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PREFACE




‘My life seems to have contained enough events, great and small, enough stress and strain to fill a half-dozen normal lives.’1

            

Helena Rubinstein

            



People often ask me why I became interested in Helena Rubinstein. There is something mysterious about first encounters. So while we can never say exactly how things happen – most of the time, it is a question of chance – we do know the ways in which a person’s story has marked us.

In this case, I knew nothing about her other than her name on beauty products that I didn’t use, but the opening lines of her life story were enough: she was born in 1872 in Kazimierz, the Jewish quarter of Kraków; she had seven younger sisters – Pauline, Rosa, Regina, Stella, Ceska, Manka and Erna; and at the age of twenty-four she set off on a journey to Australia, armed with a parasol, twelve jars of cream, and an inexhaustible supply of chutzpah.

         

My imagination immediately began to run away with me. I saw her taking the train, her forehead pressed thoughtfully against the window, reciting her sisters’ names like a mantra. I saw her four-foot-ten frame walking up the gangplank to board the ship that would sail halfway round the globe, taking two months to reach Australia. I saw this tiny pioneer disembarking in Melbourne, in this foreign land; I saw how she struggled, how she nearly gave up, then triumphed.

Even though I didn’t know a great deal about her, Helena Rubinstein became for me a romantic heroine, a sort of Polish Scarlett O’Hara, a conqueror with a character forged of steel. As she stood there in her high heels, her motto – for she was someone who despised the past – could have been ‘Onwards!’ As the saying goes, ‘Give a girl the right shoes, and she can conquer the world.’

         

A quick look at her tumultuous life confirmed my suspicions. She was little known and has been virtually forgotten, but her extraordinary life spanned nearly a century (she died in 1965 at the age of ninety-three) and four continents.

         

Driven by courage, intelligence and a will to succeed that would make her neglect her husbands, children and family, she built an empire that was both industrial and financial. More impressive still, she as good as invented modern cosmetics and ways to make them accessible to all. This was no easy task for a woman in those days – and it still isn’t, whatever one might think; a woman who was poor, foreign and Jewish, to boot. But she loftily disregarded all four of these disadvantages – and it’s anyone’s guess which one was the greatest – and often turned them into strengths. She opened her first beauty institute in Melbourne in 1902, the same year Australian women were among the first in the world to obtain the right to vote. Helena would always be a firm supporter of women in their movement for equality, which throughout the twentieth century, meant not only fighting for their most basic rights, but also for the liberation of their bodies – first by freeing them from the shackles of the corset, then from the taboo of wearing make-up (until the early 1920s cosmetics were only worn by prostitutes and actresses).

As Helena would like to say, beauty is anything but frivolous. For her it was a ‘new power’, a means through which women could assert their independence. To want to charm or look your best are not signs of subservience if you know how to use them to your advantage. Helena believed that women must use the assets placed at their disposal if they are to conquer the world, or at least to make their place in it.

         

Cosmetics existed before Helena Rubinstein – they have existed since antiquity! – but she was the visionary who created modern beauty: scientific, rigorous and demanding, with an emphasis on moisturising, protecting against the harmful rays of the sun, massage, electricity, hydrotherapy, hygiene, diet, nutrition, physical exercise and surgery.

Her passion for art and aesthetics of every kind – painting, sculpture, architecture, furniture, decoration, haute couture, jewellery – drove her to become an obsessive collector (she was nicknamed ‘a female Hearst’) and inspired the colours of her make-up collections.

It was her innate sense of marketing that led her not only to promote her products successfully, but also to constantly invent sales techniques at her salons and retail outlets, to set professional standards for beauticians, and to use advertising as early as 1904.

She worked tirelessly and claimed that work was the best beauty treatment: ‘Work has been indeed my best beauty treatment. I believe in hard work. It keeps the wrinkles out of the mind and the spirit. It helps to keep a woman young.’2 She amassed a fortune almost single-handedly. She was known to be one of the richest women in the world: only a handful of peers had succeeded as well as her in the domain of beauty and fashion. Coco Chanel, Elizabeth Arden, and Estée Lauder were the few women who shared Helena Rubinstein’s gift for putting themselves on stage and promoting their image.

         

She started out as Helena (or ‘He-LAY-na’, as she would pronounce it in America with her Yiddish-tinged Polish accent) then, as she became more successful, she would be known as Madame. That was what everyone called her, even members of her own family. Indeed, inside her there were two people: Helena the rebel, adventurer, lover; and Madame the businesswoman, billionaire and princess late in life.

My preference lies towards the younger woman, with her rebellious, reckless streak; but the older one continues to fascinate me. The portraits of her at this time tell us a great deal about her. Despite her expensive clothes and jewellery and lavish surroundings, she has the face of a Jewish grandmother, hard and frail at the same time. And that is what she was despite appearances, that is who she had never stopped being: the ‘little lady from Kraków’3 who all her life had struggled to master the proper etiquette.

         

During the long months I spent in the company of this visionary woman, I learned something new every day about her anticipation of trends and fashions, her gift for coming up with new ideas, her incredible ability to live through different eras, countries, wars, fashions, mores, always in the thick of things: the emancipation of Australian women; the belle époque in Europe; London of the 1910s as it shook off Victorian puritanism; the artistic and literary Montparnasse of the roaring twenties; the pre-war years in Paris and New York; the reconstruction of the 1950s and the democratisation of beauty; the 1960s and the advent of consumerism. And through it all lies the recurrent theme of women on their long march towards freedom.

Her life, which was stranger than fiction, reads like a historical and geographical compendium – she couldn’t sit still, so she travelled by boat, train or plane, from one continent to the next, the way other people take the bus. It also featured, as does any saga, its share of drama, heartbreak, personal tragedy and great solitude.

She had her faults, and they were countless: she could be authoritarian, demanding, tyrannical, despotic, cruel, miserly, selfish, deceitful and even downright insensitive, but by the same token she could be generous, kind, attentive, charming, shy, open, tolerant, and wickedly funny. Like many people of her ilk, she was a living paradox, excessive, larger-than-life, even ‘over the top’, as Suzanne Slesin, her son Roy’s daughter-in-law titled a book about her a few years ago.4 

         

Her principal vanity, when late in life she took only a few minutes to do her hair and make-up, ever mindful not to waste time, was mendacity. She lied about everything, starting with her own age – she felt this was the best way to stay young and was more effective than any anti-wrinkle cream.

         

Like other celebrities eager to forge their own legend, she was constantly rewriting her own life, transforming it to suit her – hiding, veiling, misrepresenting, embellishing, exaggerating, preparing a dream for posterity. Rumours abound, as do inventions, contradictions, fables. Unto those that have shall more be given, and Helena was no exception to the rule. But at the same time, grey areas remain, although the documents, autobiographies, biographies, newspaper articles, administrative documents and testimonies of both the dead and living who knew her – and there are not many of this last category left – can shed some light on her life as a whole.

‘She won’t hold it against you if you re-create the legend yet again,’ exclaimed her cousin Litka Goldberg-Fasse, during our first interview. ‘Madame always lied about her life.’ She added, after a moment of silence, ‘What mattered most to her was to be talked about.’

Madame often said, ‘If I hadn’t done it, someone else would have.’

Perhaps true. But she came first.



Michèle Fitoussi

June 2010

         


NOTES

            

1 Rubinstein, Helena, The Art of Feminine Beauty, Horace Liveright, 1930.

            

2 Rubinstein, Helena, My Life for Beauty, Simon & Schuster, 1965.

            

3 Brown Keifer, Elaine, ‘Madame Rubinstein: The Little Lady from Kraków Has Made a Fabulous Success of Selling Beauty’, Life, 21 July 1941.

            

4 Slesin, Suzanne, Over the Top: Helena Rubinstein, Extraordinary Style, Beauty, Art, Fashion and Design, Pointed Leaf Press, 2004.

            










    


  








    

      


      

    

         


1

EXILE



From the moment she boarded the Prinz Regent Luitpold, a German liner that travelled back and forth between Europe and Australia, Helena Rubinstein felt as if she were in a state of weightlessness. She was free.

