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  Leave Something Behind


  ‘And now I know Eva will want to say a few words.’


  The phrase echoed around the large hall, and filled me with dread.


  I was a quiet middle-aged woman, married to an investment banker, with three grown-up daughters. The man who had spoken was Ken Livingstone, then still the firebrand leader of London’s soon to be abolished Greater London Council, and the biggest thorn in Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher’s side.


  We had met earlier that day, and he was certainly not to know that those few words would send me into turmoil. Even I didn’t know that this was the start of my long journey towards coming to terms with the terrible events of my childhood.


  I was fifteen years old when I and thousands of others rattled across Europe in a train made up of dark, cramped cattle trucks and was dumped out at the gates of Auschwitz-Birkenau concentration camp. More than forty years had passed, but when Ken Livingstone asked me to speak a feeling of total terror gripped my stomach. I wanted to crawl under the table, and hide.


  It was an early spring day in 1986, and we were at the opening of the Anne Frank Travelling Exhibit at the Mall Galleries, next to the Institute of Contemporary Arts in London. More than three million people around the world have now seen that exhibit, but back then we were just beginning to tell the story of the Holocaust to a new generation through Anne’s diary, and the photos of Anne and her family.


  Those photos connected me to Anne in a way that neither of us could have imagined when we were young girls who used to play together in Amsterdam. We were very different characters, but Anne was one of my friends.


  After the war, Anne’s father, Otto Frank, returned to Holland and began a close relationship with my mother that was borne of their mutual loss and heartbreak. They married in 1953 and Otto became my stepfather. He gave me the Leica camera that he had used to take the pictures of Anne and her sister Margot, so that I could find my own way in the world and become a photographer. I used that camera for many years and I still have it today.


  Anne’s story is that of a young girl who has touched the whole world through the simple humanity of her diary. My story is different. I was also a victim of Nazi persecution and was sent to a concentration camp – but, unlike Anne, I survived.


  By the spring of 1986 I had been living in London for nearly forty years and in that time the city had changed beyond recognition from a poor, bombed-out shell into a teeming and energetic multicultural metropolis. I wish I could say that I had undergone a similar transformation.


  I had remade my life, and started my own family with a wonderful husband and children who meant everything to me. I was even running my own business. But a large part of me was missing. I was not myself, and the outgoing girl who once rode her bike, flipped handstands and never stopped chattering was locked away somewhere I couldn’t reach.


  At night I dreamed a big black hole would swallow me up. When my grandchildren asked about the tattoo on my arm that I had been branded with at Auschwitz, I told them it was just my telephone number. I did not talk about the past.


  I could hardly refuse an invitation to speak at the opening of the Anne Frank Exhibition, though – especially when it was Otto and my mother’s life’s work.


  At Ken Livingstone’s urging I stood up and haltingly began to talk. Probably to the dismay of those in the audience who were hoping for a short introduction, I found that once I started I couldn’t stop. The words tumbled out, and I talked on and on, recounting all the traumatic and painful experiences I had lived through. I was light-headed and terrified; I have no recollection of what I said.


  My daughter Jacky, who was listening, says, ‘It was very nerve-wracking. We hardly knew anything about Mum’s experiences and suddenly she was on stage, finding it difficult to talk and breaking down in tears.’


  My words may not have been coherent to anyone else, but it was a very big moment to me. I had reclaimed a small part of myself.


  Despite such an unpromising start, after that event more and more people asked me to talk about what had happened during the war. At first I asked my husband to draft speeches for me, which I read out – badly. But gradually I found my own voice, and learned to tell my own story.


  Many things have changed in the world since the end of World War Two, but unfortunately prejudice and discrimination have not. From the Civil Rights movement in the United States to Apartheid South Africa, the war in the former Yugoslavia to those caught in ongoing conflicts in countries like the Democratic Republic of Congo, I saw people across the world struggling to be treated with equal human dignity and understanding. And as a Jewish person I saw that even the truth about the Holocaust had not woken the world up to the full horror of anti-Semitism. Today there are still many people who look for scapegoats based on the colour of someone’s skin, their background, their sexuality – or their religion.


  I wanted to talk to those people about the bitterness and anger that made them blame others. Like them, I knew just how hard and unfair life can sometimes seem. For many years I was full of hate, too.


  As my world expanded I began to work with the Anne Frank House in Amsterdam and the Anne Frank Trust in the UK. Early on, I wrote a book about my experiences, pouring out raw memories of the Holocaust, and then, much later, an account of my life with my brother Heinz for younger children. I was astonished when other people also wanted to write about my story.


  Eventually I found myself travelling the world and talking to people in the US, China, Australia and across Europe. Everywhere I spoke, the people I met touched me and changed me until I could honestly say that I was not a person driven by hatred and bitterness any more. Nothing can ever excuse the dreadful crimes the Nazis committed. Those acts will always be absolutely unforgivable and I hope that because of personal stories like mine they will always be remembered as such. But through my work in reaching out to people and telling my story I blossomed into a new person – maybe the person I always was inside – and that has been a gift for me and my family.


