 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Remembrances of My Mother and My German-Jewish Childhood
By John J. Neumaier

My mother was born in Vienna in 1889. Her parents’ forebears had come from Galicia, as had so many Viennese Jews. It was during the reign of Emperor Franz Josef.  In fact, one of the incidents of her childhood that she told me about was when she was selected to present a bouquet of flowers to the Emperor when he visited her school.

She took her voice training from the renowned Viennese teacher Paul Ulanovsky and began her career in opera in Graz, where she sang with, among others, the famous Viennese tenor Leo Slezak.

Among the anecdotes mother told me when I was a boy was the tale of how she had turned down a marriage proposal from one of her Magdeburg colleagues, Hans Batteux. How glad she was of her decision in later years, when he was named by the Nazis to be Director of Theater in Germany, thus teaming up with Hitler's Minister for Propaganda and Popular Enlightenment Josef Goebbels.

Once, during the period of Nazi persecution, she told me that when she was with the opera company in Nürnberg, she had declined an invitation to sing with the world famous Enrico Caruso; it would have been during the high Jewish holidays and she preferred to spend them with her family in Vienna. I said what a pity it was that she didn't sing with him. "Hans", she bitterly replied," he would have no more helped me and the family than did any of my former colleagues".

***

The story of my mother’s life, her career in opera, and her fate at the hands of the Nazis is movingly depicted in the photographs and memorabilia that make up the exhibition A VOICE SILENCED - Leonore Schwarz Neumaier. It was created by my daughter, Diane Leonore Neumaier, an internationally recognized photographic artist, and a professor at Rutgers University.

As for me, I should explain that I owe my existence to the circumstance that Leonore Schwarz decided in 1917 to accept an offer from the Frankfurt opera company rather than one from the Berlin Opera.  Frankfurt and its beautiful opera house had far greater appeal for her. It was in Frankfurt that Otto Neumaier, a businessman admirer, proposed to her. They were married in January of 1921, and I, or rather they, decided that I would join the SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1 family in October of that year with the name Hans Joseph, the name Joseph being that of my two grandfathers.

My mother retired from the operatic stage after my birth, but continued to sing in concerts and on the radio. After Hitler was named Chancellor by President Hindenburg on January 30, 1933, and soon after Nazi supremacist laws came into force, she was allowed to sing only under the auspices of the Jüdische Kulturbund (the Jewish Culture Association) and other Jewish groups.

The name Hindenburg reminds me that General Erich Ludendorff, Hindenberg's co-leader of the World War I German army, once gave my mother a framed certificate of gratitude for her patriotism in singing for German troops. What a bitter irony that some 25 years later she was murdered for being an enemy of the German people!  Some of you who read these words will understand that living under the nationalism of the Nazis cured me forever of nationalistic fervor.

I was fortunate to have spent a happy youth with my beloved parents. I was particularly close to my mother. Unfortunately for me, I only saw her perform in one opera, Humperdinck’s Hänsel and Gretel. She sang Hänsel; it was a special holiday performance during the early 1930s (before Hitler came to power). I also cherish the few recordings she made in 1935. (Excerpts are played during the exhibition.) And of course I heard her practicing for hours, sometimes even out in the street as I came running home from school. And how well I remember an evening supper at our home before a concert at which mother was to sing with the Italian baritone Umberto Urbano. He was so nervous that he refused to speak and would only sing his words as we conversed with him.

There was also a strong bond with my father. He was well respected in Frankfurt as a businessman, an importer and exporter of grain and flour, and served in the honorary position of arbitrator for commercial disputes between businesspeople. In 1929, he was asked by its founder to become co-owner of the film-advertising firm LUMINA, which was in financial trouble. But in 1935 the so-called "Aryan" founder and co-owner, whom we had assumed to be a loyal friend of the family, in part because my father had succeeded in saving the business from bankruptcy, insisted that father leave the firm since his Jewish background would hurt the business. My father, fearless even during that dangerous time, sued and won, though during normal times he would have received far more than the 25,000 Marks that the judge allowed.

In 1935 I asked my parents to let me study in Lausanne, French Switzerland. I wanted to become a little more independent. Later I attended an Italian business school near Milan. Every three months I would come home to visit, though I knew it was dangerous. Sometimes, at the German-Swiss border, Jews were arbitrarily taken off the trains by Nazi officials, and some were sent to concentration camps. Luckily I had the courage of naiveté and the customs officials were glad to get rid of me as I answered their inquiries at much greater length than their time afforded.

