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I did not manage to save


a single life





I did not know how to stop


a single bullet





and I wander round cemeteries


which are not there


I look for words


which are not there


I run





to help where no one called


to rescue after the event





I want to be on time


even if I am too late





Jerzy Ficowski


(translated from Polish


by Keith Bosley)

























Acknowledgements





This book’s long gestation was eased by two grants. Thanks to the Authors’ Foundation and the K Blundell Trust for a very useful early award, and to the British Academy for a Thank-offering to Britain Fellowship (endowed, appropriately, by refugees from Nazi Germany) which proved invaluable. A travel grant from the British Council in Warsaw helped make possible my trip to Poland.


Juliet Spitzer, whom I met at the first International Jerusalem Conference of Children of Holocaust Survivors in 1988, generously sent me a large, extremely useful batch of journal papers on the second generation. Sylvia Paskin also kindly supplied me with many papers and articles on the subject. Linda Rozmovits, in a brief, chance meeting, suggested some choice historical readings. Thanks are due to the Wiener Library and the Library of the Anna Freud Centre for allowing me the run of their holdings, and to Jerzy Ficowski for permission to reprint his poem ‘I did not manage to save/a single life’ from his collection A Reading of Ashes (The Menard Press, 1981).


I’m grateful to my parents, Natalia and Josef Karpf, for their willingness to be interviewed in detail and over many months about often traumatic events. Thanks also to Recia Herschdoerfer and Józik Rozewicz in London and Bianka Karpf in Israel for their help in confirming facts and details of my parents’ stories. Rafael (Felek) Scharf invited me to Poland, helped me gain a sense of pre-war Polish Jewish life, and responded good-humouredly to my constant fact-checking phone-calls. Joachim Russek and the Centre for Jewish Culture were generous with their time and resources in Kraków. Zygmunt Rozewicz was a stimulating guide to Tarnów, Jasło, and other Polish towns which figured prominently in my parents’ past.


David Fainman, Alfred Garwood, and Tanya Gutter have been crucial in sharing their ideas, insights, and feelings about the second generation, and helping me through difficult times. Fellow mothers Beth Noakes and Sarah Walker have provided essential emergency childcare in the book’s final stages. Among many supportive friends, Corinne Pearlman, Caroline Pick, and Lennie Goodings helped convince me that this book would somehow get finished. Barbara Rosenbaum sustained me through many of the experiences described in it; her perceptiveness has been enriching.


My former agent Anne McDermid’s enthusiasm for the project saw me through the faltering first years of writing. Her recent successor Felicity Rubinstein has already been an equally responsive and enthusiastic reader. With only the slenderest proposal to go on, Dan Franklin made an impressively speedy decision to commission the book. Tom Weldon was an ideal, patient early editor, leaving me in (guilty) peace while reacting encouragingly to the odd chapters which arrived every few years. His successor Victoria Hipps has been discreedy more interventionist: her gentle enquiries as to my progress, thoughtful suggestions for changes (which I haven’t, needless to say, invariably taken up), and warm commitment to the book have greatly aided its completion.


Esther Green accompanied me on most of the journey which this book sketches. She sat with me through dreadful dark, stuck days, contained my rage, acknowledged my every tiny breakthrough, and helped bring me to life.


Thanks to Bianca Lewis Karpf for (just about) tolerating my absences over the last five months of most intensive writing. Together with Peter Lewis, she has dragged me (kicking and screaming) into the present tense. It might seem far-fetched to thank a baby in utero, but since almost two-thirds of this book was written between the sixteenth and thirty-seventh weeks of pregnancy thanks are due to an obliging baby who didn’t sap my energy (even if it partied relentlessly in my stomach each night).


Peter M Lewis is acknowledged in the text itself, and over eighteen years has shared in the struggles and breakthroughs it charts: in the culture he comes from, to receive more praise would be embarrassing and generate the risk of ‘a big head’ (there’s no Gentile equivalent of ‘kvell’, only the pejorative ‘to boast’ or ‘to show off’). Too bad. His (almost) unwavering support for the book (despite the inevitable pall it sometimes cast over our lives), along with his sense of humour, energy, and the vast quantities of childcare and housework he has shouldered over the past six months, have been critical. He is a mensch and a half.





London                  


January 1996        



















Glossary















	Aktion

	‘an action’ – a rounding up of Jews by the Nazis, prior to a Selektion, where it was decided who would work and who would die






	bimah

	raised platform on which the reading desk stands in the synagogue






	Chanukah

	The Feast of Dedication, also known as The Feast of Lights, which often falls in December, near Christmastime






	charoseth

	a paste of raisins, nuts, wine, apple and cinnamon, eaten as part of the Seder meal, symbolising the bricks the Jews made to build the Pharoahs’ pyramids






	gefilte fish

	fish balls






	gemütlichkeit

	cosiness






	gewalt!

	a cry of fear, amazement, or for help






	golem

	an imaginary, magical creature, most famously the Golem of Prague, supposedly made by a rabbi to protect the Jews






	haimish

	homely, homeliness






	Kaddish

	a prayer glorifying God’s name, recited at the end of synagogue prayers; a mourner’s prayer






	kasha

	roast buckwheat






	kayn ayn hore  

	magical phrase uttered to ward off the evil eye






	klezmer music

	music traditionally made by an informal group of musicians in Eastern Europe






	knadel,

	dumplings






	knaidlach

	 






	kvell

	to beam with immense pride and pleasure






	landsman

	someone who comes from the same home town






	Lebkuchen

	a biscuit, usually containing honey and spicesc






	matzo

	unleavened bread, eaten during the Passover festival. When the Jews fled Egypt in Exodus they did not have time to wait for their bread to rise, so took unleavened bread, or matzo, with them






	menorah

	candelabra






	mensch

	a man; an honorable, upright human being; a person of consequence






	mezuzah

	a little oblong box, containing a parchment with verses from Deuteronomy, which is affixed to the door jamb in Jewish homes






	mikvah

	a ritual bath for Jewish women






	mitzvah

	a commandment; a meritorious act, good deed






	nebech

	an interjection, similar to alas, expressing dismay, regret or sympathy; a fool, an ineffectual, helpless or hapless person






	nudniky

	from nudnik: a pest, prat – hence irritating






	Rosh

	Jewish New Year






	Hashanah

	 






	Seder

	the Passover meal






	Selektion

	see Aktion






	shiva

	the seven solemn days of mourning for the dead






	Shoah

	Hebrew word for destruction; the Holocaust






	shtetl

	small town or village, particularly in Eastern Europe






	Simhat Torah

	a festival honouring the Torah (the first five books of the Bible)






	stolat

	phrase meaning ‘may you live for a hundred years’, ‘may it be so for a hundred years’






	tallis

	prayer shawl






	Talmud

	the debates, dialogues, conclusions and commentaries of the scholars who for over a thousand years interpreted the Torah






	tefillin

	phylacteries; a slip of parchment inscribed with certain passages of scripture, in a box worn by Jewish men on the left arm or forehead during morning prayers






	Yad Vashem

	the Holocaust Museum in Jerusalem






	yarmulke

	skull cap






	(also known as kippe or kappel)

	 






	yeshivah

	a rabbinical school or seminary






	Yiddish

	Yiddish is the language of East European Jews, based on German. Yiddish is not Hebrew, which remains the Jews’ language of prayer and official ceremony. In Israel, modern Hebrew is spoken






	Yiddishkeit

	‘Yiddishness’ – like haimish. A longing for Yiddishkeit can be a nostalgic longing for an Eastern European-style Jewish home






	Yom Kippur

	the Day of Atonement
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My family was big on coats. Throughout my adolescence and well beyond we’d spontaneously combust into spectacular rows about them. My parents, always convinced I was a season behind (dressed for summer in the autumn, autumn in the winter), would ‘tsk’, then openly lambast me for the thinness of my coat: ‘You can’t go out like that, you’ll freeze.’ I’d deny that my coat was inadequate with as much vigour as if my very self had been called into question, while strangling my own doubts about whether I’d be warm enough. They’d plump up their attack with medical warnings – ‘You’ll catch pneumonia’. I’d counter with a furious adolescent assertion that I could look after myself. It would end either in screams or a fraught expedition to buy a new coat.