  Talking to children in schools and people in prison has been perhaps the most meaningful part of my work. When I look out at an audience of small children from different backgrounds and countries, or men and women convicted of serious crimes, I can tell that they are wondering what on earth they will have in common with me – a small lady with a neat cardigan and an Austrian accent. Yet I know that by the end of our time together, we will have shared our feeling that sometimes we don’t fit in, life has been tough and we don’t know what the future will hold. We usually turn out to be not so different after all.


  I want them to know what I have learned: that however deep your despair, there is always hope. Life is very precious and beautiful – and no one should waste it.


  In this book I will tell you about my family and the long journey I undertook, literally and in spirit, with my mother. I will also tell you much more about my father, Erich, and my brother, Heinz. All I will say here is that I lost both of them and that, even if you met me now as an elderly woman, part of me is still the fifteen-year-old girl who loves and misses them desperately and thinks of them every day.


  There is a particular memory from our time together as a family that has guided me through all the years since, and influenced my work.


  It was May 1940 and we were gathered in our flat in Amsterdam. We had already fled our home in Vienna, and now the Nazis had invaded Holland – the worst possible news. I could usually rely on my big brother Heinz to reassure me and cheer me up but that night he was upset and at a loss for words. He told me he didn’t know if our father could keep us safe any more, the Nazis were coming and taking Jews away. ‘I’m really scared, Evi,’ he said. ‘I’m really afraid of dying.’


  My father gathered us together on the sofa and wrapped us up in his arms. He told us that we were links in a chain, and that we would live on through our children.


  ‘But what if we don’t have any children?’ Heinz asked.


  ‘Children, I promise you this,’ my father said. ‘Everything you do leaves something behind; nothing gets lost. All the good you have accomplished will continue in the lives of the people you have touched. It will make a difference to someone, somewhere, sometime, and your achievements will be carried on. Everything is connected like a chain that cannot be broken.’


  In this book I will tell you how I have tried my best to leave something important behind.
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  A Viennese Family


  If you were young, ambitious and Jewish at the turn of the twentieth century there was only one place to be: Vienna.


  My child’s eyes took the city’s majestic size and sophistication for granted; it was home, and I was a true Wiener. By the time I was born we were living in a spacious villa out in the leafy suburb of Hietzing, although my family had a long and sometimes turbulent history with the city.


  Until the end of World War One, Vienna was the jewel in the Hapsburg crown, the seat of the vast and powerful Austro-Hungarian Empire that stretched from the Ukraine and Poland across Austria and Hungary and down to Sarajevo in the Balkans.


  Pre-war Vienna was a commercial and cultural powerhouse; business was fuelled by trade from the River Danube while composers like Gustav Mahler, writers like Arthur Schnitzler and doctors like Sigmund Freud lit up the streets, opera houses and cafés with new ideas. It was almost impossible not to be caught up in the ferment of exciting people planning dramatic activities. Down at Café Central you could find Leon Trotsky playing chess and plotting revolution; over at Café Sperl, Egon Schiele and one of his models might be taking a break from painting his provocative nude portraits.


  Those were exhilarating days. By 1910 the city’s population had reached more than two million. The imperial boulevards of the Ringstrasse were surrounded by streets of new apartment buildings for a growing middle class of shopkeepers and merchants. These people formed the mass audience for Viennese culture – suddenly they were buying theatre tickets, eating out and going on tourist trips into the Vienna woods and hills.


  A growing part of this middle class was a well-educated and successful Jewish community.


  Of course Jewish people had been living in Vienna, on and off, for about 700 years; but a series of unsympathetic rulers meant that Jews were often driven out of the city, and the community had remained small and unsettled. It wasn’t until Emperor Franz Josef’s policy of religious tolerance and full civic equality in 1867 that the Jewish community really began to flourish. In the thirty years that followed, the Jewish population of Vienna shot up from less than 8,000 to more than 118,000 – and soon started to play a prominent role in Viennese life.


  Some of these Jewish families were very rich and well known indeed. They bought palatial homes along the Ringstrasse and decorated them in marble and gold. Lower down the social scale were the middle-class professionals. By the beginning of the twentieth century nearly three quarters of all bankers and more than half of all doctors, lawyers and journalists were Jewish. There was even a hugely popular Jewish soccer team that was part of the Hakoah sports club.


  Then an economic crisis and the collapse of the paraffin industry, which employed many Polish Jews, followed by unrest in the Balkans and eventually World War One, brought fresh waves of immigrants to Vienna. These newcomers were poorer, less educated Jewish families who arrived from areas further east, like Polish Galicia. They settled around Vienna’s northern railway station in a part of the city called Leopoldstadt. These families seemed more religious, and less ‘German’ in their culture than the Jewish community that had already assimilated into Austrian life. Families like mine would never have met or mixed with these new immigrants, who were to become the focus of much deep anti-Semitic prejudice.