During the first half of 1938 I lived in San Remo with my uncle (my mother’s younger brother, a heart and lung specialist who, having emigrated with his wife, was running a kosher pension). I mention this because of what happened in March when my mother came to visit. It was suddenly announced that Nazi Field Marshal Herman Göring was about to vacation in San Remo, and that all foreign Jews must be held in the local prison or return home. Understandably, she elected to return home. In June of 1938 I too returned, against the advice of my uncle, who wanted me to keep my job as an interpreter and remain in safety. It was a frightening time and I preferred to be reunited with my parents in Frankfurt, while waiting for a chance to emigrate to the United States.

One part of the exhibition A Voice Silenced includes a number of the family snapshots which I took during those years with my treasured Bar Mitzvah Leica.  I carried the negatives with me when I escaped to England in March, 1939, and on to America in May, 1940. My daughter has resurrected the ones which convey my boyhood interests and family devotion.

In the United States I rejoined my father and together we sought to obtain passage for my mother, so that the U.S. consul in Stuttgart would have no more excuse for further delays in issuing her a visa. Much time had already been lost in uncertainty about her emigration. My father entered the United States in 1940 on a non-quota visa, thanks to an affidavit from his son by his first marriage, Dr. Arthur Neumaier, a U.S. citizen. However, in 1938 (after Kristallnacht) the U.S. consul in Stuttgart, who was widely known to be an anti-Semite, had refused on technical grounds to recognize my mother’s non-quota immigration eligibility alongside with that of my father since she was only his wife and not Arthur's birth mother. As a result, she had to wait for a “quota visa”, and by then there were many thousands already on the list ahead of her. My mother and father made the difficult decision that he would go on to America and work on her visa and obtain a passage for her, while she would remain behind. He did reserve passage but the ticket was sold by the steamship line in 1941 to a higher bidder and it became too late to rescue her. 

During the war years I served in the United States Army. As part of the Provost Marshal General’s staff, I was assigned to duty at U.S. camps for German prisoners of war (of whom there were some 380,000 in the U.S.). I was also one of twelve military instructors chosen to lecture at Fort Eustis, Virginia, to some of the 26,000 German POWs who were being trained by the U.S. military government to help with the reconstruction of German governmental institutions. During my military service, I made frantic but unsuccessful efforts to ascertain my mother’s fate. I still have a handful of her last letters, full of longing for us, and of hope for the day when “departure finally arrives”. Her last letter, consisting of only the 25 words allowable by the German Red Cross, came in February 1942. Extracts from her letters are part of the exhibition.

It was a terrible time of misery for her and for all who were suffering the persecution, humiliation and deprivation of the Hitler regime. Only after the war was I to learn the details about how she met her fate, through a letter written by a Christian woman who was her friend. It happened on a day in June of 1942. My mother had by then been moved out of our apartment at Freiherr vom Steinstrasse 15 into a small room at Liebigstrasse 27b. The Nazis having confiscated almost all Jewish property, she found it necessary because of her precarious financial situation, to consult with a bank officer. A neighbor denounced this meeting to the Gestapo as a violation of Nazi laws, which restricted contacts between Aryans and Jews. The banker was arrested. Concerned about the fate of the man, whom she knew to be a Catholic with a large family, my mother went directly to Gestapo headquarters to explain the innocent nature of the meeting. A Gestapo official ordered her immediate deportation. In 1988, I found her name in a Koblenz chronicle, which recorded German victims of the Nazi regime: Leonore Schwarz Neumaier - verschollen.- in the Majdanek death camp in Poland. 

During those last days in Frankfurt when my mother was still dreaming of being reunited with my father and me in the United States, she shipped off several chests containing some of her treasured belongings. Among the linens, garments, porcelain and feather bedding, she packed portraits, opera programs, posters, and reviews of her performances. After the war, a Swiss storage company sent a notice about them to my father in the United States. Still uncertain of her fate, he had them shipped to America. Much of the material which appears in the exhibition came from their contents.

Living and studying and working in America for six decades has given me many opportunities to reflect on and talk about my mother’s career and her life at the center of our family during the time that I was growing up in Germany. As president of three different higher education institutions, I’ve had to give countless speeches to many different kinds of audiences. Obviously, it is very important to help people understand what it is possible to understand about the brutalities and atrocities of persecution and war. 