Virtually none, in their view, was thick enough. How many sheep gave their fleeces for my parents to be satisfied that I was sufficiently warm I couldn’t say. And despite my protests, I too secretly subscribed to the belief that the only way to avoid refrigeration was by wearing bulk. When, at fifteen, for the first and only time I made a skirt, I used a fat felt – the kind of material that lines roofs in blustery places. The seams required industrial needles, and the hem was like a sandwich.


I never really understood what lay behind their obsession with trussing me in wool – one which seemed to go far beyond normal, even normal Jewish, parental concern – until many years later when I was going out with a friend. It was winter and cold, and she wore a thin shirt and an even thinner jacket – on my parents’ scale its warmth rating would be somewhere near that of a bikini, I found myself asking her if she wasn’t cold. Apparently this hadn’t ever occurred to her. I learned that her father was a military man, and saw his children less as a family than as a squadron: he believed in toughening them up. It wasn’t quite Basic Training, but they were expected to learn to survive without complaint. As a consequence, feeling cold had never been included in her alphabet of sensations. I, on the other hand, as a result (I’m sure) and not a cause of my parents’ concern, felt constantly cold or, if I didn’t, was anxious that I might.


And so it dawned on me that cold wasn’t just a meteorological fact but also a psychic state. My parents experienced the post-war world as cold, both in their bodies and minds. Cold for them was life outside the home, cold represented what awaited you when you went out. They could control the temperature in their own place (and rightly considered the English, in their freezing houses, barbarians); but if the gemütlichkeit of a Jewish home signified safety, anything in the icy beyond could make you ill. The air outside was a polluting miasma, a kind of alien non-chicken soup, and you needed to take a little Jewish warmth out with you. You had to take inside out.


About the dangerous outside my sister and I learned early. I can’t remember when we were first told about the war. I sometimes think that maybe we were never told; it just seeped into our home, like some peculiarly mobile fog, and took up residence. The house and our parents seemed layered with a kind of subcutaneous sadness. The large, old, heavy pieces of furniture shipped from Poland contributed to the sense of gloom which schoolfriends much later confirmed. This was not a home to which you invited loud or uncomplaisant playmates. Or where several children simultaneously squealed. This was a serious house. Our social lives unfurled largely at the homes of our schoolfriends.


We were told stories about the war, and saw the number inked into my mother’s arm. I remember little: both my sister and I have almost no memory of our childhoods – our remembered lives began properly at about the age of thirteen. Before that it’s all gummed up, with only the odd sensation or incident showing through, like fragments of newsprint in papier mâché. Or a dream maddeningly just beyond recall. It’s as if we never really had a childhood, and perhaps in some sense this was so.


But I do know that death was alive and present in our home. My parents had a few rescued pre-war photo albums containing group pictures of chillingly merry people. They would point out who was who and how they died. With so few living relatives dead ones had to suffice, so my sister and I heard countless stories about the Jóseks and Jadzias, the Mileks and Natans. They were spoken of vividly, as if they might walk through title door at any moment. But these reminiscences only confirmed the deep caesura in the family’s continuity. Looking back, it sometimes seems as if we’d been cast adrift in Britain, or abandoned on one bank of a river with all our necessaries on the other. But if we felt a profound sense of erasure, we strenuously tried to busy it away. So I was never able to identify the lack, to name it let alone meet it, since all of our energies went into stopping and plugging it.


It seemed as if from birth I was obsessed with death. My parents tried to assuage this but almost certainly fuelled it by lying about their ages. It wasn’t vanity so much as anxiety that made them lop off a few years, and their confession to the subtraction when I was around eight or nine only persuaded me that there was something risky in being the age they now admitted to. My sister Eve was charged with breaking the news of the death of a large neighbour to me: because of my preoccupation with death she was told to stress the woman’s obesity as the cause of her drowning in the bath. Both my father’s age (fifty when I was born) and my parents’ past made them seem fragile: in rows Eve’s trump card was ‘You’ll give Daddy a heart-attack’. (If I’d known he’d live to ninety-three, I might have won more of them.) So pervasive was our anxiety about our parents’ dying that when the fairies we dreamt up reached 100, they began the life-cycle all over again but now in reverse, returning to nought. An incidental effect of this was that, at certain stages in their lives, the child fairies found themselves to be older than their parents.


Outside began in earnest when I started school, a grimy building smelling of boiling cabbage and bleached toilets, and utterly alien to the mittelEuropean knädel-and-strudel atmosphere of home. I was like an astronaut stepping out on to the moon, but it was a small step for humankind, and a vast one for me. In my first week, the teacher distributed a malt tablet to each child. I didn’t know what it was but already I doubted my ability to ingest it. I tried and gagged. I got permission to go to the cloakroom to try again. To my horror in my fumbling the pill dropped down the sink, leaving behind a terrible moral dilemma: should I confess to the teacher? I didn’t, and after school rushed home to persuade my mother to give me a note excusing me from further pills.


This is my earliest and one of my most resonant memories; I recoiled from those malt pills like a kosher child first tasting pork. I think going to school felt like abandoning my parents (or being abandoned by them). The pills were part of a frightening foreign culture, little pellets of Englishness; refusing them was a rejection of that alien world beyond my parents’ house.


In fact, until I was eleven, school was a digestive nightmare. My policy seemed to be nil by mouth. I couldn’t abide milk and had to be excused from this too. And school dinners were beyond the pale. For years I remembered one of the earliest as a fried egg on top of a rice pudding – unlikely even in the culinary ruin that was a mid-1950s London state primary school. But the very preposterousness of the memory is eloquent: they were giving me absurdly dissonant things to swallow. I found a simple way of refusing. I would go home for lunch – a brief return visit to the safe place. And so I did: while my friends and peers were gulping down their school dinners unperturbed – for them it was just a prelude to playground handstands – I, until the age of eleven, made a daily extra journey to and from home. I think I was trying to reassure myself that it was still there.


School was alien not just nutritionally but also linguistically: in those days there was no conception of encouraging a pupil’s mother tongue. So I went from a home where, between them, my parents could get by in eight languages (Polish, English, German, Russian, French, Italian, Hebrew, and Spanish, with a smattering of Yiddish), to a resolutely monolingual world, one where my parents’ foreign accents, inaudible to me, were regularly remarked upon. My mother was often asked if she was French – presumably because this was the nearest foreign country, and so could conveniently stand for Abroad.


Leaving home was always frightening and felt wrenching; it wasn’t so much a leaving as a forcible extraction. My anxiety invariably announced itself in my feeling sick, and this became a shameful insignia of childishness. Parties, picnics, holidays, outings of any kind – all were marked, to the exasperation of my sister and parents, by my feeling (and sometimes being) sick. If the outing involved leaving my parents for any length of time, the sickness would be all the less resistible. Family reminiscences are still scattered with the reproachful refrain ‘and then you were sick’. They put a high premium on coping, and disapproved of these gastric displays of fragility.


