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Childhood

My grandparents and my parents were born in Galicia. My
family on my father’s side was called Braw. My
grandmother, Rivka Finder, née Braw, died before I was
born. I was named after her, Rosa in German and Rivka in
Yiddish. My father was a tailor and worked from home. In
later years, we had a menswear wholesale and retail store.
My father wasn’t drafted into the army during WWI; he was

given his medicals four times during World War I but was deferred every single time
because he had horrible varicose veins. And that made him fortunate. He was at home and
could take care of us. He drove to the farmers and got food for us, so we wouldn’t starve.
My mother was good at everything, too. We never went hungry. 

My parents were foreigners in Germany. I’ve had three nationalities, but I was never
German. At the time I was born in Berlin, I was Austrian. I was born in 1907, but Poland was
only founded in 1922.[1] So then I was Polish, as a dependent of my parents, as I was still a
minor. Then I married a Hungarian, so I became Hungarian, and after the war I married an
Austrian, so I was Austrian again.

Rosa Rosenstein with her
siblings Betty, Erna, Cilly
and Anschel  1919 
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My mother was engaged to my father for a very long time. It was an arranged marriage.
My sister Betty came after me in 1909. Erna, born in 1911, was the third, and Cilly, born in
1913, was the youngest sister. My brother Arthur, Anschel in Yiddish, was the youngest. All
of us five siblings are very close. Sure, we all had different opinions, but we never really had
a row with each other. And that only happens in a few families.

In Berlin, we lived in a large four-room apartment on
Templiner Strasse.[2] The toilet was inside the apartment,
and we also had a bathroom. It was a very primitive
bathroom, but it had a bath-tub and a large stove, which
was heated with wood, so we could have hot water for a
bath. We four sisters shared a room. In our home
everything was kosher. Blue, for example, was for dairy
products, for those we had blue-checkered tea-towels. And
the red-checkered ones were for meat products. We also
had separate dishes for meat and dairy products, and they were also washed separately.
That was a very beautiful thing in our home. My parents went to Jewish prayer houses,
which were located in some large backyard.

I didn’t care about clothes at all. At Rosh Hashanah,[3] we always got winter things. Those
were beige coats, ready-made. Of course, I immediately tore the side. It was then sewed
and darned, but nonetheless it looked shabby after a while. Then we got new coats again,
but at that time I was already wearing my sister’s old one, as mine wasn’t in good shape
anymore. My mother scolded me. She told me, ‘Rosa, couldn’t you stand in front of the
mirror for at least five more minutes?’ I didn’t pay attention to what my hair looked like or
to what I wore. The main thing was that the skirt was wide enough and the shoes didn’t
pinch, so I could run around comfortably.

My father prepared our breakfast, which we took along to school. We had everything, you
know. Berlin has wonderful lakes. On Wednesday we always went out in paddle boats, and
we also went canoeing. We had delicious food, bought the very best. We didn’t lack
anything. My father did everything for his daughters. My mother was a bookworm just like
me. She only went to school for a year in Galicia, while her seven brothers all studied.
Grandfather always said it was enough for a girl to be able to write her name and know
how to bake bread and make butter. But my mother taught herself how to read and write.

Rosa Rosenstein with her
siblings Betty, Erna, Cilly
and Anschel in Bad
Buckow  1927 
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We had a real library at home. When we emigrated after Hitler’s rise to power, my heart
bled because we had to leave all our books behind.

Rosa Rosenstein at a Purim party 

Education and work

I went to a Jewish girls’ school. I had no contact whatsoever with Christians. My parents
didn’t either, only business-wise, but privately, they didn’t. However, I did have a Christian
girlfriend when I was young; she lived in the same building, and I went along when she
went to confession.

I then had to leave school. I was told what to do: It was decided how long I was allowed to
go to school, and then I had to switch to a business academy because my father needed
me in the shop. At this business academy, you had to learn everything in half a year:
typewriting, stenography, accounting, and all that at a great speed. I had classmates who
were 20 years old, while I was only 15, but I was much better than the others. 

In my father’s business, we made and sold men’s ready-made clothes ourselves. For a
while, we had our own retail stores: one was on Hermannstrasse in Neukölln, the other one
on Klosterstrasse.[4] Back then many people bought on tick, paying in installments since
they were poor. I always worked long hours. If you work in your father’s shop, you can’t just
finish work at 5pm. In the workshop, I had to sew buttons, help prepare things for dispatch,
and accompany the domestic servant to the train station when parcels were being sent by
train. I wasn’t even registered with the health insurance scheme. If I had been, today I
would be getting another pension from Germany. My sister Betty, on the other hand,
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worked in the public prosecutor’s office and got a great pension from Germany.

