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According to my parents, music was my first love; I suspect it will be my last. It has always been a central part of my life, and it’s appropriate that this celebration of The Sound of Music should be dedicated to all the members of the choirs, music groups and dramatic societies with whom I have worked over the years. Thank you all for the music I’ve been lucky enough to share.




 


 


 


 


‘Now the Lord had said unto Abram: Get thee out of thy country, and from thy kindred, and from thy father’s house, unto a land that I will show thee.’


Genesis 12.1 (King James Version)




INTRODUCTION


Everyone has certain fixed memories of growing up which we maintain are true, even when presented with evidence to the contrary. I firmly recollect that there were some things which must have been laid down by law regarding what was shown on TV at Christmas in the UK without fail during the 1970s – we had to follow the plucky chaps as they dug their way to short-lived freedom in The Great Escape (although my mother developed an uncanny knack of ensuring that somehow my sister and I never saw the scene where they are all machine-gunned in a field); there was a James Bond film which everyone sat down to watch (with certain members of the family passing sarcastic comments about 007’s ability to survive); and there was The Sound of Music – which most years I must admit I avoided. Three hours of nuns yodelling? I’d rather read the latest Alistair MacLean novel, or watch The Amazing Spider-Man or Logan’s Run on another TV (little realizing their connections to the von Trapp saga).


However, in the years that followed I’ve come to appreciate the film considerably more, and now I can understand how its star Christopher Plummer – after many decades of referring to it as ‘S and M’ – finally succumbed to its charms. Whether it’s the wonderful music of Rodgers and Hammerstein, or Julie Andrews’ performance, which never plumbs the depth of saccharinity of which it is accused, or indeed the way in which the mood of the movie changes once the Nazis enter Austria – and those who criticize Andrews’ acting really need to look more closely at the scene outside the von Trapps’ home when they are confronting the Nazis – there’s something there for most people (including pedants who point out, quite rightly, that travelling over the Alps from Salzburg would lead the von Trapps quite neatly into the Nazis’ hands – Hitler’s Berchtesgaden lies there!).


There are many people who adore the movie, and make the pilgrimage to Salzburg to visit the locations where it was filmed. After some years of negative feelings towards the musical – you suspect that its citizens would rather it be known for being the birthplace of Mozart than the home of Maria – the Austrian city has finally started to embrace its legacy and there are plenty of organized ‘Sound of Music Tours’ as well as opportunities to make your own way around with specially compiled guidebooks. If you want, you can stay at the actual von Trapp villa (although be warned; if you do so, you’ll need a car to get back into Salzburg – it’s quite a way out); many hotels, like the one that we stayed in during my research trip, run the movie constantly on one of the TV channels. As you wander around, you’re bound to run into people re-creating scenes from the film – a group of teenage American girls decided to sing ‘Do-Re-Mi’ on the steps in the Mirabell Palace gardens despite the April rain as we passed by.


2015 marks the fiftieth anniversary of Robert Wise’s nearly three-hour-long account of Maria von Trapp’s story, but the movie wasn’t the first – or indeed the last – version of that epic tale. A Brief Guide to The Sound of Music recounts the true story of the von Trapp family, which took place over a considerably longer period than the later versions would have you believe, and is markedly different to the story we know so well, and looks at the two West German movies that were made about the family’s travels in the mid-1950s.


The award-winning original stage production from 1959 is then examined in detail, before we take a close look at the creation of Robert Wise’s film of that show, released six years later, and its own legacy, as well as the subsequent careers of those who took part in it. The von Trapp story also became the focus of a forty-part Japanese anime in the early 1990s, which is described in detail since it is the least easily available version of the story. It reworked Maria’s history, sometimes taking it even further from the truth, other times perhaps coming closest to the ‘real’ Maria of all the different adaptations. A round-up of other productions – notably the one in Salzburg itself, the Sing-a-long extravaganzas, and the various ‘talent shows’ – concludes the volume.


In her autobiography, Agathe von Trapp – the eldest daughter of the family – recounts how she resented The Sound of Music for the way in which it altered her family history (the first names and ages of all the children were altered, but the surname retained), but in time she came to realize that the creators of the stage and film versions had managed to stay true to the spirit of her family’s story. Hopefully this volume will demonstrate how they did so, and explain why this enchanting story has captivated so many generations.


