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It is the story of how Jews were expelled from the town of Kittsee in Austria in 1938. 
 
“In the 1930s, my father, Joseph Schapiro, lived with his parents, Rose and Jacob, and three siblings, 
Asher, Rachel and Eugenie, in the town of Kittsee, a tiny community in Austria situated just beyond the 
outskirts of Bratislava, where Jews lived for many centuries, side by side with their non-Jewish neighbors 
in peace and harmony. As my grandfather, Jacob, was the town chazzan (cantor) and shochet (ritual 
slaughterer), and for his last three years in Kittsee (1935-1938) also a Rabbi beside Rabbi Dr. Perls Armin, 
they lived in an annex of the shul (synagogue) and were very close with the German caretaker, Franz 
Ströck, his wife, Emma, and children, Franz, Julia and Theresa. My grandfather played chess with the 
caretaker and the children played with each other. Shabbos (Sabbath) and Yomim Tovim (holidays) were 
filled with excitement. It was a carefree, fun-filled time. 
 
All this was stilled on one frightening day in the spring of 1938, on April 15th. Kittsee was among the first 
communities that fell victim to Hitler's murderous plan to eliminate every vestige of Jewish life. The Jews 
of Kittsee were among the first to be expelled from their homes and community. Some have suggested that 
the Nazis used Kittsee as a test case—they waited to see what world reaction would be before they 
continued to other communities. There was no reaction, so they felt free to continue their expulsion of Jews 
from other towns and cities. In the spring of 1938, Kittsee was taken over by the Nazis. German flags with 
swastikas appeared over the town's official buildings. Shortly thereafter, the Nazis forced the Jews to take 
cans of paint and to smear the word "Juden" on the sides of their homes. Following that, they led all the 
Jewish men down the street and forced them to cry out, "I am a Jewish swine.” My grandfather, who was a 
leader of the community, was at the front of the line, leading this group of embarrassed and humiliated 
Jews. He was forced to shout louder than anyone else, "I am a Jewish swine.” The Nazis also gave them 
pails of water and scrub brushes and forced them to scrub the sidewalks while on their hands and knees. 
 
Many of their non-Jewish friends in the town saw what was happening and were very upset about it. A 
growing sense of fear and unease began to creep into their lives. Another edict followed hard on the heels 
of this one. The mayor of the town announced that non-Jews did not have to pay back anything owed to the 
Jews and they were no longer allowed to purchase any goods from the Jews. All this took place just before 
Pesach (Passover). During the seder (ceremonial dinner on the first night of Passover commemorating the 
exodus from Egypt) they could hear the Nazis marching up and down the streets in their goose-step style. 
Indeed, it was on the night of the seder that the Nazi’s threw the Jews of the town out of their homes. The 
Nazis came to tell them that they had to get out of their house within ten minutes and gather in the town 
square. My grandmother, fright clearly etched on her face, rushed the children out. They did not get a 
chance to take along any of their prized possessions. When they arrived at the square, the Jews were forced 
to sign over all their possessions to the Nazis. They were further told that they would never see their homes 
again and, in fact, they never did. They spent the rest of the day without food in a cold cellar. My 
grandfather was given a paper that he was to read to the group of about 50 people. The gist of it was: 

Moses led the Jews across the sea and the water divided in two; 
but we will lead you across the river and you will drown. 

That night they were loaded onto trucks normally used to transport cattle and taken to another area. They 
were very cold, very hungry, and very scared. They were forced out of the trucks onto small boats and 
landed on an island. It was nighttime and very dark and even the adults could not really figure out where 
they were. They had no choice but to wait out the night and see what could be done on the morning. It was 
the middle of April and the ground was still frozen. Yet, they spent the night sitting on the ground, huddled 
together for warmth, and praying. 
 
In the morning they discovered that they were on an island called "Käsmacher Insel" (now Sihoť), close to 
land on the north shore of the Danube River between the village of Theben (now Devin, Slovakia) and 



Pressburg (Bratislava). The group decided to wade through the water to get to the land. My grandfather 
carried his children across the small stretch of water, so that they would not get wet and possibly sick. A 
butcher named Max Lustig heard them crying “We are Jews out of Kittsee.” He went to the Pressburger 
Rabbi Wessely’s vice president of the orthodox Jewish community, Aron Grunhut, and told him what 
happened. Aron Grunhut organized, under the heaviest of difficulties, first a stay in police custody in 
Pressburg (now Bratislava, Slovakia), and then in “Antonienhof”, a farm estate (now just ruins, located 
about a mile east of Kittsee in what was then Czechoslovakia and is now Slovakia). 
 
