 1871, and half a war-child, and because of that born
out of wedlock—so three times poor.” She suffered hardships as a child,
including injuries sustained when she became stuck in the snow while
delivering bread during a severe winter storm. The injuries caused bone
splinters and open sores that nearly resulted in the amputation of her
legs. She recovered and later became a salesgirl at the Marienplatz in
Munich, where she met Jakob Pfister; they married in 1898. This did
not end her struggles: “Then the worries began again, until one had
brought up five children while also having to go to work. And when I
thought that finally better times would come now that the children were
grown—the hardest thing hit me: the husband left me.” Otto recalled
his mother’s burdens:

Life was hardest for my mother. To add to her household money,
she had taken on a job of delivering newspapers. At that time,
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that was done by women. The paper had to be carried to the
subscriber’s door, often three or four flights up, twice a day,
even on Sunday mornings. She left the house at 5:30 a.m., and
came back only after we had already left for school. At night,
she did not get home until after 5:00, when she hurried to get
dinner ready. A grueling task that had to be done day in and
day out. In winter, father sometimes helped her, carrying the
pouch through heavy snow.

I also see her scrubbing the clothes on the kitchen table,
after they had been boiled on the kitchen range. To dry the
wash, she had to carry it two flights up to the attic. Once a week,
she went down on her knees to wash and scrub our bare wood
floors. In the evenings, she sat for hours darning our socks and
stockings, and mending our clothes. We children did not always
realize how hard she worked all the time.

Otto closely observed and admired his father’s work and training as a
bricklayer:

For a while, he was an apprentice with a cobbler, but he decided
soon that this was not what he wanted to do with his life. At
fifteen, he set out for Munich where he had a cousin who was
a builder; and he became a bricklayer. At night, he went to
trade school. I remember being very impressed as a boy when I
discovered a big roll of drawings he had made at school, all ex-
ecuted meticulously in China ink. I also remember how proud
I was when his cousin, Baumeister Michael Reinhard, who was
my godfather, told me once that Jakob was a very hardheaded
fellow, but surely he was the best bricklayer in town.

Otto’s father was stern—a man of few words. Yet Otto was filled
with pride on weekends as he walked to the flea markets by his tall fa-
ther’s side, without talking, through the streets of Munich. And during
the week, Otto looked forward to his father’s return home from work:
“I see myself standing at the kitchen windowsill, eagerly waiting for my
father to come home for lunch, pushing his bike across the backyard.
We had window boxes with geraniums, and sturdy iron crossbars, to
keep us from falling out the window—the flat was on the third floor.”
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Otto especially admired his father’s ability to repair things. “On Sunday
mornings, we kids had to go to early Mass. Often, when we came home,
father was busy repairing our shoes. He had even learned how to fix half
soles with wooden pegs. He taught me how to insert a hog bristle to
the end of a pitched twine. In the afternoon, then, he sat sometimes for
hours to clean and repair watches that he had bought at the flea market.”

His father’s interest in literature deeply influenced Otto. “Father
liked to read. He also liked to memorize, and to recite, long ballads, such
as Schiller’s ‘Die Glocke.” From auctions, he came home with hauls of
books that he had bought for little money. Although he was not active
politically, though he was a union man, he read liberal publications such
as the Simplicissimus and Die Jugend.” Otto inherited his father’s love of
reading and memorizing. Throughout his life, Otto would recite poems
by Goethe, Schiller, and others that he had memorized as a child.

Otto had only eight years of formal education, from 1906 to 1914.
He was anxious about attending school at first. “Shortly before school
started, | was filled with great fear—as though a big dark wall was fall-
ing onto me, and I could not escape. By that time, I was six, and really
was in great distress.” But Otto did very well academically. “All that
fear turned out to be groundless: I liked school! And I liked it all along,
and always had excellent grades, through the eight years of Volksschule
(elementary school). I loved geometry and drawing, and I liked to read.
My playmates teasingly called me der Leser (the reader).”

Otto developed a craving for learning. He was fascinated by nature
and history and by the achievements of human beings. As a child, he
stood on the hills outside of Munich and watched young men attempt-
ing to fly in contraptions similar to those used by the Wright brothers
in America. Otto loved to read about Greek and Roman history and
about art and architecture. He would have loved to continue his school-
ing beyond his eight years at the Volksschule, but his family could not
afford it. “One great disappointment came when I could not move to
the Realschule, as did many of my friends. At that time, higher educa-
tion was reserved for the well-to-do. We had no money, and I had no
access to any of those rare token scholarships given to the poor. The
only alternative was to learn a trade, which I started to do when I was
fourteen.”

It was Otto’s father’s decision that his son should learn the cabinet-
making trade as an apprentice. Otto recalled, “Already as a little boy, I
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had loved to make doll furniture
for my four sisters—out of cigar
boxes. So it was easily decided
that I should become a cabinet-
maker.” Otto was not happy with
this decision. “I wanted so badly
to be something ‘better.” So I
begged and begged my father to
find a place for me with a friend
of his, a wood carver. His friend
was willing to take me on but
advised strongly against it: with
the modern trend in furniture

styles, carving was out; there was

Otto in Munich shortly before begin-
ning his apprenticeship in 1914.

no future. So, cabinetmaking it
had to be.”

Otto began his apprenticeship “that fateful August in 1914 when
World War I broke out.” Too young and frail to serve as a soldier in that
war, Otto worked as an apprentice from 1914 to 1918—not learning to
craft beautiful furniture but instead making ammunition boxes:

Those were hard years. Soon, the boss took in defense work.
We toiled up to 60 hours a week, making ammunition boxes
by the never-ending thousands. Working conditions were most
unhealthy—no dust exhausts provided on the machines. I still
marvel how I made it without getting tuberculosis.

Since we did not often get our hands on a piece of furni-
ture, I did not learn too much of the trade. But dovetails [hand-
crafted corner joints], which we used on the boxes, I could do
almost blindfolded! Added to all the hardship was the scarcity
of food through the war years. As a growing youngster, I seldom
got my fill. Sundays, we went out to tramp from farm to farm
to gather some eggs, some butter, some meat here and there.
And I was always tired.

Despite his long hours of work, Otto still found time to read. He
borrowed books from the library and read newspapers. What he learned
began to test his views of the world:
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Atsixteen, a friend gave me Darwin’s 7he Evolution of the Species.
I had already felt a growing alienation from my Catholic up-
bringing. Although I could not fully follow Darwin’s writ-
ings, to read him made me abandon the dogmatism of the
Church. At random, I discovered writers like Hoffmannsthal,
Chamisso, Kleist, among others, and even Poe, Maupassant,
and Shakespeare. My early patriotism, nourished by our chau-
vinistic textbooks, petered out, and when I came across writings
about the Socialist movement in Germany, I read them with
strong interest.

When World War I ended in November 1918, the so-called November

Revolution swept away the German monarchy. As Otto recalled,

A revolutionary regime was formed by the homecoming sol-
diers, the workers, and the peasants, all over Germany, and also
in Munich, the capital of Bavaria. Civil war came to our home-
land. Conservative officers of the old army had gathered enough
disgruntled veterans and adventurers up north to march towards
Bavaria, to wipe out the revolutionary government. After a few
months of fighting, they prevailed. A regressive democratic gov-
ernment was formed as part of the Weimar Republic.

Otto was not involved in the fighting. As he explained, “My political
outlook had not crystallized enough to drive me to active participation.”
But his future in Munich was bleak. He continued to work as a journey-
man cabinetmaker in the old shop where he had apprenticed until he too
joined the growing masses of the unemployed. Facing a shortage of food
in Munich and economic collapse in the form of runaway inflation, Otto
dreamed of immigrating to America and even began to study English on
his own. Then came an opportunity that would change his life:

When, at the end of the war, a coworker had departed for Italy
where his father had reopened an icebox factory, I begged him
to look for a job for me. I had forgotten all about it when, in
1920, a letter came for me from Rome, inviting me to come
to work for his father and also, to bring along another fellow.



5. Childhood in Munich (1900-1920)

Seldom had I felt so exhilarated in my life! To escape the short-
age of food, to be able to work again, to see Italy, the traditional
yearning of the German Wandersmann [wanderer]—it seemed
a dream too good to be true. My father encouraged me; my
mother was sad but did not try to hold me back. While I was
waiting for my papers, I set out to learn Italian, with intense
application. And come fall, I started out with a friend for the
Eternal City.
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(1920-1935)

Otto lived and worked in Rome from 1920 to 1926. After years of
limited physical and mental nourishment, he devoured everything
Rome offered:

Quite a new life it proved to be, exciting in many aspects,
broadening my horizon in different ways. I loved the Italian
language, and learned it quickly and well, enjoying the prog-
ress I made every day. I liked the people and their songs, their
lightheartedness, their love for beauty, and their familiarity with
their history. And what a history it was! Rome is an open book
of that history: a never-ending richness of monuments, of ru-
ins, of churches and museums, of fountains and parks. Every
weekend, our Baedeker [tourist guidebook] . . . directed us to
new marvels.

And there was food, inexpensive and wholesome food.
With it went wine, fine wine that even the poorest working
man could afford to have with each meal. After the many years
of deprivation, this was a most satisfying experience.

Other new vistas opened. For the first time in my life, [ saw
the ocean. It was only an hour’s ride by bus to the beach of Ostia,
the old Roman harbor. I spent many happy Sundays there.

Then there was the theater. I had been deprived of it back
home, since it had been out of reach—1I had seen only one op-
era. Here, the little people could afford theater and the opera,
and they took advantage of it. In time, I saw many operas, and

48



6. “Education” in Italy and France (1920-1935)

for a while, I was even an extra at the triumphant march in Aida

at the Costanzi.

Even work was more fun. I had taken a new job in an

old, established firm that built richly designed period furniture.

Italy had, as I soon found out, a great tradition of the finest

Otto (center) with friends in Rome in
1922.

craftsmanship in woodwork
(as of course also in other
crafts and arts), and during
the years I worked there, I
acquired a great amount of
new knowledge and skill.

And there was the beau-
tiful climate of Rome. The
abundance of sunshine most
of the year made outdoor
life easy and pleasant. We
roamed the countryside, dis-
covered many historic sites,
of which Cerveteri with its
vast excavations of the re-
mains of the early Etruscan
civilization is still vividly
in my mind.

In time, I visited Naples
and Pompey, escalated the
Vesuvio, and went to the

beautiful Island of Capri. In later years, I traveled to Florence,

Milano, and Venice. All of these were exciting places for me

to see, since I always had a keen interest in history and in art.!
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In 1922, Otto invited his sister Tina to join him. “She was then a
lively eighteen-year-old girl, and she also wanted to break out of a frus-
trating life in inflation-ridden Munich.” Otto was able to find her a job
taking care of the little children of a wealthy Italian family, Count and

Countess Lazzarini. But as Otto recalled, “She was exploited, and she

soon found another place. Now, at least, her earnings were not wiped

out overnight, as they had been back home, and she was eager, during
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Otto with his sister Tina in Rome in 1922.

the little free time she had, to fill her hungry mind with all the beauty
and knowledge life in Rome could offer.”

Otto’s time in Italy was cut short by political developments:

Stormy clouds had developed over this country. A political
movement that in time brought disaster over all of Europe and
indeed the world had started when Mussolini, at the head of his
Blackshirts, marched into Rome. I was a silent spectator in the
crowd who acclaimed the new “Duce.” After the Fascists had
taken power, the people began to experience the true nature of
the new regime. Soon freedom of speech and of the press was
gone, the trade unions were taken over, and life for the working
people became progressively harder. And in time, Mussolini
engaged the country in a disastrous war in Africa.

“As a foreigner,” Otto explained, “I lived on the margin of these
portentous events. But, hating the new ideology, I began thinking of
leaving Rome. Paris had always held a great attraction for me. So, in the
fall of 1926, I left for France.”

On his way to Paris, Otto was “taken in by the beauty of the Riviera”
and decided to stay in the city of Nice on the southeast coast of France.
“Since Nice is a bilingual city, it was possible to acquire some knowledge
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of French while using my Italian at the working place. A wonderful
climate, picturesque surroundings, and lighthearted people, easy to
live with, made that winter at the Riviera one of the happiest periods
of my life.”

One day in Nice while looking for a new place to eat, Otto discov-
ered a modest restaurant at the Old Port. “It was a place organized on a
cooperative basis by a group of vegetarians. At refectory tables sat long
rows of young people, with heaping plates of beans, rice, and salads,
engaged in lively discussions.” Otto was intrigued not only by the veg-
etarian food but also by the people he met there:

Most of them were Spaniards—Catalans and Basques—sturdy,
hardworking laborers. Among the books, displayed near the
exit, were works by Kropotkin, Bakhunin, Tolstoy, and Max
Stirner—all new to me—and a number of French poetry selec-
tions. It was an unexpected atmosphere. I went back there often,
and made friends with a small group of young people from Paris
who, on weekends, went out to the countryside.

Through conversations with his new friends, Otto’s French quickly
improved. And when some of them decided to return home to Paris,
Otto decided that it was also time for him to move on. So, after living
in Nice for about a year, Otto packed his tools and moved to Paris.

Otto’s life in Paris from 1927 until he met Eva in 1935 was an-
other phase in his quest to experience and learn. Just as he had done
in Rome, this young man who had been deprived of formal schooling
after the age of fourteen now eagerly absorbed what he could about this
great new city:

It was spring when I reached Paris, and spring in Paris is over-
whelming, or at least it was that way, fifty years ago. I roamed
through the city in all directions, learned to love her incompa-
rable charm, her boulevards, imposing avenues and squares, her
museums, churches, and beautiful parks. Later, I learned also
to love her people, and the language, although that took some
time. Parisians do not mix as easily with foreigners as Romans
do, and with the haunting memory of the war, many still looked
at Germans as the despised “Boches.”
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It took Otto weeks to find a job in Paris. When he finally did, it
was in the shop of a cabinetmaker from Holland who built fine period
furniture and modern interiors. “Again I started to learn, and found out
how little I knew about the intricate art of veneering.”

Shortly after he began to work, Otto became ill with a severe in-
ner-ear infection. Despite hospitalization with excruciating pain, this
illness left some fond memories:

During those lonely days at the hospital, I experienced warm hu-
man kindness. One of my friends from Nice, Paul, a young stu-
dent in Paris, came to visit me, and brought me fruit and books.
One book I vividly remember was a biography of Beethoven by
Romain Rolland. This was the first book written in French that
I was able to master; and Rolland’s prose made me aware of the
great beauty of the French language.

Through Paul, I got to know and to love French poetry.
When we went on walks, he endlessly recited Victor Hugo,
Rimbaud, Verlaine, Baudelaire, and many others, in his beau-
tiful diction, and I was an appreciative audience. From him, I
also learned a lot about French history and literature.

He loved plays and music, and we often went to the
Comédie Francaise and to the opera. As I had been able to in
Rome, I could easily afford to go; a seat at the “poulailler” (last
balcony) cost less than an hour’s wages.

Along with Paul, Otto participated with idealistic pacifist groups in Paris:

Ever since Nice, I had kept my habit of not eating meat. We
often had dinner in a newly opened vegetarian restaurant that
belonged to a group of “return to nature” enthusiasts. They
had also built a rustic camp in a lovely valley (La Vallée de
Chevreuse), not far from Paris. Their philosophy encompassed
the development of body, mind, and spirit. We joined this
group, and I have fond memories of many marvelous week-
ends spent among these people who were earnestly searching
for a new way of life. Each summer, the camp was the gathering
place of young pacifists from all over Europe, and I made many
new friends.
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And Otto learned whatever he could from his new acquaintances. He
recalled that one of them, a German professor of linguistics, explained
to him the origin of his name: “There was a time when some Germans
liked to Latinize their family names. One ambitious forebear of ours, not
satisfied with the humble name of ‘Bicker’ (baker), adopted the Latin
word ‘Pistator’ for it. Erosion and contraction did their work: ‘Pistator’
became ‘Phister.” This transformation must have happened before 1461,
because in that year, a book of fables had been printed by an Albrecht
Pfister in Bamberg (a town not far from Gerolzhofen in Lower Franconia
where my father was born).”

Otto also made furniture for his new friends in Paris. It was not
lucrative work, but it contributed to what would become lifelong friend-
ships with some:

Now I had rented a corner in the shop of some chair makers,
and [ started to work for myself. . . . At that time, I met Theo
Fried . . . and I made the furniture he designed for a friend’s
house.” Most of the work I did then was for “little” people,
students, friends.

I did not always get paid. In one instance, I had designed
and made tables and benches for a new vegetarian eating place
opened by a young “naturiste.” Since he was an idealist, he
wanted to forego profit, charged too little, and soon went into
bankruptcy. He had not paid me yet and forewarned me that
an auction was imminent. So I spent part of the night before
to clear out the furniture on a pushcart. It took me a while to
sell it piece by piece.

Although this time in Paris was filled with positive experiences and
growth for Otto, not all was easy:

In November 1933, I got a telegram saying that my mother
had undergone surgery but was recovering well. A few days
later came another cable with the news that she had died of
complications. She was only 62, worn out too early by a life
of toil, and the final grief that father had left her. I went to the
funeral, although at that time that was not a wise thing to do:
After Hitler had come to power early that year, I had received,
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Otto working in Paris shop in 1927.

as had many other young expatriates, orders from the German
Consulate in Paris to report in Munich for a period of military
training. Since I had disregarded that request, I faced the danger
of being held at the border upon my return trip. Luckily, I had
my resourceful sister Rosa who found ways to get the right rub-
ber stamps for my passport, and so I was able to leave Germany
again without any problem.

Back in Paris, I soon got into trouble that could have caused
my expulsion from France. In February 1934, civil war had
broken out in Austria. In Vienna, the workers fought desper-
ately against the fascist regime of Dollfuss. The working people
of Paris took to the streets then, for a peaceful demonstration
of solidarity with their Austrian brothers. I too went with my
friends. At the spot where the throngs of people dispersed, de-
tachments of police waited to arrest people at random. I too was
caught. Since foreigners were forbidden to be active in politics,

I ended up in city jail.
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A phone call to an influ-
ential French friend set me
free. It had not been a pleas-
ant night—with a dozen peo-
ple stuffed into a small cell,
there was standing room only.
Every once in a while, some
of the prison guards came in
to provoke and rough some
of us up. I wore a full, long
beard at that time, and one
of them, grabbing and pull-
ing it, yelled: “Hey, Jesus-
Christ, what are you doing
here?” After that, of course,
I stayed away from street

Otto in Paris in 1934. demonstrations.

All of these years in Rome, Nice, and Paris provided a rich informal
Y/ p
education for that “tall fellow” who encountered that “strange, sad, shy
gitl” in the vegetarian restaurant that night in 1935—the man with a
look that was “open and great” who spoke to others in the restaurant
p g p

about idealistic philosophers and who loved the poet Rainer Maria Rilke.






Part II1.

RESISTANCE AND LOVE IN PARIS,
1935—1940

Bertholet informed me of the arrival in less than a
month of a friend, a certain Otto, who would deliver
me the bombs.

—JEF RENS, BELGIAN LABOR LEADER

When 1 visit you the first time in your workshop, when

you talk to me with love of the nature and life of wood.
Then I clearly feel that you are all one, that you stand
by who you are and what you do. At that moment, 1
think I loved you.

—Eva To OTTO 1IN PARIS






7. Anti-Nazi Work in Paris

There is no question that Eva and Otto were intrigued with each other
on that night in 1935 when they first met at Le Restaurant Végétarien
des Boulevards at 28 Boulevard Poissonniere. But how would they re-
act to each other when they discovered the gaping differences in their
backgrounds and personalities?

In her Paris diary, handwritten in the form of letters to Rudi Lieske,
Eva included comments about the early development of her relationship
with Otto. In a diary entry dated December 20, 1935 (marked “not
sent”), Eva noted that it had been a fairly long time since she had written
to Rudi. “I have the impression that it is becoming more and more quiet
from me to you.” She then reported how her relationship with Otto was
developing in connection with her work:

With Ortto, things are going well on the whole. We see each
other much less often than in summer and for very different,
more work-related purposes. On the whole, the development
of our relationship goes on clearly because a personal connec-
tion has become a working one, upon which basis a good com-
radeship probably will survive, as long as we do not live too far
away from each other. Naturally, sometimes—completely apart
from work connections—merely the presence of a person to
whom one can give something of one’s warmth and affection,
does one good. . . . It is in such moments that my hands, that
can be good, feel like beings outside of myself. 7hey are really
happy and thankful, while I, myself, remain at bottom cold and
indifferent. Otto knows this.
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In one of the last entries in this Paris diary, dated January 1, 1936,
Eva summarized the uneasy early growth of her relationship with Otto:

I remember back on the development of my relationship with
him: first happy, to have found a person, who with his confi-
dence in me helped put my self-confidence on its feet. Then
nothing, put off by his lack of culture, lack of understanding
and sense of tact. I stubbornly crawl into myself—the light
cheerful springtime dream of being in love with its bitter ef-
fect, I withdraw from all people. Turnaround: Then Otto, who
demands an explanation for my behavior, respect is born anew,
forming the basis of a friendly working relationship. Weeks,
months, the woman in me is dead. One evening at the lake, she
awakens to the friend—there follows an unintended, beautiful
pure night together. Other such hours are lived without regret,
not as a substitute for something else, without any obligation,
in complete freedom.

