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Part 2, based on Erika Shaffer’s stories.
How Moses Ben Zion came to be called Otto

When a child was very ill and the parents feared for his life, the custom was to
change the child’s name. Boys would often be called Olter (Old Man in Yiddish) and
girls Babtzie or Babi (Granny). There was a superstitious belief that the Angel of
Death would be confused, he would not find the child and so its life would be saved.
Indeed, Otto had both a sister and an aunt known as Babtzie. These nicknames were
in daily use, so much so that his aunt’s real name is no longer known and his sister
Mina, whom I met when she was about 80 years old, I knew only as Aunt Babtzie.

When Otto was about a year old, he was so ill that his life was in immediate
danger. At that time, he received the nickname Olter. Later on, when German started
to replace Yiddish in everyday use, his sisters started to call him Otto. It sounded
similar and it was a very fashionable name at the time: one of the Austrian crown
princes was called Otto. The name stuck and I remember this was what he was called
at home.

The family moves to Hatna. High school in Suceava.

At the end of his Childhood Memories, Otto was still a little boy who finished
one year of cheder. Since boys were sent to cheder very young, at four or five, he
could have been five or six years old at that time. The next thing I know about him is
that he started junior high school in Suceava and by that time the family was no
longer living in Hlinitza. Since I know that they went to the New Synagogue, which
was built in 1902, I can conclude that they moved between 1903 and 1907 but when I
don’t know, and why I can only guess.
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The family’s new home was in the town of Hatna, now called Darmanesti, some
15 kilometres north of Suceava, and Hersch Zwecker made a living by running a pub.
Since before the turn of the 20th century the town was a railway junction of some
importance, trains went South to Suceava, North to Czernovits, and East to Radautz.
If Hesch Zwecker chose to run a pub there, I suppose he expected to have many
customers.

At his wife’s insistence Hersch sent his only son to school in Suceava. Liceul
Stefan cel Mare was the best school in town. It taught in German, in Romanian and in
Ukrainian. Already then Otto had an interest in literature. He went to the school
literary circle where they discussed books and read plays.

Since the school was too far away, he stayed in Suceava as a boarder with a
family called Flicker and came home only for school vacations. Although Jewish, the
Flickers were not strictly orthodox and from that time onwards Otto stopped eating
only kosher food. His mother was quite upset, but it was too late to change anything.
Much later, when Otto was already a doctor in Czernovitz and his widowed mother
stayed with him, she kept her own kitchen utensils and did her own cooking. She
used to say about her son and his family: “Mane Goyim solln mir gesind san!” [My
non-Jews should keep well!]



Otto in high school

By an interesting turn of fate, when I started to work as a pharmacist in
Jerusalem, I had an elderly colleague called Mrs. Flicker. I knew that she was a
native of Bukovina, we were on good terms, we talked in German, but I never
inquired about her background. I only knew that she was a widow and her husband
had died many years before. Once, when Otto came to visit me in Jerusalem, I took
him to meet Mrs. Flicker. They had a long talk and in the end it appeared that Otto
had known her long deceased husband as a little boy with a running nose: it was the
son of the family he was boarding with.
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Mrs. Hava Flicker, around 1980.

Studies in Vienna. Literary creations.

One year before Otto graduated high school, World War I broke out. It was
feared that Russia would invade Bukovina. Otto decided to leave home and finish
high school in Vienna where his sister Schlieme, “Geletke” the talkative, was living.



During his school years he was known as Moses Birnbaum because his parents had
been married only by a religious ceremony and he was considered illegitimate.
Before graduation he came home and said to his parents “Jetzt gehen wir heiraten!”
[Now we are going to get married!]. After his parents were legally married, he
received new papers as Moses Zwecker and this is also the name in his matriculation
certificate.

