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Esarey: Hello, this is Carol Esarey. We are in Ossie Langfelderôs home, at his kitchen 

table. The date is June 7, 2012. This interview is part of the Abraham Lincoln 

Presidential Libraryôs Immigrant Stories Oral History project, and we are 

going to begin right now. 

One of the first things I wanted do 

was to begin to talk about your mom and 

your dad. I will read to you just what I have, 

what you gave me, your motherôs name, 

which is Ruth Maria. Her maiden was 

Dengler, correct? 

Langfelder: Thatôs correct. 

Esarey: She was born in 1900, and she passed away 

in 1977. Weôre going to be taking 

information also from Ossieôs book, My 

Incredible Journey, as he talks this morning. 

Iôm going to stop talking very shortly. One 

of the very important people that Ossie talks 

aboutðand we would like to start with 

herðis his mother, Ruth Maria. So, if you 

could, begin to talk about your mom a little 

bit.   
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Langfelder: My mother was a very sophisticated lady, as I recall, She spent most of the 

time just raising my sister and I, devoted almost twenty-four hours a day 

looking after us. We lived in Vienna, in a very small apartment, and her 

number one priority was cleanliness.  

Every piece of furniture we had, I remember, was white. She wouldnôt 

permit any other thing, because she wanted to see fingerprints, if anybody left 

fingerprints on the stove or the closet or whatever. She scrubbed continually, 

just to keep everything just perfect. Thatôs how we were raised. Thatôs why 

Iôm somewhat of the same attitude as sheôs had.  

My mother never knew how to cook, because her mother stayed with 

us most of the day, and she did the cooking, and she bathed us and things like 

that. So, my mother, like I said, spent most of the time with us.  

After she cleaned us, usually in the morning, I recall, we didnôt live 

too far away from a large park in Springfield, and she would walk us down to 

the park. We were allowed to walk around.  

In those days they did not have the type of recreational facilities like 

you have today. The only thing in that park was a huge, I remember, a huge 

sandbox. It was probably twenty feet by twenty feet, but my parentsðI would 

say my motherðnever allowed us to go into that box for fear that we would 

get sand in our hair or our eyes. Like I said earlier, she was so particular with 

cleanliness that I donôt ever remember standing inside the sandbox. I could 

just stand outside, looking at all the other children playing.   

Esarey: I remember you have a picture of you and your sister, Edith, walking down 

the street with buckets.  

Langfelder: Thatôs right. Yes. 

Esarey: Were those the buckets that you took to the sandbox? 

Langfelder: Thatôs the buckets we took for the sandbox, but we could never use them, 

because we never went into the sandbox. (laughs) 

Esarey: You came home the same way. 

Langfelder: Empty, and were the same way when we left. I guess, that was just part of our 

training.  

Esarey: What did you think about not being able to play with the other children in the 

sandbox? 

Langfelder: Of course, that was many, many years ago. I donôt recall. I never felt I was 

being punished. That was just my motherôs directions, and we just obeyed it, 

without any questions. 
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Esarey: You did? 

Langfelder: Yes, oh, yes 

Esarey: Your wrote about your mom being a veryéShe wanted to teach you cultural 

things, as well. She was very well versed inð 

Langfelder: Oh, yes. 

Esarey: éin the culture of Vienna. What was that like? 

Langfelder: Well, at that young age, we werenôt allowed to go to movie theaters. I donôt 

believe I ever saw a movie in Vienna, itself. But on week-ends, if we were 

allowed to go anywhere, my parents would take us to the opera. So, can you 

imagine a child that young going to opera? But we enjoyed it, because thatôs 

all you knew. You actually looked forward to seeing that. You might not have 

understood; I donôt remember. I remember going to the opera, but I donôt 

remember if I understood it or not. I doubt it very much.  

Esarey: Do you remember how young you were, what age you were, when you started 

attending events like this? 

Langfelder: Oh, I think we were probably something around eight or nine years of age. 

Esarey: So you were a little older. 

Langfelder: Oh, yes. 

Esarey: You had already started school?  

Langfelder: Yes. 

Esarey: Do you remember much about being a really young child, before six?  

Langfelder: Well, I do remember my first day going to school. 

Esarey: Very traumatic, wasnôt it? 

Langfelder:  It was very traumatic for me. Like I say, my mother always accompanied us 

everywhere, so it was just the feeling that, well, how come sheôs going to 

leave me? So, I remember really, not just crying, I was screaming. I guess I 

threw a tantrum by todayôs standards. (both laugh) So, my mother took us 

back home. My father and mother both were with me when I did it. The 

following day, she just made certain that I would stay, and I did. Then, I 

actually got over it, like every other child does.  

Esarey: Your mother was with you all the time.  
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August Oscar Dengler (1875-1921). 
Ossieôs maternal grandfather was 
born in Russia,  

Langfelder: All the time. We never left the house without her. I mean, she justéIn the 

house, she always made certain we would do things, like homework or 

writing. Everything was constructive. You have to realize, we did not even 

have a radio. There was no radio, no TV or anything. So, you just studied, or 

you did what your parents asked you to do.  

Esarey: Your mother grew up in Vienna, correct? 

