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Herta Schrom, February 6, 1976, Springfield, Illinois

Melinda Kwedar, Interviewer

A: Dr., Schrom, I'd like to start out by asking you to tell me something
about your early life; where were you born, what date and so forth?

A: I was born in Altmunster in upper Austria on July 4, 1921.

Q: Did you have brothers and sisters?

A: No, not at that time. I had a brother and sister when my mother was
remarried later, but not at that time.

Q: I see, Can you tell me something about your parents?

A: My father died when I was about a year and a half old. They're
both--as my birthplace indicates—-Austrian., As a matter of fact, both
are actually from Vienna. My father was a physicist. And as I said, he
died when I was very young so I really didn't know him.

Q: Right, Then your mother did remarry?

A: Yes, but that was later. That was in 1930 then.

Q: I see. Was your mother employed outside the home?

A: Yes, she actually worked for, well, actually all my early childhagod.
Basically, before she was remarried, obviously she worked, as a teacher,

Q: I see. What kind of teaching did she do?

A: Grade school, elementary school teaching.

Q: Did she have a college degree? Was that necessary back then?

A: That's not what they have in Austria. It would probably be about the
corresponding thing what they have there for teachers for elementary
schools. You go through high school and then have a one year course
after that.

Q: And she had had that . . .

A: Yes,

Q: . . . prior to her marriage?
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A: Yes.

Q: Can you tell me anything about your home, the house you lived inior
your immediate environment in your town?

A: Well, actually the town where I was born, we left when I was about
four. It's a relatively small town in upper Austria. After that she was
transferred--because actually she was a substitute teacher at that time
rather than having a definite assignment-—-so we moved to, I guess after
that it was almost every year up to the time when we came over to the
United States which was in 1928.

Q: You moved once a year?
A: About every year that she was transferred.
Q: My gosh, she was transferred that often?

A: It was within upper Austria, yes. Because at that time you had to
have a fair amount of seniority until you were assigned to a school
permanently, so the young ones that hadn't been in as long were—-—
quote--"gubstitute teachers." Well, not substitute in that sense that
they were substituting by the week, but, you know, they were put wherever
they needed them by the year.

Q: Oh, I see, BSo if they needed teachers that was the way they solved
their problem.

A: A different town you had to go, yes.

Q: What about baby-sitting for you? Do you know how that was taken care
of?

A: Well, where I was initially there was one family that my mother
usually took me to. Excuse me, please. [Tape turned off and on again,]
As I said, she took me to a family there and I really considered that
almost like a home away from home because, you know, I was always with
the same family, They accepted me almost more like their grandchild, I
guess than a child. Then in the next year after we had moved to another
town, again, we lived upstairs in a home and I stayed with the family in
that home, too., Then the year after T was in kindergarten. And I kapt
about the same hours that my mother did.

Q: And your mother was moving around about every year and she had a
different . . .

A: Just about every year at that point, yes. She got transferred to
another school,

Q: Did they have any kinds of day care facilities, nursery schools, or
those kinds of things that you remember?

A: Not out in the country at that time, no., You really had to find your
own. The place where I went was attached to a home and I think maybe
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they did do sort of a little bit of extra baby-sitting. I think I sﬁayed
a few extra hours every day until my mother was through, but I don't|
think that was really basically a part of their basic respomsibility.

And that was a larger town, the other towns were actually somewhat smaller
so that there were no real day care facilities of that type.

: Q: We talked about conditioning as a little girl. Did you feel that you
i were ever pushed in any direction?

A: No, I really didn't., Essentially I was given to feel that anything

that I wanted to do, you know, was fine with my mother and I think if
anything--and that's probably true for most children in our family--I

think, to a certain degree was expected that you would obviously learn to

;! do something and [there were] really no restrictions set on that specifically.
' I think the whole family already had a pattern that you expected that the
girls to also have a profession and be able to take care of themselves

rather than being just dependent on getting married and raising families,

But that was fine if you did so but, you know, if you didn't do that you
would just have to try to eek out a living with some lowly jobs.