Between 1915 and 1923 Otto was a student in Vienna. For the first two years he
studied German and the classical languages. He eventually realized that he wouldn’t
be able to make a living from these subjects, so he switched to medicine. But this
doesn’t mean that his interest in literature was in any way diminished. He has often
said: “Ich bin verheiratet mit der Medizin, aber meine heimliche Geliebte ist die
Literatur.” [I’m married to medicine, but my secret lover is literature. ]

During the years he lived in Czernovitz he gave public lectures on literary
subjects at Toynbee Hall. He also wrote plays, many of them with a political
background. He read them aloud to his close friends and then burned them. Nothing
has survived. One play was about Shalom Aleichem. Another one was based on a
true story: in 1941, when the Russians occupied Czernovitz, a Jewish pharmacist
hanged himself rather than be deported to Siberia.

I remember another of his creations, a play in verse that he read to me when I
was a child. It was called Die Gemse [The mountain goat — a symbol of freedom]. It
was about a group of children on a trip to the mountains. One evening, when they
were gathered around the campfire, somebody started to tell an old legend of those
parts. Gradually the children fell asleep and the story continued to be acted out as if
in their dream. The theme was innocuous enough for communist Romania: a peasant
uprising against oppression. But was there more to it than met the eye? At the age of
10 or 12 I couldn’t judge. This play hasn’t survived either. Only two lines are left in
my memory. At some point the envoy of the baron comes to announce a new tax to
the villagers:

’

“Fiir jedes Fenster einen Dukaten.’
“ Fiir jeden Keller fiinfzig Ratten!”

[For each window one gold coin. And a voice from the crowd answers back:
For each cellar fifty rats!]. This is quite typical for Otto’s sense of humour.

Graduation from university. Marriage.

Otto graduated from the University of Vienna and became a doctor in 1923.
When he decided to study in Vienna, he was an Austrian citizen and Bukovina was an
Austrian province. But at the end of World War I the Austrian Empire ceased to exist
and Bukovina became part of Romania. He had become a graduate of a foreign
university and he did not automatically have permission to practice medicine in
Romania. He had to make a special trip to Bucharest in order to obtain a Romanian
licence.

After this was attended to it became high time to think about getting married.
The way to do it was to contact a marriage broker or shadchan. The most attractive
proposal he got was Jeanette Harnik. She belonged to a good Jewish family from



Seletin, in Eastern Bukovina. She was pretty and well educated by the standards of
the time: she spoke good German and liked to read German poetry. Her dowry was
considerable too. She would make a good Frau Doktor. Otto wrote a letter to the
family and it was agreed that he would come to meet her.

There was a train connection to Seletin but the only train arrived very late at
night. Otto was told how to find his way to the house, but for some reason he
preferred to take a shortcut. While walking through the meadows in the dark he fell
into an open pit. Luckily, he didn’t break anything but he couldn’t get out and had to
spend part of the night in the pit. Only at dawn did he find a way out and finally
made it to the house of his bride. What he looked like on that morning can easily be
imagined. Nevertheless, Jeanette accepted him. The wedding took place in Radautz.
After the wedding Otto had to return to Vienna to finish his specialization. He
worked with Prof. Finger in dermatology.

A medical career.

Otto’s first job was in a clinic in Hotin, some 50 kilometres east of Czernovitz.
The conditions were so bad that his new wife refused to join him there, although for a
country girl to go to the city should have been fine. Why was the city of Hotin so
much worse off than the village of Seletin? After World War I both belonged to
Romania but only a few years earlier Czernovitz and Seletin had been part of the
Austrian empire, while Hotin had been part of Russia. In the clinic in Hotin Otto
worked together with a feldsher, a local doctor’s assistant. One day the assistant fell
ill. Otto went to see him and checked his pulse. The assistant said to him; “Doctor,
whom are you trying to kid, we both know there is no such thing as a pulse!” The
feldsher’s understanding of medicine should give an idea of how backward the place



was. No wonder that Otto didn’t stay long. Soon he moved to Czernovitz and opened
his own clinic.

