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Egon Gartenberg's letter to his cnildren.

septembur 107,

gear Cnildren:

14 seem: that you kmow very little about yo:;:eiatﬂr}::. fﬁ:}:

matter of fact, one of yvu did not knzx *t‘futlluzﬁll{o‘;:umzwut.myse]f o
, ., Mother therefore suprest 13 ;
2gzu:e€2§nzwents vhich so strangoly affected and changed my life

3 o 3 The Aastrian
r 3 frorn the Vienna Academy of Commerce an :
g&:é i‘é:‘é‘:i?’;% Music. I worked in several bg:iﬁce andds:ﬁi;ggnio\;o \323\1
dware wnolesale ness an
iyl iy, 4 d always been 2 tough & sciplinarian and
him in the business. My father had alway S R i i
7 for several years wWas no plenice a
ggkﬁttqznht:e road® for the firm until he sold the masiness because of
difficulties with his partner.

hler was a partner.
Then I became a saleuman for the firm in which Mr, Hirsc 2P
1 presume you do remember Mr, Hirschler who visited us several times from
Baltimore. He has dled in the meantime.

e I was travelling for that firm the thunder and lightning struck -
ﬁmiger and his army marched into Austria; the fate of the Jews was scaled.
Jewish firms were confiscated by "Aryans®, there wers vholesale arrests and
people simply vanished over night never to be heard from again, Terrer
stalked the streets befause if you were a Jew you had no rights, no flay.
no court protected you any longer. It was unsafe to stay at home because
ane never knew when a midnight arrest would be arranged by someone with

whom one had a quarrel years age and who now took revenge under the guise
of patriotism,.

For days I roamed the streets because one was safest among orowds, and
only accasionally went howe. Finally, since I had a bad case of boils,
I was permitted to enter a hospital whers T hid for two weeks. When 1

wss released and returned to my district in Vienna, all my friends had
vanished,

Hitler triumphantly marched into Vienna. That was in March 1938, By sheer
accident I saw him. It was as exciting as it was terrifying. I was Visiting
a friend across town when my car was halted by the throngs lining the streat.
I got out and jained the crowd. And suddenly, among the roar of the multi-
tude he rolled into Venna, standing in the front of the car, long black
leathar ccat and all, unsmiling, every inch the oconqueror, giving the Nazi

salute. and in the cars behind him, Goering, Joebbels and oth
smiling, waving gesticulating. " and other disnitaries

My only brother Albert (Bertl) was the first one t :
. o get out. As tt
fact, he WAS out at the time because he was a salesmgn for a Vie:nl::e o

house in lady's ready-to-wear and his territ
the reasons why I am alive today. » s P B B ke

It was much more difficult for me and for o
. A ur parents to 1 . s
in particular had savinrs, pension rights, ina]\:ranoe ste. ea;;e &:tp::fma

portant thing was to hawe a piece of paper that would state that you intended




ed the Jewlsh ency in

Being without a job,I helped h’ “M Y‘ :

Vienna and from them acqu red papers for m self and my parenty saylng that
qui pa > 4 :

- intended to ewirrate to Abessynia (of all places)

we in ‘

d and prepared
ble to aocquire a visa to Finlan 3
Pl te Gl ?Zgai ::::u'. at the western railroad st:ttgz‘inx‘;iarr\t;ends
by g Ther: ::ouing it yet, saw my parents for the la; . vamished) i
s il ﬂt:hi:e station (except those who were jailed or ha b
t:dsﬁzegoodhye as I elegantly devpartactimL tn a slo:yg;ing.rh ::ris’on;;:‘ about.'. o
We were allowed to take goods \d..th uy no ml . T i
I travelled for the first time in my life in a sleep " § T
thes, shoes and luggage, a typewriter and - an on..
%:: m:;tfgoﬁﬁ not spend I left with my parenta. &nd as I travelled inte
the night westward I felt that my youth had snded.

to leave the country.