Even young children can comprehend when one takes them seriously and talks to them in a straight-forward manner. Once, I was invited to talk about Germany with a group of American fourth-graders. After giving the children some background on German history, I described the misery, inflation, and depression that occurred after Germany's defeat in World War I. I tried to show how this was a factor in the rise to power of the National Socialists (Nazis) and their Führer. I talked in some detail about the terrible conditions in which the German unemployed lived in the 1920's, explaining that their condition was far worse than the kind of poverty and homelessness that still prevails even in a wealthy country like our own. 

The children and I talked about slavery and about the many injustices in other lands and in our own. They listened soberly when I told them how prejudice against and persecution of the Jews led to the Holocaust – the killing in Nazi concentration camps of about six million European Jews, a third of the world's then existing Jewish population.

I talked about the political and economic reasons for scapegoating, and said that it was just as unreasonable to hate people because they are Jewish, as it is to feel that way about people who are called ‘Black' or are of a different nationality. Actually, human beings are colored many different shades, but none of us are either white or black, and surely being lighter or darker or being of a different religion or culture does not make people automatically either better or worse. I must say, the children’s responses renewed my hope for tomorrow.

Besides giving talks, I have written a number of essays about the Holocaust and what life was like under the Nazis for Germans who were born Jewish (of course, without being consulted as to their preferred nationality or religious background). Packets of some of these are available in the exhibition hall. Most of them were written for a daily newspaper in Kingston, New York, The Daily Freeman for which I have written a monthly column since 1986. They are also broadcast over shortwave station Radio for Peace International, located on the campus of the Universidad para la Paz which was established by the United Nations in Costa Rica. (The station was founded by a young American and a young German.) Some edited excerpts follow: 

SCHOOLDAYS IN FRANKFURT (from The Daily Freeman, May 7, 1995)

Out of the blue came a letter from a 13-year old girl in Germany. She was conducting a research project coordinated by her teacher, Waltraud Giesen, and other teachers, at the Wöhlerschule in Frankfurt. They sought to trace the whereabouts of former students who had been driven into exile by the Nazi regime.  They were also commemorating those students who had been murdered by the Nazis. 

I was happy to cooperate and wrote to her about my own memories of school days at the Wöhlerschule, where I attended elementary school from 1927 until 1931 and the “Gymnasium” from 1931 to the fall of 1933.  In my first school year I was hardly aware of any significant difference between myself and the other 54 boys who were in my class. Most of us took pride not only in being German, but in being citizens of the once "Free City" of Frankfurt, . . .

On one of my first school days the pupils were separated into three different groups for the purpose of the state-sponsored program of religious instruction. One group turned out to be Protestant (evangelisch), another, Catholic, and the smallest group, only eight or ten, were Jewish. For some reason I felt elated to belong to so small a group. Of course I had been aware of my Jewish religious background but my family, like most German Jews, were fully assimilated. (Less than one percent of Germany's population was Jewish. And in those days, synagogue prayer books included fervent prayers for the well-being of the leaders of the fatherland; and before 1918 there were prayers for the Kaiser himself.)

I knew that my school friend and his mother were Catholic though I attached no special significance to the fact. Yet, when I walked home with them, and saw my mother looking for me out of the window, I hollered with unmistakable enthusiasm: "Mutti, I'm Jewish, I'm Jewish!" While I have never denied my ethnic background, in the years to come I found out that this was nothing to shout about in Germany. Looking back I realize that grouping the pupils by their religion may have reinforced feelings of separateness which were later to play into the hands of the organized anti-Semitism that was so crucial to Nazi mythology and ideology.

Of course, when I finished elementary school I was looking forward to entering “Gymnasium” and to wearing the academic visor cap that identified its proud students. But then Hitler came to power. It would be difficult for German pupils of today, and indeed for Germans born after the Nazi period, let alone Americans, to imagine what it was like to live through that time, to encounter daily so many brown-shirted men (Nazi storm troopers) and uniformed members of the Hitlerjugend  (Hitler youth), greeting each other and everyone else with "Heil Hitler" instead of "Good morning" or "Good day", and to see the Nazi flag with the Swastika symbol wherever one went, or to be forced to hear Hitler's speeches blasting out in public squares, even the Opernplatz.