As Eva would explain in more detail to Otto several years later in
another diary, it took time for her to accept him as a man whom she
could respect and love. Otto persisted. He knew that he wanted this
woman to share his life, and he would continue to strive to be worthy of
her. In turn, Otto’s positive attitude and admiration of Eva’s capabilities
nurtured her self-confidence and inspired her hope.

But this relationship was being forged in the context of Eva’s com-
mitment to the ISK’s goals and in the fire of cataclysmic historical events.
For Eva and her ISK colleagues in Paris at that time, everything personal
in their lives was subordinated to their anti-Nazi work. Otto could not
have gained favor with Eva if he had not recognized the priority of that
work or had not been willing and able to participate effectively in it.
Otto was to prove his commitment by actions that put his life at risk.

Before examining Eva’s and Otto’s anti-Nazi work in Paris, it is
helpful to take a closer look at the background of the ISK and its com-
mitment to resist Hitler after he assumed power in 1933.

The ISK’s anti-Nazi work in Germany faced a formidable foe. On
February 17, 1933, the Nazis prohibited the further distribution of the
ISK’s primary publication, Der Funke (The Spark), after 325 issues had
appeared since January 1, 1932." In 1933, the Nazis boycotted Jewish
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businesses on April 1, banned trade unions on May 1, and burned books
on May 10. A system of terror and violence was established in Germany
to crush any group or individual opposition to Hitler.

Even before Hitler took power, it became increasingly evident to
ISK members that they would need to be prepared to conduct illegal
activity in their resistance against Nazism. They discarded membership
books and badges, produced false papers, and agreed on pseudonyms
(Decknamen) and code words. They simulated police interrogations and
trial proceedings, and they learned their “stories” if questioned, includ-
ing false explanations of how they knew each other if interrogated about
other ISK members. They became accustomed to the need for absolute
confidentiality, timeliness, and dependability in their resistance work.?
The unusual nature of ISK’s philosophy and practices became the or-
ganization’s special strength as a resistance fighter. Because of the harsh
personal demands for ISK membership (rigorous ethical education and
training, full devotion to goals of the organization above any personal
relationship, and no marriage, religion, meat, smoking, or alcohol),
the total number of ISK members remained very small and unusually
committed.

The number of ISK members is estimated to have been no more
than 300, and an estimated 1,000 dedicated friends of ISK members
were sympathizers supporting the ISK’s work.? Because of their extreme
level of voluntary self-sacrifice and their relative anonymity, ISK mem-
bers were able to trust and rely on each other to an extent that members
of most political groups could not. They were therefore uniquely suited
to engage in effective clandestine resistance work against the Nazis.

Under Willi Eichler’s leadership, a group of ISK members met se-
cretly on Easter Sunday, April 16, 1933, and decided immediately to
form an illegal group in Germany to focus on anti-Nazi work under
these dramatically altered circumstances.” In July 1933 in an illegal
meeting in Saarbriicken, ISK members discussed the new organizational
structure of the illegal ISK group in Germany. The ISK members re-
maining in Germany (of both Jewish and non-Jewish heritage) would be
divided into resistance groups of five. For secrecy/security reasons, only
one member of each group was to know a member of another group
at any given time. Twenty-six local ISK groups were established in six
districts: Berlin, Hamburg, Hannover, Cologne, Frankfurt, and Munich.
Five vegetarian restaurants and a bread wholesaler were available to ISK
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members in Germany for secret meetings, and many ISK members
worked in these restaurants.’

The ISK’s resistance work was designed to demonstrate to the
German people that active resistance against Hitler was still possible
and to encourage Germans to rise up against the Nazi regime. The pri-
mary focus of these efforts was the distribution of the extensive anti-Nazi
publications, pamphlets, and recordings produced by ISK members in
exile in Paris and smuggled into Germany. But the ISK’s resistance work
in Germany also included other illegal acts of considerable ingenuity
that, until the late 1930s, allowed ISK members to avoid detection
and arrest. In this respect, the ISK distinguished itself from both the
German Communist Party (KPD) and the German Social Democratic
Party (SPD), whose resistance efforts after Hitler assumed power were
readily identified and crushed by early and massive arrests by the Nazis.®

An example of the ISK’s unusual resistance efforts was the action
taken by ISK members in Frankfurt on May 19, 1935. On that Sunday,
Hitler had planned to preside over a ceremony celebrating the open-
ing of a new stretch of autobahn (highway) between Darmstadt and
Frankfurt. The night before the ceremony, ISK resisters painted “Nieder
mit Hitler!” (Down with Hitler!) and “Hitler = Krieg” (Hitler = War)
on bridges and pavements where the celebration would be filmed. The
resisters used ink at night that was initially invisible, and the anti-Nazi
messages would appear only when exposed to light, allowing the resisters
to remove themselves from the scene long before the messages appeared.
When the words were exposed prior to the ceremony, the Nazis covered
the messages on the bridges with swastika flags and placed sand over the
words on the pavement. However, rain and vehicle traffic swept away the
sand, and the words were revealed to those in attendance. The Nazis had
to make substantial edits in their propaganda film of the celebration.”

Similarly, ISK resisters brought large suitcases to train stations and
left them on the platforms to be loaded by porters. The suitcases con-
tained compartments at the bottom with ink that was released through
stencils onto the platform. The suitcases were effectively turned into
large stamps, leaving imprints of anti-Nazi messages in large letters on
the platforms, also not immediately detectible, for all to see after the
resisters had long since departed. ISK resisters even used special fertil-
izers to enhance the growth of grass along the countryside adjacent to
train tracks so that anti-Nazi messages would emerge after weeks in the
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speeded growth and deeper green of the words.® Other examples of the
ISK’s novel resistance activities in Germany included leaving pictures in
trains inside toilet paper rolls that depicted the swastika hanging from
gallows, and placing anti-Nazi messages in bottles that were set afloat
by ISK resisters in small boats in lakes in Berlin to be read long after the
ISK resisters had deposited them and left the scene.’

The commitment by ISK members to undertake illegal anti-Nazi
work obviously involved tensions and apparent inconsistencies. ISK fol-
lowers of Leonard Nelson who had been taught to make ethical decisions
through the rigorous use of reason were now being asked if they were
willing to use lies and deception in their fight against Nazism. The ma-
jority concluded that the ethical imperative of defeating Hitler justified
such behavior."

The ISK’s anti-Nazi work in Paris

Apart from operating the restaurant in order to finance its resistance
operations, the ISK’s work in Paris before the war involved publishing
anti-Nazi literature and smuggling it into Germany. The primary political
objective was to give support to the ISK members in Germany who were
trying to convince the people in Germany, particularly members of the
trade unions that had been taken over by the Nazis, to rise up and over-
throw Hitler. Another objective of the ISK’s publishing work in Paris was
to convince the French and others in Europe and the world that Hitler
was a monster who was preparing for war and needed to be stopped.

The ISK’s commitment to publishing was founded on its belief in
the power of education to improve the human condition. It is therefore
not surprising that despite its small number of members, the ISK group
in Paris was the most active producer of anti-Nazi publications among
all groups forced into exile by Hitler."" One of these publications was
the Sozialistische Warte, Bliitter fiir kritisch-aktiven Sozialismus (Socialist
Viewpoint, Pages for Critically Active Socialism), which became one
of the most important journals of political groups in exile in Europe at
that time.

After Willi Eichler arrived in Paris in November 1933, the first issue
of the Warte was published in May 1934. It began as a monthly publica-
tion and later was published every two weeks and then weekly."” Issues of
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the Warte were printed on especially lightweight paper to make it easier
to smuggle them into Germany for distribution. The Warte published ar-
ticles by a number of prominent intellectuals, including Thomas Mann,
Ernst Fraenkel, and Leon Trotsky. The ISK also published numerous
articles in the Warte using pseudonyms.'

The ISK group in Paris also regularly published anti-Nazi infor-
mation in pamphlets known as the Reinhart Briefe (Reinhart Letters)
for use and distribution by their ISK colleagues who were continuing
to do illegal resistance work in Germany.'* Also printed in Paris on
thin “Bible paper,” the Reinhart Briefe was published once or twice a
month and included reports about methods being used by the Gestapo
against the working class and about the resistance movement against the
Nazis. It also included news about political events that was not available
in Germany."

The ISK’s ability to smuggle its anti-Nazi publications from Paris
into Germany was significantly enhanced by the cooperation between
ISK members in exile and leaders of the International Transport Workers
Federation (ITF). This relationship grew out of Willi Eichler’s friendship
with Edo Fimmen, the Dutch secretary-general of the ITE'® Eichler
was introduced to Fimmen in August 1933 by a mutual friend, René
Bertholet, a remarkable resistance fighter with the ISK who would later
work closely with Eva and Otto. Fimmen’s commitment to resistance
work was not based on Leonard Nelson’s philosophy, but he agreed
completely with the need for a “United Front” against Nazi Germany.
He and the ITF joined with the ISK in the fight “without reservations.”"
In trial proceedings against German resistance fighters in 1938, a Nazi
prosecutor stated that “the Dutchman Edo Fimmen is Germany’s great-
est enemy.”'®

The support of Fimmen and his anti-Nazi union workers on trains
running into Germany and on ships within Germany allowed the ISK
to distribute large numbers of publications in Germany. Up to 1,000
copies of the Reinhart Briefe could be transported over the border. Of
these, approximately 700-800 copies would then be distributed through
the ISK membership network in Germany, and 150-200 would be dis-
tributed by Fimmen and the ITF network."”

This cooperation between the ISK and the ITF would continue
with even more dangerous resistance activities during the war, and Otto
would become directly involved in those activities.
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Eva’s participation in anti-Nazi work in Paris

Eva’s first job in Paris had been as an editor with Editions Nouvelles
Internationales, the publisher of a weekly literary political magazine
with works of exiled German authors. After she left that position to
assist with work at the vegetarian restaurant, she focused on the ISK’s
anti-Nazi publications and other resistance activities:

The efforts to help our friends in Germany carry on their un-
derground work were varied. We helped write and produce
materials that were somehow gotten into their hands, on rice
paper that could easily by swallowed if one was caught; or cam-
ouflaged by headlines that sounded as though they were Nazi
propaganda, or harmless advertisements.

We made little records spoken with a voice that could
be taken for Hitler’s, and that, after a harmless introduction,
brought important factual information to help in the fight
against Hitler's Germany.

We were in touch with our [ISK] friends in Germany, and
when their lives became endangered, we made every effort to get
them out into freedom and safety. These efforts were not always
successful—a good many of our friends spent time in jail; a
few died. But some were helped and, once outside of Germany,
could continue the work. In this task, Labor friends in France,
England, Holland, Luxembourg, Switzerland gave much help.?’

Although Eva’s brother Erich was an attorney, his biographer ac-
knowledged that “from a political point of view, Eva Lewinski had a
more important role to play in the Parisian ISK colony than her brother
Erich, whose entire time and efforts were needed to manage the restau-
rant.”*! Apart from Eva’s work at the restaurant and on the ISK’s pub-
lications, there was time for little else. Her only personal outlets were a
few short trips into the country to regain strength from the peace and
beauty of nature and from her writing.

The importance of Eva’s role in Paris increased substantially in April
1938 when ISK leader Willi Eichler was expelled from France. Eichler
was not given any official reason for his expulsion, and German historian
Heiner Lindner concluded that the grounds could never be explained.*
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Another historian noted that Eichler “left Paris in April 1938, having
probably been denounced by local communists.” Whatever the reason,
it is clear that Eichler left Paris against his will. With the help of Edo
Fimmen, Eichler found asylum in Luxembourg. After failing to have his
expulsion order rescinded, Eichler eventually obtained permission to go
to England. In January 1939 he arrived in London, where he began to
build a new ISK center to lead the organization in exile.

With Eichler gone, the leadership of the ISK’s Paris office fell on
the shoulders of two women: Eva and Hanna Fortmiiller. Although
Eichler’s absence was a serious loss to the ISK’s Paris office, virtually all
of the resistance activities of that office continued under the leadership of
Eva and Hanna, including the publishing and distribution of anti-Nazi
materials and efforts to rescue endangered colleagues in Germany.

As a political group at that time, the ISK was notable for the number
of women who assumed important leadership responsibilities.* No one
questioned the enormous capabilities of these two women in leading the
Paris office. But gender discrimination was still an issue. Historian Antje
Dertinger observed that “Eichler’s absence from Paris was a severe loss.
It is perhaps surprising, therefore, that so many of the ISK’s activities,
especially their publications, continued as before.” Dertinger explained:

This was due above all to the two women who took over the
leadership after Eichler’s expulsion from France. They were
Eva Lewinski and Hanna Fortmiiller, who later married René
Bertholet. These two women had been close colleagues of Willi
Eichler’s in the past. They were among the most able person-
alities of the ISK’s activists in exile, but as women, they found
themselves in a difficult position. In December 1938 [ISK
member] Werner Hansen wrote to Willi Eichler: “It is regret-
table that the ISK in Paris is now only represented by women,
however able they might be. . . . It is an unfortunate fact that
even within the Socialist movement, especially in the Trade
Unions, women are not yet fully accepted.””

A document in the ISK files in the archives of the Friedrich-Ebert-
Stiftung in Bonn, Germany, compiled by Karl Heinz Klir in his extensive
research work about the ISK; is titled “Decknamen” (pseudonyms). The
document contains a list of the many pseudonyms used by ISK members



7. Anti-Nazi Work in Paris 67

in their resistance work and helps researchers identify references to ISK
members in correspondence. One entry on the list reflects the recog-
nition of Eva’s importance to the ISK’s work in Paris at that time. The
pseudonym used by the ISK for “Paris” was “Evastadt” (Eva City).

Hitler’s aggression in Austria and Czechoslovakia in 1938 and 1939
resulted in a flood of new political refugees into Paris. On March 12,
1938, German troops marched into Austria as Hitler announced the
Anschluss (annexation) of Austria by Germany. Facing the Nazis’ ruth-
less policy of persecuting all political dissidents, Austrian opponents
of Hitler, including prominent leaders of the Austrian Socialist Party,
fled to Paris. The relationships that Eva developed with these Austrian
refugees in Paris would become critically important in her future. For
example, Josef Luitpold Stern, an exiled Austrian social democrat, edu-
cator, and poet, became a close friend of Eva and Otto during this time
in Paris. Stern would play a special supportive role for Eva, primarily
through his regular correspondence with her during the war years. Eva
also became acquainted with Joseph Buttinger (aka Gustav Richter), an
exiled Austrian socialist leader who later would became a key advocate
in America for Eva in her attempt to obtain an emergency visa for her
escape to America after the Nazi invasion of France.

Similarly, members of the SPD, who had set up headquarters in
exile in Prague after Hitler’s takeover in 1933, also flooded into Paris in
1938 after the Munich Pact of September 30, 1938, attempted to ap-
pease Hitler by allowing him to take over the Sudetenland (followed by
the Nazi invasion of Prague on March 15, 1939). Paris had become the
last center of refuge for all German-speaking anti-Nazi political parties
in exile. With over six years of resistance work in Paris, the ISK leaders
participated in meetings and discussions among the leaders of all of
these groups. Eva participated actively in those discussions and came to
be known and respected by leaders of the SPD as well. These connec-
tions would also help her later in her efforts in America to rescue others
endangered by the Nazis.

Some refugees from these German-speaking political groups had
already immigrated to America to work in exile. They included leaders
of the SPD such as E. William Sollmann, who came to America in 1937.
Sollmann had served as secretary of the interior and as a member of the
Reichstag before being driven out of Germany by the Nazis. The refugees
also included Karl Boromius Frank (aka Paul Hagen), a representative of
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the socialist splinter group Newu Beginnen (New Beginning), who became
active in America rallying financial and other support for the rescue of
other endangered political refugees.”® The positive impression that Eva
made on members of these groups in Paris would help her develop rela-
tionships with other members of these groups in the émigré community
she was later to encounter in New York.

Otto’s participation in anti-Nazi work in Paris

While working with ISK members in Paris, Otto became involved in
the distribution of the ISK’s anti-Nazi literature to the network of ITF
members directed by Edo Fimmen in Belgium and Luxembourg for de-
livery and distribution in Germany. Otto also helped prepare and deliver
false papers to endangered colleagues in Germany to aid in their escape.
Otto’s identity as a working man and his comfort in relating to trade
union workers helped him forge strong relationships with representatives
of the ITE After the war began in September 1939, he would make far
more dangerous deliveries to ITF members.

Otto was also directly involved in producing and distributing the
small Gramophonplatten (phonograph records) containing anti-Nazi
information. One such record was prepared by the ISK to encourage
people in Germany to believe in the continuing strength of the resis-
tance and to have the courage to vote “no” in the March 29, 1936,
“Abstimmung,” the election and referendum in which the German pub-
lic was asked to approve the military occupation of the Rhineland.”
Historian Ursula Langkau-Alex noted that ISK leader “Eichler had Otto
Pfister—who had long been living in Paris, was unknown in Germany,
and whose Bavarian accent resembled Hitler’s pronunciation—make a
small recording under the pseudonym of Dr. Franz Forster.”*

In March 1936, Eichler wanted “several hundred” of these records
to be distributed in Germany by Rhine shipmen who were affiliated
with the ITE The records found their way to opponents of the regime,
including former youth and sports organizations of the SPD and other
splinter anti-Hitler groups. But the recordings also fell into the hands of
Nazi organizations and even relatives of SS officers. The Gestapo inter-
cepted many of the records in post offices in Wuppertal, Eisenach, and
the Weimar district, among other locations. The Nazis were thereafter
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on the lookout for the unknown disseminators of the recordings, whom
the Nazis considered guilty of “high treason.””

The following is the substance of the message on the recording in
Otto’s voice (translated from German by Langkau-Alex):

On 29 March [1936] you are to say whether you approve Hitler’s
foreign policy [the military occupation of the Rhineland]. The
position foreign countries will take against Germany depends
on whether you agree with this policy of aggression, because
it is, in fact, a policy of aggression. No one has the intention
to attack Germany, neither France nor the Soviet Union. The
Franco-Soviet Pact only came into being after the wild rearma-
ment of Germany, after the crazy threats of attack against the
Soviet Union, after Hitlers refusal to participate in the Eastern
Peace Pact—of East Locarno. The assertion that the Franco-
Russian Pact conflicts with the Locarno Pact is wrong. But even
if it were correct, a peace-loving Germany would have called for
a Hague arbitration. No one can trust a deal breaker.

The result of the constant unrest in the world from Hitler’s
provocations can only be war. Exactly like William II, Hitler
will rattle his saber so long that he will unleash a world con-
flagration. The consequences will be even more terrible, for
each country and for Germany in particular. Because this must
be reckoned with: If Germany wants carelessly to provoke a
war, it will most likely cease to exist. The responsible circles
in Germany know that very well. They have plunged into this
adventure to distract attention from domestic economic and
social problems. For the same reason, the postponement of the
referendum elections.

Only an honest, peace-serving foreign policy and a domes-
tic policy serving the welfare of #// can help bring Germany out
of its desperate position. The saber rattling of the government
and the repressive measures of the Gestapo will only plunge
Germany into misfortune. Therefore, on March 29, say “NO”
to Hitler’s foreign policy!*

On the front side of the record was written “You are receiving a rec-
ord—spoken by Dr. Franz Forster.” On the back was written “Please
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Record using Otto’s voice urging Germans to oppose the Nazis' military
occupation of the Rhineland in 1936. CourrEsy oF BuNDEsarcHIV, B 198
BiLD-2018-0114-001/PHOTOGRAPHER: 0.ANG.

play this record once and heed the good advice and a well-intentioned
warning!”

The fact that this March 1936 recording was considered an act of
“high treason” added to the danger that Otto would face four years later
when he was captured by the Nazis. But by then he had done much more
that would have earned Hitler’s displeasure.

The Nazi crackdown on ISK members in Germany
The Nazis ultimately crushed the ISK’s resistance within Germany, but
to the credit of the group’s discipline, it took over five years. German

historian Heiner Lindner summarized the series of arrests:

In 1935, came the first arrests of 12 ISK members. Because of
their good preparation for the illegal work in the Third Reich
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and their outstanding disguise, the Gestapo still did not recog-
nize that those arrested belonged to a nationwide network of
resistance groups. It was not until the summer of 1937 that a
specially prepared department of the Gestapo arrested 100 peo-
ple out of the ISK network. As the southern German groups
also were destroyed in the summer of 1938, this was—after “at
least five years of continuous work” —essentially the end of the
ISK’s resistance capability in Germany.?’