  My father’s background was typical of a well-established middle-class family. My grandfather, David Geiringer, was born in Hungary in 1869. After moving to Vienna he founded a shoe factory called Geiringer & Brown, and by the time my father Erich was born in November 1901, he was doing quite well for himself.


  I only have one photo of my father’s parents together. My grandfather looks businesslike with his moustache and bowler hat, while my father and aunt, small children, are dressed up in little sailor suits and solemnly staring at the camera. My grandmother, Hermine, is slim and elegant and made at least a foot taller by an enormous hat wreathed in layers of black lace and chiffon that was then the height of fashion. She had come to live in Vienna from Bohemia in what is now the Czech Republic.


  Even with the demands for frigid stillness that photography required at the time, they seem a happy family, and that is how my father remembered it. Unfortunately soon afterwards my grandmother was diagnosed with cancer, and died in 1912 at the age of thirty-four. My grandfather remarried, to a woman who turned out to be an unsympathetic stepmother, and so my father left home when he was still a teenager and set out to forge his own way in the world. His first experience of a close family life had been brought to an abrupt and unhappy end – but he was about to meet the woman who would shape the rest of his life, my mother.


  I have to say that my mother was beautiful. While my father was dark and dashing, my mother was blonde and blue-eyed, with wavy hair and a dazzling smile. Her name was Elfriede Markovits but everyone called her Fritzi, and she was full of life. One of my favourite photos of her was taken when she was only a young girl, laughing and feeding a horse. The circumstances were far from funny – she had gone to the country where my grandfather was stationed with the army to escape the worst of a famine; but she is still smiling. The photo might give you the impression that she was down-to-earth, practical and rustic in some way, but actually she was none of those things. At least not then.


  Fritzi’s mother, Helen, came from a very wealthy family who owned vineyards in what is now the Czech Republic, and a sulphuric spa near Vienna, in Baden bei Wien, which I hated visiting because it smelled like rotten eggs.


  My grandmother’s circumstances were considerably reduced when she married my grandfather, Rudolf Markovits, who represented Osram, a company that made light bulbs amongst other things. Although my grandfather was a good salesman and the family were far from poor, the end of World War One brought hard times to most Austrians.


  Food had been severely rationed during the war, and the collapse of Hapsburg rule in 1918 left Austria in dire straits. The country faced crippling reparations under the 1919 Treaty of Versailles peace settlement, but the nation went bankrupt before the rate could be set.


  What had once been the head of a vast empire was now a small country, minus its more profitable limbs. The industry and agriculture that had been the backbone of the Austro-Hungarian Empire was now holding up the economies of other countries, like Poland and the newly independent Czechoslovakia, Hungary and Yugoslavia. These new nations held Austria to ransom until border disputes were settled, and soon all of Europe was whispering that the citizens of Vienna were starving to death.


  At one point the Markovits family were so hungry they killed and cooked their pet bird. My mother, who loved the bird, remembered crying over her plate but pulling the meat off the little bones and eating it all the same.


  So it’s true that by the time seventeen-year-old Erich Geiringer met fourteen-year-old Fritzi Markovits, both my parents were acquainted with hardship and uncertainty. But the knowledge that life could bring swiftly changing circumstances did not affect their joie de vivre in roaring-Twenties Vienna one bit. As this letter from 1921 shows, my father was determined that no one would stand in the way of their courtship – not even Fritzi’s mother who had told him her daughter was too young for such a serious entanglement.


  Vienna, 17 August 1921


  Your honoured lady,


  I got your letter today from the 15th and at first I was actually quite shocked – but then it ripened in my conscience that your honoured lady must mean it with good intentions. I am very grateful for the trust that you give to Fritzi and myself. You are quite right on many points, and I have to admit, though it is very painful for me, that I rushed forward with our future plans.


  The idea ripened in my brain in a single moment, and I didn’t realise the resistance it would bring.


  I’m sorry I can’t accept the suggestion that your honoured lady made to me to enjoy myself. My dislike of those enjoyments is already deep and long standing. From the moment I met Fritzi I was under her spell, so I’m not interested in any other enjoyments …


  We were very serious about each other immediately, otherwise we wouldn’t have carried on with our deep friendship …


  Honoured lady, I hope you won’t be too annoyed when I tell Fritzi about your letter. I can’t keep something so important from her. I want to ask your forgiveness when I deny that Fritzi is still the schoolgirl that your honoured lady and husband believe – even if she still goes to school she has much more maturity than her age would suggest. An effect which your honoured lady would have to admit.


  I thank your honoured lady again for the good intentions that you have shown me …


  Your very subdued,


  Erich Geiringer


  He was not subdued for long – they married in 1923, and they were quite the young couple about town. If you’d bumped into them parading down the Ringstrasse, hiking in the mountains, or drinking with friends in one of the city’s famous ‘new wine’ gardens, this is how they might have appeared.


  My father was energetic and cheerful; warm and charming. He had studied at the University of Vienna before taking over the family shoe factory after my grandfather’s death in 1924. My mother lacked my father’s fondness for sports and outdoor pursuits, instead she loved listening to music, playing the piano and spending time with all her extended family.