Marriage

I lived at home until my wedding day. My first husband was also a tailor, but above all he
was a Hungarian. Oh, he certainly was a handsome young man! I was working at my
father’s, in a factory building with large windows. My desk stood at the window. On the
opposite side there was a men’s ready-made clothes factory, and there was this good-
looking man sitting at the sewing-machine. We kept smiling at each other. I didn’t know
who he was; he didn’t know who I was. One day a messenger came up with a big box filled
with candies and said, ‘This is from the young man across the way.’ That’s how it all started.
I accepted the gift, of course, and said thank you. I was not yet 18, but I was happy, and
why not? 

One day I went home earlier. I had been in the shop and walked via Hackescher Markt to a
large bookstore on Rosenthalerstrasse. So I’m standing there, looking at the books and all
of a sudden I hear a voice behind me, slowly saying, ‘Isn’t that beautiful?’ I turned around,
and there he stood. He asked if he could walk me home since he was going the same way.
So I said, “If you please.” After that he sometimes accompanied me on my way, and then he
started inviting me. That was always on a Saturday evening; one didn’t have time during
the week, of course. Our meeting place was at the underground station on the corner of
Schönhauser Allee and Schwedterstrasse. I dressed, got ready, and I also went to the
hairdresser’s. My parents knew that I had a rendezvous, and my mother told me, ‘Come on,
hurry now, you’re going to be far too late.’ And I replied, ‘If he’s really interested, he will
wait.’ So I went down to the underground station, and there was no one there. Then, after
five minutes or so, I saw him come running, completely out of breath. What happened?
Well, I apologized for being late. He, however, thought that I was waiting at the other
station, so he had to run to the next station and back. We went to a restaurant called
‘Schottenhamel,’ a very elegant restaurant, but I was kosher. He ordered a meat platter,
while I had coffee and cake, as I didn’t eat treyf[5] food. I didn’t know any kosher
restaurants, as my parents never went to restaurants.
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Well, then we got married. I insisted on the temple on
Oranienburger Strasse because it was the most beautiful
temple in Berlin, and, it was even said, the most beautiful
one in all Europe. After the ceremony, we went for a meal
at a restaurant on Kupfergraben. The plan was to dance
after the meal; after all, there were a lot of young people
there. But the music was horrible. My girlfriend’s brother
was a wonderful pianist and could play anything by heart;
he could play without sheet music. So he sat down at the
piano and started to play, and then we were able to dance
properly.

When our daughter Bessy was born in 1929, my husband
and I were both still very young, but fortunately I had my

parents to help us. In 1933, my second daughter, Lilly, came into the world. And I didn’t
want that, I only wanted to have one child. Back then, it was popular to only have one child.
My husband’s sister wanted to help me. She told me I should drink tea, sit in hot water and
jump from the table, but nothing helped. Finally I told my mother that I was pregnant and
she did not mince words: ‘What is that? Don’t do it! What’s another child? Why don’t you
want to have it? The age difference is just right!’ But the worst thing was that she told my
daughter about this once she had grown up. And from then on my daughter always told
me, ‘You didn’t want to have me.’

Persecution and flight

My siblings Erna, Betty and Anschi went to Palestine in the beginning of the 1930s. My
father was arrested in 1938, immediately after “Kristallnacht”,[6] and deported to Poland.[7]
 He was allowed to take 10 marks and a small briefcase along with him. We still had
relatives in Poland, and I always acted as an intermediary. Since I was married to a
Hungarian, I wasn’t afraid yet. I organized myself a visa for Poland. I wanted to see my
father and bring him money. When I returned from the passport office, my mother was
coming up to meet me and said, “You don’t have to travel to Poland, Papa has received
permission to come back and pick me up, and we will move to Palestine together.” When
my father returned from Poland, we started to pack everything. My younger daughter was
supposed to start school at the time, as she was six years old. My father left heavy-
heartedly because I remained behind with my family. He had a hard time parting with us.

Rosa and Michi
Rosenstein's wedding  1929 
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“It’s a crying shame. I will leave my child behind.” And he added, “I won’t rest until I manage
to get you over there.” My sister Cilly went to Palestine with my parents in 1939. I never saw
my father again. He did learn about the birth of my son, who was born in 1945, but he
passed away two years later, in 1947.