L] in Berlin, where I had gone to take a plane to Mnland, I knew that
?’11:1::3' had closot.i its borders to refugees. But another rumor had it that
Sweden was still open and I bought an airline ticket to Stoekholm. Upon
arrival I passed the immigration desk, and went to the Jewdish agency which
found me lodging (together with three other young men) and gave me meal
tickets to last me for a week. But only thres days later the ismigration
people woke us up, made us pack and escorted us to Jall. We got a good

meal, inoluding dark sweet beer and then ths ferry carried us back to
Stettin in Gerwmany.

urprisingly -- the Jewish sommunity there had an understanding with the
Nazi authorities that transient Jews would not be jailed as long as the
Jewish community took care of them and got them out. Thus it happensed that
I received a railreoad ticket into Ozechoslovakia and entered that country

via an insigni ficant border checkpoint which had no experience with refujrees
and gave me no trouble, ‘ o

Pr:f;: was a beautiful city (so was Stockhola).

a srent one. The Ozechs wers well &vare of the Germ

g}.x::tly aﬁie.rtfitle; :harchod&nto Vienna he began screa:innu.:::: :g:ause
an population o ¢ Sudenland

B aamar en (part of Czechoslovaida were being

ediately pre %
my stay was assured. ¥ registered me as o political refuygee” and

There the situation was

But disquieting news oame from my brother
urgently "we know more over here,

in Holland. "Get out* he wrote
Thus after g few wonths stay,

Hitler is sure to oscupy Opechoslovakia”.

check on a bank in Holland and orossed % from nad 285% into 4
ro
t(}:;;nmnntch border came the terri fying ump'nation‘::t b i
¢ blackeclad Hitler Klite stom troopers), &lthough my passport olearly

certain terms that retum mto return to Germany I was informed in no yn.

police refused me entry, They XNEW
b e h:m:h-{ check, demanded that
myself an hour later bef: o ar hat Prague oheck, I found
to return again, efore the same SS guards who had warned me never

o]



Thers was no time for hancewringing or vrayer. 4ds the two 3535 officers
siluntly barred my way in noeman's land I wias close to the end of my
rope. Or the other end, I had only my 1life to lose and I felt that was
worth savinig. Sc I began to talk. "I did not come back by my own free
will, nor do I intend to stay here". "Please give me 24 hours. By then

I will either be in Holland or back in Vienna." Miracgulously they granted
ne those 24 hours. I wired Viennz for some money and I wired my brother
in Holland. and by nightfall my brother and a family he had befriended

got me into Holland on a temporary permit.

They were lovely people. But one cannot impose on them too long. Besides
I was rot allowed @smto look for work. Therefore after a few weeks we
moved to Amsterdam. In Eyndhoven alse Iife had become unpleasant because
the town i3 close to the German border and the police chief wanted no
part of a refugee. In dmsterdam the Jewish quarter gave me refuge (my
brother, on a yearly working visa was free to come and go) and the Jewish
Agency again looked after me.

Then one day a finger tapped on my shoulder:"dre you a citizen" a dutch
voice asked me. I turned around and looked at a man who had "plain clothes
man® written all over him. As I stared at him, he asved again. When I did
not answer he knew all he wanted to know. Gently he took me by the am
and asked where I lived. s we walked the streets Jews like myself only
looked at me and then looked away and vanished because they KNEW. I was
asked to pack, escorted to the railroad station and put on a train to the
German border, courtesy of the Dutch government.

But they made one mistake; they didn't send anybody with me. As soon as I
nade reasonably sure that I was not belng followed, I decided to get off,
The next station read YHelmond". It said nothing to me; a sleepy =mall
town; I got off, left my two suit cases (all my belongings) at the station
and looked for a Jew. I found the head of the local Jewry who got me in
touch with the rabbi. Together they got me a place to stay with a German
family who had immigrated into Holland years ago. They also talked to the
local police chief who simply ignored my presence.

I stayed in Helmond several months, interrupted only by occasional and
dangerous trips into dmsterdan to find a way to get away because my
Ysilent* stay in Helmond could not go on forever. Finally I received the
news from the Jewish agency that my stay in a colony of Holland would be

possible and my brother and I prepared to go across the Atlantic to
the Duteh colomy of Ouracao.

At that time we recsived the news that my father had been arrested in
Vienna. :face there was no charge against him (except that he was a Jew)
he was released and at that time, over the long~distance phone I heard
my father's and mother's voice for the last time. Fate would have it
that my brother stayed behind becsuse he was &a to move and could help
our parents into Holland. Then the fateful ﬂ awhen I alsc said goodbye
to my brother. And from the railing of the S5 "Stmon Bolivar® I saw

ny brother for the last tine.