At first I encountered no personal animosity from my fellow students. But then they played a schoolyard game in which a dozen or so boys would circle around a Jewish boy and kick him and call him names. It was then that my parents transferred me to a small private co-educational school for Jewish children, the Hamannschul Zirkel.

In 1965, some thirty-five years after I had left his tutelage, I sought out my old elementary teacher Ernst Kaiser for what turned out to be a moving and bittersweet reunion. I was spending the summer, as Visiting Professor at the University of Frankfurt, the Goethe-Universität. Herr Kaiser was living in retirement in Darmstadt and he and Mrs. Kaiser welcomed me warmly. I treasure to this day the present he gave me, a booklet we pupils had made for him, filled with personal photographs and dedicatory remarks, many in rhyme. Both of us were touched as we leafed through it, mindful of all that had taken place since those long ago days. I was embarrassed when he insisted on showing me a document testifying that, while he had served as a German officer during World War II, he had persistently resisted the anti-Semitic campaigns of the Nazi years. He was indeed a good man, whose main misfortune, like that of many others, was that he was born to live through those terrible times. He was profoundly shocked to learn how many of my family were killed by the Nazis.

ABOUT KRISTALLNACHT (from The Minneapolis-Star Tribune, November 9, 1988) 

In the middle of the night of Nov. 9-10, 1938, I stood with my parents at a window of our apartment, Feiherr v. Steinstrasse 15, watching in horror as the flames leaped from the roof of our beautiful synagogue down the street. The Nazis had ignited it with gasoline, and fire brigades stood by – not to put the fire out, but to keep it from spreading to nearby houses.

. . . . On the radio we listened to Joseph Goebbels, the Minister for Propaganda and Popular Enlightenment, describing how the "spontaneous" attacks were a reaction of the German people to the assassination of Ernst vom Rath, the third secretary of the German Embassy in Paris, shot by a 17-year-old Polish-Jewish refugee from Germany named Herschel Grynszpan.

On Thursday morning, Nov. 10, I took a streetcar to Frankfurt's city center to see what was going on. A crowd had gathered in front of a shoe store near the Opernplatz, where windows had been smashed and shoes and shoe boxes lay strewn among the debris of broken glass. Further downtown on the Zeil I saw more destruction, broken store windows, curious onlokers, and SA men shouting epithets at Jews. Later I was to learn that what I witnessed was mild compared to the savagery to which Jews were subjected elsewhere.

When I returned home that day, there were telephone calls from anxious Jewish friends and acquaintances whose husbands, sons and fathers had been taken away by the Gestapo. It became clear that male Jews were being picked up indiscriminately to be sent to concentration camps. In our region the youngest sent to camps that day was 14 and the oldest 84.

The next morning, Nov. 11, my father, then 63, was taken away by a lawyer who explained apologetically that he'd been deputized by the Gestapo for the purpose. It turned out that he had known my father since before World War I..  My mother and I frantically sought information about what concentration camp my father was to be sent to. I can see her now as she literally jumped for joy when the bell rang that evening and there he was, waving to her from the outer gate of our apartment house. He had been taken to the huge Frankfurt exposition building from which most of the arrested Jews were shipped to the concentration camp at Dachau. At first we thought he had been released because of his four years of front line service during World War I. But he explained that it was because of his age. My father and I (then 17) were fortunate in that the Gestapo had not come to our house until the second day of the mass arrests. By then only Jews between 18 and 60 were being sent to concentration camps from Frankfurt.

The Kristallnacht pogrom and what happened in the concentration camps were a frightening forecast of the genocide that was to follow.

A VISIT TO AUSCHWITZ AND MAJDANEK DEATH CAMPS (from The Daily Freeman, September 5, 1993)

It is one thing to describe and interpret the Holocaust. It is another to come to Auschwitz-Birkenau and Majdanek and see with one's own eyes the gas chambers and crematoria where so many innocent people, most of them Jews, were sent to their deaths, and the dismal barracks and fields where countless prisoners died from ghastly overwork, brutal punishment, and rampant epidemics.  Still, the nausea and revulsion brought on by seeing the remaining traces of the mass murder and human degradation that was perpetrated by the Nazis some fifty years ago is as nothing compared with the cruel life and dreadful death of those who were the victims. . . .

In this report I will concentrate on Majdanek, to which I was drawn by deep personal tragedy. It was there that my mother was killed 50 years ago. I will not dwell here on my feelings toward my mother who has been always close to my heart. . . .

By way of history, the camp was established on Himmler's orders soon after his visit to Lublin in July, 1941. . . . According to the museum guidebook, "in the years 1941-1944, some 500,000 inmates of 54 nationalities passed through Majdanek". The largest group that lived and died at the death and labor camp was made up of Jews from over twenty European countries.

Some of the barracks are now used to display the evidence: suitcases, shoes, toothbrushes, spectacles, dolls, watches, crutches, pots and pans, and huge piles of human hair. As I looked at the suitcases, with their carefully traced names and addresses -- Vienna, Warsaw, Frankfurt -- I could not help but search, vainly, for my mother's name. I had already ascertained in the archives on my first day at Majdanek that her name was not among those fragments of records that had escaped destruction. Indeed it was only in 1988 that I found her name in the two-volume memorial record, published in 1986 in Koblenz, of the Jews deported from Germany. There she was reported as "verschollen" ("disappeared") in the Majdanek concentration camp.

We began our walk through the camp at the field where the deportees were assembled, following their two-mile march from the Lublin train station -- except for the sick and disabled, who were brought by truck. There it was that the Nazi camp doctors "selected" those who were to die at once and those who would be spared temporarily for hard labor. For me it appeared as Dante's portal to hell with its inscription: "Lasciate ogni speranza voi che entrate" (give up every hope you who enter). The difference was that this was a real hell, a hell on earth!

The most devastating impression was still ahead, in the three rooms of the concrete "bathhouse": the undressing room, the shower room, and the gas chamber. The retreating Germans did not have time to destroy the ghastly complex and related evidence, as they had done in many other extermination camps. . . .

We saw the showerheads attached to the ceiling. Our guide said they were not always working but when they were, hot water was used because the cyanide gas would work more swiftly under such conditions. It was here that the by now desperate and frightened people were herded in, with hardly enough room to stand. The Zyklon B (the empty canisters were on exhibit at Majdanek as they were in Auschwitz) was introduced through screened openings from above; death came in fifteen to twenty minutes. Through a small, thick-glassed porthole window, an SS guard could watch the death struggle. In the corner of the next chamber was the concrete autopsy table used to remove the corpses' gold fillings for shipment to Germany. Outside was one of the converted artillery wagons used by specially designated prisoners to wheel the bodies to the crematoria. Having witnessed the horror, these special prisoners were later to suffer the same fate. . . .

The crimes are so enormous that only a fraction can be told. One little known event was the mass murder of 42,000 Jews in the Lublin region on November 3, 1943. The bloodbath was ordered by Himmler, following repeated organized resistance at some of the camps and the uprising at Sobibor on October 14. It was one of the last steps toward the Nazi goal to rid Europe of Jews. At Majdanek alone 18,400 Jews were lined up naked in most atrocious ways along prepared ditches and shot all day long, with loudspeakers from two trucks blaring Strauss waltzes to drown out the screams of the victims and the noise of the guns.

About John J. Neumaier


After coming to the United States, John Neumaier settled in Minneapolis and worked in a factory while attending the University of Minnesota.  Uncle Sam called him up in 1943 and he served in the U.S. Army as an interpreter and instructor at prisoner-of-war camps for captured Germans.


Back in civilian life, he earned a B.A. degree (magna cum laude), taught humanities, and completed his Ph.D. degree in philosophy at the University of Minnesota. In 1951 he took a teaching position at Hibbing Junior College, and was appointed head of the college in 1955. Three years later he began a 10-year stint as president of what was then known as Moorhead State College (now Minnesota State University Moorhead), and in 1968 he was recruited to become president of the State University of New York at New Paltz. His four years at SUNY were marked by rapid expansion of enrollment and academic reorganization as New Paltz completed its transition to a liberal arts college. As he had done at Moorhead, he helped open many new academic opportunities for students of color.

 In 1972 Dr. Neumaier retired from the office of president (which he often refers to as chief custodian of a higher mental institution) and returned to his scholarly pursuits as a professor of philosophy and social theory, at the SUNY Empire State College in New York City. Now as professor emeritus, he continues to be an activist and writes a monthly newspaper column on issues of social justice.  He is proud of the fact that MSU Moorhead has named one of its student buildings after him (an earlier namesake had proved unsafe and had to be imploded).