  They were both stylish. My father’s suits had been impeccably tailored in Savile Row, and he took to wearing pink shirts long before they became fashionable. My mother always managed to look elegant, even with her hair cut in the new short style, or wearing a tartan beret.


  In all things, my father was the head of the family – picking activities, leading expeditions, running his business and furnishing the Geiringers’ large new home in Lautensackgasse with an impressive array of antiques, including a marital bed that had once belonged to the Empress Zita. He was an indefatigable bundle of enthusiasm and ideas, for work and play, and my younger, more cautious mother followed in his wake.


  They were young and in love, and felt lucky to have found each other.
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  Childhood


  ‘Come on Heinz, I want to do it …’


  I was a stubborn little girl with straight blonde hair and my chin often set forward in determination. My brother Heinz was tall and willowy, with long slim legs, dark hair and soulful eyes.


  When the weather was nice I often wanted to pull our little hay wagon up to the top of the slope in our park-like back garden, jump in and then careen wildly down to the bottom again. This was one of my favourite games, and it was quite dangerous. We often incurred injuries, as the only way of controlling the wagon was by using a pole as a makeshift rudder. I suspect Heinz was significantly less enthusiastic about these joyrides than I was, but – as usual – he was humouring his little sister.


  We were three years apart in age, and completely different in personality and looks.


  Heinz was born in 1926, and my parents doted on him. The first trauma in his life occurred one spring day three years later when he was sent away without explanation, to my grandmother’s house. A fretful week passed, still with no word of what had happened to my mother or father. Eventually he returned home to find my mother happily ensconced with a new baby bundled in her arms – me.


  I was born on 11 May 1929 in Vienna’s General Hospital, and that first meeting with my brother might have caused a lifelong resentment. It seems amazing to me now that most adults thought it best not to introduce their children to the idea that a new baby was on the way, but that is how it was in those days.


  Luckily for me Heinz did not bear a grudge, in fact he quickly became my staunchest supporter and the best big brother I could have hoped for. But the trauma of that week did leave one lasting impression on him. He developed a stutter that no doctors’ visits, or remedies, could cure. My parents even took him to see Anna Freud, Sigmund Freud’s daughter and the founder of child psychoanalysis – but to no avail. From the very beginning, he was a sensitive boy.


  I wish I could say I was so delightful, but I inherited none of Heinz’s easy-going temperament. In one family photo I sit frowning, squashed between my parents, Pappy and Mutti, looking slightly annoyed that they might want to pay attention to each other, or to Heinz.


  I grew older, but no less wilful. I distinctly remember spending many evenings standing in the corner of a room, where I was supposed to reflect on some misdemeanour, and then apologise. There was a bentwood chair and I would walk round and round it, outlining the circle of the seat with my finger, and repeating that I would never say sorry.


  These scenes were frequently brought on by disagreements over food. To put it mildly, I was a fussy eater, and I detested vegetables. I would usually be left alone at the table long after everyone else was finished, forbidden to leave until I had eaten everything on my plate. I often resorted to sticking peas to the underside of the table one by one.


  One evening my parents said good night to us and left for an evening out, while Heinz and I ate dinner with our maid. The food consisted of a bony type of fish, and I hated pulling the sharp bones out of my mouth. In the middle of the meal my mother rang to find out how we were. ‘They’re fine,’ the maid told her, before I ran to the phone and snatched it out of her startled hand and protested loudly to my mother, ‘I’m not fine. We’re eating fish, and it has lots of bones and I hate it.’


  Naturally, my mother told me to go back, sit down and finish my dinner immediately. But I sometimes wonder if that streak of stubborn defiance kept me going in infinitely worse circumstances later on, when I really needed every ounce of flinty wilfulness not to give in.


  For those first few years of my life our family home was the middle floor of a large nineteenth-century house in Hietzing. Hietzing was known as the greenest district in the city because of all of its parks and gardens. The Hapsburgs’ summer home, Schönbrunn Palace, was around the corner, and famous architect Otto Wagner had built a personal subway stop nearby for the Emperor. (He used it twice.) Around the corner, Hietzing cemetery had a fearsome collection of dead Austrian aristocrats, making it one of the most upmarket spots in the city.


  How well tended and comfortable the area must have looked to a down-on-his-luck and unpromising artist who had passed through Hietzing in the first decade of the twentieth century. Adolf Hitler came to study for entry to the prestigious Vienna Academy of Fine Arts but despite the extra tuition, he failed his entry to the art academy – twice.


  Our house on the corner of Lautensackgasse looked more like a castle than an ordinary suburban villa, with a large turret and a big garden where we often had our birthday parties.


  I loved our busy home, and the people in it. We weren’t rich, but we lived in a comfortable warm house with double-glazed windows that protected us from the harsh Vienna winters. There was a maid who lived in the little room behind the kitchen, and other women came by on a weekly basis to help with washing and sewing.