Paul Simpson


August 2014




AUTHOR’S NOTE: WHEN IS A
BOOK NOT A BOOK?


That may sound like the start of a typical Rodgers and Hammerstein song, but the term ‘book’ is used in two different contexts in A Brief Guide to The Sound of Music.


In a musical, the ‘book’ (or the ‘libretto’) is the proper name for the narrative structure of the story – including the dialogue (and attendant stage directions) which isn’t sung.


‘Lyrics’ is the correct term for the words of the songs.


So, Lindsay and Crouse wrote the book for The Sound of Music stage musical, to which Rodgers and Hammerstein added lyrics and music – but all their work was based on the original book penned by Maria von Trapp. Ernest Lehman then wrote the screenplay for the 1965 movie which incorporated all of the above!


Film and play titles in this book are italicized; song titles are in quote marks. ‘The Sound of Music’ therefore refers to the title song; The Sound of Music denotes the whole musical (whether it’s the stage or screen version will be clear from context).




PART ONE: THE TRUE STORY OF THE VON TRAPP FAMILY SINGERS
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THE VON TRAPPS BEFORE MARIA


The form is overstamped with multiple official markings, indicating the small piece of paper’s voyage through the many levels of American bureaucracy. It is Certificate of Arrival number 3 242161, issued by the US Department of Justice, Immigration and Naturalization Service on 18 June 1943.


I hereby certify that the immigration records show that the alien named below arrived at the port, on the date, and in the manner shown, and was lawfully admitted to the United States of America for permanent residence.


Name: Maria Augusta von Trapp


Port of entry: Niagara Falls, N.Y.


Date: Dec. 30, 1942


Manner of arrival: C. N. R. R.


I further certify that this certificate of arrival is issued under authority of, and in conformity with, the provisions of the Nationality Act of 1940 (Pub. No.853, 76th Cong.), solely for the use of the alien herein named and only for naturalization purposes.


In witness whereof, this certificate of arrival is issued Jun 18, 1943.


It marked the end of the von Trapps’ quest to become part of their adopted land, the United States of America. Unlike their fictional counterparts in the stage show and the movie, they hadn’t had to clamber over mountains to escape from the Nazis, nor, as was suggested in the lurid anime based on their story, were some of them smuggled out of Austria inside a coffin. As the younger Maria explained in 2003, ‘We did tell people that we were going to America to sing. And we did not climb over mountains with all our heavy suitcases and instruments. We left by train, pretending nothing.’ Was it all theatrical hype then? No – the true story of the von Trapp family is as fascinating as the fiction later created around them.


The von Trapp saga didn’t begin with a young novice entering a convent in Salzburg, unsure of who she was or her place in the world. Although Maria is a key part of the jigsaw, the story actually began nearly a century before the von Trapps became Americans, when English engineer and draughtsman Robert Whitehead arrived in Trieste on the Adriatic coast, which at that time in the mid-nineteenth century was part of Austria. The great-grandfather of seven of the von Trapp children, Whitehead was born in Bolton on 3 January 1823, and quickly showed a love of mechanics. He was apprenticed, aged sixteen, to his uncle’s engineering factory and additionally trained at the Mechanics’ Institute in Manchester. He married Frances Maria Johnson in 1846, and the newly-weds emigrated to Marseilles for Robert to work for Philip Taylor & Sons at their shipyard. He stayed there for a couple of years before moving to Milan (then part of the Austrian Empire), to work as a consultant engineer. After becoming embroiled in the surge of Italian nationalism in 1848, he moved his family with him from Milan to Trieste. There, he became technical director of a marine engineering firm, Stabilmento Strudthoff, and his work came to the attention of the owners of Fonderia Metalli, a metal foundry in Fiume (modern-day Rijeka, in Croatia), fifty miles or so away: notably, in 1856, Whitehead had designed and built the first cylindrical marine boiler in the Austrian Empire.