Three weeks after the outbreak of the war, you had to black out your apartment, and food
ration cards were introduced. Of course, Jews got less. Apart from that, we could only go
shopping at certain hours and not during the whole day. My husband said, ‘Nothing can
happen to us in Hungary.’ So then we packed our suitcases and went to Budapest, because
my husband claimed in Budapest nothing would ever happen. However, to be on the safe
side, I had organized entry permits to Palestine for my children.

The Jews in Hungary still lived a good life. At that time, many Jews lived in Budapest, I think
around 200,000. ‘Stay in Hungary,’ my parents wrote. Back then you could only enter
Palestine if you had a certificate stating that your profession was needed in the country.
And this certificate included a capital of so many thousand British pounds. My parents
wrote to us, saying that the capital would be deposited for us in Holland. Much to our
misfortune, though, the Germans invaded Holland.

One day, they arrested me and took me and my children to
an internment camp. My husband was separated from us
in the men’s part of the camp. I still had the exit permits
for my children. I always wrote Red Cross letters – via my
cousin in Argentina, who forwarded them – and thus we
were still in touch with my family in Palestine. After our
arrest, my brother-in-law wrote from Palestine: ‘Send the
children, please send the children. We will raise them as if

they were our own.’ The Jewish community in Budapest organized it all. Lilly didn’t want to
leave; she was eight, and Bessy was eleven when they left. In the end, they agreed, but the
younger one told me that her sister had beaten her until she said ‘yes.’ This way, she saved
her life. 

I was allowed to accompany the children from the camp to the train station in Budapest.
My husband, who was in the men’s internment camp, was only allowed to take them to the
bus stop. That’s where he said goodbye to them. And that was the last time they saw their
father. Lilly was standing at the window with tears running down her face. They went to

Rosa Rosenstein with her
daughters  1935 
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Bulgaria by train, then crossed over into Turkey by ship and from there, went by bus via
Syria to Palestine. My parents welcomed them in Palestine. 

On my husband’s death notification it said: cardiac arrest. I was told later that he’d died of
spotted fever. He was sent to Russia, to Kiev,[8] for labor service. They had to dig and
search for mines. I was allowed to leave the internment camp and still had a small
apartment. I worked for a lawyer but had to register with the police every eighth day. I was
the widow of a laborer and received a widow’s certificate.

Then came the year 1944. Adolf Eichmann[9] arrived in Budapest to establish ‘order.’ I
remember that date to this day. When I got off the tram, I was arrested. I was taken to a
house which was filled with some 400 people, all Jews. We were locked up there, and no
one knew what would happen. We were then crammed into a transport vehicle and we
drove and drove. There were no windows, so we didn’t know where we were going. All of a
sudden we were unloaded and found ourselves in a huge courtyard. I looked around and
saw many captured men on the other side. 

We were suddenly called into the building, the women separately. An officer sat there,
writing down our names. He looked at me, then looked at the death notification, then
looked at me again and said in German, ‘You are an Israelite?’ I said, ‘Yes.’ Then we were
taken into a huge room, and there were some 400 women again. We were locked up, and
by that night Budapest had already been bombed: at daytime by the Americans and the
British, at nighttime by the Russians. The women prayed for the next bomb to hit us. For,
you know, we expected the worst, the very worst. We were in there for four days. The men
were deported, that we knew. But they didn’t know where to take the 400 women. They
didn’t have trains. That was our great fortune. When they released us, we had to give them
our addresses, and I was afraid to return to my room. But we had a Viennese friend in
Budapest, a widow. When she opened the door for me, she couldn’t believe her eyes: ‘Resi,
you are alive?’ This is where I met my future husband, Alfred Rosenstein, whom I knew
from the camp. He was from Vienna and so charming; the women were crazy about him. 
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We had a mutual acquaintance who had bought false
papers a few months earlier. He bribed the janitor of a villa
and we, nine of us, were then hiding from the mass
deportations in one room of that villa. In the end, when it
was all over, when we were already dancing in the streets,
60 Jews suddenly appeared from the villa next door - the
janitor had been hiding them in return for money and
jewelry, in coal cellars and what not. This is why I said, in
Budapest you could get anything, if you had money.