I, for my part, was deeply ashamed of my inability to go robustly into the world, and tried to bludgeon my anxiety away. In fact, once I was out there, I always managed remarkably well. But the adhesiveness of my fears at that time doesn’t surprise me now. We’d been raised on stories about the fractures in our parents’ lives and the hiatus in their history. (Even my mother’s embrace – fervent, enclosing, but abruptly concluded – was articulate, like being held and suddenly dropped.) Other families’ lives seemed oiled by an extraordinary continuity and natural momentum in comparison.


Out of doors on a fine day, my parents would inhale extravagantly and exhort us to do the same. ‘Breathe, breathe,’ they’d urge, as if anxious that we might somehow forget to, and as though fresh air were a scarce commodity, which had to be seized while stocks lasted.


My mother’s most common phrase was ‘stolat’, a Polish word meaning ‘may you live one hundred years’. She’d wish it on us after anything from a sneeze to the mention of a pleasurable future event – rather hurriedly, the way Catholics cross themselves. Its very frequency of use conveyed the fear that a normal duration of life couldn’t be assumed. It was an incantation against death.


Parenthood is probably intrinsically fearful, but our parents’ fears were based not on an imagined future but their actual past. They’d lost so much that they were naturally frightened of losing more. So our daily activities were strewn with injunctions to be careful, as well as my mother’s ‘Oh my God’ and ‘I’ll have a heart-attack’. Along with the normal socialisation of girls (and the Jewish emphasis on bookish learning) this meant that, although I was naturally athletic and excelled on sports day, my leisure activities never entailed leaving the ground or developing too close an acquaintance with it. Dive? You must be mad. And I never learned to ride a bike, I never climbed, I never camped. Looking back I see how extremely provisional and temporary all places and people seemed to them and then to me. We never learned to take the existence of the world and our place in it for granted.


The most violent extraction from home occurred when I was six, and Eve was nine. Our parents couldn’t afford a family holiday, but stinted to send us to a summer school in Dorking. Dorking to others; to me, Hades. I had never been away from home without my parents before and here I was, not just torn from it and them, but abandoned into a dormitory with at least ten others, where group rules applied. Sick was entirely inadequate to express my terror and rage, so one morning early on I awoke with some discomfort to find, oh God, the shame, a large, angry turd lying in my bed.


My sister, enthusiastically cultivating the older girls, barely forgave me. But then I went further. I was struggling again with the alien food: the gravies and dripping, the blue plastic crockery which bequeathed its smell to everything in or on it. It all seemed so strange and un-Jewish, as though I were being made to eat the host. And so at lunch, surrounded by the whole school, like an inverted Oliver Twist I stood and announced that I’d have none of it. They all came running, the teachers, the head teacher, entreating, imploring. But I was resolved. Every day, I declared, I’d eat a buttered piece of white bread, cut into two triangles. And so it was. As the others ate their regulation food, I’d go into the kitchen to collect my triangles.


The bargaining over food didn’t just take place away from home. I was that common bane of parents’ lives, the child who won’t eat. But in our house the mutinies mundane to other children seemed almost sinful, as if they’d only add suffering to our parents’ already considerable stash. My refusals to eat were probably a well-aimed act of rebellion: I was rejecting the very thing they’d been forcibly deprived of. To them it must have seemed as if their anxieties about their own survival, only just quelled, were now being reprised with their child. My mother finally, despairingly, brought me to a paediatrician, who soothed her with a phrase which released us all from food struggles: ‘The child’s not a fool; when she’s hungry she’ll eat.’


Have I made us sound a lugubrious lot? Oh, would that we had been. Lugubriousness was among the proscribed sentiments – along with sadness, rage, and depression. ‘Depressed, what’s depressed?’ my father would ironically ask if my sister reported one of her schoolfriends to be low (vicarious depression being probably title closest we dared get), ‘Her life isn’t endangered, she has enough to eat.’ If you weren’t in a concentration camp, life must be a carousel. There was a hierarchy of suffering and normal, common-or-garden depression, teenage disaffection, or the faint bothersome feeling that all wasn’t well with your world came incontestably bottom. When, decades later, a friend asked me if I’d actually felt unhappy as a child or only retrospectively imputed it, I didn’t understand why I couldn’t answer until I realised that being unhappy simply hadn’t been contemplatable. It wasn’t a permissible emotion and I wouldn’t have known what it meant If the Eskimos need lots of words for snow, no wonder I had none for unhappy.


My outlawed feelings found their own egress, largely through my body. I was an eczematous baby. At six weeks old my skin erupted into a hot, livid rash; apparently I spent my first year scratching. I couldn’t be bathed, so my father oiled and soothed me instead. Though the eczema diminished as I got older, it would return years later, always a reliable bugle of distress.


I also wept through my nose: I had chronic sinusitis from an early age – my primary school years were full of large quantities of snot. Thank God for the invention of the tissue. With only the handkerchief to depend on, I wouldn’t have had an education: I couldn’t possibly have left home each day with just a couple of hankies to dam up my torrential mucus. Even so, I never managed to estimate correctly the number of tissues to take. Though I packed a fat wadge, they’d invariably run out by mid-morning, leaving the problem not only of what to do with the used ones, now plump and moist but also of the mucus-in-waiting. I was forever having to exit from lessons to snort it down the wash basin.


All kinds of medicinal solutions were tried and failed, including a strange rubber bulb my parents had to insert into my nose while I lay on the bed with my head dangling off. It was meant to vacuum the mucus out – a sort of nasal enema – but was excruciating.


My demons must have tried to make their exit during the night, for my sister and I had a phrase which we imbued with an almost totemic power, without which we would never drift off to sleep. It had to be the last thing we said before we went to sleep, and needed repeating if some stray chat had intervened after we’d spoken it. ‘Goodnight sleep well dream of nothing,’ we would say, eliding it at full speed so that it sounded like one word.


Nevertheless, I woke up in the night many times feeling sick from some inexplicit but powerful fear, which must have worked itself loose while my vigilant self was asleep. I became so worried about its possible recurrence that I decided to keep a metal jug by my bed. It remained there reassuringly for years.


My primary source of comfort was the telly. As a narcotic it has no equal: sit before it for five hours on end, watch two consecutive old Hollywood movies, followed by an episode of a cowboy series and a sitcom, and you can be absolutely sure that your inner and outer worlds will evanesce, replaced by a universe which expects and demands nothing.


Our parents, desolate at our addiction, did everything they could to reduce it. They tried to suffuse us with a love of English literature: my father would reverently unfold the almost threadbare piece of paper on which he’d written the titles of the English classics, many of which he’d read in translation. He would repeat their titles, as if their greatness, their very Englishness, would somehow migrate to us, and their names alone seize us with the desire to read them. But my sister stuck to hardback romances, and I read almost nothing until I was seventeen – books were for studying. They were part of the problem, not the solution.


Our parents also tried taking away the television adaptor and hiding it. But the moment their car pulled away from the house, we’d rush down to my father’s work-room and find another, so that we could sit transfixed for the whole time they were away. When we heard the car in the drive, one of us would hurriedly return the filched adaptor to his bench while the other turned the chairs in towards the table. On entering they’d go straight over to the television and touch it. It was always incriminatingly warm.


One day we were playing in the garden when a tall woman with long hair and wearing trousers materialised by the dustbins shouting, ‘Stop talking about Mrs Wilkinson.’ My parents protested their innocence. ‘We don’t even know a Mrs Wilkinson. Who is she?’ ‘I’m Mrs Wilkinson,’ she announced. She was shooed away, dismissed out of earshot as mad, but her paranoiac outburst had disturbed our fine pellicle of normality. Some days later, hearing a commotion in the road, we went out and saw Mrs Wilkinson at her third-floor window. She was throwing milk bottles at the congregated neighbours and ambulancemen, who were entreating her to come down. Finally, she was carried away and probably confined somewhere, but she escaped regularly into my dreams to leak her craziness.