Renamed Stabilimeno Technico Fiumano, Whitehead’s new employers became a major producer of marine steam boilers and engines, with one of their principal customers the Austrian navy, for whom Whitehead designed the engines for their new armour-plated screw frigate, the Archduke Ferdinand Maximilian. In 1864, Whitehead was introduced by Mayor Giovanni de Ciotta to Fregattenkapitan Giovanni de Luppis, a former officer in the navy who had come into possession of papers belonging to an officer of the Austrian Marine Artillery; these outlined the idea of using a small boat carrying a large charge of explosives, powered by a steam or air engine and remotely steered by cables to be used against enemy ships. That officer (whose name is no longer known) had not been able to do anything with the idea before he died, but had passed the papers to de Luppis who worked up a prototype, known as the salvacoste. The model was powered by a spring-driven clockwork mechanism and steered remotely by cables, but before the navy chiefs would take it further, they decided that it needed to have a better propulsion system.


Brought on board to help achieve this, Whitehead wasn’t able to make de Luppis’s idea work – at least in its current form, despite months of work refining both the motive power and the steering gear. However, he was convinced that at its core there was a good notion, and when he realized that the weapon needed to travel beneath the surface the whole time – so that it would hole the ship it was attacking below the waterline and thus sink it – he became inspired, and spent hours working with his twelve-year-old son John on a prototype. Meanwhile, his engines for the Ferdinand Max performed beyond expectations in the naval conflict between Austria and Italy that erupted in 1866 (even if Austria went on to lose the overall war with Prussia), and Whitehead capitalized on the attention this brought to promote his new weapon – the ‘fish’ torpedo. He hadn’t yet perfected it, but the Austrian navy were interested enough to encourage Whitehead to continue work. Over the next couple of years, his daughter Alice fell in love with Count Georg Hoyos, a young Austrian naval officer, and Whitehead was created a baron for his services to Austrian engineering.


The solution to the outstanding problem with his variant of the torpedo came to Whitehead in his sleep towards the end of 1868, and the Austrian navy were quick to purchase the completed weapons, although their parlous finances following the war meant they couldn’t buy exclusive worldwide rights. With the help of his new son-in-law, Count Georg, and son John, Whitehead was able to interest the British in the invention, and the scientists at the Royal Laboratory at Woolwich Arsenal were able to refine Whitehead’s work, which was also continuing at Silurifico Whitehead, the new name for the factory after Whitehead and Hoyos bought it out in 1872.


The following years saw Whitehead’s reputation and fortune grow, although after the loss of his wife in 1883 he entered semi-retirement, and his family took over the business (although he still managed to manipulate the British into buying the latest development of the torpedo in 1889). He was able to incorporate the new invention, the gyroscope, into the torpedo controls in 1895, which increased the weapon’s accuracy. However, although his fortune began to dwindle – partly due to the mismanagement of his estate at Worth – Whitehead’s children and grandchildren continued to prosper. Alice’s daughter Marguerite married Count Herbert Bismarck in June 1892, although both his son John and eldest daughter Frances predeceased him, as did Count Georg. Robert himself died on 14 November 1905, with the inscription on his grave at Worth noting that ‘His fame was in all nations round about’.


Not long after Robert’s death, the Silurifico Whitehead came up for sale, and it was purchased jointly by Vickers and fellow weapons company Armstrong, Whitworth & Co., who turned its machines to the production of new submarines – including the Austrian navy’s U-5 and U-6 craft. In 1908, the Imperial and Royal Austro-Hungarian Navy sent Kapitanleutnant Georg von Trapp to study the design and construction of both torpedoes and submarines – and the young officer caught the attention of Robert Whitehead’s eighteen-year-old granddaughter, Agathe, who was living at the Villa Whitehead, overlooking the factory.


Georg Johannes Ritter von Trapp was born in Zara on 4 April 1880, the son of an Austrian naval officer who died when Georg was four. He and his two siblings were brought up in Eisenach and Graz, and Georg attended the naval academy in Fiume at the age of fourteen. After graduating, he and his classmates took a schooner, the SMS Saida II, around the world, visiting Australia, China and Egypt, where Georg was told by a fortune teller in the market that he would have two wives, ten children, and ‘you will see two world wars, and you will live to be one hundred years old’. Only one of these predictions failed to come true. His career in the navy progressed smoothly: he was sent to China on the SMS Zenta, where he was caught up in the Boxer Rebellion, and became a trusted young officer.