I knew I was pregnant and I said to myself: either the child will perish with me, or I do
something. And Alfred said, ‘You won’t do anything. If we survive, we will have a child.’ But I
went to see the doctor in the ghetto anyway.[10] He told me, ‘I won’t do anything! Do you
want to die of sepsis?’ You see, he didn’t have instruments, nothing at all. Our son, Georg,
was born in Budapest on  June 27, 1945.

One day, we were lying in the room wearing our coats – there were no windows any more –
and all of a sudden I heard a voice speaking into a megaphone: ‘This is the Russian Army.
People of Budapest, wait! We will liberate you.’ That’s what they said in German, Hungarian
and Russian. And so we waited. One fine day, it was a Sunday, I was standing at the
window, there was a deathly silence, and I saw a Russian with a fur hat and machine-gun
coming through the garden towards the house. I said, ‘There’s a Russian here.’ My
girlfriend said, ‘The first Russian horse I see – I will kiss its behind.’

Post-war

After the liberation, I first stayed in Hungary. I didn’t want to go to Austria; I wanted to
move to my children and parents in Israel. But my husband said that he didn’t have a
proper profession to go to Israel. He was a businessman and worked for his brother, who
owned a large oil company. He worked as a salesman. That wasn’t the right profession for
Israel. He wanted to go to Austria to put in a claim for reparation payment and get the
money so we could immigrate to Israel.

Before the war, my husband’s sisters had a restaurant called ‘Grill am Peter’ in Vienna,
which was Aryanized.[11] Then my husband wanted to put in a claim for reparation
payment in order to get back the fortune. The restaurant actually belonged to his eldest

Rosa and Alfred
Rosenstein with their son 
1946 
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sister, who was killed in the Holocaust. My husband filed a lawsuit – back then there were
restitution courts. And there were always only two judges. The Aryan who took over the
restaurant had died. Her son took it over. At the first hearing, my husband was offered
35,000 schillings as reparation. Our lawyer was Dr. Pik, who would later become president
of the Jewish community. He had gone to school with my husband. At the second hearing,
they offered him 65,000 schillings. Then, the lawyer said to my husband, ‘If they are already
willing to pay 65,000, there will be more.’ At the third hearing, three judges were present.
You see, my husband didn’t want the money; he wanted the restaurant so that we would be
able to build a life for ourselves. The third judge said it wasn’t fair to take away the young
man’s livelihood since he didn’t have anything to do with the Aryanization. That was already
the attitude back then. The young man got the restaurant because the three judges
agreed. My husband didn’t get a cent for the restaurant.

I went to Israel for the first time in 1949 with my son. My daughter Bessy went to the Israeli
army, later she worked for the city council, taking care of elderly people. Lilly came to live
with me in Vienna for a year. She had gone to school in Israel, but, of course, she could
speak German. My mother never learned Hebrew. I never saw my father again, that was
terrible. My son moved to Israel after high school. That was shortly after my husband’s
death in 1961. 

I didn’t like the Austrians. I always regarded them as Nazis.
Once, at the beginning of the 1950s, I spent two months in
Israel. When I came back to Vienna and went to my local
baker to buy bread, the baker’s wife asked me, ‘Mrs.
Rosenstein, where have you been for so long?’ I said, ‘I was
in Israel.’ And she looked at me and said, ‘You’re Jewish?
You don’t look Jewish!’ Upon which I said, ‘Why, Mrs.
Schubert? Because I don’t have horns on my head?’ And

she said, ‘For Goodness sake, no, I didn’t mean it like that. We had a supplier, a Jew who
supplied flour, and he was a decent person, too.’ That was at the beginning of the 1950s.
Nothing much has changed over the years. Haider and Stadler,[12] too, give us enough
opportunity to think about it. Even if you want to forget, you can’t. We’re confronted with it
again and again.

Rosa in Israel with her
grandchildren  1979 
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In Germany, I didn’t feel any antisemitism. I was laughing
and joking around with Christian laborers in my father’s
workshop. Many of them also knew when our holidays
were. I went to Berlin with my sister; back then it was still
divided into East and West Berlin.[13] We had an
acquaintance from our youth, a neighbor, Sali, who was
already in the West, and we wanted to go to East Berlin,
our home. And he said, ‘For God’s sake, don’t go, who
knows what’s going to happen to you there, you may get
into trouble.’ And he talked us out of it. Later, I was in East
Berlin with my granddaughter. And I didn’t go to the house
where we used to live; I simply couldn’t.

Rosa Rosenstein probably referred to the confirmation of the borders of the Second
Polish Republic (1918-1939), which took until 1923.