  If you’d dropped in to see us you might have found me sitting at the little table I’d laid with a tea set in the alcove of my bedroom, or all of us sitting down with Pappy in our flowery wallpapered dining room to eat the main meal of the day at lunchtime. At night people wandering past would have heard Heinz whispering to me on the large front porch while we looked up at the stars and he told me some of his favourite Karl May Cowboy and Western stories about Winnetou and Old Shatterhand.


  Although there was a local synagogue very few Jewish people lived in Hietzing, and Heinz and I really only became aware of our religion and culture when we started going to school. All Austrian children had compulsory religious education. For the vast majority of the class this meant receiving instruction in Roman Catholicism, but we were sent for separate lessons three times a week – which meant that everyone knew who the Jewish children were.


  We enjoyed our religious lessons and we both became quite enthusiastic about celebrating Jewish holidays and traditions. My parents went along with our interest, and dutifully started lighting candles before the Sabbath meal on a Friday night. Friday nights became special occasions: Mutti would call to Heinz and me, and we would help her set the table for our Sabbath dinner. Laying out our best silver and china and putting the candles in the candlesticks was one of the highlights of my week, and I felt proud of growing up in a Jewish family.


  Neither Pappy nor Mutti really had much interest in religion, though. My mother was quite unaware of a lot of Jewish traditions and my father was not observant, although he felt strongly about preserving our heritage and culture. On a day-to-day level that included having big family gatherings for Jewish holidays like Passover, and never allowing pork in the house. But there were times when our religion did rear its head in bigger ways.


  Occasionally our Catholic maid and housekeeper took us to Mass. I think this was mainly so that she could go to church herself on Sundays, and I know lots of Jewish children had the same experience because most of the domestic servants in Vienna were farm girls from large Catholic families. I thoroughly enjoyed these outings, especially the ceremony, sights and smells of a Catholic communion. But when my father found out about these trips he was furious. He fired our maid immediately.


  Later, my mother’s sister and her family moved to England to escape the Nazis, and converted to Christianity. This upset my father deeply. He believed that if you were born Jewish you stayed Jewish. In his opinion, to convert because you feared persecution showed a remarkable lack of backbone.


  As well as our Jewish traditions and culture, we participated in Viennese life in the same way as other middle-class Austrians. Although we didn’t celebrate Christmas as such, we did welcome St Nicholas and his assistant Black Peter on their feast day, which fell on 5 December. For many years I longed for St Nicholas, the forebear of Santa Claus, to bring me a little red car with pedals. I dropped hints about it to my parents months in advance and I would wake up early on the long awaited day and look under my bed to see if it had arrived during the night. It never did, but the first grown-up car I ever bought was red.


  Looking back, my parents may have thought we received more than enough gifts and treats, because they sometimes wrapped up presents they had given us in previous years, and delivered them all over again.


  It’s true that we were not short of attention, or affection. One of our daily outings was to visit my mother’s parents who lived in a smaller apartment down on Hietzinger Haupstrasse. I say we visited my grandparents, but a major part of these visits was seeing their maid, Hilda, who ran the house like a martinet but spoiled us rotten. Hilda was part of the family for forty years and although my grandmother was nominally in charge and could be very vocal on other occasions, she stayed quiet at home and let Hilda run the house exactly as she saw fit. When my grandparents were forced to flee the Nazis, Hilda looked after the flat for them before eventually returning to her own home village.


  The only part of our daily visit that I did not enjoy was having to say hello to my great-grandmother, who by then was also living there. Great-Grandmother seemed to loom over me as a frightening figure, dressed head to toe in black. I told my mother that she was ‘old and ugly’, and I begged not to have to go and speak to her. No matter how much I protested, I was always pushed into her back bedroom where I would have to tiptoe over to the old lady and nervously give her a kiss on the cheek.


  Luckily, the lure of spending time with my grandparents overcame my apprehension. In particular, I adored my grandfather. Grandfather Rudolf had special activities for each of us. He was very musical and Heinz would sit next to him on the piano stool where he would watch my grandfather draw a deep breath, close his eyes, and then let his hands fly up and down the keyboard. The music was always magnificent but my grandfather could only play by ear because as a young student he’d refused to learn to read sheet music.


  I may have inherited his stubbornness, but I did not inherit my grandfather’s musical talent. While Heinz spent hours practising the piano, and then the accordion and guitar, I occupied myself with more outgoing activities.


  On Sunday mornings my grandfather took me to his local tavern next to the railway crossing where he had beer and I had soup. Taverns in Austria were more like cafés and wine gardens than pubs or bars; they were places men gathered at their regular tables for a convivial chat. The best part of this Sunday ritual was sitting next to my grandfather at our place on the table, while the waitress brought us goulash soup. The goulash was kept hot in a large stainless steel cup, and the waitress would carry over the cup and then it pour it into our soup platters, while I watched wide eyed, counting out how many pieces of beef fell onto my plate. I was the centre of attention. My grandfather’s friends listened with great interest to my accounts of what I’d done that week, or my latest hobbies. It was heaven.