Langfelder: That is correct, yes. 

Esarey: Did she ever talk about her own life in Vienna, when she lived there as a 

young woman? 

Langfelder: She said very little. Sheôs not like me; she didnôt reminisce much. (Esarey 

laughs) When she did tell me stories, she talked about her father a lot, who I 

never did know, because, like I said in the bookð 

Esarey: Describe that whole thing. 

Langfelder: éhe was a salesperson in Russia. He traveled 

throughout Russia, all those years, and naturally 

came home. When World War I started, naturally, 

being of Austrian descent, the Russians put him in 

a prison camp. 

Esarey: What was his name? 

Langfelder: His name was Oscar Dengler. 

Esarey: What did Oscar do?  

Langfelder: Pardon me? 

Esarey: What did they do? What was his work? 

Langfelder: I donôt know what he sold, but he was a 

salesperson. I understood he spoke very fluent Russian. When he was able to 

escape from prison camp, he was able to travel back to Vienna because of his 

knowledge of Russian. Iôm sure he knew a lot of people that would hide him, 

on the way home.  

When she [Ossieôs mother] talked about him, she always had great 

admiration for him. The sad thing is that, when he returned homeéI believe 

he caught pneumonia in the prison camp, and he died shortly thereafter. As a 

matter of fact, he passed away before I was born. Thatôs all she ever talked 

about, is admiration for him.  

Esarey: Did she know Russian?  



Ossie Langfelder  Interview # IM-A-L-2012-026 

5 

Langfelder: No, my mother, she spoke some French, and so did my dad. In Austria, we 

spoke German. The foreign language that was studied mostly was French, 

because we were just adjacent to France, and we were adjacent to Switzerland, 

a portion of which is French-speaking. Nowadays, everyone in foreign 

countries attempts to learn English, but in those days, French was 

predominate. 

Esarey: She had a very scary experience. 

Langfelder: Oh, definitely.  

Esarey: When she was young. 

Langfelder: Yes. 

Esarey: I think you described it as an upper middle class family that she lived in.  

Langfelder: Yes. 

Esarey: How did your father get to Russia? I didnôt get the connection. He was a 

salesman? 

Langfelder: I anticipate it was by train because, in those days, we had no cars.  

Esarey: So, he went there for work. 

Langfelder: Oh, yes, and I would say he traveled by train. 

Esarey: How long was he [Ossieôs grandfather] in the concentration camp? 

Langfelder: Well, those werenôt called concentration camps then. It was a Russian prison. 

I just feel that he was probably in that prison between two and three years. 

Esarey: A long time. 

Langfelder: Oh, yes, a long time. 

Esarey: And your mother was about how old when that happened? 

Langfelder: Well, my mother was like fifteen or sixteen years of age. 

Esarey: It would be a tough time. 

Langfelder: Yes. She was born in 1900, like my father. 

Esarey: And certainly would have remembered that. 
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Langfelder: Oh yes. Well, she spoke a lot about him because, like I said, her mother spent 

almost all day with us. You donôt talk about people who are still with you all 

the time that you depend on.  

What is interesting to me is that my mother, she was a mother, but she 

was not really a housewife, because she didnôt do any housework, other than 

make sure we didnôt leave fingerprints on the furniture. (laughs)  

Esarey: Yes, and that was an unusual household arrangement. Describe how that all 

worked, because you had Grandmother; you had Nana; you had your mother. 

So, thatôs three women, all working. 

Langfelder: Oh yes, and we all lived in the same building. 

Esarey: Describe how that happened and what happened there. 

Langfelder: Her [Ossieôs mother] mother lived on the fourth floor of a four story 

apartment building.  

Esarey: And what did you call her? 

Langfelder: ñGrosse Omamaò becauseéThe only reason we called her thatéShe wasnôt 

that large a ladyðñGrosseò means largeðbut she was quite a bit larger than 

my fatherôs mother, who we called ñKleine Omama,ò which means small 

grandmother. (laughs)  

I was real close to her because she seemed to cater to me more than 

she did to my sisterðthat was just my feelingðwhile my Kleine Omama 

catered more to my sister than she did to me. 

Esarey: That happens in families. 

Langfelder: Thatôs how a child feels. But she always took care of me. In those days, 

although in apartment buildings you had indoor plumbing, you did not have 

bathtubs or showers. There was no such thing in those years. We had metal 

bathtubs hanging in the bathroom. 

Esarey: But you had a bathroom. 

Langfelder: Well, you shared a bathroom with the neighbor apartment. Two apartments 

shared one bathroom. There was strictly a toilet stool and a wash basin, 

(telephone rings) plus two tubs, hanging on the wall. You had your tub, and 

the neighbor had their tub.  

Whenever you had to take a bath, you took that particular tub, and they 

put it in the kitchen. There was no hot water then, either. You had to heat the 

water on the stove. I still remember my grandmothers heating the water and 
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pouring it into the bathtub. Today it probably sounds terrible, but my sister 

and I were usually arguing whose turn it was to take the bath the first timeð 

Esarey: Who got in the water first. (both laugh) 

Langfelder: ébecause the other one had to go in the same water, after the other one took a 

bath, because it had to be heated. Thatôs just the way it was. I remember my 

grandmother giving us most of the baths, although my mother usually tried to 

wash our hair, which I never enjoyed, because she didnôt care if soap ran into 

your eyes, which really burnt us. Iôm still cautious at eighty-five about having 

soap run in my eyes. (both laugh) 

Esarey: And itôs still something you think about, right? 

