
Our parents’ 
new lives

Searching for identity

By Claire Bruell

2



Cover 
Lizzie and Frank 

bringing in the hay 
on their farm north 

of Auckland. 



Searching for identity



4

SEARCHING FOR IDENTITY: Our parents’ new lives

Introduction
The business of culture and the culture of business
Frank Briess in his own words 
Alice (Lizzie) Briess
Fred Bruell
Lilly Bruell - Interview transcript
The story of Rex - Its rise and fall
Challenges and opportunities
Gathering my Herstory

5
7

37
42

120
132
172
178
190

Contents



5

Introduction
wrote “The Business of  Culture and the Culture 
of  Business” as a chapter for a book edited by Ann  
Gluckman Identity and Involvement Volume 3. However, 
there were no graphics permitted. I decided to com-
pile my own version using the text but also photos and  

memorabilia to liven up the text. I wanted to show how the  
entrepreneurial skills of  my father Frank Briess, had been learned 
from an early age working in his father’s and grandfather’s business 
in Olomouc, Czechoslovakia. He grew up surrounded by a culture of  
business nurtured by a family that took its sons and sons-in-law into 
its companies as they finished their studies and entered the world of  
commerce from a base in the Hana Valley, Moravia – a location ideal 
for the growing hops and other grains. 

This was completed as an Apple book.

The next project was to write about my mother Alice (Lizzie) Briess 
whose voice I considered had been overshadowed by my father’s in 
the earlier photobook. 

I wrote the Alice Briess book using letters and photographs from 
my mother’s life. She was the only daughter of  a country doctor who 
studied for four years at the medical school at the Charles University 
in Prague before marrying my father Frank. 

This second book is her story. Then I have added the transcript of  Lilly Bruell’s interview in 1994 about 
her life, some personal pieces about Frank Briess, Fred Bruell and Rex Consolidated Ltd.

Both books together with additional articles have been incorporated into this larger family history and 
perhaps show how our family’s lives converged with history. z

Frank with a stack of packages of tinned meat during the “Parcels for Britain”  
campaign, late 1940s.

II
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Frank, Claire and Lizzie, Hawaii, 1952.
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 Frank Briess birth certificate - 5/12/1907.

 Frank Briess military record book.
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ARLY March 1939 Frank was 
warned by Josef  Suchy, the 
company’s accounts clerk at 
Ignaz Briess Jr, the company 
where Frank worked, that he 

should leave the country as there would short-
ly be changes and his life would be in danger.  
Ignaz Briess Jnr at 11 ulice 28 rijna, Olomouc 
was founded by Ignaz in the early 1870s. Sons  
Siegfried and Theodore joined him in the busi-
ness and became 50/50 partners when Ignaz 
died about 1905.

Frank started work for the firm in 1925 and 
in the early 1930s acquired 25% share as Hans, 
his cousin, also had 25% share.

Activities: Trading, importing, distributing 
and agency organisation. Imported a large 
variety of  agricultural seeds, were the largest 
buyers from the farmers on the local market 
of  some agricultural seeds like clover that were 
cleaned and tested in the seed cleaning station on the premises, then sold as 
certified to customers.

The company was also importers and distributors of  pulse (onions), rice, 

dried fruit, oil containing seeds like linseed, 
hempseed, sunflower seeds, rape seed and oth-
ers mainly for the margarine industry.

The company was the country’s biggest im-
porter and trader in poppy and caraway seeds; 
Also sole representatives of  substantial milling 
concerns in the US, Canada and Hungarian 
flour mills. They were the biggest importer 
and trader of  legumes, like peas, beans, lentils, 
broad beans etc.

During December 1938 or January 1939  
Alice went to London and deposited much of  
her jewellery there. Once they arrived other 
jewellery and valuables were deposited with  
Mr Broll and Mr Josef  Berger. It was difficult to 
take funds out of  Czechoslovakia at that time 
so people often took other items they thought 
they might be able to sell to transfer into 
money such as stamps and jewellery. While in  
London friend and farmer Kreszylik was al-

ready sending money and valuables through various sources. They deposited 
£2,000 with the NZ High Commissioner and paid £110 for their permits to 
enter NZ. When they left they took everything from Berger and almost ev-
erything from Broll except some money, part of  which belonged to Stranskys 

 Frank Briess.

Frank and Alice Briess in NZ

EE
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 The legal description of the farm, Royal Rd, Massey bought by Frank and Alice on 1 January 1940.
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- Frank’s sister and husband. Much of  the jewellery 
was sold. Stransky’s money was sent to NZ and Frank 
invested the money for them and paid tax on the in-
come.

They arrived in NZ Auckland on the Akaroa on 9 
Oct 1939.

Business consists of  two shops owned by O E  
Stransky and Frank Briess. All were partners in the two 
businesses – Frank and Alice Briess had 50%.

No. 84 K Rd was known as “MacSims” Meat  
Centre and 85 K Rd as “Quality Butchers”. Frank took 
over the two businesses on 21 August 1944. Together 
they cost £3,500 and Frank paid half.

The section at Auckland Rd cost £978 and building 
cost £3,400. Mortgage of  £1,350. 

Frank owned no car but the company owned one and 
two delivery vans, total value £800 approx. 

Frank’s account with the Bank of  New South Wales, Queen St South had 
a balance of  £190 as at 31.3.1946. As at that date the accrued profits of  the 
50% share of  the businesses was about £2,000 approx and there was a loan of  
£1,700 from Stranskys.

Frank performed fire watching duty for the EPSO ((Air Raid Protection  
Office) at Westfield Freezing Co. in 1942 and volunteered for NZ Armed 
Forces but was refused. Ditto in England. During the years on the farm he lost 
money but later made some profit.

1943 Frank worked for wages at Westfield.

1944 F and A Briess became equal partners with two others running the 

Centreway Grill Room at 268a Queen Street until part way through 1945. At 
the Centreway with rehabilitation starting Frank arranged 500 free meal tickets 
for returned servicemen. 

Towards the end of  the war Frank Briess acquired a butcher shop and en-
tered herewith, the food trade. Being a perfectionist he studied food science 
and technology independently.

On 14 July 1946 they were living at 36 Auckland Rd and he was employed as 
manager of  a butchery at 84 and 85 K Rd. 

Immediately after the war he started the “Parcels to Britain Campaign”, high-
ly appreciated by recipients.

1950 Frank introduced canning to New Zealand of  which the largest per-

 Ezra, Opa and Oma, April 1979.

Frank and Alice Briess in NZ
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An early timeline – Frank
Frank Briess mother tongue: German

German Volkschule, Mauritzplatz 5, Olmütz.

High school graduation: Staatsrealschule

Course at the Business Academy, Olmütz.

Eighteen years in his father’s business wholesaling and import of  agricultural 
goods, seeds, etc - Ignaz Briess Jr.

Oct 1927-March 1929 served in the military, Czech infantry.

From an early age he was active in many German organisations: 

- Board member of  the German Ice Hockey Association of  
Czechoslovakia;

- President and captain of  the German Ice Hockey Associa-
tion, Olmütz.

- Board member of  the Olmütz Ice Hockey Association.

- Board member of  the Free German Walker Association.

- Board member of  the Free German Football Association.

- Member of  the Association of  the German Winter Sports 
organisation.

- Member of  the German middle school team “Moravia” in 
Olmütz.

- Member of  the Gynmastics Association.

- Member of  the “Schlaraffia-Lodge” in Olmütz.

- Board member of  the Olmütz Philately Club.

- Board member of  the German Lawn Tennis Club.

- Member of  the German Theatre Society, Olmütz.

- Member of  the editorial staff  of  the Mährisches Tageblatt, Olmütz.

- 1939 passed exam at the Institute of  Commerce in Birmingham (holding 
certificate) Frank is interested in sport - soccer, tennis, skiing, ice hockey and 
commercial affairs.

- 1939 New Zealand now naturalised and a citizen. z

Frank and Ezra in the pool - Auckland Road, summer 1979.
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centage was used for export to the UK, the West Indies and several other 
European countries.

In 1952 he introduced the manufacture of  continental sausages and speciality 
meats under the “Metzler” brand and despite great difficulties in the beginning 
the brand is known today on account of  its outstanding quality all over New 
Zealand as well as the countries where it is exported.

About 1953 a delicatessen boom started in New Zealand as never  
experienced before. Frank Briess grabbed the opportunity and 
started an import business under the well known firm of  Pre-
mier Distributors and Manufacturers which has grown today 
into one of  the best known delicatessen importers, wholesalers 
and manufacturers.

In 1958 almost complete import restrictions were introduced 
on account of  Reserve Bank low funds of  foreign currency. 
Premier Distributors, being unable to import most of  their 
introduced imported delicatessen lines, started manufacturing 
under the “Gourmette” brand a wide variety of  pickles, sauces 
and condiments. As a result of  top quality and wide variety 
business of  manufacture has grown very substantially and as a 
result a new factory is being built in Napier for PDM’s require-
ments.

One very important part of  Premier Distributors business is 
import and packing of  spices in retail packs that have found 
wide popularity on account of  top quality and practical retail 
containers.

Frank Briess is author of  “Magic with Spices, Herbs and 
Tastetempters” which is now in its 5th edition with 85,000 cop-
ies having been printed and it widely acclaimed for its practical 
and educational value’.

Despite his many duties and interests, Frank is a contributor and speaker and 
demonstrator at seminars and similar gatherings of  food trade organisations 
to educate food handlers and spread knowledge.

Frank Briess is ably assisted by co-director Andy Politzer and export manager 
Alan Cohen.

Written before Frank died about 1978. z

Frank and Alice Briess in NZ

Butchery staff .
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Three generations (l to r) Ron, Lilly, Fred, Peter and Helen.
120
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arrived in London early in 1939 just  
prior to the invasion of  Czechoslovakia by  
Adolf  Hitler. I was separated from 
my wife, who stayed behind. It 

was only by incredible luck she made it into  
Poland to obtain her British visa after three at-
tempts to cross the frontier, each time being 
caught by either the Poles or the SS. Each time 
she was gaoled but the third time she man-
aged to reach the nearest British consulate in  
Katowice. She joined me in London early in June 
1939 where I was employed as a voluntary work-
er in the settlement department of  the Czech  
Refugee Trust Fund.

God given opportunity

The main object was to settle Czech refugees who were in transit in Great 
Britain (their transit visas did not allow them to settle) and to organise their 
onward migration to Canada and other countries. It turned out that working 
for this organisation was a God given opportunity as it enabled us to learn  
English and find out how English people work, although we were not paid. 
Apart from this, I liked the work. It was social work which I had done in the 
past with underprivileged children in Czechoslovakia and Austria. The differ-
ence was that I was trying to help refugees to settle overseas. 

In the second half  of  1939, World War II broke 
out and we spent the first 10 months of  it in  
London. There was a New Zealand couple living 
in the flat next to ours in Soho. They were journal-
ists and kindly introduced us to an ex-member of  
Parliament who was employed at the BBC. This 
man in turn had a very friendly relationship with 
the then Minister of  Immigration in New Zealand. 
To cut a long story short, my wife and I received 
landing permits because of  our qualifications even 
at that late stage when Britain and New Zealand 
were engaged in the war with Germany. However, 
as we were “friendly” aliens (being Czech citizens) 
as opposed to “enemy” aliens originating from 
Germany, we had no trouble whatsoever in com-
ing to New Zealand and I can only speak in the 

highest terms of  the cooperation and assistance given to us by the Police and 
other Government agencies in New Zealand. 

Only asset – a will to succeed

I had no money to speak of  and no earthly possessions. My only asset was 
the will to succeed in whatever I did. The same remarks applied to my wife. 
Within a few days of  landing in Auckland she secured the position of  a fash-
ion designer, in which she had been thoroughly trained in Vienna and within a 

Fred Bruell - in his own words
II
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The Czechoslovak Refugee Trust
The Czechoslovak Refugee Trust was created on 21 July 1939 and was finally 

wound up in 1975.

Its original purpose was the assistance of  certain categories of  people who 
sought refuge from Nazi persecution following the ceding to Germany of  
parts of  the territory of  Czechoslovakia under the Munich Agreement of  30 
September 1938, and the dismemberment of  Czechoslovakia by the Germans 
in March 1939. These refugees comprised not only Czechoslovak citizens but 
several hundred Germans and Austrians who had gained asylum in  
Czechoslovakia after escaping from Nazi persecution in their own country 
between 1933 and 1938.

Before the trust was created, several appeals had been launched in Britain for 
subscriptions for the relief  of  the refugees. Some of  this money was set aside 
for the use in London of  the British Committee for Refugees from  
Czechoslovakia, a voluntary organisation set up in October 1938 to provide 
temporary hospitality in Britain for especially endangered refugees. 

Between October 1938 and March 1939 the British Committee brought 3,500 
refugees from Czechoslovakia to Britain, which absorbed all the  
financial resources available to the Committee. The money for the trustees’ 
needs was furnished from the Czechoslovak Refugee Fund, representing the 
unspent balance of  a gift to Czechoslovakia of  £4,000,000 for refugee  
assistance by the British Government in the autumn of  1938.

The assistance to be afforded to refugees took two forms:

– emigration to some overseas country of  settlement, and

– maintenance and training in Britain pending re-emigration.

Friedrich/Fred, Lilly Bruell, Helen Bruell and Franz/Frank and Alice Briess 
were all helped by the Czech Refugee Trust Fund. Fred and Lilly did volunteer 
work for the Trust, helping refugees and learning English at the same time. z

Frank Briess record from the files of the Czech Refugee 
Trust Fund from National Archives at Kew.
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few weeks I also secured a position of  a factory manager in a rather young 
cardboard conversion company.

My first job was to find out the way New Zealanders made boxes, cartons 
and containers and I tried immediately to improve the quality and produc-
tion methods with which I was thoroughly familiar. Within a year my em-
ployer was approached by the freezing works in New Zealand to manufac-
ture liver pail containers. These had been made out of  tin plate but would 
have to be made out of  waterproof  cardboard. This was easier said than 
done because at that time there was only one company in New Zealand 
which made a chipboard thin product which did not contain any sulphide 
or sulphate and reacted to water - or any other liquid - like blotting paper! 
It was an inferior product and could not be improved because it was only 
chipboard manufactured out of  wood pulp and nothing else. As the killing 
season was rapidly approaching, we had to have an answer within about 6-8 
weeks. Together with one of  the foremen in the company we set about de-
signing a completely new product made out of  one piece of  cardboard with 
no joints and we succeeded. There was still the question of  waterproofing 
this product and this caused considerable problems. At that time there was 
no plastic coating available, nor was the process even known.

Smelly solution to sticky problem

There was no paraffin wax available as urgent war supplies took preference 
and paraffin wax was not made in New Zealand. There were no other means 
of  waterproofing chipboard and in desperation we used stearin. Stearin is 
an animal fat which melts when heated, but unfortunately it has a most 
unpleasant smell and polluted the factory where we “dipped” the product 
concerned. I was a very unpopular man for quite some time as the boiling 
stearin settled on all the machinery and everything else in the factory and we 
had no means of  protecting our environment. However, ‘war work’ had to 
go on. I designed the necessary machinery which applied the boiling stea-

Fred Bruell - in his own words

Fred Brüll’s 
record from the 
files of the Czech 
Refugee Trust 
Fund from  
National  
Archives at Kew.
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rin to chipboard cartons - and it made them  
waterproof.

Freezing work dilemma solved

The result was that the product was so  
eminently successful that a run of  test ship-
ments to Liverpool was made. It was the com-
plete answer to the freezing works dilemma of  
how to pack and ship to the UK the carcass 
warm offal (mainly hearts and livers). My com-
pany continued to supply this type of  packag-
ing until 1951 - after the war - until the industry 
reverted to tin plate. A joint patent was taken 
out by the company and me to protect the de-
sign and method.

My personal financial situation was anything 
but satisfactory. For the first five months I 
was paid a labourer’s wage for running this  
organisation. The company unscrupulously 
took advantage of  my ignorance of  local con-
ditions of  reward.

It might have been smart from their point 
of  view but it was very shortsighted. After 
five months I demanded I be paid in accor-
dance with my skill and in accordance with 
the contribution I made to the company. All 
this was granted forthwith as otherwise, I told 
the company, I would leave immediately. The 
financial situation was worse than it would ap-
pear as I had my mother in London to support 

and my sister was in a concentration camp 
in the South of  France under the Petain Re-
gime which “danced to the Nazi’s tune”. So 
in addition to my own immediate family I had 
to remit funds for the support of  these two 
whenever possible: it was indeed a difficult 
time.

It was at that time I told the directors of  the 
company that I would stick it out with the 
company until the war finished but I would 
give notice the day the Armistice was signed. 
I would regard working for them as a form 
of  military service about which I had no 
choice and would apply the same discipline 
to the private sector as prescribed for the mil-
itary. My prime reason for coming to New 
Zealand was to join the First New Zealand  
Expeditionary Force and go to Egypt. After 
all I had accounts to settle with the Nazis for 
invading my country.

Half  way through the war, New Zealand 
was requested to manufacture and supply to 
the Allied Forces, and in particular the New 
Zealand Army, “walkie talkies” (as they were 
known as that time). These had to be packed 
into waterproof  containers as they were to be 
dumped in the muddy banks and shallow wa-
ters for retrieval by the natives and the Allied 
forces in their drive north to recapture the  
Pacific islands from the Japanese invaders. 

A young Fritz off to school.
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Obviously they would be damaged if  they were submerged in 
salt water. Again machinery had to be designed by me to man-
ufacture this particular type of  container and in the next few 
years we made 7,000-9,000 of  them (I can’t remember the ex-
act figures). Again the containers did the job splendidly. Again 
the waterproofing was made of  heated stearin.

In October 1942, as a result of  my dissatisfaction at the lack 
of  war work being performed by the company employing me, 
I decided to start on my own on a spare time basis. I worked 
every night until 9pm and the work had to be done in my own 
time, after my official working day had finished. I called my 
little company “L&F Bruell”.

Pinpoint beginning to success

I borrowed a power press. The press was made available to 
me by the directors of  the company that employed me. This was the beginning 
of  “Rex”. My total capital and cash resources were £52.12 and my first press 
tool cost me £65. I had to borrow the balance from an engineer in Auckland 
whom I had known and I worked with for some years and who was kind 
enough to extend this credit to me. The cardboard company gave me credit 
for 60,000 boxes which were to be used to box the six million drawing pins 
which I made at that time. The manufacture and quality of  these drawing pins 
(of  which I am not proud!) is a story in itself  and a saga of  endless difficulties 
and incredible handicaps, such as lack of  equipment and the sheer impossibili-
ty of  getting reasonably suitable supplies of  tin plate. However where there’s a 
will there’s a way and with my typical stubborn determination I manufactured 
these drawing pins, although I made a loss of  about £100. There was no re-
turn whatsoever for my six months of  hard work, mostly between the hours 
of  9pm and 1am and Saturday and part of  Sunday. The second six million 
drawing pins were much better – both quality and profit wise! It encouraged 

me to make pen holders, mathematical sets and other statio-
nery hardware particularly related to school needs which helped 
Rex Manufacturing Company (as it was now called) to become 
established. The company was duly incorporated as a limited 
liability company.

Towards the end of  1944 I was asked by a client in  
Auckland whether I would consider the manufacture of  tea 
wagon castors. The country was bare of  any castors and there 
were simply no castors available in the country at all. So I start-
ed making tea wagon castors which had considerable success 
and this was the forerunner of  our materials handling divisions 
in the Rex Consolidated Group and especially the start of  our 
castor range.

It was from these very small beginnings as a spare time busi-
ness, with practically no money but a tremendous amount of  perseverance, 
patience and stubbornness that “Rex” was built up to what it is today after 40 
years. In October this year (1982) Rex will have been in business for 40 years 
and the public company, Rex Consolidated Ltd will have been registered for 21 
years. In all modesty it can be said that the company has grown far more than 
anybody (including the writer) ever envisaged. 

One line was added after the need became apparent within the New Zealand 
economy. To the original lines of  school stationery hardware were soon add-
ed metal toy lines. Rex made literally millions of  toys until 1951/2 when the 
government of  the day abolished import control and allowed the importation 
of  cheap Hong Kong, Japanese, Italian and later, German toys. New Zealand 
with its very small population could not possibly finance the tooling for metal 
toys on a large scale and although we sent our toys to Australia in order to re-
cover the tool costs on a vast scale, it was decided in 1952 to withdraw entirely 
from their manufacture and we have never made them since.

Young Fritz/Friedrich.

Fred Bruell - in his own words
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After leaving my employer at the end of  the war I 

had to shift my factory to Vincent Street, into an old 
building of  three storeys and every sheet of  tin plate 
had to be manhandled. Over these years literally hun-
dreds of  tons of  material had to be handed sheet by 
sheet in a human chain to its point of  destination in 
the store or where it was guillotined. Thinking back 
to these times and the impossible odds one faced, 
one wonders how far human endeavour and human 
sacrifice can go. The incredible difficulties of  man-
ufacturing in these premises were unbelievable. The 
building was nearly 100 years old. Every time a press 
was used, the whole building shuddered! The other 
tenant, on the Vincent Street level, was a difficult man 
to say the least and it was in an area of  the city where  
Auckland’s prostitutes freely vied for their business. 
However these seven years were essential in order to 
earn sufficient tax paid profit to purchase a building 
further down the road in Federal Street. This was a 
magnificent step forward and we were occupying an 
area of  5,400 sq ft. The building was by no means suitable for the running of  Rex  
Manufacturing Company as the construction of  the site was such that the land 
fell away towards Albert Street and the presses obviously had to be installed 
in the basement. We had endless difficulties with regard to expansion and this 
forced us to look out for land on a permanent basis. In 1955 we purchased 
land in Otahuhu and in 1957 we built the first factory comprising 10,000 sq ft.

Growing fast

In the meantime, Rex was growing very fast and there was a sustained de-
mand for our products. So much so that in 1948 Rex exported toy components 
to Melbourne and Sydney which became the forerunner of  sustained export 

drives in the years to come.

We concentrated on builders’ hardware and other products mostly com-
ponents for industry. At that time our total production was based on met-
al stamping and welding. With the progressive industrialisation of  New  
Zealand, the group of  Rex companies grew and developed further techniques 
to serve industry in general. In the early 1950s Rex had already supplied links 
for slaughter chains for the freezing works and was engaged in the manufac-
ture of  components for radios, household appliances and later on, was prom-
inently engaged in the manufacture of  metal components for the television 
industry. Rex pioneered many “firsts” in New Zealand’s industrial enterprises 

 Rex international export destinations 1971.
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and has been a leader in this field. It contin-
ues to blaze a trail for progress in line with 
overseas development. However, it became 
clear in the 1960s that if  Rex wanted to de-
velop in its chosen field of  manufacturing 
components for other industries it had to 
make certain decisions:

1. We could not be engaged in making the 
final product for which we made the com-
ponents.

2. We had to enter the plastics field which 
became more prominent from day to day 
and was replacing metal components on an 
increasing scale.

Public company born

In 1961 it was decided to form a public 
company. The company would be based 
on several registered private limited com-
panies, amongst them a clothing company, 
Playnit Ltd, which was managed by Mrs L. 
Bruell, a professional fashion designer. Her success was a dramatic one. In the 
first six months she sold about 20,000 garments and doubled it the next year. 
The clothing company exported its garments throughout the Pacific basin in 
the early 1960s when the export drive started. David Jones and Farmers in 
Sydney, Myers in Melbourne, the Robinson stores throughout South East Asia, 
Singapore, Hong Kong, Bangkok were all customers of  Playnit and laid to rest 
the myth that the New Zealand garment industry could not export its goods.

Meanwhile Rex was expanding activities and shifted from the city to Otahuhu. 

It continued to build and expand its plant 
until today (1982) the company has about a 
quarter of  a million square feet of  factories 
under its roof  in New Zealand alone.

In 1972 it was decided to purchase a  
materials handling engineering factory in 
Melbourne and this was the first off-shore 
venture of  Rex. The company is a valuable 
member of  the Rex Consolidated Group 
and is still involved in the materials han-
dling/rubber moulding and other engineer-
ing disciplines and has grown from strength 
to strength.

The New Zealand government started its 
export drive in 1960 and called for a national 
export conference in Wellington which was 
followed within a few weeks by one in Auck-
land. The writer took a particular interest in 
the export of  New Zealand goods to Aus-
tralia and other countries as he was aware in 
the long term, the survival of  New Zealand 

would depend on the contribution of  all sectors towards export income. New 
Zealand’s economy was based only on the rural sector but had to also develop 
its industrial sector. 

There was a determined effort on the part of  the New Zealand gov-
ernment of  that day, wherever possible, to offset the cyclical move-
ments in the economy which are endemic in companies involved 
with agricultural products worldwide. Today the exports of  New  
Zealand manufacturers are over one and a half  billion dollars in value.

Fred Bruell - in his own words
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The Export Institute

(An excerpt from an article written by Fred.)

I played a prominent part in the export promotion field and shortly 
after became a member of  the Council of  the Auckland Manufacturers  
Association. I finished these activities after serving two years as president 
of  the Auckland Association. I was also active for many years on commit-
tees of  the New Zealand Manufacturers Federation and was chairman of  
its Export committee for a number of  years.

It became clear in the early stages of  exporting that a tremendous amount 
of  export education was essential to teach New Zealand manufacturers in-
ternational marketing techniques and I tried, albeit in vain, to interest the 
New Zealand Institute of  Management, of  which I had been a fellow since 
1952, to set up a diploma course in export on a New Zealand wide basis. 
Unfortunately this was turned down by the national executive and I then 
decided, in cooperation with the then assistant secretary of  the Auckland 
Manufacturers Association, Ross Southcombe, to form an association 
of  manufacturers interested in the export field under the auspices of  the 
Auckland Manufacturers Association. It was called the Export Institute 
of  New Zealand. At that time I was chairman of  the Auckland Export  
Committee and represented Auckland at the Federation. The Export  
Institute of  New Zealand became acknowledged as the export authority in 
New Zealand and for many years has been conducting courses in export 
techniques. Its Export Diploma (a three year course) is now standard prac-
tice. The mass education of  New Zealanders in the export field is in no 
small measure based on the activities of  the Export Institute, supported by 
the New Zealand government and actively supported by the New Zealand 
Manufacturers Federation.

Rex Consolidated, apart from all its other activities, went its own way 
in the development of  exports and continued to develop export mar-Fred Bruell talking exports on the cover of the New Zealand Manufacturer.
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kets round the world. Rex exported successfully to South East Asia, Africa,  
Switzerland, South America and the Caribbean, the United States and Canada 
and, of  course, to Australia - in other words to five continents on a continuing 
and profitable basis. The balance sheets of  the holding company proves the 
progress and success of  the countless hours spent by executives in establishing 
New Zealand-made products on world markets - no other company has done 
more.

Rex was the first New Zealand manufacturer to export to Thailand and South 
America (Venezuela, Ecuador and Peru) while shipments of  Rex products 
to Singapore and Malaysia were among the first New Zealand manufactured 
goods ever sent to those places. Rex was at the forefront of  the export drive 
and it could never have been achieved this without the devotion of  a great 
number of  people in an organisation which I headed in the early 1960s. I, to-
gether with many other manufacturers and other appointees of  government, 
served many years on the Manufacturing Development Council and took an 
active part in its deliberations.

New Zealand Export Import Corporation

I served on the New Zealand Export Import Corporation as a member of  the 
board for a period of  over four years. I retired at my own request because I had 
too many other engagements quite apart from Rex Consolidated and because I 
believed that a younger person could fill the vacancy.

Export Guarantee Advisory Committee (EXGO)

I was appointed to this committee in the mid 1970s and served six years on 
its advisory body. In all modesty I believe EXGO has gone from very small 
beginnings to an immensely important and necessary export insurance opera-
tion without which we would be so much poorer in New Zealand. I take pride 
in being able to say I have contributed to this to the best of  my ability and 
amongst the major successes which we achieved through this body was the in-

Fred Bruell - in his own words
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troduction of  an orderly discount system with the banks, the 100% guarantee 
by EXGO to trading banks on behalf  of  its insured exporters and is currently 
as a result of  recent discussions, continuing to try and assist in the furtherance 
of  exports from all sources within its confines.

CMI - Consolidated Metal Industries Ltd.

I served on the board of  this company for 17 years.

Air New Zealand

I was appointed to Air New Zealand’s board in November 1975 and served 
on it for over six years. It was one of  the most challenging appointments I 
have ever experienced, in particular the last three years which were the most 
dramatic years one could possibly serve on any board anywhere in the world. 
I have persistently tried to convince the board to adopt an active responsible 

1970 press clippings (r) showing Playnit featured in The New Zealand 
Herald with Lilly in the centre of the photograph.
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stance in the face of  incredible difficulties caused by 
two “oil shocks”, industrial unrest, and the “open” 
air policy introduced under the Carter regime, all of  
which contributed to the massive losses to our na-
tional airline. However, I am bound to state that the 
challenges I have experienced and the responsibility 
I have taken have contributed a great deal to the 
better understanding of  fundamental management 
problems and have often caused me to think about 
the inadequacies in the way the airline is run, the way 
people who have been appointed to the board – and 
are still being appointed – and in many cases the lack 
of  understanding, skill and experience board mem-
bers have which was reflected in an airline struggling 
for survival without having a firm leadership. It is 
my opinion that fundamental changes would have to be made to get this air-

line out of  the doldrums and considerably more 
freedom would have to be given by the share-
holders through the Ministry of  Finance so the 
airline can play a better and more constructive 
part in the aviation policy of  this country. At the 
same time it has to be recognised that the New  
Zealand Treasury has always co-operated with 
the airline in a constructive and responsible 
manner and no false conclusions should be ar-
rived at as a result of  these remarks.

However, I am of  the opinion, political in-
fluences should be removed as fast as possi-
ble, so in the future people are appointed to 
this board based on their qualifications in 

the field of  international finance, commerce and  
aviation and not based on party politics. I believe 
the time is well overdue for politics and bureaucrat-
ic interference to be eradicated from the board for 
once and for all.

The role played by some unions is a matter of  
great concern and strong recommendations should 
be made that the airline, along with shipping and 
many other enterprises in our country should be 
subject to the strictest control as far as strikes are 
concerned which, in any case should be forbidden, 
as they affect the population as a whole and paralyse 
the country.

People who are not prepared to abide by these rec-
ommendations, as in American Federal Law, should be strongly recommended 
to leave the airline and find a position elsewhere. Government should make 
it abundantly clear in any negotiations as far as awards and conditions are 
concerned, that they should be negotiated freely and not under pressure in the 
form of  strikes, working to rule or overtime bans.

I have learnt a lot in these six years and will be anxious to pass it on to others 
who follow me.

Rex Consolidated Ltd. 1982

Fred Bruell

Chairman. z

Fred and Lilly at their 
wedding, 12 April 1938.

Fred Bruell - in his own words
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Lilly during her interview 1994.
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- Interviewed for the Auckland Holocaust Oral History Group  
in St Heliers on 9 April 1994.

- Interviewer: Claire Bruell 

- Lilly Bruell, maiden name: Rosenblum

- Born: 23 June 1914 - the second of four children.

- Siblings and parents emigrated to New York on the eve of the Second 
World War. 

- Place of birth, Vienna, Austria 1914. 

- Domiciled in: 

	 Czechoslovakia, Brno (1938/39). 

	 London 1939/40. Sailed to Sydney on the SS Orcades then to 		
	 Auckland on the SS Wanganella 

	 New Zealand: Arrived in Auckland 21 August 1940.

- Eventually, Fred Bruell established Rex Consolidated Ltd, and Lilly  
established Playnit Ltd, her own company. 

- Married: Friedrich (Fred) Bruell 12 April 1938. 

- Children: 	 Ronald (Ronny) David 	 4/12/1941  
		  Leslie Peter 		  1/8/1943  
		  Lorraine Eve Gordon 	 11/8/1945.

LILLY BRUELL
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Claire: Lilly I’d like to start back in time. I understand that your family originally came 
from Poland or what is now Poland?

Lilly: Yes, we came from Poland and lived in the town of  Buczacz.

Claire: Can we spell that?

Lilly: Buczacz.

Thank you. And can you tell me a little bit about your grandparents?

I know very little about my grandparents. My grandmother on my moth-
er’s side lived with us in Vienna but apart from that I don’t really know 
anything about their lives there.

So, it was Cipre, your Mum, that was in Vienna with you? 

Cipre Kittenplon.

Sorry, I keep on making that mistake.

Yes I know. We all make the mistakes. I never knew quite how to sort it 
out until Hannah explained it to me. They carried on with their maiden 
name as well as their married name and that’s where the confusion comes 
in about the names.

So her maiden name was Cipre?

That’s C-i-p-r-e.

All right. Jurmann, J u r m a n n?

Yes.

And she married Samuel Kittenplon?

Yes.

K-i-t-t-e-n-p-l-o-n? 

So they were quite orthodox? They were quite...

Yes, yes particular my mother more than my father. But they were both 
orthodox.

So they kept a kosher home?

Oh definitely. They kept a kosher home and my mother kept her eyes, 
the only thing I was allowed to do in the kitchen was sweep the floor. She 
would never let me touch anything in case I mix up milchig with fleishig. It 
would have been quite a tragedy.

So when were you born Lilly?

I was born at 23rd June 1914.

So you were born in Vienna?

I was born in Vienna.

And first came your older brother Otto?

Otto. He was two years older than I am.

And the family name was Rosenblum? 

Rosenblum. Yes. 

And he was born?

He was born in Vienna.

In Vienna on what date?

Oh, 8th of  August 1912.

And after you...?

After that came my sister Mitzi and she was born on the 10th of  April 
1917? Was it?...And then came Eddie, and he was born on the 27th of  July 
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1919. Right? (Actually 1920)

Okay. Excuse me. So can you tell me what 
was your family life like, the four kids in 
the family?

Four kids, we were quite a happy 
crew. We never had much money But 
we always could find enough enjoy-
ment and played a lot together. Can’t 
remember any great fights we had. 
My sister’s a little bit of  a spitfire and 
you know she kept things a bit roll-
ing and she could lose her temper,

I can’t imagine that..

You can’t imagine? Though she 
wants an umbrella or some scissors 
or something? And I made a lot of  
fuss of  Eddie. He was the youngest 
and he was a lovely little fellow really. 
I remember when he got punished for something and he wouldn’t get dinner 
and I would sneak in with some cup of  coffee or cocoa, and bring him some-
thing to his bed. But we had a happy family. I can’t remember any major trag-
edies. You know, we had the usual fights with each other. Otto was very placid 
and mellow. He was never a great fighter.

What about discipline? What sort of  discipline did your parents mete out?

Well my mother was the one that sort of  kept us (in line), she was stricter 
and more aggressive than my father. I remember once coming home late from 
school. She didn’t know that I was going to be late, and of  course she was in 
a panic. She put me, we had a table in our hall, and she put me on the table 

to give me a hiding. And while she was 
going for the strap my father came along 
and grabbed me and that was the end 
of  my hiding. But my father was always 
very mellow and soft with us. Also he 
was a bit of  a . . . he stood his ground. 
He would fight, and I think that’s where 
Mitzi got very much off  him, you know? 
He wouldn’t hesitate to go to court if  
he would think that he is right and the 
other fellow was wrong. And my mother 
wouldn’t do that. She would give in and 
say: ‘Let’s forget about it.’ But not my 
father. He was very good and mellow 
with us.

What about his occupation? What did your 
parents do?

They were both tailors. My father was 
a tailor and my mother worked, worked with him all the time. Yes, I remember 
her, that she was always with him in the workroom. My father was a very good 
tailor. My husband always said that he doesn’t sew clothes, he builds them on 
you, you know? He was really very, very good, and worked for a long time. I 
think he was 82 when he made the last (caftan]. He worked a lot for the rabbis 
and that was quite a special job because they had to have special lining, with 
‘kosher’ printed on and all that. And he worked a lot and was going in and out 
of  rabbis’ homes with the deliveries and so on. Yes, he worked for a long, long 
time, until his eyes didn’t see enough anymore to discover black from navy.

And where was his business?

It was in the second district. There was the shop downstairs and we lived in 

Jochanan, Otto, Eddie, Lilly, Mitzi and Cilli.

LILLY BRUELL
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the flat up. But not in the shop. It was the house next to it. 

 But it was in the same house: 21 Zirkusgasse. 21 Zirkusgasse. And what did your parents 
do in their leisure time?

Well my father was very keen on motorbikes much to my mother’s sorrow. 
But he loved motorbikes and cars. That was really his greatest interest in life 
and he was racing. He always had Harley-Davidson machines and he was going 
to races and got several prizes. My mother was sitting at home. shivering. He 
took off  early in the morning, on the Sunday morning and you know mother 
looked and he was gone and he was again at the races somewhere on the Ring 
or somewhere in Austria, where the racing took place. But that was his great 
interest and his great love and actually at one stage, it was quite a funny tailor’s 
shop that we had because it was partitioned, the shelving was partitioned. On 
one side were the materials for suits and coats, and on the other side there were 
spare parts from motorbikes and motorcars and he handled that as well.

So did he build his own?

No.

Sometimes?

No. But he could repair. Whatever was going around he could repair.

So did he have a group of  friends with similar interests?

Oh yes, yes. He had friends with similar interests. Umm you would never 
find my father without a pair of  pliers in his pocket. He carried that like other 
people carry a pencil or a fountain pen. He always had pliers on and whatever 
was going around he could fix it.

So who were the group of  friends in Vienna?

Some of  them were tailors. Some of  them were just friends he made in the 
synagogue. Ah, I remember Herman...one of  the shamuses from the syna-

gogue. He was forever sitting in our shop. Quite a lot of  Jewish friends mostly.

And Jewish holidays?

Oh, they were all observed in our place, very much so.

Even the lesser ones like Shavuot and...

Yes, yes. Holidays were all observed and we children were always home for 
that. I don’t think we ever made any arrangements for Friday night outings. We 
were always at home on Friday nights.

And for instance, Sukkot? Would you have a sukkah?

Not in the house, but in the temple. We would go to the synagogue where 
they were members of, and the sukkah would be there. But in the house we 
didn’t.

And Yom Kippur?

Oh yes, everything was observed, yes.

So your parents would sit inside?

All the time. But we as children, we never had seats. We just would go in and 
say hello and stay a little while and disappear again, and play outside on the 
street. We never owned seats in the synagogue. Yom Kippur, shall I tell you 
the story with my sister with the...Yom Kippur? To break the fast my mother 
always had to prepare some lekach for an.. 

Which was?

Lekach: honey cake. And a little bottle of  schnaps, schnaps is schnaps isn’t it? 

Like brandy. 

Schnaps. Yes and there was a tiny little suitcase my father bought me once as 
a present. It was not bigger than ten inches, the whole tiny little thing. And we 
were supposed to bring that to the synagogue to break the fast and every time 
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on the way to the synagogue I was fighting with my sister, my sister fighting 
with me, who will carry it. It was such a tiny little thing. It wasn’t really worth 
the argument. But we fought over it every time and that’s what we took to syn-
agogue to break the fast and distributed around the friends that were standing 
nearby.

 Any other incidents with your brothers and sisters? Little stories that you can think of ?

 Well I don’t. Pete just reminded me...but we were not fighting to hurt each 
other. We just were fighting to see who was stronger and of  course I was 
strong and I pulled his shoulder out. I thought it was Otto so of  course, it was 
Eddie’s. So perhaps I pulled both shoulders out because obviously I was the 
stronger one, ja? But not any major fights as I remember. Actually I was very 
close to my sister too. We had no major upheavals in the house at all. We were 
a happy family that enjoyed everything we did with very little money. When we 
were younger we were taken for walks in the Praterstrasse which was the main 
street of  Leopoldstadt and then you know, and then stopped in a coffee house, 
and my parents had coffee. And then of  course when my father had the car 
we would on Sunday go out and not too far from Vienna, but we would drive 
out into the country.

 Picnics and things like that?

 Yes, yes.

And your grandmother Cipre?

 Yes.

 When did she come from Poland?

 I can’t remember exactly Claire, but I think she would have come later. My 
parents wouldn’t have brought her because before we moved to Zirkusgasse 
21 we lived in Zirkusgasse 15, you know a few houses down, and it must have 
been a much smaller place. So when the children came along we moved to 21 

which was a much bigger flat, and that’s when my grandmother was there too. 
So I think she must have come later.

 Hmm. Did she live with you...?

 Oh she lived with us until she died, yes, yes. She was very frum‚ and when 
we on Yom Kippur, fasted for one day, she fasted for two days. You know she 
never broke the fast in the evening, Not until the next day. I don’t know what 
she did. She was helping round the house, in the kitchen probably too.

 What language or languages...?

 Mostly Yiddish. She spoke mostly Yiddish. Mmm. I remember Eddie sitting 
by her feet and sort of  playing with her knees, and Mitzi would sit next to her 
and she’d say, ‘Come to me’, “Bei mir ist Junger.” (When you are with me I 
feel younger)

 Meaning her knees were...?

 Were younger than, ja ja...

 Than granny’s were. So you would have spoken with her in Yiddish?

 Mostly yes. But you know I could have made myself  understood with her of  
course. Her Yiddish was much better. But then my mother spoke Yiddish. My 
father spoke Yiddish of  course. That’s how I picked it up. 

 So that was the language of  the household really?

 More or less, only with my grandmother. Usually we spoke German. 

 So meal times?

 Oh was German, yes. Oh yes. She would understand in Yiddish whatever 
we did say and...

But your parents obviously they all spoke Polish as well?

 Oh yes, they would speak Polish to her but none of  us understood Polish. 

LILLY BRUELL
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We never picked it up. I think it’s a language that 
is not so easy to pick up.

Would they all have been able to read Hebrew?

 Oh yes, Oh yes.

 So they...

Better than German.

 So they would have gone to Hebrew school or the equiva-
lent and learnt that?

 Oh yes. And you know whenever we got news-
papers that were written in Hebrew my father 
would read it just like German, no problem at all. 

 But you didn’t learn Hebrew like that did you?

 No, no.

 Did you,..

 We learnt the Hebrew that we had in school 
of  course. But that was more or less, we even 
had teachers at home. I remember Mr Frankl. 
We frustrated him very much, the poor old man. 
We had extra lessons at home in Hebrew and we  
upset him very much at one stage because he threw a chair at us.

 You must have upset him!

 So we must have been, three children, but you know Pesach, there was 
always a big function at Pesach. And Mitzi and I, we always had to get up and 
give a speech which Mr Frankl our teacher hammered into our heads and I 
always remember that we had to get up and give that speech and `Next year 
in Jerusalem,’ it always finished off  like that.

 And who said the Ma Nishtana?

 Eddie of  course.

 Once he got old enough?

 Once he got older course. It was, our seders were 
very...

 Formal affairs?

 Formal affair? Oh yes. Father would sit on the 
cushion and would really preside over it and ev-
erything had to be done the proper way with hand 
washing, with hiding the (afikomen) and all that.

 Mmm. Okay can you tell me a bit about going to school. 
How old were you when you first went to school?

 Six. You start with six. We started with six and we 
go to primer school and then we go on to cheder 
schule which, it’s the follow-up to it. We were sup-
posed to go to cheder schule till 13, that was com-
pulsory, but I think you could go to 14, which I did.

 And what was your favourite subject at school?

 I think it was chemistry. I think because that was 
where I was particularly good at. That’s what I liked.

 And sport?

 Sport? Well we, in the school we only did gymnastics of  course. We only had 
the hall to do gymnastics. Our schools were different than they are here. We 
had no playgrounds. We had a courtyard and our break was marching around 
for ten minutes in the courtyard, around and around. And that was it. But 
of  course once I got older and joined the groups of  girls active in the trade 

Lilly & Mitzi Rosenblum, 1919.
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union movement, we went skiing. We 
were hiking a lot every Sunday, we were 
doing different things.

 Things that you had to go out of  the city to do?

 Oh yes.

 To the countryside?

 Yes.

 So you left school at 14?

 Yes.

 And...

 Well my teachers wanted me very 
much to go on to university and my fa-
ther was very much in favour. ‘Yes, yes. 
You go.’ And my mother, who was a 
more practical woman, a woman with 
both feet on the ground, said, ‘You 
know you can’t afford it’ because by 
that time my brother already attended 
the Technologischen Gewerbe-Muse-
um, you know. He became an engineer.

 That was Otto?

 That was my brother Otto. He was going there already and you, now another 
one in the family. My mother said, ‘You know you can’t afford it so don’t tell 
her she can go to university. You go out and find yourself  a job.’ So that’s what 
I did, and finished up getting a job, an apprenticeship in a very good store in 
Vienna. It was quite an elegant store...

 So at fourteen you went out and got the job 
for yourself ?

 Yes.

 It would have been advertised?

 It was advertised in the paper and 
when I got there, there was a long 
queue applying. It was the critical time 
of  ‘29 of  course, where things were 
not so good in Austria either. But I got 
the job and I was very happy there. My 
boss was lovely, I really liked her, and 
you know they promoted me every six 
months in different departments, so I 
really was trained right through the mill. 
Also I was never a sewer. I was never 
on a sewing machine, because the shop 
just didn’t have a sewing machine. It 
was, you know a boutique here is small, 
but that one was more of, it was a very 
large store with very elegant clothes. 
You know, the Queen of  England came 
with Elizabeth and Margaret one time, 
the tiny girls, and she bought some 

dresses for them, which were made in the place where Mitzi was serving her 
apprenticeship. And Mitzi remembers them still. 

 What was the name of  the company, Lilly?

 Laszlo Ungar: It is an Hungarian name isn’t it, but he was Austrian Viennese 
and he was a Jew. But she wasn’t. It was very good.

Lilly (r) as an apprentice at Lazslo Ungar.

LILLY BRUELL
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 And the different departments that you spent time in? In the company? What were they?

 Well first I worked in the office for six months you know, and it was always 
a very tough upbringing. I must tell you a little story about that office. Our 
chief  accountant was there and he said he wanted to have something from 
the shelves and he asked me to get it for him. And I went there and tried to 
reach up to get the thing and he says, ‘With one hand you scratch yourself! You 
work with two hands.’ So obviously I did the wrong thing by trying to manage.
something with one hand only.

 So you learnt a lesson?

 I learnt a lesson, yes.: And then I went into Sales and I was quite a good 
saleswoman. I got on very well with the staff. And then we had a room upstairs 
where we sent out the work to the different workshops which worked for us, 
which were usually model salons you know. They got the work. but we had to 
work out the material. If  we got, my boss for instance went to Paris to every 
showing. She brought back dresses which we copied in Vienna for our shops. 
So these dresses had to be measured out and patterns to be made off  and you 
know all that had to be worked out, and to be sent out to these different work-
shops that did the fine, the garments. So that also was my job. 

So how long were you there for?

 I finished my apprenticeship in ‘32. 

(Possible page missing . . . )

What was the story with the Kapoori Hendl?

Father would make us all sit around in a circle on the floor and he would 
have a chicken in his hand. He would go over our heads seven times and say a 
prayer, a bracha over it, and that was the story.

 Was this just part of  the ritual involved?

 Yes, yes...

 In preparing for Pesach...

 That’s right.

 Do you know why or how this came about or...?

 I think you sort of  make a clearing of  your soul, purify the family with, with 
the

 What did you kids think of  it?

 Nothing. We just did as father said and it was quite alright. It was part of  the 
procedure. We just accepted it, no question asked.

But none of  you do it any more?

 No, no. None of  us.

 Mmm I see.

 I don’t know about Eddie in America. He may still do it, but I’m not sure.

 Well, going back to work at Paul Honig’s.

 Laszlo’s, Oh Paul Honig’s? Yes well then after a while I left Paul Honig and 
I got a job with Katz, also in Vienna.

 Katz?

There were two brothers and they specialised in jersey dresses and suits. Also 
a Jewish firm. And we worked there, I worked there very happily, also in the 
department where we distributed the work to different workrooms. It was a 
very good store, very classy store, next to the first district. And, oh they ex-
ploited me too. If  I had a dentist appointment at 7 o’clock at night I had to beg 
the boss, ‘May I leave now, I have a dentist appointment.’ He said, ‘Couldn’t 
you do it another time?’ You know, I don’t know when he would have wanted 
me to do it. But I worked there for many, many years, I worked there actual-
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ly until Hitler came to Vienna. Because my bosses 
were straight away arrested and all the Nazi women 
were sent, put into charge of  the room and we all 
lost our jobs. I lost my job because I sabotaged the 
place because I knew we always had to train other 
people for our jobs and then we were thrown out 
anyhow. And I said, ‘I’m not going to train, I’ll let 
her find out herself. And of  course it went back 
to the, ah, what do you call it? The commissioner 
of  the city sent by the Nazi HQ. So I lost the job 
on the spot with a letter to give it to me, but you 
know...

 Can we go back for a moment to your involvement with the 
unions? 

 Yes.

 That was before Hitler came?

 Oh yes, definitely. That was already, it was actu-
ally already I think even when I worked at Laszlo, 
I think I was approached by somebody to join the 
union. And of  course there, there was a lot of  work 
for the union to get straightened up because we had 
nothing like a 44, 48 hour week. You just finished 
when the boss said, ‘Now you can go home.’ So 
there was a purpose in it all. And I was quite involved in it because we attend-
ed a lot of  instruction courses, we spent our weekends going canvassing or 
cashing membership fees, or we...And apart from that, that was my social place 
too, because we hiked together, we skiied together, and it was more or less my 
social activities.

But there was an educational part to it too?

 Oh yes. We were trained for it. We had to attend 
evening classes. I remember even there was a Profes-
sor Ehrlich and he was very good to us because he 
was an economist, and because we had no other meet-
ing house we met every week in a coffee house. You 
know three or four people. And he took us through 
economic classes, small classes more or less. But we 
were very busy filling in our evenings, very much to 
the upset of  my parents because when it was 10pm 
I was supposed to be home. And I used to take my 
shoes off  in the hall that they shouldn’t hear me sneak 
in. But in spite of  that they did hear me come in, so it 
wasn’t so so easy to move round in those days.

 And your sporting activities were also with the union?

 Oh yes, we were going together to gymnastics and 
skiing and we did everything you know, within that 
group. There was always the first Sunday I think was 
for cashing the membership fee, and the second Sun-
day was for looking for new members in the group, 
and then of  course we had the outings.

 And boyfriends?

 Boyfriends? Yes I had plenty.

 But no one special.

 Oh not really, on and off  there came somebody who was a bit more serious 
but nothing really.

 And what about the birds and the bees?

LILLY BRUELL



142

SEARCHING FOR IDENTITY: Our parents’ new lives
 Well that is something that we got in the Niederschule (lower school). Our 

headmaster, she was a very progressive woman and she took us in the after-
noon and explained to us the things. But of  course I never got anything from 
home. Mother would never mention a thing like that. That was quite taboo. 

 And father wouldn’t either?

 Oh no, never, no.

But amongst you kids, would you talk, would you ask each other things?

 Well perhaps me and my sister, but never with the brothers. But most of  it we 
could get from friends and the union movement too. I had a very good friend 
that walked with me to work in the morning and we walked home lunchtime 
together, because we had a two hour lunch break, you know. 

That’s why your evenings didn’t finish work until six or seven. So you used to come home at 
lunchtime?

 We used to go home at lunchtime. That was our main break, and in the eve-
ning we had only a snack for a meal.

Okay, well going forward a bit again to the time your apprenticeship ended and you worked 
for Honig, Paul Honig...? 

 Yes and then I went to Katz.

 Can you remember when you first heard about Hitler and the National Socialists?

 Oh well we heard about it quite early of  course, being in the union move-
ment. It was quite often and very well discussed because antisemitism was 
always there. Then there was the Christian movement you know, where we al-
ways were having fights and arguments with. So we were quite informed about 
it. But of  course it wasn’t. Hitler didn’t come up until 1936 when he was al-
ready very active in Germany. In Austria we still had to cope with Schuschnigg 
and Dollfuss which were ah, well they were also antisemites. But they weren’t 

Nazis, they were, ah what were they...? Christian Democrats. Weak. I sort of  
think of  them as being sort of  weak and ineffectual. ...the Schutzbund as well, 
so already a political movement, it was forbidden you know, from the Social 
Democrats, they put the clamp on us, a lot of  them. And after ‘34.

 What was the Schutzbund?

 It was the form, the Social Democrat Party and they were the military pro-
tection group of  the Social Democrat Party. They were armed like the, they 
were trained like soldiers. That was a military sort of  section of  the Social 
Democratic Party and of  course they were formed after the 1934, after... 

 So what were the economic conditions?

 Well that was very, very tough you know. It was very, it was a bad time for 
Austria too, like everywhere else. But the Nazi thing you know, first we heard 
of  it from Germany, and there were people coming already from Germany 
who emigrated to Australia. One of  the friends came up and said he’s going to 
Australia. I said, ‘Where on earth is that?’ ‘Oh,’ he said, ‘Six weeks on the boat.’ 
I said, ‘Oh you are crazy to go there.’ You know he was one of  the first people 
that I heard that goes to Australia. Well in Germany of  course Hitler started to 
be active much earlier than in Austria.

 Did you hear of  a lot of  people who were leaving?

 Yes, Oh yes. There were a lot of  people coming to Vienna and going onward 
from Vienna to further places of  course.

 And so when did Hitler come to Austria?

 Well Hitler came in ‘38. ‘38, yes.

But when did you lose your job? What, would that have been also ‘38? 

 Yes, yes.

 And what did you do then, once you’d lost your job? Did you find work? 
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 No I didn’t look anymore. You wouldn’t have been able to find work you 
know. Most Jews in Vienna in those days, either. Once Hitler actually came I 
got married.

 Yes, tell me, where did you meet Fred?

 Well I was hitchhiking. Fred had a sister Eva, who died. But she was very 
friendly with my girlfriend’s brother. Fred’s sister was a friend of  my girlfriend’s 
brother. And through him you know we met Eva and she came very often to 
Vienna to be with him. And when we had our holiday friends, we were hitch-
hiking through Austria, my girlfriends and myself, she insisted that we come 
and stay in Linz when we are on the way to Salzburg and Upper Austria. So 
we arrived in Linz one morning at 7 o’clock in the morning and we went to 
the flat where they lived. And Fred was still in bed, they actually were all still in 
bed. They had only a small flat, it was a room and a kitchen, more or less. And 
Fred has one of  those beds that you put up like a camp bed overnight, stand-
ing in the kitchen. So she said, ‘You sit with my brother.’ He was in bed and he 
looked like a little boy, so she said, ‘Stay with my brother until I get dressed.’ 
And they got dressed and we went out and she said, ‘We’ll meet lunchtime. So 
when we met lunchtime I could see it was a full grown boy. He wasn’t a little 
boy as he looked in bed. And that’s how we met.

 So Eva was older than Fred?

Yes, yes.

 And he was living in Linz at that time?

 Oh yes, yes. They all lived in Linz at that time.

 and how old were you then? What year would that have been?

 I was 20. ‘34 it was. Not quite 20 because I remember on the 3rd my mother 
sent me a birthday card. So the 20, zwanzig, zig, zig, once you start to get zig 
on the end you are getting old and she wrote me a birthday card to that effect. 

I think she sent it to Linz, yes.

 And that happens at 20?

 ‘zwanzig, ein und zwanzig, zwei und zwanzig’ and you said when you start 
to be “zig” that is the end of  your youth. So we were on that trip and that is 
where I met Fred. But at that time I had a boyfriend. I wasn’t terribly interested 
but he kept writing letters. And all that time it was going on and on. Then of  
course there came that year of  1934 when Dolfuss was, and the Social Dem-
ocrats. Well the uprising apparently started in Linz you know, where they put 
up barricades and Fred was, and the whole family was very much involved in 
the Social Democratic fight for freedom and they put up barricades and were 
shooting. It started in Linz because somebody phoned through to Vienna and 
said “Linz is already fighting” and they were all standing in attendance. 

 Waiting?

 Waiting for what is happening. Of  course nothing much was gained. There 
was a lot of  fighting going on in Vienna too, you know. They all were fighting 
and shooting and all that but of  course they didn’t get anywhere. They lost and 
they were imprisoned and Fred was imprisoned.

 So what was the group that Fred was part of  in Linz?

 The Social Democrat Party. The whole family was wrapped up in the Social 
Democrat Party very actively.

 But Eva lived in Vienna?

 No, she lived in Linz, she went to visit Vienna only.

 And Hans was also?

 No Hans was always wrapped up with Maccabi and more on the Jewish side. 
I don’t think Hans was involved but Trude was of  course the secretary of  Ad-
ler and Bauer, and was quite high up and so was her husband.
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 So who was the oldest in the family?

 Trude.

 Trude was the oldest?

 I think first came Hans, and then came Fred, and then came Eva. 

 No, you said Eva was older than Fred?

 Yes, Oh...

 Fred was born 1910 and Eva 1912 it says, I have here.

 Could be, yes that could be.

 And Eva died?

 Eva committed suicide.

 In ‘37?

 Yes

 So just before Hitler came?

 Yes, yes.

 Can you remember the circumstances that led her to do that?

 Yes as a matter of  fact they were all working in the factory of  Onkel (uncle)
Sommer and Eva had apparently taken money from the company to support 
her boyfriend that she had at the time. And it was something like the sum of  
400 schillings, it wasn’t much of  a money at all. But she worked in the office in 
the Kleinmuenchner Papier and when she was found out she, what do you use, 
Fred was a great photographer and he did a lot of  his own developing, and he 
had some stuff  at home...

 Chemicals for developing?

 That she...

 She drank it? It must have been a terrible shock?

 A terrible death because her mother was sitting all...(weeps) 

 And she, you knew why she had done it then? Or it only came out afterwards?

Yes. Oh well, we knew after she died, it came out of  course. 

 A waste.

 Yes. She was an immensely, she was very intelligent girl like all the Bruell kids 
were. Active, a great sportswoman. She was on the (tubby) side. She was a first 
class skier and mountaineer and climber and hiker and a lovely girl.

 Well, so getting back to Vienna...

 Well of  course then there was the uprising and Fred got imprisoned. He got 
six months in Linz. He had three months and then he got a break to Christ-
mas, and then he had to go back and sit another three months. And then there 
was a couple in Vienna, an old couple, and both their sons were imprisoned. 
I don’t know whether I know but with the upheaval there was a couple in Vi-
enna, two boys that were also wrapped up in the union movement, and also 
finished up in jail. And they had old parents and I kept visiting the parents. 
And the one boy was sent to Stein, which was a prison on the Donau.

 That’s Stein. On the Donau, which is a township, I don’t know why they shipped him to 
Stein because it certainly wasn’t dangerous.

 Donau is the Danube. Anyhow, and there was Fred sitting in prison that kept 
writing the letters and it really was nothing to do with love or attention and I 
think it was more pity. I kept writing to Fred and I kept writing to Schambron 
and I kept visiting the old parents that were quite desperate because all they 
had were their two sons. And then suddenly I was faced with being the bride 
of  two men that I had really nothing to do with. It was quite... Mitzi loves tell-
ing this story and Hansi always enjoyed bringing it back and...
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 So how did you extricate yourself  from that?

 Well as you see I didn’t. Schambron, 
when he came out, and Fred came out 
and it was a terrible tragedy going on 
in Vienna. I think it was the first time 
when I had a nervous breakdown be-
cause everyone pulled me to one side 
and one pulled me to the other side 
and I was standing in the middle be-
tween these two men and none of  
them would let go. And of  course Fred 
threatened suicide.

 Oh, that was dramatic.

 It was dramatic after Eva had died 
not very long ago and so on. And he 
threatened suicide and Mitzi and Hansi 
loved bringing this story and I could 
every time have kicked them for it, but 
they enjoyed talking about it because 
Mitzi was very much standing by my side and being the meeting up with Fred 
and being the in-between, trying to sort things out. But I don’t know, Scham-
bron I think lives now somewhere in Boston – got married and probably for-
got all about me.

 So when did Fred come out of  prison?

 That was Christmas then. Seven.

 Right.

 Yes he came out and then he had to go back after Christmas for another 
three months.

 That’s ‘38 we’re in, ‘38 now?

 No it could be six, ‘35, ‘36. No, the 
upheaval was in ‘34 wasn’t it? So it 
was ‘35 then.

 So it was Christmas ‘35 that he was... re-
leased. But he had been to prison again... and 
‘36 that he came out.

 Yes.

 And that was two years before you got mar-
ried wasn’t it?

 Yes, yes. Well there were letters going 
back and forth you know. Fred only 
came to Vienna once in six weeks.

 So he was still in Linz?

 Oh yes. He lived in Linz all the time. 
He worked in the Kleinmuenchner pa-
per factory. He came to me only about 

every six weeks but there were letters every day and on Sunday we had express 
mail and I had another letter. So I had a whole lot of  letters which made very 
good reading because it was all about the political situation and economical sit-
uation and all that. And I always thought, ‘I’ll make a book out of  it,’ because it 
was really, was quite fascinating reading but then when Hitler came and we had 
searched through the house when Hitler came, on the evening, I think I burnt 
them all. Or before a few days, before a few days, after, I can’t remember. It 
was on our honeymoon so that must have been before, because there was too 
much material in it that could have.. .

 Incriminated.

Gertrude Grill, Peter’s aunt (nee Brüll) - this document records 
the withdrawal of her right to German citizenship.
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 Incriminated. When the Spanish War was on, I was a cover for passing on 

information to Dorl (his name was Theodore but they called him Dorl) and 
was very much wrapped up of  course in that and was always involved in high 
politics and the letters came over me and I passed them on and...

 And Dorl?

 Dorl was Trude’s husband, Theodore G-r-i-l--l. And they were all very much 
wrapped up in political activities.

 So Trude was Fred’s sister?

 Oldest yes.

 And that made Dorl Fred’s brother-in-law.

 Right. So all that became then very, very...

 Dangerous.

 Dangerous. And I burnt the letters but they would have made very good 
reading.

 And Trude and Dorl, what did they do in...

 They were politically, Trude was in the central committee in Brussels which 
set up after the ‘34. They had to emigrate of  course straightaway because they 
were too exposed. They were too exposed in it and they emigrated straight 
away and went to Brussels and worked there with Adler. Bauer was in Paris

 Adler is A-d-l-e-r?

 A very prominent socialist in Vienna, and they emigrated, the whole office 
was operating from Brussels.

 Getting back to you and Fred, your relationship obviously flourished and you, he stayed in 
Linz for the whole time until?

 He had a job with Onkel

 Onkel Sommer?

 It wasn’t very, Onkel Sommer was, well Fred was a very good salesman.
Onkel Sommer had no family, no children. He had a wife, yes, he had a very 
orthodox wife. Actually they always bitched about her. I met her once, I found 
her a very nice woman. Well he was only allowed to go to Vienna every six 
weeks. He had a motorbike. If  the motorbike conked out on the way, he got 
stuck in the snow, it was quite a procedure. One day he came suddenly to Vi-
enna and something and the motorbike had conked out and I said, For God’s 
sake why didn’t you leave it there and catch the train?’ And he said, ‘Have you 
ever heard the captain leaves the ship?’ So he was determined to make Vienna. 
But then Onkel forbade him to come with, he had a car, he was promoted. 
He got a proper car you know but then eventually he forbade him to come 
to Vienna altogether. But the story with Onkel was in some cases a bit com-
plicated. Onkel Sommer was the boss of  the Kleinmuenchner Papier Fabrik. 
When mother, Fred’s mother, lost her husband you know, the children were 
young and he supported them. He told her what she can buy with their money 
and what they should do with the money. He kept her on not very generous...
and they always resented him for that. On the other hand he kept-them alive. 
The money that the father left you know, Fred’s father, when he died, was all 
devalued...

 Lilly you were taking about 

 Onkel Sommer was the brother of  Helena. Helena was the mother of  Fred.

 Okay. And you were talking about his role in the family.

 Well yes, he more or less looked after the family because Fred lost his fa-
ther very early. So he looked after them and supported them financially and 
Eva and Fred had a job with the company. It was quite a big paper concern, 
manufacturing concern. Well, Onkel, they were always struggling financially 
of  course, and Onkel wanted Fred to marry somebody with finances behind 
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them. And he didn’t want Fred to marry me. Well it was, when he told that to 
Fred, Fred just, they went up to the lawyer about it, it was that hot and that 
bitter, that Fred insisted in front of  the lawyer that he wants to state that he’ll 
marry whoever he likes and that Onkel can’t put the stamper on him, can’t stop 
him doing what he wants. And he can keep his car and he can keep... because 
the factory was to go to Fred, and he told Onkel to disinherit him. And Fred 
said you can keep your factory and you can keep your car, I will marry who I 
want to marry. So after that, Onkel came to Vienna. He took me to the Cafe 
Fensterkuche opposite the Opera House and he had a session with me and he 
said that I can’t marry Fred and I should be a bit more considerate. He has 
lost, you know, Eva had died a few months before and you can’t do that to his 
mother and the family. And you can’t do that to the family and that would be, 
you know, selfish, if  I want to marry him. I should tell him. I can’t get any-
where with Fred, he said, he’s as stubborn as can be. You have to tell him that 
you’ve found somebody else and break it off  like that. And I said Onkel, do 
you know what, you tell him that. I’m not going to. So anyhow he sees so that 
he couldn’t do much about it so that was it. Also Onkel liked me very much 
and Gretl, that was another aunt of  Fred’s, she always reckoned that Onkel 
liked me for himself, not so much of  consideration about the paperworks, but 
he had a wife anyhow, I didn’t know why that old man should have wanted me.

 But no children?

 He had no children, no.

 And he, wasn’t he imprisoned also, Onkel Sommer?

 Yes, he was sent to Dachau. And in Dachau Onkel Sommer, it was a con-
centration camp, one of  the earliest wasn’t it. And he had to sign to give away 
the factory, you know to have no rights to the factory, and he signed it to 
come out, and went to Israel. That’s when Onkel went to Israel. Of  course the 
Kleinmunchner Werke were taken over and they were the Goering Werke. Yes 
Hermann Goering. You know, they were the works, and there was a long and 

endless battle after the war to get the factory back. He got some of  it back I 
think. But of  course he never worked there anymore...

 Getting back to your wedding to Fred, which was on the 12th ofApril 1938?

 Yes, actually we wanted to marry on the 10th of  April but they were the 
elections for Hitler, we didn’t want to interfere with these activities so we post-
poned it to the 12th which actually was a Tuesday too, and we got married 
very quietly. It was Hans at that time was working at the cemetery as a gar-
dener, you know Hans, his brother, Fred’s brother is a gardener by profession. 
And he worked at the cemetery and he could bring some flowers home. And 
somebody volunteered to taxi, I think it must have been one of  my father’s 
friends that offered a taxi to take us to there. And I had a navy blue outfit on 
with a coat where I had hidden the flowers in my coat and we sneaked to the 
synagogue. And the rabbi was there, Fred was running a bit late, he stayed I 
think with Hans, and the rabbi said, “If  he doesn’t come soon I’ll marry you 
without him being here. I cannot risk it to be here in synagogue.” So there were 
only my parents and my good friend Lotte [Speiser], and Paul [Unger] who 
was a cousin of  Fred’s, and my brother Otto were the signatories, witnesses. 
It was a very quiet wedding. And we went home and we had lunch with Mum, 
probably gefillte fish and chicken soup, that’s a must for a wedding, the golden 
soup. And then Fred and I went off  and we went to [Mönischkirchen] which 
is a small place outside of  Vienna but not very far. And when we arrived in 
Mönischkirchen there was a banner across the road: ‘Jews not wanted here.’ 
But we sneaked into the gasthaus in which we stayed and we stayed there a 
couple of  nights when we got the phone-call that Hans has been arrested al-
ready. So we packed up and came back to Vienna. Hans was already in prison.

 So in fact, were Jews allowed to get married at that time in Vienna?

Yes, we had a Jewish wedding. So there were no restrictions on us. Not on 
that. Then again it was pre-arranged wasn’t it. It was something that we had 
booked in before so I don’t think they’d woken up to the fact yet that they 
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should stop us. But Jews with Jews that was no problem. If  I would have mar-
ried out or something it could have been a problem.

 So the reason for a quiet wedding was just that you didn’t want to draw attention?

 No that was because everybody was scared, nobody would have dared to go 
out on the street unless they had to.

 And Hans was arrested and what happened to him?

 Yes. Hans was arrested and there he was was sitting, they were checking up 
records of  course. Hans was never politically active or anything like that. He 
was released and went to Israel.

 And when was that?

 I think it would have been ‘38. Later on in ‘38.

 So you and Fred stayed on in Vienna for a while?

 You know that was the question we were asked here by that interviewer when 
we arrived here. He said to us that we left Vienna in July and Hitler marched 
in March, and the interviewer, he also asked us, You couldn’t have been very 
much against him if  you stayed until July. Well you couldn’t get out as easily 
as you thought. You had to have all that paperwork done. You know you had 
to have permits to leave the country. I became a Czechoslovakian citizen by 
marrying Fred because then there were mostly Czechoslovakian citizens, so I 
could move in the street at least but you had to prepare things. We went one 
weekend across to Czechoslovakia to find ourselves jobs. I had a job in a cloth-
ing factory, Fred had a job in a printing works, over in Czechoslovakia. I had a 
Czechoslovakian passport and then I could travel in Brno freely. 

 So you left Vienna in? 

For a weekend to go and find jobs, then we came back. Then we organised 
everything else, I got my wedding presents and my mother, from my parents 

gave me a beautiful bedroom suite as a present and we wanted to get that all 
shipped out of  course. We were setting up home in Czechoslovakia. So it 
wasn’t so easy that you could say, ‘I leave.’ We got all that organised. In between 
we were summoned to the HQ of  the Nazi HQ, Mitzi and I because of  our 
involvement with the Spanish address, they found out somehow, they found 
out some of  our letters, they must have found a letter from him or his involve-
ment in it. So we were interviewed the whole morning by Gestapo officers 
sitting. There were three Austrians and one German. Luckily the Austrians 
weren’t schooled enough to know to ask the right questions but I remember 
Mitzi saying they confiscated our passport. And Mitzi pleading, ‘Please, give us 
back the passports, you want to get rid of  us, let us have the passports back.’ 
You know, she was quite shaken up.

 And did they give them back?

 Yes Mitzi got hers back and I had a Czechoslovakian one which they couldn’t 
take anyhow. Then I remember one incident, I was walking, Fred was there. 
We were walking along on the Ringstrasse, and suddenly somebody tapped 
Fred on the shoulder, that must have been shortly before we emigrated and 
he turned around and there was a young Nazi boy who said, `You are Fritz 
Bruell, you will come with me.’ It was one Fred was very involved with in the 
youth movement, it was a children’s group, the Red Falcons they were called. 
The Red Falcons. And he was running camps, he was the organiser of  the 
Oberösterreich on the youth camps. He spent a lot of  time with them, with 
these youngsters in education and camping out and all of  that. It was taking 
up a great deal of  his young life. And it was one of  the youngsters that were in 
his group, and of  course he marched us back to the HQ on [Stulmarine]. And 
he knew, ‘You are Fritz Bruell from Linz.’ Anyhow we were scared that he will 
take us up in the office but then Fred said, ‘You know you can’t do anything 
to me because I am a Czechoslovakian citizen and I am leaving Vienna on 
Saturday anyhow.’ And obviously that kid didn’t know quite what to do with 
him so he said, ‘I don’t want to have seen you, march off. You know, sort of, 



149

‘Just march off.’ Which we did of  course. And it was true that we had gone to 
Czechoslovakia very shortly afterwards anyhow. 

 But those experiences must have been pretty scary?

 It was scary. And I remember you know I was the one, my father, when he 
needed money from the bank or something, I was the one running around 
because I had a Czech passport. You know they didn’t know quite what to 
do with the Czechs at that stage, so I could go round. Then my father didn’t 
have one, Fred was in Vienna, Fred was always so good to my parents, and he 
couldn’t, my father never had enough money because he was too extravagant 
on one hand, you know, and he was always running low on money and he had 
to pay wages. He sent out work to home-workers you know, making trou-
sers or making vests, you know, he said he can’t pay the tailor or something. 
Fred said, ‘Look you know we have got money saved.’ We had it hidden in a 
Kachelofeven. What do you call the Kachelofen?

 I don’t know.

 You know the big...

 A range? A kitchen range?

 No, no the ovens with the beautiful tiling...

 Right, okay.

 You know like they have in the huts or country. On the continent you see a 
lot of  them. And we had one in the bedroom that lifted the top up but it didn’t 
work as a heater anymore so we discarded it years ago. And the money we 
saved we hid, Fred and I, hid in there. Fred said, ‘You know we have the money 
sitting there. Go on, give it to Dad. He was really, so I gave it to Dad to pay. 
But Fred was so over generous it was, when the staff  in Katz, gave me for my 
wedding present, they collected a thousand schillings and they gave it to me. 
And I came home with this thousand schillings in an envelope and I told Fred, 

‘That’s from the staff.’ Hans was there. He said, ‘Give it to Hans, he is going to 
Israel, he’s got to outfit himself.’ So I handed the envelope as I got it to Hans. 
He was incredible, Fred. He was always giving money away. In Czechoslovakia 
we had 800 Krone in the bank. A friend of  his went to England. Fred said, 
‘You have to give him 400 kroner, and he can’t have ...torn pants.’ He was one, 
he was always so generous, he was so good to my parents.

 So your parents and Mitzi and Hansi and Otto and Lotte all left?

 Well yes, in stages. We were the first ones to leave for Czechoslovakia. Well 
when we came to Czechoslovakia, after a couple of  weeks I wanted to go back 
to Vienna to visit my parents and I came to the border and they wouldn’t let 
me in. They said ‘You don’t let the Germans in,’ you know, ‘The Czechs don’t 
let the Germans in so we don’t let the Czechs in. So from the station at the 
border I rang my parents to tell them that I can’t make it. But my parents were 
the last ones to leave Vienna. First left Mitzi and Eddie, and then Otto and 
Lotte, and my parents were the last ones to leave.

 And that was all in ‘38?

 ‘38. Towards the end. I left earlier. I left in July. Yes.

So what were you and Fred doing? You were working in Brno?

 Oh, yes I had a job in a dress shop and Fred was in the printing works. 
Unfortunately when the Munich Agreement was signed Brno was Sudeten 
Germany. In fact that agreement with Chamberlain came up and the Sudeten 
Germans, you know, were given away. Straight away, Fred lost his job but I 
worked till Christmas. We had to go every week to the police to get an exten-
sion, a permit to stay a few days longer. We got that from week to week only.

That was because Brno was in Sudetenland?

 Yes that was in Sudeten Germany and they wanted to get rid of  it all. 

 And at some stage Fred’s mother joined you, is that...
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 Yes. Well Fred’s mother, Fred’s mother was in Brussels with Trude. When 

all the upheaval started we wrote to Trude and told her that they have to 
take mother. (pause] No, no that was later on. Fred’s mother was in Vienna 
and she joined us in Czechoslovakia. Only from there on, she joined us in 
Czechoslovakia then when Fred lost his job of  course and mine was limited, 
they gave me a permit to work till Christmas, Fred kept writing to the whole 
world you know. Everywhere he saw some possibility of  emigration he wrote, 
to emigrate. Of  course he never got answers for it either. He helped out in 
the B’nai B’rith soup kitchen. He helped out in the Social Democratic office. 
They had set up an office for the refugee assistance you know. So many people 
came across the border. He helped out there and then mother joined us. At 
that time of  course, Fred, we had a very nice flat. Well we had sold everything, 
our wedding presents, our bedrooms, so whatever we had. We came across to 
Brno with about a thousand books, I remember them sitting lined up on the 
floor in there. And all the wedding presents went and the bedroom suite went. 
And all Fred always wanted was to save the mattresses. He always reckoned 
that if  we’ve got nothing that we’ve got mattresses to sleep on. It’ll be some-
thing to tide us over. Well I had all new linen and so on so we hung on to the 
mattresses. And...

 So you had a little flat there or?

 We moved and we had the mattresses in the storage then because we had 
to give up the flat of  course, we couldn’t afford it anymore. And we moved in 
with a couple, our finances were of  course sort of  dwindling. And we moved 
in with a flat, there were two women living alone, one must have been married 
because there was a child. And they had just a room and a kitchen. And they 
gave us up their bedroom. And it was a double bed. By that time mother had 
joined us and the three of  us slept in the double bed for very little money that 
they charged us. But these two women were also very poor, low with their 
finances. And we slept there and we stayed there with them. Well then of  
course we had to try to get out of  the country. Well Fred first of  all tried to get 

mother out and the trouble was that, the Social Democrats, when he went to 
the Kultusgemeinde they said you belong to the Social Democrats. When he 
went to the Social Democrats they said you belong to the Kultusgemeinde. So 
we were between you know, the two of  them.

 What was the Kultusgemeinde?

 The Jewish congregation.

 So it was the cultural Jewish, the community centre really?

 The community centre from the Jewish congregation. It was a terrible time. 
There were every day there were suicides from people who jumped from win-
dows because they had no chance to emigrate. And it was a terrible time really. 
And well Fred kept writing to Trude and Dorl, ‘You’ve got to take mother 
over.’ You know, ‘We just can’t have her anymore because it is not safe for 
her.’ Well after a lot of  ums and ahs, because Trude wrote, begged that mother 
makes Dorl nervous when he was reading. He was one of  these highly intel-
ligent people that studied economic reports from the whole world and you 
know, all the science that he wrapped up, and of  course, Mother tried to talk 
to him or something, and for...’Never mind that, you’ve got to take mother.’ 
Which of  course then they agreed to take mother. We raised the fare from the 
Kultusgemeinde and paid the fare and she was brought to Brussels which was 
a help because we were slightly more mobile.

So how did you and Fred then, we’re now by the end of  ‘38? Would that be right?

 Would be yes.

 So how long did you manage to stick in that situation before Fred left?

 Well Fred was active in the Social Democratic office there and he tried sort 
of, tried to be occupied, and he was writing all these letters to different people 
and then I think it was February. There was a committee, they were sending 
out a group of  men who were politically endangered. They were going to 
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England.

And when was that?

 I think it would have been about February.

 February ‘39?

 Ja. January or February, but it was ‘39. And Fred was amongst that group 
with the politically endangered men, in a transport to London. The day before 
he came there was a couple visiting us from somebody, I don’t know who sent 
them to us, it must be some relation of  Paul Unger or some friend, and they 
came to ask Fred, and they wanted Fred to take over some diamonds and, 
you know, jewellery something, they had already something. And they wanted 
Fred to take it and put it in the...you know, all sorts of  hiding places that they 
were setting up. And Fred said, I want to get an English pound for that to be 
able to get my wife out. They wouldn’t give it. The money in England won’t 
be touched. I was supposed to get a silver evening bag for that, that was their 
offering for him taking out the jewellery. Crazy. I don’t want a silver evening 
bag, that was the last thing that I needed in those days. And Fred refused to 
take it and I was, was very, very relieved of  it. I said he would have lost his 
chances of  getting across or being arrested...for what? To get their jewellery 
out of  the country. We turned it down flat and it was a great relief  to me. Well 
Fred came to England and worked in the Czechoslovakian refugee committee 
which they had set up to help the people that were losing everything through 
the stated agreement. It was called the Czechoslovak Trust Fund. They were 
English people who ran it, but they were volunteer workers like Fred and Hans 
and hundreds of  others, and when I came away too. Voluntary workers.

 Can you tell me about how you came to leave Czechoslovakia? By then you’d lost you job 
hadn’t you. By the time Fred went in ‘39?

 Yes, and then came March (Nazi invasion) of  course. Yes. Well we women 
were supposed to be shipped across as soon as the men had arrived in Lon-

don but Hitler marched into Prague...it was...

 15th of  March or...whatever. 15th of  March.

 Yes well the borders were closed and consulates didn’t work anymore and 
we were there with very little money, with very little places to stay in. I think I 
moved in one month about eighty friends’ hotels because the minute I moved 
in the Nazis came...and moved out again. And it was a very tough time at that 
time. And then it was about in May when Fred wrote that it looks very much 
like the war breaking out, I’ve got to get out of  Czechoslovakia. I don’t, you 
wouldn’t remember it of  course but there was a time when war was very much 
talked about and it was a very, very tough time.

 But in fact it didn’t break out until September did it?

 No. But he said get out, whatever you manage to do, get out. It was a very 
silly thing that Fred did...I don’t know when he did that. That he wanted me to 
give my passport, to send my passport to Paris, you know to help some people 
from Vienna to get out he says swap the picture over or something. Because 
I wanted to get the travel paper and you know... no passport...get the travel 
paper anyhow. But I was frantic. You know it was always Fred’s good natured 
way to help everybody and I was desperate.

 So you’d sent it?

 I had sent it, or he did, to Paris to the international HQ. And I was quite des-
perate. Through somehow he got the passport back, Fred, but he couldn’t find 
anybody that would take it to Czechoslovakia for me. He tried the diplomatic 
post and he tried different sources to get me the passport. And everybody 
refused. In the end he just put it in an envelope and the passport arrived. And 
that was a relief  and a half. You know without that passport you are really...

 Stuck?

 Stuck.

LILLY BRUELL



152

SEARCHING FOR IDENTITY: Our parents’ new lives
 So you were still in Brno then?

 No I, we took the train with my girlfriend across to Prague. 

So Lilly, we left you in Prague in May 1938, where you had gone with a girlfriend. So 
perhaps you’d like to... When did you say Hitler come to...?

 Hitler came in March. Yes. So I was in March in Prague. The Ides of  March, 
the 15th of  March was when he arrived... He must have been there a few days 
before because I remember with my girlfriend, we stayed in a hotel which I am 
sure was just a, what you call a...?

 A brothel?

 Something like a brothel, because it was cheap enough. So we stayed there. 
But in the morning when we came down and the receptionist said to us: “The 
Germans marched across the border. They are here in Czechoslovakia.” And 
that was another bombshell of  course, but we went straight away down to the 
main street where they were marching, and the Czechs spitting at them and 
you know, performing, but here the Germans marched.

 So. So?

 So we were hoping, we took part because we were hoping that the British 
Consul would still work for something, something works there, but of  course 
it didn’t, you know. So our chances of  moving out were getting smaller every 
time. But we moved around from one place to another just to find something 
and Fred kept bombarding me to leave Czechoslovakia at any price because, 
you know, it doesn’t look too good. So we tried, we tried, and we contacted the 
ah, now what do you call the Kultusgemeinde, that’s the...Jewish...

 Jewish community... The Jewish community centre.

 They said we should go to Mähr. Ostrau which is on the border of, what 
you call it, Czechoslovakia and Poland. What do you call it in English? It’s 
um... Moravian... Ostrava...something yes. Well they reckoned that we’ve got 

to make our own way over there because we’d have more chance to get across.

 But actually it was going the wrong direction...

 No, it might have been but in Poland the British consulates were still work-
ing.

Oh.

 No, no. He was in Czechoslovakia with his troops and of  course... 

 and Poland came after Czechoslovakia. 

After Czechoslovakia, yes. So with that recommendation which, from the 
Kultusgemeinde saying we should make our move to Mähr. Ostrau and from 
there on they would help us along. So we went to Mähr. Ostrau, and contacted 
the community, the Jewish community centre there. They were helpful and 
they passed me onto a family Hirschfeld whose son had gone across the bor-
der the week before and they would give us more information. Well anyhow 
they put me up. I stayed with them. I could stay with them. They were a very 
nice old couple and their sons made it across and they used their contacts to 
help us get across. I was on my own at the time but there were two boys. One 
was a Doctor Stein and another man who was supposed to be with me. Any-
how they suggested that, you know there’s a train leaving from the Czechoslo-
vakian side, a coal train, into the Polish side, and that’s what they suggested: 
that we go with that train. The driver would hide us in the engine room and let 
us out on the Polish side for a cost of, I don’t know, 2000 crowns.

 Crowns?

 No, it was in Czechoslovakian crowns or something. Well anyway we got the 
the money from the Kultusgemeinde and they handed it over to the contact 
who told us how to go out to the train station which was up on the top of  a hill 
somewhere around Mähr. Ostrau. Well we walked, I had no luggage. I had sent 
the mattresses already from Brno to England. I could get a clearance from the 
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shipping line Schenk. The Nazi officer was standing over there to check the, 
what is in that box, and he could see they were only mattresses. And linen. He 
said, The linen is new.’ I said, ‘What do you want? I’ve only been married for a 
few months, of  course it is new.’ But anyhow, they let it go and I had the box 
of  mattresses sent to England. It was about the only thing that we really got 
out of  Czechoslovakia. But coming back now to Mähr. Ostrau, not knowing 
where I will live and, I had funnily enough a sewing gear in my satchel, and 
shoe polish. I was very particular in those days. My shoes had to be clean all the 
time and my spare pants you know, that was about all I carry, probably some 
spare makeup, and I just you know had a largish handbag or small satchel or 
something or both because we were warned you know not to make it obvious 
what we are doing. So we walked up through the forest, through that hill, up 
towards the station. Somebody tapped us on the shoulder: ‘Where are you 
going to?’ ‘Oh,’ we said, ‘Just for a walk. ‘Come with me.’ So they took us back 
to the station, to the police station..

 You and...?

 And the two boys. All the Czech boys. Dr Stein was one, the other one I 
can’t even remember his name. We were grouped by the Kultusgemeinde, in 
little small groups, how to go about it. So we were there and of  course we 
were separated, the men went somewhere else and there were so many. And 
we were searched thoroughly and interviewed and what I intend to do and I 
was going. I remember him cutting, I had some cotton reel, and they sliced it 
through to see whether I had something hidden in there. And of  course the 
toothpaste was sliced open and Nivea cream that I had, you know, and that 
was all mucked up. They were just trying to find something that I had hidden. 
But of  course I didn’t have anything that was hidden. Even my rings. When 
Fred was at the station, sent to England, I gave him my rings. I said, ‘You take 
that with you, I don’t want to have them.’ So I had really nothing that was, they 
could take. I had an international postal note on me, two of  them, because I 
wanted to send one to Fred, I made it, and one to my parents, I made it. But 

of  course they took that away, so I didn’t even have that anymore. So I was 
imprisoned. We were in a police cell. We were nine women in a single police 
cell. We took the mattress across the room at nights. We put our heads on it. 
They were lined like sardines. Well that’s when the Nazis put that. They said a 
degrading gesture. They put the Czechoslovakian police on guard in the cells 
and of  course they were good to us. They put us a slice, a stick of  sausage in 
the room you know, at night when no-one else was about. You know, they were 
good. Anyhow we were then after a week, transferred to the Kreisgericht (Dis-
trict Court), which was a bigger prison room and we were interrogated again 
about what.we had and what we had left and what we didn’t. Well I said I didn’t 
have anything, I didn’t leave anything, all I want to do was make my own way to 
England to get a job and work there. Well there were about two thousand men 
and a thousand women imprisoned in Mähr. Ostrau at that time and when we 
came to the big Kreisgericht (district prison), we had a bigger room, you know 
it wasn’t like the sardines cramped in the police cell, and we were not really 
knowing quite what is going to happen next.

All Jews?

 Yes. All Jewish people who were trying to cross the border. Yes we were not 
mixed with any criminals or anything. It was all people that tried to get across. 
That’s where I met Mrs Strauss.

 Oh?

 She was at Mähr. Ostrau too. At that time she was still Mrs Weil. She was still 
married to her husband, you know, she’s married a second time to Strauss. Well 
that’s where I met her and that’s where she was. The minute we arrived here 
(NZ) she said, ‘Don’t you ever mention that I was in prison. I ask her ‘Why? 
We weren’t in prison for any other reason, we only were wanting to cross the 
border?’ But she never wanted me to mention that. 

 Strange.
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 Well anyhow, we were there. And after about two or three weeks we were, 

they said ‘we are leaving tonight.’ On trucks, there were several trucks filled 
up with the inmates and we were taken to the border. On that border we were 
told, ‘You, that is no-mans-land in front of  you. You see that star over there, 
you follow that star.’ That was wild fields, you know, there was no road or 
anything. ‘You go and follow that. Don’t talk to anybody because you’ve got 
no entry visa to Poland and you can’t speak the language, so just follow that 
and go across.’ So a small group again formed. 1 think there was one pregnant 
woman and two men, and one of  them was a journalist in Czechoslovakia. 
And we started to walk at night, just through the fields and through the riv-
ers and all the time the searchlights were going, so whenever the searchlights 
came up we lay down flat on the ground. And we walked and we walked. And 
then at about one o’clock in the morning we came to a sort of  a road and 
that journalist, the Czechoslovakian said, ‘Look, I speak Polish, I see someone 
coming, I’ll ask where we are.’ And he asked that bloke where we are. And it 
was a policeman just coming off  duty in civilian clothing. So he rounded us up 
and took us back to the police station. And that was already the Polish police 
station. And we sat there all night until a Mr Kommandant came at six o’clock 
in the morning. And he said, ‘Back to Czechoslovakia. We don’t want you here. 
You’ve got no papers, you’ve got no entry visas, back you go.’ So he gave us 
a policeman, and he came on the train with us. And we went back to Czecho-
slovakia. And in those days, I don’t know whether I used my charm or what, 
I begged him not to hand us over to the Germans. You know, so anyhow, he 
said, ‘No, I’ll just put you on Czechoslovakian soil and make you walk further.’ 
And that’s what he did, he didn’t hand us over to the Germans, he just put us 
across the border on Czechoslovakian soil. 

 You still had your Czech, you had your Czech passport at that stage? 

Oh yes, but under the Germans it didn’t make much impression. So anyhow, 
we decided to split up, you know that we each make our own way because as a 
group it was too hard to move, you know. So I walked back from there to the 

Hirschfelds again. And of  course they were very upset. And somebody had 
tipped us off  because the money that the Kultusgemeinde, the train driver 
was given never came back. He insisted if  we personally came up he’d give 
it to us, but of  course we didn’t risk that. We could not risk that. Because he 
was obviously in with the Nazis. So I stayed with the Hirschfelds a few nights 
and they said they’ll find something else. They were very good to me, they 
were like parents you know. Mind you, I scrubbed their floor, I cleaned their 
house. I tried to make myself  useful and they appreciated it very much and I 
appreciated being with them. And then they found another contact. And it was 
again a coal worker, someone that worked for the coal mines or something. 
And he was to walk with me through the forest. He wasn’t risking it to walk 
with me. He would walk ahead of  me and I was following him through the 
forests. Well, he arranged a time, we started off, and we walked. And suddenly 
a Polish soldier. Well he walked on of  course, he tried not to make known that 
he belongs to me he could lose his work permit or his job. And there was the 
Polish soldier, and he just said, ‘Right. So to walk.’ So I walked, and he was 
behind me with the gun, and I walked. Until I fell and, of  course, he grabbed 
me - and raped me. In that misery I was lucky that there was gunshots not far 
from us. And he said ‘smugglers’ and he started to run towards where the guns 
were shooting. And I turned around and followed the path that I saw the man 
(guide) take, and I came into the Polish village. He was at the main road. He 
fell around my neck and he kissed me and he hugged me. He was so relieved to 
see me. He thought it was me, the gunshots. And he took me to a Polish family 
and I spent the night there. He had located the family, told them I was coming 
and I spent the night there. And that man was very good. He went to get me a 
bus ticket and a Polish paper in the morning and he put me on the bus, and he 
said: “You just keep looking at that paper until you come to Katowice, because 
in Katowice the British Consulate was still working.” He said, “Keep looking 
at that paper all the time and don’t talk, hand him the ticket but don’t talk.” So 
that’s how I came to Katowice.
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 And how long was that bus trip?

 Oh it would have been three or four hours or something like that. And I 
came to Katowice and went again to the Jewish community centre there. But 
the Poles didn’t want us there of  course, none of  us had visas for Poland. 
So we were mostly in the courtyard from the temple and that’s where I met 
Stiassny and his wife Bertha. They were in the same courtyard. So we were 
hanging around there and then there was a young couple, they all tried to make 
a few extra zloties, and the (authorities) sent us to that couple, me on my own 
and they had sort of  double bed and there was a sofa at the end of  the bed 
and I slept on that sofa for the zloties they got for the night you know. And 
there was a soup kitchen in the synagogue and that’s where we were fed. Well I 
contacted the British consulate you know and I told them that my husband is 
already there and the whole story, and I was given a place on the last transport 
leaving Katowice, with 25 women and pregnant women. And we were taken 
to Gdynia and from there shipped to England. And that’s when I arrived in 
England.

 Shipped...

 To England.

 So there was...

 Gdynia was our last port.

 That was a port

 Oh Gdynia is a port, Ja. The last one on the Polish end. And that’s how I 
came to England.

 So you must have been overjoyed to see Fred again?

 And my parents blamed Fred, he should never have let me cross the border. 
It was my only chance because a few weeks later the Germans marched into 
Poland and shot whatever was visible. I mean the people that were running 

were arriving, you know, they had holes in their suitcases, they were diving so 
low, and just shooting them like anything. So it was just my last chance of  really 
getting out of  Poland.

 You must have felt lucky?

 Yes I was. And then England of  course, where Fred worked already in the 
committee and there was a woman there who was very good, and had a com-
pany house and let us stay there for a week or something. Then I worked in 
the committee too, in the clothing department. You know the British people 
were very generous and handed over old clothing to the committee and we 
distributed the clothing so that was my job. And for that, we were not allowed 
to work in England because we didn’t have working permits, but we got 35 
shillings maintenance from the committee. And that was what we managed on. 
And we managed very well because we saved a pound for mother, a month, 
and a pound for Uncle. You know we tried to save and help them along.

 So mother was then still in Brussels?

 Yes.

And she stayed there for the war, for the duration of  the war? 

 Yes, yes. She came out 1948 or something. Yes.

 She was there for ten years really?

 Or was it earlier that she came out? No she was, I’m getting muddly. She 
came out before that because she stayed with us in Meadowbank, didn’t she? 
She had a room in Meadowbank with us, and the children were little. 

And Uncle Sommer was in Israel by then?

 And Uncle Sommer was in Israel still and then he came out and when I came 
back from America with he children Uncle Sommer was here and Fred had 
bought them already the house in Upland Road...in Upland Road. 
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And what happened to Uncle Sommer’s wife?

I think she went to Israel, I never found out and I think she died there. They 
all bitched about her. They all bitched about her. But Uncle only married her 
for her money because he needed always money for his plant you know. And 
I found, she invited me once, she was a proud Jewish woman and I found her 
very nice but I don’t think Uncle was easy to live with really.

 It doesn’t sound like it. And who, getting back to London and your life there, who funded 
the organisation that gave you the allowance? What was that organisation?

 The Czech Refugee Trust Fund, which was started by English people after 
Chamberlain gave up Sudetan Germany and they felt they ought to help us, 
which they did with the maintenance. And Fred worked in the immigration 
department with a Dr Haas from Mähr. Ostrau, he was there too. And their 
aim was to get people out of  England, you know, whenever they could dig up 
some permits for different countries that offered to take some in, they took 
them out; you know they helped to arrange everything for the departure. We 
had only transit visas. Had we stayed longer perhaps or something, we might 
have got permanent visas because once the war started they could, some of  
them got visas to stay on, but their aim was we that we had to get out.

 But some people must also have done it privately, like my parents?

 Your parents came with money or had money to buy it out themselves.And 
they were not evicted from Czechoslovakia, they went under their own free 
steam. But it’s difficult isn’t it? I mean the Hirstens, they got out, normally. And 
when people had money, you could sort of  arrange things.

My parents, well they went to London…..

 Well they went to London in March 39 and were there six months trying 
to get permission to go somewhere. And then they finally got permission to 
come to New Zealand and came in, left in September.

 But your parents came with money, 

 You know, Claire, without money nobody wants you, really nobody wants 
you. They all want to have the security that people can feed themselves if  they 
haven’t got the job. You know you can understand it now, in those days I didn’t 
understand it. And then, you know, when we were in London, that woman, 
that very nice women...no it’s fine.

 Well getting back to London...

 Yes. Well we were in London and that nice woman Fred worked with that 
gave us that holiday in the country, you know, she also had that flat off  Tot-
tenham Court Road and she said we could stay there. And it belonged to a 
Miss Cook who lived there, and she was a Communist, but she was very nice. 
She worked in the BBC in London during the war years. She had a friend, 
Ormond Wilson, who was a farmer in New Zealand and also worked at the 
BBC in London and she got him to give us an interview, or talk to us, to see 
what he can do for us. And she arranged this and he met us once in a coffee 
bar there by Oxford Circus. And he interviewed us, you know, and asked all the 
questions about our qualifications and what we are prepared to do and what 
we have done, and so on and so forth. And he was the one who really, that 
contacted whoever it was here in New Zealand, and we got the visa to come 
to New Zealand. And we got from the community, we got £200 to come here, 
and that’s what we came here with. And that’s more or less how...

 So how long were you in London then? You would have arrived about April, 39, May 39?

 May, June?

 June?

 It would have been June or something like that.

 So three months after Fred left virtually?

 No Fred left in February, left Czechoslovakia and then we met up again, it 
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must have been June or some-
thing.

Okay, so four months.

 About something like that. 
And we stayed, we had a flat in 
Mayfair with another couple, 
refugee couple, you know we all 
were scrounging things things 
and tried to..

 Lilly, you left London to come to NZ 
in...?

 In July, in August. No it was 
July when we left, 1940. We 
both worked in the Czech Ref-
ugee Trust, and Fred was in the 
immigration department. And 
he tried very hard to immigrate. 
And the funny thing is that on the same day we got the New Zealand visa we 
got also one from Argentine and we didn’t, weren’t quite sure which one we 
should take. But of  course we didn’t want to have to study another language. 
I said now we speak already some English, let’s go to New Zealand and speak 
English there. So that was the decision then, and we left, and we decided to 
come to New Zealand.

 What was the ship you sailed on?

 The Orcades. She was sunk during the war. We were given the £200 from 
the Czech Refugee Trust Fund. And the fare ah, was paid, and we probably 
got some money for it or something, which wasn’t much. But it was something 
to tide us over.

 And at that time the rest of  your 
family, where were they? Your mother-
in-law was in Brussels, still?

 Yes.

 With Trude?

 Yes my mother-in-law was still 
in Brussels. (ED: Helen arrived 
in London April 1940.)

 And your family?

My family was by that time, all 
of  them were in America, I’m.
sure, I think so...

 Your parents?

 My parents were the last ones 
to leave Vienna.

 And what were your feelings on ah, 
boarding ship to go to a country on the other side of  the world?

 Well it, I don’t think I was worried about it. We wanted to have a regular 
life and being able to work. And I knew we came to New Zealand I knew we 
would be able to start and do something.

 And how long was the ship?

 Six weeks. We went to Sydney on the Orcades and from the Orcades we went 
on the Wanganella to Auckland.

 And what sort, was it a passenger ship?

 It was a passenger ship but as we travelled over... and it was so close to the 
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war it was blacked out, the Orcadis it was blacked out and rations, we never 
got butter, it was you know just the bare essentials. But I didn’t worry much 
about that (time) because I was too sea sick most of  the time. So I couldn’t eat 
anything never mind what they put in front of  me.

 Did you have a cabin together, you and Fred? 

 Yes, oh yes. Then we came to Sydney and on the Wanganella from there on 
to Auckland of  course there were steaks for breakfast and proper butter and 
you know, all the goodies you could get. And I never took my head out of  the 
washbasin for the three days I was on the boat. Yes. No I am a terrible sailor. 
Ever since I’ve disliked ships immensely. 

 And you arrived in August?

 Well yes. We arrived in Auckland. On the boat we met some people, on the 
Orcades already we met some people that tried very hard to make us pro-
nounce our ‘th’ properly, and the-’v’ and the ‘w’s.’ They were very nice English 
people that tried to tell us what has to be done. And also coming back with 
us were two soldiers that were stationed somewhere and coming back with us. 
And we befriended them and they told us, you know, when you get to Auck-
land, you arrive there and you find that the trams are going: Ponsonby and 
One Tree Hill and all the different places, so you take a tram, because we told 
them we have nowhere to stay. He said, ‘Take a tram and go out in one of  the 
suburbs and you’ll find somewhere to live.’ So that’s what we did. When we 
arrived in Auckland...

 Nobody met you?

 There was nobody to meet us.

 Nobody from the Jewish community?

 Nobody, I don’t know how the other people notified the community of  
their arrival, but there was nobody there. Well our great luck was, or not luck, 

was the first tram that we found was the Ponsonby. So we got on the tram and 
travelled to Ponsonby and looked at the vacant rooms. And I was horrified 
you know, these old dilapidated places where the blinds are drawn, the rooms 
were so dark you couldn’t even see where to walk and I was really down in the 
dumps. Well we wandered round there for most of  the day and then we went 
back and we stayed at the, booked the night in the, what was it called? Down 
bottom of  the Queen Street before it is, now it is the...updated one? The Great 
Northern. Well we booked a night. We went around the corner, there was a 
fish and chip place. Of  course we weren’t prepared for it either that you eat 
at five o’clock your dinner or something. Well we had fish and chips and we 
went to bed very deflated. The next day then we walked up Queen Street. Fred 
pawned his Leica...

 His camera?

 His, yes his Leica camera that he had, in the pawn shop Robinson, was it? 
Robinson on the corner of  somewhere, Queen Street. And he was very friend-
ly. He said where did we came from and when did we arrive and so on. And 
he said, ‘Sit down here, I’ll get someone to pick.’ And he rang Mr Rifkin, who 
was very nice and he picked us up and took us home for lunch, and told us 
where the Hebrew congregation is and you know, the offices and if  we need 
any help we should go out there, which we did. It was Mrs Epstein in charge of  
the office and when we came up there and we said we are looking for accom-
modation, well she picked up the paper and started to read out advertisements. 
And we said, ‘Thanks very much, we can do that ourselves.’ You know to read 
out the paper and with that went, to go.

 Well you’d been in London long enough to be able to read English and to get around.

Fred was always much better in English and his grammar was always much 
better than mine. But of  course we could read English newspapers.

 Had you learnt English at school?
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 Yes, both English and French that we learned at 
school in Vienna. But you know you don’t get the 
sort of, when I arrived in London and heard the 
first English people speak, I thought I must have 
learned Chinese at home because I couldn’t pick 
one word. They sort of  never interrupted, you 
know, a continuous row of  words. I couldn’t pick 
up anything they were saying really. But then by and 
by, and then we took classes in England and took 
classes out here when we arrived, we took night 
school classes, and sort of  eventually we got where 
we are.

 So you, I guess over the next few days got yourselves a room, 
somewhere to stay?

Well yes, we tried. We got ourselves a room and 
we found a place in Grafton Road. I have to add to 
it that when we were on the boat first of  all, going 
to Tilbury to board the ship, on the train there was 
a man sitting across from me, he had a hat on, sort 
of  pulled over the eyes, and this one eye sort of  
sat there all the time and looked at me and was 
terribly nervous because I still thought the Nazis 
are following me around you know. We always had the habit to look over our 
shoulder, who is behind us. And that man was sitting there continuously star-
ing at me you know, with one eye what he could get from under his...So then 
we boarded the ship and it was rather a joke because it turned out to be the fa-
ther of  Werner Alford who was also going on to the boat. And so I supposed 
perhaps I looked suspicious to him too. But he had that look of  someone who 
tries to measure you up, your activities. And there was also Mr Hitchman on 
board, and Mr Hitchman came also from Vienna, and on the boat we were 

quite friendly and it was also the last time we played 
cards every evening, Rummy, which they taught me, 
and I haven’t played since. But...

 And Mr Alford, where was he from?

 Well he came from Czechoslovakia but they were all 
in London, they were all emigrating to New Zealand. 
So on the boat when we came up on deck, Hitchman 
wore a beret. I thought he was a Frenchman. But it 
turns out he is a Viennese too and that’s how we came 
then. And we found in Grafton Road a place and 
Hitchman’s English was very poor. That was a room 
there too and he stayed with us too in Grafton, in one 
of  the rooms below. You know, below. There was sort 
of  a half  thing and there was another room available 
and we looked after him a little. We stayed in Grafton. 
Well Hitchman had money and also the introduction 
to Harry (Lowitt). Hitchman was Commercialrat in 
Vienna, that is one of  the titles you could probably 
find Vienna. And he had money, and he had a letter 
to Harry Lowitt. So Harry Lowitt came over to meet 
him and to meet us. And he was already working for, 
ah, do you know, the paper, there was a write up the 

other day about him and Harry Lowitt, the carpet people, carpet boxes? And 
he said he’ll try and help. Well he did but for the time being we had made an 
arrangement that Hitchman wanted to buy a dairy. He had the money and 
Fred would work in the dairy with Hitchman and I would help out in my free 
time. Well, but the arrangement was that as soon as we had jobs Fred would 
get out of  it. Well thanks to Harry Lowitt he got the connection with Johnson 
Cardboard Box Company and that’s how he went to Johnson Cardboard Box. 
We were still in Grafton. I was trying to find a job. I don’t know... Of  course 
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I’ll try to find a job. There was Cinnamon in the Queen Street. The owners 
were Alberts. Cinnamon were retail shops and they had their offices in Queen 
Street in one of  the shops up, you know, on the first floor. Well I couldn’t take 
that and they gave me an appointment and I came in and they said the father, 
who is blind, but he wants to listen to all the interviews because, you know, he 
has the feeling for people. So I had to come up to, at the appointed time. And 
ah, you know the whole family was assembled there and I had to go ‘through 
all my miserable story again at that time, you know it was always very traumatic 
for me to go through it over and over again and they wanted to know every 
detail of  it.

 It was still all raw.

 It was, and so on and so forth. Anyway they are going to let me know. Well 
after I didn’t hear from them for a few days I don’t even know how I came to 
approach Classic but I approached Classic in T&G Building, Elliot Street and 
I went there and the girl told me that Mr Hunter is not in at present. He was 
the boss of  Classic Manufacturing Company but he will contact me. So I left 
my phone number in Grafton Road. And sure enough, as soon as I walk back 
to Grafton Road, the phone call came: ‘Mr Hunter will see you now if  you can 
come down.’ So I walked down again and Mr Hunter, after a few questions, 
said, ‘Well start tomorrow. The salaries are, I don’t know, between two and 
eight pounds. We’ll give you.’

 A week?

 A week. Yes, yes. ‘Lovely, thank you very much.’ And I started with Classic 
and I was mostly pattern making, I started with pattern making, writing on 
my patterns frontside and backside until the girls from the office came and 
said, ‘Mrs Bruell, if  you just write back that will do.’ No further explanation! 
[Laughs] And I worked at Classic. He was very good to me. The staff  wasn’t to 
start with. You know I was a spy for everybody. There was a great effort being 
made to raise funds for the troops. Of  course I was giving to every raffle that 

was going around. I was more interested to win the war than any one of  them 
that have ever seen any miserable thing. There was a social on once to raise 
funds for the war effort. And the day before the social Mr Yoland who was in 
charge of  the office called me in the office and said, ‘Mrs Bruell, it does not 
come from me but Mrs Wild,’ (Wild or Wise), ‘the organiser of  the evening 
would prefer if  you do not come to the function.’ Well I was dissolved in tears. 
I had no intention of  going. I had nothing that, but the two jersey dresses that 
I had, you know. I wasn’t equipped to going to socials dressed up with some-
thing. I wouldn’t have gone anyhow. But even if  I would have gone, what harm 
would I have done? You know. little digs like that, I got, I was dissolved in tears 
and Mr Hunter took me off  in the car and said ‘I’ll take you for lunch.’ And 
that’s always how he tried to cheer me up and break the unhappiness. I’d come 
back to the office, the chair was gone, somebody took the chair. ‘Get another 
one.’ You know little nasty things like that. But of  course I was a foreigner and 
they weren’t sure if  I was a spy or not. It was after a few months when they got 
to know that I wasn’t a spy or I wasn’t doing them any harm they became very 
friendly and very helpful. Well Fred worked in Penrose and I worked at Classic. 
Of  course we had to get up seven o’clock because Fred started at eight and I 
started at eight, and he had to take the bus out to Penrose and I had to walk 
down to the T&G Building. And one evening I came home and my landlady 
said to me, ‘I have to give you notice, you have to leave.’ I said, ‘But why?’. She 
said, ‘Well you get up at seven o’clock to go in the bathroom and you wake up 
the whole house.’ I said, ‘But if  you start to work at eight we have got to get 
up at seven o’clock.’ She said, ‘Yes but workers people don’t live in my house.’ 
So that was another thing that dissolved me in tears. And Fred always said, ‘Hit 
back, give them an answer back and put them in their place.’ But of  course 
I’m not made like that. I’m not quick enough with the answers. So we moved 
out. Fred worked already at Johnson. That was the time when he met Jack de 
Lowe and Jack de Lowe said, you know was quite friendly to Fred because the 
staff  in Johnson wasn’t too kind to Fred. He was put there as factory manager 
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straight away and of  course the staff  objected and threatened to go on strike if  
he keeps that position. They weren’t going to take orders from a foreigner. But 
anyway, it blew over and he remained factory manager because his bosses were 
just sticking up for him and I think Jack de Lowe was probably behind it too.

 And Jack, Jack was Jewish and from?

 Well they said so! I never knew until I don’t know how much later that he 
was Jewish. He was 11 years working at Johnsons already before. He was not a 
refugee. He was an immigrant.

 From England?

 From England yes. But he never admitted of  being Jewish. He was very 
good to me. He had a motorbike and he came after work and I hopped on the 
motorbike. Fred somehow from the minute go had to work overtime because 
it was an essential industry, war industry, you know, to making things for the 
war effort and Jack would take me round on the bike you know, from one 
place to the other to look at different flats or homes or something. And that 
eventually, we lived in Epsom for a while which I didn’t like either. So that was 
another place. Then we lived in Grafton Road. It was also such a filthy place 
that before I put, my handbag down I put a newspaper underneath it. So alto-
gether my feeling about New Zealand, about being in Auckland wasn’t happy 
at all. I didn’t like it. I was ready to go on the next ship back home.

 Were there, were you in touch with other refugees who had come at the same time?

 No, no, no. We had no contact with anyone. It was poor Mr Hitchman and I 
that were miserable and we didn’t like anything. And the best thing is to hang 
yourself  on the next tree in Albert Park.

 That’s what he said’?

Yes. And Fred was the only one that liked it. He was happy here from the 
minute go. I had a false impression. I thought that a country that’s a hundred 

years old, the paint on the houses will still be wet, everything will be new and 
gleaming. And it wasn’t you know. Everything was not up to what it should 
have been.

 And your reception from New Zealanders was mixed?

 Very mixed. Yes. They somehow didn’t quite, there were some exceptions. 
I must say that people who had travelled overseas like Mr Hunter, I mean he 
was helpful from the minute go. And that’s when I had the job at Hunter. The 
funny thing is I never heard from the Alberts until many weeks after. I worked 
at Classic, they came down to view the range. You know. They were buying in 
for, because Classic was a manufacturing company. They had no retail shops. 
So these retailers like Cinnamon, Alberts, came to buy from places like that. So 
they came and they saw me in showroom with Hunter and she called me aside 
and she said, We would give you the job if  you come to us, you know.’ I said 
sorry, I’m not interested.’

 Wasn’t there a story that you haven’t told us about when you went to Cinnamon’s for the 
first, for the interview?

 Yes, that’s the one I just said isn’t it?

 I thought there was another story that you hadn’t talked about? No I think that’s the story.

 Okay.

 You know Cinnamon was the retail shops but it belonged to the Alberts and 
they had two shops in Queen Street. But then after not hearing from them for 
weeks on end, only because she saw me there, to leave Hunter or Classic, who 
were very good to me and, I didn’t feel like doing that.

 Did it seem to you that the New Zealanders you met were like the English? Did you feel 
that they were from the same...

 No I think the English were a lot more friendly and used to refugees and 
more helpful. But then the New Zealanders I met at that stage, we were speak-
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ing German or we were speaking English with a bad 
accent. I don’t think they were sure who is a spy and 
who isn’t. We had no restrictions when we came. We 
were interviewed by an office, separated, we went 
to the office. Well Fred was interviewed separately 
and I was interviewed and we were asked a lot of  
questions before we got, you know, the Permanent 
Residence Visa or something. And they asked a lot 
of  questions: whether we were in any political par-
ty. Of  course in Fred’s records it would say that he 
was active in the Social Democratic party you know. 
They wanted to check up whether we were commu-
nists, whether we would overthrow the government. 
Why we left only in July in Vienna if  we were against 
the Nazis and the Nazis came in March, why didn’t 
we leave then? You know. All questions like that ob-
viously were asked. We were not familiar with how 
the procedure worked.

 Would that have been something to do with the Alien Tribu-
nal do you think?

Yes, I guess. Yes.

 And did you have to report regularly?

 Well no, because we were Friendly Aliens. Being 
Czechoslovakians we were friendly Aliens like your 
parents. We had no travel restrictions which the Austrians and Germans had. 
We were allowed to have a radio which the Austrians and Germans weren’t 
allowed during the war.

 So there were different regulations...applied...

 We were Friendly Aliens....

 Applied to people from the countries who were on the side of  
the Allies. Right, right.

 Than they were, the regulations were much stricter 
applying to the countries that Britain was at war with.

 Okay.

If  I must tell you a little story that just comes to 
my head. When we were in Sydney we met up with 
Paul and Irene (Unger) and they were lovely to us 
of  course and Paul gave us introduction letters you 
know that they were already long before us here...

 Paul and Irene Unger?

 Paul and Irene Unger.

 Fred’s? 

 Fred’s family yes. And they also knew a couple of  
school teachers that lived in New Zealand and they 
were very friendly with them so she said, ‘Give them 
a ring, I’m sure they’ll be able to help in some way 
when you arrive there.’ So after a few days that we 
were here we rang them up and they were very nice 
and arranged to meet us somewhere outside Milnes 
(Milne & Choyce the department store). She said, 

‘How will I recognize you?’ And Fred said, ‘Oh you will recognise me, I have 
a black [-haired] wife.

 And what did he mean?

 The black coloured hair.

Lilly and Peter 1945.
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 Oh.

 in those days I had black hair. So that was rather 
a joke.

 But they found you anyway.

 Yes we got together. They were very nice yes.

 One thing I wanted to ask you about which is slightly off  
the subject, but were you used to doing cooking? How did 
you find the food when you came to England? I mean it was 
a bit different to the food...

 It was, it was, but you know in England we ate 
very plainly. We couldn’t go out very much to eat 
outside. I told you we had the 35 shillings and we 
really made it as cheap as possible because we tried 
to save that money that we send to Uncle and 
mother. We would walk to Tilbury on Saturday and 
buy the fruit and the vegetables that was already 
a little spotty but which we cut out. We really had 
to economize. And we lived with another cou-
ple in the same flat and shared the expenses. But 
the cooking was very plain that we did. And we 
couldn’t judge English cooking at all because we 
didn’t go out at all for meals

 Had you cooked before?

 Not really. When we were in Czechoslovakia my mother-in-law was a very‚ 
good cook and she cooked. But no I didn’t really cook much before.

 And at home your mother didn’t want you to cook did she?

 No she never let me in the kitchen. My mother-in-law was much more, you 

know, she let me do things, let me try out, make...
or something, which were running out of  the stove 
on me. But she would take that as part of  learning 
how to go about it. She would give me a lot more 
freedom in the kitchen than my mother did.

 So most of  the recipes for the cakes that you bake, are they 
from your mother, or your mother-in-law? Or from Lilly 
Bruell?

 I went to cooking classes. But it must have 
been, I can’t remember when it was that I went to 
cooking classes because my book is still written in 
German. It must have been in Vienna that I did 
that still because some of  the recipes are in Fred’s 
handwriting, it must have been in Vienna that 1 
learned to cook.

 And they never had any scales at that cooking place you 
went to? Hmm? They never had any kitchen scales?

 I’ve never seen such a kitchen in all my life. So I 
don’t know, I picked it up by and by somehow.

 And when you came to New Zealand you obviously, you 
were cooking again?

 Yes I was cooking again and I had to cook of  
course, and you know. We had many times Mr 

Hitchman ate with us. He was still in the dairy and I was still at Classic. I was 
at Classic until I was, I left Classic in October, Ronny was born in December. 
And I imagined that nobody noticed that I’m pregnant. I looked like the, a bus, 
the rear of  a bus and I thought that nobody notices that I am pregnant.

 And that was 1941?
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 Yes. Well that was, and then they gave me a cheque. They collected and I 

bought a pram with it or something like that. They were very nice then. Then 
Mr Hunter went to America and he offered to visit my parents, which he did. 
And they enjoyed his company very much.

 Well that was very decent.

 Yes he was particularly nice. Well by that time of  course they removed...

Wasn’t that a strange time to be travelling to America in 1941?

 For Mr Hunter? Yes. He was even searched for before boarding the plane 
you know, Mr Hunter, who was on the City Council and all that, they searched 
him and I don’t know if  they found dollars on him or something, but anyhow 
it wasn’t big enough to make a how do you do about it, they let him go. 

 Was he going on holiday or what?

 No on business. He was on the look out for...

 New designs...

 For the factory. He was very active. There was a dress department in the 
factory and a coat department. And he was in charge of  the dress department. 
Yes.

 Sorry I interrupted.

 Then slowly, slowly we got to know people from here you know, because it 
was, you know, before we sort of  settled down to all these jobs we tried to con-
tact, somebody said Dr Tichauer he was looking after refugees... Well we went 
up to Dr Tichauer who was looking after the refugees and asked him, do you 
know what do we do? That was all before we had our jobs you know. And he 
said, ‘Well 1 don’t know. Of  course you could go on a farm but as you haven’t 
got money you can’t go on a farm. Of  course you could do such and such but 
as your language is not perfect you couldn’t do that either. And you haven’t got 

enough money to buy a retail store so really I can’t help you in any way. So that 
was that. Then we went to the manager of...and...We had an introduction there 
from Paul Unger, Fred’s cousin, and he was very ...about it too because they 
had no vacancies in their place and they were not sure. And in a way you know, 
perhaps we wanted to start a clothing factory on our own straight away. And 
then we came to a man, I think his name was Benjamin, he had a clothing fac-
tory, and he was the only man who really gave us good advice. He said, ‘Now 
do you know what, take a job, any job, for six months and get a feel for the 
country and what is required and from then on you’ll do a lot better knowing 
what you want to do.’ And I think that was the right advice and that’s when we 
started, you know, looking for jobs and trying to get that because we thought 
that sounded very sensible.

 So by the end of  ‘41 though you had begun to make some friends amongst...? 

 Yes, yes. Well I left Classic then, before Ronny was born and we lived in, well 
we needed to have a place/flat again and that’s how I came across Mrs Joyce. 
There was an advert in the newspaper advertised rooms and I rang up and that 
was Mrs Joyce and she was very sweet on the phone and she told us that there 
would be a bedroom and a sitting room for us and a share of  the kitchen. To 
start with I wasn’t quite sure if  I liked that but she sounded so nice on the 
phone and I said, ‘Well how do how do I find you?’ She said the Epsom bus or 
train takes you to Epsom and you get out by the train depot. And I said, ‘Well 
what’s a train depot? ‘Oh,’ She said, ‘You know, where the trains go to sleep.’ 
That’s where the depot is, so you come then from there to Merrywell (?) which 
we did and she was absolutely charming straight away and we took it, and it 
was very pleasant relationship.

 But by that time you already had a few friends here in New Zealand? People...

 Oh yes, yes. It was, I don’t know even how we met the Hirstens. I can’t even 
remember that. And we met the Hifts at that time because they lived close by. 
We met Franci Kessler, we met the Goldings. 
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Hirsts? At that time? 

The Hirsts, yes the Hirsts we met.

 Korman?

 Yes she was Hift at that time you 
know, yes we had some friends. 
Franci Kessler,’ the Goldings, we 
were very friendly with the Goldings. 
The Goldings appealed to us very 
much because they were hikers, and 
you know, outside activities which we 
liked. At one stage then..

 Can you remember when you met my  
parents?

 No. And Claire, the funny thing 
is, until I knew of  your parents of  
course. I would have met your father 
in the butcher’s shop you know when 
I went to get the meat for my moth-
er, but the funny thing is, in all those years the first time I was in your house 
was at your wedding. Ilse was at the swimming pool because she picked me 
up because, she said, ‘Come out, because she wouldn’t mind. I know Lizzie, 
she wouldn’t mind if  you come on Saturday afternoon to the pool function.’ 
And that’s when I went up once or twice but funny, I was never in the circle 
of  your Mum and Dad.

 It is funny really because you had quite a few friends in common?

 Yes we did. And Ronny thought the world of  your father because when he 
went with the Jaycees to Fiji you know, and we knew of  them. But we never 
somehow got together

 Especially once I got friendly with Ronny 
and Peter in Habonim and we lived in the 
same area.

 Yes, yes. And you came to our place 
to Marau Crescent and Mrs Hirst 
she always said she couldn’t take her 
eyes off  you, you had so much of  a 
rhythm dancing.

 I don’t remember your place in Momona 
Road but I remember... 

 Not in Momona Road, in Mission 
Bay.

In Mission Bay.

 That was Mission Bay. Yes.

 Yes that would have been in the 60s.

Yes. That would have been later on. 
Well then you know, from Mrs Joyce’s 

place, she didn’t own that place, I told you about it, that every Saturday or 
Friday, everyone of  us had to scrub the kitchen floor and every time when 
my turn came Lionel helped me and said, ‘Go on I’ll do it.’ So he did it for his 
mother and he did it for me which was very nice of  him. It was a very pleasant 
relationship. Once we had a terrible fright there. Harry Lowitt, I invited Harry 
Lowitt in for dinner one evening and he came for dinner and after dinner we 
went out in the kitchen to do the dishes. Well Mrs Joyce had some beautiful 
carpets. Her sister lived in India and she sent her these carpets, and there 
were beautiful carpets all over our rooms. And we went out in the kitchen 
there were fireplaces unfortunately in that place. And when we went out in the 
kitchen to do the dishes we suddenly smelt smoke and we went back into the 
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room and a spark fell out onto the carpet and burnt a big hole in the carpet 
and in the floor. And I was speechless. I was so desperate I didn’t know what 
to do. It was really frightening. So I knocked on the door. I knew Mrs Joyce 
was in bed already by that time. I knocked on the door and I said, something 
has happened, and well, come out with it”. I must have been white as a sheet 
because she was quite upset. And I said, ‘Well we’ve burnt your carpet and we 
burnt the floor.’ She said, ‘My dear, if  a bomb drops in London the damage is 
much bigger.’ And what an attitude to take from that woman that didn’t have 
very much herself. You know she was very, never very well to do. She, I don’t 
know what she lived from. At the time the war was on. I couldn’t get it fixed, I 
couldn’t get it replaced. Even if  I would have had the chance there was noth-
ing available, I couldn’t replace it. And that was all she could say about it. If  a 
bomb drops in London the damage is much greater.’

 Well that was nice of  her.

It was really fantastic of  her. I don’t know how we overcame it in the end. 
Somehow we must have made an effort to fix it up somehow but of  course 
the carpet was a loss. And then she, there was somehow, the Japanese war was 
coming on or something and the people that owned the house, because she 
only rented it, wrote that they were coming back from wherever they were. So 
she had to give us notice, because she had to move out too in December. And 
Fred was going round looking for somewhere to live and he found Momona 
Road. He found Momona Road. It was a double unit flat and it wasn’t even 
quite finished. It took another week for the builders to finish it all off. But he 
liked it and he took it on.

 So how long were you in Momona Road?

 We were in Momona Road, Ronny, Peter and Lorraine were born. Lorraine 
was about 18 months when we went to Meadowbank.

So Peter was born in August, first of  all it was 1943?

 And Lorraine was born 1945...

 11th August and she was eighteen months that we have made it...

 47.

 The beginning of  47.

 We went to Meadowbank. Yes. Well we moved into Momona Road, and 
I told you it was a two-unit flat and Mrs Joyce was very good. There was 
nothing there and we had no furniture. She give me a table and she gave me 
a bucket and she gave me something to start off  you know. And when we 
moved from Momona Road I had a sewing machine from the minute I  
arrived in New Zealand. In those days we could buy a sewing machine at 
Singers and pay it off  at a pound a month. So I paid it off  over two years 
but I had to have a sewing machine. I remember making the bedspread, 
you know I was highly pregnant with Ronny, the stomach was out there, 
the sewing machine was a treddle. So I treddled away on the quilted sewing, 
bedspread for our room.

 So you made all sorts of  things, clothes and...?

 Well yes. I was working at home. I was making neckwear for John Courts De-
partment Store. That was quite a business for me you know, I fiddled around 
but it was very hard to get lace and all these pretty things so I had to go 
round to different retail stores and he would give me three yards and he would 
give me three yards and that is the way...still carried on with it when Ronny 
was born and that was a little complicated you know, by the time Ronny was 
crawling around, of  course I had to watch with the machine the machine...the 
wheel. Very often I had him on my piggy-back to make sure he doesn’t come 
under the wheel of  the machine while I was pedalling away on tray cloths or 
on... I was making tray cloths for a private hospital in Remuera Road. This is, 
you know borderline of  stitching across.

 So when the kids were little, preschoolers, you worked at home?
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Yes. Well Fred was at Johnsons and he always told Johnson that he would 
stay while the war is on, but when the war is finished he wants to get out and 
start on his own. Johnson, the bosses, were very good because they were very 
helpful. They understood what he wanted to do and they lent him a press, a 
stamping press, because we were very, by that time, we were very friendly with 
Harry Lowitt and he was also friendly. He came looking for something what 
could we do. And they were sitting, I remember that Lorraine rang at three 
o’clock in the morning, ‘Is Harry still there?’ Because she was worried already 
how long he is out. And the two were still sitting in the lounge debating over 
all the things they could do. Blackouts for instance. I don’t know. Everything 
came up in their discussions to try and find something. Well then Fred went on 
to the drawing pins and that was the beginning when Johnson lent him a press 
which he brought into the garage of  our section of  the flat, and next door 
neighbour had of  course also a garage. The arrival of  the press was quite a 
performance really, because I had invited the Hirstens for dinner that evening. 
And of  course Fred was bringing the press home on a Saturday afternoon. But 
Joe (Spitzer) was already with them too. And the press and they are loading 
the press and it was running a bit late and the Hirstens had arrived and here 
they were trying to unload the press which took a bit longer than it should be. 
I was standing up there with Ronny, Ronny was a baby and the Hirstens were 
there. And the Hirstens looked down, it was time for having a dinner, but you 
know they were running late and he looked out and he saw how they were still 
struggling to get the press, and he said to Jana, Jana. Come on, we are going. 
That is it. If  they can’t be here when we are supposed to have dinner, we go.’ 
And they walked out on me on a set table, on a ready made dinner, which was 
in those days quite an effort to do. And we didn’t talk to them for many years. 
You know, when Yvonne was born we were not on speaking terms at all. I 
was so upset. Instead of  him helping, and that’s what they should have done, 
say, ‘I come out, I give you a hand.’ ‘Come on Jana, we go.’ And that was very 
upsetting.

And yet he was Ronny’s godfather?

 He was Ronny’s godfather because you know, when we were living already in 
the flat, and one morning my waters broke. Of  course I didn’t know anything 
about it. I went to my neighbour who had a housekeeper there. I said, ‘What 
do I do?’ She said. ‘Sit down and wait and time yourself. Well of  course Fred 
took off  and went to work. He was, you know he had had to go to work to 
Johnson. But he rang up Jana Hirst and said, ‘I left Lilly in not too good a 
state.’ So Jana came over and she sat with me until the afternoon two o’clock. 
The pains were coming and going and I wasn’t sure. She said, she wasn’t sure 
either, she was as nervous as I was. She said, ‘Let’s go over there. If  it is noth-
ing we won’t tell anybody and if  it is something at least you’re in the hospital, 
they’ll know what to do. Well it was the right time to go because you know, 
Ronny was born about seven o’clock in the evening or something. So, we went 
over there at two, so a few hours waiting and we were there. And they were the 
godparents and you know for the briss you know, she was very helpful with the 
arrangements, getting people, something...

 And the bris was in the hospital?

 In the house. In the house. We had it in the house.

 So and...

And I carried them round, Ronny was a Plunket baby and we carried on. Fred 
went to work. I did the garden and I did the house and I did my sewing all the 
time. I always had an income you know, on my sewing.

So when did Playnit come about? 

Playnit didn’t come about until much later, in the Korean War. Already in 
Momona Road. Ronny was there and Peter was born. I remember the evening 
Peter was born Ilse and her husband came across Ilse Gelb, yes. In those days 
I was still packing up my neckwear, my collars and my bows and all of  that 
for John Courts, I had to deliver and had to write out the invoices and I was 

LILLY BRUELL
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also in labour pains. Ilse said, ‘If  you don’t say anything to Fred I go out and 
I tell him.’ I said, ‘You’re not going to tell him anything until I have packed 
the cartons, and written the invoices then I’ll go out and tell him myself.’ Well 
Johnson, who lived in Tarawera Road, around the corner from us. He was very 
good and he said to Fred, ‘I leave the garage open, if  you need the car during 
the night you just come and help yourself  to it.’ We didn’t have a car in those 
days. And sure enough when Peter arrived, Fred got the car, it was a Sunday 
morning, and he collected the car and we went to the hospital. And Peter was 
born at twelve o’clock on a very cold 1st August.

 And by this time Granny Bruell and Uncle Sommer were here?

 No they were not here. They hadn’t arrived then. They didn’t arrive until 
quite a few years later because we were already in Meadowbank Road when 
Granny and Uncle came. Uncle came when we were on ... and Granny was 
then with us. And that’s when they bought the house for them in Upland Road.

 Ah ha.

I ...over the years ...but by that time of  course we had once a business too 
in Momona Road with Lorraine Lowitt. We had Waldorf  House. Do you re-
member Waldorf  House? Lorraine and I had a business on the third floor in 
the Strand Arcade or something and we had a shop with gift items. We had 
lingerie and little nick-nacks. We were going around to different art places and 
buying up ornaments. And we sort of, half  the day Lorraine was there and half  
the day I was there. And I think I was even doing some sewing for the shop.

 When was that?

 That was when Ronny and Peter were already here, quite young children, 
when Marjory De Lowe came into the picture. At that time she was Marjory 
something else. And that’s why we got Marjory in the house to look after Ron-
ny and Peter who were babies, and I was at the shop in Waldorf  House. And 
she was with us quite some time. All the Americans were here in those days 

and she cried her eyes out when one left, and in the evening she cheered up 
because she found another one. She really, and of  course she brought them 
to the house, which in a way I didn’t mind, because I wanted to see you know, 
who was coming. Some of  them were very nice indeed. Some of  them even 
brought us a bit of  chocolate for the kids or, you know, they were a nice type 
of  boys. Yes very nice. Jack de Lowe was sent overseas. He was in Fiji, with the 
army. He was sent there and he was in the warehouse or whatever. Anyhow 
when he came to visit once he met Marjory.

 Mmm? 

He met Marjory and fell in love, he must have been. We tried very hard to talk 
him out of  it because we said, ‘She’s not the type of  girl that you would really 
want to marry. So much so that when we were invited to the wedding we didn’t 
want to go and look at how long, and what a happy, lasting marriage it is.

 Something you learn is never to pass judgement on other people’s relationships...

No, true.

 As you grow older.

Yes, no I certainly was wrong.

 So getting back to Playnit, Lilly?

 Well Playnit didn’t come up until much later, you know when the children 
started to go to school. And then we went to America and we came back from 
America. Fred had bought the house. And the Korean War broke out. By that 
time Fred already was very wrapped up first with the drawing pins in Momona 
Road, then you know, every night after he came home from work with John-
sons, he was going with the drawing pins, thump, thump, thump, the press 
underneath the floor. And the neighbour, Mr Barstani, he was very decent. He 
said, ‘Look if  you want to work until eleven o’clock I can put up with it, but 
any longer I don’t think I’d like it.’ So that was the beginning of  the drawing 
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pins. That was Harry Lowitt, and both 
Johnsons were partners, and me, and the 
firm was called L and F Bruell or some-
thing. And that was the beginning. Then 
they moved into Greenlane in that shop, 
with their business. That’s when Joe 
came into the picture. You know, he was 
helping along there not as a partner, on 
an hourly basis.

 That was Joe Spitzer?

 Joe Spitzer came on the scene yes.

 So Playnit?

 Playnit. Well when Fred was busy with 
his stamping, and you know that was 
Malcolm Gray and Bond and Bond, 
people like that helped him out with the 
offcuts of  material. And then when the 
Korean War started he suddenly had no supplies. You know-they couldn’t, 
they didn’t have it themselves and couldn’t get it and he had already by that 
time four girls working for him. At that time we were already in Vincent Street. 
Well I had come back from America and you know Fred was very upset about 
having to sack the girls. And I came out. I had seen a lot of  babywear in Amer-
ica that we didn’t have at that time: T-shirts and little sleeping suits and all that. 
And I said to Fred, ‘What about if  I start, and we start off  with some baby 
clothes and do something like that?’ You know. ‘Sew it over there.’ But that 
was I think Friday night and Fred being the spitfire he always was, you know by 
Monday we were up at the Auckland Knitting Mills and we had a connection 
with Levines where Mr (Sibble?] came in. We knew already about Interlock, 
we knew already about machines we need and had already made contacts to 

make, to buy a secondhand overlocker 
from where I didn’t know the front from 
the back, they had to show me how an 
overlocker works. But we were moving. 
We had material. I cut out on the kitchen 
table the first few sets and we took two 
girls from Rex over in the front section 
of  the Vincent Street factory, you know, 
there was in the back the stamping going 
on and the overlockers were shifted to 
that other room and we took two girls 
and we started off  making T-shirts. And 
trying to sell them that’s where Avey 
Taylor came in. We showed it to Avey 
Taylor and they were quite keen to take 
it on. The thing was we didn’t have or-
ders. “I was cutting away and the girls 
were sewing away furiously but we didn’t 
have orders. By that time the picture of  

us must have been already amusing because every time Joe walked by my cut-
ting table he said, ‘Still working for stock?’ I could have kicked him every time 
he’d say that. Every time he walked, so many times past and every time I got 
rubbed in: ‘Still cutting for stock?’ Well then of  course Avey Taylor took over 
the selling part and they sold very well. We were about the only ones who made 
T-shirts. Then of  course, when we switched into ladies knitwear, T-shirts and 
stylish T-shirts and sport blouses out of  knitted material and all that, we were 
about the only one.

 And you travelled overseas regularly?

 Yes.

Lilly with Otto and Mitzi with Eddie at Lorraine’s wedding, 
1973.

LILLY BRUELL
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 For ideas?

 Yes mostly with Fred I went, usually with Fred when he 
went and dresses we did very much later but we concen-
trated on blouses and T-shirts and I should have stuck to 
it because the way T-shirts are going nowadays. 

 Much competition though Lilly? Anyway so you continued...

 That’s where Pat Turner came in. We had Pat Turner 
was our office girl. She married a man from Sleepyhead. 
And she was the model, and she was the packer, and she 
was the dispatcher. That was the beginning of  Playnit. 
And she even gave it the name Playnit because we wanted 
to have something that we could pronounce properly. She 
always said to keep an eye on our accent and language, 
and you know, she thought Playnit would be easy to pro-
nounce for everybody and that’s how the beginning was 
of  Playnit.

 So Playnit continued and grew until you retired and closed it down 
in 1977? Was it the year Ezra was born? 76?

 Is it on the plate, the silver tray on the dining room? On 
the dining room table. That plate was presented to me by 
Mr Ross.

 I have a feeling that you and I retired about the same time. 

 I retired because of  my family and they thought it is time I retire and we tried 
to sell the business but they wanted me to...

 July 1977.

 My men were very much for it that I retire and after we tried to sell it and you 
know, Colin Kay was interested in it for his sons because they were in clothing.

So.

 They wanted me to stay on and the family didn’t want me to stay on.

 So Rex grew also and Ronny and Peter ended up in the business?

 Oh yes, Lorraine was there too before she went overseas. She was in the 
office. Until Rex was sold.

End of  interview. z

Ezra’s barmitzvah flanked by grandparents Fred and Lilly - 1989
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Ezra with Lilly on his 19th birthday.
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Ronny, Lorraine and Peter 2012.
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T was on a crisp spring day in Vienna, Austria in April 1938 that 
Fred Bruell, a Czech box maker, married Lilly Rosenblum, a dress 
designer. Only immediate family members were present at the 
ceremony and the celebrations that followed were subdued, for 
Austria had recently been annexed by Nazi Germany and gath-

erings for any reason, particularly Jewish gatherings, were forbidden. Both 
families were of  humble origin. Fred’s widowed mother had brought up four  
children through the depression years. Before Fred was 30 he was familiar with 
starvation, imprisonment and statelessness.

Becoming refugees

There was only sufficient food for four days in the week, on the other days 
the family starved. In winter Fred shared one pair of  boots with his brother; 
when one went to school, the other remained at home. Fred spent six months 
in an Austrian jail as a result of  his underground anti-Fascist activities. The 

local Communist leader also threatened his life. He became stateless when he 
joined the flood of  refugees fleeing the Russians and/or the Germans in the 
pre-Second World War carve up of  Central Europe.

Lilly’s father was a bespoke tailor. The family had emigrated from Poland to 
escape the infamous pogroms of  the nineteenth century. 

By marriage Lilly became a Czech citizen and although she and her family 
had affidavits and permits to emigrate to the United States, her marriage to 
a Czech national prevented this, at least for the time being. Her immediate  
family, however, did emigrate.

A pact with Hitler

The newly married couple returned to Brno, Czechoslovakia, where they 
lived for a few months. In September 1938, when British Prime Minister  
Chamberlain made a pact with Hitler to give up the Sudetenland, they were 

Challenges and opportunities
This is the story of how a refugee family built up a New Zealand 
based multinational company.

Ronny Bruell was educated at Auckland Grammar 
School and Selwyn College where he was a foundation 
pupil. His tertiary education was gained at the Auck-
land Technical Institute where he studied Business 

Management. He was among the first recipients of  the 
Diploma of  Export (Dip.Ex.), having completed his 
studies with a thesis entitled ‘An Analysis of  the Devel-
opment of  a NZ Manufacturing Exporter’.

He has over the years been an active member of  Ha-
bonim, Jaycees and Toastmasters. An accomplished 
public speaker, he has competed in numerous speech 
and debating competitions with considerable success.

About the author

By Ronny Bruell

II
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forced to leave, but they had no visas 
for any other countries. Although they 
were citizens of  Czechoslovakia, week-
ly permits were necessary to live as Jews 
in their own city, until visas could be 
obtained although no one knew from 
where.

When it became inevitable that Hit-
ler would invade Czechoslovakia, the  
Social Democratic Party in which Fred 
was active, organised a ‘special’ transport 
to take those who would be on the Nazi 
‘wanted’ list to England. Wives and fam-
ilies were to follow.

Fred was in the first transport and duly 
arrived in England. The second trans-
portation never took place as Hitler, in 
the meantime, invaded Czechoslovakia 
and immediately closed all borders and 
foreign consulates.

Lilly was always a determined and resourceful woman, one who did not 
take ‘no’ for an answer. If  the borders could not be crossed legally she would 
cross illegally in order to join her husband. To do so she had to make con-
tact with the British Consulate in Poland which was still operating. She trav-
elled to a small border town where she made contact with the Israelitische  
Kultusgemeinde (Jewish Community Centre) which was assisting hundreds of  
people, with money and contacts, to cross the border illegally each week. With 
only a hand satchel containing the most basic personal possessions she attempt-
ed to cross the border. She was caught three times, twice by the Poles and once 

by the Germans. It was at her last 
arrest that rifle shots were heard 
in the distance. Her guards were 
distracted and ran to investigate.  
Lilly ran faster, the other way, 
across the border into neutral 
Poland and eventually joined her 
husband in London.

In England they both worked 
for the Czech Refugee Fund, 
an organisation set up to assist 
Czech refugees through resettle-
ment programmes in Canada and 
Brazil. They applied for visas to 
emigrate to Canada and after sev-
eral months were told that they 
had been granted visas, not for 
Canada, but for a country they 
knew very little about, a country 
called New Zealand.

After many weeks of  sailing 
through the submarine infested waters of  the Atlantic and Pacific they finally 
arrived in Auckland in August 1940, among the last of  the European refugees. 
Lilly took one look at Queen St and would readily have gone back to Europe.

They soon settled in to a flat in Grafton and Lilly almost immediately found 
employment as a designer with Classic Manufacturing Ltd. Fred, after oper-
ating a dairy for a short time, became a supervisor and later factory manager 
with Johnsons Cardboard Box Co. Ltd. Fred was always an innovator and 
although he had been rejected by the NZ Armed Forces because he was not 

Travel pass for Fritz Brüll.
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Helen Brüll with children (l to r) Hans, Trude, Eva and Fritz Brüll.

Challenges and opportunities
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British by birth, he was determined to play his part in supporting the war 
effort. He designed and developed a process to waterproof  the ‘lousy’ locally 
produced cardboard without the usual chemicals. This helped keep a hungry 
Britain supplied with New Zealand liver (previously shipped in tin cans), and 
enabled troops to keep vital communications equipment dry during wet land-
ings on Pacific beaches.

It was during this time at Johnsons Cardboard Box Ltd. that the concept of  
starting his own business began to evolve. He had no capital, having arrived in 
New Zealand with a loan of  £200 from the British Government, no premises, 
and a limited technical knowledge, but he did have the essential ingredients for 
success: enthusiasm and a positive mental attitude.

A fascination

Always fascinated with the process of  metal forming he began experimenting 
with pieces of  metal and in 1942 formed a part-time company F&L Bruell 
Ltd., in the basement of  the flat that was rented near Greenlane. After a day, 
and sometimes most of  the night at Johnson’s, Fred would start work at his 
own little business, working into the early hours of  the morning. The name 
of  the company was subsequently changed when it became necessary to find 
a brand name short enough to fit on the head of  the first product – drawing 
pins – six million of  them. “They were terrible. We lost money and I was not 
proud of  them, but we learnt a lot. The second six million were a lot better” 
wrote Fred. REX was born.

REX Manufacturing Co. Ltd. operated throughout the war years as a part-
time business, making pressed components for the war effort: parts for walk-
ie-talkie radios, stationery, hardware and other componentry.

At the end of  the war Fred Bruell became self-employed and for the next 42 
years the company expanded, eventually developing into a multinational, multi 
-product organisation, one of  the 50 largest in New Zealand.

In 1946 Fred was joined by another refugee from Austria, Joe Spitzer, an 
association that lasted for 30 years until Joe’s untimely death.

A small shop was leased in Greenlane Road as the fledgling company had 
already outgrown the family basement. The company continued to expand in 
a market still suffering the shortages created by war. Raw material was almost 
impossible to come by, particularly steel and tin plate. If  it had not been for 
people such as Ian Harvey of  Alex Harvey and Sons Ltd., who sold to REX 
the ‘cover sheets’, the protective outer sheets wrapped around each pallet of  
raw material, the Company may never have survived.

New products were being constantly added to the product range with a heavy 
emphasis on metal toys. Lorraine, the youngest of  the Bruell children, was 
quick to understand the initial problems of  production and after seeing a new 
prototype toy she asked “Daddy, can I have the first one you make? No,” he 
replied, “the second one. The first never works!”

In 1948 a new company, Paramount Distributors Ltd., was formed to handle 
the distribution of  a growing product range. It was also in this year that REX 
made its first export shipment of  toy components to Australia, possibly the 
first production engineers to do so. However, the bureaucracy was horrific.  
No one could understand why a small manufacturer wanted to send his prod-
ucts 1200 miles across the Tasman. No one could understand the benefits of  
international trade. No one, except this budding entrepreneur who would have 
to wait another 14 years before export was accepted as being essential to the 
health of  any manufacturing organisation, let alone New Zealand.

It was in the early 1950s that disaster struck. The Korean War caused a drastic 
shortage of  raw materials. Only essential products were allocated metals like 
steel and tin plate. Toys most certainly were not an essential product. Half  of  
the staff  of  six were women who depended on their employment with REX 
for the livelihood of  their families.
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It was Lilly Bruell who came to the rescue after she had determined that 
each female employee could operate a sewing machine. Using her training as 
a designer, she designed on the kitchen table at home a range of  children’s 
clothing based on American fashions. The range was enthusiastically received 
by the retail trade. It was the beginning of  a dynamic business career which 
she combined with the upbringing of  three children. The female staff  at REX 
had a new employer, Playnit Ltd., a company which developed into one of  the 
most successful in New Zealand. Playnit in the years to come produced twice 
yearly a range of  ladies fashion wear, sportswear and beach wear under the 
“Viva Capri” label. Its products were sold not only throughout New Zealand, 
but also to Australia, Hong Kong, Thailand, Singapore and Fiji.

Two important lessons

The Bruell family learnt two important lessons from those traumatic days of  
the early 1950s: 

• Never to rely on any one product or product group, one type of  raw mate-
rial, one customer, one supplier, one market or one staff  member. 

• It is an indictment on the ability of  management to make innocent staff  
members redundant because of  lack of  work. In 45 years of  Bruell family 
management, no one was ever made redundant at REX.

Our family life must have been different from most of  our friends. Each 
morning we woke to the aroma of  what would be dinner that night. As chil-
dren we came home from school to stay with friends and neighbours until 
mother returned from a day’s work at Playnit Ltd. Mother continued work late 
into the night designing, cutting and grading on the ‘multi purpose’ kitchen 
table. Holidays were often spent on farms, or with Fred’s mother Helen, who 
had recently arrived from London. But these small sacrifices were worth the 
joy, pride and satisfaction in knowing that our family was contributing to the 
development of  our country.

The years ahead were filled with challenges and opportunities. Diversifica-
tion became the name of  the game and REX introduced a strategy of  rapid 
diversification. Toys became less and less important, componentry became the 
mainstay of  the rapidly growing group. With the introduction of  black and 
white television REX became the major supplier of  the chassis and brackets 
that form the foundation of  a product. Components for washing machines, 
refrigerators, motor vehicles and lawn mowers were produced by the millions 
at successive factories in Vincent St. and Federal St. alongside the catalogue 
hardware lines of  builders and cabinet makers. REX developed new agen-
cy lines, ironing tables from England, hinges from India, swim goggles and 
flippers from Australia, and introduced to New Zealand foam plastic from 
Germany.

REX was fast outgrowing its existing premises and in 1957 a property 
company, REX Properties Ltd., was formed to acquire four acres of  land in  
Otahuhu and to erect a factory. The following year these premises were dou-
bled in size.

In 1960 a number of  important decisions were made. Ronny, the eldest son, 
had completed secondary school education. Where to now? Fred, who never 
minced his words, laid it on the line quite simply. “If  you want to be a vet, be 
a vet and I will be happy to put you through veterinary college. If  you want to 
go to university, fine, and I will support you there too. If  you want to join the 
family business that is OK by me too, but just remember one thing. The day 
you walk through the front door of  REX forget that I am your father. If  you 
succeed it will be because of  your own ability, not because you are the boss’s 
son.” 

And so, ‘fatherless’ Ronny joined the company as an office boy, ran more 
messages, licked more stamps and swept more floors than any other. 

In those early days being a clerical worker at REX did not mean your duties 
were restricted to the office and that your hands never became dirty. Hand 

Challenges and opportunities
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assembly, factory duties and ma-
chine operations were an essential 
part of  everyone’s job, including 
the boss.

The company was growing and 
prospering, but like so many rap-
idly expanding companies the 
richer the company became, the 
poorer the family was. 

Every time a new machine was 
purchased or a large shipment of  
raw material was needed, it meant 
yet another mortgage on the fam-
ily home. 

One day in discussing this prob-
lem with the family friend and 
lawyer, the late Louis Phillips, he 
suggested a meeting with a young 
accountant, Lew Ross, later Sir 
Lewis Ross. 

The outcome of  this meeting was that the five private companies, production 
engineering company, a distributor, a clothing manufacturer and two property 
owning companies were amalgamated into a Public Company to be known as 
REX Consolidated Ltd. and a listing was sought on the New Zealand Stock 
Exchange. Truth newspaper described this move as a ‘strange marriage’. Lew 
Ross became the Company’s chairman, the first of  many chairmanships in a 
distinguished career, a position he held until his retirement in 1986.

The REX group relocated all companies to new premises in Otahuhu, next 

door to one of  its major custom-
ers, Dreco – later Atlas Majestic 
Industries Ltd.

Peter, the second son in the fam-
ily, had decided on leaving school 
to become an engineer and joined 
the old established engineering 
firm of  Eric Paton Ltd as an ap-
prentice toolmaker. Ronny had 
been promoted from office boy to 
costing clerk and was then respon-
sible for establishing a purchasing 
department and became the com-
pany’s first purchasing officer.

At last, export was being rec-
ognised and accepted as vital to 
the New Zealand economy. Un-
der the then Minister of  Over-
seas Trade, Rt. Hon. J. R. Mar-
shall, export incentives were 

introduced to encourage and motivate manufacturers to sell their products 
and services overseas. REX did not waste time. They commenced a vigor-
ous and determined campaign to sell their products world wide. Apart from 
the valuable financial benefits export also ensured longer production runs 
and hence, lower costs, and took reliance away from a fickle New Zealand 
economy. Fiji, Australia and South East Asia were the initial target markets. 
Competing against the low cost countries of  Asia meant that REX products 
had to be sold not so much on price, but more so on quality. Quality was 
paramount. No expense was spared to ensure that the products being sup-
plied were only of  the highest quality. REX was a name synonymous with 

Lilly, Lorraine, Ronny and Peter c. 1950.
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quality products. In 1965 Ronny, who had developed a keen interest in ex-
port, became active in Jaycees who were planning the first non-govern-
ment Trade Mission to Fiji. Together with nine other budding exporters, in-
cluding Eric Svirskis and George Klein, these Jaycees represented 50 New  
Zealand manufacturers with considerable success, and much to the amaze-
ment of  many, the venture was financially profitable. One manufacturer who 
never doubted the ability of  New Zealand companies to sell products over-
seas was the dynamic food entrepreneur, Frank Briess, whose daughter Claire 
would in 1973 marry Peter Bruell.

All parents have ambitions for their children and those of  Lilly and Fred  
Bruell were that, before they settle down, they should travel as widely as pos-
sible. In 1966 when Peter had completed his apprenticeship and obtained 
his NZCE and Ronny his Diplomas in Business Administration and Credit  
Management ANZIM, they left for extensive travels in USA, Eastern and 
Western Europe, Scandinavia, Israel and Asia. 

Building business overseas

Then the two brothers decided to work for the company back home. Attend-
ing trade fairs and exhibitions and travelling to potential principals through-
out the UK, they negotiated manufacturing licensing agreements with several 
companies, agreements that would propel REX into totally new and lucrative 
fields of  manufacture. 

Back home their parents were not sitting idle. In late 1966 REX acquired 
the Auckland Plastic Co. Ltd. and subsequently changed its name to REX 
Plastics Ltd. The materials handling equipment and conveyor division, REX 
Industrial Equipment Ltd., was formed in 1968 and a year later one of  New 
Zealand’s oldest companies, John Edward Butler NZ Ltd., was acquired. This 
old, established company which had been operating for almost 100 years with 
its reputation for fine products had recently specialised in the manufacture of  
Britax car safety belts and seats.

Exports continued to play a most important part in the Group’s develop-
ment. By year end the Company was selling its products to 25 countries. In 
June 1969 REX was awarded the Trade Promotion Council’s ‘Export Award’ 
for “Outstanding Achievements in International Trade.”

Research and development is a vital ingredient for success in any manufac-
turing organisation, and REX placed a heavy emphasis on the development 
of  new products and processes, new techniques and the use of  new materi-
als. Growth in sales, production and profit necessitated an almost continuous 
building programme. The company now employed over 390 staff  members.

During 1970 the companies in Wellington and Christchurch which acted as 
the group’s selling agents were acquired as wholly owned subsidiaries. The 
new decade began on a euphoric note when REX was awarded the New  
Zealand Society of  Accountants’ Award for the best public company annual 
report.

Anticipating the potential for trans-Tasman trade and realising the inevitabil-
ity of  some form of  trading relationship between Australia and New Zealand, 
REX expanded into Australia by purchasing the Melbourne based subsidiary 
of  an Australian public company which was subsequently renamed Rexport 
International Aust. Pty Ltd.

The success of  the Australian operation was such that it prompted further 
overseas expansion, for over the next 10 years subsidiary companies and divi-
sions were established in many countries.

Together with expansion into Australia and Asia, a determined effort was 
being made in other parts of  the world. Ronny and Peter opened up new 
markets in Africa, in Kenya, Uganda, Tanzania, Zambia, Malawi, Mozambique 
and Mauritius, while Fred cracked the South American markets of  Chile, Peru, 
Ecuador, Venezuela and the Caribbean. Each senior executive in the Company 
was responsible for a particular country or area. Writing letters does not gen-

Challenges and opportunities
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erate orders; the only successful way to obtain business is by personal visits on 
a regular basis.

Meanwhile, back home the company was continuing its domestic expansion 
as international trade can only be sustained by a sound and profitable domestic 
market.

Following the successful negotiations of  a manufacturing licensing agree-
ment with Swiss principals, REX Syma System NZ Ltd. was formed in 1976 
to manufacture a range of  display systems, exhibition stands, showcases, do-
mestic and commercial furniture.

The founder retires

In 1979 Fred Bruell, now aged 69, stepped down as Managing Director 
of  the REX Consolidated Group, but remained an Executive Director and  
Deputy Chairman. His workload, nonetheless, was not reduced as he had 
hoped, for although the day to day operations of  the company were no longer 
his responsibility, outside commitments made him more active than ever. This 
was the year of  the Erebus disaster and as a director of  Air New Zealand 
the tragedy meant endless hours of  meetings and briefings. Few people can 
appreciate the amount of  time, commitment and soul searching that the direc-
tors, management and staff  of  the airline devoted in the aftermath of  Erebus. 
Hearings, inquiries, court cases, appeals, restructuring and the investigations 
kept Fred Bruell and his colleagues flat out seven days a week.

Ronny and Peter took over as joint managing directors, the former respon-
sible for marketing, export and administration, the latter technical and pro-
duction. Jointly they shared the financial responsibility. They had been well 
trained. Both had been born into the company. Together they had over 30 
years experience and most importantly, they worked well together and were 
very close, a most important asset in the lonely position at the top.

Shortly before these significant changes took place Lilly Bruell had retired. 

The only way to achieve this retirement was to close Playnit Ltd. The company 
was immensely successful and profitable but the family and the board knew 
that as long as Playnit Ltd was around, Lilly would devote her heart and soul 
to it. Because of  this, and not wanting to sell the now well-known and well 
respected label ‘Viva Capri’, Playnit Ltd. was wound down and finally closed. 
One of  New Zealand’s most successful ladies sportswear manufacturers left 
the industry while at the top. No one could ask for more.

Lilly’s retirement did not however mean that she was no longer involved 
in the company. Few people will ever appreciate the invaluable contribution 
she made to the REX Group over its 45 year history. Lilly was, of  course, a 
Foundation Director in the 1940s, and was responsible for the introduction of  
many new products and techniques over the years. The major decisions of  the 
Group were not made in the board room at Head Office, but at home around 
that most versatile kitchen table, at nights and in the weekends. It was Lilly 
with her sound common sense and a deeply humane approach to all problems 
who also had the ability to bring a bunch of  over-enthusiastic entrepreneurs 
down to earth. She was undoubtedly the backbone of  REX Consolidated Ltd.

In 1980 REX acquired Simon Metal Products Ltd., a Wellington based manu-
facturer of  ferrous and non-ferrous forgings, as well as car safety belts.

An agency company, REX Agencies Ltd., was formed to take advantage of  
the government’s liberalisation of  the import licensing system.

By 1984 REX were importers, exporters, distributors, manufacturers and 
builders. Staff  in excess of  650 were housed in over 300,000 sq ft of  buildings, 
there were 20 subsidiary companies to the group based in five countries. Sales 
exceeded $50 million including exports of  $5 million, no mean achievement 
for a family that started from scratch 45 years previously.

A real family business

At times all five family members worked in the business. Lorraine joined the 
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secretarial staff  in the late 60s for a few years, 
but in spite of  working in close proximity to 
each other there were never any family feuds, 
in-fighting, arguments, disagreements or ill will. 
Each had a job and did it to the best of  their 
ability. Fred, who was undoubtedly the driving 
force, was quick to criticise but could also take 
criticism, and if  warranted, would change a 
policy, decision or technique. The family was a 
team and this team spirit was reflected and en-
couraged throughout the whole organisation. 
From the beginning the family worked with peo-
ple. No one was too insignificant, or performed 
too humble a task, not to warrant a word of  
encouragement, a slap on the back, or some 
advice, or help with a personal problem. This 
philosophy ensured that REX enjoyed excellent 
labour relations and industrial harmony. Every-
one has common needs irrespective of  wheth-
er they wear a collar and tie or blue overalls.  
Labour problems were settled in frank but 
friendly discussions rather than by confronta-
tion. Ideas and suggestions were encouraged and 
welcomed from all the staff  and some of  the 
best came from the factory floor. REX was a family 
company, a family of  over 650 people.

To ensure international competitiveness and to maintain domestic market 
share, in spite of  having to compete with the increasing volume of  imported 
goods, REX continually updated its manufacturing and engineering plants. It 
had the most modern production and engineering facilities in New Zealand 

if  not Australasia. REX was the first to introduce 
many new sophisticated and innovative produc-
tion techniques and technologies. Much of  the 
plant was fully automatic and computer con-
trolled. Robotics became increasingly important 
in recent years to handle the large volume pro-
duction runs. Thorough staff  training was essen-
tial and REX had its own apprentice school and 
cadet training schemes where tomorrow’s trades-
men and executives received in-depth practical 
schooling.

In a large ultra modern precision engineering 
plant perfect housekeeping is an absolute neces-
sity – products manufactured to an accuracy of  
thousandths of  an inch required perfect working 
conditions. Spotless factories were demanded and 
housekeeping had to be superb. It was not uncom-
mon to see Fred Bruell pick up a broom and clean 
up in a factory, he was after all by his own self- 
admission ‘a perfectionist’. The standards of  
cleanliness at REX amazed many overseas visi-
tors who believed that engineering plants had to 
be dirty!

The mid 1980s saw the bull run on the share 
market in full swing. New companies were being 

formed every week in a climate in which it was possible to float a lead balloon. 
Other companies were being taken over and swallowed up almost on a daily 
basis. REX was asset rich as a result of  its conservative financial policies and 
that made it an inevitable takeover target. The Group’s chairman, Sir Lewis 
Ross, warned the directors of  this possibility, and sure enough in early 1984 

Peter 1982

Challenges and opportunities
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the company was subjected to a raid on the share 
market. After careful deliberation it was decided 
to join with a large New Zealand public company,  
Cable Price Downer Ltd (CPD), with whom it was 
hoped staff  could work, rather than risk the fate of  
an unfriendly takeover. REX merged with CPD and 
the honeymoon lasted two years.

The Bruell family had been their own bosses for 
45 years and it soon became obvious that enough 
was enough, and that it was time for a well earned 
rest. When the opportunity arose at the end of  
the 1986/87 financial year, the CPD Board of   
Directors accepted the resignation of  Fred, Ronny 
and Peter Bruell who retired from the Company, 
which for almost half  a century had provided the 
family with its challenges and opportunities.

The Bruell family are proud to be recognised as innovators and entrepre-
neurs, leaders not followers. One of  their guiding principles has been to have 
a positive mental attitude, a philosophy that has guided them through many 
difficult situations. Great believers in serving the community, they have partic-
ipated in many outside activities.

Fred Bruell was for 20 years a Director of  Consolidated Metal Industries Ltd., 
a leading New Zealand public company, and for six years was a director of  Air 
New Zealand. He was for many years a council member of  the Auckland  
Manufacturers’ Association, as was son Peter several years later, and Fred 
was elected president in 1976. Parallel with his activities in Auckland, he 
was chairman of  the New Zealand Manufacturers Federation Export Sub- 
Committee and chairman of  the Immigration Committee. In conjunc-
tion with other councillors of  the Auckland Manufacturers Association he 

founded the Export Institute of  New Zealand 
and was its first president. Ronny also served on 
the executive. Fred served on the Manufactur-
ing Development Council from 1972-78 and was 
a director of  the New Zealand Export-Import  
Corporation for over four years. He represent-
ed the New Zealand Manufacturers Federation at 
NAFTA (New Zealand – Australian Free Trade 
Agreement) talks in Canberra, Australia. He was 
also a member of  the Advisory Council to the  
Export Guarantee Office. In 1968 he was leader of  
a trade mission of  New Zealand manufacturers to 
South East Asia and in 1975 was a member of  the 
New Zealand Government’s economic mission to 
Eastern Europe.

REX Consolidated Ltd. continued as a subsidiary of  Cable Price Downer 
Ltd. It was eventually split and disposed of  to numerous parties, and finally 
closed its doors in December 1988. z

Published in Identity and Involvement: Auckland Jewry, Past 
and Present, edited by Ann Gluckman 1990. Dunmore Press.

Rex profit soars.
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Fred, Claire, Lilly and Peter relaxing at Waiheke c. 1990.

Challenges and opportunities
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Y parents arrived in NZ as refugees in 1940 with just £10 
in their pockets. My father, Fred Bruell, immediately tried to  
enlist in the armed forces but was rejected as having come 
from a foreign country. 

In the long term it was a positive outcome for New Zealand because during 
the war he worked in a cardboard box company where he invented a method 
of  waterproofing cardboard containers making them suitable for sending meat 
to England and thus saving the country the need to use tin sheet which was in 
short supply. 

In Europe he worked in his uncle’s paper company so he was trained in the 
field.

Fred was employed by a company called Johnsons Cardboard Box and over 

the war years he became close friends with its 
owner Hugo Johnson. He always told Hugo that the 
day the war ended he would resign to start his own business working 
with sheet metal. The day the war ended he fronted up to Hugo’s office and 
before he could open his mouth Hugo said, “I know Fred you are resigning to 
start your own business and to help you on your way we have for you a small 
power press.” 

It was an extremely generous gesture and the two remained close friends for 
the rest of  their lives.

The company he started, F&L Bruell Ltd, bought scrap tin from the can 
makers and produced thumbtacks. The company name was changed to Rex as 
that was as much as you could stamp onto the head of  a thumbtack.

The story of Rex  
- its rise and fall
By Peter Bruell, May 2018.

Peter Bruell was educated at Kohimarama School 
and Selwyn College. He gained a NZ Certificate of  
Production Engineering and while at Eric Paton Ltd 
he acquired precision engineering skills, serving an 
apprenticeship for four years. 

He began work at Rex Manufacturing in Research 
and Development in 1967 after returning from over-
seas. 

His responsibilities encompassed all the other com-
panies in the Rex Group culminating in his appoint-

ment as Managing Director, Technical. 

Interests cover a variety of  fields, from skiing. Toast-
masters, Jewish community affairs against a backdrop 
of  family life with wife, two sons and five grandchil-
dren.

About the author

MM
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20 years down the track

In the 1960s Rex was thriving, doing ever 
better making industrial componentry such 
as wheels, castors, electrical terminations, 
builders hardware etc. 

By that time there was hardly an industry 
in New Zealand that was not using compo-
nents manufactured by Rex. The company 
was always short of  funding and my moth-
er spoke of  that time as a period when she 
wanted new drapes for home and Fred want-
ed a new piece of  machinery – the machin-
ery always won. 

Their accountant at that time, Lewis Ross, 
suggested they consider going public. He 
had determined that the company was large 
enough and healthy enough. Being public 
meant access to funds, having a board of  
directors and answering to shareholders, the 
public, on performance.

Next leap forward to the eighties 

The company has now grown dramatically. It consists of  20 subsidiaries, 
10 manufacturing and 10 marketing offices around the world in Australia,  
Singapore, Malaysia, Los Angles and around New Zealand with factories in 
Auckland, Wellington, Singapore, Melbourne. It was the 67th largest company 
on the New Zealand Stock Exchange at that time, employing over 1000 staff  
and exporting to about 70 countries. 

Lewis Ross had become Sir Lewis Ross and was widely regarded as the lead-

ing public company director in 
NZ at that time. By this time Fred  
Bruell had retired from active man-
agement and Ronny and Peter were 
joint Managing Directors splitting 
responsibility – Sales and Market-
ing to Ronny and Manufacturing 
and Engineering to Peter.

The Board

One of  the roles that the board 
undertook on a regular monthly 
basis at that time was a review of  
any share transfers which were all 
hard copy, printed share transfer 
certificates received by mail daily. 
The review was an opportunity for 
the directors to see who was taking 
an interest in the company and to 
assess if  that interest was a healthy 
one.

The traditional investors, finance 
funds, insurance brokers, bankers, 

superannuation funds were always buying and selling shares. Individual share-
holders were doing the same and there were no causes for concern. However, 
one day the chairman identified a shadow holding company progressively buy-
ing up small parcels of  shares. 

The strategy

The object was to acquire a large holding of  shares in the target company 
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as unobtrusively as possible via purchases of  small packets of  shares that did 
not alert the market that a takeover was in the wind. If  successful the raider 
could purchase small parcels of  shares cheaply and make a significant gain 
when the market became aware of  the action. Although the move clearly was 
an unfriendly move this was not a totally unexpected occurrence and one that 
had been the subject of  previous board table discussions.

A public company is public property and the shareholders control its fate. 
As an organisation the directors strive to make the company appealing to the 
investors – after all its the investors who provide the funds to operate. 

One of  Rex’s weaknesses was that it was asset rich, against the advice of  the 
analysts. As a company Rex always purchased its plant and machinery without 
loans, paid all the bills without bank assistance, built its factories and repaid its 
mortgages as required. Rex was never ever beholden to the banks. 

The analysts critiqued the company for this, saying we were not taking ad-
vantage of  the resources available. My father, Fred Bruell, who came through 
the depression in Europe was never moved by the whim of  the analysts even 
though this made Rex particularly tempting as a purchase for asset stripping.

It was the directors’ belief  that the majority of  shareholders would not be 
happy with an unfriendly takeover and the transactions picked up had all the 
hallmarks of  an unfriendly takeover of  the board. We had previously decided 
that in the event of  a raid on the company – and the rate of  transfers, indi-
cated clearly the company was being raided – the board would seek a friendly 
takeover from a larger company. To that end a list had been compiled of  com-
panies deemed to be those they could work with.

Crunch time had arrived and the list was pulled out from the bottom drawer 
and hour by hour the company share transfers were monitored. It became 
clear very soon that Rex was under serious threat and the directors explored 
any and all options to protect the company. Ronny and Peter in marketing mode c. 1970s.

The story of Rex - its rise and fall
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It is common to believe that the principals and directors hold controlling 

parcels of  shares even of  public companies. However, this is not necessarily 
true. It is the institutions that wield the control and they are only interested in 
the highest return they can get. 

The method

Approaching the marketplace with a request to sell a public company is tricky 
territory and should the market get wind of  intentions of  a corporate takeover 
all hell can break loose. 

Given that position and the company’s obligation to the stock exchange we 
had a very short time frame before we came under exposure regulations. 

If  something is occurring in a public company that could materially affect 
the share price, directors are duty bound to advise the stock exchange and the 
public by a notice in the news media.

The directors made their initial approaches to the selected company and 
received a positive response and immediately issued a “don’t sell” notice to 
shareholders advising something big is happening that will affect the public’s 
investment and the share price.

The board had 24 hours to explain or request the stock exchange to halt all 
trading for 48 hours after which time it has to disclose the reason for the “don’t 
sell” notice.

The end game

In that short time frame the board has to set up an acceptable sale and pur-
chase agreement detailing the most significant details of  the transaction that 
both organisations can live with. It was a challenging time and a time that 
focused an enormous amount of  energy – “and yet there was still a company 
to run”.

With the announcement made, the public advised, the agreements document-

ed, the acceptance of  both parties received – it was time to move on again. The 
proposed raider sold his stock to move onto other companies and everyone 
settled in to working wth a new board of  directors.

The outcome

The story was not quite over. 

Within two years the new owners were raided successfully and in the process 
Rex was asset stripped, its companies closed, its products abandoned, its tool-
ing sold and its employees left neglected. Today you can still see the occasional 
Rex product picked up by other companies in the market but in truth the com-
pany has been relegated to the history books.

Regrets

I have a few but what angers me still, 30 plus years later, is the shoddy way all 
those loyal staff  were left out on a limb – abandoned. The public was protect-
ed and loyal shareholders made gains in both the first and second raid as each 
time the share prices soared. 

Fred retired and Ronny and I were asked to step down from our roles a short 
time after Rex was acquired. The family influence was too strong for the com-
pany’s new owners. 

The staff  on the other hand were discarded. When the asset stripping began, 
staff, many of  whom had only ever worked at Rex, were told to seek other 
employment. They weren’t even given references – a task Ronny and I took up 
although it was long after we had left the employ of  the new owners.

The rise, over 40 years, was controlled and measured. 

The fall, in the final analysis, took place in a matter of  weeks. z

- Peter Bruell 2018
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Six centimetre extendaflex model created by Peter as a selling aid.

The story of Rex - its rise and fall
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Gathering my Herstory
By Claire Bruell

ISTORY has always interested me. 
Whether the history of  my family, the 
history of  the Holocaust, or the his-
tory of  the Jewish community in New  
Zealand. History informs our present. 

The often quoted phrase that we “see further be-
cause we stand on the shoulders of  giants” resonates 
with me. What were the influences in my heritage 
that led me to develop interests that extended out-
ward from New Zealand, the country of  my birth, 
towards the wider world, seeking to see myself  and 
my family in the context of  a broader horizon?

A recent visit to Europe, connecting with family in 
Italy, Czech Republic (more recently Czechia) and 
Vienna has caused me to consider how my journey 
has been influenced by my background. In the hills 
above Lago di Lecco in Italy, the gardens of  subur-
ban Prague and the “heurigen” in Vienna, I sat with 
groups of  up to 15 or so extended family, sometimes 
communicating in different languages, spanning 
three generations, but all sharing values and histo-
ry, connected by the shared loss of  a grandparent  
generation.

I am a Second Generation only child of  Czech Holocaust survivors. 

My parents Frank and Alice Briess, arrived in  
Auckland via London, shortly after German sol-
diers marched into Poland and the world was pre-
cipitated into the Second World War. My parents 
settled in Auckland in October 1939, farmed, 
went into business, worked hard and prospered 
and I grew up in a privileged yet modest house-
hold. Secular Jews, they rarely attended synagogue 
other than at Yom Kippur when I was taken re-
luctantly by my mother to the Princes St shul. I 
hated sitting outside during the Yizkor memorial 
service, feeling conspicuous and ignorant in the 
unfamiliar surroundings. 

My mother belonged to Wizo, my father a 
founding member of  B’nai Brith whose members 
assisted Jewish immigrants and refugees, finding 
jobs, household goods and contacts to meet their 
needs. 

I endured six years of  compulsory Hebrew 
School attendance but learned little, had a 
bat mitzvah nevertheless. We did not observe  
Shabbat, Pesach or Chanukah, yet the sense of  

Jewish identity in the house was strong. A JNF blue box stood on the mantel-
piece, Jewish and Israel causes were generously supported and my father ran a 

HH
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kosher butcher shop for some years to serve the community, 
alongside his meat and small goods business.

Early, I became aware of  the Holocaust that cost my 
parents and me most of  our extended family. My mother 
in particular had lost almost her entire family. Unburden-
ing herself  to me at the age of  six, she deposited me soon 
after, for four months, in a Swiss boarding school where 
no one spoke English. No wonder this gave rise to the  
Holocaust-themed recurrent nightmares which plague many 
of  the Second Generation. I recall those days in a complete-
ly foreign environment with vague memories of  having to 
consume the skim on my hot breakfast milk and my evening 
meal being served into my soup if  I had been too 
slow in eating. A stark contrast to the marmite sand-
wiches and Maggi chicken noodle soup that I chose 
to eat at home in New Zealand! The strict routine 
there meant a supervised visit to the toilet each day to 
ensure our bowels were working properly. 

In Switzerland I learnt French, some German and a 
smattering of  Italian, depending on the language of  
the child I was playing with at the time. Although no 
longer fluent in any language but English, the experi-
ence left me with a facility for languages that has been 
enduringly helpful to me – in conversation, reading 
newspapers and research documents.

In Auckland, Saturday afternoons saw the gather-
ing of  their friends at my parents’ house. I gradu-
ally came to realise most of  these people, immi-
grants and refugees like my parents, were not only  

Holocaust survivors, but originated from the same plac-
es as my parents – from Vienna and from the cities of   
Czechoslovakia. At the same time I was aware that although 
they mixed with the survivors from other places – Germany, 
Hungary, Poland and so on, each group by and large, mixed 
primarily with their countrymen, sometimes underpinned 
by family relationship. 

There was a perceived divide between those families who 
were from the established Jewish community and those who 
had come at the time of  the war or shortly after. The per-
ception by “the Continentals” themselves was that they were 
not easily welcomed. Their differences, with many speaking 

German or in accented English at a time when anti 
German sentiment was strong because of  the war, 
speaking loudly in public and their sometimes pushy 
natures, drew attention to local Jews whose families 
had generally tried not to stand out. Attitudes were 
long held and only sometimes dissipated with time, 
marriage or the shared experience of  youth groups. 

Teenage years in Habonim, camps and an active so-
cial life obscured for me the fact that I had no grand-
parents in New Zealand, the only relations an aunt 
and uncle who arrived from the US in 1947 bringing 
my only first cousin. 

In school there was one other Jewish girl in my 
class and we were only dimly aware of  our common 
heritage. At University my interest was drawn to the 
study of  languages and history, particularly the histo-
ry of  the Second World War. 
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I started to think about the place my family had in 
that broader history. 

Travel to Europe, living in London for some years, 
meeting other family members who had survived and 
their children – in Austria, Italy, France, London, New 
York, Los Angeles, Toronto, Buenos Aires gave me an 
openness to and interest in the big wide world. I found 
my contemporaries in New Zealand did not share and 
could not really understand this since their life experi-
ences and backgrounds were so different. Many of  my 
Kiwi friends considered my parents exotic, cultured, 
sharing food they had never tasted before and hav-
ing far more liberal attitudes than their own parents.  
Coming to our house, they often spent more time 
talking to my parents than with me.

I married Peter whose background closely mirrored 
my own. Our two children grew and matured. When 
aged 10 and 14 we took them out of  school for three 
months and travelled the world, to expose them to 
other people and cultures and to meet relatives. 

We foster relationships amongst the third generation in the hope of  main-
taining family ties. 

I became interested in Genealogy – not just the names and dates, but the 
flesh on the bones of  how life had been for my forebears in the Austro- 
Hungarian Empire. I realised that this research fitted neatly into what I had 
studied. 

Of  the 17 great grandparents who had spawned Peter and me, all but one 
had died in a place that was different to the places where they had been born. 

I saw this as a window through which to examine the 
history of  Jewish people in the 19th and 20th centu-
ries, dispersed and displaced through pogrom, revo-
lution, immigration and later through the Holocaust.

The Jewish Oral History Project that be-
gan with a desire to preserve the stories of  Ho-
locaust survivors has been a constant in my 
life since the early 1990s. It began in 1993 in a 
drive to collect evidence to bear witness against  
Holocaust denial, that is as relevant now as it was then. 
Helping interview for and administer the Jewish Oral 
History Project since inception rounded out my un-
derstanding of  the Auckland Jewish community and 
its history; I learned about those who had come long 
before the Second World War, whose families had im-
migrated in an earlier century as well as those who 
had come as a result of  the war. Valuable history is 
contained in these interviews, with many people who 
are no longer with us. I consider that these 150 or so 
oral history interviews and collections of  papers form 
the basis of  the history of  the Auckland Jewish com-

munity. Most of  the material has been collected by volunteers and so reflects 
the subjectivity of  the interviewers, interviewees and collectors. Authenticity 
is undeniable! 

Genealogy led me to a global network of  like-minded people and I connect-
ed to others doing similar work. I write occasional articles for Jewish genealo-
gy publications and sometimes attend international conferences on the same 
subject. From time to time I speak to groups on the research I have done. 
I became a founding committee member of  the International Institute for  
Jewish Genealogy in 2004. The Institute seeks to advance the academic status of   
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Jewish Genealogy within the field 
of  Jewish Studies, through teach-
ing and research and is based in 
Israel.

In 2007 I had the opportunity of  
visiting the International Tracing 
Service (ITS) of  the Red Cross 
facility at Bad Arolsen, only just 
having been opened as an archive 
and offering research possibili-
ties. The Document Centre, now 
Archive, had been administered 
by the International Red Cross 
since the war and holds over 30 
million records in its archive, doc-
umenting National Socialist per-
secution and liberated survivors. I 
went with a group of  seven and 
spent a memorable week finding 
out about the documents held in 
their files. Amazingly, there was 
a file for almost all of  the 120  
Holocaust victims, on whom I sought information. These 120 people were 
from both my family and Peter’s. A researcher and translator were available 
to each of  us. Every single file was scanned carefully, and after my visit the 
complete files on CD were sent to me. The information they yielded was 
mind-boggling and I shared most of  it with members of  my family. The doc-
uments ranged from transport cards to letters, school registration cards, small 
family trees and my parents’ and my own correspondence with the Document 
Centre years before, seeking information. Most moving to me were the school 
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registration card for an eight year old relative in Berlin, who disappeared 
after his mother was deported. It was a poignant record stating blandly his 
name, address and telephone number, date of  birth, date of  inoculation 
and admission to primary school and the names of  his parents. On file also 
was his father’s desperate post war letter from England, searching for his 
little son. And then there was Sophie Jurmann, an 11 year old diabetic, who 
died in Opole Concentration Camp when she couldn’t get the insulin she 
needed.

Recently in Prague we visited the Jewish Museum where there is a re-
newed interest in families who left Czechoslovakia at the time of  the war. 

There is a sense that with the disappearance of  most of  the Jewish people 
from the country, something has been lost from their own culture. The 
Pinchas Synagogue in the Old Town famously features the names of  those 
who were deported, the names covering every available surface on the walls. 
Entering the building, the weight of  the names feels enormous, more than 
the sum of  the individuals listed. 

In 2017 the Jewish Museum decided to put together a slideshow of  pho-
tographs of  Jewish families living normal lives before the war. These would 
be screened on the outside gable wall of  the Pinchas Synagogue, to personalise 
some of  the names inscribed inside. In Prague a year later, I went after night-
fall to see if  I could find the slideshow. Indeed, as I stood on the street outside 
the Pinchas Synagogue, up out of  the darkness came a heading “Faces of  
some of  those deported during the war”. For a few minutes I watched prewar 
photographs of  families happily swimming in lakes and socializing, doing or-
dinary things. I had submitted several photographs. Suddenly the image of  my 
grandfather appeared, staring straight at the camera, leaning on his stick. I had 
never met him, since he died in 1942 in Theresienstadt Concentration Camp 
and I wasn’t yet born, but seeing his photograph, looking larger than life-size, 
looming above in the night sky gave me goose bumps! Unfortunately I don’t 

speak or even understand the Czech language, but experiences such as this tie 
me inexplicably to this country and connect me to its history. Meeting family 
in Brno and Olomouc, two hours’ by train east of  Prague, to lay Stolpersteine 
(stumble stones) in memory of  our family’s Holocaust victims increased a 
sense of  connection with place.

Today, although my feet are firmly planted in Aotearoa, New Zealand, I 
feel that connections with Jewish organisations overseas and in Auckland 
have given me something of  an outsider’s perspective on our New Zealand 
community. Isolation and waves of  immigration from colonial times and 
since – from a broad spectrum of  places – Poland, Hungary, Russia, Latvia,  
Lithuania, England, Israel, Australia Germany, Austria, Bohemia, Mora-
via and Slovakia and more, have at times made it difficult for us to work  
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together for the common good. Opportunities 
have been lost. We have developed our own 
local Jewish culture, made up of  the tastes 
and customs of  Jewish observance, practice 
and community coupled with support for  
Israel that has roots in many different places. 
New Zealand is seen as a safe haven at the bot-
tom of  the world. Most have come here from 
a desire to lead a better life, for the opportuni-
ties and refuge a young country can offer. The 
cost of  integration has been that many have 
eventually become cut off  from their families’ 
roots and culture, from a lost European Jewish 
world, despite any efforts to connect via music, 
theatre, travel, scholarship and language. The 
Jewish community, like all religious and ethnic 
groups in New Zealand seeks a measure of  co-
hesion as a discrete group contributing to the 
picture of  a multicultural Auckland. 

Recently, there has been the announcement 
that an existing school property in Remuera 
has been purchased by Auckland Hebrew 
Congregation interests. The Trust Board pro-
posal is that their congregation and Kadimah 
School would move there in 2023 and that the 
property could become a community centre, with other Jewish organisations 
also moving to the site. Perhaps now there is a chance that community leaders 
can find a way to make this Community Centre a reality. My hope going for-
ward is that not only can we stand on the shoulders of  our ancestors but that 
their influence will be with us on the journey forward. z

 

First published by Identity & Involvement Volume III: Auckland 
Jewry into the 21st Century ed. Ann Gluckman published by 
Renaissance Publishing, 2019.
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