Lindner noted that Eichler counted almost ninety specifically
named cases in which ISK members had to suffer punishment in prison
or concentration camps. He also observed that some ISK members made
costly mistakes:

So, a courier lost a pack of Reinhart Briefe, on which the ad-
dresses of ISK members had been carelessly written. Based on
that, the Gestapo arrested numerous members and with the help
of brutal interrogation methods extorted the identification of
still further names and addresses.*

Lindner concluded that the ISK’s resistance organization in Germany
did not recover from this “wave of arrests” that occurred into 1939 and
that the ISKs resistance work was all in exile from that point on.*®

The Philippson case

The danger of the ISK’s work in Germany is illustrated by the case of
Julius Philippson, who was caught by the Nazis in 1937, tortured to
reveal information about the ISK, and convicted in a Nazi show trial
for his involvement in the ISK’s resistance activities. In 1938, he was
sentenced to life imprisonment for high treason. In the court judgment
condemning Philippson, Otto was referred to as a key participant in
Philippson’s illegal anti-Nazi activities.

The Bundesarchiv (German Government Archive) in Berlin con-
tains records from the trial of Julius Philippson. The Abschrift Urteil
(judgment) against Philippson is a detailed and sobering account of
how the Nazis tried and convicted a man—and in the process the entire
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ISK political group—who dared to oppose Hitler’s policies. One of the
profoundly disturbing aspects of the Nazi regime is the careful documen-
tation that purports to explain and justify its brutal actions as lawful. It is
chilling precisely because it demonstrates how a society that purports to
be civilized can use the legal process to crush dissent and then to commit
the most hateful crimes against humanity. And it is an example of how
deeply the “legal analysis” of the Nazis’ case against Philippson and the
ISK was infected by anti-Semitism.

The court first summarized Philippson’s background, including his
academic performance and his remarkable military record fighting for
Germany during World War I. It noted that Philippson interrupted
his university studies to enlist voluntarily in the German Army, was
wounded twice in the Russian theater, and was a prisoner of war in
Russia for four years until April 1920. The court further noted that
Philippson, a staff sergeant and officer candidate, had earned the Iron
Cross I and II and the Austrian Medal of Bravery. After describing how
Philippson resumed his studies at the University of Gottingen in 1920,
passed the state examination for higher teaching service in 1922, and
assumed various teaching positions from 1923 to 1933, the court re-
counted, with cold detachment, how this Jewish German war hero and
highly educated teacher was removed from his teaching and his civil
service position in 1933 because he was “a full Jew.”*

Among the “highly treasonous activity of the Accused,” the court
referred to Philippson’s involvement in distributing the ISK publications
that were smuggled into Germany from France:

Apart from the material he himself produced, the Accused
[Philippson] in 1935 and the beginning of 1936 also distrib-
uted the Reinhart Briefe . . . and the Sozialistische Warte, which
arrived in packages in Berlin.?

As we know, the source of the Reinhart Briefe and the Sozialistische Warte
was the ISK group in Paris, including Eva. And Otto was heavily in-
volved in the process of smuggling these publications into Germany
with the assistance of the International Transport Workers Federation.
The court also specifically referred to Philippson’s communications

with ISK leader Willi Eichler through a “Mr. Pfister” in Paris:
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From the end of 1936 until his arrest, the Accused sent to
the addresses “Mr. Pfister, Paris XI, 1937 rue du Faubourg St.
Antoine” and “Herta Walter” in Paris for Eichler certain polit-
ical and economic news items in addition to newspapers such
as Der SSA-Mann, Schwarzes Korps, Arbeitertum and other spe-
cialized leaflets of the German Labor Front (DAF).3¢

And the court referred to Philippson’s participation in the distribution of
“records from Paris, in which listeners were exhorted to vote ‘No’ during
the elections in March 1936.”% The court did not know that the voice
on these records was Otto’s.

The court acknowledged that Philippson might have acted out of
“idealism” rather than a “lowly motive,” but it observed that as a “dis-
ciple” of ISK leader Leonard Nelson, Philippson “endeavored far more
than other disciples and followers of Nelson to disseminate Nelson’s
thoughts through action.” Returning to the core of its anti-Semitic “le-
gal reasoning,” the court concluded that this was “based on the Jewish
mentality which the two have in common.”*

Regarding the penalty that should be imposed on Philippson, the
court first quoted from the prior decision of the People’s Court against
another ISK member, Hans Prawitt, which concluded that the danger of
the ISK could not be underestimated despite the “relatively low number
of their followers.” Adding to this danger, according to the court in the
Philippson case, “is also the world political situation, in which the more
time passes, the clearer is the intransigent battle of world Jewry against
the National Socialist [Nazi] state.” The court found that the ISK “qual-
ified as a forward post of world Jewry in this fight, and at the head of
this forward post stood the Accused, who is a member of world Jewry.”?’

The court concluded that Philippson deserved the death penalty but
instead imposed life imprisonment. After spending years in different
prisons, Philippson was sent to Auschwitz in 1943, where he was killed
in 1943 or 1944.

At bottom, Philippson was sentenced to life in prison and ultimately
murdered by the Nazis primarily because he exercised what human be-
ings should never take for granted: the right to assemble and to express
opposition to oppressive government policies. Opposition to Hitler’s
policies, however, was a criminal act. For the Germans of Jewish and
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non-Jewish origin to engage in resistance to the Reich required a will-
ingness to risk imprisonment or death.*

At some point in the late phases of the crackdown against ISK members
in Germany, it became clear to the ISK group in Paris that their col-
leagues in Germany faced certain decimation at the hands of the Nazis.
One of the surviving ISK members in Germany criticized Willi Eichler
for his refusal to recognize the vulnerability of his ISK colleagues in
Germany earlier.*’ But when the crackdown occurred, the ISK mem-
bers in Paris did whatever they could to help rescue those in Germany
who had not yet been captured. With his steady and artistic hand, Otto
prepared false papers to assist ISK members in escaping from Germany
and helped smuggle those lifesaving papers into Germany.

Although the Nazis’ succeeded in crushing the ISK’s underground
organization in Germany, the anti-Nazi publishing efforts of ISK mem-
bers in exile in Paris continued until the very eve of the Nazi blitzkrieg
to the west. The last publication of the Warze by the ISK in Paris is
dated May 2, 1940, one week before the German invasion on May 9,
1940. That issue included an article by Alfred Wolfenstein titled “Die
Gefihrlichkeit des Buches” (The Danger of Books) that commented on
the upcoming anniversary of the book burnings in Nazi Germany on

May 10, 1933. The article (translated here into English) concluded:

It is vital to preserve the noble, and for that reason striking,
power of the book, the book of the poet and the fighter, espe-
cially in the face of the most vulgar power. It is vital to strengthen
its reputation against the failed desecration. The danger of the
book form, apart from the danger of its contents, must do its
part for the benefit of civilization. The poets will keep this won-
derful form of human voice alive in her fire. We shout out when
those people call for the burning of free and good writings: The
book is dead? Long live the book!

The resistance efforts of ISK members including Eva and Ortto, their
Pflichtgefiihl (sense of duty), their devotion to the ethical obligation
to commit their lives to resisting Nazism, were extraordinary. This is
true of all ISK members, Jewish and non-Jewish. Their story has hardly
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been told in the English language, much less recognized, studied, and
honored. Perhaps some ISK members who survived were reluctant to
tell their stories because of a persisting commitment to confidentiality.
Perhaps they were reluctant because some of their colleagues perished
or because all of their efforts ultimately failed in stopping the horrors
of the Holocaust. In any event, when reflecting on the extraordinary
commitment and sacrifice of ISK members in their fight against Hitler,
it is fitting here to quote the following words that Julius Philippson
wrote to his parents during his earlier imprisonment in the Zuchthaus
Brandenburg (Brandenburg prison):

What drove me, I cannot better express than with a verse from
Tagore, that a friend once wrote me for my birthday: “I dreamed
that life would be joy. I awakened and saw: Life was service. 1
acted and now I see: Service was joy.”*

i

As the judgment in the Philippson case confirmed, the Gestapo now
knew of a “Mr. Pfister” in Paris who was participating with the ISK in
activities that the Nazis determined to be “acts of high treason.” And as
the severe punishment of Philippson confirmed, when the Nazis invaded
France at the beginning of May 1940, any German in Paris determined
to be a member of the ISK would be in imminent danger of capture,
imprisonment, and death.



8. War Begins: Internment, Sabotage,
and Love

On August 23, 1939, Hitler entered into a nonaggression pact with
Russia, the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact. The pact provided that Germany
and Russia would not attack each other for the next ten years. From
Hitler’s perspective, this meant that if Germany attacked Poland, caus-
ing Britain and France to declare war against Germany, Russia would
not enter the war and open an Eastern Front against Germany. On
September 1, 1939, one week after signing the pact with Russia, Nazi
troops invaded Poland. France and England declared war on Germany
on September 3, 1939, marking the beginning of World War II.

Very little overt military action took place on Germany’s Western
Front during the first six months of the war, the period referred to as
the Droéle de Guerre (Phony War). But the declaration of war had an
immediate impact on Otto and Eva. Eva recalled:

Within France, things changed rapidly, especially for the refu-
gees. At first, it hit only the men: all were put into internment
camps, as potentially dangerous “enemy aliens.” Without any
screening as to their loyalty, all had to report, including all our
friends, and of course also Erich and Otto.!

Otto was interned by the French first in St. Jean de la Ruelle near Orléans,
about ninety miles southwest of Paris, and then in Camp Cepoy, about a
hundred miles southeast of Paris, until he was released at the beginning
of February 1940 to assist France in the war against Germany. Otto’s
internment began what would become a pattern compelled by wartime
events that separated him and Eva: exchanging letters to convey their

77
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thoughts, love, and support. Eva retained some of the letters she wrote
to Otto during this period. They were written in French and in German,
sometimes using both languages in the same letter. Otto also wrote to
Eva, but his letters from this period were not preserved.

On September 10 shortly after Otto was interned, Eva wrote to him
in French, assuring him: “Be calm, I will too, I will not lose courage; little
by little I get used to the new way of life, the nerves adapt as well.” She
noted that late one evening she “even had enough strength to arrange
our vacation photos. . . . How beautiful it was, the purity of the Bréda
Valley! Almost unimaginable that it was scarcely three weeks ago that we
stayed down there!” She informed Otto that his other letters had not yet
arrived and that she was trying to get permission to send him a package:
“Your pullover, I still haven’t been able to get permission to send it. . . .
I will send you another in its place that, while not very beautiful, will
be useful for you.”

On December 23, 1939, while Otto was still interned at St. Jean de
la Ruelle, Eva wrote to him in French with two paragraphs in German.
She attached a small fern leaf at the beginning of the letter that remains
attached to the fragile paper over three-quarters of a century later. Eva
erased some of the names from the original, apparently to protect the
identities of their colleagues. After thanking Otto for his “beautiful,
beautiful letter and card of the 20th,” she noted that “there wasn’t much
Christmas spirit during this last year; but nevertheless tomorrow evening

we will have our friends with us; [name erased] who is here. . . . He will

N A T o g T
Vacation photos of Eva and Otto in the Bréda Valley near Grenoble in 1939 shortly
before Otto was interned by the French as an “enemy alien.”



8. War Begins: Internment, Sabotage, and Love 79

tell us some of his impressions; he is otherwise in good form and of good
morale although personally he really has had bad luck: About a week
ago, his friend was taken to a concentration camp—no one knows why.”

She ended the letter with

Voild, my dear young man, I must go. Don’t be sad tomorrow
[Christmas Eve]; all of you know that we think of you with
warm hearts and great sympathy, and are bound to all of you.
All of you there, we here—the space divides us, but our way
of seeing and shaping life binds us. No one can take that away
from us. I hug you, from within and firmly, in great, great love.
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The next day, December 24, Eva wrote another letter to Otto before
she was to join her ISK colleagues for Christmas Eve:

My dear, dearest Otto—How happy I am that all of you re-
ceived the gift. How thankful for your good words and the
beautiful wooden page! Now you are all probably sitting with
each other and celebrating for a few hours, in which one is
happy to be close to friends and wants to be good to them. We
are doing the same. Tonight friends are coming to us. . . . We
will read, make music, talk; each for ourselves will think very
much about all of you, and all of us together will feel very close
to all of you. . . . In the afternoon, a greeting came from [name
erased, likely Stern] that was quiet, beautiful, deep: a letter and
a small notebook full of new poems, full of melancholy and
confidence. Good Otto, how I look forward to a quiet evening
in which we could read in it together! Perhaps I will at some
time send you one poem or another, but I just don’t have the
right peace and quiet to do it today.?

On the whole, I would much rather talk the entire evening
just with you—TI feel so close to you. But that would be ego-
tistical; and I am also, at bottom, happy again to be together
with the others, because I feel so rich, basically, to get to live
in this world despite great sadness at times, that I happily give
in. For my riches, for the fact that [ am at bottom deeply calm
and happy, you my dear man are the decisive cause. Do you
know that?

Now the others are just coming. Is your tree already beauti-
fully lit? Many people think the same things in these hours, are
moved by the same concerns, the same hopes; work at the same
work. That gives courage. And that, in addition to this larger
bond, we two still have each other, you me, I you, is so much
that I am almost ashamed. Do you remember the evening in the
Tuileries years ago where I said I was becoming religious? That
is true, perhaps deeper and stronger, tonight.

Give best wishes to all, all friends; tell them that I and we
all are close to all of you. You, my dear man, I hug in great,

thankful love.
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The end of one year and the beginning of a new one were special to
Eva throughout her life. It was a time for her to reflect on the past and
to look for hope in the future. In Eva’s letter to Otto dated December
30, 1939, while he was interned at Camp Cepoy, she again attached a
few leaves, now dry and brittle, as fragile and faded as the ink and paper:

Otto, my dear man—Now it has again become so late, and
my letter will not be more than a warm greeting. After a loud,
turbulent day, quiet now gradually returns to us. I think about
you, about the sky, snow and stars, and about the great love that
binds me to you. Both of your greeting cards were like your
warm, good hand that gently, tenderly strokes over my heart,
when it is sad and hurts. Now it is happy and open, again ca-
pable of embracing much with love. . . .

You know, my Otto, what I wish for you and us for the
New Year. You also know how I thank you for last year and for
past years that, along with much heavy difficulty, brought back
to me the most beautiful thing: the certainty that I am at home
with you and you with me. Do you recognize these leaves? They
bring to me the memories of beautiful deep hours coming back
to life with you!

My two small gifts (socks and trousers) will make you happy.
Something very nice will come soon! And now, my love, let me
close my eyes for a moment and go with you in my thoughts to
that mountain forest path through the high deep-green pines,
through which the sun throws such a magical light that I would
think I have never seen you so beautiful.

During this period of separation from Otto, Eva felt compelled to
start a new diary to describe the development of her relationship with
him. She wrote the first entry on January 15, 1940:

I really am not sure why I want to write about “our story”
right now. I barely have time to write you the way I would
want to. . . .

And yet there is the need to write this. Perhaps for fear that
all the beautiful and hard things that happened to us may get
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blurred because of all the events that rush in on us, that they
may drown in the whirlwind of the new happenings? Or per-
haps the desire to be close to you, to have alive before me the
development of our relationship, the development of our love,
your and my development, to get joy and strength from it.
There are two photos of you in front of me. In back of me is
the drawing that someone made in camp. On the one, you are
rowing forcefully, you look at me (I think it was me?) with love
and tenderness. A picture of sunny serenity; when I look at it,
I nod at you and tell you: “Yes, my dearest, I love you.” On the
other one, you look with a frown, and with concentration, at
something in front of you: a bug, a rock? . . . There I am quite
excluded from your thinking, your whole attention is focused
on the object in front of you. But there also you are close to
me, and I feel the same love as to the tender, cheerful man. And
in back, in the drawing, there is much, and much is missing.
There is above all the desire, the yearning, not to become
small in front of hard things, to master the events, and, even
with you away from me, still to remain close and keep serene.
The same effort carries me along, far from you. Separated by
wide spaces, we still move in the same direction. Perhaps our
ships will have to continue their
voyage for a while separately. Yet
nothing can really part them.

In this diary entry, Eva recalled the
depth of her loneliness at the time
she met Otto: “I was suffering under
the inner split in me: to be a woman,

but not only a woman, a political hu-
man being, but not only that. I was
afraid to continue my life in this half-
way situation. Fear, discouragement,
hopelessness—they defined me at
that time.”

Eva’s writing in this diary about Drawing of Otto in the French
her early relationship with Otto  iyiernment camp in September

paused at the end of January 1940  1939.
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when he was released from his internment and returned to live with
her in Paris. She would resume this writing a few months later when
Otto was again away from Paris on anti-Nazi missions to Belgium and
Luxembourg that had become more dangerous now that France was at
war with Germany.

Otto’s sabotage work against the Nazis

At the beginning of February 1940, the French released Otto from his
internment because they understood that he could be of assistance in
the war against Germany. Eva later explained that Otto and some of his
colleagues were released “because of their willingness to continue to work
against the Nazis—now that war was there, this had become a matter
of first priority. So, Otto got out, and undertook travels to neighboring
countries to take materials and information to be forwarded to friends
in Germany.” Eva provided no further details about the nature of Otto’s
“travels to neighboring countries.”

Another document describes Otto’s release from the French intern-
ment camp from a very different perspective. Two years later and long
after the Nazis had occupied Paris, Otto’s oldest sister Rosa wrote from
her home in Munich to German officials in an attempt to find out what
had happened to her brother.* Rosa and her sisters had heard nothing
from Otto since before the war began. She received a one-page notice
from the Deutsche Botschaft, Paris (German embassy in Paris) dated
July 16, 1942:

Your brother Otto Pfister, born on April 8, 1900 in Munich, was
interned at the beginning of the war in the camp “Cepoy.” He
was committed on February 1, 1940 to entry in the French army
and was thereupon released from his internment. About his cur-
rent residence, a determination from here could not be found.

During this period of the Dréle de Guerre, the German Army was
moving military supplies in preparation for its invasion, and the French
Army was covertly engaged in defensive actions. Neither Otto nor Eva
ever spoke or wrote about the specific nature of Otto’s underground
work for the French Army during this period. In our research for this
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book, we were shocked to learn that Otto’s work included his delivery
of bombs to sabotage German trains and inland ships carrying war ma-
terials for the coming Nazi invasion.’

In these missions Otto worked closely with ISK member René
Bertholet, a Swiss-born anti-Nazi resistance worker; Jef Rens, a Belgian
labor leader; and Johannes (Hans) Jahn, a leader of the International
Transport Workers Federation. Rens later wrote a book about his expe-
riences during the war, originally published in Dutch and later trans-
lated into French.® One chapter in the book is titled “René Bertholet et
Otto Pfister.” The chapter describes encounters by Rens with Otto and
Bertholet—encounters that Rens referred to as “among the most unique
that I had in my life.”” Rens described a visit from Bertholet in which
Bertholet explained the ISK’s involvement in arranging the collaboration
with the French Army:
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After a brief moment of hesitation and after making me prom-
ise to keep this secret, he [Bertholet] began to speak: “The ma-
jority of the members of the ‘Internationaler Sozialistischer
Kampfbund’ have remained in Germany, but a certain number
of others have immigrated to England and France. All of this
has been decided by mutual agreement. The members who re-
mained in Germany continued their propaganda and covert
action against the regime.” “I,” said Bertholet, “I settled in Paris,
as did Willi Eichler and other members of the organization.”

“Shortly after the entry into the war of France and England,
we weighed the alternative courses of action to adopt in the new
situation. Unanimously, we decided to offer our services to the
French Authorities. After having studied various possibilities,
we came to reach an agreement of collaboration with the Fifth
Bureau of the French army.”

“In exchange for French passports created with aliases for
some of us and paraphernalia for bombs, we committed to form
small groups of determined and committed anti-Nazi activists
in all the so-called neutral countries located around Germany.
Some of these groups are already in action in Denmark,
Holland, Luxembourg, Switzerland and Yugoslavia. Only in
Belgium have we not yet succeeded in creating one.” “I won-
der,” Bertholet then said, “if you're not the man we need to take
the responsibility of such a group.”

“The activities of these small groups must, of course, re-
main secret, as they are incompatible with the laws and dem-
ocratic rules in force in these neutral countries. The groups of
our network, of whom some are active in the railway and as port
workers, and if possible in customs, are responsible for plant-
ing timed bombs in the trains and inland ships that transport

equipment for use in German war production.”

Rens described his first encounter with Otto:
Bertholet informed me of the arrival in less than a month, of

a friend, a certain Otto, who would deliver me the bombs. . . .
After the departure of Bertholet, weeks passed without receiving
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news from the “Internationaler Sozialisticher Kampfbund.” I
was ending up believing that this whole affair would come to an
abrupt end when one beautiful morning, our secretary Mariette
announced that “the citizen Otto” was in the waiting room. I
let him in immediately. A true giant! I would barely come up
to his shoulders. At the end of his arms . . . two large suitcases
... visibly very heavy.