His first address was in Avram Iancu Street, earlier known as Karolinengasse.
This is where his daughter Erika was born. The house belonged to the rabbi of
Sadagura and people going to the synagogue had to pass through their yard. The front
room served as clinic. In the beginning they had a manservant called Iurko, a
Ukrainian from Seletin. He used to open the door for the patients. He looked very
smart in his white apron. He was a wonderful servant but some people laughed at him
for doing a woman’s job, so eventually he left and went to work as a waiter.

Business was good and in 1929 or 1930 the family moved into a larger
apartment on the same street. The owners of the house, Koch and Goldstein, had a
fabric shop on the ground floor. There were four apartments on the first floor while
the ground floor was taken by businesses: shops dealing in porcelain, furs, knitwear,
stockings as well as a lawyer’s office. It was a four-room apartment where the family
used two rooms and the other two served as clinic and waiting room. Eventually Otto
accumulated some savings and started to think about buying his own house but this
plan was never realized. His fortune started to deteriorate. The Great Depression
may have some part in this but there were also personal problems related to Jeanette’s
family.

Jeanette’s family.
Jeanette was the daughter of Moses Harnik from the little town of Seletin, in the

hills of eastern Bukovina. The family was relatively well off. They owned meadows
used for making hay, tracts of forest and two water mills.




Moses Harnik in 1916
Moses Harnik was married to his first cousin Feige Jides, also a Harnik. They had
three children: David, Joseph and Sally. (I remember having met Joseph’s widow
Rosa in 1968 in Radautz. Her only claim to fame is the recipe of green beans with
breadcrumbs: “green beans a la Tante Rosa”.) Moses Harnik’s wife died at Sally’s
birth or shortly afterwards. Later he married again and it was again a first cousin: his
first wife’s younger sister Pesie Dvoire known as Babi (Granny). The couple had five
more children: Steffi, Bernhard, Jeanette, Fritzia and Malvine.

Babi Harnik with her daughters: Steffi in peasant dress, Fritzia on the left, Jeanette on
the right, and little Malvine in front. The young man is the girls’ tutor, Mr Hausfeld.
The picture was taken shortly before the First World War.

Moses Harnik died in 1922 and his widow Babi conducted the business helped
by her son and her son in law. Steffi, married to Muniu Kolomenko, was in charge of
the household. Fritzia lived with her husband Joseph Gara in Halmeu, a town in
north-eastern Romania. Jeanette was married to Otto Zwecker in Czernovitz while
Malvine, the youngest, was still at home. The fact that there was no man of
experience to take care of the business caused some economic hardship. There was
no money for Malvine’s dowry, although the family had assets. The only source of
cash Babi could think of were Otto’s savings. She proposed that Jeanette should
contribute the cash for Malvine’s dowry and in return she should become the sole
owner of one of the mills which would be operated by her brother. She should get the



revenue from the mill and pay her brother a salary. In the beginning it seemed like a
good idea, Jeanette and Otto agreed. Only the project turned into a disaster.

Malvine and Siegfried in 1927

Tribulations.

Malvine’s marriage was doomed from the start. It turned out that the
bridegroom, Dr. Siegfried Schaffel, wanted only the dowry, not the bride. He had a
relationship with another woman but he needed money. He had used up all the capital
of the family for his medical studies and his two younger sisters needed dowries.
Therefore, he asked for a larger than usual marriage portion and he got it — he was a
rather dashing young man and Malvine liked him, so her mother paid up. He took his
new wife to Vienna and installed her in an apartment while he himself went to live
with his girlfriend in a small town. After the Anschluss she fled to England; he fled to
Shanghai and they never met again. He died in New York in the 1950s; she died
alone in London in the 1980s. When I think of her, the first thing I remember are her
words: “Mein Schmerz ist gross” [My pain is great]. I think this sentence defined her
life.