It must have been around then that my mother hired a Frenchwoman to come to our home to teach her and me French. I was probably about eight, and came to dread the regular sessions with the shiny red-and-white covered Berlitz book. I struggled with formal French lessons without any formal knowledge of English grammar: tormented by ‘y’ and ’en’, which I could never distinguish, I relied instead on wild hazard. What remains for me beyond these sparse memories of childhood is the feeling evoked by those lessons – one of disorientation and floundering, as if I were mapless in a strange place, or trying to function while sedated, yet quite unable to say ‘I don’t understand’, ‘I don’t want to’, ‘I can’t’. I had no ‘no’s.


To look at us, you wouldn’t have thought anything was wrong. We were loved with abandon. My parents were warm, engaging people, with; an expansive European charm (which sometimes embarrassed me in its un-Britishness – I knew how much the English disliked excess). Yet my father’s painterly appreciation of female beauty, the boundless praise he often offered, and the Viennese way he’d tip his hat and acknowledge those he knew and liked with a half-bow, disarmed and attracted people. And so did my exuberant, musical mother.


About surviving in England we absorbed a double message. Our parents depicted the world as so unsafe that we gathered it was best to lie low and hold back: if you avoided attracting attention, you might escape a backlash. (This had probably been title best way of surviving in Kraków or Lvov, twenty years earlier.) When my sister’s primary schoolteacher called her a dirty Jew, my father wrote anonymously to the headmaster (who subsequently removed the teacher), but only told us about his intervention decades later. When, in my twenties, in a diary for the Sunday Times, I wrote about Yom Kippur (the Day of Atonement) and being Jewish, my parents expressed a mixture of pleasure and anxiety at this public coming out. (In the event, a passage about shaving my legs which was misread as an admission that I shaved my pubic hair attracted far more public interest.)


On the other hand we were encouraged to excel. From a very young age I knew that through achieving I could bring something very special to my parents. I took them my feats. I wasn’t one of those who needed to be cajoled, threatened, or bribed into studying. On the contrary, sometimes I had to be urged to stop. School and extracurricular success was something with which to nourish them, an infinite balm. Our achievements, our very existence, had a triumphal feel: they were an assertion of life, a victory against an (unnamed) enemy. But the enemy needed constant revanquishing and life had to be endlessly reasserted. And so I came to believe quite viscerally that without doing one might actually cease to be.


Success and achievement also promised exemption from the common fate: it was as if, through an unstinting effort of intellect and will, you could separate yourself from the mass and survive. We were a family characterised by energy, attack, vehemence. Diffidence was foreign to us and passivity frightened us. We stoked up our life-force. We animated each other and ourselves.


We were weaned on stories of my mother’s success as a rallier. How she buoyed up friends and relatives during the war with her unsinkable optimism. Somehow my parents seemed to derive from the fact of their survival not a sense of powerlessness, victimhood, or even luck, but of title possibility of control. All of life seemed purposive, actuated by choice or behaviour; nothing was down to chance. Despite the counter evidence presented by his life, my father would quote to us in Latin that ‘omnis homo sui fati auctor est’ (every man is the author of his own fate).


With choice came blame. If you got a cold, it was your fault: you weren’t dressed warmly enough, you’d consorted with germy people. If others let you down, your judgement in trusting them was impugned. Human agency was paramount; nothing was random or unforeseeable. It was as if they’d had to armour themselves against the terrible serendipity of their survival.


But although our parents seemed invincible, we also sensed their fragility: they were like mended figurines liable to rebreak. We knew we played a critical role as their glue.


My sense of responsibility for them was exacerbated by a minor car accident when I was about ten. We were returning from a motoring holiday in France, with a roof-rack full of luggage. My mother was driving, and she took the corner too fast. We swerved and the car left the road, propelled by the now winging roof-rack. The road was deserted, and the damage to car and passengers minimal. But when we’d recovered from the shock, refixed the rack, and set off again, I found myself scanning the road and participating in the driving as if I were in the driver’s seat and my intense concentration was required to guide the car, to will us to safety. This feeling never left me. Thereafter I was never able to leave the driving to others and assume the car’s automobility: I was always a back-seat navigator and invisible rear engine.


The compulsion to supplement and galvanise was at its most acute when my mother gave a concert. She played regularly, giving recitals or as a soloist with orchestras, in all the leading London concert halls. We always attended. Her playing excited and moved audiences, often even the notoriously steely London music critics. But on one occasion, in a Wigmore Hall recital, she briefly mixed up a passage. It’s not an unusual experience for performers and she quickly found her way back. Almost no one seemed to notice, except my father, sister and I, who’d heard the piece so often – her music was our Muzak, the background to our study and play.


But as with the car accident, this sign of fallibility had a major effect on me. I never told anyone (least of all my parents) but after this I found her concerts an endurance test. I would mentally accompany her from the audience, straining for any wrong note real or imagined, which would then induce a state of panic. When the concert was over, admiring friends and fans would gather in the green room and invariably ask my sister and me if we were proud of my mother. I could never say that my predominant emotions had been a) terror, and b) relief.


My identification with my mother was total, and yet I was hardly able get beyond the opening bars of ‘Für Elise’. It was as if the success of the concert depended on me even though I could barely play. No wonder my favourite record was ‘Sparky’s Magic Piano’ in which a child without musical skill sits down at the piano and discovers that he’s suddenly mutated into a virtuoso.


In reality, my mother taught me music and not the other way round. The day before my Grade Three piano exam, I was fooling around on the piano with my best friend, also about to take the exam. She was playing the F-sharp minor scale, but quite differently from me. She insisted her way was right, I insisted mine was. As we sat there contemplating our two different versions, all my confidence ebbed away: I was sure that my mother had taught me wrongly, that – though she’d been a soloist with the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra at eighteen – she didn’t know the F-sharp minor scale. In the event, we discovered that there were two scales, melodic and harmonic: my friend had learned one and I’d learned another. Yet even here, in my mother’s field of eminence, I hadn’t felt able to deliver myself into her hands and trust her ability.


With my mother’s music and my father’s art, the house dripped with European culture. Her playing was central to our family’s life. The Chopin and Beethoven, Brahms and Schubert must have provided her with her only sense of continuity from her pre-war life, while her professional success (which my father tirelessly fomented) confirmed that she’d robustly re-entered the world. But her music was also plaintive, with a grief that was rarely referred to.


I loved being enfolded in her playing. I particularly relished, after recovering from a temperature, having to spend a day at home but out of bed. While she practised, I’d play cosily on the bulky, red Polish sofa in the lounge near the piano, moving the bolsters so as to make myself a little house. But a sadness always hovered over that comforting scene, and I still find certain melodies which she used to play instantly evocative and unbearably poignant. The Paganini-Liszt Studies are my madeleine.


Though my parents’ English was thickly accented they were trilingual and, despite his quirky word-order, my father could compose an elegant English business letter. And yet, in an inversion of the generational norm (and like all children in immigrant families) we soon became linguistically more competent than they – our mother tongue was not our mother’s tongue. We were also, in the way of all first-generation British, more confident at finding our way around.


Our parents were proud of their children’s ease and familiarity with their adopted country. There’s a much-repeated family story about how, at around the age of two and a half, I accompanied my father to the food department of John Barnes store where, on the instructions of my mother, he was to buy a packet of chocolate blancmange. But when he couldn’t find his way around the labyrinthine shelves and counters, I took him by the hand and led him to the right one.


Why did my parents remember and repeat this molecule of incident so often down the years? Family stories are a kind of DNA, encoded messages about how things are and should be, passed from one generation to another. This story wasn’t just about culinary preference or infant precocity – they had other, more telling tales for that. This story said that I was their guide, mediating an alien culture to them. This story said I already knew my way around.