Otto began by listening attentively to the story I told him of
my conversation with René Bertholet; then, without much move-
ment, he opened one of his suitcases. It was full of the announced
bombs, arranged with care next to each other, each composed of
three distinct parts and . . . sparkling new. Without waiting, Otto
explained to me how to assemble the elements of these infernal
devices, and then how to operate the timing mechanism. He was
careful to add that we had nothing to fear as long as the clock and
the explosive charge remained separate. I was reassured!

For my guidance, I then asked him what was the destructive
power of the contents of the two suitcases. With that, Otto gave
a glance out the window and replied coolly: “There’s enough
to blow into the air this entire neighborhood, including the
Maison du Peuple and the church of la Chapelle.” A shudder ran
through my spine. But without further ado, Otto took his leave
and left me with “my” bombs. The drawers in my office were
full. From then on, it is on a true small arsenal that I conduct
my trade union business affairs!’

The previously secret files of the British intelligence agency during
the war, the Special Operations Executive (SOE), contain a file titled
“Operations of Johannes Jahn (1936-1940).” That file includes more
information about this short-lived and largely unsuccessful effort to in-
terrupt Hitler’s early war preparation through sabotage.'® A Bericht (re-
port) written in German on November 22, 1940, noted that the success
of these efforts had been limited because the “time to play it out was too
short.”"! The report (translated here from German) stated:

From February until May [19]40, 27 railroad carloads from
Belgium and Luxembourg were bombed. In March and April
1940, Rhine ships in Strassburg, Hohenfels, Rhenania 2,
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Oberrhein and Duisburg were bombed. . . . The cargo was largely
destroyed. The ships partially damaged. No ship was sunk.'?

The report further described in detail where the explosives were placed
on the vehicles for maximum effect:

The explosives were attached directly behind the axle casing of
a railroad car on the Stossenende [pushing end] of the axle and
then set with the timing device. The left half of the axle was
always taken, so that the expected derailing to the left would

follow and thereby achieve an obstruction of the entire body
of the track.”

The SOE’s Jahn file also contains a brief memo dated May 8, 1940:

The following is an extract from a letter, intercepted in
Censorship, dated 15.4.40. from the I.T.E representative in
Luxembourg to I T.E headquarters:

“During the past week a goods train between Aachen and
K6ln—120 axles—was completely blown into the air. What a
good shot!”!*

Eva’s reflections on her relationship with Otto

On March 15, 1940, Eva returned to her diary to reflect on the growth
of her love for Otto. She had not written anything in this diary for two
months. But with Otto again away from Paris—this time on extended
anti-Nazi missions involving serious risk to his life—she felt the need
to look back in time and continue her written account of the early de-
velopment of their relationship.

Two months have gone by. Good, that that could be, because
the greatest part of it, you were with me; we lived together,
and I did not have the urge to write about the past. Now I
am alone again, the long evening hours and the night when
it is hard to turn off the light, to sleep; there are the moments
of the day, filled with longing, that cannot be forced into the
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work program of the day. In the past, I could then write you
a note, a letter. Today I can only be with you in my thoughts,
lovingly. And when calm finally comes, perhaps after some mu-
sic, [ am writing.

It is in this diary entry on March 15, 1940, that Eva described for Otto
her vivid recollection of their initial encounter five years earlier at the
Restaurant Végétarien des Boulevards that is quoted in the prologue of
this book—how she first noticed Otto while she was sitting at the cash
register and how they immediately saw something special in each other.

Eva then described a miscommunication not long after their initial
meeting—on her birthday in April 1936—that had nearly ended their
relationship. She had opened up to Otto about her personal past in a
vulnerable moment, and Otto misread that as an invitation to a more
intimate emotional relationship than she was ready to accept:

You then came back very often; we talked a lot, discovered many
things that we had in common, also things that separated us.
One Sunday afternoon we went to St. Cloud. That was beauti-
ful. Lovely was the return in the subway that was very crowded;
I was sitting, you were standing next to me, your warm, trusting
look rested on my face. I was grateful—perhaps my expression
showed that to you?

My birthday came, a sad, heavy day. No letter from Rudi,
not in the morning, not in the afternoon. At noon I see you.
“What plans do you have for tonight?” “I would gladly go and
have a cup of coffee with you after work.” In the evening, there
is a letter from Rudji, but so empty that it makes me even sadder.
My heart was so full on that evening, full of bitterness and lone-
liness, that I would have talked to a wall, to a piece of paper. You
were there, and it talked out of me, towards you. You listened,
calmly, and full of goodness; but I barely saw you. What did I
tell you? I spoke of Nancy, I believe, of this first deep experience
of my life, of my desire to have a child then, of my running away
from the man, from me.

When I stopped talking, it seemed to me as though I came
from another world. I felt not only me, and what I had lived
through then; but I also felt your presence, you, the stranger to
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whom I had just opened myself up. You had no idea of these
complications; you did not know that in front of you sat a hu-
man being whose inner life threatened to overflow from having
been held back so long. You did not interpret my talking to you
as such an overflow, but rather as the gift of my trust in you. This
trust, you felt you could best respond to by using the familiar
form “Du” when you spoke to me."

A thrust of cold water could not have made me come back
to myself more. An inner panic was seizing me, and there was
only one thought present: to never again have to see this person
to whom I had shown myself, without shame, just never again.
I begged you not to use the “Du” again, to let me go home,
quickly, right away. You did not understand anything. I still see
the sad look with which you said goodbye in the subway. Then
I am finally alone, with a horrible sadness that I had destroyed
the beginning of this friendship, that I had humiliated myself.

In her next diary entry on March 17, 1940, Eva described how Otto
had insisted on an explanation:

To this day, I do not understand what made you stay with me.
I had been so ugly, so unfair and cruel toward you—anyone
else would have left me alone. When I think of all my evasions,
of the unsparing way with which I derided your efforts to get
close to me again, I am deeply ashamed. Your answer to these
humiliations? One evening after work I hear steps behind me,
long steps, a hand is put onto my shoulder, and you confront me
with such a straightforward seriousness that demanded open-
ness, that for the first time I listen again, I respect you, and I
am ashamed.

You demand an explanation for my behavior. And I tell
you what it looks like inside me, explain the explosion of my
“confidences” the other night; talk of my love for Rudi, that I
don’t want anything else, that, contrary to what you must have
assumed, there is no love that ties me to you, perhaps a growing
friendship, but that I was afraid that feelings of possessiveness
would result from that, that you expect feelings from me that I
cannot give. I feel that especially with this last statement I am
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hurting you badly—how much, I understood only much later.
But you seem to understand some of what is going on inside
me. Because, after everything has been said, you don't leave;
you keep walking alongside me. I am happy that you are there.

For along time we walk silently in the streets, the Boulevards,
to the Rondpoint des Champs Elysées. We sit under the trees
in the Champs-Elysées. Silence is broken; we talk of the maga-
zine,'® of ideas, and of people. Great, deep calm. You accompany
me in the subway to the Porte St. Cloud. The warm handshake,
the open regard when we say goodbye give courage and hope:
now we can begin to build our friendship.

Eva’s March 17, 1940, diary entry went on to describe how her “dead”
feelings became “more alive” when she first visited Otto’s workshop
and when she went with him to Chevreuse, a village in a nature park
south of Paris:

Friendship is all I want, but not more. And yet I cannot give
very much; my feelings are dead; always the fear to do some-
thing which I cannot totally accept. You are infinitely good
during that time, and I am grateful for your presence that does
not ask for anything. In certain moments, more becomes alive
in me: when I visit you the first time in your workshop, when
you talk to me with love of the nature and life of wood. There I
clearly feel that you are all one, that you stand by who you are
and what you do. At that moment, I think I loved you. Or on
our long evening walks, where we talked of our work, where
you express without hesitation your respect for my work, where
slowly, uncertainly, yet clearly, confidence floods into me, in my
strength, in myself. Then also I loved you.

Yet, these were passing light points in me, not more. Then,
two weeks later, our two-day excursion to Chevreuse. It was
more that I let myself be persuaded than that I followed a de-
sire of my own. Again the fear: In these two long days, in that
night, will he ask more of me than I am willing to give? In the
dormitory, together with many other people, our beds stand
next to each other. I'd just as soon go home. There, while I am
still debating, you already have your swim trunks on, are at the
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door, call to me to meet you at the pool, the path is right along
the house. Relieved, infinitely grateful, I changed clothes. Then
into the water, we eat, we walk along a path up the hill into
the green starlit night—the great freedom, purity and stillness
penetrate me solemnly. We don’t talk much. Down in the dorm,
it is dark, everything is asleep; quickly, unseen by anyone, I get
into bed. And as I am there, happy, for the first time the pressure
falls away from me. And across the space that separates our two
beds, I hold out my hand to you: “Good night!” In me is deep
joy that you feel when you give yourself away.

Eva ended her March 17, 1940, diary entry with her recollection of an-
other harsh outburst she had directed at Otto in Juvisy, a village located
about eleven miles southeast of Paris, followed by a night they spent
together there when they missed the last train back to Paris:

Now I loved you, not always admittedly, yet I did. But your
“Frau” I had not yet become. Often we went to Juvisy, bathed
our bodies in light, air and water. Once again, I was horrible.
Perhaps you wanted to be good to me, perhaps you wanted to
kiss me. I burst out, asking whether you really had not known
that I would never really be able to love you, that it would always
be Rudi. Quietly you walked away. Realizing what I was in the
process of destroying, I asked you to please come back: “Couldn’t
we quietly talk about it?” You came, sat down next to me.

We talked. It was a beautiful, warm summer night. The
sun was about to set, tall green bushes, no other human beings
anywhere. We talked, and warmer and broader it came to me.
We did not talk any more, or you said gentle words, in Italian,
and your good hands, and your mouth, said more than words
could do. We had forgotten the time. Then there was no longer
a train—we had to spend the night there.

Again fear, unjustified distrust perhaps, and then a deep,
pure night, next to one another, not yet united in body, but a
unity in spirit. Another six months, and we took the last step.
That was less decisive, tied me to you less deeply, than the hand-
shake in the night in Chevreuse, than the night hours we were
awake together in Juvisy.
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On April 23, 1940, while Otto was again away from Paris on a
mission just weeks before the Nazis launched their blitzkrieg toward
Paris, Eva wrote a diary entry expressing her longing that they could be
together in peaceful times:

A greeting only today; I am not relaxed enough to write. These
last few weeks with all their upsetting events kept me so busy
that there was no room and strength for quiet thought. Often
in these warm, clear nights I wished you were near me; I would
have wanted to sit with you, hand in hand, and look at the
trees, sky, moon, and stars. But for that there would have to be
peace. And you would have to be here. How far from reality
are these two things!

On the table next to me, there is a single rose in a glass.
It has tender forms, and a sweet aroma. I am thinking of you.

Parting at the train station in Paris on May 9, 1940

On May 9, 1940, Eva went with Otto to the train station in Paris as he

departed to Luxembourg on a dangerous anti-Nazi mission involving
Jef Rens. Eva recalled:

In the morning of May 9, 1940, I accompanied him to the rail-
road station, and he left for Luxembourg where he was to meet
some important friends. During that night, the night of May
9/10, the war against the West became a reality: the German
troops invaded the Netherlands, Luxembourg, and France.

It was an unforgettable moment, the morning of May 9, 1940, at the
train station in Paris. Eva and Otto said goodbye. They expected to see
each other again in Paris when Otto was to return in a few days. Instead,
they would not see each other again for a full year.



Part IV.

GERMAN INvVASION ON MAY 9, 1940:
Eva AND OT1TO FORCED ON
SEPARATE PATHS

And all of a sudden we know where we are going, we

see a stone on the road: Gurs!
—Eva, May 1940

The Germans are here. So that is the end, I thought,

and 1 felt like a trapped animal.
—OTT0, MAY 1940
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and Camp de Gurs

On May 10, 1940, Hitler’s armies invaded Belgium, Luxembourg, and
the Netherlands on their way to France. Eva’s life was torn apart like the
lives of millions of others. The impact on Eva, thirty years old at the
time, was immediate.

On May 12, the French government decreed that men and women
of German origin living in Paris must leave their homes and report to dif-
ferent locations for internment. As foreign citizens of an enemy power,
these German exiles were suddenly regarded by the French as potential
“enemy aliens” despite the fact that many of them, including Eva and
other ISK members, had dedicated their lives to anti-Nazi resistance
work in Paris for many years.

The order signed on May 12 by the military governor of Paris,
General Pierre Hering, was posted on boards throughout Paris and
published in the May 14 edition of the newspaper Populaire. The order
required “German nationals . . . and foreigners of indeterminate na-
tionality, but of German origin, residing in the department of Seine” to
report to designated assembly points. Men between the ages of seventeen
and fifty-five were ordered to report to the Stadium Buffalo on May
14, 1940. Single women and married women without children were
ordered to report on May 15, 1940, to the Vélodrome d’Hiver (Vel’
d’Hiv), a sports and cycle racing stadium in Paris on rue Nélaton near
the Eiffel Tower.!

The order further stated:

Those who violate this order will be arrested. Foreigners referred
to above may, at their own expense, take the train or any other

95
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means of public transportation to arrive at the assigned assem-
bly point. They should bring provisions for two days and the
necessary utensils for food: forks, spoons, bottles, etc. Including
provisions, they must not have more than 30 kilos of baggage.”

Eva began a new diary while she was interned in the Vel’ d'Hiv, with
entries directed to Otto. The first three entries are written in French and
the remaining in German.’ In her first entry on May 18, 1940, Eva de-
scribed the hours in Paris before being separated from home and friends:

As I cannot write to you, I write for myself, with the still-alive
hope that someday it will be for us. This life here is a completely
new experience for me. The final hours before leaving were hard,
very hard. The idea of never seeing you again, of never being
able to live with you again, of not knowing anything about your
fate, weighed on me terribly.

Then, there built in me the need to forget myself, or instead
to find myself in music. A half hour before leaving, Stern was
there, Hanna also, Nora. And I played. First the Mozart that you
love so much. Strength, tenderness, beauty, all came alive in me;
I saw you seated in the armchair, raising your head, looking at
me with loving eyes, when I begin the last movement in great
serenity. Then, Beethoven, and finally, the Largo from Handel.
Tears fell, my heart hurt, hurt deeply. Afterward, saying farewell
to Mousy, to Hanna, that feeling of separating from those with
whom you are connected in so many ways, and where, after all,
it is not really a separation of the things that tie you together.*

Eva in Paris in 1940 shortly before her internment by the French.
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When she wrote this diary entry, Eva did not know that Otto had been
captured and taken prisoner by Nazi soldiers as they swept through
Luxembourg.

Eva was imprisoned in the VeI’ d’Hiv along with several thousand
other women for approximately a week.” The huge stadium was covered
by a dome of glass and metal. Crowds of women arrived with their suit-
cases, waited in long lines, and were searched on entry. They slept on
straw mats without pillows or covers. There was no privacy; one could
not cry or cough without fear of disturbing others. Toilets were blocked
without hope of repair. Planes circled overhead, and all felt vulnerable
to attack by the advancing Nazis, knowing that any hit would result in
a shower of metal and glass shards.

The VeI’ d’'Hiv would later gain infamy when on July 16 and 17,
1942, the Vichy government collaborated with the Nazis to “round up”
Jews in Paris (more than 13,000, including large numbers of women and
children), hold them in deplorable conditions in the Vel’ d’'Hiv, and then
deport them first to Drancy and other transit camps and thereafter by
train to Auschwitz. The July 1942 roundup is now sometimes referred
to as “the big roundup at the Ve’ d’'Hiv.””

The first roundup of German exiles, including Eva, at the Vel ' Hiv
on May 15, 1940, should never be mistaken for the 1942 roundup. But
it should also not be forgotten. Those like Eva who had been actively
resisting the Nazis were suddenly separated from their homes and loved
ones, removed from their fight against Hitler, and deprived of their
liberty as suspected Nazi collaborators.®

In her diary entry on May 18, Eva described her initial reaction to
the mass internment and her fear about Otto’s fate:

And thereafter in the enormous crowd of people, forming a line.
The individual melts into the crowd—I have never before felt
that with such intensity. Personal concerns recede to the bot-
tom of your being, and you are completely filled with concerns
of the world, of humanity. There remains something unreal in
my reaction, a muffled noise in the ears, as if they were filled
with cotton.

And it is at night that my own life once again begins to
come back, like at other moments of the day, when a woman
receives a letter from her husband. Then I would like to be
completely alone, to allow myself to walk with myself, with you.
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That moment passes, because the daily tasks press too much
around me.

Where are you in this moment? All of this would be so much
easier if I knew something about what has happened to you!

On the same day, Eva wrote a letter to Josef Luitpold Stern, the Austrian
poet and émigré with whom Eva and Otto had become close friends in
Paris.” Eva’s relationship with Stern, who was twenty-four years older
than Eva, was complex. They shared a love for poetry and nature and
often exchanged poems they had written. Eva’s friendship with Stern
sustained her during difficult times, and they wrote letters to each other
when they were apart. It is likely that Stern was in love with Eva; but
as meaningful as the relationship was to her, it was without romantic
feelings on her part, and Stern respected her commitment to Otto.

Stern was one of the group of friends with whom Eva spent the last
half hour before she had to leave for the Vel d’Hiv. As in her diary entry
on that day, she wrote about the Vel’ d’'Hiv and the music she had played
on the piano on her last evening at home in Paris:

Centre de Rassemblement,

Groupe 4, Vélodrome

D’Hiv, Paris

May 18, 1940, to Paris

At this moment, I am sitting high up on the bleachers, next to
me Nora, in front of us, down below, an ocean of sad colors;
of noise, of movement. I am thinking of you. Nora told me
that you had accompanied her to the VeI’ d’Hiv, that you liked
the music before I had to leave. To play those few pieces was a
deep need for me. I know I played poorly; but I did it with all

I had in me.

In a later diary entry written on May 31, 1940, Eva looked back on
the previous three weeks, describing for Otto her feelings and experi-
ences in the Vel’ d’Hiv:

Already three weeks of this life have passed since you have been
far away. As each week passes, that distance becomes more dif-
ficult to endure. The only thing that soothes me is that my
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companions don’t seem to realize the great effort I must make
to appear calm and stable.

Three, four stages in these three weeks. The first, your de-
parture, the day after, the dreadful news of the invasion, and all
the following week filled with anguish about your fate, about
the fate of mankind. It is still filled with the warm feeling of
standing together, of shared concerns, openly shared by all.
Good not to be alone, to feel the concern and warmth of friends.

Then our departure, collapsing in the new community of
the Vel’ d’'Hiv. The noise is so loud, human voices so numerous,
that everything is lost in it—myself included—almost as if in
an immense ocean. Sometimes, closing my eyes, I can imagine
myself at the seaside, far, far from my surroundings.

Here, we are not allowed to take part in what is happening
outside our community: we are denied access to newspapers. We
still manage to find some, and, frightened, we share pieces of
news that keep getting worse. Will we remain here in this trap
when the worst comes? What are our options to act on our own
in order to escape the mouse’s fate as it is struck by the cat’s paw?
These are the questions we are trying to answer as best we can.

At least we are not without news from our friends in Paris:
packages, letters arrive, people coming from outside telling us
what is happening—we do not feel cut off from the rest of the
world. Also, people are courteous with us; we make do with
whatever little we have at our disposal. We have new experiences
with people; for the most part they are nice enough, and do not
lose their composure. There are others, naturally, and one has
the impression that many could change quickly and become a
kind of beast if it came to a dwindling supply of meat. But in
the end, all is endurable, except the atmosphere of great polit-
ical tension, and the sense of being powerlessly turned over to
the enemy.

Suddenly, after a week, we are delivered the news of our
departure to the south of France. Relief, accompanied by great
amazement: the large majority did not realize the gravity of the
situation and have an abrupt awakening. We are happy to leave.

The trip is beautiful, the night is tiring; but in the early
morning, the country outside so calm, so peaceful—an old

99



100 PartTIV. Eva AND OTTO FORCED ON SEPARATE PATHS

F . - r-w
T i, &'{n‘ Aune

whe vie, dtpads e he 49 Lot
A ¢

0 Jloatdap toe Mot L4

dptind Pl dox A

R W
I

e whuptly qul we
7

hinga o ALt - s «

potpe Quaed Lo

TR Lamflag = AL

wifuady i EOGaffiy

irwria f\QHJ

il (1 Puwhmo awsgy

Gy 4 Araas et

i e Jubbfosiente . A v

IPssady - s hae J

Pages in French from Eva’s diary, May 31, 1940.

farmer who works the earth, children, trees, the fruit is grow-
ing—one can scarcely believe the reality of the war, in the fact
that we are prisoners.

No one knows where the train is taking us.

