Paul’s story, like that of millions of other Jewish people in Hitler’s Europe 1933-45,
is a story of fear, persecution and cruelty, which illustrates the dangers of
sectarianism and ethnic or racial prejudice – a lesson we must never forget.

T

his story is an
imaginative
reconstruction of the
journey of one young Jewish
boy through Hitler’s Europe.
It is based on the memories
of Paul Oppenheimer who
was a survivor of the BergenBelsen concentration camp.

Paul Oppenheimer

Paul Oppenheimer was a
contemporary of Anne Frank.
He was nine months older,
they both came from
Germany (Berlin and
Frankfurt), they both
emigrated to Holland, they
both lived in Amsterdam and
they were both deported to
Westerbork and BergenBelsen.
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Paul, aged 4

PAUL’S JOURNEY:

I

t seems strange to think that the most dangerous journey of my
life began over fifty years ago. Sometimes it seems as if it were
yesterday. At other times I feel as though I have lived seven whole
life times since the journey began. It’s hard to remember exactly what
happened because I was only a child when the events took place, but
I will try to be as accurate as possible.

You see, the journey was no ordinary journey. For a start it lasted
more than ten years. It took me to several different countries in
Europe and, although I was only seven years old when the journey
began, I had to learn two new languages so that I could go to school
in the countries where we stayed.

3

4

W

hen the journey began, there were four of us. There was I,
Paul, my younger brother Rudi, and my mother and father.
We had a lovely home in Germany in the city of Berlin and
my father worked in a bank.

But life began to get worse for us from 1933 onwards because my
family was Jewish. The Chancellor of Germany at that time was Adolf
Hitler. He hated Jewish people. He used propaganda to persuade
everybody who wasn’t Jewish to hate us too. He made special laws to
make Jewish people feel frightened and upset.
So my mother and father decided to escape from Hitler and travel to
a new country. This was the beginning of my terrifying journey. For
the next ten years I was running away from Hitler and his supporters.
One Sunday evening, mother and father called Rudi and me together.
“You’re not going to school in the morning,” said mother. “Instead,
go and pack all your clothes together because we’re going to visit
your aunt and uncle who live in England.” I was really pleased about
this. People in school had begun to say horrible things to me because
I was the only Jew in the class. The boys would laugh at me and point
at the picture of Adolf Hitler, which hung on the wall, and shout
“Hitler’s going to get you. Hitler’s going to get you!”
My father didn’t come with us though because he was
going to look for a job in another country.
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Anyway, the rest of us went and we had a marvellous time. My
mother was in bed for a lot of it because she had a new baby called
Eve, but Rudi and me didn’t mind. We loved our uncle and aunt.
They were so kind. They had a car and we went for rides in the
country. Mind you, it was hard work starting a new school in
London. I could only speak German, and everyone else spoke English.
Pretty soon I could speak a few words however, and when my class
report came, the teacher said I was really good. One of my highest
marks was in English Language!
After a few months, mother got a letter from father. She looked very
excited and happy when she had finished reading it. “Come here
quickly boys, guess what? Your father has got a new job. It’s in
Holland. We’re moving to Heemstede in Holland, near the seaside.”
“But what about all the friends we have made in England?” I asked.
“What about all the time I’ve spent learning English? Do they speak
English in Holland?”
“Don’t be so selfish,” replied my mother. “Surely it’s more important
that the family gets back together again? Your father hasn’t even
seen his own daughter. Anyway, he’s written to say that both sets of
grandparents are coming with him to live in Holland, so we really will
be one big happy family.”
“Will we be safe from Adolf Hitler?” I asked. “Of course we will,”
promised mother. “He won’t be able to touch any of us in Holland.”
That was just what I wanted to hear. No more worrying about Hitler.
No more nightmares about boys in school hitting and swearing at
me. Anyway, if I could learn to speak English in only six months, then
I could learn to speak Dutch just as quickly. One more train journey,
one more boat crossing and then we would be safe.
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See – These jewish boys want to swim but can you see the notice -

“Voor Juden Verboten – For Jews Prohibited”
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LIFE IN HOLLAND

F

or the next four years, the whole family really was safe. My
brother and I started a new school and we made lots of new
friends. Both of us learned to speak Dutch very quickly. I played
lots of games and sports and at the weekend we all went to the
seaside. I was very happy.