Already during the crossinz I knew that the information given me in
dusterdam had been incorrect. I would NOT be able to stay in the Dutch
west Indies because the 3ame laws spplied to the colonies. The ten-day
erossing was a mixed joy. Until we reached the open sea I was as sick as
@ dopg. The ship was an old vessal and my ca-bin was below the water line.
As the ship rolled in the heavy seas of the English Channel K11 I could
think of between wret8hings was:"Ye gads, Af that round glass in the
porthole breaks I'll drown like a rat".

The porthols held but my stomach did not. The only way I could keep
*;13ve" was in horizontal position. when the dirmer bell rang I would
dash into the dining room, pile a few sandwiches on a plate and stumble
back to my berth to eat. ds long as I stayed horizontal 1 was alright.

But finally the sea calmed, the sun shone and the crossing was beautifud.
We visited the Portugese 41sland of Madeira, crossed the peaceful Atlantic
stopped at beautiful sxotic island of Trinidad end in Venszuela vhere we

tock s side=trip up to the capital of Caracas, then a sleepy Southedmsrican
city. :

The peace WAs shattered with the arrival at Oranjestad, the capital of
Ouracao. The fight for time began again. Xnowing in advance  that I would
not be given permanent or long-term residence, I declared that I wished
to stay only until I would prooeed to Santo Domingo. The Jeuwish community
recel ved me,put me up and gave me spending money snd began inquiries
congerning i'utnro possivilities. There I also was a bit lucky. I met
the governor's wife who turned out to have been a Viennsse with wvhom 1
had played cards in Vienna.

Let mes make a comment here which, by now, must be rather obvious. Jews
ars wonderful people. Whereever you go they welceme you and help you.
They do not ask vhere you came from,who you are. They help or try to help
and ask nothing in return. To help a fellow Jow 1s reavard enough. That is
why I have always given to United Jewish dppeal in dmerica, even vhen I
was so ppor that I could not glve more than $1.00.

The Jesdsh community meanwhile had found out that there might be a
possibility of enployment on drubs, the neighbouring island, 3ince time
was running out for me in Curacao I packed up and flew to drmuba. Somehov
I was lucky again. The immigration check was airaculously lax and I got
throwgh. Standard 0l of Neu Jersey has ona of its biggest refineries on
Aruba. They bring the oil in their own flat tankers from Maracaibo in
Venezuels, refine it in aruba (far removed from S.dmerlcan revolutions)
and export it throughout the werld,

Theygave me & job as typist. I was working. I 1lived on a cot in a ramshackle
native hut with cockroaches and centepedes & foot long, the mosquitos
feasted on Buropean blood, I sharsd the hut with a colored native, his

white vife and two ohildren vhe at night were separated from me only by

a cheap curtain but ... I was working. But not for long.



Afsr six weeks tie Stundard 0il personnel office informed me wity regret
that tney had to let me go Lecause I had no work pemmit and my stay in
the Duteh West Indies had been terminated. They were willing to testify
that I had a job with thew and that my work had besn satisfactory, The
Jewish community rallied to signe## a petition on my behalf. But the loecal
authorities informed me that the only way to get anywhere was to fly to
Quracao and talk to the irmmigration authorities.

I did just that and came back with a J=months extension which seemed like
an eternity. Twice more I had to fly %o Curacao for extensions, each dxy
time, after argueding a whole day, I was granted a stay. In the meantime

I had given two piano recitals in druba and alsc accompanisd ap very fine
Soprano in a recital. Since the proceeds of those concerts went to the
Dutch Red Cross I had a very good reputation.

In the meantime I received the geod news that my brother had hrought my
parents into Holland. I had besn promoted toc secretary, had moved into

a decent dwelling together with a charming Frenchman from Gélideloups
who worked in the same office.

Then the crash that shook the world to its foundations. Hitler invaded
Poland and Bngland and France declared war on Jermany. For me the

di saster had a blessing. As soon as !itler invaded Holland I could not be
deported any longer to a country with whom Holland was at war and my stay
was prolonged indefinitely. But for ry family it was a disaster., While

I desparately tried to get any kind of exit visa for them, the invading
Gorman forces took them into custody. My brother was transported back

to Austria, my parents transported into Poland. My brother died in the

concentrations camp of Mauthausen, my parents in the gas chambers of
Mchwi te., ‘

Long before I had ever known where the island of Aruba was, as a matter
of fact, during the first weeks of Hitler's invasion of distria, I had
gone to the Unjted States Mmbassy and had registered my name for a quota
number which was needed for immigration and for which one had ts wait
sometimes years.

