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A little over a month after the capitulation of the Nazi régime, my step-grandfather,
Leopold Klein, then age 22, wrote his short biography as follows:
I was born on the 20.9.1923 in Vienna as the son of a sheet metal worker’s helper. Until
13 March 1938 my life was completely normal. My father was the branch helper in the
main branch of Julius Meinl A.G. – because of the prevailing unemployment at the time
he could not find a job in the area in which he was qualified. My mother, who was a
qualified seamstress contributed to the household finances by working at home. My
parents and I led a very harmonious family life. At the time, probably because of my age,
I was not the slightest bit interested in politics. We went through a series of political
changes that happened under more or less bloody circumstances. My father, who was
concerned to bring me up in a strict way, decided that the lesson he should learn was
to keep out of political events because the colours changed with such rapidity that that
there was no way one could just go quietly about one’s own business. One always had
to be prepared to be swept away in the flood created by the next upheaval. That was
my father’s opinion and I had nothing to say against it. So we led the more or less quiet
life that an average working family might lead. Then came the brown invasion of the 13
March, 1938: how much suffering and tears have gone down as the history of that day!
All of a sudden the quiet life was over for us.
After 14 years of service and honest, hard work for the House of Meinl my father, an
Israelite by birth, was sacked. Not only that, after the Kristallnacht events on the 10
November (the assassination of Rath in Paris) and even though he had been baptised in
1921, (my mother is an Aryan) he was taken to Dachau because of being a Jew by birth.
After long imprisonment there – two and a half years – he was taken to Buchenwald and
six months late to the concentration camp in Ravensbru¨ck near Fu¨rstenberg where,
on the 17 August 1942, death put an end to his four years of dreadful agony.
As a first degree mixed blood I was also removed from my apprentice position as sales
trainee and then worked in a Jewish fabric shop until it was forced to close. Finally, in
some hidden office of the Meinl concern I was able to complete my business training
in a reasonably tolerable way. Unfortunately some upper-level Nazi found that my face
didn’t fit and proposed me for the Organisation Todt. However, my physical condition
was not up to such demands, I had to cope with the results of a bad accident with a lift
that almost cost me a foot. But the employment office did finally find me a worthy job
as a labourer in the locomotive factory in Floridsdorf where, as encouragement, I lived
through the heaviest of the air raids.
My mother earned a relatively meagre living as a seamstress.
These events gave my life a sharp change of direction. My life was pulled into politics
against my will. My father, a foe of all politics, languished in a concentration camp - and
for what? Perhaps for his lifelong work simply putting bread on the table for his family?
No. Just because he had Jewish forebears. A person not only had to account for his own
deeds and actions but was to be responsible for the parents who begat him. This is what
made me pay attention. It opened my eyes to the wishes and sufferings of humanity. The
events of the war followed. I followed the course of military campaigns feverishly. The
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German news and normal Prussian propaganda clichés were no longer enough, did not
satisfy my curiosity. Sadly, at the time I just had a self-built radio set that only had local
reception. For weeks I considered how to solve the problem. Finally I got an idea: I did
not smoke and so didn’t need cigarettes. I could use these systematically in exchange for
bicycle parts until, after what seemed to be an endless task, I managed to assemble two
complete bicycles. My talent for handwork ensured they were professionally assembled
and through an ad in a newspaper I was able to exchange them for my long-for radio with
foreign station reception.

Now my political hunger was to be fed. I followed political and military events in great
detail not, as you might think, only from the foreign news sources but also by listening to
the top Nazis. That allowed me to form an objective picture of the political and military
situation. In the factory where I worked I also has the opportunity of listening to foreign
radio stations along with other workers who were on air raid duty with me. This gave me
insight into the worries and woes, wishes and hopes of humanity. Even today, without
giving it much thought, I can sketch the path which the peoples of the earth will have to
take in order to be able work together peacefully and to put an end to these organised
pogroms, persecutions and suppression once and for all. It is not acceptable for the
world to be terrorised by a few political megalomaniacs and exposed to destruction for
the sake of securing a golden future for just a few tens of thousands.
That was my life until the collapse of the fascist armies which had fought for such an
ill-conceived cause, liberated by the longingly anticipated—not just by me—Red Army
in Vienna. And now, on with the reconstruction.
We have learned from the past and it must not be allowed to repeat itself.
When I met him I was eight and had just arrived in my new Austrian home having
had to leave my Persian homeland and he was in his late fifties. This sometimes
inexplicably irascible man liked order in his life and his hobbies—collecting banknotes,
for example—involved sorting and systematically archiving them in numerous files and
albums which were housed in a cupboard in the hallway.
I spent a great deal of time with my grandparents and their mothers and as I grew older
they told me stories of both the First and Second World Wars. But strangely they never
mentioned Leopold’s father, great-grandmother Mizi’s husband other than to say he had
died young.
I became aware of an old brown cardboard box sealed with white tape that was stored
in the hall cupboard and labelled “mother, father”. Although Grandfather Leopold had
repeatedly promised that I was to have the contents of the cupboard when he died,
I was prohibited from opening that box because it contained, as he said, “the dark
chapters” of his life. Nevertheless, I was not able to resist the temptation and actually
opened the box before he died in 2018 at the age of 95 (his mother, Mizi, had died at the
age of 85 in 1980). Going through the box, which contained numerous photographs,
documents and letters sent from various concentration camps, I began to understand
why my great-grandmother and her son did not want to revisit those memories and the
effect that it had on their lives. But neither did they want to irrevocably discard their
evidence.
The father of my grandfather was named Sigmund Klein. He died in 1942 at the age of
48. I have devoted four years to the project that this archive instigated, expanding it with
international research.
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