Then, on 10 May 1940, it all changed again. Germany invaded
Holland and German soldiers marched into Holland. Four days later,
the Dutch army surrendered. The Nazis had caught up with us once
again. No one knew what to do. “Just do what you are told,” said my
father. “The Nazis won’t hurt us as long as we obey all the new laws.”
I was old enough to remember what those laws had been like. Jews
not allowed to go swimming; Jews not allowed to go to the theatre;
Jews had to stay inside their houses after eight o’clock in the evening.
Jews had to hand in their bicycles; Jews were not allowed on the
trams or bus; Jews had to wear a yellow star; all Jews in Holland had
to move to Amsterdam.
A Star of David which
Jews in Holland had to
sew on their clothes.
“Jood” is Dutch for
“Jew”

I was only eleven years old and I just couldn’t
understand why Hitler hated us so much.
My mother was so lovely. She wouldn’t
hurt a fly. She was very clever too. Both
of my parents had been to
university and had degrees
in sociology.
I wanted to write to Adolf
Hitler and tell him all
about my family. Surely if
he knew what we were
like, he wouldn’t think we
were like rats in a sewer?
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Yes, that’s right. Often there were films shown (not that Jews were
allowed to visit the cinema) which made it look as though Jewish
people were rats who carried germs and disease. No wonder the
other children in my class in Berlin had bullied me. They probably
thought that I would give them a horrible disease. Of course, Jewish
people aren’t rats at all. They are exactly the same as everybody else.
It’s our religion that is different, not who we are or what we do.
You’ve probably realised that the terrifying journey was about to start
again. Hitler and his Nazi soldiers had already got rid of most Jews
who had stayed in Germany. Now he had turned his attention to the
Jews in Holland.
Very early one Sunday morning in June 1943, my father heard a loud
knock on the door. When he went to open the door, two German
soldiers (they were called the SS) stood there. “You have thirty
minutes in which to pack your belongings and gather in the square
over there. All the Jews in this area are being sent for re-settlement to
a camp in Westerbork. Hurry up or there’ll be trouble.”
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Mother and father looked dreadful. It was obvious that they were
very worried. So was I. But at least I knew my grandparents would be
coming with us and that everyone else would be Jewish too. At least
we would be amongst friends.
We took our best and our warmest clothes. My poor little sister Eve
wore about four pairs of socks and goodness knows how many vests.
Rudi and I had our newest shirts and trousers and the warmest hats
and coats we could find. It was so hot! After all, it was in the middle
of June. But as mother said, we would be staying at Westerbork till
the end of the war and nobody knew how long that would be.
When we arrived in the square, there were hundreds of other Jews
already gathered. I recognised most people because they were all our
friends from nearby. My grandparents came across to meet us. They
looked very old and very tired. The German soldiers shouted at us.
“Gather up all your belongings and make your way to the railway
station.”
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When we got there everyone was crowded onto a train, the doors
were locked behind us and the train set off for Westerbork. I was just
fourteen years old.
“Don’t worry,” said father, “Westerbork isn’t one of those dreadful
camps where lots of people tend to die. It is a place for “Exchange
Jews” like us, who have families in England or other countries. Do you
remember where your little sister Eve was born?” “Yes of course” I
replied. “She was born in England when you were looking for a job in
Holland.” “That’s right” said father. “Well because of that Eve is our
passport to freedom. It means that the Nazis will never dare to hurt
us because Eve is British, while we as a family can be ‘swapped’ for a
German family living in another country. When this war is over, we
will all go and live back in London with your uncle and aunt.” “Does
that mean I can go back to the school where I got such good marks
for English?” Mother smiled. “I should think so,”
she said, but she looked terribly sad
and tired.

Paul’s bathing
permit from Westerbork.
With this he was allowed to
enter the bath house on Fridays at 3pm

When we arrived at Westerbork, I must admit I was very frightened.
It looked just like a prison. There were guards everywhere and the
camp was surrounded by guard towers and huge barbed wire fences.
I was very glad of all the extra clothes that mother had made us wear,
because at night it got very cold.

12

These drawings were made at
Camp Westerbork, one is a
plan showing the layout of the
large wooden barracks. There
were separate barracks for
male and female so families
were split up, I slept with my
father, Rudi and Eve were with
my mother.
The small drawing shows what
it was like inside a typical
barrack hut. They were terribly
overcrowded and housed up
to 800 people.
You can see the three tier
bunk beds.

Background illustration: Blueprint of the Westerbork camp.
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Still, although we all had to do some work, the jobs weren’t too hard
(mine was potato picking) and we could write home to non-Jewish
friends. The worst thing about Westerbork was waiting for Monday
evenings. Every Monday, a list of about 1,000 names would be pinned
on the wall. If your name was on that list, it meant you were being
sent to another camp. These camps were too dreadful to even think
about, for when you arrived at one of these camps, people were
waiting to kill you.
About a week after we had arrived, the list was published. I read
through it as quickly as possible. Thank God. Mother, father, Paul,
Rudi and Eve were not on the list. But then my blood froze. There
were the names of our beloved grandparents. Father and mother just
looked at each other. Eve burst into tears, whilst Rudi and I, like
typical boys, just looked at the ground.
I never saw my grandparents again. I know they died as soon as they
reached the next camp, because it was a place called Sobibor and out
of 34,000 people who went there, only 19 came back alive. I know
too, that they will have been very brave. They would never let the
soldiers see how afraid they were. Grandpa would have held grandma
very tightly. Grandad Oppenheimer (my father’s father) would have
laughed and teased granny right to the end.
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My beloved (paternal) grandparents
– with my Uncle Rudolf

