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Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 
my name is Rita Prigmore, and I’m a Gypsy from Würzburg, Germany. 
 
I’m glad to speak to you today. I also do so for my mother, Theresia Winterstein, who 
for many years fought for a recognition of the wrongs that had been done to us, the 
Gypsies, during the Third Reich. I gave speeches together with her for many years. 4 
years ago, she died at the age of 85, and this is why I would like to go on telling you 
about her and my story, about the story of my family. 
 
I was born on the third of March 1943 in Würzburg in Germany, in a time when many 
Gypsies had already been deported to Auschwitz or other death camps. But my 
mother and I survived, and I want to tell you why, and I also want to tell you what was 
done to us and why my twin sister Rolanda died. 
 
My grandfather and his two brothers were basket makers, they were part of the 
basked makers’ guild and they had a very good trade. Baskets were needed in 
Würzburg for the winegrowers. My grandfather and his family lived in Lohr, a town 
near Würzburg. They lived on a large plot of land with willows that they needed to 
make their baskets from. Many Sinti Gypsies had been living in Germany for a long 
time and were well integrated. Many had good professions or had fought as soldiers 
in World War I. Others travelled around and sold the merchandise that they had 
produced. 
 
I am from a family of musicians. My mother, Theresia Winterstein, was a gifted 
dancer and singer. During the day, she worked in a candy factory and in the evening, 
she performed as a singer and actress in the Würzburg theatre. My father, Gabriel 
Reinhard, came from Stuttgart, and he had a music band. There were 7 musicians in 
it, very good musicians. They performed in several theatres and in spas. They were 
very successful. 
 
The year 1933, when Hitler came to power, was the beginning of the gradual 
exclusion of both the Jews and us Gypsies and eventual the deportation to death 
camps like Auschwitz. In 1933, about 26,000 Sintis and Roms lived in Germany. In 
1934, a so-called “Gypsy center” was established in Munich, whose task was to carry 
out measures against Gypsies. The members of the so-called “Gypsy race” were 
either to be directly driven out of Germany or to be compelled to leave because they 
were no longer allowed to work. 
 
On October 1st, 1938, the “Gypsy center” was transferred to Berlin, renamed to 
“Center for the Fight against Gypsydom” and made part of the Reich’s Central 
Criminal Police Service. Its task was to identify all the Gypsies. In fact, we Gypsies 
were all German citizens, and had not been previously registered as citizens before. 
My mother told me that everyone thought that Hitler was only persecuting the Jews. 
The Jews were more active in politics, there were Jewish mayors and writers. We 
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Gypsies did not get involved in politics at all. At any rate, we were not dangerous at 
all. 
 
The Jews were marked as a Jewish race because they were of Jewish faith, we 
thought. But we were Christians, Catholics. Many of us were married to Non-Sintis. 
Therefore, the Nazis had to make up a way of identifying us as a group. 
 
They established the “Research Center on Race Hygiene and Population Biology” in 
1936. From then on, they began to register, measure and photograph all the Sintis 
and Roms. The SS believed that one feature of the Gypsies was that criminality was 
already in their genes, and called us “antisocial personalities”. Their research 
therefore involved analyzing the shapes of noses and ears and taking blood samples. 
The Roms were registered as foreigners, the Sintis were Germans. 
 
This also happened to my family. My father was spotted in 1936 and registered along 
with his 1936, as well as my mother. 
 
My mother lived in Lohr with her parents. In 1938, the Gestapo came to my 
grandfather’s family. The plot of land and the hose were expropriated, and my family 
were told to leave. They were then brought to a 1-and-a-half room apartment in 
Würzburg. My family consisted of my grandfather and grandmother, my great-
grandmother, my mother and Uncle Otto, which means 5 people who had to share 1 
½ rooms. From that moment onwards, they were no longer allowed to leave the city 
of Würzburg. 
 
In 1942, when almost all the German Jews had already been deported and 
murdered, the eventual fate of the German Gypsies was not clear yet. However, the 
Nazis wanted to prevent them from procreating. Therefore, the law for the prevention 
of genetically ill offspring was applied to the Sintis. The diagnosis often was “Gypsy 
half-caste” or “antisocial”. What they planned was the sterilization of all Sintis in 
Germany. Whoever was not ready to be sterilized was taken to Auschwitz. So that 
was the only alternative, which meant death. 
 
They also took my mother from her apartment. The Nazis faced her with a choice: 
Either go to Auschwitz or sign a paper with the following conditions: 
- Have no relationship of any kind with a man. 
- She must not become pregnant. 
 
My mother told me, how scared she was to sign this paper, and that she did not know 
what all this meant and what they would eventually do to her. 
 
1942, before the appointment for sterilization, my mother became pregnant. She had 
to inform the Gestapo about this. She was summoned and they wanted to perform an 
abortion. But during the examinations, they noticed that she was pregnant with twins, 
Rolanda and me. 
 