         

And while she might have sensed that a trying adventure lay ahead, she savoured every second of her miraculous journey, even if she didn’t really know what to expect at the other end. She had hardly had time to realise that by leaving her country, she would at last be able to change her life and be who she wanted to be. She had no idea how she would go about it. And yet she hadn’t hesitated when her family suggested emigration to her. In spite of all the real or imagined dangers that might lie ahead – shipwreck, accidents, and fatal diseases, not to mention encounters with the wrong crowd – she had agreed to set off on her own, to go thousands of miles from her native Poland to join three uncles she had never met before.

It was May 1896. Helena was twenty-four years old, with all her worldly belongings in an old trunk. There were days when her chest seemed to swell with all the desires she kept pent up inside until it felt like her heart might explode. She wanted to open her arms wide and embrace the world.

Despite the anxiety that had occasionally gripped her since she embarked in Genoa, she marvelled at what was going on around her. For the first time in her life, she actually felt something approaching happiness. When the weather was fine she went on deck and stared out at the ocean, fascinated by the changing light on the shifting waves: how she wished she could capture every nuance!

         

When it was too windy on deck, she would explore the gangways in cabin class, stopping at the music room or at the door to the smoking room, browsing through the books in the library. At the bar she would order a cup of tea and some fruitcake, savouring the pleasure of drinking out of china and using real silverware. Afterwards she would luxuriate in a plush sofa to read or embroider. Not once did she think about her family who had stayed behind in Kazimierz, the neighbourhood in Kraków where she grew up. She was not prone to nostalgia, at least not yet.

Fortunately she did not suffer from the seasickness that had consigned so many of her fellow passengers to their berths. In her thirst for discovery, she would even go down into steerage, evading the watchful eyes of the grumpy stewards who forbade passengers from going from one class to another. The sight of these scores of immigrants was wrenching: men and women all crowded together on the deck, lying next to each other moaning or shouting, vomiting their guts up on the floor. The stench of fuel, greasy food and unwashed bodies made her ill. She would hurry away again, fearful she might forfeit her spot on the upper deck were she to be discovered down below, as if she might somehow be forced to stay down there as punishment for trespassing. But that was the reaction of a poor person, and in a shot she was angry with herself for having felt that way.



One morning, leaning against the railing, with a parasol to protect her delicate skin (the sun, woman’s mortal enemy!) she looked out, fascinated by the port of Bombay where the steamer had just docked. In the foreign crowd swarming on the quay below her she saw poverty, even more stark there in the harsh sunlight than in the hardships of a Polish winter. She avoided looking at the crippled beggars, the coolies dressed in their cotton loincloths, the ragged children running after the Europeans; instead her gaze lingered on the Indian women in their brightly coloured saris, or the English ladies buttoned up to their chins despite the heat as they scolded the porters struggling with their luggage.

         

Before Bombay, the ship had stopped at Naples, Alexandria, Aden, and Port Said. On each occasion, Helena would study the crowds of people, then allow herself a short stroll along the port, weaving unsteadily as if she were still on board the rocking ship. Surrounded by itinerant pedlars, she stopped eagerly to rummage through their trinkets. With a serious expression and a frown on her brow, as if her entire life depended on it, she haggled with ease, counting on her fingers to make herself understood, then, at a price she had set herself, she bought glass jewellery, betel, pigments, ointments and powder, musk, amber, essences, tea, sequins and a few lengths of shimmering fabric.

Everywhere she went she would look at the women, fascinated by their exotic, changing beauty. The blonde, pale Italians of Liguria; the plump Neapolitans; the Egyptians and Yemenites, who were invisible save for eyes that burned beneath the veil; the Ethiopians with their fine features; the Asians with their gentle faces. All of them – old, young, ugly and even the little girls clinging to their mothers – had their own particular charm, a way about them, with kohl-rimmed eyes, sparkling teeth that made their olive skin darker still, heavy jewellery around their necks, arms or ankles, bright clothing, and perfume so rich and pungent it made her head spin.

Helena was more used to the fogs of Eastern Europe, and would shield her eyes. There was too much light, too much noise, too much of a crowd and too many dazzling colours; and yet she was absorbing it all, avidly, to keep for later.

         

*


Helena had a long line of admirers on board. Two young Italians, to begin with, who didn’t understand a word of either Polish or Yiddish, and who invited her to dance every night with an ingenious display of mime. Her scant knowledge of German helped to establish closer ties. Then there was the Englishman with the moustache who spoke as if he had a red-hot potato in his mouth. Whenever he turned to Helena, his ruddy face seemed to catch fire. ‘Oh, Miss Helena, you’re so pretty.’

Miss Helena wasn’t a real beauty, but her charm had an immediate effect. Her tiny size made her look like a little girl wearing heels that were too high. But her legs were slim, her bust shapely, and her figure had not yet filled out with age. She wore her black hair in a chignon low on her neck, pulled back from her ears and brow. Her features were regular, with high cheekbones, straight lips and skin so pale it was translucent. The first thing you noticed about her was her large, widespread eyes, with their velvety darkness, at times pensive, at times enquiring. ‘A gaze of precision and observation, the kind of look you can tell excels at counting, examining files and numbers, studying formulas, or dreaming endlessly about beautiful things.’1 At times, too, they could shoot daggers. Her seven sisters nicknamed her ‘the Eagle’.2

         

From the start, she intrigued her admirers. She was a young woman travelling alone, and seemingly not at all frightened: this was virtually unheard of at the time. Only loose women dared to travel without chaperones. But her silence and restraint, along with a certain hardness in her eyes, soon made them realise she wasn’t that kind of woman.

And while Helena enjoyed having a good time, she quickly set her limits. Her shyness kept her from going too far. Besides, what would her mother think? The strict principles of Gitel Rubinstein, known as Gitte, her prudishness and sense of virtue, were too well embedded in Helena. ‘Every kiss seemed immoral to me, and the mysteries of sex remained … mysteries.’3 It would take time for her to let her guard down. She received no fewer than three marriage proposals in the course of the journey, and three times she turned her suitors down with a smile, as if each proposal was some boyish prank. She did not envisage a future tied to a man.

         

Every evening, after a few polkas in the ballroom, the young men gathered around her. The fifty or so passengers in cabin class had very quickly become acquainted. Shipboard romances blossomed. Attachments formed, seemingly indestructible, then dissolved when the journey ended. The men on board were brokers, explorers, gold prospectors, French officers, British diplomats, missionaries; the women were mistresses, dowagers, the wives of high-ranking officials. There was even a theatre troupe on tour. Helena befriended two Englishwomen who, like her, were on their way to Australia. The first, Lady Susanna, was travelling with her husband, the aide-de-camp to Lord Lamington, Governor of Queensland. The other, Helen MacDonald, lived in Melbourne and was about to be married. Before leaving the ship, Helena wrote down their addresses. She already had a knack for networking.

         

In the cabin class salon, the heat was stifling despite the ceiling fans. Helena sipped an iced tea to cool down. Her gaze glided over the wood panelling, the rosewood tables, the silverware and china dinner services, the crystal chandeliers, the tall sparkling mirror reflecting her face. All this refinement enchanted her. Then she went to join the little groups who were chattering gaily. Her hawk-like eyes recorded every detail – the clothes the women were wearing, their deportment, their hairstyles, the way they held their fans, the way they laughed or remained silent.

During the day she watched them play tennis or whist, and tried to memorise the rules. She knew so little about this world where everything seemed easy that she took in every detail and stored it all up for future use. She was completely ignorant when it came to social codes, manners, and even the art of conversation, which explained her stubborn silence. Another reason was – and always would be, no matter what she did – the fear of being judged because of her background. Even if she learned as she went along – and she was a quick learner – there would always be gaps she could not fill. Neither her fortune, nor her good taste, nor the lies she told to embellish her life would ever fill those gaps.