Agathe Whitehead was invited to perform at the opening ceremony for the U-5 submarine in 1909, and at the party following the launch, she danced with the dashing young Georg von Trapp. They fell in love, and became engaged; however, because Agathe was still only nineteen, they waited until 14 January 1911 before marrying and moving to Pola, where Georg was stationed. A house, which would become known as the Villa Trapp, was built near Monte Paradiso, outside Pola, with stunning views of the Adriatic. Their eldest child, Rupert Georg von Trapp, was born that November; their first daughter, Agathe, arrived in March 1913. In order to inform Georg of the safe delivery of their third child, Maria, in September 1914, Agathe had to send a coded telegram (‘SMS Maria arrived’) since personal messages were not permitted in time of war – and, following the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand the previous June, Europe was now at war.


Georg had spent some time on U-boats before the outbreak of the First World War in June that year, but when he was offered the chance to command one for the conflict, he turned it down, believing that accepting command of a torpedo boat would mean he was in the thick of the action. This turned out not to be the case, and in April 1915, he was not disappointed to be reassigned to the U-5 – the submarine that had brought him and his wife together – even if he knew he would miss his crew on the torpedo boat. Once back beneath the waves, he was a calculating and clever skipper; within days of his assignment, he carried out a daring underwater torpedo attack on the French battleship, the Léon Gambetta, moving outside his assigned territory to do so and risking the capture or destruction of his own U-boat to bring down the enemy ship. His actions in destroying the Léon Gambetta made the Allies believe the Austrian navy was considerably better equipped than they had believed, and made him famous at home.


Agathe and the children moved to the Whitehead summer home (the Erlhof) in Zell am See in the interior of Austria, away from the coast, for the duration of the war, living with Agathe’s mother and her two sisters, Mary and Joan. Four of the von Trapp children were born there: Maria, Werner in December 1915 (named after Georg’s brother, who was killed in action the previous May), Hedwig (July 1917) and Johanna, in September 1919 after the war was over. Towards the end of the war, the older children began formal lessons, although their first governess Fräulein Zeiner left them to enter a convent; they also had a live-in piano teacher.


Georg kept a journal of his war service, and wrote it up in 1935 as Bis zum letzten Flagenschuss – ‘To the Last Salute’. (The title refers to the final time that the Austro-Hungarian flag was raised: 2 November 1918, nine days before the Armistice that brought the First World War to an end.) Translated by his granddaughter into English in 2007, the book provides a very vivid account of life beneath the waves, as well as the privations of those within the Austro-Hungarian Empire as the war progressed, and the depth of shame felt when the Empire surrendered.


The family moved out from the Erlhof once Georg rejoined them, taking over the Hotel Kitzsteinhorn from Agathe’s brother Franky. Although by no means rich, they were still able to afford a cook, two maids, a governess for the two older children and a nanny for the three younger ones. They stayed there for about a year and a half, but once the Kitzsteinhorn became flooded when the nearby lake rose too high, they decided to find a new home, and moved to the Martinschlössl, which belonged to another of Agathe’s brothers. Their furniture was collected from the Villa Trapp (although Georg couldn’t oversee the operation himself, since the house was now in Italy, and he was not permitted to enter the country), and only a few weeks after they moved in, Martina, the last of Georg and Agathe’s seven children, was born.


According to the accounts given by the children – notably by young Agathe in her autobiography – this was a happy time, and although they had needed to give their father time to rest when he returned during his wartime furloughs, he was happy to join in with their play. The children were tutored in the morning, and did homework in the early evening; they learned to sing and appreciate classical music. The only minor conflict came when their governess Fräulein Freckmann took the children to Mass on a Sunday when Georg wanted to go on a picnic. Freckmann was Catholic, instilling in the youngsters a fear of missing Mass, and they defied their father; he wasn’t best pleased but calmed down eventually – some years later, he too converted from his Lutheran upbringing to the Catholic Church.


Over Christmas 1921, their mother Agathe fell ill with scarlet fever, probably catching it from baby Martina, although four of the other children were also sick. With the help of her sister-in-law Connie (Werner’s widow) and her daughter (known as Connie Baby), who had come to stay to be safe from the conflict in Ireland, she nursed the children, before being taken to the Sanatorium Loew in Vienna because her case was so severe. She eventually returned home the following August, seriously weakened, and late in the evening of 2 September 1922, she died.