[1]

Templiner Straße was a street close to the Scheunenviertel (“barn quarter”) now
located in the center of Berlin, a neighborhood mostly inhabited by Jews, most of
whom had come to Berlin from Eastern Europe as a result of economic and social
destitution in the beginning of the 1920s.

[2]

The Jewish New Year, which is celebrated in autumn.[3]
Klosterstraße was a street not far from the Scheunenviertel (“barn quarter”) now
located in the center of Berlin, a neighborhood mostly inhabited by Jews, most of
whom had come to Berlin from Eastern Europe as a result of economic and social
destitution in the beginning of the 1920s. Neukölln is located in the South of Berlin
and was not part of the Scheunenviertel.

[4]

non-kosher.[5]
Nazi anti-Jewish outrage on the night of November 10, 1938. It was officially
provoked by the assassination of Ernst vom Rath, third secretary of the German
embassy in Paris two days earlier by a Polish Jew named Herschel Grynszpan.
Following the Germans' engineered atmosphere of tension, widespread attacks on
Jews, Jewish property and synagogues took place throughout Germany and Austria.
Shops were destroyed; warehouses, dwellings and synagogues were set on fire or
otherwise destroyed. Many windows were broken, and the action therefore became
known as Kristallnacht (Crystal Night). At least 30,000 Jews were arrested and sent to
concentration camps in Sachsenhausen, Buchenwald and Dachau. Though the

[6]

Rosa Rosenstein in her
Vienna apartment, 1990s 
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German government attempted to present it as a spontaneous protest and
punishment on the part of the Aryan, i.e. non-Jewish population, it was, in fact,
carried out by order of the Nazi leaders.
Rosa Rosenstein is presumably referring here to the so-called 'Polenaktion', the
deportation of around 17,000 Jews of Polish nationality from the German Reich to the
Polish border at the end of October 1938. Among the deportees was the Grynszpan
family from Hannover, whose son Herschel lived in Paris. When Herschel learned of
his family's fate, he carried out an attack at the German embassy in Paris on
November 7, 1938 in protest against the deportation, which resulted in the death of
embassy secretary Ernst vom Rath. The National Socialists used this as a pretext for
the subsequent November pogroms. After the November pogroms - the date Rosa
names for her father's deportation - thousands of Jewish men were deported from
Berlin to Sachsenhausen, but not to Poland. However, it is likely that Rosa is
confusing the date of the 'Polenaktion'.

[7]

As it often happens, Rosa uses the term “Russia” when she speaks about the Soviet
Union. In reality, Kiev was not a part of Russia but of the Soviet Union at the time, and
is now the capital of Ukraine and spelled Kyiv in Ukrainian.

[8]

Eichmann, Adolf (1906-1962). Nazi war criminal, one of the organizers of mass
genocide of Jews. After the war, he was imprisoned in an American camp. He
managed to escape and hid in Germany, Italy and Argentina. In 1960 he was
captured by the Israeli secret service in Buenos Aires. After a process which took
several months, he was sentenced to death and executed in Israel. Eichmann's trial
initiated a great discussion about the causes and the carrying out of the Shoah.
Hungary was occupied by German troops on March 19, 1944.

[9]

While Rosa was hiding outside the Budapest ghetto at the time, she went there to see
a Jewish doctor.

[10]

“Aryanization” (in German, Arisierung) refers to the transfer of Jewish-owned
property to non-Jews in Nazi Germany from 1933 to 1945. It aimed to transfer Jewish-
owned economic enterprises to “Aryan,” that is, non-Jewish ownership.

[11]

Austrian politicians of the far-right Austrian Freedom Party (FPÖ).[12]
After the end of World War II in 1945, Germany, and Berlin itself were divided into
four sectors, each overseen by one of the Allied countries. Eastern Berlin was
overseen by the Soviet occupation forces. After the end of the occupation, between
1949 and 1990, the city of Berlin was divided into two parts, the Eastern part being
the capital of the socialist German Democratic Republic (GDR) and still closely tied to

[13]
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the Soviet Union, while the Western part was a part of the German Federal Republic.
The division was marked by a wall that East Germans were not allowed to cross due
to a general ban of emigration from the GDR. In the wake of the collapse of the
Soviet Union and the fall of the “Iron Curtain” in Europe in 1989-90, the East and West
Germany were unified and became the state now called the Federal Republic of
Germany.
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