Eva soon learned that they were heading to Oloron, a small town near
Pau in the southwest of France at the foot of the Pyrenees. In her diary
entry on June 1, 1940, Eva continued her description of her trip south
on May 19 and her bitter discovery of their destination:

On the map that we were happy we took with us, we followed
the road, and little by little the sense became increasingly clear
that we were being sent to some part of the Pyrenees. Beautiful,
the first appearance of the high mountains—I could not prevent
the sadness from surging in me; the memory of our beautiful
and pure vacation is too alive.

Finally, after 19 hours of travel, a stop at the Oloron sta-
tion. The large trucks await us. Standing, we leave, still to an
unknown destination. The village people are gathered: on the
street side they watch this procession of eternal wanderers. They
do not look at us with benevolence. Do they know the situation
causing their suffering does not emanate from our wrongdoing?
Do they have any idea of the tragic fate of the majority of those
they scorn?
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And all of a sudden we know where we were going; we see
on a stone on the road: Gurs! A bit further an immense row of
barracks takes shape, behind the barbed wire, behind the sol-
diers with bayonets on their guns, and we feel we are going to
join those who have already given their blood for liberty. You
imagine, you whom I love so much, what sad bitterness fills me.
We have never held back on our efforts. Our life was not easy.
We have accepted everything, even the greatest risks. For this
work, you are, I don’t know where, you may not even be alive.
And despite all of this we are prisoners.

Eva had been relieved at first to get out of the Vel d’Hiv and away from
the Germans—despite the uncertainty about where they were headed.
But the atmosphere changed when they arrived in Oloron: “We were
herded into trucks that were used to transport cattle, and there we
were, all standing, pushed together. The people, the villagers, must have
known we were Germans . . . they shook their fists, they were angry.
They thought we were Nazis. . . . We knew about Gurs because of the
Spanish internment. And then we felt fear, because this was where we
were headed.”"

Camp de Gurs, one of the largest internment camps in France,
was built by the French government in April 1939 in the region of
the Aquitaine in the Department of Pyrénées-Atlantiques. The original
purpose of the camp was to intern political refugees and members of the
International Brigade who fled Spain after the Spanish Civil War. In May
1940, the camp was used to intern these German women who had previ-
ously been held in the Vel’ d’Hiv. Close to 10,000 women were interned
in the camp at various points between May 1940 and October 1940."!

This camp would later gain its infamy in the period after October
1940 when the Nazis began sending Jews from the Baden region of
Germany to the camp and continued to imprison Jews there until 1942,
when the majority of them had either died from malnutrition or dis-
ease or were sent to concentration camps in occupied Poland, primarily
Auschwitz.?

Camp de Gurs was a desolate and frightening sight. Covering six-
ty-nine acres, it was surrounded by a double barbed-wire fence inside
of which stood 380 wooden barracks. A long narrow road ran through
the center of the camp that was divided into thirteen 7/ozs (islands), each
one designated by one of the first thirteen letters of the alphabet. Each
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ilot held approximately 30 barracks and was separated from the other
ilots by a wire fence.'

The barracks, measuring one hundred feet long by twenty feet wide,
were crude. The walls and roofs were constructed of thin wooden planks
that were lightly covered with tar paper, offering little protection from
cold, rain, and wind. Each barrack held sixty women. Thin straw sacks
were the only bedding, and the women slept parallel to one another in
two rows of thirty, with the head of their sacks against the outside wall
and a narrow aisle in the center of the barracks. Slanted roofs on the
long sides made it difficult to stand except in this middle aisle. There
was no furniture and barely enough room between each sack to put a
small suitcase.'*

The barbed wire surrounding the camp was not electrified, and there
were no lookout towers. However, conditions in the camp were abysmal:
no electricity, little sanitation or running water, and no plumbing. The
toilets, consisting of small holes on an outside wooden platform six
feet above the ground, were reached by climbing a crude ladder. Older
women were at times unable to manage the steps. Food was minimal,
mainly a few chickpeas in liquid and a small piece of bread each day.
This time of year often brought relentless rain, creating mud that made
it hard to walk and causing water to pound on the roof and seep into
the barracks at night.”
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Reconstructed barrack at Camp
de Gurs Memorial.

Daily life at Camp de Gurs

In Eva’s diary entry on June 2, 1940, she wrote about her life at the camp
and her sadness and worry about Otto:

Sunday today. Clean dress, clean scarf. Much sun, clear, light blue
sky, gentle, cool wind. New trucks with internees arrived this
morning, with women and children. We ran to the barbed wire
fence to wish them a warm welcome. Old women, with bundles,
and black, heavy blankets; many children; then also women and
girls of my generation, in city clothes. When we asked them
where they came from, the answer: from Luxembourg! Otto! If
so many were still able to get out, were you among them? My
heart is heavy; the barbed wire separates me from these people
who could perhaps have given me some clues about your fate.
In the afternoon, I started to write, sitting on a tree stump
next to a barrack. It has turned cooler. The excitement upon the
arrival of the people from Luxembourg has subsided. Today the
barracks don’t look quite as gray as usual. The many colorful
women and gitls who sit around, or are lying down, or walking
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by—all somewhat relaxed today—the sad ones stayed inside
the barracks—these people almost give the impression of being
carefree. But only to the one who does not look closely. Behind
the laughter of even the very young gitls is worry. And as far
as the older ones are concerned—they cannot laugh any more.

And yet today is bearable. People don’t burden themselves.
The eye is happy about much and is consoled about the ugly
barracks and the nasty toilets. . . . What a contrast to this gray,
cold week that lies behind us. Never in my life, not in any
night, did I experience rain as I did here on my hard straw sack.
With cruel relentlessness, the raindrops hammer on the roof of
the barrack, sometimes a brief calming, the raindrops softer;
then it continues more strongly, unceasingly, the entire night.
Sometimes I feel they hammer directly on my brain. For hours,
the desire to be wiped out by this rain, to be washed away, for-
ever. How is life going to continue? Without the possibility to
participate in the shaping of events, without meaningful work.
And without you. For the first time in my life, I am at a point
where I no longer see a path ahead of me.

Before we knew each other, there was work. Even when I
did it at that time without joy, the awareness of its necessity and
the conviction of its possible success or partial success, were still
there. Then you came, and my love for you came, and through
you came my love for and joy in my work. When I imagined
back then, and especially these last years and months, that you
would have to disappear from my life, I had the comfort of
finding in my work a place that was, to be sure, confining and
a space for sadness, but still, in a certain way, a home.

I could also very well imagine a life with you alone, at some
point in time, without the work. That would have been so nice.
Now, both have been cut off. Can you understand that in dark
hours I do not know how I should continue living? If we had a
child—much would be easier. Of course, the responsibility of
bringing a child into this world is enormous. Our child would
have had to be raised by me and you. I cannot give it what
strength lies in you.

It’s getting cool now. I still want to read something, then in
the evening walk through the avenue of barracks and try to see
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the mountains past the barbed wire and rejoice at their sight. I
wonder if there is a letter for me in the mail tonight? Otto, my
Otto, I am with you, one way or another.

During some of their time in Paris, and after Eva was interned in the
Vel’ d’Hiv and Camp de Gurs, she and Stern had developed a routine of
writing to each other every Sunday. On May 26 approximately a week
after she arrived at the Camp, Eva wrote to Stern:'®

Gurs, Basses Pyrénées, llot K
Barrack 19, May 26, 1940
The second Sunday in Camp. It is afternoon; after a mild, cool
morning, the sun finally comes out, and shines indiscriminately
on ugliness and beauty around me. I found a little place along-
side our barrack, where I sit relatively peacefully, off and on
touched by a light breeze, and where I can write to you—my
Sunday joy. I often think of you. Mild is the sun . . . mild is the
shade, beautiful the grass, soothing the chirping of the crickets
in the meadow on the other side of the camp which we enjoy
on a tiny plot of grass surrounded on three sides by barbed
wire. Once in a while, I can even stretch out. Then I see the sky
through the barbed wire. I also see mountains, very high moun-
tains, covered with snow. Until your eyes reach the mountains,
they have to pass over a never-ending row of barracks, their lines
off and on broken by rails, on which tanned Spaniards transport
lorries with buckets of refuse.

I am only really happy about the mountains in the evenings
when the grayness of our immediate surroundings disappears in
the brilliant white and red of the mountaintops touched by the
setting sun. In those moments the belief becomes more alive and
stronger, belief in freedom that perhaps some day will emerge
out of the shadow of barbarism and oppression.

There are many good people here—much will have to be
told about that later. In our barrack, there is a seventeen-year-old
girl with her mother. She has become very attached to us; with
warm eyes that want to learn and to know, she looks into the
world. With a few friends to whom she also belongs, I dis-
cuss history every day, History of the Third Republic. And in the
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course of this discussion a number of interesting problems are
being touched upon. It is beautiful to see these alive, trusting,
forward looking young people. The friendship of this young girl
that is being offered without words or complications, makes me
happy. Then I am reading Epictet [Epictetus] and Marc Aurel
[Marcus Aurelius]—a small French edition. How we will be get-
ting through this time in a physical sense, I don’t know. Inside
us, though, it will not be able to destroy anything.

In a diary entry on June 5, Eva expressed her increasing anxiety
about the lack of communication from or about Otto:

My nerves now sometimes let me down. Also, much came
during these days, one thing after another. Finally news from
Paris; good, sympathetic words. They cause more sadness to
burst out of me than to be left alone. Nothing about you. The
mind begins to resign itself that you were not able to get outand
clings to the small hope of hearing something from you before
the war ends, and of seeing you again after the end of the war.
Unfortunately, the mind is too alert to let this consoling hope
grow, and too obtuse, of course, to let me wait yet again for the
redemptive sign of life. And so the turmoil continues inside of
me, finds no release or hardly any fulfilling work, and no true
solitude. Hans [Jahn] is out, wife and child fell into the hands
of the Nazis. So you weren’t with him. Terrible, painful fate!
The evenings here are comforting. One can often get soli-
tude, be left alone. The day before yesterday—I sat on the long
side of the barrack, head all the way back and was alone with the
sky and the stars, with a clear sky not fissured by the silhouettes
of barracks or toilettes or barbed wire. One star is my compan-
ion through these clear evenings. It is bigger, shinier than the
others, probably also longer there. Do our glances, our wishes
cross each other upon this star? To look at it again and again
calms me. It is soothing like your good hand that holds mine.

By June 5, 1940, the German armored divisions had advanced to
the outskirts of Paris. Eva noted in her diary entry on that day that she
had heard from Stern that he was also leaving Paris:
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Yesterday evening a greeting from Stern. A few warm, deep
words, expressive despite the poor French. He is also getting out
of Paris, out of the silent attic room. One more stone towards
loneliness.

Last night I was very sad, and did not feel well. Lying on
the straw sack, heart pounding, tears. Suddenly, something like
the fragrance of a meadow near me. There is Hannelore, the
cheerful, bright, trusting young girl, holding in her hand a few
sprigs of grass that she had picked from the tiny piece of lawn
between the barbed wires. “Has the letter come that you had
been waiting for? I wish so much it would come soon!” She puts
her head on my chest, for one instant, then she is off, leaving
the bouquet. Thank you, dear little Hannelore!

This human openness is the only thing that makes life
here bearable. It is there in the letters, cards from Paris; from
Gaby, Mousy, Hanna. . . ."” They too sense it in our greetings.
The new arrivals feel it when they see us alongside the barbed
wire waving kindly to them. I will never forget the shine in
Hilde’s eyes as our glances met; the slight movement of the
hand, the head. Just as we were moved by the silent greeting of
the Spaniards when we arrived. Words are cheap compared to
proof of common bond.

My Otto, I want to stay strong for you.

On June 9, 1940, Eva wrote a diary entry in which she again spoke
intimately to Otto. Thoughts about Otto and Stern came to her mind
as she was reading Rilke:

Last of all I come to you, you my dearest one; but on this en-
tire quiet afternoon you were here. Every night you are in my
dreams; early today when I was reading Rilke my thoughts were
with you and Stern; yesterday after Hanna’s nice, long letter, a
sober report about what is known about you, I felt love and
concern, I thought about you, somehow somewhat calmed; to-
day after the account the woman from Luxembourg gave of her
flight, a spark of hope glimmered. So you are always with me,
even when I am externally and internally occupied with other

things and people. . . .
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Terrible is the feeling of being cut off from news, not to
know what is happening on the outside. And yet, there were
hours today where I could forget. Once a beautiful picture: the
train of lorries rolls by on which the tanned Spaniards take away
the refuse cans from the outhouses, loaded with innumerable
children who are hanging on like ripe grapes on a vine, their
faces radiant with happiness. How great to see these children
who seem able to get joy out of the most pitiful circumstances,
carefree, without any idea of what is ahead of them.

The mail just arrived, a touching card from Herta V. To feel
friendship warms me. But there are constant alerts in Paris. Such
is the unrest in which friends have to live, while in contrast we
live in this artificially created seclusion, which only increases
the inner unrest.

On the same day as this diary entry on June 9, Eva also wrote a
letter to Stern, who by then had left Paris and was in Montauban in the
south of France:

Gurs, June 9, 1940

To Montauban

This morning, I have been reading in Rilke’s Letters. A solemn

hour. I was most moved by this passage: “Works of art are of an

infinite loneliness and can be reached least of all with criticism.

Only love can comprehend them and hold them and be just
unto them.”

We live in painful isolation from everything that is going
on around us; every newspaper, even if it is three days old, is
something to cherish; every letter, every word out of Paris is
confirmation that we have not yet been totally torn off from
our friends.

For Eva, however, no letter from Otto arrived.

In her diary entry the following day, Eva described her feelings upon
learning that Paris was being evacuated. She referred to the new moon
that gave her comfort as it did throughout her life:

The calm of last night quickly came to an end. Yesterday eve-
ning: Soup. Roll call. The beautiful red ball of the setting sun.
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Rounds to the different barbed-wire fences. And news. Someone
who got a paper reported that Paris had to be evacuated by
Tuesday of all who were not officially detained there. What per-
spective this one piece of news brings out! And even more, the
not knowing, the not knowing about your fate and about the
fate of Europe bears down. With a heavy heart, I go to my straw
sack. The sky with the finely etched lines of the new moon,
and the stars so far away, had been peaceful and beautiful. I
would much rather have stayed outside—sleep does not come
easily these nights. And the narrow barrack with those many
people whose pain speaks more clearly through their subcon-
scious moans during their sleep than it does openly during the
day—all this is like a nightmare.

Eva expressed her love for Otto in the face of this awful uncertainty:

What awaits us in the near future? The worst? Am I already at
the end? If I am honest to myself: no. Certainly this vegetating
without any meaningful work is not worthwhile. Your being far
away and not knowing about your fate are so unbearable that I
no longer want to live. I see no sense in it. But directly out of
the uncertainty over your and our fate, I draw the strength again
and again to continue to endure this life. If I £zew that I would
have to live for a long time in relatively good physical conditions
without the possibility of a change, I would put an end to it.

But I don’t know that. You might be living in Luxembourg,
in Belgium, in France. If you are alive, you have it very hard.
My belief is not yet shaken that I might ease your difficult life
somewhat if I faithfully follow you everywhere in my thoughts
with unwavering love. My thoughts don’t find you in space.
That is the difference from earlier difficult times. But often when
I intensely think about you in the night, the certainty in me
grows that you are still there, that you feel touched by me, soft
and faithful just like earlier when your eyes hurt and I laid my
hand on them.

[ also don’t know for certain that I will never be able to do
meaningful work again. That is why despite everything I still
want to live. And live in such a way that you, my Otto, you
will find in me the woman and companion you lost. My faith
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in you, in your goodwill, in internally pulling through this dif-
ficult time without harm and getting the most out of it, and
my faith in your willingness, yes even cheerfulness, to commit
everything is infinite. Your faith in my ability to be able to bear
the necessary consequences shall not be disappointed. On top of
all your difficulties, worrying about me, about my inner limits
need not be added.

My Otto, let me hold your hand, your strong, good hand
that I love like you. I am very calmly beside you and my love
flows in you like your strength does in me.

On June 14, Eva wrote to Stern from the camp:

Gurs, June 14, 1940

To Montauban

This afternoon—it was a gray, rainy day, after heavy downpours

at night—we invited a young girl who was passing by with her

harmonica, to come into our barrack. She played passages from

“Eine Kleine Nachtmusik,” from the “Apassionata,” she played

songs by Brahms and Schubert. It was a giving of thanks, a
greeting to all those to whom I feel close.

In a diary entry on June 16, Eva described her feelings as the
Germans occupied Paris, knowing that as they moved south the women
in the camp, especially those who had been active in anti-Nazi efforts,
would be at extreme risk:

That we continue to live in spite of everything that is coming
down on us! The seizure of Paris is a matter of hours; trains
with refugees are being bombed; the German troops are near
Troyes, southeast of Paris; a final appeal to America. The heart
ought to stop beating; for fractions of a second, all blood rushes
to one’s head—and then one continues to live, eat bread and
pea soup. It’s impossible to imagine what’s happening at this
moment; it can’t be conceived intellectually, or felt physically.
That I am sitting here in the sun, my body tanned and slim;
that I see barbed wire, and green woods and mountains; that I
study French history, learn English vocabulary; that I sleep, that
I eat—it is incongruous that this is my life now. . . .
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In this moment of impending frightful destruction, we have
been tossed overboard, so much superfluous ballast. Is this go-
ing to be the end? We are still fighting, are making efforts to
get out of this trap; but the atmosphere of psychological lack of
oxygen in which we are forced to live becomes more and more
suffocating, almost unbearable.

Eva now feared that she would never see Otto again:

Since Hanna, Mousy and Gaby are now out of Paris—and if
they got out, how far>—one hardly dares to think about it—ev-
ery hope to receive a message from you through them is now
gone. And even if you now would try, could try, to establish con-
tact—it would remain unanswered, because your letters would
not have reached us. My Otto, I must hold my heart very tight
when I try to imagine all the consequences of this.

When the others receive news from their husbands, often
after several weeks of silence, it becomes difficult at times for
me to be happy for them without reservations. I know that is
bad, is petty, and I do not want to be bad and petty. But it is so
very hard for me always to know nothing that sometimes with-
out being able to help myself, a revulsion against other people’s
happiness joins my pain. I am ashamed of this, and know so well
that you do not want me this way. How far distant I am from
that greatness that in Stern’s Psalms 10 so deeply moved me!

Eva described her complex relationship with Stern and reassured Otto
of her faithfulness to him:

Stern—one of the few great friends in this time, this frenzy,
his letters, the memory of our friendship. There everything, in
every detail, is so beautiful and so without fault, even though
it often brings sorrow to you, to him and to me. I am thankful
for this friendship that is like a great gift and happy fortune. It
could not have been allowed to develop differently between us,
at that time, when he and you returned from the camp."® Guilt
would have weighed down everything and suffocated the beauty.
If I imagine today that during this horrible time you must also
live with the feeling that I would not be there for you, I would
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Pages in German from Eva’s diary, June 16, 1940.

go crazy. And so, my Otto, you know that I am and remain
faithfully by you. That in these boundaries of our exchange of
letters and thoughts with Stern, I get such joy, will not, I am

sure, upset you.

This was Eva’s last diary entry while she was in Camp de Gurs. As France
fell and the German troops moved south toward the area of the camp,
Eva and her ISK colleagues had no choice but to take action:

A number of us whose French was good, asked to be seen by
the French Commander of the Camp. We explained to him
that we had been active in the fight against the Nazis, and that,
if we would be kept here for the German troops to pick us up,
our lives would be in imminent danger. We convinced him, and
a makeshift committee was set up to screen the internees, and
to release those whose loyalty could be vouched for, and give
them a slip of paper to that effect, with the precious stamp of
the French authorities."

Eva was given a Certificat de Liberation dated June 19, 1940, and was

released from the camp.
The camp commander, Commandant Davergne, decided to burn

the camp’s records on June 24, five days after Eva and her group were
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Eva’s Certificat de Libération from Camp de Gurs, June 19, 1940.

liberated and before the Germans arrived and the camp was turned over
to the complicit Vichy government.?” The destruction of these records
was likely intended to protect those women, like Eva and her group,
who were in danger of being identified by the Nazis as having actively
opposed Hitler. Unfortunately, the loss of these records eliminated the
possibility of creating a detailed historical account of their internment.
There are few contemporaneous documents from this period in the his-
tory of Camp de Gurs (apart from Eva’s diary), and only a handful of
accounts have been published.*!

The French have labeled this internment of German women in
Camp de Gurs the “Période des ‘indésirables’ (été 1940)” (Period of the
“Undesirables” [Summer 1940]).?? Lilo Peterson, who was interned in
the camp during this period, commented on the painful irony of using
the label “undesirables” to describe these German women in exile who
had fought for years against the Nazis:

“Undesirables?” Why is this term for that period given to us? Is
this the final remembrance of us as refugees in the country of
human rights—that we are undesirable?

Among the internees at Gurs was a large number of women
of the German Resistance. . . . One talks little about the German
Resistance. . . . These women, refugees in France, were impris-
oned at Gurs by the same country that had given them refugee
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cards, and fought against France’s real enemy. Some escaped
the Gestapo by the burning of Camp records and were liber-
ated from Gurs during the summer. Others confronted, as their
fellow prisoners, hunger, vermin, sickness. Some died and rest
in the clay.