Q: Was it your mother's family, or your grandmother's family that all
the girls had training?

_ A: Well, that was actually the generation of my grandmother. So my

: great—grandfather already had decided that all his girls would have some
profession and if they would mot marry they would not have to go as
housekeepers or, which is essentially what they had to do at that time,
you know, either go as housekeepers or sewing in other people's homes and
he decided he really didn't want his girls to do that. Except that at
that time that was really not the accepted thing to do if you were in a
so-called good family. You were supposed to just stay home and do the
pretty things.

Q: And learn how to sew,

A: Yes, So actually as it turned out of the four daughters two for
quite a bit of their life actually did use their professions and one for
a short time. You know, they really did fall back on it rather than
having to essentially be parasites.

Q: Were there women that worked when they were married or was this just
totally unaccepted?

A: No, this was really, well, it surely wasn't the common thing to do, I
think, not in middle-class families that I can think of. It was more of
things that they did before marriage or after something like that. But
two of them actually were unmarried and one married late and that's how
they did utilize their professions. And I said my mother was a teacher
and during the war she was a Red Cross nurse so for the first years over
here she worked as a nurse, too.

Q: Yes, and when did you move to the United States?
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A: 1928, when I was seven,

Q: Was seven years old?

A: Seven years old.

Q: So you started grade school here?

A: Well, I had finished first grade, but because I didn't know any
English they put me back into first grade, till I caught up with my
language., I think I had the grand total of three or four words when I
landed in New York. But actually it didn't take long. After six weeks
they put me back into second grade, so I guess I must have picked up
enough language fairly fast.

Q: That's a good age to do it, I guess.

A: Oh yes, you learn very quickly. You don't necessarily learn the
desirable words first, I think, (laughter) I hate to think what my
vocabulary was like initially. (laughs)

Q: What was your mother's moitivation for moving to the United States?

A: Well, actually because, you know, just in terms of the gemeral, our
financial situation was very bad. It was still really the post-war

period in Austria so this was it, you know. Every year she essentially

had to move in terms of the teaching, and in general the financial situation
was pretty bad. Of course, all the money, anything that any family had
before the war was all gome so there was nothing to fall back on and she
just decided, you know, to go and try somewhere it might be better.

Q: And she didn't know anyone here or have relatives?

A: Just one person essentially and that's about all. But that didn't
bother my mother at all, things like that. She . . .

Q: S5he must have been an adventurous [person].

A: Oh yes. Things like that did not tend to stop her.

Q: That's great., You talked of visiting your grandparents in Vienna.

A: Yes,

Q: Can you tell us something about the homes that they lived in?

A: Well, my grandmother and her sister at that time lived together and
they still had one of the, you know, old apartments with the high ceilings,
typical of other homes in Vienna, city homes. And of course, you know,

the old furniture and all the old things around. In the living room they

had a concert grand and a regular grand piano, for my grandfather.

Q: Two?
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A: Well, that's for my grandfather, He had the concert grand and I'd

visit my great-grandmothexr in which is presently CzecHoslovakia.
That was really the same setup except, you know, one generation oldex.
Actually because she was already high in her eighties when I first r¢member
her. But again that was truly a pre-war household in many ways. Th

money was gone, of course, but otherwise-—and her attitude was really, of
course, was still almost pre~World War I rather than post-World War I.

So, you know, I think I still got a fair dose of the Old Viemnese and

Austrian tradition, that way too.

Q: Steep in culture and paintings and those kinds of things.

