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         “Alice Shalvi is one of the few women in the world who lived through a world devastated by fascism, and advanced a democracy in which people are linked, not ranked. Reading about her past will inspire our future.”

         Gloria Steinem

          

          

         “Alice Shalvi—feminist leader, seeker of justice, proponent of peace, innovative educator and one of Israel’s most admired women—reflects poignantly on her personal and public odyssey in a book that blends her own challenges, achievements and failures with those of Israel during the past seventy years.”

         Naomi Chazan

           

          

         “Professor Alice Shalvi, scholar, educator and heroic activist, tells the story of her life in a simple, almost matter-of-fact manner, as though each stage of her very rich and varied career simply flowed most naturally the one from the other. There is in this kind of presentation an underlying tone of modesty, one which downplays the struggles, the persistence and enormous energy which resulted in her massive achievements in the areas of social activism and feminism. This energy tempered with such modesty resonates as an undercurrent throughout this classic autobiography.”

         Daniel Sperber
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            These memoirs are dedicated with profound love and gratitude to the memory of the three men who shaped my life:

            My father, Benzion Margulies, whose love for humankind I inherited;

            My brother, William, who with unstinting generosity dispensed not only sound advice but also the material assistance that enabled my entire family to live well beyond our means;

            My husband, Moshe Shalvi, the “rod and staff” who throughout 63 years of marriage unfailingly partnered, encouraged and supported me.

            And to my children, who undoubtedly suffered as a result of my over-indulgence in public affairs, I sincerely apologise. I take comfort in seeing how different are the choices that they themselves have made.
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            Antecedents

         

         A Portrait

         THEY SIT SIDE by side on a sofa, a glimpse of its carved headboard and brocade upholstery forming a background bridge between them. Both are looking directly at the camera. He is handsome and well-groomed: a high forehead; hair, already slightly receding, neatly parted on the left; a small, carefully trimmed moustache just above the bow of his upper lip. His dress is formal and festive: a dark suit, white shirt with high, stiff collar and white bow-tie. His arms are folded across his chest; his left hand is tucked into the crook of the right, the right barely visible among the folds of his left sleeve, as if he were hugging, or restraining, himself. A whole man, self-confident, complete, with a sense of occasion.

         She sits to his right, wearing a simple scoop-necked dress with elbow-length sleeves, devoid of any ornament. Her bosom is soft, uncorseted. Her thick dark hair, combed softly back from a high forehead, frames the upper part of an oval face. Her head tilts slightly to the side, like a startled bird. Her large, dark eyes, pupils – like black buttons – a focal point in the picture, are sad, beseeching, a contrast with his almost expressionless impersonal ones. Her mouth curves gently upwards, wistful, shy, perhaps attempting a smile. Although she, too, is looking directly at the camera, she leans slightly forward, her body half turned towards him. Her left arm, an echo of the curved carved back of the sofa, is concealed, from the elbow down, behind his back, as if she felt a need for physical contact, for reassurance. Her right arm lies across her body, the curled hand resting gently on her lap. His firmness and self-assurance form a sharp contrast with her hesitancy and need for contact. It is a picture not so much of a couple as of two people.

         These are my parents.

         Innumerable questions arise, doomed never to be answered. When was the photograph taken? It could hardly have been on their wedding day, since on that occasion, attended by numerous family members and recorded in one of the wide-lens photographs of the period, she wore white. Is this an engagement photo? I know, from an invitation that has been preserved, that a month before the wedding there was a party at my grandparents’ home one Friday afternoon to mark the signing of the marriage contract. Is the simple dress she is wearing the one she brought with her from her impoverished post-war home in Galicia, her only one, which she laundered once a week?

         My father’s sisters didn’t welcome her, although she was their cousin. They were, and forever remained, of the opinion that he could have made a far better match with one of the more elegant, wealthier, self-confident young women who had displayed an interest in him. Perhaps there was some truth in their claim that he was marrying her out of pity, having met her for the first time a year earlier, in 1919, on his way back to Germany from captivity in Russia (where he had served as a medical orderly with the Austro-Hungarian army). He was, indeed, a very compassionate man, quite capable of self-sacrifice. Were these the grounds for her insecurity, her need for reassurance?