         

In the course of her very long life she would make other journeys from one continent to another. The sun would never set on her empire – the empire of beauty. But this first voyage was a seminal one and would leave its imprint: a taste for adventure, luxury, and beauty. To get what she wanted, Helena was prepared to work relentlessly; she had been brought up the hard way and was not afraid of work. And although she didn’t yet know which way she was headed, she was already using everything in her power to overcome the limited existence to which her station in life might otherwise have condemned her.

Nature had given her every asset for success: boldness, energy, obstinacy, and intelligence. All she needed now was luck, and she promised herself she would push that luck. She knew there would be obstacles to overcome, but she believed in her destiny and refused to let herself down.


NOTES

            

1 Charles-Roux, Edmonde, 1957.

            

2 Rubinstein, Helena, My Life for Beauty, op. cit.

            

3 ibid.

            










    


  








    

      


      

    

         


2

KAZIMIERZ



She was born Chaja Rubinstein, the eldest daughter of Hertzel Naftaly Rubinstein and Augusta Gitel Silberfeld, on 25 December 1872, under the sign of Capricorn.1 She so despised her first name that she changed it as soon as she left the country: on the passenger list of the Prinz Regent Luitpold she was registered as Helena Juliet Rubinstein, aged twenty.

         

Four years younger than she really was: that was her way of thumbing her nose at the passage of time. She would always lie about her age and tell untruths about other details of her life with equal aplomb. Her earliest passports stated 1880 as the year of her birth.2 Administrative bodies were not very particular at the time, and besides, she did look ten years younger. ‘I’ve always thought a woman owed it to herself to treat the subject of her age with ambiguity,’ she dictated for the opening pages of her autobiography at the ripe old age of ninety-three.3

         

Her place of birth, Kazimierz, was founded in 1335 by the Polish King Kazimir III as a separate fortified city next to Kraków, the capital. One hundred and fifty years later, all Kraków’s Jews were ordered to live inside its walls. Over the centuries, the Jewish town of Kazimierz expanded alongside the Christian capital of Kraków, and benefited from varying degrees of protection from Polish sovereigns. Hertzel Rubinstein often told his daughter that in those days there was a fair amount of cultural cross-fertilisation with the rest of Europe. Jews came to the city from France, England, Italy, Spain and Bohemia, fleeing persecution.

         

The political situation, however, was unstable. Coveted by its neighbours, Poland was constantly invaded. In 1772, a first partition divided Poland (then part of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth) into three territories: Austria annexed an area containing the two major cities Kraków and Lemberg and called it Galicia, while the rest of the union was divided between Russia to the east and Prussia to the west and north. A second partition took place in 1793. A third, two years later, destroyed the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth once and for all. In 1815, the Congress of Vienna created a fourth division, the Congress Kingdom of Poland, while Kraków, of which Kazimierz was now a suburb, was made an autonomous republic until the middle of the century. The city preserved its Polish heritage but, as with all of Galicia, remained a dependency of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.

Torn apart, Poland still refused to submit. Successive revolts for independence were met with bloody repression, which only served to intensify the nationalist movement. At the same time, waves of political emigrants left Poland, most of them headed for France – a brilliant community of painters, writers, musicians, and aristocrats for whom nostalgia served as artistic inspiration. Among them were Frédéric Chopin and poet Adam Mickiewicz. Many of the country’s great masterpieces were created outside Poland.

Austria-Hungary claimed to be a civilised nation that allowed its subjects to live in peace. The fate of the Jews was somewhat more tolerable there than elsewhere. In 1822, when the walls of Kazimierz were demolished, the richest and most determined Jews settled in the Christian district. In 1867, Emperor Franz Josef finally granted them full rights. When Helena was born, Galicia, and all of Poland along with it, was in the feverish throes of modernisation. Railways, factories, and apartment buildings were being built, cities were expanding and streets were being widened, paved with stones and fitted with streetlamps and gutters.

         

With 26,000 Jews, a quarter of its population, Kraków became an important centre for Judaism. Synagogues and religious schools – yeshivot and cheders – were built. Increasing numbers of young people attended secondary school and university, breaking down social barriers. Jewish officials were elected. Galicia’s Jewish doctors, lawyers, dentists, writers, poets, actors and musicians outnumbered Poles and Ukrainians in their respective professions.

         

Well-to-do families lived in the centre of town, in vast townhouses like those of the Catholics, filled with books, paintings, mirrors, tapestries and expensive furniture. The Orthodox community and poor Jews – who were often one and the same – stayed behind in Kazimierz. This was the case for Hertzel Rubinstein and his family. In spite of the economic boom, the vast majority of Jews still lived in poverty in Galicia, particularly in the countryside. In town, the artisans, tailors, carpenters, milliners, jewellers, and opticians fared somewhat better. But most importantly, assimilation was under way. The Jewish elite was becoming Polish.

However, anti-Semitism was by no means a thing of the past. As a child, Helena lay in bed and heard the adults talk in hushed voices about the pogroms. They described everything in detail: shtetls burned to the ground, synagogues desecrated, houses destroyed, mothers and daughters raped, babies thrown alive into the flames, old men forced to whip their peers, fathers massacred with pitchforks by Polish peasants, impaled by Ukrainian bayonets, scythed by Cossack sabres. Bloody nightmares haunted the sleep of the Rubinstein sisters: men hanging from their hands, shreds of flesh torn off, eyes gouged and tongues ripped out, heads cut off for soldiers to kick around.

         

Those Jews who could left in waves for less hostile countries. Between 1881 and 1914, 300,000 fled slaughter, war and poverty, emigrating to America or to Australia. Among them were Gitel’s three brothers – John, Bernhard, and Louis Silberfeld – to whom Helena would eventually be sent.

         



Kraków was also an intellectual centre with theatres, publishing houses, literary salons, concert halls, and secret societies. There was the Jagiellonian University, the second oldest in Central Europe; Helena liked to tell a story of how she studied medicine there for a few months, before being forced to drop out because she couldn’t stand the sight of blood.

In reality, she didn’t even finish secondary school.4 She attended the Jewish school in Kazimierz but at the age of sixteen, as was customary for girls of her social class, she had to end her studies. She did so reluctantly because she liked learning.

         

She had a quick intellect and a thirst for knowledge. Her favourite subjects were mathematics, literature, and history, particularly that of her country. She felt Polish to the depths of her soul.

And Jewish too. It couldn’t be any other way with such a pious, well-respected family. Both branches of her family, the Rubinsteins and the Silberfelds, boasted several rabbis, wise men, scholars, and men of the Book. Her father’s side could trace their lineage back to the famous Rashi of Troyes, one of the most famous authors of commentary on the Bible and the Talmud.5 Salomon Rubinstein, Helena’s great-grandfather, had been a rabbi. His son Aryeh, a cattle dealer, had three children, of which Hertzel Naftaly Rubinstein, Helena’s father, was the eldest.

         

The family came from Dukla, a little town in the Carpathians. That’s where Hertzel was born in 1840, and where he married Augusta Gitel Silberfeld, his cousin on his mother’s side. Gitel was born in 1844, and was the ninth child of nineteen, of whom over half died before the age of twenty. Her father, Salomon Zale Silberfeld, had been a moneylender; Helena’s eagerness for social promotion transformed him into a ‘banker’.

         

The year before Helena’s birth, Hertzel and Gitel Rubinstein settled in Kraków at 14 Szeroka Street, a narrow red stone building. As the family expanded – of the couple’s fifteen children, only eight daughters would survive – they moved house frequently, but always stayed in the vicinity of Joszefa Street. That’s where Hertzel Rubinstein ran a sort of bazaar, selling a bit of everything: eggs and preserves, huge barrels filled with herring, jars of pickles, candles, wheat and barley in bulk, kerosene. Walking in, the smell of brine and oil was overwhelming. Hertzel did not make a good living from his store but he did his best to feed his family. ‘Jews didn’t have an easy time of it in those days, we were people of very modest means, with virtually no money,’ Helena would confess, much later on, in a rare moment of candour about her early years.6

         

The house where she was born stood close to five of Kazimierz’s seven synagogues: the High synagogue, the Old synagogue, Popper’s, Remuh, and Kupa. It was also near the mikveh, a ritual bathhouse where women went to cleanse themselves at the end of the week. The days were governed by the times for worship, the seasons and the holy days. Every morning and evening, Helena would hear the prayers and chants as they rose towards the heavens.