A: Yes, yes. I think more than anything which you take away from it is
values. The material things to a great extent have gone. The house
where my grandmother lived in Vienna went up in flames and, you know, a
lot of things are gome. I think what you have with you is the attitudes
and values and those you don't lose and they're not dependent on money
basically, you know. Just like, you know, in the family there was always
a value on education. Material things were never considered to be of the
greatest importance especially after the calamity of the war but, you
know, it was still assumed that you had certain standards and certain
things like [that]. And I think,you know, it was nice just to know the
older generation., She had a sister and a brother, yet, that lived in
another househould in Viemna. So I still got to know the whole older
generations, which was sort of nice,

Q: Oh, yes. Okay, so you moved to the United States in 1928 and where
did you live here?

A: Well, first we were in New York and then we moved to the midwest and
lived in South Bend, St. Joseph, Michigan, and then in Columbus and
Franklin, Indiana,

Q: You went to public school here?

A: Went to public schools all through up until college.

Q: And your mother remarried then?

A: Yes, she remarried in 1930.

Q: And she had two children, two more children?

A: Yes, two more,

Q: And what are your brother and sister doing now?

A: Well, my brother is an electrical engineer with IBM in Poughkeepsie,
[New York] and my sister actually took bio-chemistry, but right now she
is not working. At times she works, helps as a substitute teacher,

That's about all she's doing right now. She's right now still busy
raising her family, too.
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Q: She has children.

A: She has three boys and so does my brother. A crowd of six boys
there,

Q: 8Six boys. Right. Okay.

A: And she's in Westchester County in New York.

Q: Then you went after you graduated from college.

A: Yes, 1939.

Q: In 1939 from Franklin College in Framklin, Indiana.
A: Yes.

Q: And then you went to medical school in Innsbruck, Austria. Why did
you decide to go to Europe for your medical education?

A: Well, actually, that was not necessarily preplanned. We were going

to go back that particular summer anyhow., My mother was there the whole
summer with the children and I had to take a course in summer school that

year to finish my requirements and had also applied to IU [Indiana University].
And when I left, though, it turned out war broke out and by the time I

landed in Germany, war had broken out while I was on the boat, And I was
still a German citizen at the time. Well, Austria at that time was

German. So then I went to school there and had all my initial training

in Austria., I didn't come back to the United States until late in 1956.

Q: You were not allowed to come back in the beginning, is that right?

A: Well, it probably would have been extremely difficult at that point.
My mother started working as a teacher again and I was a German citizen
so that, you know, it was really bad. At eighteen, you know, you really
can't be out on your own yet, completely.

Q: Yes. BSo, you started to medical school but there was a gap in between
the times, isn't that right?

A: Yes. I had six months of so-called work service where you had to do
some kind, well, actually you were in camps and you were sent out to work
in the farms and so on. It was in the winter so that most of the work
really was helping in households. And unfortunately or fortunately, I
really wasn't much good at either cooking or sewing. I was very good at
chopping wood and sawing that I got very good at those things. (laughter)
And then if you went to medical school you had to put in another three
months working as a, well, essentially it would be a nurse's aide, really.
So I didn't get to start medical school until the fall after I was getting
all these other things out of the way.

Q: That work service program was initiated by Hitler?
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A: Yes, yes. Actually at that point it wasn't compulsory for everybody

but just for, or not all girls, but just for those that went to a university.
And the year after I think it became compulsory for everybody no matter

what you planned to do. But at first it was only compulsory for girls

that wanted to go on to graduate education.

Q: Okay, so you started medical school where then?

A: I started medical school in Innsbruck and actually went to medical
school there for all the terms except for one which I was in Vienmna. 1T
was going to transfer to Vienna and stay there and graduate there but it
was really later in the war and life in the big city just at that point
was getting to be sort of dreary, it was quite time consuming just to get
to and from the university. I was staying at my grandmother's, So I
transferred back to Innsbruck., And it turned out it was really good
because it was that year, actually, that they started to bomb Viemna. I
mean they did Innsbruck, too, but in a small city it just didn't effect
you to the same degree as it does in a large city. In Innsbruck when the
alarms went off usually we took our bikes and we just went out of town
rather than sitting down in their shelters for hours on end. We nevar
decided we'd like that. So you just go out of town and stay near for a
while and only if they really came over did we bother to go into the
shelter. For the rest of the time we'd sit up on the roof and sun ourselves.
Or sit out on something. Well, most of the time we had air raid warmings
every day and we had two waves: the one going up and the one coming
back. And most of the times, you know, [it] was really for Munich.