         They had, on the whole, a good marriage, despite the extreme contrast in personalities – he a dyed-in-the-wool optimist, she an eternal pessimist. They quarrelled a great deal: she contended that he was too immersed in his communal voluntary activities, too liberal in donating his hard-earned and not always plentiful income. Extremely generous by nature, he was easily moved to charitable deeds. She believed that charity begins at home, though she never turned away any of the beggars who came to our door, often inviting them in to partake of a bowl of soup and a slice of bread. Yes, they quarrelled, but he once assured me that this did not mean that they didn’t love each other.

         In the early summer of 1933, fully aware that Germany was no longer a safe place for Jews, he emigrated to England. For 11 months they were separated, while she, her mother, my brother and I moved to another town to live with my oldest aunt until such time as my father secured the entry permits that would enable us to join him. The anguished letters she sent him, almost daily, reveal her distress. The handwriting is uncontrolled, the lines uneven, crowded as far as possible onto one sheet, in order to save on postage. On one occasion she apologised for not having written for some days, explaining that she had lacked the money to buy stamps. She was unable to keep up contributing her share to the household expenses and felt herself disliked, unwelcome and a burden. The separation and, in particular, the uncertainty as to when, where and whether we would all be reunited were unbearable. The same need for comfort, reassurance and closeness that had already found expression in the photograph taken a decade and a half earlier filled her once again.

         When my father died, too young and too soon, she was desolate. She had nursed him devotedly, tended to his every physical need during his last years of illness. She mourned him until the day she, too, died.

         Perl Margulies, My Mother

         Perl Margulies was born in Huyzhatyn, Galicia (in today’s Ukraine), on 25 January 1893, the daughter of Ze’ev and Margola (née Margulies). She was the fourth child, with two sisters and two brothers. She attended a German-speaking school, receiving a grounding in Hebrew and Jewish practice at home. In 1920 she moved to Mannheim, where she married her cousin, Benzion (Benno) Margulies (born in 1890 in Skalat, also in Ukraine). Their oldest son, Ze’ev, was born in 1921, before the couple moved to Essen, where two daughters, Edit (1922-9) and Alice (1926), were born.

         In 1933, when Benzion emigrated to England, Perl wound up the family business, and moved with her mother and children to Mannheim, where she remained until May 1934 before receiving entry visas to join her husband in London. Early in 1949, Benno suffered a stroke that left him partly paralysed until his death of a second stroke in February 1955. Perl died in Jerusalem on 21 November 1962, while on a visit to her daughter. She is buried in the Sanhedria cemetery, to which Benno’s body was also transferred.

         
             

         

         These are the facts, the bare bones to which flesh and blood must be added if we wish to know and perhaps understand this woman, my mother.

         Whence does one derive that flesh, that blood, the details that constitute a life, a being, a personality? From oft-repeated family stories, frequently told by unreliable, biased narrators; stories that differ, Rashomon-like, according to the speaker’s point of view; an occasional revelatory remark; family lore and mythology, tales passed down from generation to generation, with inevitable omissions, distortions and accretions; overheard conversations; documents; old letters and photographs; one’s own relationship with the object of scrutiny. No two people experience an event in identical fashion or have exactly the same impression of a person’s appearance or character. All is subjective, open to interpretation.

         My portrait of my mother is based on personal observation, shared experiences, stories repeatedly told by my maternal grandmother as she sat at my bedside before I went to sleep, events reported by my father, my brother, other relations. My mother herself spoke comparatively little about the details of her life until the autumn of 1960, when I spent six weeks in London in our family home, speaking to each other for the first time as two adult women, married (in her case already widowed) and mothers of children.

         I was conducting research for my PhD, spending my days at the British Library (then in the British Museum), returning home each evening to find dinner – always my favourite dishes – waiting for me. After dinner, we would sit together and talk. I would brush her hair, which she liked, and slowly I gained a greater knowledge and a deeper understanding of a life dominated by memories of deprivation and disaster.