Her district was a labyrinth of paved streets, flanked on either side by large, balconied houses of wood or stone. It was home to all manner of shops, printing presses, newspapers, banks, cafés, markets, wedding houses, schools, cemeteries, and a hospital. On the shopfronts, names were written in Polish and Yiddish. Between the Miodowa, Dajwor, Wawrzynca, Bartosza and Joszefa streets and Nowy Square, prosperity and poverty lived side by side, as did culture and ignorance, religion and profanity.

Rabbis with payot in long black coats walked past pious Jews in fur hats and bearded Hasidim wearing belted caftans over trousers tucked into boots. Notables in their top hats ceremoniously greeted old men in velvet skullcaps as they scurried past with their sacred leather-bound tomes beneath their arms. Women in wigs, their heads covered with a stole or an embroidered bonnet, shooed away little boys with caps pulled down over their curls. Gaunt students clustered outside their yeshivot, endlessly debating a paragraph from the Talmud.

         

In the summer everyone lived outdoors in the street, or kept their windows wide open. From her bedroom, Helena could hear weeping, arguments, matrons shouting to each other from balconies where laundry was hung out to dry and the cries of waterbearers calling to their customers. Carts filled with bricks or hay, drawn by skeletal horses, regularly blocked the road, forcing everyone to make a detour.

Yentas, or busybodies, sprawled on tiny folding chairs, gossiped malevolently about their neighbours and scolded the small children chasing each other along the passageways between the courtyards. Pedlars displayed their wares on trestles piled high with precariously balanced treasures – old clothes, worn shoes, umbrellas, prayer shawls, books, phylacteries, and menorahs. Craftsmen repaired broken furniture in the street, while young girls went to fill their buckets at the fountain. From early morning, the neighbourhood buzzed with people at work, from cobblers, fishmongers and pawnbrokers to an old woman on her balcony embroidering trousseaus for the rich.

         

In the poorest areas, there were cries and insults, people shouting out in Yiddish, Polish, and German; crates were unloaded in the dust, and the streets ran ankle deep with refuse while buckets of dirty water were poured out onto the pavement. The stench of rotting fruit, cat’s urine, smoked meat, onions, cumin, salted cucumbers and offal wafted on the thick air. In winter, the temperature could drop to thirty below, and icy gusts heaped snowdrifts along the pavements. The pitiless cold gripped you body and soul, walls rotted from the damp, and a leaden grey sky hung over the city. When the snow melted, the streets filled with a muddy slush that ruined shoes and skirt hems.

         

Helena Rubinstein always preferred to keep silent about that chapter of her life, as if she were ashamed of it. She preferred to talk about Planty botanical gardens or St Anne’s Church. She would rather chat away about the aristocrats’ stately homes where she dreamed of being a guest and would later claim she had been. Depending on her mood, she might describe Kraków as a cultured, elegant city, or merely dreary and provincial. The reality lies somewhere in between, although the city boasts an abundance of medieval and gothic monuments – the royal castle of Wawel; the tomb of the Polish kings, which overlooks the city; the ramparts of the old town surrounded by the Botanical Gardens; St Mary’s Basilica; St Catherine’s Church; and the observatory. And the grandiose central marketplace, the Rynek, common to all Polish cities, with its famous Cloth Hall.

Whenever she could, Helena would leave Kazimierz behind to head down Stradom Street, then Grodska Street, to stroll past the stalls beneath the arcades. Here there were no Jews in greatcoats, or gossiping housewives, or wretched street urchins. The men sported top hats and bowlers; the women wore fine milliners’ creations.

Young Helena admired the displays on the stalls as if she wanted to learn them by heart. She hadn’t a single zloty in her purse, but she dreamed of being able, someday, to buy lace and silk and fur, diamonds and pearls and crystal. When she was rich she would strut about like these distinguished Polish women strolling around the square wrapped in their pelisses, or travel like the ladies she glimpsed in fine carriages pulled by elegant horses – instead of going everywhere on foot, through the mud, dragging her sisters behind her, as she had to do now.

Very early on, Helena mastered the art of transforming the episodes of her life, embellishing or blurring facts as she saw fit. Her imagination knew no bounds, so much so that it is difficult to know where the truth lies. She was more of a fabricator than a liar. She would spend her entire life painstakingly stitching together her personal legend, indifferent to any contradictions in her story.

         

And yet the reality is infinitely more interesting than the story she stubbornly enhanced. She may have wanted to deny it, but the fact remains that she came from these dark streets, these impoverished alleyways, these poorly paved courtyards with their prayer houses and cheders – an entire Jewish world that seemed immutable, rooted in the shtetls and ghettos of Galicia, Poland, or Ukraine, and which has vanished forever.

         

The harsh environment where she spent the first twenty-four years of her life inspired her with the passion to leave it behind. It was where she found her strength of character, her courage, and her adaptability, like any emigrant who makes a new life elsewhere.

But she was an impoverished Jewish woman, born in Poland at the end of the nineteenth century.

This meant that she was a nobody.
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3

THE RUBINSTEIN FAMILY



Helena, Pauline, Rosa, Regina, Stella, Ceska, Manka and Erna Rubinstein: the litany of their names sounds like a nursery rhyme. They were all pretty dark-haired young women with milky white skin. The eldest and youngest were ten years apart. The atmosphere was always lively in their huge, gas-lit house: they would fight over a ribbon, a scarf; they would prance in front of the mirror. The centre of this den of females was Gitel Rubinstein: model mother and housewife, who performed miracles to make sure her family had everything they needed. Given her husband’s erratic temperament, she was often lacking housekeeping money. Gitel sighed at the thought of her brothers and sisters who lived comfortably in Kraków, Vienna, Antwerp and beyond.

There were the things they had inherited: finely carved furniture, mirrors, silver chandeliers, linen in the wardrobes and an abundance of books. But they had to skimp on everything else – soap, bread, candles, servants. So many mouths to feed were a burden on their meagre income.

Eight daughters. Eight treasures. But also eight dowries.

Each one would have to be married, to a good match, if possible. This occupied Gitel’s thoughts as soon as each was born. She was a good woman, plump with childbirth, and she wore a wig styled in the chignon customary for Orthodox Jewish wives. She scrupulously observed all the commandments of her faith, but that did not mean neglecting appearances, which counted as much as the purity of one’s soul. She taught the little girls to sew their shirts and to knit and embroider, all things Gitel excelled at, and she made the patterns for their dresses and coats herself. Above all, she taught them the art of good grooming. She showed them how to take care of their hair, which they were very proud of. One hundred strokes of the brush every night before bedtime. That way the girls could practise their counting while brushing their hair. In the Rubinstein family, not even time was squandered.

         

Gitel was convinced that charm and inner beauty would enable her girls to win the love of the men who would marry them. It was out of the question for her to allow her girls to wear make-up. Only low women, or actresses like the great Helena Modjeska, were allowed to wear cosmetics. But it was still possible to protect one’s face from the redness caused by the wind and frost, and remain respectable at the same time. So Gitel brought out her secret weapon.

Face cream.

Gitel’s was made from plants, spermaceti, lanolin, essence of almond and extracts of Carpathian conifer bark. Every night, especially if it had been a bitingly cold day, her daughters would line up in their nightdresses according to height and impatiently lift their little faces like baby chicks seeking their food.

‘Mama, Mama! On me! And me! No, Pauline, get out of the way, it’s my turn!’

They liked to tell stories at home, and Gitel’s story was that the cream had been made originally for Helena Modjeska by the Lykusky brothers, two Hungarian chemists who were customers of Hertzel’s. Modjeska was the most famous actress in Poland. It was highly doubtful she ever visited the Rubinstein family, despite Helena’s claims to the contrary, but the elder Lykusky brother, Jacob, probably came to dinner quite often. And he brought with him a big jar containing the precious mixture, wrapped in newspaper.