After Agathe’s death, Georg looked for work outside the house, but he soon quit a job with the Danube Steamship Company, when he realized how prevalent corruption was within it. After Connie went to live with Agathe’s mother in Vienna, soon after Agathe’s passing, Georg hired a housekeeper, and a nanny for the younger children, while the older children started to attend local schools. Georg spent time in Hungary with his brothers-in-law, but regularly returned home to be with his children, and treated them to visits to the sights of Vienna, including the circus, the opera and the funfair at the Prater with its enormous Ferris wheel.


One major idea that Georg contemplated never came to fruition: he asked Rupert and young Agathe if they would like to go on a sailboat around the Pacific islands, which he had visited as a young man. Although he painted a tempting mental picture of the way of life, neither of his children liked the idea – Rupert later told his sister it was because there was no Catholic church there, and they had to go to church on a Sunday!


Georg’s suggestion that the family move to Salzburg was, however, greeted with considerably more enthusiasm, and, with the help of money realized from the Whitehead estate in Fiume, Georg was able to purchase a house in Aigen, a suburb to the south-east of central Salzburg. (The Villa Trapp later became Heinrich Himmler’s headquarters when he was in Austria; however, it is now a hotel open to paying guests.) Situated near the railway line into Salzburg, and surrounded by huge gardens, the estate was far too large for a voice to be heard calling from the house. Georg therefore devised a system of distinctive calls on his bosun’s whistle that denoted each of the children, or called all of them simultaneously. This also helped when the children were in their rooms, behind closed thick wooden doors – and while the septet might have pretended that they were sailors on their father’s submarine, he never had any intention of treating them like young members of the military.


Georg arranged for a playhouse to be built in the woods, and a veritable menagerie of animals started to grow – a dog (put down after it attacked local deer), bees, chickens, and a baby goat were all acquired at various times. He accompanied his children on the guitar as he taught them songs he had learned over the years, and tutored Rupert and Maria in the accordion, Johanna and Maria the violin, and Agathe the guitar. The family would then play together in a group, even going away on a camp in the summer of 1926 to join with other families to make music.


Although his wife had told Georg before she died that he ought to remarry, according to his daughter Agathe in her autobiography, Georg did not feel that this was right. She notes that there were attempts to pair him off with an Austrian countess, a distant relative of her mother’s, but these came to nothing. The first person in whom he really showed any interest was Maria Augusta Kutschera, a twenty-one-year-old teacher whom he hired to assist Maria . . .
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IN LOVE WITH GOD: MARIA BEFORE THE VON TRAPPS


Maria von Trapp wrote a number of books about her life, and while the most commonly known, The Story of the Trapp Family Singers (often reprinted simply as The Sound of Music), recounts a great deal about her time meeting Georg von Trapp and his seven children, far more detail about her own story can be found in her later books, particularly the 1972 volume simply entitled Maria.


Maria Augusta Kutschera was born on a train travelling between the Tirol and Vienna on the night of 25 January 1905. Her mother Augusta (known as Gusti) was returning to Vienna from a visit to her home village, but her waters broke earlier than anticipated, and young Maria arrived with the assistance of the train conductor (a father of nine who was used to helping in such circumstances). Her mother died of pneumonia when Maria was two, and her father left her in the care of an elderly cousin in Vienna who brought her up as best she could alongside her own now grown-up children. Maria had occasional contact with her father before his death when she was nine, and felt that she was always a disappointment to him – from her descriptions of her interactions with him, it is clear that he did not understand younger children, and that he would probably have enjoyed her company when she was older. (Her father had a son, Karl, from his first marriage – that wife had also died – but he had no interest in Maria when she was younger. Karl and Maria did eventually make contact when they were adults and met infrequently over the years before Karl’s death in 1948.)


Over the next few years, Maria Kutschera was abused by her guardian – ‘Uncle Franz’, the son-in-law of the cousin who had looked after her – who would beat her for any perceived or imagined misdemeanour. Eventually she decided to enjoy her life, playing truant to go hiking in the countryside, and when she did go to school, cheeking the staff (to the extent that one teacher, when Maria was fourteen, called her out in front of the class and told her, ‘I wish on you a daughter exactly like yourself’.) After finishing school, she decided that she wanted to go to the State Teachers’ College of Progressive Education, but her ‘uncle’ was not willing to finance her further education – so Maria decided to raise the money herself during the holidays by working with her friend Annie at hotels in the holiday resort of Semmering. She faced down Franz when he came to bring her home, and thereafter had nothing more to do with him.