They do not exist in the memory of the camp. Not as ref-
ugees, nor as resisters. Among all the women victims of the
arbitrariness of the war, these are the most forgotten still, these
are the ones who took measure of the Nazi danger and resisted,
actively challenged Hitler as refugees since 1933, against an
opposition active and dangerous, with their lives in peril. They
published and distributed into Germany newspapers and other
anti-Nazi material; organized and led demonstrations; infil-
trated Germany, returning documents and sabotaging German
propaganda; brought assistance to those in their networks and
collaborated in developing political platforms. They put in place
channels of escape and meeting, helping to hide those in danger;
creating false documents. . . . Finally, they also tried to educate
foreign public opinion . . . in particular about the ever-growing
persecution of the Jews.”

Eva and her small group had gained freedom from internment in
Camp de Gurs and were spared the immediate danger of being turned
over to the German troops approaching the camp. But they now feared
that they would not find shelter in time. Many villages in southern
France had opened their doors to French refugees from Paris and other
cities in the north who were escaping the German occupation. But
would local French villagers believe that these German women were in
grave danger because they had actively resisted the Nazis, and would the
villagers provide refuge for these women?
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Liberated from Camp de Gurs, Eva and her small group found them-
selves standing together on the country road just outside the barbed
wire “before any thinking and planning could take place.” They were
nineteen women and three children, friends and colleagues through their
anti-Nazi activities. They shared an urgent objective:

We pooled what little money we still had, and started walk-
ing. Where to? How, by what means of transportation? We
had no idea, just knew that we had to get away from the ap-
proaching German troops, had to get shelter somewhere with
French people.’

The women walked to Oloron, the town where six weeks earlier they had
arrived with other women from the Vel’ d’Hiv and had been transferred
from trains to trucks destined for Camp de Gurs. No public transpor-
tation was operating at that time. But, Eva later noted, “Good fortune
was with us.”

[W]e found a bus driver who had a bus with some gasoline,
and he was willing to take us inland a little ways. So he took us,
and drove us from village to village, only to be told that all the
shelter facilities were filled with French refugees from northern
France, since Paris and the north had been evacuated.

His gasoline gauge was getting low; he had to keep enough
gas to get back. So, he decided to leave the main road and get
into more isolated country where our chances might be better.

115
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And there it was: a peaceful little hamlet, and the mayor run-
ning towards the bus and greeting “his” refugees for whom they
had prepared, and who had come from Paris.

Eva and her small group were relieved to find this village that ap-
peared eager to accept them. But they faced another critical hurdle: the
mayor did not know that his refugees were of German origin:

We thanked our driver with all our hearts, and followed the
mayor to the hall that had been made ready with clean straw
sacks, and some other facilities. It was late in the afternoon, the
sun was about to set; we were very tired, and so glad and grate-
ful. Then—1I will never forget this—a loud roar of war planes
overhead, and our mayor, with flying coat tails, running for
shelter, crying out: “Oh, les Boches, les Boches!” [derogatory
name for Germans]. The planes flew on, we were alone, went to
our straw sacks, did not say much, but wondered what would
happen tomorrow morning when we would have to register,
and when the mayor would realize that we too were, at least
technically, “Boches.”

Again, our good French helped: one other girl, Marianne,
a social worker, and I went to see the mayor in the morning
and explained our situation. He was totally taken aback—he
had prepared for, and expected, French refugees from Paris;
and instead, we had come. Finally, he decided to trust us, and
after a little while, shaking his head over this strange group of
women—teacher, social worker, lawyer, writer, a grandmother
with a broken leg, three children—he accepted us, and told
us that he would be pleased and proud to have us stay as “his”
refugees. We registered, and were safe.

For Eva and the other women who had experienced the confinement
and squalor of Camp de Gurs, the following days in the village were a
“brief period of unreal peacefulness, and even a feeling of belonging.”

The people in the village were very poor; we helped in the fields,
we talked, we liked each other. At the Memorial Service for the
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war victims, after the Armistice Treaty was signed, we could
participate in the sad ceremony; we were with them; they and
we felt that we had lost as much or more than they had.

But Eva continued to have a sense of foreboding about what lay
ahead. On June 23, 1940, several days after her arrival in the village, she
wrote to Stern who was then in Montauban:

We found a very friendly acceptance in a small beautiful village,
where we stay in a kind of hostel, and do our own cooking.
What will happen later on, is completely shrouded in fog. If
you and your friends consider solutions for the future, please
think of us also.?

And in a diary entry, written in the village the next day, Eva lamented: “A
new leg of the journey—how close before the last? The events press upon
each other so that one can hardly comprehend them. This is not how
I imagined freedom—connected to a universally hopeless situation.”

The peaceful refuge in the village did not last. After about a week,
the mayor awakened the women with bad news:

Our mayor was in the habit of listening to the British radio, and
he told us the war news. One morning, very early—we were all
still asleep—he tapped at our window; two of us went out, and
he told us that they had just announced the definitive lines of
demarcation for the German occupied zone; his little village fell
within this zone, and this day, at noon, the German occupation
troops would come in, and he felt he had to tell us that from
that moment on, he could no longer protect us.

The armistice between France and Germany had just been signed on
June 22, 1940, establishing an “occupied zone” in northern and western
France (including all ports on the English Channel and the Atlantic
Ocean), to be occupied and governed by the Nazis, and an “unoccupied
zone” in southern France that was to be governed by the French under
the Vichy government. Among the provisions of the armistice was the
notorious Article 19 that required the French government to “surrender
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on demand” to the Nazis any persons of German origin on French
territory. This was a direct and immediate threat to the lives of Eva,
Otto, and other ISK members of German origin who had been working
against the Nazis in France. They were now vulnerable not only to the
Nazis but also to any French citizen who might choose to collaborate
with the Nazis and turn them in. Once again, Eva and her small group
faced imminent danger. But their spirits were lifted by the farewell they
received from the villagers:

So we packed up again and left. Someone had given us an old
baby carriage for our grandmother with the broken leg—this
time, we knew we would have to walk until we reached shelter
in the zone to be unoccupied—and the village people were
standing in front of their homes, wiping tears with their aprons
or skirts, one or the other coming forward with a few eggs, half
a bottle of milk—a silent, moving offering and sharing.

The experience of being sheltered in this village with such acceptance
and kindness had a powerful and lasting impact on Eva and others in
her group. These highly endangered women, whose years of demanding
anti-Nazi work had failed, gained renewed hope from the humble and
generous human spirit they encountered in this small village. Eva later
reflected:

If I have any regrets about things not done in my lifetime, it is
that I was never able to find that little village again, and give
thanks to the people, or to their children or grandchildren, who
had been so unbelievably good to us. I wrote a good deal in my
diary during those times, but, probably for a good reason (per-
haps not to endanger them) I never mentioned the name of the
village, and it has completely slipped my mind.

This feeling of regret by Eva led us—her children and the authors of this
book—to take a journey in 2011 in which we were able to identify this
village as Castagneéde and convey Eva’s gratitude to one of its inhabitants,
an elderly woman who had witnessed and recalled these events in 1940
when she was seven years old.?
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Temporary stay in Escou

Again this group of women urgently needed to find shelter. They found
someone with a small truck who was willing to take them to Escou, a
small village in the unoccupied zone about thirty-five miles southeast of
the village that had first given them refuge. As Eva recalled, Escou was
“crowded with refugees. It was not friendly, but we were safe. We could
not do much—often we sat by the river, washing our clothes.” On June
27, Eva wrote to Stern in Montauban:

We had to move on, because yesterday morning we were told
in our village that it would from now on be part of the occu-
pied zone. So we landed here, as a very temporary stopover.
Today I sent you a telegram to ask if there would be room for
us where you are.

A stay for any length of time here is impossible. It has got-
ten totally dark now—in the abandoned house where we found
shelter; there is no lighting, and I can't see anything any more.
This letter should leave tonight.*

While in Escou on June 30, Eva wrote an entry in her diary, again di-
recting her thoughts and feelings to Otto:

For the first time in weeks I walked alone yesterday for two hours
through the fields. After a sad, restless day I walked through
the green fields, framed on one side by the rugged mountains
against the setting sun. Deep peace over the land, and beauty.
Thoughts unravel, present themselves one after the other with-
out understanding. Dark is the future in every respect, and es-
pecially when I add that enormous difficulties stand in the way
of your return. Will life be bearable? In the long term, I don't
know, I also cannot imagine. But in the immediate future, I be-
lieve that even against the worst possibilities, which I absolutely
must consider, I am prepared.

Now we sit here and wait with many good people, in an
empty house, on straw, in the beautiful countryside. The days
are very hot, very long; the evenings peaceful and nice. But
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the waiting is agonizing, waiting for the paper, for the mail,
for news. And even when news comes that we can move on to
M [Montauban], perhaps, what then! Life has become joyless.

As Eva waited in Escou for an answer from Stern, she and the other
women in her group spent time walking outside the village, hoping to
come across other refugees who might have information that could be
useful to them. On July 1, five days after writing to Stern to ask about
room for her group in Montauban, Eva received an affirmative response
from him by telegram. She immediately wrote back: “How great was
our joy when we got your telegram this morning, in answer to ours. We
will try to come as soon as possible. Do you know that we are 19 adults
(women) and 3 children?”

Eva began to work with the others on plans to get to Montauban.
Public transportation had still not been reinstated, and Montauban was
over 150 miles northeast of Escou. The group walked from Escou to
Oloron (approximately 4 miles), hoping there would soon be a train
to Montauban. They were able to take the first train out of Oloron to
Montauban. In a telegram to Stern from Oloron on July 7, Eva wrote
“We are leaving for Montauban by train today at 17 o’clock.”

Two months of refuge and work in Montauban

Eva and her small group were among thousands who found refuge
in Montauban, a small city north of Toulouse. The socialist mayor of
Montauban at the time, Marcel Guerret, opened the doors of his city to
refugees from many areas of Europe. Montauban already had a long his-
tory of offering refuge to politically oppressed populations, and it holds
an important place in the history of the resistance in World War I1.7
Eva’s brother Erich had also arrived in Montauban in June 1940
after being interned by the French government as a German “enemy
alien” in a men’s camp in Orléans. When the German armies neared his
internment camp, Erich and some of the other anti-Nazis of German
origin were released by the French. He was able, with great hardship,
to get to Montauban.? Erich later described how “after long weeks of
separate wandering, men and women exiles find themselves reunited

in the beautiful small town of Montauban in the south of France.”
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He recalled that “parts of this wonderful old Huguenot settlement date
back to the eleventh century” and added that “normally some twenty
to thirty thousand people live in the lovely old houses of this town.
Suddenly the population swells to eighty thousand with the arrival of
refugees from northern France, Belgium and Holland, as well as polit-
ical activists from all manner of countries. Spaniards, Austrians, Poles,
Italians, Russian socialists who had to leave their homes after the 1917
revolution, and Germans.”

With gratitude and admiration, Erich described how the people
in Montauban made room for this flood of refugees: “They offer ac-
commodation and household goods. Hardly a soul grumbles about the
refugees. Those foreigners who have crowded into their living space and
who are now competing for the rapidly shrinking supplies of food. What
an example.” He noted that “never during our weeks in Montauban did
we hear nationalistic or chauvinistic sentiments expressed. There was no
hate. . . . Dire need, distress and human misery increased as millions of
people were forcibly uprooted by the events of war. . . . [T]here arose a
spirit of helpfulness and solidarity.”"°

Eva and her group of women arrived in Montauban on July 7, 1940.
It was the first time since their internment in the Vel d’Hiv two months
earlier that they were able to reunite with their other ISK colleagues in a
place that gave them at least a temporary sense of freedom from fear of
capture by the Nazis. Eva later recalled the warm greeting they received
from Stern at the train station in Montauban:

Stern met the train with a beautiful peach, as an offering of
thanks, and he just marveled at how we looked after all this
ordeal we'd been through. . .. We all lost weight. . . . We got
tanned because of the sun . . . and we were slim. I remem-
ber how Stern said how beautiful I looked when we arrived in
Montauban."!

In a letter Eva wrote several months later to Willi Eichler, the leader of
her ISK group, she described this reunion with her ISK colleagues in

Montauban:!?

There, in Montauban, gradually all met, or gave word of their
whereabouts. The men had had very strenuous flights behind
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them; for instance, my brother and others walked on foot for
200 kilometers across France, the Germans behind them; at
times there were bombs, at times they crossed the German lines,
carrying the little baggage they had on their back (towards the
end they were so exhausted that they had to throw away part of
those belongings). But all were in good spirits, somewhat ema-
ciated, but upright and in a good frame of mind.

Then Jeanne [Johanna Bertholet], Gaby [Cordier], Mousy
[Héléne Perret] and a French friend arrived there, after having
fled Paris and occupied France on their bikes. They also were
very courageous and beautiful.

Eva later described their crowded lodgings in Montauban: “They had
given us a small apartment. There were a lot of us there. I think we
got some ration cards, which we had to share among many of us. I re-
member it was always noisy, all these people—and at night, we didn’t
have lights, and I wrote until my eyes could hardly see anything.”"?
Eva’s sister-in-law, Herta, recalled that their apartment was in “an old
abandoned house, which was said to have once been a brothel. . . .
Twenty people in two small rooms, sleeping on the floor, one next to
the other.”"

Eva remained in Montauban for approximately two months. On
July 23, 1940, she returned to her diary for the first time since the June
30 entry she had written in Escou. She reflected on her parting with
Otto in Paris in early May and the German invasion the following day:

On the first quiet evening here after a month, I just read through
these lines again, alone. Years seem to have gone by since that
last afternoon when we sat in the Tuileries, boarded the metro
at night in the dark city, went into our quiet parlor, packed your
things. The next morning, I brought you to the station. As we
parted, nothing in me said that it would be for #his parting.
Then as I lay awake in bed the next morning, the horrible news
came, something like a numbness spread throughout me like
a cold, wet towel was laid heavily on me. Basically, this inner
state has, still today, not subsided. What has happened in the

meantime has not resolved anything.
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Eva then expressed her despair over the apparent futility of their years
of anti-Nazi political work in light of recent events, noting that the
stresses of her life “make it hard to carry any joy.” She confirmed that
she knew the struggle was necessary but confessed to Otto, “I don’t
believe in its success and I hardly believe in its significance, when mea-
sured against what I actually want in life.” She explained that for a
long time, she could express the significance of her work “only in a
negative sense’—that its success was not “impossible or precluded by
natural law.” She lamented that her pessimistic view had been “terribly
confirmed through recent events.” But she felt the need to continue the
struggle even in such dire circumstances: “I still deem it to be right. But
it offers no courage.”

Eva described the painful contrast between the beauty of Montauban
and the oppressive responsibilities of her work:

I cannot warm up to the city here. Beautiful were the first few
days finding again many believed to be lost; beautiful were the
wide-open views of river, bridge and fields. But too painfully
present is the contradiction between this peaceful tranquility
and the reality of the world in which we live. Internally my
gaze turns away from the tranquil fields—their sight pains me.

Today I yearn for them again, because from morning until
late into the night people and their concerns surround me, and
because my life is filled to bursting with work, the usefulness of
which I question, but which I do because I feel obligated to do.
The work is a burden, for I cannot always do it accompanied
by the warm trust of friends.

Obstructions, differences of opinion, and hard, not always
fair, decisions make life more difficult—as does the aware-
ness of great responsibility, of the horrendous consequences of
avoidable mistakes, and of the clear recognition of one’s own
inadequacy.

At the end of this diary entry, Eva described an experience that took
her away momentarily from the stresses of her work in Montauban.
Ultimately, her thoughts turned to a memory of a time with Otto that
provided a sliver of hope:
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Our bike tour on Sunday was nice after these noisy days. Joy
about overcoming fear; about the wind that is powerfully drawn
into the lungs; about the peaceful fields. . . . My fear sometimes
constricts my throat. But for fear, too, I often don’t have time
and that is good.

In the quiet hours, however, you are with me. I think about
the note that you scribbled before you went to the internment
camp about a year ago now: “I so much still want to live with
you, my E.” Me too. If nothing remains for me of you, no letter,
no picture other than the two small images that stood before
me when you were away, that memory will stay with me. And
a tiny hope for the future.

Eva’s work with the ISK in Montauban focused on the urgent need
to procure visas for ISK members who were in grave danger if they were
not able to escape from Europe. This danger was real. What they had
left behind in their apartments in Paris would now be fatal evidence
to the Nazi occupiers. As Eva later explained in a letter to ISK leader

Willi Eichler,

Discussions and conferences about the future brought agree-
ment about the need to prepare emigration speedily. There was
alarming news from the camps: German Commissions also in
the unoccupied territory who had accurate knowledge of the
personal files (from the Paris police), and also anticipation of
general new internment. There was no possibility of contact
with Paris, so that we did not know what had happened with
the apartments; apartments had been prepared to prove to the
French our loyalty in the fight against Hitler, and now it was
not the French but Himmler who ruled in Paris.

So we sent lists to our friends in America, in order of pri-
ority, where we did not only consider the degree in which they
were endangered, but also the question who would be especially
competent for work to come. We renewed contact, insofar as
they did not already exist, with friendly refugee groups (for in-
stance the official leadership of the German Social Democratic
Party). And we also decided that our Swiss friends [Bertholets]
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should return, in order to help more actively with the prepara-
tion for emigration from there.

In France we were more and more handicapped. Even the
shortest trip was forbidden, and travel permits were issued only
in exceptional cases and with help of protection. So one either
had to stay put and could not go and see anyone, or one had
to accept the risk of unauthorized travel (danger of new intern-
ment). Also, there was very sharp censorship within France;
and all overseas mail is gathered in Bordeaux, that means it goes
through German controls—at least one has to expect that.””

A postcard from “Paul Bois™ Otto is alive

During this period of intense work in Montauban, Eva received her
first sign that Otto was still alive. During their time together in Paris
when Otto was doing his dangerous resistance and sabotage work, Eva,
Otto, and their group of ISK colleagues had made a plan to be used
if Otto fell into the hands of the Nazis. Otto would write to a mutual
friend, Yvonne Oullion, if he wanted to reach Eva but could not write
directly to her.

On August 3, 1940, Eva received a postcard via Yvonne, who by
then was living in Castres near Montauban. The sender was Otto using
the pseudonym “Paul Bois.” The card was stamped “Oflag IV D [abbre-
viation of “Offizierslager” (Officer’s Camp) IV D].” Handwritten on the
postcard were the following words (translated from French):

May 26, 1940
My dear Yvonne—

As you see, I am a prisoner. Don’t worry, I am in good
health and confident despite everything.

I still don’t know for certain where I will be taken, you can
write to me when I am able to give you an address.

My best wishes to Paulette, Pierre and the other friends.
Affectionately,
Paul
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Postcard sent
by Otto to ISK
colleague in
Paris from Nazi
prisoner-of-war
camp, using the
false identity

“Paul Bois.”

Eva immediately recognized Otto’s handwriting. That night, she
wrote in her diary:

Perhaps all was not in vain. You live. I hold the postcard with
your writing in my hand, read it, again and again, and am deeply
grateful. Your handwriting has not changed; it is calm and sure.
I would like to have a small spot for myself now, where I am not
surrounded by constant worries, noise of others. I would also
like to look further into your, our fate. I am very tired. But you
are there. And tonight, my thoughts can come to you.

In her next diary entry on August 10, Eva yearned to write to Otto but
was unable to find the necessary quiet time:
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That a part of this precious, silent evening—completely alone
in the house, after a long swim in the river—must be spent
with yearning is a shame. I had wanted to write to you, here,
and by mail; there is much to tell. But already the door is
opened, the room is full, there is talk of matches, salad, toma-
toes, bread—interruption. Now everyone has gone to rest and
I, myself, very tired, would like so much to be with you. But
the contact is gone. Outside a clock strikes eleven. Many loud
people move through the streets, the narrow streets, where their
steps and voices echo urgently. This town is never quiet; never
have I experienced it quiet.

The painful decision for Eva to marry Stern
in order to obtain a U.S. visa

While Eva was in Montauban, a decision was made by her ISK col-
leagues that she should seek an early visa to escape to the United States.
Because of Eva’s language ability and the competence she had shown
with her work in Paris, she was considered the person most capable
of working effectively in America to obtain emergency U.S. visas for
them and other endangered refugees. Eva’s Pflichtgefiihl (sense of duty)
compelled her to agree.

Eva and her ISK colleagues also decided that she would need to
marry Stern in order to obtain a U.S. visa. Stern had already obtained a
U.S. visa; and if Eva were married to him, she would be eligible for a visa
as his wife. In Eva’s diary entry on August 11, she described the impact of
this decision. She planned to leave this diary with her brother before she
departed, and she hoped that Otto would someday read her explanation.