  In the city our lives revolved around family, home and school. Our maid encouraged us to let off steam by taking us to play in the park by Schönbrunn Palace, or to a Shirley Temple film, and occasionally the famous Vienna amusement park, the Prater, for a treat. More often we visited my parents’ relatives, my father’s sister Blanca and my cousin Gaby, who was also my best friend. My mother’s sister, Sylvi, and her husband Otto lived nearby too, and I could go and play with their new baby, Tom.


  I’ve always loved children and looking after babies, and I was fascinated by my new little cousin. After I saw Aunt Sylvi breastfeeding him I even tried this myself at home with my friend Martin. Martin and I were still both small children, and I had no breasts of course, but Martin’s mother found us and caused an enormous fuss. I was extremely upset when she refused to allow him to come and play with me for a while. I felt confused, and perhaps for the first time, ashamed.


  At school I laboured over my reading but didn’t mind sums. In the afternoons we spent hours writing out words and letters from the gothic alphabet on a slate.


  It was outdoors that I really came alive. I wanted to be just like Pappy; diving, swimming, running and climbing.


  ‘You must never be afraid,’ Pappy would shout, usually before hurling us into some dangerous pursuit that thrilled me, and appalled Heinz.


  He began training me to be fearless by encouraging me to jump off the tall wardrobe in my bedroom into his arms, and this progressed to dropping me into the deep end of the swimming pool. My mother would look on in alarm at these activities and Heinz would smile and say, ‘No thank you, Pappy,’ before returning to reading one of his favourite Jules Verne stories. But I trusted Pappy never to put me in any real danger, and I was sure his big arms would always be there to catch me.


  Heinz found some of my hero worship highly amusing, and laughed at me when I decided to sleep on a stone pillow because Pappy said a soft mattress caused bad posture. During our mountain expeditions, Heinz would often wait with Mutti at the bottom, while I climbed crevasses, scampered barefoot up rocky paths and swung on ropes.


  I even looked like a skinny little monkey. I was still a fussy eater and a disastrous trip to a sanatorium combined with lashings of cod liver oil had not filled me out. So I dangled on long skinny arms, with my ribs sticking out like the ridges on a washboard.


  Every Sunday we headed off on these family adventures and for holidays we travelled further, up into the Austrian Tirol and Alps, staying in homely wooden chalets and wearing traditional Austrian lederhosen and Tirolean dresses.


  These trips became even more enjoyable once Pappy drove home one day in our very first car. Pappy of course liked to drive very fast, squealing around the hairpin bends on high mountain passes so that we lurched to the side of the car looking straight down into the tiny homes of the villages below. Mutti sat next to him in the front, screaming, while Heinz and I were jammed in the back, clutching each other so tightly I thought our bones might break.


  In the hot summer my mother took us out of the city on long holidays, usually accompanied by my Aunt Blanca and cousin Gaby. We would head down to the Adriatic coast in Italy where we could swim and play on the beach. Heinz worried about the jellyfish but I loved to bury myself in the fine sand and then run into the sea.


  We were too young to understand the purpose of these trips, but my mother was visiting her Italian boyfriend and sometimes we stayed for three months at a time. Gino was very dapper and charming with smart white flannel trousers and gleaming dark hair. Although my mother may have had other boyfriends as well, Gino was an enduring and serious presence in her life. At one point he travelled to Vienna and demanded she get divorced and marry him. They kept up a long correspondence, even after my mother discovered he too was married to someone else.


  At the time Vienna was well known for having a fairly accommodating attitude towards marriage, and my father also had numerous female admirers to keep him amused while he spent the summer working at his factory. That was the spirit of the era, but we were a very happy family nonetheless. Our contrasting personalities – daring and outgoing in the case of my father and me, creative and gentle in the case of my brother and my mother – complemented each other perfectly.


  My parents shared a deep love of classical music and sometimes, instead of bedtime stories, my father would start the gramophone and play us the Trout Quintet by Franz Schubert. Then the four of us would lie on the floor of our big living room and drift away to the sounds of what we called the ‘sleeping music’.


  To me, those days and the sprightly tones of the Trout Quintet made the world seem innocent and carefree but in actual fact ominous events were clouding the horizon. Many of them emerged in one momentous year, 1933.


  When he was seven Heinz developed a serious infection and lay in bed with a raging fever, staring at the walls.


  I crept in to see him and peeped over the top of his bed.


  ‘Do you want to read any of your stories?’ I whispered, thinking that would make him feel better. ‘What about Old Shatterhand?’


  But Heinz shook his head. He was too ill even to read.


  ‘He’s not getting any better,’ my mother fretted anxiously. ‘Why can’t they find out what’s wrong with him?’


  Doctors came and went, but none seemed to know what was wrong.


  ‘I’ll find another doctor,’ Pappy said, trying to sound reassuring. ‘Don’t worry – we’ll get to the bottom of it and he’ll be fine.’ But even Pappy sounded very worried.