On Aruba my foreman had introduced me to some of hls friends all of whom
liked classical music and we met occasionally to play chamber music,
have a beer, play cards or Just talk and argue. There I once met a woman
who, after hearing my story, promised to help me into the United States.
Well, many had promised but none had been able to do s0. But lo and
behold, a few months later a wire, directed to her, was delivered to me
because she was on vacation and my name was mentioned it.

In that wire a Mr. Morrie Ryskind of Hollywood offered to help me and
asked for all personal details. Unfortunately he only signed the wire
"Morrie" and it took me a week before I could trace his name back to
the United States. To make a long story short, two months later he sent
me that precious affidavit without which one could not immigrate at that
time. Luckily, in the meantime my quota number in Wenna had become
qctige. Only two weeks before the consul in Ouracac would make cut the
visa and_was free to enter the United States - the promised land.

L4



Then, one¢ nignt, at 2 o'clock in the morming, a knock on the door.
WPolice, open up.* "™r. Jartenberyg, the Germans have invaded Holland;
we are ab war with Germany, we have to take you into custody.*®

You see, when Germany invaded Ausiria, my dustrian passport had to be
axchanged for a German passport. Thus, as a Cerman citizen (according to
my passport) I had to be taken into custody although my sentiments were
well known. We were allowed only to pack a small suit case and were
brought aboard a Dutch tanker in whose hold we spent the night. In the
morning we were transported to a third Datch Island,Bonaire, where a
school house had been made into a prisonerecfewar camp. '

while the others lounged around, bemoaned their fate or complained,
I began to write letters; to the governor of Curacao, of Aruba, of Bonaire.
After all, T had an exccllent reputation but most important, I had a vida

for the United States. And that was my argumenti®Why feed me when I can
go to the U,S.*

To everybody's surprise, after two wesks the order came to release me

and I was escorted back to druba to pack and then flown to Ouracao,

the only prisoner-ofewar there to be released while the hostilities were
going on. Since my boat, a nutshell freighter by the name of "astrea

was not to leave for another two weeks I was allowed to go free (in

war time!) only had to report once every day to the local police. And
again my Jewdsh friends were not ashamed to invite me and be seen with me.

Finally the day for departure arrived. There was only one hitch. British
war ships were patrolling the Carribean and if the "dstrea® was inter-
cepted anybody with a German passport would be taken off and taken into
British custody. Again the Dutch authorities were generous and wrote
into my passport that I was a refugee on my way to the States. You should
see my passports, they most interesting documents.

Finally, in dugust 1940, on a sunny late afternoon, I beheld the shyline
of New York., My Odyses seemed ended. But an hour later the Amerié-an
immigration officer informed me that the immigration number given me by
the Consul in Curacao was incorrect and that I ocould not land. Instsad

I transferred to Kllis Island for a hearing. I felt like the world was
kicking me around like a soccer ball.

Who would help me in this land where nobody knew me! The Jews, who else?

an hour after I arrived soounsel from HIAS (Hebrew Immigration §id Society)
presented himself, confe ed with me and promised to represent me at the
hearing. The meeting was disastrous. After inspecting my papers the
presiding officer pronounced that due to incorrect documents I was to be
transported back to Curacao. But, he added, I could appeal the verdict if
I so desired. I did so desire and the HIAS man whispsred "Don't worry,

go eat your lunch, I'm taking over from here."”

Ellis Island was pleasant. 4 huge asssmbly hall, showers, comfortable
beds, all the newspapers in twelve languages one wished to read, but it
was a jail of sorts, nonetheless, with locked doors, and guards clicked
counters when we walked to and from the dining room. That dining room
had one wonderful feature - a kosher table. The food there was so
superior that many wanted to eat there.