Maria and Annie passed the entrance exam to the college, and because Maria was an orphan and had done very well in the exam, she was given a scholarship, which covered board, lodging and tuition. She took a job working as a seamstress on alternate Saturdays, which paid for everything else. She indulged her love of music by attending Masses at the various local churches where musical settings by Mozart and Haydn would be performed by the choirs, or even on occasion by the Vienna Philharmonic Orchestra and the Vienna Boys’ Choir.


Maria’s own faith wasn’t strong (or even very much in existence) at this point; she even became the de facto leader of the ‘non-Catholic’ girls at the college, trying to prove that you didn’t need to be religious to live a good life. However, on Palm Sunday (the week before Easter) in the last of her four years at the college, she found herself listening to the Jesuit preacher, Father Kronseder, when she’d been expecting to be hearing Bach’s St Matthew Passion. When she challenged him on his beliefs as he left the pulpit, Kronseder took her aside and told her to meet him there on the Tuesday – and despite the fact her friends were going skiing the next day, Maria was back at the Jesuit church, engaging with the priest – and finding herself converting.


For the remainder of her time at the college, Maria was a committed Christian, and when she went hiking in the mountains after graduating, she found herself called, she later explained, to give all she enjoyed to her Lord – which meant in practical terms that she would give up her outside interests and spend her time as a nun, serving God. Impetuously she took a train to Salzburg, arriving there at 6.30 a.m., and asked a passing monk which was the strictest convent in the area. He directed her to the Benedictine Abbey of Nonnberg, high above the town.


It’s rather surprising that those who have told Maria’s story in other media have not drawn on her account of her arrival at Nonnberg (although the Japanese anime does come close). Around 7.30 in the morning, she arrived at the gates, and asked to see the ‘boss’. Over her left shoulder was a coil of rope from her mountain climbing; in her right hand was an ice pick. On her back was her heavy knapsack. She was deeply tanned from being outside so much, and probably smelled, since she had come straight to the abbey after travelling on the overnight train. She was taken to a big room bisected by a large grille; on the far side were paintings of previous abbesses.


Maria had to wait some time before a small, frail nun entered and smiled kindly at her. When asked what she could do for Maria, the young student announced that she had come to stay. ‘Has somebody sent you, my child?’ the nun asked. ‘If anybody had sent me, I wouldn’t be here,’ Maria replied. ‘I haven’t obeyed anybody yet.’ The Reverend Mother must have seen something special about the figure in front of her; she immediately admitted Maria to the abbey.


While Maria may have believed that she was ready for the abbey, the abbey certainly wasn’t ready for her. While Saint Benedict may not have specifically given a rule against sliding down the banisters, or taking the steps two at a time, the nuns felt it necessary to rectify the omission by creating rules just for Maria to ensure that – at least for a tiny part of the time – she was acting as a candidate should. She could understand why one shouldn’t whistle worldly tunes, but what was wrong with repeating the Benedictine chant that way? Why should she not be allowed to speak save during one precious hour between 1 and 2 p.m.? And if the rules stated that if a postulant contradicted her superior, she had to kiss the floor in repentance, wouldn’t it make sense to kiss the floor first and then say what she wanted to say – in fact, it saved time if she just kissed the floor straightaway!


Even nearly five decades later, Maria could still clearly remember the list she made of her first Lenten resolutions: ‘I will not whistle. I will not slide down any banisters. I will not go up on the roof and jump over the chimney. Fourth, I will not tickle anybody and make them laugh out loud in a time of deep silence.’ (On the written list, the Reverend Mother had added, ‘Good for you, Maria.’) There was a serious side as well: Maria used her qualification, and became a respected teacher at the local school, praised by the area superintendent and entrusted with the classes’ annual May outings.


Then one day shortly afterwards, as she was grading her students’ papers, Maria was called to the Reverend Mother’s office. The abbess had received a visitor – a widower, named Captain Georg von Trapp.
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A LESSON FOR MARIA


Maria Kutschera’s arrival at Villa Trapp and the unusual courtship between her and Captain Georg von Trapp forms the core of both the play and the movie of The Sound of Music – certainly of the part prior to the Nazi invasion of Austria. However, the true story is markedly different, not least because it actually took place a decade earlier than indicated in the movie: the pair met in the mid-1920s, not the mid-1930s. Much was to befall the von Trapp family in the period that is covered in the movie with a jump cut from the wedding bells pealing out to the bells heralding the Anschluss.


In the autumn of 1926, Georg von Trapp was concerned about the health of some of his children. While most had recovered well from the attack of scarlet fever which had been responsible for the death of their mother, both Maria and Werner suffered after-effects, with heart murmurs that meant they shouldn’t do too much. (Ironically, both of them lived to their tenth decade, passing aged 99 and 91 respectively.) Eventually, it reached the point that Maria couldn’t manage the forty-five-minute walk to and from school, and would need to be home-schooled. Georg asked the school whether there was an older student who might be able to come and live with them and help Maria with her work, so she wouldn’t need to repeat the year. The school didn’t have anyone suitable, but did suggest the teacher of the fifth grade who was a candidate at the Nonnberg convent.


Georg von Trapp duly went to see the Reverend Mother who could see that this might solve a problem she had with her Maria – not the disciplinary one, which regularly reared its head with the young novice, but a medical situation. Maria had been suffering from headaches, which the doctor felt could be attributed to the sudden change from a very outdoor life to the cloistered existence of the convent. He had suggested that Maria should go somewhere she could take normal exercise for a year or so, and the opportunity to assist Captain von Trapp seemed like an answer to prayer.


Maria, however, was not impressed with this. She was aware that her place on earth was to find out the Will of God and to do it, but she couldn’t really believe that this meant she had to leave Nonnberg for an extended period (the original book states it was eight months, from October to June, but then gives a figure of nine months in conversation between her and the Captain; her later autobiography claims she was told she would be away for ten months). She was not prepared to return to the outside world in such a way: she didn’t even have anything to wear because once her candidacy had been agreed by the Chapter, her clothing was given away to the needy. All that was available was the dress worn by the most recent arrival, which had yet to be redistributed: an old-fashioned blue serge gown with some latticework around the neck and sleeves, which, together with a leather hat, heavy black shoes and black stockings, made Maria look like someone from three decades earlier.


After receiving the Reverend Mother’s blessing, Maria said goodbye to the three other young candidates with whom she had shared a room, and vowed that she would be back – soon. Carrying her guitar, and a satchel with some underwear and books, she made her way down the 144 steps into the town of Salzburg, heading for the bus station, where she found the bus for Aigen and soon found herself rattling through the countryside. After about twenty minutes, she was told she had arrived at her destination, although when she got off the bus, she couldn’t see any sign of the Villa Trapp – all there seemed to be was an inn, with an elderly man outside who pointed her in the right direction.


At the front door of the huge house, she was greeted by Hans, the butler, who for a moment Maria believed must be the Captain himself; her recollections differed as to whether he shook her hand or not. In later life, Maria would claim that she was introduced to the children by the housekeeper, Baroness Matilda Mandelsoh, because the Captain wasn’t there at the time, but in her original 1949 book, and in Agathe’s autobiography, it’s clear that it was Georg who showed her his offspring. After prospective employer and employee made their introductions to each other, Georg got out his bosun’s whistle, and piped ‘a series of complicated trills’, explaining that it took too long to call his children by name, and so he had devised a different whistle for each of them. Six of the children duly came down the wide staircase, two abreast, and lined up in front of their father and Maria. To the children, Maria looked as if she had stepped out of a comic book; she was equally surprised – she had never seen such perfect little ladies and gentlemen, all dressed in blue sailor suits. The impasse and silence were only broken when Maria’s hat fell off and rolled to Johanna’s feet, at which point the little girl got a fit of the giggles.


After Georg had presented each child in turn, he took Maria to meet her charge and namesake, and then explained that the children had had twenty-six different nurses, governesses and teachers over the four years since the death of their mother. She found out the rest of the von Trapp story a few days later when the Captain went away on a hunting expedition, and Baroness Matilda told her of his naval history, and how various people had been brought in to try to provide the best life for his children. The Baroness also explained that Georg’s relatives were trying to persuade him to remarry, and that an engagement to Princess Yvonne would be announced soon. (The disparity between this version and Agathe’s, related in chapter one, can easily be explained by such matters not being discussed in front of the children, hence Agathe was unaware of how close they were to gaining a stepmother at that time.)