At that point they found themselves in an area that may be described as a "no-man's land.” It was a small 
wedge of Czechoslovakian territory on the southwest side of the Danube, with the Austrian border to the 
west and the Hungarian border to the south. The area contained a forest (the Pheasant Wood / Fasanenholz / 
Fácán erdő / Jarovská bažantnica), as well as some open fields. They decided to start walking towards the 
borders hoping to cross to get to a small town and get some help. They walked during the night only. 
During the day they hid in the forest. They first started toward the Hungarian border, some 6 miles away, 
hoping that the border guards there would let them through. When they got there, they were turned away 
because they did not have passports. Their passports, of course, had been confiscated by the Nazis. 

 

 
Map 1: Kittsee is toward the bottom-center; Theben is in the top-left corner; Pressburg is in the 
upper-right; Käsmacher Insel is circled in lime green; Antonienhof is between Kittsee and the Danube 
River; the border between Austria and Czechoslovakia is shown in red. 
 
They then returned to the Czech authorities, another night's walk, but again they were turned away. They 
did not have any food during this time. To add to their problems, it was the season when vegetables or 
fruits could not be found on the trees or in the forest. Years later, my grandfather told the story of a piece of 
candy that he found in his pocket. My father and his siblings all wanted the candy. My grandfather's 
decision was to give the piece of candy to one of the children and tell them to take only a couple of licks of 
the candy so that it could be passed on to the rest of them. Every couple of hours, the children each took a 
couple of licks and then automatically passed it from one to the other. They wandered about for four days, 



from one border to the other, begging to be let in the country, but the guards were afraid to allow them to 
enter. The Austrian and Hungarian border guards decided that the best thing to do was to send the Jews 
back to Kittsee, the town from which they came. The Jews objected for they knew that the Nazis were there 
and did not want them to return. 
The border guards surrounded 
them and, with rifles pointing at 
them (my father, who was 8 
years old at the time, remembers 
that a gun was put to his 
forehead), warned them not to 
return. Somehow they actually 
did get back to Kittsee, 
exhausted and shabby, and the 
Nazis could not believe their 
eyes. After harassing them for a 
while, they pushed them down 
into a cellar again. My uncle 
(five years old at the time) 
remembers being kicked into the 
cellar. 
 
My family’s former non-Jewish 
neighbors stood by, very upset. 
Many had tears in their eyes 
when they saw them. They sent 
them packages of food, which 
contained salami and bread. 
Though the food was not kosher 
and they could not eat bread 
during the week of Pesach, my 
grandfather made them eat the 
food because their lives were in 
danger. Even though this is 
permissible according to Jewish 
law in such a situation, he 
himself did not eat the food. 
 
Again, the Nazis forced them into trucks, drove them back to "no-man's land,” and told them, in no 
uncertain terms, never to return. They did not know which way to go. My grandparents were becoming 
more and more worried, and the thought now crossed their minds that they were not going to survive this 
ordeal. They decided on a course of action to increase the chances of survival of at least the children. They 
decided that they would try to find a place, such as a small hut or barn, and leave the children there with the 
hope that they would be found. They wrote a note that they were going to leave with them. In that note they 
wrote that these were Jewish children and asked those who found them to please feed and take care of them 
until, if by some miracle, my grandparents would survive and return and take them back. A desperate 
measure, indeed, of desperate people in a desperate situation. 
 
As it turned out, God was surely watching over them, for, at just about this time, one of the men from the 
group found an unguarded opening in the border leading to a small town of Rajka in Hungary. They 
knocked on the door of the first house they came to and were surprised to find that Jews were living there. 
They stayed there for several days. 
 