Langfelder: Yes I do, every time I take a shower. But, those were fun times.  

Esarey: You describe it as a good memory, with your grandmother.  

Langfelder: Oh, definitely. Oh, definitely. 

Esarey: She would physically give you baths, but your mom really didnôt do a lot of 

the physical kinds of things.  

Langfelder: No, right, right. 

Esarey: Who did the laundry? Who did the ironing? Who did the cooking? 

Langfelder: Well, my grandmother did all the cooking. My mother did not know how to 

cook. She did not learn how to cook until she came to the United States, when 

she was in her forties. (laughs) 

Esarey: That was probably traumatic for her. (laughs) 

Langfelder: That would be very traumatic. Like I said, the only thing my mother did was 

continually cleaning. It was a small apartment; it was just the kitchen and 

another room that was used as a living room and bedroom. She continued to 

clean those rooms. I guess she did ironing; I donôt recall any ironing being 

done. I know people ironed a lot then. They even ironed underwear in those 

days, so I think my mother probably did that. But my grandmother did all the 

cooking and washing all the dishes. I remember that.  

Esarey: Every day? 

Langfelder: Every day.  

Esarey: Three meals. 

Langfelder: Yes. 
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Esarey: Three meals a day. 

Langfelder: Yes, I think. Well, I donôt know if we ate three meals a day in those daysð 

Esarey: You had at least two. 

Langfelder: ébut she did all the dishes and all the kitchen.  

Esarey: She lived in the same apartment building. 

Langfelder: Yes, she lived on the fourth floor. I never knew finances. They were never 

discussed in front of children. My parents never talked about money or talked 

about news. We knew very little about occurrences. Parents kept those kinds 

of things from the children, because I didnôt think they wanted them to know 

whatôs happening in the world.  

We grew up during the Depression days, really, but at that time, we 

didnôt know it was a Depression. We just knew what was put in front of us, 

because a lot of meals my grandmother made, we call them new potatoes, 

little potatoes. She put the whole bowl in the middle of the table, and thatôs all 

we had. You could eat all the potatoes you wanted, and thatôs all you had. We 

were as happy as a lark. I looked forward to eating new potatoes. (laughs) 

Esarey: Well, you donôt miss what you donôt know. 

Langfelder: No, thatôs right; thatôs correct. 

Esarey: You describe your sister aséShe was about a year and half older?  

Langfelder: Yes, sheôs a year and a half older than I. 

Esarey: What was your relationship with your sister? 

Langfelder: Oh, we were very close. My sister was naturally somewhat dominate. 

Esarey: You have pictures together a lot. 

Langfelder: Yeah, we were always together. When Edith and I went outðwhen we didnôt  

with my motherðMy grandfather, he would take us occasionally to whatôs 

called Schonbrunn, which was the kaiserôs palace. 

 

Esarey: Iôm sorry, what was that again? 
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Langfelder: Because you asked me about my sister, she was naturally like any other older 

sibling, somewhat controlling. We always try to control the younger one. I 

never had a younger one, so I donôt know. But, we got along just great, 

because we went to school together. Girls in those days went to separate 

classrooms than boys. They were never co-educational. 

 

Esarey: The girls and the boys were in separate rooms, correct? 

Langfelder: Separate room, yes. 

Esarey: You were in the same school? 

Langfelder: I think sheôs really the only girl I knew while I was growing up in Austria.  

Esarey: Really? 

Langfelder: Yes. 

Esarey: Did you have friends? 

Langfelder: I really donôt remember friends. I think I had acquaintances in school, but 

once you were out of school, you didnôt play with other children.  

Esarey: You came home.  

Langfelder: You just went home, and you did what your parents wanted you to do. The 

only time you played with others was in school.  

Esarey: Describe what you and your mom did when you came home from school. 

Langfelder: Well, the first thing we didðI remember it clearlyðwe had to do our 

homework. My mother, of courseéI knew we were doing it, because she 

would sit down with us. She was particular about handwriting. She wouldnôt 

let us use any erasers. If you made a mistakeðI can still see itðshe would 

tear up the paper, and youôd have to start over again. And there were timesð

Iôm certain that it was four or five timesðI started writing a paper over, 

because she would tear it up. But I did have beautiful handwriting. Iôm very 

critical of myself today because, at this age, I write terribly. Iôll have to show 

you some of my papers. 

Esarey: I think your handwriting, your printing, is still very good. 

Langfelder: Now I just print. But she was very particular about that. 

Esarey: Do you have some of your papers that you wrote?  

Langfelder: Yes, I still do. Yes. 
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Esarey: Iôd like to see some of those. 

Langfelder: I will get them. 

Esarey: Yeah, if you could find those.  

Langfelder: I will gladly give them to you.  

Esarey: Because, obviously, they became very important. 