I have a very heavy heart and I wish you were with me—here
in this fresh, green silence surrounded by high, old trees. Below,
water trickles. Occasionally distant, soft human voices from the
sun-cast silhouettes that walk over the narrow wooden bridge
in the garden. I've known for a week already that you are alive;
and yet I have hardly been able to allow this feeling to calmly,
thankfully spread through me. This uncertainty, which goes
back two and a half months, is too heavy; I am so inhibited
when I have to write you a strange card with a pseudonym. And
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too uncertain of what might happen here if you come back and
I am no longer here.

The decision to go away with St. [Stern] is hard for me
in another unexplainable way. If you were in some area close
enough for me to reach you, I could talk through with you
calmly the whole complicated situation. I am convinced that
my worries would resolve themselves. A consensus is impos-
sible: I must decide alone for the both of us, for the three of
us, for work. So at least allow me calmly to explain to you in
these pages, which you will read before you see me again, how
it appears to me.

Several things are getting mixed up: the formal and the
substantive aspects of the matter. Formally: I should certainly
get away from here soon for many reasons, including, which
should not be omitted, making the departure of those staying
behind easier. Judging by the state of things today, that is better
to accomplish from there [America] than from here. If this final
reason didn’t exist I could relatively calmly and safely stay here
in a quiet place with friends and wait for you. But simply liv-
ing and waiting is not enough for our life—about that we have
been in agreement for a long time. Thus the need to get away.

The opportunity to leave, perhaps very soon, offered itself
through my connection with St. [Stern]. Without it, my chances
don’t look good. It appears I am obligated not to turn down the
offer. That means: that I will not wait here for you; that you will
come to see me with joy in your heart and you will hear that
I am gone, and gone with St. [Stern]—This also means that a
number of people, whose opinions I value, will completely mis-
understand me, us. Ultimately this means that the possibility for
the two of us to live together somewhere peacefully and openly
will become enormously complicated.

Eva then expressed her concern that Otto might not fully understand
the reasons for her decision to marry Stern:

Must we accept all this? As of yet, I don’t know. Moreover, what
I have just enumerated is not quite everything. Connected with
it is also the fact that I am not going away with just anyone, but
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rather with St. [Stern]. Is it conceivable that this fact, provided I
take up the offer, would appear to you in another light? I dont
know. I only know that it will very much depend on what you
went through during the months of our separation.

I can only wish, fervently wish, that your faith in me will
remain unshaken, that you will not have forgotten our con-
versation from back then before you went away. If something
serious were to befall you, you had said that you would be com-
forted for me since I would, I should, go to St. [Stern]. And I
responded to you precisely then, I would stay by you even more
firmly, bound with you; you should never forget that you are
at home with me, that if things are going poorly for you, my
concentration on you constitutes for me an inner necessity, be-
cause it is the only possibility for me to participate in your story.

You sensed, Otto, that I was serious with what I said to you.
Do you still feel today that nothing has changed? If I were cer-
tain about that, if I could give you this certainty, then I would
go down the hard road much more easily.

In a brief diary entry on August 12, 1940, Eva described her writing
to Otto in her diary the preceding day as a “conversation.” She seemed
comforted by it:

Tonight I thought long about our conversation, then slept
peacefully. The silent afternoon had already resolved much. The
night hours then on the bridge after the difficult conversation
left me cheerful and relaxed. I believe we will succeed, within
these constraints, in remaining so close to one another. I am
very grateful.

Eva’s receipt of her own U.S. visa

Against all odds, Eva was able to obtain her own U.S. visa on September
16, 1940. This was made possible only because of an extraordinary pro-
cess that had been initiated in the United States by the Jewish Labor
Committee and the American Federation of Labor. That process al-
lowed for the expedited issuance of emergency temporary visas to lists
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of political refugees whose lives were imminently threatened by Hitler
following the German invasion of France in May 1940. Eva’s name was
one of the last to be added to these lists.'

In terms of Eva’s immediate personal future, this precious visa meant
that she did not need to marry Stern. But she still felt the need to say
more to Otto about the fact that she had been willing to marry Stern.
In a diary entry on September 1, Eva wrote:

The difficult explanation—hard for you, hard for me—about
why I had decided to go away with Stern is now without any
particular purpose. I will certainly have to go, but alone and
with friends, and not in the close, formally binding, combina-
tion with him. That is a good thing, good for us three. It surely
would have gone well after the difficult shock from this decision
and after clarification and calmness had entered the picture.
Certainly not without burden. But also with much good. It
is better so. The closeness is preserved. But its borders are dis-
cernable in every breath of air, and account for the beauty of
our relationship.

St. [Stern] is very close to me, you know it. Spiritually, I feel
ever more strongly a deep connection. When I read his words,
it is as if finally I had expressed what I feel, as it corresponds to
the contents of my feelings. Beautiful were many hours spent
together here: Once in the meadow under the peach trees; often
in the evenings on the bank of the softly murmuring spring;
later on the arched bridge, when at night we looked at stars and
the rising moon and the city that had become still. Beautiful
was the short path through the night on the day that the first
message came from you.

You will later read letters about the in-between station,
Montauban; between not yet concluded past, to which one is
connected by all fibers, and future, still so hazy that it is hardly
possible to grasp it as negative. And you will retroactively expe-
rience with us the melancholic beauty of these hours and days.

In this same diary entry on September 1, Eva wanted Otto to understand
her feelings about Gaby Cordier, who had worked with Eva and Otto
in Paris and, more recently, with Eva in Montauban. Apparently, Gaby
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and Otto had experienced a relationship in Paris that had strained Eva’s
relationship with Gaby:

My relationship with Gaby makes me happy at times in and
of itself, and because I know how deeply you will be pleased
about our friendship. There is nothing, no trace of bitterness left
behind; I enjoy her way of mastering things. I take part in her
life; she takes part in mine too. If you came back today—there
would be an open, comfortable relationship between the three
of us without tension. Where she is so close to me now, how
well I understand what she brought close to you at that time!
Perhaps I have just become more advanced and mature during
these difficult months.

In the last part of this diary entry, Eva referred to cards she had sent
to Otto—-cards that she had to send under Yvonne’s name rather
than her own:

The cards for you, they weigh on me. I cannot write freely, be-
cause I do not know whether anything reaches you or how it
reaches you. Here in these pages I am so much more connected
to you because I speak to you as if you were with me; in reality
it would be much more important that you felt the authenticity
of my being connected to you in the little that might reach you
today. But until at least one answer arrives from you, I believe
that I cannot write any differently. Perhaps you sense my close-
ness from my handwriting, from the fact that I am there. And
my sadness, which I can prove to you no other way.

On September 3, 1940, two days after this entry and shortly before she
was to leave for Marseille, Eva received dismaying news. A Red Cross
package she had mailed to Otto—addressed to him as “Paul Bois” with
Yvonne as sender—was sent back to Yvonne with a small handwritten
note in French and German: “Return to Sender.”

In a diary entry on September 3, 1940, Eva wrote:

A mountain of sadness presses on my heart. Nothing has reached
you, and you are today in greater uncertainly about my fate than
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I am about yours. And if I try to speculate what all the reasons
for the “addressee not found” note could be, I become dizzy.
Do I really have to leave here, in this uncertainty that tears me
apart? I do not know, cannot say anything else to you, only that
I am terribly, hopelessly sad.
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Note on Red Cross package

returned from Nazi prison
camp.

Eva now had to leave Europe and Otto—to move across an ocean to a
strange new continent. It is difficult to imagine how she could survive
this emotionally. After four months of separation from Otto, the un-
certainty about his fate, and the hope she felt when she first received his
postcard, she would need to carry the bitter uncertainty of “addressee
not found.” And she would bear the burden of helping to rescue her
ISK colleagues who were left behind. Her decision was based on her
[SK-driven commitment to the needs of others; it was a decision made
with the knowledge that she would likely never again see the man she
loved. Of all the choices that Eva had been forced to make between her
personal desires and the duty to others, this was the most painful.

Eva left Montauban by train for Marseille on the night of September
11, 1940, and arrived the next morning. She was picked up at the station
by her brother Erich, who was then working in Marseille with Varian
Fry and the Emergency Rescue Committee."” After several attempts over
the weekend to get her visa at the office of the American consulate, Eva
obtained it on Monday, September 16, 1940. In her diary entry on
September 15, she described her feelings about her visits to the American
consulate in Marseille:

The green branch from the garden of the American consul-
ate—It is beautiful. But everything else is oppressive, difficult.
I cannot get used to the thought of going away, cannot get rid



10. Eva’s Refuge in Castagnede, Montauban, and Marseille 133

of the feeling that I can do valuable work here and if I do not
do it, then I leave you and our friends in the lurch. If it were
only about me, I would not go away, certainly not.

The drive along the sea today was wonderfully beautiful;
the wide, open view, the single seagull, gray against the gray sky.

In a diary entry on September 28, she looked back and sketched briefly
her experience in Marseille:

Sunday [September 15]: in the morning a walk through the
harbor area, a marvelous ride in the streetcar along the ocean, a
swim in the ocean, a film at night (much too long), interesting,
but not moving. . . . Monday, the 16th, I get my visa, Tuesday
the Portuguese travel visa. . . . Decide to leave Thursday night,
the 19th. A very painful farewell.

In a letter to ISK leader Willi Eichler, Eva later reported in more
detail on the perils of escaping from France. She also described the dif-
ficulties faced by the two other ISK colleagues who had been granted
U.S. visas, Willi Rieloff and Hans Jahn, and the menacing uncertainties
faced by those seeking to escape from southern France:

Willi [Rieloff] was still in [French internment] camp, and had
to be helped to get out. Kramer [Hans Jahn] and I went im-
mediately to Marseille after a temporary halt of the issuance of
visas, and picked up our papers.

That did not work without difficulties. Before one could
obtain the visa, one had to furnish proof of being well known
(proof of being “famous” or a “Labor Leader”). The Spanish
transit visa could be obtained only with great difficulties; one
had to get in line at one o’clock in the morning, and yet often
one did not get in at 9 a.m.

We were in Marseille without a permit since we had trav-
elled there without permission; often there were razzias [raids]
at street corners where simply everyone caught of German back-
ground was arrested and put into a camp. . . .

Then there was no Exit Visa; that meant one had to climb
across the Pyrenees, and the most recent news of this entry
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into Spain, after many had done it successfully, was that Jacob
[Wachter] and three other friends had sent telegrams from a
prison in Spain, and asked for help.'®

The ports in Marseille were now under German control. Even though
Eva had her U.S. visa and Spanish and Portuguese travel visas, she needed
to find a way to escape from France without an exit visa. In a biography
of Eva’s brother Erich, Antje Dertinger described the dangers facing Eva:

Like many other exiles, she [Eva] had not attempted to apply for
the compulsory exit visa from France. Due to the collaboration
between the French authorities and the Germans, even in the
unoccupied zone, such an application could easily have led to
arrest, internment, or even deportation to Germany. The illegal
route over the mountains offered no guarantee of safety either. It
remained risky because Franco’s Spain was sympathetic to Hitler,
and German agents were on the constant look-out for political
refugees at the border. There were Gestapo lists of wanted people
at every Spanish border post. Since the Portuguese transit visa
was only valid in combination with a Spanish “Entrada” stamp,
it was essential for all refugees to pass through a Spanish border
post to obtain this important stamp on their papers."

i

Eva added a brief diary entry on September 19, 1940. It was the last
entry in the diary she had started on May 18, 1940, at the Vel d’Hiv
in Paris—the diary written for Otto from whom she had now been
separated for over four months. It was the day before she left France on
her escape over the Pyrenees. She still did not know if Otto was alive:

Farewell to these pages—and to much more. These pages should
tell you, my dearest one, that despite all the external commo-
tion, I have spent these months with you, and they should
give you certainty that it will continue to be so. The farewell is
dreadfully hard for me because it does not leave me with the
certainty that we will see each other again. And yet it must be.
Farewell, my Otto!
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Last page of the diary Eva left for Otto in Marseille.

Eva made this final entry in her diary before using all of the pages
in the little book. Twelve blank pages remained. When Eva said “fare-
well to these pages,” she meant that literally. She did not take this diary
with her when she departed from Marseille. She left it behind for Otto,
entrusting it to her brother Erich with instructions to send it to Otto if
and when his location could be ascertained. Along with the diary, Eva
also left a small photograph of herself for Otto. On the back of the photo

Eva wrote the words “pour toi” (for you).



11. Otto’s Capture and Imprisonment
by the Nazis

When we last left Otto, he was at the train station in Paris saying good-
bye to Eva as he departed for Luxembourg on May 9, 1940. Otto was
expecting to see Johannes (Hans) Jahn, a leader of the International
Transport Workers Federation, in Luxembourg and then to make con-
nections with Jef Rens, the Belgian labor leader to whom Otto had
been delivering bombs to sabotage trains carrying Nazi military supplies
during the Dréle de Guerre. Rens later described the tense atmosphere
in Belgium during those days and his unsuccessful attempt to connect
with Otto:

On the 5th and 6th of May 1940, the rue de la Loi [road in
Brussels with key government buildings often used as a name for
the Belgian government] was suffering under feverish agitation.
The news, especially from the Hague, reported an imminent
German invasion. On the 7th, Foreign Affairs believed that
the warnings had not been well founded. It is in this climate
of uncertainty that I decided to embark the next day, that is,
Thursday, May 9, to Saint-Vith via Liege.

We set up a telephone appointment with Otto. . . . But Otto
advised Clajot that he had not finished in Luxembourg. . . . In
Saint-Vith, we were expected by comrade Simon, a railroad
worker who was also alderman of this community. He discon-
nected several cars carrying large tires that clearly were intended
for armored vehicles. We set our explosive charges; then, after
having reconnected the cars as professionally as possible, we
went to drink a glass in a café near the border.

136
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We took the opportunity to ask our friend Simon how he
saw the situation on the other side of the border. His comments
confirmed what I had heard in Brussels. “A few days ago,” said
Simon, “I thought that the German attack was imminent. The
roar of the engines did not stop for three days and three nights.
Then Tuesday, the calm returned.” However, Simon did not
trust the apparent calm much, because his bike carrying a travel
bag with his toiletries was always ready for departure. He had
reached an arrangement with the customs office that he be called
at the slightest threat. . . .

We know what happened in the following days of May and
June: the recollection of these events is engraved forever in the
memory of men and women of my generation.’

Otto recalled, “I arrived in Luxembourg, went to Hans J., unloaded my
anti-Hitler material, and spent the evening with him and his family.”*
In light of what we learned about the nature of Otto’s work during the
Droéle de Guerre with Jahn, Rens and Bertholet, we now understand
his cryptic reference to his meeting with “Hans J” where he “unloaded”
his “anti-Hitler material.”® Otto briefly described his evening with
Jahn on May 9:

He told me a number of things that he had organized with the
railway worker trade unionists in Luxembourg, and he also told
me how often Nazi planes had been flying over Luxembourg,
insolently, and how the Luxembourg government could not do
anything about it. It got very late. We parted and we agreed to
see each other the next morning at 10 a.m.

It was so late when Otto left Jahn that the streetcars were no longer
running, and it took him thirty minutes to walk to his hotel. He was
exhausted and immediately went to sleep. “During the night, I was
awakened occasionally by the roaring of motors. But after what J. [Jahn]
had told me the night before, I did not let the noise bother me.” The

next morning, Otto heard the alarming news:

In the morning I went down to breakfast. Nobody was around;
only the owner of the hotel stood behind the counter with tears
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in her eyes. I told her I would not be back that night, and she
answered “Oh, that’s probably because of the events!” I said, sur-
prised, “What events?” And she replied, “Well don’t you know?
The Germans are here.”

So that is the end, I thought, and I felt like a trapped animal.

Otto knew that Nazi officials, including the Gestapo, were aware of
his anti-Nazi activities. If captured and identified as the “Phister” who
had been a primary contact in Paris of ISK member Julius Philippson,
Otto faced death or life in prison. He immediately locked himself in the
bathroom and made plans.

I was sharply aware of the hopelessness of the situation and
knew that I could only try to save whatever I could. First order
of priority: under no circumstances must they find my French
passport (made out in my real name). So I returned to my room,
took some of the money that I had with me, and went to the
bathroom. Locked in there, I felt safe to make plans for differ-
ent contingencies, and if worse came to worse, I could flush the
passport down the toilet.

I had an entrance visa for Belgium, and although I had
no idea whether or not it would still be possible to get into
Belgium, I thought I had better not destroy the passport just yet.
I looked around for a place where I could hide it. I was lucky:
there was a hole in the floor left after an unfinished repair, into
which I could reach with my hand. So I put most of my money
into the passport and pushed the whole thing into the hole so
that it would not fall through and I could reach it again when
I needed to. Then I went back to my room.

I knew that a good many of the things that I had with me
would give me and my real identity away. So, I carefully exam-
ined every single object, tore laundry marks off my underwear,
destroyed papers, and put only those things that were com-
pletely uncompromising back into my suitcase. Then I went to
the phone and tried to reach the French embassy. No answer. |
tried the Belgian embassy. The disturbed voice of a young girl
answered. She said she did not know what was going to happen;
they were completely cut off from their country. That meant
that the Nazis had not yet occupied the Belgian embassy.
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Then suddenly it came to my mind that in similar cases,
neutral countries had protected members of countries at war,
and I called the American embassy. A secretary answered. I told
him that I was a Frenchman, and since my efforts to contact the
French embassy had not succeeded, I took the liberty to ask if in
this unusual situation, the American embassy could protect me.
He asked where I was, said he had to confer with the consul. A
few moments later, he came back and told me that the “Consul
himself would pick me up within ten minutes.”

This was more than I had ever dared to hope. When a short
while later a tall, elegant gentleman entered, I greeted him with
joy, introduced myself, and was about to thank him for his
help when he interrupted me and asked again who I was. I re-
peated my name, and he said, “Vous dites vous étes du Consulat
Francais?” (You say that you belong to the French consulate?).
When I said that I did not, he became very irritated, and said,
“Il doit y avoir erreur. Je ne peux rien faire pour vous” (There
must be a mistake. I can’t do anything for you). And he left.
Obviously, the secretary had misunderstood me.

That was a cold shower after the great relief I had felt only
a few minutes ago. I knew that there was no point staying at
the hotel any longer. Perhaps German troops were already sta-
tioned in front of the hotel. But I felt instinctively that I ran
a smaller risk getting arrested outside, among the throngs of
people, and that perhaps I could gain time to think and to look
for a way out.

Otto left the hotel and wandered the streets of Luxembourg to see what
he could learn. The streets were initially empty but soon filled with
Nazi soldiers:

I went out—nobody bothered me. The street was fairly empty;
only, from time to time, German gray military trucks drove by.
I saw a bakery and thought that perhaps I might learn more
about the events of the night. But nothing. I bought half a
dozen bars of chocolate, and the man acted as though nothing
had happened.

On I went to the nearest main street. Quite a few people had
gathered there. When I was about to join them, I noticed the
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avant-guard of a German infantry regiment that was approach-
ing. As I learned later, these troops had crossed the Luxembourg
border at 2 a.m., and now, singing, they were marching through
the city. They were powerful young men; most were over 6 feet
tall. There was little comment on the part of the spectators, and
I had the impression that these people were not aware of what
was happening now in their country.

I watched for quite a while, and felt at times rather un-
real—like an onlooker who had nothing to do with the things
that were happening. And then there were moments where I
was sure every one of the marching soldiers could read my face
and know who I was.

Otto finally decided to leave Luxembourg and asked for directions to
the streetcar going to Belgium:

At the terminal, a very friendly conductor told me that these
cars were not running any more, and he suggested that if
absolutely wanted to get into Belgium, I had best get a bike.
He went with me to a store that sold used bikes. I found one
that I was about to get, but after talking some more with the
conductor, who was extremely skeptical about the chances of

getting through because, he said, the Germans were everywhere,
I finally left without the bike.

Again Otto walked through the streets of Luxembourg uncertain about
what to do. Suddenly he saw an empty cab and asked the driver if he
could take him to the Belgian border. The cab driver “had just come
from there and said that although he could not get there all the way,
he could at least take me close enough so that I could cross the frontier
[border] on foot.” It was a memorable cab ride:

One thing was absolutely clear to me: Under no circumstances
must I give the impression of a traveling tourist, and therefore,
I must not have any luggage. So I asked the driver to first take
me to the hotel; with great effort, I got my passport and my
money out of the hole in the bathroom, told the landlady that
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for the time being I would leave my bags there, and quickly
went back into the cab.

Of course, I knew that in all probability we would be
stopped and checked by German personnel at any moment.
Although I would need my passport at the border, I absolutely
could not let it be found on my person while riding in the cab.
So I hid it under the floor covering of the car.

In the meantime, we were back on the main road along
which Germans were marching without interruption. The cab
drove down the street, alongside the regiments that were head-
ing west. It was a bizarre situation, scary, and at the same time
like a farce.