Gitel would transfer it into little ceramic pots that she stored in a cool spot in the pantry with the jars of pickles and onions. Her sense of thrift ensured the cream would last until the next delivery. The handful of beauty principles she passed on to her daughters would change the life of the eldest. Before Helena left for Australia, Gitel gave her twelve little jars, like twelve little talismans, to protect her.

         



Helena’s position among her siblings shaped her personality significantly. ‘When I was very young I already had to help my mother control the rebellious little troop. When you’re the eldest of eight girls, you get into the habit of running things.’1 She didn’t altogether mind this, given her domineering character. She was both a tomboy and an accomplished young lady. A steamroller full of grace.

         

Control and charm – you could sum Helena up in those two words. At the age of twelve she was in charge of running the household. She became the ‘department head’, buying the food and linen ‘with a spontaneous taste for what was finest and sturdiest’. In all likelihood these precocious duties shaped her talents as an organiser. ‘I was the one who had to intervene and mediate between my younger sisters and our parents, which is the best training I could have had for managing my future employees.’2 But she also had to carry out the other household tasks that their solitary servant could not handle on her own: making the beds, putting the water on to boil, fetching wood for the stove, helping the little girls to wash, overseeing their homework and separating them when they began to fight.

         

‘Shh, shh, silence! Papa will punish you. And if he doesn’t, I swear that I will!’

And then there was the table to set and clear, and the dishes to put away, keeping the ones for meat and dairy separate. And there were the preparations for the Sabbath and all the religious festivals – Rosh Hashanah, Yom Kippur, Hanukkah, Passover, Sukkot, Purim, Shavuot. She had to get out the tablecloths, iron them, polish the silverware, light the candles, lay out the prayer books, keep an eye on the dinner in the kitchen – the chicken broth where the kneidels or the gefilte fish were cooking – then knead the challah bread with her mother. Gitel’s sole ambition was for her daughters to become good balaboostas, accomplished homemakers. Because it wasn’t enough just to catch a man: you had to know how to keep him.

         

That was clearly not Helena’s ambition: she hated being stuck at home. From early adolescence she would hurry to join her father in the store to evade the chores her mother sought to burden her with. When she left school, she quickly found her place behind the counter. She would have preferred to continue her studies, but that was not an option.

Besides, she liked going to the store. She managed much better with the customers than her father did, she could count faster than he could, and she knew the inventory, orders and amounts owed or due down to the last zloty. Hertzel was better suited for reading holy texts than for commerce, so he appreciated her energy and skill with the bookkeeping. But he also got annoyed with her natural authoritarianism. They would have to marry her off quickly, but to do that they needed a dowry, and Hertzel never managed to put aside even the tiniest amount – not for Helena or any of the other sisters. The mere thought of it made him sigh. Then he would return his attention to his old books, submitting to the will of the Almighty, who was bound to help him sooner or later.

Helena was frequently irritated by her father’s feebleness. Books, nothing but books … what was the point of all that studying if he couldn’t feed his family? On two occasions she got him out of a tight spot. The first time, she went to bargain over the purchase of 20 litres of kerosene from a supplier who lived in Lemberg, the capital of Galicia. Her father had been stuck in bed with a bad back since the day before, and Gitel had far too much to do at home to go in his place.

Hertzel could not afford to lose the contract. The shipment had been resold at twice the price to a cattle merchant who had already paid a deposit. For once they would be able to finish the month without any debts. All evening long Helena heard her parents quarrelling, her father lamenting, her mother sighing. Always the same reproaches – Gitel bemoaning their poverty, and Hertzel berating her because he was ashamed. The young girl was fed up with their arguing.

         

As soon as she got up in the morning she announced that she would go to Lemberg on her father’s behalf. He told her she was crazy and that the merchants would laugh in her face. Helena was so adamant that finally, with his wife’s consent, he let her take the train, although he did send the shop boy to escort her. Just before she left for the central station on Lubicz Street, Gitel looked her daughter straight in the eyes.

‘If you really want to be smart, above all you must listen. And don’t say a word more than you have to.’

Helena managed to close the deal as they had hoped, for the price Hertzel had requested. All she’d had to do was stay firm. And no one had made fun of her.

Some time later, Hertzel ordered a huge quantity of eggs from Hungary that would have to be sold off again as quickly as possible. The shipment was running late and was due to arrive at the station in Kraków the day before the feast of the Assumption, which, in devoutly Catholic Poland, meant four days of public holidays with no workers available to unload it.

The city was baking in an August heat wave. No one ventured out into the hot streets until late afternoon. The railway carriages were turning into incubators and several chicks had already hatched. Fearful of his imminent ruin, Hertzel was trying in vain to obtain a special dispensation. Gitel was moaning and wailing. Without consulting her parents, Helena decided to go straight to the stationmaster on her own: she would persuade him to unload the shipment. After half an hour of back and forth discussion, in which he did not have the last word, the stationmaster sent Helena to see the director of the railways, who was shut inside his furnace of an office sweating like a lump of lard.

         

The moment she came into the room, the director looked this tiny Jewish woman up and down with all the scorn she inspired in him. But Helena was so determined to get her way that she didn’t give a damn what he thought. She sniffed and hiccupped and a stream of words flowed from her lips: eggs, my father, bankrupt. Then she started all over again, until the man became dizzy.

Exhausted, the director gave the order to unload the eggs onto the platform and waved her away. Helena ran all the way across Kraków as if she had a dybbuk on her heels and arrived home dishevelled, breathless, and flushed. Without pausing to catch her breath she gave the good news to her parents, who cursed her audacity but also thanked her for it. Hertzel was saved.

         

Much later, she would say that she owed her early accomplishments to her youth, her inexperience and the wise advice she received from her mother. ‘My sense of triumph was a foretaste of what achievement in business could mean to me.’3

         

None of her efforts to change the course of their monotonous life found favour with Hertzel. Among other youthful scandals, there was an incident in which she sold the furniture from the bedroom she shared with Pauline, who was a year younger. Helena hated their huge rosewood bed: it reminded her of a catafalque and gave her nightmares. In the small hours she thought she could see ghosts, and she would grab Pauline’s hand to calm her terror. In her opinion the termite-infested bedside tables were hopelessly old-fashioned. Her parents had inherited the furniture from their parents. As children were born and the family moved from house to house they added beds, wardrobes or dressers rescued from family attics or bought for a few zloty at the flea market. And everything was arranged haphazardly, without rhyme or reason, to Helena’s despair.

         

She knew nearly every shop window in Stradom Street by heart, and a new furniture store had just opened. At first she just glimpsed inside, then she grew bolder and went in. There she saw a big, sober, modern bed with two matching bedside tables. ‘This is the Biedermeier style,’ the salesman told her. ‘You need look no further, miss, this is as good as any you’ll find in Vienna,’ he added, in an affected tone.

Helena ran her hand over the polished wood. She liked the texture. She knew instinctively, without ever having been taught, how to distinguish the beautiful from the ugly, the refined from the vulgar. Throughout her life she would demonstrate this taste for beauty that seemed to have come out of nowhere. But she did not have the means to pay for the furniture; the price was exorbitant. To persuade her, the salesman suggested she pay on credit and even offered to take her old furniture. ‘And since you seem to be in the know, I’ll sell you this armchair half price. And I’ll throw in that big standing mirror as a bonus.’

It was far too tempting. Helena haggled, something she was very good at, and managed to get an even better price. She would find a way to pay back the instalments. She picked a moment when her parents would be absent to have the furniture delivered. That way the surprise would be even greater. Luckily, Helena’s maternal grandparents, Salomon and Rebecca, had invited the entire family to spend the Sabbath in their old house on the outskirts of Kazimierz. To avoid having to go along, Helena pleaded a headache, an ailment she frequently suffered from.

