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JOACHIM SCHLÖR, Escaping Nazi Germany: One Woman’s Emi gration 
from Heilbronn to England (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2020), 
272 pp. ISBN 978 1 350 15412 4. £85.00

I have to start this review with a disclaimer: I am not in any way re
lated to Alice Schwab, whose story of emi gration from Nazi Ger many 
to Eng land is at the centre of the book re viewed here. Never theless, 
the vivid de scription of her life made her seem famil iar to me by the 
time I had fin ished read ing. The book tells the story of the emi gration 
of Liesel Rosen thal, who later called her self Alice Rosen thal and 
whose married name was Schwab. Liesel, daughter of a local wine 
mer chant, was born in Heil bronn in 1915 and escaped Nazi Ger many 
for Eng land in 1937. Work ing first as a do mestic ser vant and then for 
Marks & Spencer, she man aged to bring her younger brother and her 
parents over to Eng land as well.

Joachim Schlör, Professor of Modern Jewish/NonJewish Re
lations at the Uni versity of South ampton, had the good for tune that 
Julia Neu berger,1 Alice Schwab’s daughter, granted him access to the 
exten sive col lection of per sonal letters she in herited from her mother. 
Alice col lected and kept many of the letters she re ceived during the 
turbu lent times of her emi gration (roughly be tween 1937 and 1947). 
As is often the case, how ever, her own letters are miss ing. It is Schlör’s 
great achieve ment that he man ages to convey an im pression of Alice, 
her person ality, and her choices in this dif ficult period of her life des
pite the lack of her own voice in the source ma terial. He does this 
by not gloss ing over the appar ent gaps and openly acknow ledging 
the contra dictions be tween differ ent docu ments. He com ple ments the 
auto biograph ical sources with ar chival ma terial, fur ther bio graphical 
ma terial, and inter views with Alice’s friends and acquaint ances. This 
re sults in a tone that is some times very per sonal, which might sur
prise readers ex pect ing a purely aca demic book. But he never drifts off 
into specu lation or pathos, and the in sight into the author’s reason ing 

1 Julia Neuberger, DBE, is an influential public figure in the UK. A member 
of the House of Lords, she was Britain’s second female rabbi and the first 
to lead her own con gregation. She has held many pos itions in the public 
sector, espe cially the Na tional Health Service, and in numer ous volun tary 
organ izations.
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allows the reader to develop a close but deeply reflect ive con nection 
with the main pro tagon ists.

In recent years, a few com parable auto biograph ical studies have 
been pub lished that are simi larly written in a style appeal ing to both 
an aca demic and a wider, inter ested audi ence.2 As Lars Fischer has 
already pointed out in his review of the German edi tion of this book, 
one might ask: why an other one?3 An answer might be that this is 
a story of an emi grant’s fate that is typ ical, yet also very indi vidual. 
More over, there are a number of reasons that make Escaping Nazi Ger
many abso lutely worth while reading. 

The first of these is the person ality of Liesel Rosen thal/Alice 
Schwab her self. De tailed bio graphical in sights into the life of an 
‘ordin ary’ woman living out side the norms of what was trad ition ally 
ex pected of a Jewish middleclass girl are rare. Alice’s story is one 
of emanci pation as much as of emi gration. Trained as a book seller, 
she was a freespirited and liber ated woman for her time, and main
tained con tact with a wide group of intel lectual friends in Ger many, 
Brit ain, and world wide via letters. The extent of her net work is best 
seen in the exten sive index of names pro vided at the end of the book. 
Espe cially interest ing is her love life. Relation ships with vari ous part
ners—some married—before her happy mar riage to Walter Schwab 
re peatedly led to con flicts with her parents, espe cially her mother. 
Her parents wanted her to marry, and their hopes for new pros pects 
of emi gration through mar riage took her as far as India, where she 
was to marry a German–Jewish entre preneur. Much to her parents’ 
anger and dismay, she rejected this type of quasiarranged marriage. 

2 Working on Jewish emigration to South Africa, I can recom mend two books 
that take a sim ilar ap proach. Both also ana lyse indi vidual col lections of letters 
and share a more per sonal tone. See Steven Robins, Letters of Stone: From Nazi 
Ger many to South Africa (Cape Town, 2016) and Shirli Gilbert, From Things Lost: 
For gotten Letters and the Legacy of the Holo caust (Detroit, 2017). Simi lar, but more 
on the popu lar his tory spec trum and focus ing on letters and the theft of intel
lectual prop erty by the Nazi regime, is Karina Urbach, Das Buch Alice: Wie die 
Nazis das Kochbuch meiner Großmutter raubten (Berlin, 2020).
3 Review by Lars Fischer of Joachim Schlör, ‘Liesel, it’s time for you to leave.’ Von 
Heil bronn nach England: Die Flucht der Familie Rosen thal vor der national sozialist
ischen Ver folg ung (Heil bronn, 2015), in Journal of Jewish Studies, 68/2 (2017), 
436–8, at 436.
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In the long run it was precisely her un conven tional and wide group 
of friends and con tacts—above all with the Jewish Refu gees Commit
tee in Woburn House, London, where her future motherinlaw 
Anna Schwab held an import ant pos ition—that enabled her to bring 
her brother and her parents to Eng land, thus saving them from per
secution in Nazi Germany.