I think we under stood from a very young age that we must look after them, or something bad could happen. We tried to keep them alive.


*


A much older, but no less anxious, me sat down in 1983 and 1984 with each of my parents to record their stories. In some sense I wasn’t yet ready to hear them, but was increasingly scared that they’d die and take them with them, I wanted their stories in the bag, stored away for future perusal, every detail elucidated – in case, when I was ready, they wouldn’t be around to do it. On the tapes I’m uncharacteristically (for my then self) pernickety about facts. On the other hand, I’d just begun seeing a therapist, and was clearly quarrying my parents’ lives in search of material. I had my own agenda, I was on a fishing trip.


So the accounts we produced are a combination of what I was then ready and able to hear, and they were then ready and able to tell. What’s more they’ve been edited and shaped by a later self, one with a different perspective and its own preoccupations.




JOSEF KARPF: My father came from a large family of thirteen. My grandfather lived in Ulanów, on the border of Galicia and the Russian part of Poland: he established himself as a big businessman, buying timber and floating it down the river to Danzig. Almost three-quarters of the town’s population worked for him – he was very wealthy. He gave his children a Jewish upbringing, but he was also one of the so-called ‘Enlightened’ – in the 1860s and ‘70S they already took an interest in and studied European culture. My maternal grandfather was also very enterprising, – a merchant who later bought an estate with more than 2000 acres and a mansion. He established a spirit refinery where raw spirits, about eighty or ninety per cent proof, were refined to ninety-six per cent proof and sold for liqueurs. This was under the Habsburgs and the Austrian regime was very liberal, so there were many wealthy Jews. My father’s family had been given the name Karpf: after Poland was partitioned, Jews in the Austrian part were given for the first time names by law under the Emperor Josef II [Before that they were given patronymics. Many of the new names were based either on professions (e.g., Schneider for tailor) or trees (the Greenbaums and Rosenbaums, Baum meaning tree) or otherwise lifted from nature – the names of birds, flowers, animals or, as in the case of Karpf, fish. A spiteful official might give a particularly bad name: rumour had it that if you handed over a bribe, you could choose a better one.] German and Polish were the official languages, and my parents spoke both. After my parents married, my father worked on his father-in-law’s estate near Jasło. I was born there in 1900: I had two sisters and three brothers, I was the third oldest.


I spent my first few years on the estate, in the stables and among the cowsheds – I ate in the canteen with the horsemen, there was a staff of about thirty on the estate. I was very happy, very free, I ran about with the son of the administrator. In the evening, when the horses came from the field, I was waiting, and rode aged three or four to the pond. We were left to our own devices, though the girls were more closely watched, not so free.


When I was six, my father expanded – he built a house in. Jasło and we moved from the estate into a five- or six-roomed apartment, though we returned to the estate for the summer. Jasło had a population of 11,000, and about ten per cent were Jewish. [According to the Museum of the Jewish Diaspora in Israel, the total Jewish population of Jasło in 1900 numbered 1,524, 23.2 per cent of the population. In 1921, they note, among the sizeable enterprises owned by Jews in the town, were food-processing workshops, chemical works, and timber firms.] My father traded in land and forests. He was also a great scholar – he was a very authoritative. Talmudist, but he was also educated in German and Polish literature. People came to him for advice and to arbitrate in disputes. Our house was always open, the door was never locked – whoever wanted could come at any time, people were never turned away. For Christmas, my father would always send two carts of coal for poor people, for Easter he sent two carts of potatoes. My mother could speak fluent French, she was beautiful and bright, but she was very traditionally brought up, and when she married she had children almost every year. It was easy for her, because there was plenty of help.


I went to the local primary school, where we mixed with the sons of local tradespeople. We learned both in Polish and in German. We felt no anti-Semitism. My grandfather built a big school to teach Hebrew, and my father imported a Hebrew teacher who already read more modern Hebrew, which was very rare at that time. We all learned Hebrew from the age of six or seven, and all the 160 Jewish children in the town spoke within a year or two fluent Hebrew.


When I was fourteen, in 1914, the war came, and we fled, because the Russians were coming. We took a coach with two horses and a cart covered with a tarpaulin with four horses for the children and the main things – we left the estate, everything, and went through the Carpathians south to Hungary. (There were millions of gallons of spirits left in huge tanks and, when the Russians came, they were afraid that their army would get drunk, so they let the spirits out. The spirits flowed for a few days from these tanks, and the peasants ran to collect it – they remembered for many years what a good time they had.) And then we went to Vienna by train. For us children it was exciting.


We rented a very modest flat, my mother cooked, we had no servants. We stayed in Vienna for a year and a half. I went to the Polish gymnasium there – we read Macbeth in Polish translation. Vienna was so interesting, it was my first time in such a big town, we had a lovely time. I would buy the evening edition of Neue Freie Presse, and read it in the park. I began drawing portraits: I bought a postcard of Beethoven and drew a large life-sized version of it. And at least twice a week on my way home from school I’d stop off near the Imperial Palace at a shop where there were automatic record-players, and I’d put ten pence in and listen for half an hour to Aida and the various operas.


At the end of 1915 when the Russians were repulsed we decided to go back to jasło. The town was intact, only our factories were burnt and the estate buildings were all burnt. The house in Jasło was completely empty. But it wasn’t a terrible shock – I remember the feeling of absolute security that I got from my father. He was very clever and rebuilt everything – the refinery, the distillery, and the liqueur factory – in two or three years without any outside help, but nearer to the town, and built a railway-line leading to it.


A teacher at school stuck on the walls reproductions of all the great Renaissance works of art – this was unusual in a small town. I’d started drawing, but nothing serious, and I was also very busy after school in the jewish scouts, Hashomer, where I was the head. It was a Zionist organisation and from the age of sixteen I was a Zionist. We went on excursions and camps, sleeping in tents, we learned Jewish history, had lectures and gave them. We didn’t mix only with Jewish children – one of my best friends, who lived opposite, wasn’t Jewish.


At eighteen I decided to go to Vienna – it was our capital, in Galicia – to study law at the university and economics at the Export Academy, which trained you to be the manager of a big enterprise (I was already familiar with this from my father’s estate). I was very happy there; a year later my first cousin, also called Josef Karpf, came there – he was very brilliant, very decent and modest, he was my best friend. In 1920 I joined the art school in Vienna, and managed to combine it with the university and Export Academy. I drew mainly in charcoal, and then began to paint. I got my doctorate – on agrarian reform in Poland – in 1923.


I returned to Jasło and began helping in my father’s business. Then in 1925 he became very ill. He’d always been very optimistic and great fun – he was very witty and liked. But he made a mistake and I might have been the indirect cause: with his son in business with him, he wanted to enlarge his scope. He went to the eastern part of Galicia and bought the wood – oak – of a large forest, at a high price, but it was supposed to be suitable for the manufacture of veneers. It turned out that the trees weren’t Sound – the whole lot had some sort of rot inside. This mistake completely cut him down – he lost confidence, he could not forgive himself for this mistake and he got a terrible depression. It was for me the beginning of the greatest tragedy of my life. I saw him standing against the wall, saying ‘Such a happy, lovely family and what have I done to them?’ If I’d been more mature at the time I would have told him to sell other businesses he had, but I didn’t prevail upon him: he was still a rich man, he had the estate, the factories, everything was still there though he wasn’t liquid any more, but he’d already lost his faith in himself. He lost the lust for life, and contracted typhoid – he didn’t want to recover. It was 1926, he was fifty-four. And then he died. I remember when the doctor came from his bedroom and said ‘Gone’, I threw myself on the sofa, face down, nobody could lift me from there. I reproached myself terribly, that I didn’t show him enough patience when he was in such a state – I couldn’t forgive myself. For eleven months I went twice a day to the synagogue to say Kaddish.