Gitel was worried. Normally her daughter never missed these visits. She was Rebecca’s favourite granddaughter and the old woman always showered her with presents, such as embroidered handkerchiefs or lace collars. When Helena turned fifteen, her grandmother even gave her a string of pearls. Her sisters thought they would die of jealousy. Helena kept that necklace her entire life, and that precious gift was the beginning of her passion for jewellery. At her grandparents’ there was also Stass, the handyman. He was very gifted with his hands, and he made miniature furniture for the little girls that were perfect imitations of the real thing. Helena never tired of discovering what new treasures he had created and this fascination would lead Helena to collect doll’s houses all her life.

         

‘Are you sure?’ asked Gitel.

‘I’m sure,’ replied Helena. She needed peace and quiet and she would be able to rest in her room. Hertzel was calling irritably to his wife to hurry up, as she rushed to and fro, unable to bring herself to leave. ‘We’re going to be late,’ he shouted; if his daughter wanted to sulk that was her business. Gitel gave in and went to join the rest of the family already crowded into the carriage.

All these interruptions made them late. Helena went to the window several times, filled with anxiety. The cart with its load of furniture was due to arrive any minute. Luckily, her family turned the corner at the very moment the shopkeeper came to unload his delivery. Helena spent the entire day arranging everything to her taste, making the bed and covering it with the counterpane she had just embroidered. Like her mother, she was very good at needlework.

Then she sat down to wait for her parents, confident that they would be pleased.

She had underestimated her father: Hertzel stood stock still at the threshold to the room. There could no longer be any doubt: his daughter was meshuggah, stark, raving mad. A dybbuk must have turned her head. To go selling the family furniture! What sort of behaviour was that! Who did she deal with? A store on Stradom Street? Who did she think she was! It must have cost an arm and a leg! Hertzel ordered her to follow him and rushed off to the store to return the furniture before it was too late.

         

Once again she had to obey her father. How long would this last? ‘Until you get married,’ replied Gitel firmly. ‘And after that, you will have to obey your husband.’

‘Yes, but who’s going to want her?’ said Hertzel bitterly when Helena had her back turned. ‘Everyone knows how rebellious she can be. She’s already turned down four suitors. And she is well over twenty!’

‘Without a substantial dowry, she won’t find a good match,’ retorted Gitel. ‘At her age she’ll only find other women’s cast-offs. And don’t forget there are seven more after her who are waiting their turn.’

Hertzel pretended he hadn’t heard. Gitel went to see the matchmakers, appealed to friends of friends, alerted all of Kazimierz and the immediate surroundings, Podgorze and Dukla, where she had been born, and in her agitation wondered if she shouldn’t send emissaries to Lemberg. Finally, someone found her the one. Schmuel, a well-to-do old widower who lived in Kraków, in the Christian neighbourhood, agreed to marry their daughter without a dowry. He had seen her several times at the synagogue and found her very much to his liking.

Hertzel was relieved when his wife told him the news. Schmuel seemed an excellent match. The man would take their daughter off their hands and give her two or three children to start with. Thanks to him the she-devil would calm down. Now all that remained was to convince her.

The young woman listened first to her father and then to her mother. She looked at the two of them; for once she was speechless. She wasn’t saying anything; that was a good sign, thought Hertzel. Gitel was more circumspect. She knew her daughter: this stillness did not bode well. Besides, hadn’t she just shaken her head? And what’s that she was murmuring? It was out of the question? That she would never marry that … that what? Not him, nor anyone else for that matter?

         

‘But what do you want?’ asked Hertzel, exasperated.

‘Stanislaw.’

Astonished, Hertzel turned to his wife, who shrugged, as much in the dark as he was.

Stanislaw was a medical student who Helena claimed to have met outside the university. She went there from time to time, to wander around and daydream that she belonged to these groups of laughing, talking students who never paid her the slightest attention. They all had presence, but none could compare with Stanislaw. Curly hair and eyes like the skies of a Kraków summer – if only they could see him, in his frock coat with gold buttons … a real prince.

She had probably never even spoken to him. How could she go near him, with a father who was so particular about who she met? But one of her girlfriends who knew the young man had pointed him out to Helena one day when they were walking together. So eager was Helena for romance that she was sure that it was love at first sight. But that was not something she was prepared to tell her parents. On the contrary, she made things up, implying there was already something quite serious between her and Stanislaw. Anything rather than marry Schmuel.

At that point Hertzel Naftaly Rubinstein got extremely angry. He paced back and forth in the living room, shouting, ranting and raving against his daughter.

‘Shoyn gening, that’s enough! You will obey me!’

         

Gitel sat on the worn taffeta sofa wringing her hands. Her round face bobbed up and down to the rhythm of her husband’s steps. ‘Oy gevald, what are we going to do with you?’ she said over and over again through her tears.

         

‘She spends much too much time away from home, how many times do I have to tell you?’ said Hertzel reproachfully, overlooking the fact that he was usually the one who kept his daughter out of the house.

         

Helena was silent, but her mind was racing. She couldn’t bear the idea of a life trapped in Kraków, where she was in love with an unattainable young man but was threatened with the prospect of marrying another. She would be condemned to the same deathly boring fate as her mother, her aunts, her grandmothers, and all those generations of women before her: countless children, monotonously repetitive Sabbaths, endless prayers and nothing but submission.

Tradition could not be changed. Particularly not to please young women. ‘She’s the eldest, she must be the first to marry. Otherwise, how will we find husbands for the others?’ shouted Hertzel. ‘You have already turned down so many good matches! Who do you think you are? You’re nothing but a pretentious nuisance!’

Helena could hear her sisters whispering behind the parlour door. Not one of them would come to her rescue, for they were all terrified by their father’s shouting. Besides, Helena had gone too far. She wouldn’t get out of it this time.

Helena lifted her chin and stood tall like a rooster preparing for battle. Maybe she couldn’t have Stanislaw, but she wasn’t about to have old, bald Schmuel, either. At the age of twenty-one she was no longer a little girl. No one else had the right to make up her mind for her. Helena ran out of the room, hurtled past her sisters, slammed the door and locked herself in her room. She collapsed on her bed, sobbing with rage. I hate them. I want to leave. Everything here is old and ugly and poor, and nothing ever changes. If I stay here I’ll die.

         



So Helena left.

She was amazed she found the courage. She sought refuge in Kraków with her aunt Rosa Silberfeld Beckman, one of Gitel’s sisters, who agreed to take her in for a few months. Not more than that, she warned; just time enough for Helena to find her bearings.

         

Helena had no intention of living in Rosa’s dreary little house, or sharing a bedroom with her cousin Lola, for long. She had other ambitions. One of her mother’s sisters, Chaja Silberfeld, lived in Vienna, where she was married to Liebisch Splitter, a furrier who ran a huge store with his three brothers. The magnificent Chaja invited young Helena to come and stay with her.4 Helena would help her aunt to look after the house and work at her uncle’s business.

         

The Splitters lived more comfortably than her parents. Their house was more spacious, their furniture more modern. Liebisch had a keen business sense; he was not a dreamer like Hertzel, and didn’t spend his days with his nose in a book. He was making his fortune. Her cousins were kind to her, and Vienna was a real capital, with a wealth of museums, theatres, cafés and concert halls. Kraków was provincial in comparison.

Helena improved her knowledge of German and learned the basics of the luxury retail trade. There was no one like her for latching on to a customer, keeping her there and selling her the most expensive fur. She liked wearing them too. There is a photograph from those early years showing Helena posing in a black astrakhan coat.

Two years sped by. Helena had no time for leisure. She was working.

Her only entertainment was a ritual stroll along the banks of the Danube or in the Prater Gardens on the Sabbath. In response to Gitel’s pleas, her aunt had introduced her to a few young men, but Helena turned them all down. Chaja Splitter did not insist. Her niece had made herself indispensable at the shop.

Helena wouldn’t speak to her father, but continued to write to her mother. In all her letters Gitel asked the same question: When do you plan to get married? Helena invariably evaded the question; marriage wasn’t a woman’s only fate. Her sisters’ letters brought some consolation, but what they told her gave her no desire to return to Kraków. Nothing ever seemed to change there.