Langfelder: Well, it was important to me, because being criticized about handwriting and 

things like that, when you do something nice, youôre sort of proud of it.  

Esarey: Was your momôs behavior the same with your sister? 

Langfelder: Yes, my sister, I think, what I recall, was a lot more outgoing than I was. I 

think I was a very timid person, which is kind of hard to believe now. (both 

laugh) I think Iôm still timid. Donôt ask my wife, but I think I am. My sister 

was much more like a tomboy at times, I thought. (phone rings).  

Esarey: Thatôs interesting. But she had to have good handwriting, too, correct? 

Langfelder: Oh, yes. Oh, yes. 

Esarey: Because your mom would supervise that.  

Langfelder: Yes. 

Esarey: We will talk more about your mom as we go along, because she plays a very, 

very important role a little later on in your life. Weôll come back to that. 

Langfelder: Oh, thatôd be fine. 

Esarey: Are there any other comments, thoughts, stories about your mother that you 

would like to share about her, just to help us understand what a strong woman 

she was? 

Langfelder: Well, she was a very respectfuléBy todayôs description, I would call her a 

very classy lady. She had the opportunity to be that way, because my father 

provided well for us, and she didnôt have to work, and she didnôt have to do 

things that most housewives would have to do. So she had great opportunity 

from that aspect. But, like I say, she never left us. She didnôt socialize or 

anything, never socialized. She was strictly family.  

Esarey: She stayed with you.  

Langfelder: Yes. I donôt recall her even ever having any friends. In those days, you just 

didnôt associateð  
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Ossie, Ruth and Edith on a walk in the 
hills near Vienna, early 1930s. 

Esarey: Entertain in your homeð 

Langfelder: Oh, yes, that was never done. The only one that was outgoing more was my 

dad. My mother, like I said earlier, just 

looked after us. Her prime concern was 

how you treated other people. We 

always had to be polite. We always were 

taught, as a child, you say good morning 

or good afternoon first, when you speak 

to an adult. If someone is in the room 

with you, when an adult comes in your 

room, you stand up. You never stay 

seated until they say, ñOh, go ahead and 

sit down.ò Those are the kind of things I 

remember.  

Discipline and school work and, 

like I say, cleaning, they were her 

priorities. 

Esarey: Letôs talk a little about your dad. Iôm 

going to read off his name here, Otto 

Berthold? 

Langfelder: Berthold. 

Esarey: I wanted to make sure I pronounce it. 

Langfelder: Berthold Langfelder 

Esarey: Langfelder. He was born in 1900. 

Langfelder: Correct. 

Esarey:  Same year as your mother. And he passed away in 1986. Is that correct? 

Langfelder: He passed away in 1982. 

Esarey: Iôll make that correction. Tell me about your father and his family and where 

he lived. Just kind of fill in the pieces of his life. 

Langfelder: Oh, yes. My father and my mother were as different as night and day. 

Esarey: It sounded like it, but it wasð 

Langfelder: Just totally different. I think they were more different than Midge [Ossieôs 

wife] and I. Weôre pretty different, too. He was very outgoing. I think it was 

important to him to know a lot of people and to associate with a lot of people. 
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Ossieôs father, Otto (middle of the 2nd row), pictured with the Vienna Hakoah 
Team, the ice hockey team he played with from 1927-1933. 

He was very active in sports. He played ice hockey. He knew how to play 

soccer. [That] was important to him. He knew how to ski, and any winter 

sport, he was very familiar with. 

Esarey: This was as he 

was a younger 

person, or as he 

was an adult? 

Langfelder: After I was 

born, too. 

Yeah, he 

played ice 

hockey until 

the year before 

we left Austria, 

even.  

Esarey: Tell me about 

that. Iôm not 

familiar with 

theéWas it a team sport they played in Vienna or with other Viennese? 

Langfelder: Well, ice hockey they play inside a skating rink. After, he felt he was too old, 

though he was still a young man. Itôs like any sport. He became a referee for 

ice hockey games. I remember, he even traveled as farðwell, to us itôs not 

very far, but in those daysðhe even traveled to Italy to referee ice hockey 

games, which showed his interest. My mother, I guess, she never objected to 

it. I never heard her argue with him about it or anything. 

Esarey: This was something he did. 

Langfelder: He was a very independent person, although he was married and had two 

children at home. He was never involved with us, doing homework or 

likeéWell, he worked most of the time, like any man does, so he didnôt spend 

that much time with us.  

I remember, it was interesting though, although he was of Jewish faith, 

my mother was Lutheran, we always celebrated the holidays, like Christmas 

and Easter. I remember Christmas Eves, my mother always took us out to look 

at the storefronts that were somewhat decorated. Not like we see today, but 

they were somewhat decorated. In those days, we put candles on trees rather 

than electric lights.  

But, when we came home Christmas Eve, my dad would look in the 

bedroom and say, ñOh, Santa Claus hasnôt been here yet.ò Then he went, ñOh, 

he just came.ò He opened the door, and there was a Christmas tree in our 

bedroom, with all the candles lit and all the chocolate candy hanging. We 
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didnôt have ornaments, with chocolate candy on the tree. So, he enjoyed all 

those Christian holidays more than anybody else, although he was not of the 

Christian faith. 