  After many consultations with different doctors my parents finally found a specialist who correctly diagnosed the problem, and removed Heinz’s tonsils. He began to recover but by then the infection had already affected his eyesight, and he went blind in one eye. Of course, this made my parents frantically anxious. And Heinz was terrified too. ‘Pappy, what if I can never read my books again?’


  All I could do was fret, beside his bed, unable to do a thing. ‘Are you feeling any better today, Heinz?’ I would ask him, terrified to see my big brother so weak and helpless.


  It was a terrible ordeal for all of us. Heinz never really recovered from the fear of losing his sight, while my father worried that Heinz’s newly developed anxieties would stop him making his way in the world.


  As a family we were about to undergo another wrench. The Great Depression and raging inflation were causing immense hardship in Austria, and Pappy’s business was failing. A tram ride that had cost half a Krone in 1918 now cost the equivalent of more than 1,500 Kronen in Schillings, the currency that had replaced the old Kronen in 1924. A one-Krone dinner was more than 30,000 Kronen.


  There was no future for our factory, Geiringer & Brown, but Pappy was inventive and entrepreneurial, and he began employing women to work from home making moccasins. Until he could rebuild the family business, however, we had to move into more modest surroundings. ‘Our new apartment is a bit smaller, but it’s very nice,’ Mutti told us, trying to sound cheerful, ‘and just think how much nearer we’ll be to Grandma Helen and Grandpa Rudolf.’ But not even that could compensate for my feeling of loss.


  ‘It will all work out, Evi,’ Pappy told me, but I could hear a catch in his voice that told me how sad he was to be leaving our house in Lautensackgasse.


  A happy family home is about much more than four walls, but I knew that we were shutting the door on our earliest memories together of laughter, quarrels, growing up, meals and birthday parties. A new stage in our lives had begun.


  With all these family traumas and upheavals to occupy my thoughts, I suppose it’s little wonder that I can remember only the vaguest whisperings about bigger world events. Occasionally I would see an aunt or uncle furrow their brow, or I would hear a note of worry in my parents’ voices as they listened to a radio broadcast. It was 1933, and in Germany Adolf Hitler had just come to power.


  4


  
The Nazis are Coming



  The Austrians were well known for being charming and laid-back people. As I was to discover, they were ‘charming Nazis’ – smiling and pleasant as they cheered Hitler back over the border after the Anschluss between Germany and Austria in 1938.


  My mostly carefree childhood years of the 1930s had been turbulent ones in Vienna, and the culmination of decades of violent strife.


  As the Austro-Hungarian Empire disintegrated the city witnessed scenes of virtual civil war. Different nationalities and ethnic groups had been pulling the Empire apart from the turn of the century. While politicians shouted at each other in different languages across the floor of the parliament, outside on the Ringstrasse, poverty-stricken workers took to the streets in protest over high food prices, overcrowded accommodation and a flood of immigrants making it harder, they believed, to find work.


  Vienna was wonderful and exciting if you were wealthy but a tough place to live if you were not.


  An extremely popular mayor, Karl Lueger, had transformed the turn-of-the-century city with electric lighting, a tram system, clean water for hospitals and even public swimming pools. But he had also overseen a dramatic rise in homelessness, with people sleeping in cots under the tram shelters, queuing all day for entrance to overnight hostels, and finding themselves unable to afford to buy food. While rich Vienna gathered in cafés to discuss ideas, poor Vienna visited ‘warming rooms’ to fend off the cold, read the newspapers and have a bowl of soup.


  Those newspapers often told them that their problems had a single cause – the Jews. Mayor Lueger was famously anti-Semitic, knowing that he could always raise an easy cheer by blaming hard conditions – untruthfully – on Jewish businessmen. ‘Nothing but Jews’ was how he once dismissed the city.


  Not everyone liked the idea that Vienna was a multi-ethnic melting pot, drawing in a wide range of people from across the empire. Some writers and politicians began to agitate for a Pan-German movement, harking back to ancient myths of an Aryan people coming from northern Europe who were superior to other people from the Empire, particularly Czechs, Slavs and Jews. Men such as parliamentarian Georg von Schönerer wanted to claim ‘Germany for the Germans’ – including a reunion of Germany and Austria – but while Emperor Franz Josef remained on the throne they were one voice amongst many in the throng of ideas and debates of the time.


  Without World War One and the fall of the Hapsburg Empire perhaps few would have taken the idea of a ‘Pan-German master race’ seriously, but this rag-bag of populist slogans and re-invented myths and traditions strongly influenced Adolf Hitler, who between 1908 and 1913 was a failing artist living in a Vienna men’s hostel.


  Hitler, a customs officer’s son from the provincial Austrian city of Linz, hated Vienna’s internationalism – its modern art and music, liberal sexuality and sometimes chaotic politics, that excluded him at all levels. Hitler was like a poor boy with his face pressed up against the window of the sweet shop, while inside exclusive Vienna society and intelligentsia ignored him.