         

Selling furs was no life either. Not for her in any case. It was time to move on. Her cousin Eva, the daughter of her uncle Bernhard Silberfeld, Gitel’s brother, had begun to write to her on a regular basis. Eva’s mother had died young, and she had lived for a long time with Helena’s family, like a ninth sister. When they were children they had been very close.

Eva had joined her father in Australia and had married Louis Levy, a violent alcoholic who raped and beat her and on two occasions nearly killed her. Somehow Eva found the strength to file for divorce. In her letters she asked Helena for help in looking after her three small children. Theodore, the youngest, was still an infant.

Australia? Helena had thought about it from time to time without really dwelling on it. She knew very little about that huge colonial country, but it definitely seemed an attractive option. When Eva described the vast amounts of space, the unending wilderness, the modern cities, Helena dreamed of freedom.

She gave it some thought, then confided in her aunt, who in turn spoke to her husband about it. They considered it to be an excellent plan. The Splitters were going to move to Antwerp, and would have no room for Helena, which meant that before long they would be leaving their niece without a job or a roof over her head. She didn’t want to go with them anyway.

So Chaja wrote to Gitel, and everyone agreed: Helena should emigrate. As usual, later in life she would embellish the reasons for her departure: ‘For a long time, since I was a child, it had been one of my dreams to go to Australia. My uncles had settled there before and our imaginations had been fed on letters from this remote land.’5 Her decision to go into exile so far away would allow her to shape the legend of her adventurous life as she saw fit. If she was leaving, it was because she wanted to. She didn’t want to owe anything to anyone.

         

It was out of the question to let anyone suspect that it was her family who wanted to get rid of her by sending her thousands of miles away. Everyone viewed the Australian solution as an honourable way out for an unmarriageable young rebel. Alteh moid, old maid: that was the fate in store for her. But perhaps in the outback she might still meet a gvir, a rich husband, who would be willing to take her on despite her age, as Gitel never stopped hoping.

         

Helena let them say what they liked for fear they might change their mind. Once she was in Australia she would be too far away for them to come pestering her with that marriage business.

Gitel sold a piece of jewellery, one of the few she had left, and sent Helena the money with twelve jars of her precious face cream. Helena packed them in her suitcase beneath her dresses of pleated silk. The Splitters and other members of her family contributed to her purse.

Helena was able to buy a ticket in cabin class without dipping into her savings. And one day, more alone and more determined than ever, she boarded the train for the port of Genoa in Italy.
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4

A MERCILESS NEW WORLD



Helena snapped her parasol shut before entering the store on 107 Whyte Street, next to the brick house with the wide porch that was now her home.1 It was a general store, somewhat more modern than her father’s in Kazimierz, with high counters, shelves and wooden crates. Her uncle Bernhard, who was also a sheep farmer and boasted that he was an optician to boot (a rather fancy word for the four pairs of spectacles he had on sale), sold a bit of everything in his store. Castor oil, shovels, sieves, dried biscuits, sugar, potatoes, poultices, ointment for horses’ joints, halters, ropes, flour, nails, tools, black soap, spectacles, even clothing – twill trousers, raw linen shirts and wide-brimmed hats.

         

Helena couldn’t stand the way the farmers’ wives dressed, in their rough calico frocks and frumpy lace-up shoes. Even if it wasn’t practical, every morning she put on one of her pleated silk dresses that constantly needed mending and her high-heeled boots that were worn down from riding horseback. Just the sight of a horse made her tremble. What an idea, to climb on its back! She wasn’t cut out to be a horsewoman. Her only concession to country life was the apron she put on over her dress in order not to spoil it when she was working in the store.

It was the first thing she did on arrival every morning, just before she went behind the counter. There weren’t any customers around, but she didn’t know how to sit still. She opened the ledger and took up the inkstand. Very soon she was busy at her bookkeeping.

‘Is that you now?’ asked a gruff voice from the room in the back. ‘Sure took long enough. What were you up to this time?’

         

‘My English lessons,’ she replied curtly. ‘I’ve been going to school every day since I arrived, you ought to know.’

And as soon as I know enough English to manage on my own, I’ll get away from here, she thought to herself, before immersing herself again in her figures.

         

Bernhard’s Yiddish accent exasperated her. As did his loud, coarse voice, not to mention his bad manners. He chewed tobacco, burped and picked his nose without the least compunction. Rebecca Silberfeld, Helena’s grandmother, would be furious if she could see her son’s rough ways. He had become a real yokel, with his muddy boots, sleeve covers, and a pencil behind his ear. He didn’t look out of place among all the colonists, gold prospectors and stockmen, or the ex-convicts deported from Europe. Things were different in the city: people were educated, well dressed, refined. She had noticed it at once when she got off the ship in Melbourne. The little she managed to see during the half-day she spent there, because Bernhard had some shopping to do, had immediately enchanted her. But in Coleraine there was nothing to do. The human species hardly mattered at all; in these parts, the sheep was king. Farmers raised sheep, the women who married the farmers looked after the sheep and had lots of children who would follow in their parents’ footsteps. Their sole topics of conversation were childhood illnesses and complaints about the weather, their Aboriginal servants, the drought, the floods, and, of course, the sheep.

Helena hurried along with her calculations. It was getting hotter and hotter, and she wiped her damp forehead on her sleeve. She couldn’t stand the climate – sweltering in summer, freezing, damp cold in winter. In fact, she couldn’t stand anything about the place. She’d spent nearly two years in this little pioneer town of two thousand souls that had sprouted up in the middle of nowhere in the southwest corner of Victoria, and she still hadn’t got used to it.

         

Coleraine was surrounded by vast, monotonous plains, swept by the violent wind that churned clouds of yellow dust in its wake and gave her headaches. Roughly six miles to the south was the Wannon River, which had given its name to the district, and which often flooded during the rainy season, isolating Coleraine and its surroundings.

Coleraine had a post office, three general stores including Bernhard’s, a saddler, a smithy, a local newspaper, a jeweller, a tailor, three hotels, one presbytery and a private school run by two old maids, Miss Crouch and her niece Miss Arrovoye, where Helena was learning English with students who were fifteen years younger than her. And there were two or three pubs where the farmers got drunk after the horse races, the only entertainment in the region.

Helena felt lonely and abandoned. She had no friends in Coleraine, nor did she try to make any.

People were kind, obliging and supportive – but Helena had little to say to them other than neighbourly pleasantries and the usual customer dealings. If only Eva had stayed with her. But after a year in Coleraine, her cousin, who didn’t get along with her father, had decided to go back to Melbourne with her three children.

Helena would have followed her if she’d known what she could do in the city. But with no money, where could she go? Now she had to prepare the meals all by herself. And she was also in charge of the housekeeping. Bernhard’s house had all the modern comforts, with a real bathroom – a claw-footed bathtub and a shower – four bedrooms, a kitchen, living room and dining room.2 But cleaning it all took a huge amount of time.

         

Her uncle wasn’t even grateful to her for it. When he wasn’t making fun of her lady-like clothing, the ridiculously high heels that she insisted on wearing even on the dirt roads, her parasols to protect her face, her fear of lizards, spiders and night noises, her urban mannerisms, her hopeless inability to ride horseback, or the charred legs of lamb, he said nothing. He could go for days without saying a thing, expressing himself solely through grunts and other unappealing noises. It was not surprising that he had never managed to remarry after the death of his wife, poor Aunt Chana. No sensible woman would want anything to do with such a man.

         

In the beginning, pressured by his insistent siblings writing all the way from Kraków, Bernhard was resolved to marry off his niece. During the first few months she was there, he introduced her to suitors chosen from among the handful of Polish, Romanian, and German Jews who lived in Coleraine and the surrounding villages of the Wannon district. All were charmed: Helena was a rare find in those parts. A shayna maidel, a pretty girl, judging by the appreciative gazes that followed her hourglass figure. And she had real character on top of it, which could come in very useful in this harsh terrain. They could already imagine her running their household, warming their bed, and keeping a strict watch over the many children they would be sure to give her.