Although Baroness Matilda tried to be something of a mother to the children, she saw her role as maintaining the discipline their father required. The youngsters were not allowed to play games in the huge gardens of the villa, because their hair would get caught up or their clothing torn – the Captain wanted his girls to wear sailor suits and nice shoes during the week, and silken dresses and white socks on Sundays, which, of course, had to be kept clean. When Maria suggested that they could buy playsuits and sandals for the children, the Baroness told her that it would not be possible – and when Maria suggested getting a volleyball net and other games items, the Baroness professed never to have heard of them, although she did think that the children might enjoy a game of croquet on the lawn.


By November, although Maria was starting to bond with the two children in her direct care (Johanna’s teaching was also assigned to her) and was starting to become friendly with Agathe (who helped her with some of the chores she was assigned), she still didn’t have that much to do with the older ones. On a wet Saturday, they all trooped into the nursery, and saw Maria’s guitar. She started to play various well-known folk tunes, but they didn’t know any of them; Maria therefore took it on herself to teach them, even if the Baroness’s disapproval was evident. The fact that Maria seemed only to do this at times when the Baroness wasn’t around may have added to the older woman’s annoyance at the way in which a tutor hired to look after two of the children was involving herself with the whole family.


Shortly before Christmas, when the Baroness was away visiting a sick sister, Maria and the children rehearsed the various simple songs they had been learning, with young Maria on violin and Agathe on guitar. Their practice of the medieval carol ‘In Dulci Jubilo’ was interrupted by the arrival of Georg von Trapp who insisted on sitting down on the floor with his children (completely contrary to the way the Baroness had insisted he wanted them to behave) and asking Maria to join them. He was entranced by the children’s singing and playing, and even borrowed his daughter’s violin to join in with his own descant for some of the pieces. This was followed by the Captain helping Maria to create an Advent wreath for the family, which was put up in the nursery – or the ‘living room’ as it was rechristened for the purpose – and the family joining in together for the Christmas preparations and festivities. Maria was even given sets of outdoor clothing and boots for the children’s use.


The spring of 1927 saw the family continuing to spend much more time together: previously, the older and the younger children were kept separate, as was the custom of the time, and some previous governesses and tutors had even tried to foment trouble between them. Now, Georg von Trapp was home far more often than previously, and enjoying skiing with his children, as well as playing volleyball (something Maria loved, even if not all the children did). He did take a trip away, acting as a hired captain to take a yacht from Bremerhaven to Genoa, happy that the children were doing well.


Then towards the end of March, Princess Yvonne came on a visit, and she wasn’t quite what Maria had been expecting. The young novice had built up a romantic notion in her head of the princess being a figure out of Grimm’s Fairy Tales, perhaps with blue eyes and blonde hair, who emanated love towards the young motherless children and their lonely father. While it would be unfair to say that the princess was more like some of Grimm’s other creations, she certainly wasn’t that interested in the children – as she told Maria in forthright terms the afternoon she arrived. She had already shown her disapproval of Hedwig’s love of her new ski pants over lunch, after which she presented herself at Maria’s bedroom door.


Yvonne explained that she was aware that the Captain was in love with Maria – which came as a shock to the young nun – but that she was straightening him out: he only thought he was in love with Maria, because of the excellent way she was with the children. Maria said she would have to return to Nonnberg immediately, but the princess couldn’t see why she needed to run away: she wanted Maria to stay through the summer, keep the children occupied on the day of the wedding with a nice party (the last thing she needed was a group of unruly youngsters at the nuptials, after all), and then Maria would be free to return to Nonnberg when the children were sent off to boarding school in the autumn.


Maria was horrified at the prospect of the seven children being sent away from home, and couldn’t understand why Yvonne would be marrying the Captain if that was her intention. The princess was bemused – did Maria think she was marrying the children? Hearing that, Maria realized that there was no place for her in the set-up at Villa Trapp, and determined to leave immediately. However, the princess knew how to manipulate Maria, and engaged the help of an elderly priest who explained to Maria that it was the Will of God that she stay with the von Trapps until she was received into the abbey. Reluctantly, she agreed to remain there.
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