THE JOURNEY TO BERGEN-BELSEN –
FEBRUARY 1944

O

n the morning of 1 February 1944, our names appeared on
the ‘list’. Packing what was left of our belongings, the whole
family was put on a train and sent to a concentration camp
called Bergen-Belsen. Before we got there none of us knew what to
expect. We had heard the names of various different camps –
Auschwitz-Birkenau, Treblinka and so on – but we didn’t know where
these places were or what conditions were like in them. There were
rumours, of course, but they seemed so silly and unbelievable that no
one really believed them.

We soon found out what Bergen-Belsen was like. At this late stage of
the war conditions in the camp had become so bad due to overcrowding, that the soldiers didn’t even try to kill people. They were
just left to die from starvation or disease.

Bergen-Belsen concentration camp
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Perhaps the best way of explaining what life in the camp was like is
to describe a typical day there. Because Eve, our sister, was British, we
were in the ‘Star Camp’ which was the privileged section. This meant
we were allowed to wear our own clothes as long as we had the
yellow star sewn on them. All the men and the boys lived in one part
of the camp. All the women and girls lived in another part.
Every single morning we were woken up early to get up for ‘Appell’
or roll call. The soldiers made us stand outside in the freezing cold for
up to five hours whilst they checked up on all the people who were ill
or had died in the night. Then we had breakfast. This was a mug of
brown liquid called ‘Ersatz Kaffee’ a nasty tasting coffee substitute.
There was no milk or sugar, no toast or cereal, just a drink.
The adults then had to go and work in the fields. The children didn’t
have to work. We actually did nothing all day because we were too
tired from lack of food to think of anything to occupy the time.
At lunchtime we all queued for a bowl of turnip soup. Again there
was no bread, just soup. In the evening, each person was allowed a
4-centimetre piece of black bread. That was our daily ration in the
Star Camp, and we were the privileged ‘Exchange Jews’!
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After the ‘evening meal’ the family was allowed to meet up. This was
a very important time for us all. Mother and Eve could tell us what
had happened and who had been taken ill. Father, Rudi and myself
could do the same. Then we would plan what we would do as a
family once the war was over.
One day in January 1945, almost a year after we had arrived at
Bergen-Belsen, my mother was taken ill. Because we were in the
privileged camp, she was moved into the hospital barracks. We used
to visit her every night. But there weren’t any medicines and of
course she wasn’t given any extra food to help her. Soon after
entering hospital, mother died. I don’t remember feeling particularly
sad. I suppose it was because everyone’s parents were dying. It must
have been worse for my little sister Eve, because there was nobody to
look after her in the women’s camp any more.
A few weeks later, in March 1945, my father went into the same
hospital. He also died. I was too tired and ill myself to even realise
that I was now the oldest member of the Oppenheimer family.
Father, mother, granny, grandad, grandma and grandpa. The Nazis
had got them all. I was sixteen years old and the only person left who
could look after Rudi and Eve.
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By now there was an epidemic of
typhus in the camp. Typhus was
a highly infectious and
potentially deadly disease. Every
day about 600 people were dying
– Anne Frank and her sister
Margot died at about this time.
Those people who were still alive
were too weak and ill to bury the
dead. So the bodies were piled
up against the walls of the
sleeping huts. The children were
given a new job. We had to hunt
for the lice that lived in the
seams of our clothes and then
squash them because it was the lice that transmitted the typhus.
Then there were new noises in the camp. It was April 1945 and we
could hear the sound of aeroplanes and gunfire. Who was fighting
who? Was it the British army? Had the Russians finally won through?
Were the Germans actually on the run?
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THE JOURNEY OF THE HOSTAGES – APRIL 1945

O

ne morning I got up as usual, and dressed ready for roll call.
I looked around the barracks. Several men were still lying on
their bunks. They were too ill to move and would be taken to
the hospital later in the day. To my relief, Rudi was up and dressed.
We set off for the ‘Appell’. When we got there, the soldiers looked
very tense and nervous. Suddenly, with no warning at all, the 2,500
Star Camp, ‘Exchange Jews’ who were still alive were marched out of
the camp and herded onto a train with no food, no water and just a
few SS guards. Rudi and I managed to stay together, but we could
not see Eve anywhere.

The train set off from Bergen-Belsen on 10 April 1945. Slowly I
realised what was happening. We were all Hitler’s hostages! It was the
British guns we had heard near the camp. They were attacking the
Germans. This was why we had been taken away. The Nazis must
have wanted to keep us alive so that we could be exchanged for
German prisoners of war. Suppose we were being taken to Hitler’s
headquarters in Germany?
I remembered the photograph on the classroom wall in Berlin all
those years before. Hitler had been chasing me for ten years and now
it seemed, with only a few days to go before the end of the war, he
was going to catch up with me.
Just then came the roar of an aeroplane and gunfire. “Quick,” I called
to Rudi. “We must get out of the train. The British pilots are attacking
it because they think we are German soldiers.” The train stopped and
all the so called passengers ran out and into the fields. “Grab some
food if you can,” I whispered to Rudi. That evening we ate raw
potatoes and some raw cabbage. It tasted wonderful.
For the next twelve days the train went from place to place trying to
keep ahead of the British army and avoid the bombardment from the
aeroplanes. Every time the train stopped, we leapt out into the fields
to find food. Sometimes we got really daring and went into deserted
villages to look for cheese or sausages and other unheard of luxuries.
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One day the train reached Berlin. My heart was in my mouth. This is
it, I thought. Berlin is the capital city of Germany. This is where
Hitler’s headquarters are. Now I have reached the end of my journey.
I’m back where I began and Hitler is waiting to get me. The boys in
my class were right.
As the train began to slow down, we heard gunfire again. “It’s the
Russian army,” whispered someone. “They’ve reached Berlin. Hitler’s
lost the war!” As if the driver had heard him, the train began to
speed up again. Berlin was obviously too dangerous a place to deliver
its precious cargo of hostages.
Two days later, Rudi and I woke up early. I looked out of the window
to check whether the guards were still there. Imagine my surprise and
excitement when I realised that it wasn’t German guards standing
outside the train any more, it was Russian soldiers on horses. Rudi
and I had been liberated and I had beaten Adolf Hitler!

Rudi and I (on the right) with Mr & Mrs Birnbaum
(in the centre).
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JOURNEY BACK TO HOLLAND –
APRIL-NOVEMBER 1945

T

he Russian soldiers didn’t speak a word of Dutch so no one
knew what on earth was going on. In fact, I hardly remember
anything that happened after we were liberated because both
Rudi and I caught typhus. We ended up in a Russian hospital in a
place called Riesa. I nearly died and my legs swelled up to three times
their normal size. As for poor Eve, we just assumed that she hadn’t
made it to roll call on that last morning in Bergen-Belsen and had
died like the rest of our family.

Four weeks later, the Russian doctors said we were fit enough to
travel to Leipzig to begin our journey home to Holland. There were
no proper trains so we were travelling in an open truck. It was a
strange feeling to be going home. We should have been full of joy
and excitement but I couldn’t really feel anything. You could say we
were completely numb.
Then the most amazing thing happened. Just as our truck was leaving
Leipzig, another truck came rolling in. Sitting in the truck next to a
middle aged Jewish man and his wife (Mr and Mrs Birnbaum) was our
beautiful and very much alive nine-year-old sister Eve. She had been
on the same train as us all the time but in a different section. She
jumped out of the truck and ran over to hug both of us. Even then I
couldn’t cry. Maybe being in Belsen stops you crying? Maybe I’m just
the sort of person who doesn’t cry very much?
Whatever, I was overjoyed to see Eve again. I felt that I had kept my
unspoken word to my father. I was sixteen years old and head of the
bravest, cleverest, most enterprising family. As far as I was concerned,
nothing and no one would ever harm my brother and sister again.
And so we travelled back to Holland.
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THE JOURNEY TO ENGLAND – NOVEMBER 1945

D

espite everything that we had been through, Rudi and I still
had to wait six months in Holland. Our uncle in London was
allowed to take Eve back with him straight away because she
had a British passport, but because Rudi and I had German birth
certificates, the Dutch officials kept saying we had to go back to
Germany. Imagine two young Jewish boys being sent back to
Germany after all that had happened to the Jews!

Friends in Amsterdam kept trying to persuade the officials that we
really were the Oppenheimer family, but Rudi and I were put in yet
another camp. Yes we had plenty of food, warm clothes and things to
do, but I can tell you, after my experience of living in detention
camps for two years, there were times when it felt almost as bad as
being back at Bergen-Belsen.
At last the waiting was over. One day, in late November, the papers
came through giving us permission to join Eve and our uncle and
aunt in England. Soon we were given new passports and, after ten
years of running away, we could settle down to begin a new life as
normal teenage children. This time I really had made my final journey.
This time I really had beaten Hitler.
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This picture was taken soon after I was
liberated from the concentration camps . . .
I have lost both of my parents,
my grandparents, & many friends .
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This edition of Paul’s Journey is produced in association with the
National Education Union and the Holocaust Educational Trust.
Reproduced with kind permission of Liverpool City Council.
This book was first published in association with Liverpool City Council’s
annual Holocaust Memorial Day.
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