I didn’t have much time to cry because I had to take care of everything. My sisters were married. I did what I had to do. I stayed in Jasło because of my mother – possibly, were it not for her, I would have left: I wanted to go to London, to Paris – I might have started painting seriously. But I wanted my mother not to feel any change. I saw to it that she was looked after. I had occasional girlfriends, short and uncommitted relationships, but no one serious. I was busy – with sport, for instance. From our house to the ski-slopes was ten or fifteen minutes – in winter, after lunch, I went for an hour’s skiing. I had witty and interesting friends in Jasło – a brilliant lawyer, a painter, and a mathematician. I had friends in Kraków, I went to Warsaw very often, I had friends there, highly intelligent and nice friends. I spent a year in Lemberg [Lvov] with my cousin, I had to look after my sister in Wieliczka, and I spent three months in Spain in 1935, organising the export of eggs, and learned Spanish – I returned to Poland just a few months before the outbreak of the Civil War.


My mother wanted me to get married, but I didn’t want to. A matchmaker from Kraków heard about me and sent particulars about Natalia Weissman to my mother, and by chance I saw them in the safe. I said, ‘What’s this – Natalia Weissman, a pianist?’ But I wasn’t interested in music.


In 1937 I met a woman called Roma – I would have married her eventually, I believe, if not for the war. My mother liked her.


We knew that war was inevitable – like a gale or a storm, an event of the elements. We had instructions in sealed envelopes from the authorities because we had great stores of alcohol which is, after all, an important raw material in a war. About Hitler, we knew he was a terrible monster; but there was a monster in the East, Stalin, also. But we didn’t know what was going to happen to the Jews – we knew about Kristallnacht, these things that had happened in Germany, but we didn’t know of course there would be extermination, gas chambers.


My mother died two weeks before the outbreak of war: she’d got cancer of the stomach in 1937. I was prepared for it – it wasn’t as tragic for me as my father’s death. She was sixty-two. My mother died just in time, so that she could have a normal funeral – all the people came, as it should be. Because later started this hell: when I Game after the war to the cemetery, all the tombstones had disappeared.





Now it was the turn of my mother, Natalia Karpf. We sat together in her living-room, and I tried to pin down what hitherto had always seemed a butterfly of a story: I wanted dates and details, to net those experiences which had proved perpetually beyond my retention.




NATALIA KARPF: I was born in Kraków, Poland; my father, Isidor Weissman, had various businesses. First he imported Chinese hair to sell to wig manufacturers (people wore wigs a lot then, and religious Jewish women all wore them). It was a good business until the 1920s when the fashion changed, and everyone wanted short hair. My parents were affluent: I remember all my childhood living in a very large apartment which we owned. We had servants for as long as I remember. I had an older sister, Regina, who was born with a deficiency of the thyroid – she couldn’t hold anything, and couldn’t write, and mentally she wasn’t 100 per cent developed. We all loved her. Later I had a younger sister, Hela [Hela and Helunia are both diminutives of Helena], five years younger than me, and a brother Natan, seven years younger. They sometimes teased Regina because they didn’t understand. Regina died when she was fifteen, in a special school in Germany. I was very shocked.


I was very grown-up always: as I was the oldest I was made to be responsible for the younger ones, though we also had a nanny, Mania, who was illiterate, and came to us in about 1916 when she was twenty. She converted to Judaism when I was about ten or twelve. The Catholics didn’t want to let her convert: she was so terrified that when she saw a policeman she thought he was going to arrest her beause she wanted to become Jewish. We took her to the Chief Rabbi, Dr Thon, who was very learned and progressive, and he told her, ‘Look, don’t be frightened, put your foot down.’ She said she felt Jewish and at last she was accepted: she had to go to a mikvah, and they gave her a new name, Sarah, and we gave a big reception for fifty people from the synagogue, with lunch and drinks, to celebrate and she was very, very happy. But we kept her original birth certificate; it was very strange because it wasn’t until eighteen or sixteen years later that the war broke out: then I told her, now you must hide or tear up your Jewish birth certificate and use this because that can save you and us. After she’d converted my mother wanted to introduce her to some man, but she ran away to a loft because she didn’t want to marry. She was more kosher and observant than we were, and she stayed with us until she died during the war in 1943. My mother was even jealous of her, and when we were crying we never cried Mummy, we cried Maniu [the vocative form of Mania] – she was like our second mother.


My parents were kosher (although my mother bought ham for us because they said it was healthy for the children, but she didn’t put it on our plates!), but we travelled a lot and when we went abroad we didn’t observe, we ate in restaurants. We didn’t speak Yiddish at home – my mother and father sometimes, and my grandfather spoke Yiddish, but we spoke Polish to our parents. I had a very happy childhood. Kraków was lovely – a very cultivated place, with beautiful concerts, exhibitions, lectures, social life, we went very often to cafés in town, although we never mixed with Gentiles, we knew very few Poles. There was a large Jewish intelligentsia – lawyers, doctors, engineers, professors, and we all mixed. There were a lot of orthodox Jews in Kraków, but also a lot of secular Jews. We were observant, but not orthodox.


But in Poland when it gained independence after the First World War there was terrible anti-Semitism and pogroms. The first thing I remember was when I was six or seven years old: we had a caretaker in our house, and I remember my father calling out, ‘Wojciech, shut the gates quickly and don’t let anyone in,’ because we heard screams in the street how they cut Jews’ beards off, with skin, and there were terrible riots all with Jews. And that I remember as a little, little child. I was never ashamed of being Jewish but I was angry that something like this could happen.


Even at school – I had to go to school when I was five years old because I started playing the piano when I was four and a half and they wanted me to be able to read and write, but the compulsory age of schooling was seven and no school accepted a five-year-old. The only school which accepted me was the Evangelische Schule which was a German school where the most important language was German. And there I heard many times ‘bloody Jew’, towards other Jewish children and towards me. We reacted so that when I was thirteen I went to a Hebrew grammar school because I didn’t want to mix with them. But before that I always answered back, I screamed or I pushed them.


There were some people in our house, our tenants, who, during the First World War, went to live in Vienna, and they had an old piano and left it with us in our flat. I was four and I started playing on my own. I just went to the piano and whatever I heard I could play. There weren’t any radios but there were concerts and operettas and I heard a bit. My mother used to sing, she knew every aria from every opera and used to sing them, my father used to play the violin but very badly, my mother’s brother and sister played the accordion – always there was music. I could play on the keyboard but I couldn’t reach the pedals. I played everything by ear and made up the harmonies with the left hand – I was thrilled because I could do it, but it came to me so naturally that I didn’t think it was strange. One day, it was a hot summer when I was nearly four and a half, the bell rang and a young lady called. She said she’d heard that my mother had a child prodigy, would she want her perhaps to teach me piano. Until today I don’t know who sent her. My mother called me and asked, ‘Would you like to have some piano lessons?’ and I looked at this young woman with very, very thick spectacles but she looked kind so I said yes, so it was arranged that she would come to us twice a week to give me piano lessons.


She was a very well-known teacher, and a pupil of a famous Polish pianist who lived in Vienna. Later on when I was nine and he came to Kraków she took me to him for a test: he gave me a book of Beethoven sonatas to sight-read, and I played it straight away because sight-reading was always for me the easiest thing – I could read music like a book or a paper from the very beginning.


At the beginning I didn’t like practising, I wanted to play what I wanted to play, I was lazy. I was expected to practise two or three hours a day by the age of seven. They bought a very big portrait a wood-cut of Beethoven’s head, and they threatened me that if I won’t practise he will be very angry with me, so for a couple of days I was terrified and started practising. But one day I thought I’ll try not to and see what he does with me, and nothing happened, so I always had an excuse. My teacher arranged for me to play in concerts for gifted pupils from the age of seven, although I didn’t want to and she forced me – I wanted to play for myself and my family.