         My mother’s parents, Welwel (Ze’ev) and Margola, were both members of Hasidic families, a tradition so devoutly carried on by her father that he transferred his home from Skalat, where his parents and siblings remained until their move to Germany prior to the First World War, in order to study at the court of the saintly Rebbe of Huyzhatyn. Here he spent all his days and frequently even his nights, while his wife ran a small grocery store that provided the family income. Perl was the fourth of their five children, preceded by Sarah, Lazel and Rebekka, and followed by Avraham, an ardent communist for whom his mother regularly baked two additional Shabbat chalot (plaited bread loaves) to be given to needy neighbours of his choice. While Perl received her Hebrew and Jewish practice at home, where Yiddish was spoken, she attended a German-language school where she became particularly fond of poetry. For many years, she enjoyed reciting poems by Heine, Goethe and Schiller. Years later, when I had to learn poetry by heart, she used to hold the texts, while I recited works by the English Romantics – Coleridge, Wordsworth, Keats and Shelley – and she loved them too.

         She assisted her mother in the shop, where customers included a number of colourful characters whose activities inside and outside the shop provided material for many lively anecdotes. My mother’s stories, unlike those of my grandmother, tended to focus on the less salubrious townsfolk, who for her were a source of disgust rather than humour. The monotonous life in the shtetl was relieved by trips to the nearby city of Tarnapol, to purchase hats and dress patterns in an attempt to be fashionable. There was a young man to whom she was attracted. And there were occasional blissful moments. One of them was sitting on a balcony with a friend who taught her the words of the Merry Widow waltz.

         Then came the war. Located on the border with Russia, Huyzhatyn changed hands several times. Each time, the population was transported and then returned, by sled, in storms, snow and ice. On one of these journeys, Sarah contracted typhus and died in 1916. The following year, Avraham left to join the Revolution in Russia. Welwel died. Rebekka married and also moved to Russia. Lazel moved to Lemberg (Lvov) in search of employment. Perl was left to care for her widowed mother. They were poor, anxious. Their future was uncertain. Then, in 1919, her cousin Benzion arrived to find out what had become of his uncle and his family. At this point the facts are fairly clear but the motives become blurred.

         Fact: in summer 1920, Benno sent for my mother and on 20 August they were married. Conjectures regarding motives: was it love at first sight? My mother was not a classical beauty but she had beautiful, expressive eyes, a sweet, shy smile and an aura of vulnerability that must (might?) have moved my father. I have always wanted to believe that they married for love but have no proof of any kind to support that belief. My aunts, on the other hand, had very strong opinions on what they considered an inappropriate match. They maintained – and continued to maintain, even after my mother’s death – that he felt intense pity for her and in his customary generosity decided he must help her in the only way he could. They behaved coldly to her. They contrasted her with the numerous women – more beautiful, wealthier, better connected – who were pursuing my father. They didn’t hesitate to show their dislike. My mother told me she had arrived in Mannheim with only one dress. When it had to be laundered, she had no option but to stay in bed until it dried. In consequence, my aunts accused her of laziness, of behaving like a “lady”, which she was not, of not contributing her share to the running of the household. She became a Cinderella and was relieved when, in 1921, after the arrival of their firstborn, Ze’ev, she and my father moved to Essen. They sent for my grandmother, who had been present at neither the wedding nor the Pidyon Ha-ben (Redemption of the Firstborn) 11 months later but now remained with her daughter till she died in 1938.

         It was the Depression. My parents set out to buy their furniture with a suitcase full of banknotes which, by the time they reached their destination, barely sufficed to purchase what they had hoped to buy. They were, and remained, middle class but ours was a cultured home: a gramophone, records of Gigli, Jan Kipura, famous cantors; opera, cinema, theatre. In 1932, a performance of The Merchant of Venice aroused so much anti-Semitic venom in the audience that my parents fled in fear. There were outings to the Stadtwald (municipal woods). They read books, newspapers and periodicals. Unlike my uncles and aunts, they never played cards. My father was active in the Ostjüdische Gemeinde (East European Jewish Community), the religious Zionist organisation and his synagogue. My mother worked with him in their wholesale business of linens and cutlery. My grandmother kept house. We had a Kindermädchen (nanny).

         In the middle of it all came tragedy again. Black-eyed Edit died of pleurisy in 1929, just before Purim, the festival on which Jews are commanded to rejoice. It is our carnival. But from then on, my mother could never bring herself to celebrate. Each year, as she lit the memorial candle for my sister, she would say, in Yiddish, “ein finstere Purim!” (“a black Purim!”). In June 1933, after our house had been searched by the Gestapo, my father left for London. She had difficulty eliciting payment from debtors and was harassed by creditors. Meanwhile, Ostjuden were leaving, with threats of expulsion hanging like thunderclouds. When would the lightning strike? In September, we moved to Mannheim. Once again she was the subject of opprobrium, as the expected few weeks stretched into months. Finally the longed-for visas arrived. We reached London on Sunday 12 May 1934.

         This was life in a new and very different country, in a new language, with different foods and customs. It took a while to adjust, also now to being a full-time homemaker. She’d asked my father to find a one-floor flat. He found a three-storey house, with two rooms we used only when there were visitors and insufficient bedrooms. There was a great deal of housework, with a mother-in-law who never lifted a finger but went to the cinema and for walks, while Perl and her mother toiled for a household that now numbered five adults (my youngest uncle lived with us) and two children.

         Matters improved when my paternal grandmother went to Palestine in 1935 and we moved to a modern house. I went with her to buy our first gas stove and refrigerator. We had an electric water-heater. Life was easier. We even took a holiday by the sea but could afford only a single room. So my father went alone, and the following week my mother and I shared a bed. I lay watching her at the wash basin, soaping her face, her neck, lifting her heavy breasts to sponge the body underneath. In January 1938, my grandmother, who had lived with Perl since her marriage, died of a stroke.

         “She had too short a better life,” my mother said.

         When the Second World War broke out and I was evacuated with my school, my parents and brother moved to a country house in Waddesdon, in Buckinghamshire, with my uncle and his very Anglo-Jewish wife. Once again my mother was a “guest”, with no say in what was on the menu or entrée to the kitchen. There was a cook for that. She had to go into the nearby town surreptitiously to buy my brother the cream cakes he liked. She became ill, vomiting whenever she ate. This was dismissed as psychosomatic: Perl and her problems again! But it was, in fact, gallstones, which were successfully treated by our family doctor. My parents moved back to London and I too returned but when the Blitz began they moved back to Waddesdon in Buckinghamshire, now to a less luxurious house of their own.

         Throughout her life, my mother practised two cardinal virtues of Judaism: charity and hospitality. No one asking for help was ever turned away. Even in the harshest of times there were a small coin, a slice of bread, a bowl of soup. People who needed a meal were welcome. There was hardly a Friday night or Shabbat lunch without a needy guest, sometimes a stranger from out of town whom my father had met at synagogue. One Passover during the war my father was asked to find hospitality for Jewish soldiers stationed in the neighbourhood. On the Seder night, the eve of Passover, we ourselves ended up hosting over 30 of them, for whom no other hospitality had been found.

         In 1946, returning from the third commemoration of the Ghetto Uprising in Warsaw, my father phoned from Paris to say he was bringing three Yiddish notables (two writers and a singer) for the Seder. By way of compensation he also brought a huge carp – a fish much-loved by east European Jews but barely available in England. My mother took everything in her stride. Hating to see food wasted and always trying to diet, she rarely served herself but ate the leftovers of others. Then she would wail, “Why am I so fat? I never eat anything!” Feeding, life-giving, characterised her. She sent endless parcels – to my brother and me when we were at university (a weekly portion of Shabbat chicken, her tasty rogalkes, yeast pastries, chocolate wafers and other delicacies). When I left for Israel in 1949, she cried, asking my father “Why are we letting her do this?” He replied, “We raised her for it” (“Wir haben Sie dazu erzogen”). I left. Parcels continued to arrive, with items unavailable in Israel due to austerity and rationing.

         After the war our family was wealthier. We had a car, chauffeur and daily help. My parents occupied the best seats at concerts and operas. My mother reluctantly bought some fashionable clothes. My father bought her a fur coat and diamond jewellery (which she seldom wore).

         “What are you saving it for?” he asked.

         Then, “Was tut Gott?” (“What does God do?”), my mother asked back in Yiddish.

         In February 1955, my father had a second stroke while he was in the bathroom, preparing himself for the day. My mother heard him fall and rushed upstairs but it was too late. For years she would each week rehearse the sequence of events: “It was Tuesday, at such and such o’clock…”. He was buried on the day of my oldest son’s third birthday. My mother went into lasting mourning. She deprived herself of every pleasure. On my visits to London my brother would purchase three tickets for theatre or opera but even as we reached the front door she would stop and turn back. “I can’t”, she’d say and would not be persuaded. She was alone and lonely. My brother travelled a great deal. I came with my sons in the summer of 1956 to begin my doctoral research but she had difficulty coping with two lively young boys, so we went to Cambridge, visiting her at weekends – and receiving food parcels.

         Early in 1962, quite by chance, my mother discovered that her sister Rebekka was alive and living at the same address she had lived at before the war. Letters my parents wrote to the USSR had remained unanswered out of fear of the authorities. My uncle Avraham had been executed for corresponding with someone in fascist Germany. My mother and brother travelled to the USSR and ultimately met my aunt, her widowed daughter, daughter-in-law and granddaughter in Kharkov. Avraham had been posthumously “rehabilitated”. My mother visited his widow, dying of leukemia in a hospital. It was a profoundly emotional experience that affected her health. Half a year later, when she had a heart attack in Jerusalem, I told my wise German-born doctor about this reunion. His response was:

         “The heart cannot bear such extremes of joy and sadness. It is like a glass that is moved from the heat to a cold surface. It breaks.”

         What word could sum up my mother? She “cared”, in every sense of the word. She cared about, she cared for, she was involved with her family, her children – perhaps sometimes too involved. We were the centre of her life, her reason for being. Nothing was too good for us. No prospective spouses were sufficiently eligible. She had an uncanny psychic connection with me. She knew I was pregnant with my fourth child before I did. When I had a rare eye infection, she urged me, in a letter penned the previous week, to take care of my eyes, since they were essential to my livelihood.

         In October 1962 she came on what proved to be her final visit to us. I watched her cross the tarmac from the plane, a little old lady weighed down with hand-luggage that contained smoked salmon and chopped liver, and my heart went out to her. She thought I was having too many children and was annoyed to find me pregnant once again. “Wann wirst Du aus den Windeln kriechen?” (“When will you crawl out of your nappies?”) But the following month, as she lay on her deathbed and I stood opposite her, she prophesied, in Yiddish, referring to my pregnancy:

         “You are carrying your father”. (The son to whom I gave birth three months later indeed bore his name, Benzion.) She begged us not to send her to hospital. The doctor said it was the only hope for saving her life but I suspect she did not really want her life to be saved, though she worried over who would take care of my brother’s laundry. I shall never forget the beseeching look in her eyes as the ambulance men carried her out of our house. We should have heeded her request. Instead, she lay in a hospital bed, tubes attached to wrists and nose, suffering, still worrying. Her last words to me were “You have no bread in the house”. I was not with her when she died in the night. I cannot forgive myself for having gone home, exhausted, and failing to respond to the phone call in which my brother suggested to my husband that I join him again at the hospital. I did not give her a final farewell kiss. I was not privileged to close her eyes. My brother was.

         Benzion Margulies, My Father

         Clusters of nouns and adjectives spring to mind when I think of my father, son of Mordechai and Feige (née Kesten). Ardour, fervour, gusto; optimist, idealist; tolerant, generous in spirit and deed (sometimes to a fault); compassionate and charitable; wise and understanding… He did nothing by halves, yet he was not an extremist. A good Jew.

         Perhaps because I was never as close to his mother as to my maternal grandmother and he told me little of his early life, I’m largely ignorant about my father’s family background and his early years. Skalat, where he was born, draws a blank, unlike the vivid (though perhaps erroneous) impression I have of Huyszatyn, where my mother was born. The family was well-to-do and lived in bourgeois comfort. Mordechai’s occupation, as cited in official documents, was “banker”, though my brother suspected that this was a euphemism for the less dignified “money-lender”. My father was largely an autodidact, widely read in classical Jewish texts and general literature, and always keeping abreast of social and political theories and practices. I assume he received a traditional Jewish education. He was certainly knowledgeable in all areas of Jewish studies. While the language spoken in the home was Yiddish, he was also fluent in Polish and German. At some point, he studied commerce in Vienna.

