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My Membership in the Youth Movement "Ezra"

A central factor in the education of orthodox Jewish children in general, and mine in particular, was the youth movement "Ezra".
The movement was established in Germany at the end of WWI. Its aim was the creation of an informal educational framework, to supervise children also beyond school hours. The activity concentrated on Jewish Religious enrichment, trips, discussions and so on, and took place in school rooms, synagogues etc.
One of the activities was arguments all night long on issues of Jewish politics. The impact of these arguments proved itself years later, when Ezra graduates were divided between the political organizations "Poalei Agudath Israel" and "HaPoel HaMizrachi". Many of the Ezra members later immigrated to Israel, joined the KIBUTZ of "Poalei Agudath Israel", and combined strict adherence of Jewish law and building the state of Israel.
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One of my youth guides in Fuerth was Dr. Herbert Heinemann, who was at the time a medical student, he was the first to teach me MISHNA, and together we went on many trips.
In 1932 I participated in an "Ezra" youth camp in Sulzbuerg, a village with an ancient Jewish community not far from Fuerth. There were about 300 children in the camp, with an abundance of activities: sports, trips, educational programs etc. Some of the parents rented vacation apartments there, in order to spend the vacation with their kids.
Among my Ezra guides were Fredi Lustig, Avraham Wolf and Avraham Cohen (My 4th grade educator) - each were to become prominent educational figures, and each of them established later a school.
During that time, the Nazis gained more political power, and concerns about the future grew. By my Bar Mitzvah, April 1933, Hitler was already two months in power. The Jews couldn't imagine their rights and political status would be harmed, especially those who served as soldiers in WWI, just 15 years earlier. They took no measures to leave their homeland, as long as they could still make a living as civil servants, private employees or free professions. In contrast, to young people, who were just about to enter the employment market, and were unable to get a job, it was clear they must leave Germany as soon as possible. The Rabinowitz family, my future wife's family, left Germany because of the boycott on Jewish businesses in April 1933. Also my cousin, Zvi Weglein, who was 18 and couldn't find employment, immigrated to Palestine.
For us the problem was much greater. My grandfather, a business owner, in which my mother was a partner, as my father's widow. At the age of 73 he was unable to immigrate elsewhere, and my mother, with two children, did not know what decision to make.
The dark clouds hanging above German Jewry were signs of its approaching end, and in this situation, decisions about my future education had to be made.
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1933-1938

My last School Summer Vacation

After my brother's Bar Mitzvah, we were both sent to spend our summer vacation with the Fellheimers in Zagreb Yugoslavia.
Leopold and Raphael Fellheimer were my mother's cousins. Their mother, Theresa, was the sister of my grandmother Janneta Seeberger. Raphael was, like uncle Emanuel, an apprentice at my grandfather's business, and later worked with his brother in a coal trading business in Fuerth. In 1933 they realized that the situation of the Jews will continue to deteriate, and immigrated to Zagreb. They sold their coal business to a Jewish family named Zimmer (also distant relatives of ours), but with a condition that the business will continue to bear their name 'Fellheimer", because they assumed that sooner or later life in Germany would return to normal, and eventually they will be able to run the business again. 
In Zagreb they rented a large house with a nice garden, but 5 years later they were forced to flee again. Eventually they made it to Palestine a few months before the outbreak off WWII.
The Fellheimers invited us for the summer vacation, and, as mentioned, Shmuel Siegfried and I, two children of 13 and 14 years of age, travelled to Yugoslavia thru 3 countries: Austria, Italy and Yugoslavia.
At the time, there was allot of tension between Germany and Austria. The Austrian Chancellor was murdered, and the Austrians blamed the Germans, so German citizens were not allowed to get off the train in Austria without a special visa.
We travelled from Fuerth to Munich on the 4 AM train and from there 3 hours later to Trieste. The idea was that we would have breakfast with the Droller in Munich, but it did not occur to anyone to notify them about our arrival...Unfortunately, the droller family left that morning for holiday in Holland.
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Hungry as we were, we sat on our suitcase, waiting for the train to Trieste. In those days bread was KOSHER and could be bought anywhere, therefore mother provided us with only fruit and chocolate. When we ordered coffee in the train and it arrived in our seats with milk in it, we refused to take it, and the waiter got wild at us, so we were afraid to enter the dining car during the entire trip, and almost fainted of hunger and thirst.
There were hardly any passengers on that night train to Yugoslavia. It was raining heavily, and water began penetrating our wagon through the windows - two lonely children. Shmuel Siegfried began sleep-talking.
We didn't know a single word in the local language - Croatian, and were unable to read even the station names on the signs. We didn't understand what the conductor was saying, and he mistakenly punched our return tickets. Thanks to my habit to read every document, I noticed the mistake. After several attempts to communicate with the conductor, he realized his mistake, and wrote on the tickets that they were valid

The Fellheimers awaited us at midnight in the Zagreb station, but we did not know that before the Zagreb central station there is another one named Zagreb (north). When the conductor announced "Zagreb" we began to get off the train. I noticed the station was virtually empty, and that made me realize it was the wrong station, I told Shmuel Siegfried to re embark the train. Indeed, 5 minutes later we were greeted warmly by the Fellheimers at the Central station. Who knows what would happen if we were to remain at the wrong station, two children in the middle of the night, in a strange city without knowing the language....
After our 20 hour journey we did not phone home. Instead we sent a telegram to mother, letting her know we arrived safely.
A few days before the Jewish New Year 1935 we returned from a wonderful trip abroad, spending merely nothing from the money mother gave us.
On the way back we finally succeeded in visiting the Drollers in Munich, and the final arrangements were made for my employment by uncle Emanuel shortly after the festival of Tabernacles.
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Today, sending two unaccompanied children on a journey crossing four borders, without any knowledge of the local language is unthinkable.... Yet we had the opportunity to learn from experience.