Every once in a while they flew an attack on Innsbruck but most of the
time it was really Munich and the only bad time was really when they were
coming back because they'd dump the surplus bombs.

Q: Oh, really. Just to get rid of them,

A: Just to get rid of them but, you know, otherwise it was really a

matter of just waiting it out. So really although it obviously interferred
with our life and we kept rescheduling our lecture hours and things like
that but it was just much easier to do that in a smaller town than it was
in a city.

Q: So the war was very much in presence in Vienna more so than . ., .

A: Well, you know, a big city I think, just gets more affected by it.
Because everything can be disrupted. And in Vienna, you were dependent
on the streetcars and everything and in Innsbruck essentially you weren't,
you know, you had your legs and your bicycle and that's all you really
needed to get around. I think in that sense it just doesn't affect you
the same way as a big city gets affected.

Q: How big is Innsbruck?

A: I don't know how large it was at that time. Now it's much, much
larger, every time you look at it now at the Olympics, you know, it must
be twice as, oh gosh, it's grown tremendously. Every time you go back,
you barely find your way around. But at that time, oh, I imagine that it
must have been around a hundred thousand or so at best. WNot large.
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Q: What is it now, do you know?

A: I have a feeling it must be about, with all that doesn't maybe count
as a city now but that really has become suburbs, it must be at least
twice that size I would think, Just grown in all directions now.

Q: From the Olympics it always looks, we see all the mountain shots and
it looks as though there's not a whole lot of town there. At least they
haven't televised it.

A: Well, it's hilly and unfortunately they're allowing it to grow up
sort of on the mountain sides, which really it just spoils the picture
completely what they're doing in some places. They should like, I guess
in most places, do better planning. You know, you can't stop growth, but
you can try to channel it a little bit, They've done a poor job at that.
I'm quite unhappy about it.

Q: Not unusual, I don't think.
A: No.

Q: Now in your medical school class, were there women in your class,
other women?

A: Yes. We started out with three girls; one of them dropped out and
the other one, I think, managed to flunk out eventually or withdrew after
flunking and not retaking her exams. But then we picked up other girls
because actually in Austria and Germany, at least at that time, I'm not
sure if it's just as free now, you could transfer after every term., All
you had to do at the end of your ten semesters, which was what medical
school was, you had to have certain lectures and you have to have a
certain amount of time as a junior intern, but you didn't have to stay at
one university. Mainly, because most of it was mostly a lecture-type
thing. We really didn't go through as a solid class although I think
probably [in] medicine maybe less than others, you know, more than others,
maybe, you tended to stay where you were because it was easier to get
everything together. But people did transfer in and out. I think by the
time I graduated we had, oh, probably four or five girls in the class. 1
imagine there must have been about a hundred or so that were graduating
at the time.

Q: So about five out of a hundred, about five percent,

A: At that time that was probably not a true ratio because we had picked
up a fair number of extra fellows that were in a medical military academy,

I guess is what you'd call it, who were actually based, their home base

was Germany, but they had them farmed out in groups to various universities.
So we had a whole big group from that school, too. On the whole, I think
probably the ratio shoule have been a bit higher, of giris.

Q: You think it was less during wartime?

A: I think the increase was really in the sense that a lot of the fellows
were going into it for, first of all they needed physicians, right after



Herta Schrom 9

the war,  Of course, there was a horrible surplus because everybody came
back from the fronmt. But during the war years, of course, they needed
them because you didn't only have the hogpitals at home, but you had all
your military hospitals in the whole fronts and they had high losses out
there. They really needed physicians very badly and actually were emcouraging
people although it was one of the very few things and that was probably
another reason for people to go in to it where they could get out of the
service. Because they had to go out, usually during the big vacation in
the summertime they had to go back to the Russian front. Bu then at
leagst they were allowed to go to school and that was about the only thing
that would get you out of the draft., But they were in uniform and at
least they could go to school.