         Beginning in 1910, the family moved one by one to Mannheim. When the First World War broke out, all but the youngest of the five brothers were conscripted to serve in the Austro-Hungarian army. A medical orderly on the Eastern Front, my father was taken into captivity by the Russians in 1917. From the one incident he unfailingly recounted at our family Seder, I learnt that he had determinedly ensured the observance of a Passover Seder by collecting eggs and other essential ingredients from the Jewish residents of the region. At the shiva (the seven day period of mourning after a funeral) for my father, my Uncle Aaron provided information that my father had omitted. When he went to the officer in charge to request permission to hold the Seder, he unfortunately failed fully to button up his jacket. For this lapse, his punishment was several hours of “Abhengen”: being suspended by the wrists from a high bar. Only when he had completed serving this sentence was he free to continue preparing the Seder for which he had, fortunately, previously received permission.

         Released at the end of the war, he travelled back to his home via Huyszatyn, where he hoped to learn what had befallen the family of his Uncle Welwel, the oldest of Mordechai’s brothers. There he first met his cousin Perl, whom in 1920 he invited to join him in Mannheim, where they married on 20 August. Their first child, a son, was born in June 1921. Soon after the Pidyon Ha-ben (Redemption of the Firstborn) a month later, my parents moved to Essen. For some years my father worked as a self-employed travelling salesman, including the vending of linens, silver cutlery and reproductions of famous works of art about which he spoke with some humour, reserving his most caustic comments for the portrait of the “Büsende Magdalena” that depicted a penitent Mary Magdalene, bare-breasted, hair dishevelled, eyes cast to heaven. “Very popular!” he’d say. “Who doesn’t want legitimate pornography in his living room?” He had a reasonably flourishing business by the time I was four.

         Throughout his years in Essen, my father was an active and prominent Zionist. This might be why the Gestapo searched our home in 1933: a warning that worse might follow. My father left for London, where his youngest brother, Alexander, had two years earlier established Elco, a wholesale firm dealing in clocks, watches and jewellery. They remained in partnership until my father’s death. An ardent Yiddishist and also a fervent student of Hebrew, he employed private tutors for himself and his children. Struggling with S.Y. Agron’s enigmatic T’mol Shilshom he asked plaintively, in Yiddish, “What does he want with that dog?” He was not alone in finding that question hard to answer. It continues to plague readers to this day.

         In 1942, together with my uncle, my brother and Oscar Phillips, he founded the aptly named Ararat Publishing Company. Under the editorship of historian-philosopher Shimon Rawidowicz, then teaching at Leeds University, Ararat kept Hebrew writing alive in Europe through a series of belles lettres entitled “Mezuda” (Fortress) and numerous monographs. He supported the writers who came to England as impoverished refugees. Outstanding among these was Itzik Manger, whom – as Benzion used to say – he “kept in cigarettes and whiskey”. To augment his own support, he enlisted that of several fellow Yiddishists in the UK and abroad. Knowing what a spendthrift Manger was, he prudently retained the donations, doling them out in weekly portions. My mother refused to have Manger in the house because he dropped cigarette ash all over the carpet. She had a poor opinion of him as an ingrate, “not a Mensch”. She was not mistaken. Although he dedicated one of his poems to my father and uncle, and inscribed the copy of Wolken übern Dach (Clouds Over the Roof) that Ararat published in 1948 with the words “To the modern Maecenas, Benzion Margulies”, when he learnt of my father’s death all he wrote in a letter to a friend was: “It’s a pity that Benzion Margulies died. He was of some help to me in London.”