Finally, we turned north, left the town behind, and drove
now through sunny, hilly country towards the Belgian frontier.
When we came to a small bridge, a sudden command: “Halt.”
German soldiers opened the door. I tried very hard to look as
innocent and unconcerned as possible, leaned comfortably back
in my seat, and when they asked “Any weapons?” I smiled and
shook my head. The soldiers talked some more with the driver
and then let us go. Again, what luck!

After a while, we came to a little village that later on turned
out to be Kehlen. The driver stopped and said that this was as far
as he could go; the cab was not his, and he had to make sure that
he could bring it back. He showed me in which direction I had
to walk in order to get to some forest; after crossing the woods, 1
would be at the Belgian frontier. He thought that I could make it
in about two hours. I paid, gave him a most generous tip, pulled
out my passport from under the carpet, and got on my way.

A forced change in plans: the fabrication of a story
that would save Otto’s life

After leaving the cab, Otto walked briskly for about ten minutes.
“Suddenly, I saw a German convoy on the road parallel to mine, going
in the direction of the Belgian border. Shortly after that, a German mil-
itary vehicle with four men drove by me. ‘So it is too late,” I thought.”
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There was absolutely no point now to keep on walking. What I
needed urgently was to gain time and make plans, and so I hid
in the thick underbrush next to the road.

Again and again I thought whether in spite of every-
thing, it would not be better to try to make the Belgian bor-
der. Continually, German convoys sped by on both roads, and
it became certain that the border would be occupied by their
troops, so that there would be no chance to cross it. But what
else could I do? Go back to Luxembourg? And hide there? But
where? To wait for a change in the military situation, where the
French troops that had been taken by surprise, would chase the
Nazis out of this small country? I really did not believe that
that was likely. But when one is caught in a trap, one can’t help
harboring ridiculous hopes and believing in miracles. While I
was debating in my mind all the pros and cons, I hear heavy
squadrons of military planes above, and the thunder of fighting
at the French border hit my ears.

Finally, I came to a decision: I will return, try to get back
into Luxembourg, and hide there. Whether and for how long
this might be possible was more than questionable. Therefore,
I had to be prepared for the event of getting caught.

First order of priority was once again to get rid of my
passport, and I hid it under a big rock in the field, wrapping
it carefully in the aluminum foil in which my chocolate bars
had come. And then I went about the job of constructing a
story. With hard certainty I knew that if that story did not
hold up, it would be curtains. “Si elle ne tient pas debout, ¢a
te colitera la peau.”

This was the story: I was to be a Frenchman; I got a simple
first name, Paul, and a one-syllable family name, Bois, easy to
pronounce, easy to remember [bois is French for “wood”]. 1
had an Italian mother, a French father, and was born in Nice.
I spent most of my childhood and adolescence in Italy—that
explained the slight Italian accent. For years now, I worked as
metreur (construction work surveyor) in Paris, with a fictitious
address in one of the faubourgs. Parents dead, no other relatives.
No military service because of health reasons. I had come to
Luxembourg during the Whitsuntide holidays in order to visit
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my lady friend whom I had met in Paris. In the morning when
I heard the incoming German troops, I quickly ran into the
street, where it became suddenly clear to me that I had to flee,
and I ran away. I had left everything behind, even my passport,
which had been in my wallet, on the night table. That’s why I
was now without any identification. Unfortunately, I would not
be able to give my friend’s address or to return there, because
the lady is married.

After thinking it over for a long time, I also decided that I
neither understood nor spoke German.

Otto’s capture by German soldiers

It was already late in the day when Otto finally left his hiding place by
the roadside:

I returned to the village, found a little inn, ate dinner, and asked
for a room. There was no vacancy. I asked around in the village:
nothing available, at least not for a Frenchman. Back to the inn
where I asked the owner if she would let me sleep at a table.
Putting my head on my folded arms, I tried to sleep, and really
dozed off for a little while.

Awakened by the noise of heavy steps and loud voices, I
saw a troop of German soldiers in the room. I pretended to
be asleep. The soldiers bought chocolate and tobacco, paid
without any trouble, and asked for the Social Hall where they
wanted some straw to be put. Suddenly seeing me, one of them
asked the innkeeper, “Who is that fellow?” She answered, “A
Frenchman who had dinner here, and could not find a room.”

The officer came towards me, tapped me on the shoulder,
and asked, “What are you doing here?” I looked up, as though
coming out of deep sleep, and asked him to repeat his ques-
tion, saying, “Je suis Frangais.” “What are you doing here?” “Je
ne vous comprends pas” (I don’t understand you). “Vous étes
Francais? Que faites-vous ici?” (You are French? What are you
doing here?). “Je viens de Luxembourg. J’ai visité une amie, et
j'ai essayé de rentrer en France via la Belgique” (I come from
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Luxembourg. I visited a girlfriend, and I tried to return to
France via Belgium). “Passport!” (Your Passport!). “Je ne I'ai
pas sur moi” (I don’t have it with me). “Aha! Do you speak
German?” “Je ne vous comprends pas” (I don’t understand).
“Parlez-vous allemand?” (Do you speak German?). “Non, mais
vous parlez bien le francais” (No; but you speak French very
well). I thought a little flattery could not hurt. “Yes, I have been
to Paris to study. Do you have weapons?” The officer ordered a
man to search me. And then he asked me how much money I
had. Shortly before being arrested, I had folded a 1,000-francs
bill many times so I could hide it in an inner pocket, and I
showed him what was left: 300 francs. He asked me to put the
money in an envelope and to write my name, address, and pro-
fession on it. Then he said, “Vous étes mon premier prisonnier
de guerre!” (You are my first prisoner of war!), and he asked a
soldier to take me to headquarters.

The man took me to different places where the officers
did not know what to do with me, and on we went. I became
aware of the fact that they would no doubt find the concealed
1,000-francs bill when they searched me thoroughly, and that
would make my situation worse. It was not easy to get rid of
the bill without being noticed, but I finally managed to throw
it over a fence.

At the next stop, an officer wanted to know more precisely
what a metreur was (that was the profession that I had indicated
as mine). I explained that it had to do with taking measurements
of works on construction sites.

Later, they took me to a field telephone office. There I over-
heard the conversation to the effect that they had here a French
civilian prisoner who said he was a geometer (surveyor)—sus-
picion of him being a spy. It was very hard for me not to react
and say “You are in error; I am not a geometer, I am a metreur,”
and for the first time it became sharply clear to me how hard
it would be to maintain the fiction that I did not understand
any German.

Soon the military police took me by car to a farm in the
vicinity of Luxembourg. A brief interrogation at which the
farmer served as interpreter: My statements were taken down.
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My questioners made every effort to learn the address of the
“woman” from me. I refused, saying that the lady was married.
I had nothing to fear, they replied, if my statements proved to
be true, and I had to realize how much [ worsened my situation
by my refusal. They would be extremely tactful checking up on
the address; I could be sure that the husband would not know
anything about it. The old peasant took my side; he seemed to
understand the situation, and he tried to make my interrogators
see that a man, and above all a Frenchman, could not compro-
mise a lady. Finally, I had to sign my statements as they had
been taken down.

From there, I was taken to a school where German soldiers
were stationed and where they also kept a few dozen freshly
captured French prisoners. I had to go to the bathroom, and as
I crossed the courtyard, I heard some of the German soldiers
speak in Bavarian dialect. Immediately I realized what an addi-
tional danger that was. If by some fluke one of these soldiers was
a former acquaintance or schoolmate of mine from Munich, all
would be lost. From now on, I did not leave the room whenever
I could avoid it. I also realized that I had to do whatever I could
to change my appearance.

Transport to prison in Trier

The following morning, Otto and the other prisoners were lined up to
be loaded in a truck. As they later found out, the truck was headed to
Trier, a German city on the Moselle River near the Luxembourg border.
While waiting in line, Otto hoped to avoid any attention. “When we
had to wait for a while, I cursed my height for the first time in my life;
a German soldier was taking pictures of our group, and it was impos-
sible for me to hide.” Otto recalled his good fortune on the way to the
prison in Trier:

The trip to Trier was beautiful. It was a great, sunny day, and the
country in that area is lovely. When we arrived in Trier, the truck
stopped in front of local headquarters. I was taken inside, but
apparently there was nobody who wanted to have anything to
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do with me. Next stop was a high building with the inscription
“Geheime Staatspolizei” (Gestapo, Secret State Police).

Now, I thought, I will have the thorough Gestapo interro-
gation. Repeated ringing, however, brought nobody to the door.
It was high noon, Whitsuntide Sunday, and that might again
have been the lucky break I needed.

Otto was initially incarcerated in the city prison in Trier. “My belong-
ings were taken from me, and I was put in a solitary cell. In this cell, I
waited for almost three weeks for the dreaded interrogation. Again, I
experienced how hard it was to pretend not to understand German. For
example, when the warden unexpectedly opened the door and yelled
‘Wasser!” I had to make an effort to hold back and not to reach instinc-
tively for the water can.”

Despite the danger he faced, Otto—the optimistic, self-educated
lover of history—recalled the positive moments along with the chal-
lenges of several weeks in this prison:

The food was very simple, yet nourishing. I certainly did not suf-
fer from hunger. Under the cell’s ceiling was a window. Pulling
myself up on the iron bars, I could see the sky and a panorama
of the city, with the impressive “Porta Nigra’—a 2,000-year-old
monument erected by the Romans.

After a few days in prison, I found out that one could put a
sign through the door that indicated that one wanted to report
for physical exercises. Of course, that was a relief. We did our
exercises in the courtyard for half an hour, together with two
or three dozen other prisoners. Some were criminals. The man
next to me during the exercises, for instance, had been arrested
under suspicion of murder.

Every day, I waited for the interrogation, tried to prepare
myself for it, to check over and over again the statements that
I had already made and those that I was to add, to keep every-
thing sharply in my mind.

In the meantime, I had not shaved for a few days and
planned to grow a beard. However, I had not counted on the
prison rules, and finally I had to accept a shave from the prison
aide. I tried to make him understand that I would rather not
get shaved, because once before I had gotten a skin infection
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(that was not true); he became very angry and said that such a
thing could not happen in a clean German prison, and so I had
to get shaved.

After about two weeks—a lot of time to reflect and to spec-
ulate—1I was taken downstairs and had to wait in front of a
closed door for about twenty minutes. I thought “Now, it is
coming.” I tried everything to remain calm and concentrated
and managed to do it at least outwardly. But inside, I experi-
enced for the first time certain physical manifestations of raw
fear, and in spite of all efforts, concentration, and willpower, 1
could not check them. In the end, it appeared that this was not
an interrogation but only once more a check on the valuables
that had been taken from me.

After another week in this prison, Otto was moved to another location:
“modern barracks on the Petrusberg . . . on top of a hill overlooking the
City of Trier.” He quickly learned that it would not be easy for him to
maintain his false identity with French-speaking prisoners:

Now I was no longer the only civilian: a mining engineer from
Luxembourg who also had been taken prisoner somewhere was
with me. On the way to the barracks with me, the following
happened: On this trip, the German soldiers who accompanied
us talked about reports from the front, and they mentioned
Abbeville and other French cities which the Germans had already
conquered. I talked about that with the engineer, saying, “I just
heard the name Abbeville. Do you think they are already there?”
Immediately he asked me “Are you a naturalized Frenchman?” I
said, “No, I am Italo-French.” Obviously, I had not pronounced
the name of the city in the proper French way. From then on,
I was very careful not to mention names of French cities with
which I was not thoroughly familiar. And I became even more
aware of the fact that it would be extremely difficult to maintain
my position as Frenchman with French-speaking people.

While he was in these barracks on May 26, 1940, Otto decided to take
the risk of writing the postcard to Yvonne Oullion, using his false name
“Paul Bois” so he could let Eva and his other ISK colleagues know that
he was still alive:
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During the next days, thousands and thousands of French offi-
cers arrived in the barracks on the hill and also a few American
civilians who had done voluntary service with the evacuation.
We learned now that it was permitted to write a postcard to
one’s relatives. I had to think this over very carefully: Should I
or should I not write to Yvonne? The fact that during the whole
time in prison I had not been interrogated thoroughly made me
wonder if they had not missed out on my file, if they had per-
haps forgotten my existence. If I write this card now, I thought,
and if the censor would see it, I might perhaps, through my
own fault, direct their attention to me, all the more so as all the
officers would put as sender “capitaine” or “lieutenant,” while I
could only put down my assumed civilian name. This one fact
alone could lead to a special screening of my card.

Finally, I decided in favor of writing the card so that my
people in France would at least know that I was still alive. I
wrote the card to Yvonne, with the special request to write only
after I would have given her a definite address. I did not want
any mail; I wanted to decide myself when it would be safe to
write to me.*

Transport to officers’ prison camp (Oflag)
in Hoyerswerda, Silesia

Otto was then transported by train from Trier to a prisoner-of-war
camp (Ofhizierslage or “Oflag”) for French officers at Hoyerswerda in
Silesia. Hoyerswerda is about 440 miles east of Trier and 40 miles east
of Dresden. Otto continued to fear that Gestapo interrogators and even
fellow prisoners would expose his true identity:

Soon, the quota of the transport to a PW [prisoner-of-war]
camp was filled. About 5,000 French officers were packed in a
long train. We civilians also boarded it.

The destination of the convoy was an Oflag at the eastern
border of Germany. We civilians, as it transpired, were directed
to Gestapo headquarters in Hannover. However, by some lucky
circumstances, we were not taken off the train in Hannover but
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continued the trip with everybody to Hoyerswerda in Silesia,
the site of the camp. The receiving authorities were greatly
astonished and disoriented by our presence but admitted us
temporarily.

I expected—and of course dreaded—to be taken back to
Hannover soon. Yet, this did not happen. And now started a
dreary camp life. We were assigned to rough three-tiered bun-
kers, slept for a few nights miserably on the bare planks, until
they issued sacks filled with excelsior (packing material made
of wood). Food was edible, but the rations were so small that
for the first time in my life I experienced real gnawing hunger.

To anyone who has never felt raw hunger, it is very hard to
convey what it is all about. Thinking becomes almost entirely
concentrated on food. Hardly finished a meal, one is longing for
the next one. Many coveted the empty marmalade pots to clean
out the meager remains. I went around to gather from potato
peels whatever less meticulous fellows had left on them. Hunger
erodes pride! Since we got very little greenery and hardly any
fruit and I feared a deterioration of my physical and mental
capacities, especially in view of the dreaded interrogation by
the Gestapo (which indeed finally occurred), I went out every
evening to gather Sauerampfer (sorrel), which grew in the cracks
of the dirt in the camp.

Besides hunger, other things worried me. Puzzled by the
presence of two civilians among them, some of the French of-
ficers whispered among themselves, wondering if we had been
planted by the Germans. As anticipated, someone asked about
my slight accent. I told my story of my Italo-French background.
Fortunately, I was able to corroborate it by talking Italian to a
lieutenant from Corsica (they are bilingual). It sounded plau-
sible. But since I was not to know any German, I feared that I
might talk in my sleep in that language. So I managed to get
an upper berth. Being painfully aware of the fact that all the
clothing I had was what I wore, I was concerned about wearing
it out. Since I did not smoke, I had saved the cigarette rations
we were issued, and I was able to barter them against a pair of
French uniform pants. This had the added advantage to help

me blend better into my surroundings.
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Finally, the event occurred that Otto had feared most since his arrest: an
extensive interrogation by the Gestapo:

Continually, I recapitulated what I had told my captors back
in Luxembourg. This proved to be highly useful when I was
called to an hour-long interrogation by a Gestapo agent. He
took my deposition and remained stone-faced. Perhaps he was
not satisfied, because a few weeks later came another call to the
Camp Office. A Gestapo man had come from Goerlitz—a town
some distance from Hoyerswerda—to take me through another
grilling. All this, of course, was in French. This time again, I got
through the grueling hour without giving myself away.

The “University of Hoyerswerda”
and a hand-carved chess set

Not all was grim at the camp. Otto used his skill with woodwork to craft
stools out of discarded wood for the prisoners, and he received food in
return. He also carved a complete chess set with a small pocketknife.
Remarkably, he was able to save this set and ultimately brought it with
him to America:

In the meantime, food parcels had started to arrive for the of-
ficers from their families in France. None for me, of course. In
order to direct some of that food my way, I made little stools
from sticks I had salvaged from the excelsior crates, and I traded
them for whatever foodstuff I could get. The only tool I owned
was a pocketknife I had smuggled in. Nails I found in the dirt
around the barracks, dropped there by the construction work-
ers. The stools were well liked to sit on and listen to lectures
under the sky at what was proudly called the “University of
Hoyerswerda.” This had been arranged by teachers and other
professionals among the officers. I myself followed many of
these courses—they were a welcome diversion from the mo-
notony of camp life.

Another diversion was to play chess. I had whittled a set
of chessmen, a task of many days. Some of my partners played
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Chess pieces carved by
Otto with a pocketknife
in Nazi prison camp.

a better game, but I remember with satisfaction that I beat a
colonel a few times. Strategic skills did not help him to win.

Release

Several weeks after the signing of the armistice between France and
Germany on June 22, 1940, Otto was able to obtain his release from
the camp. But at the very moment he was advised that the decision had
been made to release him, he slipped and made a mistake that could
have cost him his life:

By now, the Armistice had been signed between France and
Germany. The other civilian, the engineer from Luxembourg,
started to make written requests to be released. One day, the
German officer who occasionally dealt with us (he spoke French)
came to talk to me. He was wondering what kept me from mak-
ing the same request as the other fellow had done. I was to write
the story of my capture and request my release.

Now that was precisely what I shrank away from doing.
Although I wrote French fluently, I was aware that I had never
acquired the characteristic French handwriting. Possibly, my
writing would be scrutinized by somebody who knew the dif-
ference. I also was not sure anymore of all the details of my ear-
lier depositions. All I wanted was to lie low. But since I risked
arousing suspicion by refusing to follow the suggestion, I finally
decided to write my request.

Some weeks later, the officer who always spoke French to
me came to me and said in German: “Sie werden morgen ent-
lassen!” (You will be released tomorrow!). Overwhelmed by this
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news, I forgot for a moment that he had spoken in German
(which I was not supposed to understand), and I answered with
a short sentence in German. Immediately I was aware of my
lapse, and cold fear ran down my spine. I continued to talk,
now in French. So did he. I still can’t explain by what miracle
he had not realized my mistake.



12. Otto’s Return to Paris and Flight
to Montauban

The day after Otto was released from the Nazi prison camp, he boarded
a slow train to France with a dozen French prisoners of war from a
nearby camp who were being sent to work at the railroads in Paris. But
he managed to transfer to another train:

I had found out that our travel orders allowed us civilians to
use faster trains. So, at a stopover in Hannover, we convinced
the German non-commissioned man in charge to let us con-
tinue alone. This was very fortunate, since I was to report to the
German authorities at the railway station in Paris and wanted
to avoid that at all cost.

We traveled on without a guard, and at another stopover
in Luxembourg, I picked up the suitcase that I had left at the
hotel and then took the train to Paris. The problem now was
to get off the train before it reached the Gare de I'Est in Paris.
Fortunately, the train stopped at Le Bourget (one of the Paris
airports), at the outskirts of Paris.’

Belgian labor leader Jef Rens, to whom Otto had delivered bombs during
the Drole de Guerre, provided additional details of Otto’s train trip back
to Paris, as Otto later described it to him:

Before leaving the camp, Otto had to go to the commander to

get his train ticket and Passierschein [safe conduct pass]. The
commander almost apologized for his arrest and gave him five
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hundred marks, saying “A gift from the Fithrer to compensate
you for your unjustified arrest!”

In Hanover, his two guards told Otto that they had a 24-
hour leave, and they would go visit their wives and children.
They assumed that Otto himself had the desire to see his wife
in Paris quickly, so they let him continue the journey alone,
with his promise never to veer from the route. And so it was
that Otto, activist German anti-Nazi, traveled alone by train
between Hannover and Paris in the middle of the war, furnished
with a safe conduct pass in perfect order, a free ticket, and five
hundred marks in cash as a gift from Hitler.?

Otto got off the train at Le Bourget and checked his bags at the train
station. After about an hour’s walk, he arrived at the house of a friend
in Pantin, a town about nine miles from the center of Paris:

Nobody was home. I spent the night on the landing. Nobody
came the next morning. Early then, I went to the house of a
young French couple for whom I had made some furniture.
They were my friends. But would they still be friends now, with
the Nazis in Paris? It turned out that my fear was groundless:
they heard my story, accepted me warmly, and helped me in
every way, with money, food stamps, and shelter.

Otto then went to the Paris apartment of Eva’s brother Erich. The
Gestapo had already entered and sealed the apartment, but the con-
cierge knew Otto and gave him the keys. Otto was also able to get into
Eva’s nearby apartment. “The next day, I loaded a two-wheel cart with
whatever was worth salvaging from the two places, and I sold it later.”

A few weeks after his arrival in Paris, Otto learned from their col-
league and friend, Gaby Cordier, about what h