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Wolf (called “Willi”) Akselrad was born in Paris on September 28, 1934, the only child of Hersh Leib Akselrad and Fryda Akselrad, née Starwiecza.
His father was born in Poland in 1901 and fought the Russians in 1917, during WW I. He spoke Yiddish and never mastered Polish very well. He then immigrated to Palestine, where he worked at draining swamps and performed other jobs for 5 years, when he hired out on a ship. He arrived in Lyon around 1927, working as a waiter in a café, finally moving to Paris doing odd jobs, ending up working with furs. There, he met and married Fryda, an accomplished seamstress, also Polish.
The family lived in the “Pletzl”, the Jewish section in the 4th arrondissement of Paris, and spoke Yiddish at home. The family was Jewish but not observant. Willi does not remember suffering from anti-Semitism because almost everyone else in the neighborhood was Jewish, too. He attended kindergarten on the rue de Rosiers and then, primary school on the rue des Hôspitaliers Saint-Gervais.
When war was declared in September, 1939, Willi’s father signed up for the Légion Etrangère because he was Polish. He was sent to barracks near the Gare de Lyon, the Caserne de Reuilly. Taken prisoner, he was sent to what Willi calls a “disciplinary” POW camp because he was Jewish. It was Stalag 7A, near Munich. He wrote and even sent money orders every once in a while. Apparently, he worked on farms, replacing the German laborers who were in the army.
Willi remembers his mother going to register at the local commissariat, although he does not remember if his mother’s identity card had “JUIF” stamped on it. He remembers wearing the yellow star, of not being able to go into stores at certain times, of not being permitted to ride the merry-go-round. He says that he does not remember suffering from hunger and his mother even had to coax him to eat sometimes. He remembers that some organization contacted his mother to take him into hiding, but that he refused to be separated from her and would not go.
He says he does not remember the famous July 17, 1942, round-up, the “Rafle du Vél d’hiv”, but says that he and his mother were constantly wary and fearful. Perhaps, as wife and son of a POW, they were not on the lists of people to be arrested.
On February 4, 1944, in the early morning hours, there was loud knocking on the door. When his mother did not open it, the French police broke the lock and barged in, accompanied by the concierge, who may have denounced them to the police. Willi does not remember if he looked her in the eye or what her expression was. He does not remember if his mother packed suitcases. They were taken to the local police station on the rue Lobau. He does not remember how long they were there, though in an essay he wrote in 1946, he mentions 12 hours.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  This brochure was rewritten for propaganda reasons and distributed to French public schools in 1946. It says that Willy and his mother were arrested by “German soldiers”, when it was the French police. It says that they were deported to Bergen-Belsen in cattle cars, which is not true, and that the trip took two weeks.] 

He and his mother were sent to Drancy, where they stayed for 3 months. He does not remember how they learned they would be deported or when it was announced to them. Finally, they were taken to a train station – he does not say to which one in the interview, but in his essay, he says the Gare de l’Est. It was a regular passenger train. He says that he does not remember if they had food or water or how long it took. He says he does not remember arriving in the camp of Bergen-Belsen, nor what the barracks looked like. He said that there were bunk beds, but says he cannot remember if there were mattresses or if they were bare wooden planks, but he and his mother slept in the same bed.
A woman was dying and his mother took her bread – each person had 4 cm of bread a day – because Willi was so hungry. Remembering this scene, he broke down during the interview, because he remembers that he did not share any of it with his mother.
His days were spent cleaning up the grounds of the camp, stabbing at litter with a nail attached to a pole. He says his mother worked somewhere in a factory, but does not know what she did. She became thinner and thinner and her hair turned white, although she was only 40.
Once, they received a food package from the Red Cross because Hersh Leib was a POW.
It seems that news about the Allied landing on D-Day and the Liberation of Paris came to the camp. At one point, he remembers that the French internees spontaneously broke forth singing La Marseilleise.
Time sequence and places seem muddled for Mr. Akselrad. He maintains that prisoners did not leave Bergen-Belsen until May, 1945, when he, his mother, and others were put into cattle cars and sent in the direction of Theresienstadt.[footnoteRef:2] Their train wandered “for weeks”, going forward, then back. They were liberated by the Russian army at Trobitz and told to go find something to eat in the town near-by. When questioned, he seems to think that all this occurred after May 8th, 1945. Mr. Akselrad says that they arrived in Torgau, on the Elbe, but is not quite sure if they were liberated there or in Trobitz. [2:  The brochure he wrote says that prisoners were put into trains in February, 1945.] 

His mother was gravely ill with typhus and died as her son watched helplessly. He ran into some French workers, probably forcibly recruited to work in Germany. Willi was afraid to admit he was Jewish and knew nothing about funeral rites, so he said he was Protestant. They found a priest and his mother was buried somewhere in a small town. The workers took Willi under their wings and took him back to Northern France with them to a place that sounded like “Ihrsaint”. He was handed over to a social worker, who took him back to Paris and actually accompanied him to his parent’s apartment. The Jewish neighbors told Willi not to tell his father that his mother had died. Willi had to be sent to the Claude Bernard Hospital because he had caught typhus, too.
Willi comments that his father was not too gifted in figuring out things. He sent his son off to a Home for the Children of Resistance Fighters, either Deported or Executed, and few were Jewish. Willi did not feel very comfortable there. It was at this home in Ville-d’Avray, outside of Paris, that the in-house school teacher asked him to write about his experiences. His account was then re-worked and illustrated by naïve children’s drawings in a collection of brochures called “Enfantines”[footnoteRef:3], used to shape the narrative of what had happened during the war for young Frenchmen. [3:  Scans of Xerox copies of this 15-page booklet accompany this interview.] 

Finally, he transferred to a home for Jewish children called “Le Vieux Phare” (The Old Lighthouse) in Malmaison. It had a Zionist outlook and inspired Willi to immigrate to Israel at the age of 15. His father, who had been muddling along, selling scraps of fabrics and doing other odd jobs, joined him. Willi enjoyed the communal life of the kibbutz and was happy working there, but his father could not adapt to this life and by 1950, they returned to France.
Willi was apprenticed to a tailor and learned the garment trade. He soon set-up business on his own, working on all types of garments.
Willi’s first wife worked with him. They had two daughters and were married for 25 years. After his divorce, he married Annette, the daughter of a camp survivor, and had a son, David, who is now 29 and is an engineer. 
After the interview was over, Mr. Akselrad remembered that he forgot to mention his active participation in the French Communist Party until the invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968.
This entire period was understandably traumatic for Mr. Akselrad and he has never been interviewed for any oral history project before. He has not wanted to testify in schools, either. It was emotional and there were moments when he broke down. A protection mechanism seemed to come into play:  he could not seem to remember any concrete details of the events that occurred, even when prodded. He recounted events in much the same way as he did in the pre-interview on the phone, sometimes giving even fewer details.
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