Esarey: And he was not Christian. 

Langfelder: Oh, no.  

Esarey: Did you do Hanukkah? 

Langfelder: No, we never did any Jewish holidays. They were all Christian holidays, 

becauseð  

Esarey: Thatôs interesting, isnôt it? 

Langfelder: Well, Austria was like 95 percent Catholic. So, they grew up in that 

environment, although his mother was a very religious Jewish lady. He went 

to the temple. There were times he took me to the temple. Maybe itôs because 

of that background that Iôm very broad minded when it comes to religion. Iôm 

Catholic, but religion doesnôt faze me one way or another. Maybe growing up 

in that environmentð  

Esarey: Maybe this is an interesting time to talk about that a little more, because there 

were three different religious influences in your country and in between your 

parents. 

Langfelder: Oh, yes. 

Esarey: And, different people in your life did different things with you, took you took 

you to different kinds of religious events.  

Langfelder:   Oh, yes. My mother, she was Lutheran. Itôs because her family were German, 

and Germany at that time was mostly Lutheran. So, European countries were 

so structured in that vain. I never heard any of immediate family, my 

grandmother or my parents, ever discuss or argue over religion, which was 

amazing, becauseð  

Esarey: It is amazing. 

Langfelder: Oh, yes, because Iôm certain that there were some objections, when they were 

married. Because in those days, you didnôt marry anyone of another religion. 

 Even when we were married, I remember, Catholics married Catholics, and 

Lutherans married Lutherans; Jews married Jews. I know the difficultly we 

encountered, so I can just imagine what they might have gone through.  

Esarey: But they didnôt talk about it?  
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Langfelder: Never heard any discussion about it.  

Esarey: Thatôs interesting. 

Langfelder: Itôs just amazing, yes. 

Esarey: Well, it speaks to all the people involved, making an effort. 

Langfelder: Oh, yeah. As a matter of fact, my dadôs mother, who I said was Jewishð 

Esarey: Itôs Kleine Omama? 

Langfelder: Kleine Omama. My mother would never take us to a Catholic church, because 

Edith and I werenôt Catholic. But Kleine Omama would take us to Catholic 

church. 

Esarey: And she was Jewish. 

Langfelder: And she was Jewish. (both laugh) She was a very stout, Jewish lady, very 

pronounced; that was her religion. She was a strong believer in it, Omama 

was.  

Esarey: Did she take you to the temple? 

Langfelder: I donôt think my sister ever went to temple, but my dad would take me once in 

a while. In those days, women would sitéI remember temple, because 

women would sit on one side, and the men would sit on the other side. They 

would never sit together. 

Esarey: No. Which is probably why your grandmother didnôt take you, because youôd 

be separated. 

Langfelder: Thatôs probably true. 

Esarey: But she took you to the Catholic services sometimes, and that was okay with 

your mom? 

Langfelder: Oh, yeah, didnôt bother her. Grosse Omama never took us to church, but I 

remember Kleine Omama. (laughs) 

Esarey: You describe all that with just like, this is the way it is, like it wasnôt unusual 

oréFor you, this wasð  

Langfelder: For me, it wasnôt. It was just an enjoyable childhood, because thatôs the way 

things were. Today, when we have grandchildren over, and they donôt like the 

food you put on the table, ñWell, letôs go to McDonaldôs.ò You ate what was 

on the table. And the strange thing was, you loved what they put on the table, 

because you didnôt know anything else, I guess, when you have no 

comparison.  
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Esarey: It was a very controlledéWell, you were in the Depression, as you said. 

Langfelder: Oh, yeah, it was the Depression. 

Esarey: I get the impression you didnôt have any idea that there was a Depression. 

Langfelder: Oh, no, had no ideað 

Esarey: Or that something was wrong. 

Langfelder: ébecause we didnôt know anything about finance or money. I never heard 

money being discussed. The only thing I recall was, if you had good grades 

during the week, or did good homeworkðthere was a grocer on the first floor 

of our apartment complexðthat my parents would give us zehn groschen, 

which is like ten pennies, and you were allowed to buy yourself one banana. 

(laughs) I eat that in one day. Yeah, we have four bananas sitting here on the 

table. I probably eat that many in one day now and donôt think anything about 

it.  

Esarey: I almost brought you a banana. 

Langfelder: (laughs) That was a treat, once a week. 

Esarey: And still is.  

Langfelder: Oh, still is, yes. 

Esarey: Still has a good memory for you. What did your father do? 

Langfelder: My father was a manager of a paper manufacturing company. They didnôt 

manufacture paper. In those days, we didnôt have paper sacks, like we do 

today. Everything was wrapping paper, and advertising was printed on that 

wrapping paper. They came in rolls, like the newspaper print. They printed 

those advertisements. Thatôs what his company did. 

Esarey: Thatôs what he did. What years was that? That was the early 1930s? 

Langfelder: Yeah, in the 1930s, between 1930 and 1940.  

Esarey: What was his specific job? What did heð 

Langfelder: Oh, he managed that company. 

Esarey: He managed how many employees? 

Langfelder: Oh, I wouldnôtð 

Esarey: Just a guess. 
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Langfelder: I couldnôtéI know it was a large factory. I would be guessing a minimum of 

twenty or fifty people. 

Esarey: He was the manager. 

Langfelder: It was a big business then. It was like, today, manufacturing those paper sacks 

that the grocery stores hold. 

Esarey: How did he get into that? 

Langfelder: I really donôt know, except I know he went to school to study chemistry. He 

wanted to become a chemist, and he graduated with a chemical degree. Maybe 

that was the only job opportunity he had; I donôt know. It was somewhat 

affluent. I guess he made enough money to take good care of the family and 

not make my mother work or anything.  

Esarey: Obviously he was able to care for your family, during the Depression. I would 

like to ask you a little bit about Fritz, because he was your fatherôsð 

Langfelder: My dadôs brother. He was the only brother he had.  

Esarey: Talk about him, because he was an important member of the family.  

Langfelder: Fritz, he was a very handsome young man. I always remember him as a young 

man, naturally. He lived with Kleine Omama, and he was single. 

Esarey: He lived with his parents. 

Langfelder: Oh, yeah, with his parents. Of course, at that time I didnôt know it, but looking 

back, with the Jewish faith, one of the sons had to take care of the family, had 

to take care of the parents.  

Esarey: That was his job.   

Langfelder: I guess, that was his job, because his Dad got married andð 

Esarey: They did different things, too. You described their daily routines differently. 

Langfelder: Oh, yes. My Kleine Omama and her husband, they owned a shirt 

manufacturing company. I remember it wasnôt a very big company. It had 

what I recall, maybe eight or nine employees.  

Fritz was the pattern maker. He would cut the patterns for different 

size shirts. He would just take the cloth that was stacked on top of each other, 

and he would just cut the pattern around that. The rest of the people were 

really seamtresses, and they would sew the shirts together, the sleeves and the 

collars or whatever.  

Esarey: He had an important position. 
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Fritz Langfelder, left, visiting with Ossieôs family, May, 1939. 

Langfelder: Yes, oh yes. He pretty much ran that part, except my grandmother was there 

all day. I donôt think she did anything, except make sure everybody worked. 

(both laugh) She was the manager, because her husband, my grandfather, all 

he did was unlock the factory, and then he went to the coffee house and drank 

coffee, played cards and smoked and whatever men did in those days. Today, 

I said, they would go out on the golf course. I tried to make a comparison, 

only we didnôt have golf courses then. Then my grandmother and Fritz never 

saw my grandfather till the next day, or till he got home, I guess. 

Esarey: But, heôd be gone all day. 

Langfelder: Fritz was a very hard worker, very friendly individual but spent all his time 

with his mother really.  

Esarey: Did you spend any time with Fritz? 

Langfelder: Not on a one-on-

one basis. The 

only reason I felt 

I knew Fritz 

pretty well is 

that, once in a 

while, my dad 

dropped me off 

at the factory 

when I didnôt 

have school, and 

I would stay 

there most of the 

day, just 

watching what they did. It was really fascinating.  

Esarey: What did they do? I have no idea how that worked. He would cut that up, and 

then what would happen? 

Langfelder: It would be like, if this was the pattern of a shirt, the front side of a shirt, they 

had theseéIt looked almost like cardboard, heavy cardboard. He would have 

a stack of cloths this thick, rectangular. He would lay that pattern on top, and 

then he would cut around that pattern, with a knife, because there was no 

electrical equipment. It was the most amazing thing to me then. It still is 

today. I can see it as plain as day. He was extremely strong. Well, you had to 

be, to be able to do that without ruining all those cloths.  

Esarey: Oh, my gosh, yeah, brave, courageous. You said Fritz became Otto, [whom] 

you called an ñaffluent gentleman.ò That would be your, grandfather, Fritz. 
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Otto (Ossieôs father), Edith (sister), and 
Ossie at Schoenbrunn, the former 
Kaiserôs palace, around 1930. Ossie is 
holding a child-size walking stick. 

Langfelder: Oh, yes, Fritz was my dadôs father. I didnôt know him very well, except once 

in a while. I do show a picture, when he would take us to Schonbrunn, to the 

KaiserôséHe liked to go to the Kaiserôs 

palace to visit.  

Esarey: We have some pictures, I think, in here of 

all of them. 

Langfelder: Yeah, I have a picture of him. Yeah, thatôs 

him. The reason I remember him so well is, 

because my parents always made me wear 

gloves and carry a cane when he took us, 

because he insisted thatôs the sign of a 

gentleman, to carry a cane. I was only like 

seven, eight, nine years old, but I always 

had to have a cane.  

Esarey: So, you had a little boy-sized cane, and 

youôd wear gloves. Do you have any 

pictures of you and your grandfather with 

you and the cane? Is there one in here? 

Langfelder: Yes, itôs in there. 

Esarey: Is this it? 

Langfelder: Thereôs another one in there, but that was he andð  

Esarey: And that would be your cane. 

Langfelder: But we had to be dressed up. 

Esarey: You had to be dressed up. 

Langfelder: The interesting thing is, I donôt ever remember wearing dirty clothes. (laughs) 

Esarey: There you are with your cane. 