So she was again made to sign a paper that she would hand over the children to the 
Nazis for studies, or be deported to Auschwitz. The sterilization was postponed until 
after our birth. My mother was examined several times in the Würzburg University 
hospital, by Dr. Heyde, a student of Dr. Mengele’s. 
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Dr. Mengele was the ruthless twin researcher and later camp doctor of the “Gypsy 
family camp” in Auschwitz. His specialty were Gypsy twins. Mengele was a 
geneticist, who had made it his objective to breed a race of blond and blue-eyed 
Aryans. Until that time, only animal experiments had been allowed. But then, 
experiments on humans were carried out in many hospitals and especially in the 
camps such as Auschwitz. These experiments were also carried out on me and my 
sister. 
 
The doctor who carried out these experiments was Dr. Heyde. He was also 
responsible for planning and executing the so called T4 measures to kill disabled and 
psychically ill people, as Hitler had decided. Dr. Heyde signed the death warrants for 
about 100,000 residents of homes for disabled people or psychiatric clinics. 
 
My sister Rolanda and I were born on March 3rd, 1943. My mother told me that for 
doctors in uniform were present at our birth. They took the children away from her 
immediately, and she was only allowed to see us after five days. After a week, my 
mother fled with us two girls from the hospital. She was afraid that everyone else in 
her family would be deported to Auschwitz in the meantime, and in fact, in April 1943 
almost all Sintis were deported to Auschwitz. 
 
The two of us were allowed to remain with our mother for a short time. Then, she had 
to take us back to the hospital, allegedly because of malnutrition. We stayed in 
hospital and she was not allowed to visit us. After 2 weeks, my mother could not 
stand it any longer and she went to the hospital to see us. After my mother had been 
asking several times, one of the nurses showed her only one child, me. 
 
My mother asked: “Where is the other child?” The nurse led her to the bathroom, 
where Rolanda way lying in the bathtub, with a shirt and a bandage around her head 
– she was dead. My mother panicked, ran out of the room into the children’s 
department, and took me out of my bed. Then she told my grandfather: “We’ll meet at 
the meeting point”, which was St. Rita’s chapel, and she ran out of the hospital. I had 
a band-aid on my head. My mother went to St. Rita’s chapel with me and had me 
baptised under emergency conditions, on the name of Rita. 
 
She then went home, where the SS were already waiting. They left me with my 
mother for two days, then, they took me again. For one year, my mother did not know 
where I was. Then, she received a letter from the Red Cross that she could pick me 
up. That was in the year 1944. 
 
For a long time, I did not know what had happened to me. My mother did not tell me 
because she did not want to burden me. I was a very sickly child, I often fainted. I 
went to school, but as I was very weak and sickly, I was freed from the obligation to 
go to school, because of a “physical default”. 
 
Dr. Heyed had performed experiments on me and my sister to do research on how to 
change the color of the eyes. This is why we got injections into our heads and behind 
our eyes. I have a scar behind my right eye. 
 
Dr. Heyde was taken prisoner after the war and was meant to be convicted at the 
Nuremberg Trials. On the way there, he managed to flee. He then worked 
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undisturbed as a doctor for 10 years, until he was discovered and eventually hanged 
himself in prison. 
 
My mother was sterilized immediately after our birth. 
 
I would like to give you an absurd example that shows that the Nazis were hardly 
able to tell us Sintis from the other people. Kurt, my mother’s older brother, was in a 
motorbike squad that escorted Hitler on his travels. As he was a good soldier, they 
wanted to promote him to the degree of officer. They carried out ancestral research 
and noticed that his parents were Gypsies. He was immediately discharged and was 
to go from Lyons, France, to Würzburg in order to be sterilized, at the age of 25. 
 
My grandfather and many of my family, who had not been deported to Auschwitz, 
were also sterilized. 
 
I would also like to say a few things about those who were deported to Auschwitz. In 
1943, the great deportations of the Sintis and Roms to Auschwitz began. Also, many 
from my family were deported and then died in Auschwitz. Once you arrived there, 
after a ride of several days without food or water, you were no longer a human 
person. You were only a number. 
 
From February until the end of 1943, 18,736 Sintis and Roms from the German Reich 
and the occupied areas were taken to Birkenau and registered there. In total, there 
were about 23,000 Gypsies in the camp. It is estimated that about 500,000 Gypsies 
and Roms were murdered during the Third Reich. 
 
Last year, I went to Auschwitz for the first time, which was not easy for me, as many 
many people from my family were killed in Auschwitz. They were 300 only from 
Würzburg and the surrounding area. 
 
Ladies and Gentlemen, 
 
together we have to fight against any kind of racism. Today it is our task to fight 
against any kind of racism. We have to fight together and to commit ourselves. 
Therefore, I am very happy to talk at this meeting. I am very grateful that the 
community of Sant’Egidio invited me to speak to 500 young people from Western-
European countries in Auschwitz in July and to more than 1300 young people from 
Eastern Europe in September. I see it as my task not to remain silent but to tell my 
story so that a new generation of young people grows up, which has respect for 
every human being and knows that any kind of prejudice can end in a catastrophe 
like Auschwitz in the end. 
 
Final comment  
I am convinced that together we will be able to build a society in Europe and in the 
world, in which Gipsies and all other minorities are no longer discriminated but can 
live in a dignified and free way, without fear by realizing that it is a treasure when 
people, who are different, live together. “Living together is our Future”.  
 
Rita Prigmore 
 