Meanwhile, Aron Grunhut had made contact with the American Joint Distribution Committee. He made 
contact with relief organizations in Prague and Paris, like HICEM (a merger of three agencies, HI=Hebrew 
Immigrant Aid Society, C=Jewish Colonization Association, and EM=Emigdirect/United Jewish 
Emigration Committee) and the Jewish Agency. He was in contact with the HICEM authorized 



representative, Mrs. Marie Schmolka, in Prague. Aron Grunhut became a leader of HICEM. He was 
indefatigable in his hunt for money to get visas, entry permits, and certificates for the expelled Jews since 
they could no longer stay in Antonienhof, nor at the castle in the village of Karlburg (Oroszvár / now 
Rusovce, Slovakia). At that time, in winter dock at Pressburg, a French barge and the tugboat "Sena" were 
located. They were loaded up with straw mattresses, pillows, and covers, and the tugboat headed towards 
Rajka. The barge settled on the Danube River, so located that half of it was in Hungary and the other half in 
Czechoslovakia. The barge was partially submerged, tied by ropes to piles on the banks of the river. 
 

 
Map 2: Kittsee is in the upper-left corner (with Antonienhof to its right); Rajka (Ragendorf) is 
toward the lower-right corner; the red lines intersecting near Ragendorf are the borders of Austria, 
Czechoslovakia and Hungary; barge anchorage was somewhere along the red line where it crosses 
the Danube (Donau) river and its many side channels. 
 
While they were on the barge, the caretaker [pictured at the 
right] of the shul (synagogue) of Kittsee risked his life and 
came to visit. With him he brought some clothing for the 
children, seforim (Jewish books) for my grandfather and 
leichter (candlesticks) for my grandmother. He was truly 
one of the tzaddikei umos ha'olam, one of the righteous 
gentiles. 
 
Food was sent to them by nearby Jewish communities in 
Hungary and Czechoslovakia: Rajka, Györ (Raab), Moson 
(Wieselburg), Komárno (in Czechoslovakia), Szombathely 
(Steinamanger) and Sárvár. It was a true act of chessed 
(kindness) on their part even though the food often consisted 
of a pot of soup for the entire day. Sometimes the food was 
not very good—it may have spoiled on the way. The bad 
food was thrown overboard, which caused a new problem: 
rats. 



 

 
Left: The refugees at Rajka; Right: Inside the barge (grandfather Jacob Schapiro is at far right). 
 
Inside the barge was one large room, divided by sheets across the width of the barge. The men and boys 
slept on one side of the room and the women and girls on the other side. When the children slept, my 
grandmother stood guard to see that the rats did not disturb the children. One time she fell asleep with my 
aunt sleeping on her shoulder. Someone cried out, "A rat!" Thinking that the rat was on her and, since she 
was half asleep, my grandmother grabbed my aunt's hair and threw her away from her. 
 



 
The refugees and the barge, anchored along the Danube River at the Czechoslovak/Hungarian 
border. 
 
During their stay on the barge, people from different organizations came to interview them and investigate 
their plight. One of the visitors was a young man named Peter Mendelssohn. He interviewed everyone, 
especially my grandparents, and spent quite a bit of time on the barge. They found out later that, based on 
these interviews, he wrote a novel called "Across the Dark River.” Although a novel, the story was about 
98% true. Those who were there can easily identify the fictional characters with their real counterparts. 
 
Neither Hungary nor Czechoslovakia, the countries where the barge was located, wanted the Jews to be 
where they were; they threatened on a daily basis that they were going to cut the ropes and let the barge 



float down the river and possibly sink. The Jews never knew where they would be the next morning. They 
stayed on this smelly, rat-infested barge for a period of five months.  
 

 
New York Times article on the tugboat refugees. 
 
My family was then taken to a concentration camp in Budapest. This concentration camp was not like the 



German camps that we know of. It was more of a detention camp. They slept twenty to a room, on double-
decker beds, two or three in a bed. They could not leave the confines of the area and were there for a period 
of thirteen months. 
 
During this time, my family was able to get mail to my grandfather’s sister, who lived in New York. She 
worked tirelessly for their release and, with much effort on her part, she was able to procure visas and 
arrange for my father’s family to come to the States. They came on one of the last ships to leave Europe in 
November of 1939. A total of eighteen months had passed from the time they were forced to leave Kittsee 
on that Pesach evening.” 

	