Langfelder: Yeah, that was me. 

Esarey: Thatôs a good picture. 

Langfelder: Can you imagine, that was a leisure day? Can you imagine children looking 

like that today on leisure day? (laughs) 

Esarey: No. (laughs) But, for you, this was how it was supposed to be. And your sister 

went with you, correct? 

Langfelder: Oh, yes. We were always together. 
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Esarey: You were always together. 

Langfelder: Always together. 

Esarey: Many of your pictures show you almost holding hands. You were together, 

physically together.  

Langfelder: I think, until the day we left Europe. 

Esarey: How did your mother and father meet? 

Langfelder: Oh, I wish IéI donôt know. 

Esarey: Do you have any stories about how they happen to meet? 

Langfelder: No inkling at all. 

Esarey: They didnôt talk about that? 

Langfelder: No, never talked about it. I wish I would have asked. But at that time, I really 

wasnôt interested. I know it had to be difficult for either side, for either my 

motherôs family or my dadôs family, because my grandmother, Kleine 

Omama, insisted that they be married in the temple. My mother was Lutheran, 

and they were staunch Lutheran. I donôt even know if her parents attended the 

wedding. I think thatôs why they probably never discussed it.  

Esarey: They were married in the Lutheran church? 

Langfelder: No, they were married in the temple. 

Esarey: Oh, they were married in the temple. Okay, so her parentsð 

Langfelder: Oh, yeah. I donôt think her parents even went to the wedding. I donôt know 

that, but that was always my thought.  

Esarey: They physically didnôt live that far away from each other. 

Langfelder: Right around the corner. We lived in Hutteldorfer Straser (Street). At the end 

of the block was Vinegasse [?] Thatôs where my grandmother lived, my 

Kleine Omama, right around the corner.  

Esarey: So, here were these four people, with very different outlooks, but they 

managed to work with you and your mom and your dad. 

Langfelder: I donôt recall my dadôs parents ever being together with my motherôs parents. 

We never ate together, never saw each other. I saw everybody. Edith saw 

everybody, but I donôt think they saw each other. 

Esarey: An effort was made to make sure the childrenð 
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Langfelder: Oh, yes, oh yes. Today, I freely discuss my animosities. (both laugh) Iôm very 

outspoken. But, I never heard any of that kind of discussion. You never knew 

who liked or who disliked the other. You didnôt even think about people 

disliking each other.  

Esarey: Well, it wasnôt in the culture. It wasnôt in your culture as you grew up. So, did 

you ever get pictures of your parentsô wedding? 

Langfelder: I never saw a picture of my parentsô wedding.  

Esarey: So, they didnôt have pictures of that in their home? 

Langfelder: No, oh no. 

Esarey: Interesting. It is interesting, when you think aboutð  

Langfelder: Of course, photography in those days was also very expensive. So, I donôt 

know if they took pictures at weddings. Those are good questions. (Esarey 

laughs) 

Esarey: Weôre going to come now to you. Otto, Ossie Langfelder, born August 2, 

1926. Although you say in your book that you didnôt remember a lot about 

before you were six years old, because thatôs when things really started 

happening, you have some vague memories of those early years. 

Langfelder: Oh, yes.  

Esarey: Pleasant memories, correct? 

Langfelder: Oh yes. About my childhood, oh yes. Of course, in those days we had no car, 

so wherever we went, we either had to take a trolley, or you would have had 

to take a taxi cab, which, I think, was probably very expensive.  

Esarey: This is you. 

Langfelder: Yes, that was in Schonbrunn. 

Esarey: And a lot of walking. 

Langfelder: Oh, a lot of walking. 

Esarey: Your mother? 

Langfelder: Oh, yes. Well, because of transportation. Yeah, that was my mother. 

Esarey: And where were you? 
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Ossie (five yrs. old), his mother, Ruth, and sister, Edith, living on a 
farm, outside of Vienna. Summer, 1931. 

Langfelder: That was in Vienna, yes. See, that was my fatherôs ice hockey team. Of 

course, I canôt walk anymore now, but maybe I need to tell my wife, I never 

did like to walk, once I came to this country.  

Esarey: Really? You kind of gave that up, because you had to walk everywhere?  

Langfelder: I fought it tooth and toenail, because you had to walk everywhere. But you 

never thought anything about it. That was just part of your lifestyle.  

Esarey: Tell me about here, 

because you were 

young here. This is 

you on the farm. 

Langfelder: Oh yes, on the farm. 

Esarey: Talk about the farm a 

little bit, because you 

spent time there. 

Langfelder: Every summer, in 

order to, I guess, 

have my mother have 

a nice vacation and have us see the other part of life, I guess, my dad had 

made an arrangement with a farmer that was, apparently, a friend of his that 

we could visit. We would visit for quite a long time, probably like a month at 

a time. We stayed at that farm. Of course, we never saw any animals, until we 

went on the farm, because we lived in a big city. It was kind of unique, 

because that farmer, he only had five or six pigs. He would actually scrub the 

pigs every morning. 

Esarey: Big pigs, too. 