So after a while I left her and went to the brother-in-law of Artur Rubinstein, and stayed with him for two years. At school I was always chosen to play or to accompany. But then when I was nine I did agree to give two concerts, proper ones, my first, sharing them with a famous singer. At the second he lost his voice and couldn’t sing so I filled the whole evening for him, playing Mozart, Beethoven, in front of 700 or 800 people. I wasn’t at all nervous, it was a pleasure. I got a fantastic reception.


In 1920 my parents were invited to Berlin for a very big wedding of my father’s first cousin. As my mother wasn’t very well, my father took me. At this wedding was Nahum Sokolow, who was one of the most important men in the history of Zionism, the poet Bialik, and Leonid Pasternak, the father of Boris Pasternak, with his wife. She’d been a well-known pianist who couldn’t play any more because she had a heart condition. I played at the reception, and Boris Pasternak’s mother came and kissed me and said she had tears in her eyes when she heard me play.


My father then had a knitted goods factory, and some other businesses, and properties in Berlin. He did very well and started to make a lot of money, though he also trusted people and gave credit to people. He never listened to the warnings of my mother and later he lost it all.


When I was thirteen I went to the Hebrew gymnasium, where I learned Hebrew – Hela and Natan went there too. The standard was very high, the atmosphere was wonderful, we had excellent teachers and learned Latin, Hebrew, German, and Polish. I was very happy there.


It was about that time too when I decided that I wanted to be a pianist. My grandfather, to whom I was very close, had a most beautiful tenor voice, if he’d been trained he would have been a second Caruso. He was a very orthodox Jew, a learned Talmud ‘chacham’ [wise man], but also spoke and wrote beautiful German. Only because of him I studied music because he pressed and he suggested to my parents to send me away to study the piano. When I was fifteen my then teacher said to me that he can’t teach me anything more – now I should leave and go abroad to have lessons with someone famous., So my parents arranged that I should leave school and go to Berlin, where my father had properties, and go into a so-called Mädchen Pensionat, which was a sort of finishing-school with part-time classes. I was terrified to be away because I was very attached to my parents, to my home and I was frightened and the first few weeks I was crying all day long. In such a big town on my own. I already spoke fluent German because of school. The Mädchen Pensionat was the most horrible place I can remember. The headmistress was an old spinster with five dogs and false teeth falling out all the time who starved us – my parents paid a lot of money, but she didn’t give us anything to eat. I sent the meat she gave me for lunch once in an envelope to my parents to show them where they put me up – it was so thin and so dry already that it couldn’t rot in the post! After four weeks I ran away from there to the administrator of our properties, a man with children, and he put me up opposite them with a high-school teacher who gave me a room in his flat and I hired a piano and I could practise. The teacher and his family treated me like their own daughter.


We knew about Artur Schnabel and, as one of our tenants was his pupil Maria Zweig, a sister of Arnold Zweig and cousin of Stefan Zweig, the well-known writers, and herself a well-known pianist, I went to her and she prepared me and said, yes, she thought I was advanced enough to be taken by him. When I was sixteen, she made an appointment for me, and I went with her. It was 1927. I was terrified because he looked very serious, but he could be also cynical and funny. He must have been nearly fifty, and he had five pianos in his house. I had to play for him: I played a Beethoven sonata, a Scarlatti sonata, and some Rameau pieces and he said straight away, ‘Fine, you can come to me.’ I sent a telegram home, I was so overjoyed, because it was such a great honour to be accepted by Artur Schnabel, world famous pianist and teacher.


They were private lessons and they were very expensive – they were 100 marks, then £20 a lesson, so I only went once a week but they were always much longer than an hour, sometimes even up to two hours. And if he had an interesting lesson with somebody, the secretary, who was his sister-in-law, phoned me to say could I come and listen – we were allowed to listen to other lessons and that was the most wonderful experience. His son Carl Ulrich Schnabel (Ruli) taught me harmony and theory. Schnabel had many other pupils – Clifford Curzon was his pupil for twenty-nine years. Schnabel could be very unpleasant and I was scared of him. He thought I was very gifted but he knew that I was lazy. I also had ballet lessons and he learned about it and so his secretary phoned our administrator and said would Miss Weissman choose either to be a ballet dancer or a pianist. So I stopped the ballet lessons – he thought if one wants to do something well one has to do just one thing.


Every Sunday he gave sonata recitals and played all the thirty-two Beethoven sonatas. I went to every concert, he was one of the greatest Beethoven executants, marvellous. I had lessons with him for only two years, because I thought musically he was fantastic but he didn’t care about my technique, and I felt that I need somebody who will help  to still make it easier with my technique, and there was Georg Bertram, a very well-known pianist. I played to him and he said I needed a lot of work on technique. I never explained to Schnabel, I just disappeared which wasn’t very nice. I said I’m leaving and going home, and just didn’t book another lesson.


I was very homesick, and went home for all the holidays – Jewish holidays and non-Jewish ones. And my father came every month to Berlin and stayed a few days, for business. I couldn’t sleep the whole night before I was so excited, because first of all I was so happy to see my father and then I knew that he’d book tickets every night somewhere else, and take me out to musicals, to opera, to theatre. Otherwise I only went to concerts. But Berlin before the war was very exciting – I had many friends, young men who wore capes and top hats, and had a wonderful time. For four years in Berlin I never experienced any anti-Semitism – there were so many mixed marriages – in Poland yes, but not in Germany.


After a while Bertram decided that it was time to give a big concert. He booked one of the biggest conceit halls, which seated 1500 or 2000 people, for a concert with three pianists – one American, a German (the niece of Rathenau, the famous German-Jewish Foreign Minister who was assassinated in Germany), and me – in Berlin. I played the Chopin E Minor First Concerto with the Berlin Philharmonic, conducted by Heinz Bongartz, on 14 December 1929. I was eighteen and the youngest of the three. It was a very big success, and I had marvellous reviews, it was thrilling.


Then my cousin in Berlin called me and told me that my mother was ill, they didn’t know what was wrong with her, but I had to leave the next day. I went to tell Bertram, and he said to me, ‘Natalia, if I was twenty years younger, I wouldn’t give you to anybody, I would marry you straight away.’ I was amazed, I never expected that he, my teacher, would fall in love with me. I was terribly embarrassed. He was an old bachelor, and he lived with his sister. I left everything behind, and took the train – it was only a ten hour journey from Berlin to Kraków.


My mother, who was forty-seven, was in a terrible state, she had such attacks of pain. At last a professor came from Berlin and said she had kidney trouble and she would have to have an operation, so we decided she would have to come to Berlin. She was brought there by ambulance because she was so ill.


I went to the hospital to stay with her. They operated on her kidney stones on one side, and she recovered completely – I brought my gramophone with records into the hospital and we played and she sang and we were happy. But then they thought that her other kidney wasn’t working well, and they decided to operate on it. She had a kidney infection and there was no penicillin: they put a catheter into the kidney because she had terrible pain the day after the operation. The doctor came to change the dressing and the catheter fell out, and instead of putting in a proper new one he put in a short one which didn’t clear it properly and caused a general uraemic infection, and she died three weeks later, in terrible pain. The professor wasn’t there because he went to Rockefeller in the States whom he’d operated on before. I was there all the time, my father was also there but the last few days his passport was expiring and he had to go back to Poland to get it renewed, so I was alone with her when she was dying.