Q: Right. What about the standards for accepting these then, were there

A: Actually, now I think they've gone to and I'm not sure how they
screen their people now, but at that time there was no screening in terms
of accepting people. You gradually lost the man or they flunked out.

But there was usually no limit on taking them in. So, that although it
got to be a process of selection eventually it was usually after the
fact. But you were sort of free to go.

Q: Right. Okay. Your medical school training was basically textbook
type training as opposed to clinical, is that correct?

A: Basically it was a lecture type, right, which, you know, I think it

was true here, too, until the last ten, fifteen years. So that actually
during the terms we mainly had lectures and some of these courses in
physical diagnosis and so on, but most of it was lectures and our practical
experience we had to get separately during our vacations where we worked

as junior interns and we had to have six months of that to be able to
graduate, then you worked full time in a hospital just as a junior intern.

Q: That was during your actual internship or that was . . .

A: That was during your summer vacations and spring vacation. But you
had to have six months of junior interanship before you graduated. But
actually you didn't have very much practical experience during the regular
terms during the semesters,

Q: But you think that you probably accumulated about maybe a year's
worth of clinical practice on the vacaction or not?

A: Well, six months. 8ix months, that's right.
Q: Okay, then you . . .

A: We got a lot of experience though because we were so short of physicians
at that time. If you were just willing to work you could work as a .
doctor, anything you were capable of doing you were more than happy to

do. They almost waited for us to come to the hospitals. They were just

so overworked and absolutely happy to have us. You never felt like

surplus, that's for sure. You weren't just added onm.




Herta Schrom 10

Q: And you were plunged right in there doing . . .
A: Very quickly. Very quickly.

Q: Okay, so then you took your internship.

A: Yes.

Q: And you had three years of internship?

A: Yes., Practiced in Austria and Germany at that time. It was separate
again but the basic setup was very similar in both countries. To go out
and practice you needed four years of intermship which really would be
much closer to, you know, and family practice residencies now are doing
it in a way. And to go into a speciality, you'd have to have at least
two years of internship and you had to have certain basic requirements
during that time, certain amount of medicine, surgery and so on and also
depending on what speciality you went into. You would have to get a
certain amount of time ipn other specialities. Now for pediatrics, for
instance, they required a certain amount of pediatrics, I think a certain
amount of surgery, and you had to have three months of orthopedics, ane
month of ear, nose and throat, so that there were certain things you had
to have as sort of counter specialties. So to make up for all of that
until I got a, it was sort of hard to get spots even for training at that
time so at that point there were far, far too many physicians in Austria.

Q: Oh, that's right, this was after the war.

A: VWhen we were interns we got nothing., We got room and food, what was
left after people stole from the general larder.

Q: When you were an intern?

A: When I was an intern that was all we got, Every once in a while a
tiny bit of momey but no salaries as such. And they could afford to do

it because there were plenty of people that needed training. And even
residency was the same thing. There was qutie a competition for residency
especially, you know, for any good ones. And then again they didn't have
to bother paying you. As a matter of fact, in Vienmna they didn't pay us
anything. We didn't get room, board, anything. I had to do other stuff,
you know, to earn enough money to stay alive.

Q: Oh, my gosh. During your medical school did you live in a dorm type
gituation?

A: No, I had a room in private homes which was the usual thing to do.

At that point they didn't, oh, they had one small dorm next to the university
and that was the only thing they had in the line of dormitories. Now

they have some at larger omnes but otherwise all of the students actually

just lived in town., Most of them just rented rooms.

Q: Then your internship was in Lienz?


























