         

But these men were farmers, blacksmiths, cobblers, gold washers: proster mensh, vulgar individuals who she could never imagine knowing in Kraków. So the mere thought of marrying one of them …

         

And because she rejected them out of hand, without even so much as a smile – no, I don’t want that Yankel, I couldn’t care less that his pub is the most popular one in Digby, nor do I want Moishe with his limp, or Nathan, he may be a rich farmer, but he’s still no better than an ongentrinken, a drunkard – Bernhard then resorted to introducing her to the remaining bachelors – goyim – in the area.

         

Helena wouldn’t get married. Over and over she had to explain – politely to begin with, then raising her voice in what turned into shouting matches after each of her rejections – she had no intention of shutting herself off in Coleraine. And so Bernhard gave up on the idea. From that point on he kept an eye on everything she ate as if calculating the cost of each mouthful. And yet Helena ate like a bird. When he had been drinking, he predicted she would dry up like an old sheepskin tanned by the brickfielder – the desert wind – since she didn’t want a man by her side.

         



But there was worse than Bernhard.

Louis, his younger brother, raised sheep in Merino, a little town twelve miles south of Coleraine. Louis was a lecherous bushman who slept with his boots on and spoke with a thick sheepherder’s accent. When Helena walked by he would run his tongue over his lips, as if she were a bowl full of cream. Whenever she came to visit, he insisted on teaching her how to ride a horse. After only a few minutes, Helena would complain of a backache and ask to go home. She couldn’t have said which was more frightening: the horse or her uncle.

Louis did not give up easily. His niece’s rejections even seemed to excite him. The last time he had got too close to her, in the stable, touching her breasts, she had clouted him with her parasol. Not wanting to see Gitel’s daughter disfigured – it would create havoc in the family – Bernhard had managed to calm his brother down, but only just. Louis had chased her, hurling insults.

Helena had run as fast as she could and sought refuge in the school where the pupils stared at her, their mouths agape.

‘What’s a “bugger”?’ she had asked the teachers, Miss Crouch and Miss Arrovoye, when she had caught her breath.

The two old maids turned as crimson as the worn plush curtains in Helena’s bedroom.

‘Well, I suppose it’s a lowlife person or some such thing,’ murmured Miss Crouch, while Miss Arrovoye lowered her eyes.

Nothing was going to plan. Not that she had any real plans. Every night she went to bed in tears, exhausted, after working harder than any beast, except for the few hours when she went to the school.

         



She was overwhelmed by homesickness. She hated everything here: the climate, the people, the sheep, her uncles. It was too hard. God knows, life in Poland was anything but easy, but Australia … She would never get used to it. Gitel would have cried for a whole week if she had even the faintest idea how her eldest daughter was living.

‘Don’t worry, Mama,’ Helena would say over and over, looking at herself in the little mirror above the toilet. ‘I cleanse my skin when I get up in the morning, I moisturise it with your cream, and I brush my hair for one hundred strokes before I go to bed, just the way you taught me.’

Gitel’s ritual was one of the few memories that still tied Helena to the past. She had forgotten how often she used to rail against the confinement of her life back there, and how she had prayed to the heavens to help her find a way out.

Helena could almost feel the warmth of her family nest. The few letters she got from Kraków, which she read over and over until she knew them by heart, plunged her into a nostalgia that left her devastated long after she had read them. She was suffering from an oppressive, unshakeable despondency.

She was nearly twenty-seven, and her life was a complete and utter failure. She hadn’t studied or got married, she worked like a brute and didn’t earn a shilling. Her life was going nowhere in this hostile land, with her equally hostile uncles. And yet it was out of the question to return. To what? The same difficult life with no chance of escape? To see her family’s pitying gazes? She could hear them from here: still not a penny to her name, our poor Chaja, and completely unmarriable. They would call her a shlimazel, an unlucky woman. Or worse yet, a lebish, a loser.

         

She had come this far, and had managed to avoid the pitfalls in her path. But one day she might fall off one of those damned horses and find herself with a broken back. Or she’d get bitten by one of those vicious little bush snakes that sneak into your sheets or your shoes and she would die after terrible suffering. Or that brute Louis would get what he wanted. He’d rape her in a dark alley and she’d damage her eyesight with weeping. If by chance she managed to survive, they were bound to force her to marry one of those yokels. And she wouldn’t be able to get out of it.

         

Then she’d be stuck between the herds of children and sheep, her face ravaged by sun and wind; she’d grow old before her time, she’d be sun-wizened and wrinkled like the customers at the store or like those English ladies she had seen in Melbourne with their skin like parchment. Fortunately her mother had given her those jars of cream. Gitel’s caring gesture along with Helena’s fear of the sun’s rays had kept her complexion like porcelain, earning her the appreciative gazes of men and the envious remarks of women.

‘My dear, how do you manage to keep your skin so white?’

Helena replied in her bad English, compounded by the impossible Polish accent that she would never manage to lose: ‘A family secret.’

And then, as if she were sharing a mysterious, precious treasure, she would reach under the counter for a little jar of cream, and rub some of it into her customer’s skin. The women loved being looked after. Helena gave them advice, too: don’t go out in the sun, it’s a disaster for your skin; use a parasol and wear a hat. The women would leave Bernhard’s general store enchanted.



Even though Helena had been parsimonious with her creams since her arrival, she was beginning to run out. No matter how often she told the farmers’ wives that the cream was very expensive because it came from so far away, they still asked for more. Perhaps she could sell a few jars in the general store: Bernhard wouldn’t say no. But to do that she would have to order some from Gitel.

         

One night when she couldn’t get to sleep – in Coleraine, the night time was even more terrifying than the day – Helena went over her calculations for the hundredth time. If all went well, it would take two months for her mother to receive her letter, and two months for the parcel to travel from Kraków to Melbourne, then another two weeks to get the goods through customs and delivered.

It was far too long and far too complicated as well. It would be quicker for Helena to make the cream herself. It couldn’t be that difficult. All she had to do was ask Jacob Lykusky for the formula. Uncle Jacob. The memory suddenly became very vivid: she felt homesick thinking about her mother’s smile when she opened the large jars of cream the chemist had brought. He could not refuse her this favour.

Helena sat up in bed, her mind racing. Why hadn’t she thought of this earlier? The Australian women were envious of her perfect complexion: she could offer them the means to obtain it. Or rather, sell it to them. She would make the cream and put it on sale in pretty little jars. If she knew how to go about it, before long she would be able to earn a living. But to invest in her research, she would need a little bit of money and, unfortunately, her savings had vanished long ago.

Bernhard was so tight with his money that Helena was sure he wouldn’t even lend her a shilling. No one in Coleraine would lend her anything. She would have to find a way on her own. As the night progressed, Helena began to outline a plan that she would perfect as the weeks went by. She would leave Coleraine and go to Melbourne where she would open a beauty salon in a smart neighbourhood. She could picture it down to the last detail, imagining the colour on the walls and the shape of the furniture. Women would feel at home in her salon, and they would be able to leave their domestic worries and unruly children behind for a few hours.

Helena would teach them to look after their skin and to protect it with Gitel’s cream. They might also need massages. Helena recalled how good it felt when her mother, in a rare moment of tenderness, would knead her back.

         

It did her good to dream, it helped her forget her wretched life. But every time she came up against the same problem: she had no money. How could she pay for the move to Melbourne? And to make her cream? These nagging questions wouldn’t go away.

Then she remembered the old pharmacist who had a small dispensary in Sandford, the next town over. On her weekly trips to the market in her uncle’s cart she always stopped in to see him. His tiny shop was dusty and old-fashioned, cluttered with jars of herbs, bark, oils, potions, salves, and ointments. Helena loved their medicinal smell.

Why hadn’t she thought of this before? He would be her salvation. When the next market day came around, she left Bernhard with his cattle breeders and headed towards the pharmacy with a pounding heart.

At first she pretended to be nosing around the shop, removing stoppers from flasks, rearranging the jars of cream. Then she took a deep breath for courage and walked straight over to the old pharmacist.

‘Say, Mr Henderson. Would you hire me to give you a hand?’


NOTES

            

1 The Age, Melbourne, 25 August 1979.

            

2 ibid.
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