The conflicts with her parents are the second thing that sets Schlör’s 
book apart from others. At one point he even wonders why Alice kept 
their letters to her, some of which are so full of criti cism and re proach 
that they make the reader feel un comfort able even many years later. 
Schlör notes that there has been increas ing inter est in con flicts and 
estrange ments in family and friend ship circles in mi gration studies 
(pp. 42 ff.). These were as much part of the experi ence of emi gration 
as more per sonal strug gles with loss, iden tity, and inte gration. In my 
own re search on emi gration from Nazi Ger many to South Africa I 
have come across many news paper ar ticles address ing prob lems and 
con flicts be tween older and younger gener ations of emi grants. How
ever, the per sonal aspect and the emo tions coming to the fore in the 
letters from Alice’s parents add yet another layer, and pro vide a pain
fully clear illus tration of the emo tional experi ence of emi gration. 

In the later chapters dealing with the time after the Second World 
War the focus of the book moves away from the net work of letters and 
friends around Liesel Rosenthal/Alice Schwab and her family. The 
new centre of the narra tive is a place: the city of Heil bronn, where both 
Alice Schwab and Joachim Schlör were born. This book is the trans
lation of an earlier German version that was pub lished in cooperation 
with the Heil bronn City Ar chive.4 Schlör traces the relation ship be
tween ‘Heil bronners’ and the city’s former citi zens who were force fully 
ex pelled by the Nazis and investi gates their per ceptions of each other. 
How did the refu gees see their former home town and its in habit ants, 
and what kind of relation ship was the municipal ity aiming for? The 
very di verse and deeply moving per sonal state ments dive deep into 
ques tions of belong ing, Heimat/home, and remem brance. Thanks to 
vari ous dedi cated indi viduals both within the adminis tration and 
among the city’s popu lation, Heil bronn con fronted its past earlier 

4 Ibid.

escaping nazi geRmany
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than other German cities and man aged to estab lish close con tacts 
with refu gees around the globe. For ex ample, Alice’s parents, Ludwig 
and Hermine Rosen thal, corres ponded with Heil bronn’s mayor from 
as early as 1950. The municipal ity’s efforts to reach out to emi grants 
culmin ated in a series of group visits by former ‘Heil bronners’ in the 
1980s—cer tainly not organ ized with en tirely altru istic motives. How
ever, the div isions created by having to leave one’s home could never 
fully be closed, as demon strated by var ious ambigu ous and deeply 
moving state ments by people who took part in these visits, and by 
Alice Schwab’s re luctance to return to her birth place. Schlör’s in sights 
into this pro cess of grad ual, cau tious, and never com plete rapproche
ment are highly interest ing. These develop ments do not yet form part 
of the public cul ture of remem brance, at least not in Ger many—but 
they should. Schlör docu ments both the nega tive aspects of the pro
cess (the bureau cracy, un coopera tive ness, and un willing ness that left 
the Rosen thal family without fair resti tution or com pen sation for their 
prop erty) and the posi tive sides (the possi bility of ex change and grad
ual rapproche ment). This broad under stand ing of the experi ence of 
emi gration and its effects on emi grants over a life time, on their new 
homes and their places of origin, is one of the best aspects of the book.

Schlör is also well versed in recent develop ments in the field of mi
gration studies in general and Jewish refu gee studies in par ticu lar. He 
uses some of the newer ap proaches in his book, such as the ‘mech anics 
of flight and emi gration’,5 and the aspect of materi ality. In the author’s 
own words, he ‘treats emi gration and immi gration as cul tural prac tice 
and perform ance and gives an inter disciplinary view of the tran sitions 
and dis tances in herent in mi gration pro cesses’ (p. 5). For ex ample, he 
de votes signifi cant sec tions to Alice’s mother’s worries about their 
belong ings, which are at first sight typ ical of a ‘Swabian house wife’. 
Her pre occupation with things that in hind sight appear very mun
dane, like furni ture or bedlinen, may seem super ficial. Yet for many 
refu gees, their per sonal belong ings—shipped to their new homes in 
large con tainers known as ‘lifts’—were of great import ance for their 
iden tity, which had been ques tioned by the experi ence of being forced 
to leave their home coun tries. Drawing on Hermine Rosenthal’s letters 

5 Ibid. 437.
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to her daughter, Schlör con vincingly shows the strengths of this focus 
on the ma terial aspects of emi gration.

The same holds true for the ‘mech anics of emi gration’. This term 
refers to the com pli cated pro cedures in volved in organ izing emi
gration, both in Ger many and in the destin ation coun try. Seem ingly 
neverending trips to em bassies, town halls, and, in London, the 
Jewish Refu gees Commit tee at Woburn House; the book ing of tickets; 
and the com piling of lists for cus toms were press ing de mands that 
shaped the refu gees’ experi ence of emi gration. Again, Schlör is in the 
privil eged pos ition of being able to show both sides: the experi ence 
of the Rosen thal parents in Ger many and Alice’s involve ment with 
Woburn House. 

However, these two aspects also show that the first part of the 
book could have bene fited from a little more ab straction, link ing 
Alice’s per sonal story and experi ence to broader develop ments. This 
is done in the second half of the book, which allows for more general
izations. It would also have been inter est ing to follow up the aspect 
of ‘materi ality’ for the period after the Second World War, espe cially 
given Schlör’s per sonal con nection with Alice’s daughter. What hap
pened to the ‘emi grated’ items and what mean ing do they hold for the 
family and Alice’s descendants today?

To some degree, I also missed longer quotations from the German 
source ma terial. The foot notes con tain a few, giving a better im pression 
of the indi vidual tone of the letters, which is ex tremely dif ficult to 
trans late. Readers with a know ledge of German should there fore con
sider read ing the German ver sion. Never theless, the unique ness of 
the ma terial and qual ity of writing out weigh this by far, and the Eng
lish trans lation gives a wider audi ence the chance to read a book that 
is both aca demically and emotionally compelling.
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