That was a Catholic hospital: the nuns came and started praying and I threw them out. I said, ‘What are you doing here?’ And they said, ‘We are praying for your mother because she’s dying.’ I said, ‘No, she’s not dying, she can’t die.’ But one day, it was so lovely, it was May, the sun was shining, and there were such beautiful trees and everything was blooming and she said, ‘Oh, how sad, I shall never come out from here any more, I will never see it again.’ I said, ‘What are you talking. Nonsense.’ She said, ‘No, my dear. And your father is making such mistakes; he’s giving credit to people who can’t pay and he will make you beggars,’ she was crying, ‘You won’t have anything.’


And that’s what happened. She died on 22 May 1930: I was screaming, screaming, so the sisters phoned my cousins, who came to collect me and take me to them for the night, because my father was arriving the next morning – too late: he never saw my mother again. He was shocked by her death, but ten months later he married again – a horrible woman.


I came home after the funeral in Berlin, (It’s better now that she’s buried there because I could visit her, but many Jewish graves in Kraków were destroyed during the war. That’s why I later went and played in East Berlin – to be able to visit my mother’s grave.) My mother’s death changed my life a lot: I finished with my studies in Berlin because I had to look after my younger sister and brother, and also something died in me together with my mother. I was always as a young girl full of life – I could sing, I could entertain, I could dance, I was joking, I was so lively – and after that, I was never, never the same again, that was such a shock for me and I shall never forget it.


I came home and I took charge of my brother and sister. My father had decided to go back to Berlin and stay there – he lived there until 1937 – and we were on our own, though Mania was still with us. When I came back from the funeral I had to be strong, because those two poor children, fourteen and twelve, they were lying on the bed crying, ‘Yesterday I had a mother and today I haven’t got one any more.’ And Natan was just one year before the barmitzvah. And this boy, twelve years old, who nobody told to do it, from the next morning after the shiva, this boy before school got up at six thirty and went to the synagogue to say Kaddish for a whole year.


I didn’t touch the piano for six months. Then my grandfather came to me, such a religious few but with his thoughts so emancipated: the Jews are meant to mourn for a whole year, not to go out to the cinema, not to listen to any entertainment, and my grandfather came to me after two or three months and said, ‘But this is your profession, you’re a musician, you don’t do it for entertainment or pleasure, you have to practise, you have to play.’ And only because of him I started practising again. My grandparents were heartbroken at my mother’s death. My grandfather with this long beard, and with this little cap on his head which they used to wear in Russian Poland, stood and looked at her photograph which was hanging on the wall, and cried bitterly, ‘Why did I survive you?’ She was his only married child, she was doing well and had children. When she died, people used to come to me and say, ‘We are crying for her, she used to give us coal for the whole winter’ – and I’d never known about it. She never told us a thing, that she was supporting poor people. And she was active in perhaps twenty charities, for blind people, poor people, children.


Six months after she died I started to practise again, and then I started teaching. I was left without money. Sometimes our father sent us some money. He was suing the people who wanted to take away all our houses, which he’d mortgaged when people didn’t repay the credit he’d given them. I had to provide money to live on, sometimes I didn’t have money for the next day to live. Sometimes he sent me £5 in an envelope – just enough for two or three days. As well as teaching I started making cushions and crochet gloves which were fashionable at that time and selling them, or I sold some Persian rugs or silver from the house. I’d worshipped my father as a young girl but my relationship with him suddenly changed after he remarried. He and his wife came back and took valuable things like silver and jewellery from the house. Then he saw that she was a bitch and he divorced her in 1932. But he stayed in Berlin, even when Hitler came – I was wondering how he could be there.


Finally, when he returned, he got some knitting machines and started up a workshop again – Hela worked for him – and it was developing quite well. Had the war not come, he probably would have made quite a lot of money again because he was a clever businessman.


In the summer of 1930 I took my sister and brother to the seaside, to Sopot. I rented two rooms with my best friend, Jadzia, and there I met my first husband Julius Hubler – we’d met when I was a little girl and I played the piano at the house of some friends, and he remembered me. He was eight years older than me, I was nineteen. He was a lawyer, a music critic, and a wonderful pianist. When I returned to Kraków, he invited me to his parents’ home. I thought I was too young to get married, but I felt very lonely, because my father had left us and my mother was dead. His mother said, ‘I’ll be a mother to you.’ She thought I was very rich, but when she discovered we’d lost all the money, she wanted him to break off our engagement. I wanted to break up with him and he threatened me: he stood at the corner of our street and said, ‘If you break us up I’m going to shoot you and shoot me.’ I was so naïve – I thought when he’d touched me and kissed me (though I never slept with him until we were married) it was a terrible thing to break off an engagement. I phoned my father to tell him that I was getting married and he was very upset because he thought Julius wasn’t good enough for his daughter.


We married on 24 December 1933. My grandfather had died four days before, and I didn’t know. We went on a honeymoon to Zakopane: Julius’s aunt, Jelinek, lived there. She was the most beautiful woman I ever met, and already had her first son, Jerzy, Hela and Natan lived with us after we got married – they were my children, they didn’t have a mother, I was their mother. In the late 1930s, Natan wrote to Leslie Hore-Belisha, the Jewish British Secretary of State for War, saying that he was Jewish and he’d heard so much about England and he’d love to come here, would he help him? He got a reply saying that they couldn’t deal with this matter. Then he wanted to go to Israel and I didn’t have the money so I went to my father-in-law and asked him to lend me 500 złoty because I wanted to give it to my brother, and he said he hasn’t got it and he was such a rich man. They were such stingy people. Hela, Natan, and Mania, lived with me and my husband between 1933, when I got married, and 1938, when my father returned. My husband resented it.


Julius was also jealous of my playing in public: he said, ‘You’re a very good pianist but sit at home’ – he didn’t encourage me to give concerts, completely contrary to my second husband who encouraged me and helped me to pursue my career. But Julius, no. So I only gave concerts in Kraków, but I didn’t travel abroad any more, though I still had lessons.


Natan was in engineering college – he did very well, and got a job with a firm, and bought himself a big Buick. When I sold a ring and got the money for him to go to Israel, the ship had already left: that was one of the ships which were either turned back or arrested by the British. But in the end they got there because his schoolfriends got there, some of them, and he would have been alive today.


I got pregnant and felt very well and excited – I always wanted to have children. In August 1938, when I was eight months pregnant, I went to a resort with a friend of mine who was also pregnant. One day I woke up and I said to my friend, ‘You know, I felt such terrible kicking and suddenly it stopped, I don’t feel anything since yesterday.’ She said, ‘Oh it happens.’ And another day and another day and another day and I felt nothing, and I phoned Julek [Julek is the diminutive of Julius] and he said, ‘You’re coming home straight away,’ and I went to the doctor and she didn’t realise that I had a dead baby inside me, three weeks I was walking like this. I felt something had happened and I was very upset. The baby was born dead, soon after. The placenta had become detached and the baby had died of hunger. I was heartbroken. It was a girl and I’d wanted to have a daughter and call her Eva.


In July, August 1939 there was already talk of war. We knew Hitler was in Germany, we were terrified that something can happen, but nobody could believe that there could be such a Holocaust and such disasters. In 1939 they were in Austria and Czechoslovakia, so we were the next ones, and the Polish army wasn’t equipped at all and we knew what was happening there. We thought there would be a war and people would fight on the front but nothing would happen here – we didn’t think we’d be affected. In July 1939 I met a friend’s mother who told me that her daughter was going to the World Exhibition in the States. I came home and said to Julek, ‘You know what? Let’s go to the World Exhibition in the States.’ And he said, ‘It will cost 2000 złoty,’ and I said, ‘So we’ll have 2000 złoty less in our bank, we can afford it, let’s go.’ He didn’t want to, he would have survived …
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