  When the war came, it brought hardship, famine, financial collapse and ultimate humiliation in 1918. While the rest of Austria remained ruled by conservative government and the Catholic church, the citizens of Vienna rebelled, and from 1919 to 1934 the city’s administration was socialist, with progressive thinking on social housing and public health care. Once again, Vienna was at the crux of a bitter and violent battle between rival political ideologies.


  In 1934 ‘Red Vienna’ came to a crashing end when the Christian Socialist chancellor Engelbert Dollfuss swept Austrian democracy to one side, and set up a one-party fascist regime. Although it seems paradoxical, Dollfuss was opposed to the Nazis or the prospect of Austria becoming annexed with Germany, and he tried to protect Jews by banning anti-Semitic propaganda and discrimination against Jewish students. When Dollfuss was assassinated by Austrian Nazis in 1934 another member of his government, Kurt von Schuschnigg, took his place – and he also tried to keep Hitler at bay.


  For three years he succeeded, but there was no way that Hitler would allow Austria to vote in a free referendum on the question of unification with Germany, especially when it was predicted that two thirds of the Austrian people favoured maintaining independence. On 9 March 1938 German troops silently rolled over the border into Austria, meeting no opposition. One month later Hitler ordered the Austrian people to vote in his referendum on Austria’s future. The official result recorded that 99.75 per cent voted in favour of union with Germany.


  I will never forget the fear and foreboding that I felt the night the Nazis arrived in Vienna. German soldiers were welcomed into the city with ringing church bells and cheering crowds, while gigantic red flags with black swastikas were unfurled from every window and building, blooming across the city like a swathe of poisonous flowers.


  My family gathered together at my grandparents’ apartment and anxiously listened to the news. I played together with my cousins and Heinz, but I could tell that something was very wrong.


  ‘We have lived here for our entire lives,’ I heard my grandfather say, ‘and Austria has been our homeland for generations.’


  Someone tried to reassure him. ‘It can’t possibly get so bad, our non-Jewish friends won’t allow it.’


  ‘What do you think is going on?’ I whispered to Heinz, but he put his finger up to his mouth and widened his eyes to shh me, meaning we would talk about it later.


  We walked home in silence and when Mutti and Pappy put us to bed, Mutti kissed our heads and said, ‘Tomorrow will be a better day.’


  That night her words of reassurance made me sleep easier, but I believe she knew in her heart that the fate of Vienna’s Jews had been sealed.


  Hitler appeared on the balcony of the Neue Hofburg Palace in front of the huge Imperial Square, Heldenplatz, on 15 March 1938. He spoke to the teeming crowds of Austrian people in front of the chiselled gold slogan that had been erected for Emperor Franz Josef: Justice is the foundation of governments.


  ‘This country is German,’ he said. ‘I can report to the German people the greatest accomplishment of my life. I am announcing to history my homeland’s entrance into the German Reich.’


  The city that had snubbed him for so long was welcoming him back with open arms and his first priority, he confided to Nazi propaganda chief Josef Goebbels, was to cleanse it of ‘filth and roaches’ – he meant the Jews.


  In that first week of Nazi rule everyone’s worst fears were confirmed. Austrian Nazis were allowed to run riot, beating up Jews, looting Jewish property, forcing Jews to call each other insulting names in the street and ripping the World War One medals off the chests of Jewish former army officers and soldiers.


  Suddenly the easy-going friends of my childhood were gone. I wondered who these new people were. The ordinary shopkeepers, tram conductors and building supervisors whom I thought I knew were now making Jewish people get down on their knees to scrub pro-democracy statements off the pavements.


  Surely these were not the same people that my family had lived side-by-side with for so long?


  Even if you were not interested in politics, you could not be oblivious to the anti-Semitism that had existed in Vienna for so many years. You didn’t have to read a Pan-German newspaper to know that a Jewish-looking man could get his hat knocked off walking down the Ringstrasse, or that students had been sent fleeing from Vienna University to jeers of ‘Jews out’.


  In the years leading up to the Anschluss, all the major political parties had anti-Semitic statements in their manifestos, and even the Dollfuss-Schuschnigg government, which purported to protect Jews, had many anti-Semites in its cabinet. This prejudice was a deep, long-standing undercurrent in Jewish life but only now did it start to encroach upon my sheltered existence.

OEBPS/Images/tree.jpg
Looe  ~Soow oo
P el o
s spursy
oprepy womg o Lunss  uspaopteq L vt warpoy L oy
—ss61 156 e ~Lo61 | |
oo pura s e seer Hi, o—
ssomps 1z wg e
“tei-srer R crorear
sy tobm ko
L ] 1061
s o s6i-soer | (kddg)
vyl w L661-6061 opuon | ogér6ggr  (mmny) PRI pRYRPIOD | 9§61-Sc61
[ poomunny om0 L waiis ip1 Ppoesgong —musg L ez sipry L e

g6 1-1061 L

() e a1 - - (1) 359 PRy

o1 e A ann g e £961-64

b il i

(onesg woy)
L A0 WY

sumy oty

[

g
— suupn) puect






OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
AND SURVIVAL BY
STEPSISTER OF ANNE FRANK






OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg
H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON





