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Franta Kohn, my mother’s first cousin, was deported to 
Theresienstadt in 1941. Both his parents died in the 
concentration camps. While Franta survived the brutal 
conditions of the death march without any food or water, 
he witnessed his best friend, Pavel Weinberger, die from 
starvation just one day before being liberated.

Franta kept Pavel’s little leather bag containing broken needles, 
threads, shoelaces, a broken toothbrush, and a mirror. It was 
all that remained of him.

Upon his return to Prague, Franta ran into Pavel’s widow, Gerti 
Gans Weinbergerova. Gerti and Pavel, already engaged to be 
married before the war, pushed up their wedding date as their 
Rabbi advised, in the hope that they would be more likely to 
stay together when they were deported. Gerti and Pavel were 
indeed deported together, soon after their wedding. Gerti, 
in describing Theresienstadt, said: “At that time in 1941 and 
1942, one could not walk around freely in Theresienstadt—
only in guarded kolonnen (units). Only after the Jewish ghetto 
locked up and Czech gendarmes, SS, and German guards were 
present at all time could one move freely within the ghetto.”

When they were deported to Theresienstadt in 1941, Gerti 
and Pavel were given permission to live together in a small 
attic apartment. Pavel held a prominent position in the ghetto, 

which, combined with having had the foresight to wed before 
their deportation, allowed them to have their “honeymoon” in 
Theresienstadt.

Regrettably, their honeymoon came to a rather abrupt end 
when they found out that the SS command office had moved 
into the premises just below their attic retreat. Gerti and Pavel 
decided that it was safer to move out as soon as possible, so 
as not to be in such close proximity to the SS command. They 
separated to the men’s and women’s barracks and rarely saw 
each other, but not for lack of trying.

Gerti worked in the Art Department in Theresienstadt and 
was asked with drawing Christmas and other holiday cards. 
In honor of Pavel’s upcoming 26th birthday, Gerti arranged 
to have Lotte Popper, a painter who worked in the same 
art department, paint eight specific scenes that had special 
meaning for them. Gerti paid for these eight paintings with 
chunks of bread.

Gerti had planned to give her husband Pavel these paintings 
on his birthday, along with a birthday cake she made from 
bread, margarine, and sugar. On Pavel’s birthday, Gerti tried to 
get into his barracks by volunteering with the cleaning crew, 
but the German guard did not allow her to enter. She was 
unable to see Pavel or deliver the gifts she had for him.

Attic honeymoon in Terezin / Amira Kohn Trattner

Gerti Gans and Pavel Weinbergera



THERESIENSTADT  MARTYRS  REMEMBRANCE  ASSOCIATIONNewsletter14

Here is a translation of Gerti’s description of the paintings, 
which she wrote in 1997:

I. The arrival of a new transport (1942) 
in Theresienstadt, guarded by Czech 
gendarmes and SS. At such times, all 
windows had to remain completely shut.

II. An arbeiter kolonne (work unit) of 
young men—Jewish inmates helping 
to distribute people’s belongings in 
the barracks. At that time, men and 
women had to reside in separate 
barracks.

III. Women in the 
basement peeling potatoes, and in the 
back one can see our men in the arbeiter 
kolonne arriving with new sacks of 
potatoes. This way, we could sometimes 
see our menfolk.

IV. At work, for example here in the 
W.P.A. (Wirtschaftsabteilung–Produktion) 
bureau, my husband (Paul Weinberger) 
worked there. He had to take his hat off, 
present the gendarme with identification 
papers, and request permission to be admitted to the 
workplace.

V. From the kasserne (barracks) for 
elderly people—a dead person is being 
taken away. (Gerti’s grandparents died in 
Theresienstadt).

VI. Me, volunteering to a cleaning 
kolonne so that I could enter the barracks 
where my husband resided. Since it was 
his birthday, I made him a torte out of 
bread, “coffee” and sugar. That time, the 
gendarme was mean and did not let us 
into the barracks.

VII. A “landwirtschafts areite kolonne 
(land work unit) that worked outside 
the ghetto under guard. One can see 
the walls, which completely confined the 
ghetto.

VIII. Our palace, a huge exception, 
where during the last year, my 
husband and I could live together and 
be completely alone. It was a former 
chicken coup that we could enter only 
by using a ladder, and we could not 
stand up straight in it, but we were so 

happy there. I made a curtain from a potato sack on which a 
chicken and rooster were painted.

The paintings were painted in 1942. Gerti and Pavel 
were deported to Auschwitz on the last transport from 
Theresienstadt, in October 1944. Prior to their deportation, 
Gerti asked a Danish woman in Theresienstadt to hold onto 
her small suitcase, in which the paintings were. Gerti thought 
that the Danish Jews would not be deported east and hoped 
to protect the few belongings she still had. The Danish woman 
agreed to hold onto Gerti’s suitcase, but when she was 
repatriated to Denmark (as arranged by the Danish King), she 
was unable to take the suitcase with her.

When Gerti returned to Theresienstadt after surviving 
Auschwitz and Bergen-Belsen, she weighed 84 pounds and 
could barely walk. Her closest friend, Fela Urbach, remained 
in Theresienstadt throughout the war and told Gerti that the 
Danish woman had been forced to leave her suitcase behind. 
Fela told Gerti about a storage room in Theresienstadt with 
some old suitcases and a lot of junk all over the floor, where 
she might find her suitcase. Although she found her suitcase 
open and most of her belongings missing, she did find all her 
paintings scattered on the floor with all the junk. Gerti took 
them to Prague.

Upon Franta and Gerti’s chance meeting on the streets of 
Prague, they connected through their shared sorrow over 
Pavel’s death and the immense grief of losing their parents. 
They found consolation in being together.
They shared not only their love for many people and things, but 
for art, too. Just as Gerti had commissioned eight painting in 
honor of Pavel’s birthday, Franta had commissioned a painting 
from a different artist in Theresienstadt, named Leo Haas.
In 1946, my grandparents traveled from Palestine to Prague 
to search for family and friends who might have survived the 
concentration camps. My grandfather ran into his nephew 
Franta, one of the few remaining survivors in our family. 
Franta, orphaned by the war, asked his uncle to stand in for 
his father at his upcoming wedding to Gerti in the town hall.
Franta and Gerti remained in Prague until 1948, living under 
the communist regime. Eventually, Franta’s uncle, who was a 
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diplomat in Venezuela, helped them and three other couples 
emigrate to Caracas.
My husband and I visited Franta and Gerti in Caracas, 
Venezuela almost every year, until it became too dangerous 
to travel there. During one of those visits, Gerti mentioned 
the eight paintings she had commissioned for Pavel’s birthday. 
She took out a folder with the eight paintings of scenes from 
Theresienstadt painted by Lotte Popper. It turned out that 
just as Gerti had packed up her paintings and taken them to 
Prague at the end of the war when she was liberated, she 
packed them up again in yet another suitcase and took them 
with her to Venezuela when they fled the Communist regime 
in Czechoslovakia in 1948. She had kept them in a drawer 
for over fifty years. Gerti said that she would like me to have 
seven of them. I felt humbled and honored.
It was during that same visit that Franta told us about some 
of his experiences in Theresienstadt, one of which involved 
some paintings.

Upon arriving in Theresienstadt, Franta befriended a farmer 
named Walter Fuchs. Franta had brought his harmonica to 
Theresienstadt and often played Czech music while the other 
young men listened and hummed along.
One of these young men was Walter Fuchs. Franta asked him, 
“I have to do something to help my parents—when they come, 
I’ll have to give them my food card. So where could I do some 
useful work?” Walter Fuchs told Franta he had a job for him 
tending the fire in the bakery. “I didn’t tell him he was crazy, 
but I did tell him, ‘First of all, I don’t know how to fire anything, 
and secondly, I cannot eat coal.’” Walter said, “Don’t worry. 
Just shut up and take it.”
Walter Fuchs showed Franta how to light the baker’s oven. 
He picked it up immediately. “My title was fireman, and I did it 

well.” Occasionally, Franta was able to go into the room where 
the dough was prepared by hand to help knead the dough 
and put it on iron plates. There were times when he was able 
to steal a little and hide it behind the toilet until the end of his 
shift. Then he would squeeze the dough between his legs and 
bring it to his parents and friends. Sometimes, he squeezed 
baked chunks of bread into his groin area because he knew 
that this was the only place the Germans would not physically 
check him. “They still had a little bit of civility,” Franta said. 
Franta missed being at home and having some of the familiar 
artwork to create a homey feeling. He decided to ask Leo 
Haas to duplicate three of the paintings that were left behind 
in his family’s empty apartment after they were deported to 
Theresienstadt. In exchange for these paintings, Franta gave 
Leo Haas some bread he had stolen from the bakery. One of 
these paintings was of a vase with three flowers.
Many years later, in a drawing he made for our family to show 
where he had hidden the paintings, Franta wrote:

Dear Amira,
I am trying to draw the floorplan of the attic in the Hannover 
kasserne, where I hid the three watercolor paintings that Leo 
Haas painted for me in exchange of some bread. On October 
26, 1944), I rolled them up and put them on top of the wooden 
beams underneath the roof, not visible from the floor, naively 
hoping that one day I would find them again. I never returned 
to Theresienstadt, so I think it would be a miracle to find them 
after so many years and after so many people have been 
through that place.
Love,
Franci

My husband and I, along with my son and daughter-in-law, 
went to Theresienstadt in the mid-1990s in search of Franta’s 
paintings. His sketches were clear and precise, and we found 
the exact location in the Hannover barracks. My son climbed 
into the attic and searched all the beams but there was no 
trace of the paintings or of anything else.
Gerti, who has just turned 100 years old, continues to live in 
what she calls her “gilded cage,” the three-story house she and 
Franta built on top of a small hill on a quiet cul-de-sac, with a 
lovely terrace and garden that blooms with Bougainvillea and 
orchids.
She lives there with two Colombian sisters who take care of 
her. Her friend Fela, who is 95 years old, still drives and checks 
in on her regularly.

There, in that “gilded cage,” she keeps the last painting that 
she commissioned Lotte Popper to paint as one of her most 
cherished memories: of the small attic room that she shared 
with Pavel for several months in Theresienstadt. ■

Gerti and Franta Kohn at their wedding day on 10/23/1946 in 
Prague. With my grandfather, Franta's uncle, Victor Kohn. 
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המשרד לשיוויון חברתי

 BT Annual Conference 2021 with the Ghetto Survivors: Eva Hefer, Tana Stern, Zvi Cohen, Gerda Steinfeld, 
Ruth Meissner, Eva Erben, Vera Idan, Handa Drori, Hannah Sternlicht and Dita Kraus, together with the 
Czech Ambassador Martin Stropnick‘y, Tami Kinberg, Deputy Ambassador of Slovakia Ľubomír Lúčan and 
Daniel Shek. 

For donations or payments: 
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