And then the ygreat day arrived, when I was FREE in tids land. dnd there

I stood one bright mormning with my meager belongings on a bustling street
of New York, in a city, in a country, in which I kne« nubody. Well,
almost nobody. The son of a jeweler friend of mine from Curacao was
studying optometry in Broolyn. He had visited me in Hllis Island and we
first moved into thie fashionable St. George Hotel in Brooklyn. When it
proved too rich for our blood we rented an apartment on 79th Street and
Broadway were I stayed for about three months.

I was in a somewhat better position than most immigrants. Knowing or
rather hoping that I would reach the United States sometime, I had

always converted my savings in Aruba from Dutch Guilders into Admerican
Dollars. Thus, even in times of war, the money could not be withheld
from me since it was foreign currency. Tonsequently I arrived in New York
with a large wardrobe of tropical suits which were good for nothing and

$ 500,00 which, in those days,was a small fortune.

But despite a beautiful letter of recommendation to the home office of
Standard 0il of New Jersey at 30 Rockefeller Plaza I could not find a job
in New York. American citizens had to have preference bscause émerica

was just extricating itself from the depres and unemployment was

still high. By the way, on the radio in E111d,1 got my first taste of
Anerican politics when I heard thousands of people shout "We Want Willide".

Seeing no hope of a job in New York I looked for help and went, of course,
~to the #seoeiation of Jewish Women. They wers willing to help me under

cne condition:Cet out of New York. Sure, where do you want me to go?
So it happened that I landed my first job in this country in Syracuse, N.Y.
as a stoek clerk in an automotive wholesale house at $ 20,00 a week.
Although a lunch then cost only «25¢ and a hair cut the same, it was still
very little because food, rent, clothing etc. had to be bought. And
Syracuse was Ce0-l-d in winter.

I learned the trade, used my acquired knowledge from Standard Oil to

design a stock control system for the firm which was written up in trade
magazines and did the same thing for the Syracuse Bas Co. &fter two years

I moved on to Albany, N.Y where I improved my position and from there to

a dirty railroad town in Pennsylvania - &ltoona. In both Albany and Adltoona
I worked still in the automofive parts business. As always and everywhere

I was interested in things Jewish and one day I was invited to give a
speech to the local Junior Hadassah and there, in front of me, sat a
lovely young lady whose name, I found out a bit later, was Belle Berman.

We inevitably met, I was invited to dinner and proposed four weeks later
only to get a charming NO. I proposed again, and agaln, and againe.e..
In the meantime I had been offared a position in Detroit which offered a
great sals-ry improvement for me. I accepted it and left Altoona. But
the correspondence went on and I proposed again, and again, and again.
Until the great day when she said YES.

Shortly thereafter her father approached me and suggested that I join
him in the jewelry business. His son was in the Navy and his watchmaker
in the amy. His daughter Belle was his nainstq-y in the business and if
she would leave also to live in Detroit he would have no help at all and
would have to sell the business.



We decided to join Mr. Berman in the jewelry business but 1 stipulated

that we would spend the first few wecks of &sur married 1ife in our own
apartment in Detrolt before moving to Altoona.

when uncle Arnold returned from the service we went on a 2000 mile trip
to find a location in which to settle and open a store of our own.

We finally settled in a lovely town in Pennsylvania, Chambersburg. The
rest is history.

In closing I wish to stress two points. when I came to this country in
1940 a wave of refugees from Burope had preceeded me. Their tales of
woe, of persecution, of loss of property had been heard a thousand times
over and Americans were hardened towards their declamation of misfortunse.
I never stressed these facts, never appealed to the pity of my new
country men, particularly since I could point out that 1 came from the
West Indies and from a job with Standard Oil. Once here, I saw no sense
in looking back. I wanted to be a part of this country as quickly as
possible. Immediately I applied for citigenship in the United States

and five years later, with Mr. Berman at my side, I became a citizen
of this country. :

Secondly -- Your mother and I worked hard and we deserve what we own.
When we came to Chambersburg, we lived happily in one hotel room and
when we moved to our first apartment, all we had to move, aside from
our suit cases, was & cardboard clothes closet. Mother washed our dust
cloths by hand and worked in the store until the day before the birth
of our first child. We had no vacation for seven years.

But.looking back,I have no regrets. Our marriage kas the happiness we
can only wish to all those who get married. We have achieved moderate

success in business and now new vistasare opening for me as a teacher
and author. And, above all, we have three children of whom we are proud.

s

Love
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