The other participants in the project were just as unlucky. Jeanette’s brother
Bernhard operated the mill for a short time and then fell ill with tuberculosis. At the
doctors’ recommendation he went to a sanatorium in Vienna. The sanatorium was
expensive and besides it was necessary to hire an overseer for the mill, a certain
Salpeter. And of course, the source of cash was Otto. After a while Salpeter eloped
with Bernhard’s wife, Anna, and with as much money as he could lay his hands on.



So, no mill, no miller and no money. An old friend and schoolmate of Otto’s, the
lawyer Dr. Strominger, advised him to sue Anna and Salpeter. Otto agreed and Dr.
Strominger took up the case. It dragged on and on, took up more and more money
and led nowhere. But the worst was yet to come.

The worst misfortune.

It was 1930 or thereabouts. Jeanette had taken her little daughter Erika and
gone to spend the summer with her family in Seletin, Otto was alone at home with
the servant girl. One night he dreamed of his eldest sister Rosa who was no longer
living. In his dream his sister had come to visit. He was frightened and started to
run. His sister called after him: “Loif nischt, di est brechen de Fies!” (Don’t run,
you’ll break your legs!) He woke up with a start.

The following morning, he noticed that he had run out of cigarettes. He
crossed the street to the kiosk, slipped on a melon rind and broke his hip. A cable
was sent to Seletin and Jeanette returned the next day. The situation was bad. The
only available treatment was a plaster cast up to the waist to be worn for six months.
The plaster cast alone in the middle of summer was enough to drive one crazy. As a
doctor he was of course aware of the other risks: pressure sores, blood clotting in the
veins, causing anything from pulmonary emboly to stroke. Only there was no
choice, he had to survive the ordeal and he did. Even when the plaster cast was
removed, his troubles were not over. The muscles had wasted away from lack of use.
He had to learn to walk again, slowly and laboriously, by holding on to the back of a
kitchen chair. Against all odds he succeeded. I remember him in his sixties walking
to work every day up a rather steep slope, going downtown and wherever he needed
to. Only he always walked slowly, in little steps.

While he was incapacitated, he employed a colleague, Dr Froelich, to replace
him at the clinic. Sometimes when there was a difficult case Dr Froelich would take
the patient into the bedroom where Otto lay in his plaster cast and Otto would help his
young colleague with the diagnosis. But many patients left and after paying Dr
Froelich’s salary and the court expenses, there was hardly any money left.

One of Otto’s friends, the paediatrician Dr Noe, lent him an early radio set to
help him pass the time. It was a great novelty and the neighbours came to see it.
Among them was Babe Zisl, a 90-year-old lady, the mother of Koch and grandmother
of Goldstein, the owners of the house.

“Fin wonen ot ir genimen de Maschin?” [Where did you get the machine?], she
inquired.

“Fin Dr Noe.”

“Dem Tatn fin em Dr Noe ken ich. Eris a sehr frimer Yid. In de Maschin misn
sahn sehr gite Yidische Sticklach!” [I know Dr Noe’s father. He is a very pious Jew.
The machine must have very good Jewish stuff inside!]

Life goes on.
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By 1932, when Erika started school, Otto had recovered, business had improved
and the family had moved again. They were now living on the corner of
Karolinengasse and Mehlplatz, in a very elegant building. It had six floors and three
elevators; there was central heating and even central vacuum cleaning. The middle
part of the building was taken up by Hotel Bristol while the two side wings contained
luxury apartments. A very important feature of this apartment was the fact that it was
possible to reach it via the hotel entrance, so patients could get to the clinic in
complete anonymity.
-
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Otto was a heavy smoker despite having seen his father die as a result of
smoking. Around 1937 he fell ill. His heart had become so weak that he couldn’t
leave his bed. It looked as if his days were numbered. He called a famous heart
specialist from Bucharest, Prof Danielopolu. The professor made the long journey to
Czernovitz and diagnosed... nicotine poisoning. Otto stopped smoking and soon
recovered. He never again had any heart troubles, but he never touched another
cigarette.