Langfelder: Over here, you donôt see anybody scrub pigs. (both laugh) We enjoy them 

being dirty. He had geese, I remember. I think my sister like to probably tease 

some of the animals, because I still remember one goose always chased her 

and used to kind of peck her in the calf a leg. Oh, she would scream. But it 

never went after me, so I think she must have teased it or something, because 

animals remember things.  

But, we enjoyed being there. We were never able to go swimming or 

anything, because he might have had a pond, but it was probably kind of dirty, 

from what I recall. I just loved being on that farm. It was so enjoyable, maybe, 

because we had so many animals around us. 

Esarey: Could you get dirty? 
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Ossie as a toddler, on the farm outside Vienna, 
with favorite black doll, in the early 1930s. 

Otto, Ruth, Ossie, and Edith, vacationing at a 
small family cottage on the Danube River, 
Austria, circa 1929. 

Langfelder: No, I was not allowed to get dirty. (both 

laugh) I never had any dirty clothes, I 

think. (laughs) 

Esarey: Because youôre not dirty in this picture. 

Langfelder: Oh, no. We werenôt allowed to get dirty. 

Esarey: Your mother didnôt come? 

Langfelder: Oh, yes, she was there. 

Esarey: She was with you? 

Langfelder: Oh, my mother went with us all the time, 

yes.  

Esarey: So, your mother was with you here. How 

did your mother like the farm? 

Langfelder: I donôt think my mother enjoyed the farm 

life, because itôs not a clean environment. 

(laughs) I didnôt know. You wouldnôt have 

known she didnôt enjoy it. She was always pleasant about itð 

Esarey: She was giving you that experience. 

Langfelder: éand never critical, to my knowledge. 

Esarey: Did your father come out to the farm? 

Langfelder: No, never did come. He just sent us 

there. That probably gave him a 

vacation, I guess.  

Esarey: Now, Iôm going to ask you this, because 

we talked about this before. It was the 

black doll. Please discuss that a little bit, 

some of your thoughts. They were very 

interesting, about this doll. 

Langfelder: Well, the interesting thing about that 

pictureéI remember the doll. I donôt 

remember having that picture taken. It 

might have been fascinating to me, 

because in Austria we never saw any 

black people, never saw any African 

Americans. It was a totally white 
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Ossieôs school classmates and teacher, Mr. Novak, about 1935, in Vienna. Ossie 
is in lederhosen in the first row. 

society. So, that doll must have been given to me, either by my parents or 

grandparents, because no one else gave you a present. I always loved that doll, 

and I carried it with me a lot of times, maybe because it was different than I 

had ever seen or ever had. 

Esarey: You donôt remember where you got it? 

Langfelder: No. I donôt remember where. I would have said it was probably a Christmas 

present, because that was the only time you received presents, at that time. 

Esarey: Did you bring it with you, when you left? 

Langfelder: No. Like I said earlier, we couldnôt take anything out of the country. But 

number one, we didnôt know we were leaving. We thought we were going on 

vacation. The only thing I had on me was my one book of stamps that they 

confiscated.  

Esarey: If you could, talk about school, entering school at the age of six. Thereôs one 

picture in here of your school and all of your students. What was your school 

like?  

Langfelder: Oh, I loved 

school. I 

always did like 

school. 

Esarey: Who were your 

teachers? 

Langfelder: Mr. Novak was 

my teacher. He 

was my teacher 

throughout my 

different 

classes, all the 

time I was in 

school in 

Vienna.  

Esarey: Which was how many years? 

Langfelder: It must have been about six years 

Esarey: About six years, six to twelve. 

Langfelder: Yeah. We had the same teacher all those years, andð  

Esarey: And this is him, in this corner, right here? 
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Ossie as a young child in 
Vienna, mid-1930s. This 
picture is on the cover of his 
autobiography, My Incredible 
Journey. 

Langfelder: This is me over here, on the bottom, on the corner. 

Esarey: Mr. Novak. 

Langfelder: Yes. I enjoyed school, and it was a public school. What surprises me now is, I 

see in that picture, they show a priest in the pictureð 

Esarey: Yes. 

Langfelder: éwhich is kind of unusual. Looking back, I donôt remember that part of it. 

Esarey: Was it a Catholic school? 

Langfelder: It was a public school. 

Esarey: A public school? 

Langfelder: Yes, but like I say, it was 95% Catholic. So, maybe that had influence at that 

time. 

Esarey: Maybe an administrator or someone like that could have been in there. 

Langfelder: Could have been. 

Esarey: Well, you described your routine of study, a lot of study. Did you enter into 

sports at all? 

Langfelder: No sports whatsoever. I donôt even know if they had sports. I donôt think there 

was such a thing in grade school.  

Esarey: Because your father was quite an athlete?  

Langfelder: Oh yes, he was, yeah.  

Esarey: But you did not? 

Langfelder: No, I didnôt do it. Well, the only thing Edith and I did 

iséMy mother was an excellent ice skater, and she 

took us ice skating almost every weekend. She taught 

us how to ride a bicycle, and she taught us how to ski, 

although she didnôt know how to ski. But those were 

the only sports that we did. It was strictly a one-on-

one basis. 

Esarey: And you had a hobby of collecting stamps. 

Langfelder: Stamps. 

Esarey: How did that start? 