         My father was among those who founded a weekly, the Polish-Jewish Observer, the back page of which was devoted to Yiddish writing. The contributors, Manger among them, spent most of their time in the basement coffee shop of Ohel, a clubhouse on Gower Street my father and uncle helped establish in the early years of the war. At the end of the war he was instrumental in initiating the publication of Unser Weg (Our Way), a Yiddish paper for Displaced Persons (DPs) published by the Mizrachi Federation of Great Britain. Earlier, he had helped launch the weekly Jewish Observer. He was wise, understanding and tolerant. In 1945, when Sonny, my fiancé, went to see him after our childishly impetuous engagement, he did not chide him for his rashness or disrespect, as my mother would have. Instead, he told him that if we required a hechsher, a kosher certificate, to kiss, he would gladly provide it. Religiously observant, he never imposed Orthodoxy on others. He did, however, stress the need to know what one was rejecting. “Be an apikoros [non-believer],” he would say, “but don’t be an am ha’aretz [ignoramus].” When I asked him if I could study Kabbalah, he gently suggested I should begin with the Pentateuch, move on to the Prophets, study Mishna or Talmud and then, he concluded, “you can go on to Kabbalah”.

         He was gregarious. On our first post-war trip to Europe, he disappeared from our carriage while we were in a train in Switzerland, travelling along a one-rail track. My mother worried. Where could he possibly be? Ten minutes passed. A quarter of an hour. Still no sign of him. Her fertile imagination, fuelled, as always, by her innate pessimism, conjured up a variety of mishaps. Perhaps he was locked in the toilet; even worse – he’d fallen off one of the narrow platforms that linked the carriages. Then he returned, excited. He’d gone to speak to the engine-driver, from whom he’d elicited interesting data not only about the Swiss railways in general and our present one in particular but also about the landscape through which we were travelling, the sites we should visit, even the marital status of his interlocutor.

         He was compassionate. On our first visit to Paris, friends took us to the Moulin Rouge, considered a “must” for tourists. As the near-naked young women paraded before us, my father sighed: “Nebech [poor things]! What a way to have to earn a living!” He was also inordinately generous. Once, my cousin Yaakov, on a visit from Israel, was in his office when an elderly man entered reciting a long tale of woe and asking for money. My father gave him several pounds, a large sum at that time. When the man left, Yaakov reprimanded my father:

         “You could see he was lying. He’s a fake, a swindler.”

         “I know,” my father responded, “but if he demeans himself by asking for tzedaka [charity], why should I put him to shame?” He was by nature a philanthropist in the most literal sense of the word – a lover of human beings.

         He also had a great sense of humour. In 1954, five years after his first stroke, my parents came to visit us in Jerusalem. One afternoon, when I arrived at their hotel, my father was waiting impatiently to report an exciting event: he had been able to take a shower by himself – impossible in their London home, which had only a hand-shower. Look, he said, how the bathroom is arranged. I followed him to be shown how he had operated the taps. Place this shower on the hook above (there it still was), turn on the taps to adjust the heat of the water, then turn the middle tap from one side to the other, from bath tap to shower. But as he began to demonstrate he forgot that he’d never turned the middle tap back and so, as he leaned over the tub and began to turn on the water, it came sprinkling down, startling us, wetting his bald head and his shoulders in their grey sweater. Quickly, he straightened up. We looked at each other, and, as one, burst into laughter.

         The laughter attracted my mother, who came into the bathroom to investigate. She saw my father’s wet head and noted the dampness of the sweater. A cry of alarm: he’d catch pneumonia! (It was May in Jerusalem: the temperature was 27°C at least.) She threw a towel over him, rushed to remove the sweater, hurried him back to the bedroom and dependency. Within seconds our laughter was extinguished and my father’s new-found independence was forgotten. The shadows of sickness, bereavement, deportation, typhus, loss – my mother’s memories and experiences – extinguished my father’s joy and mine.

         He was a Zionist. When he alighted from the plane that brought him on his first visit to Eretz Israel, he knelt down to kiss the earth. For him, this was both the Holy Land and the homeland. On 29 November 1947 I went to the cinema with my brother and a friend. As we approached our house on return, we saw my father standing at the front door, impatient, eager to share with us the momentous news: the UN had approved the establishment of a Jewish state in Palestine. He had no one except my mother with whom to share his joy. A bottle of brandy was ready. Now, he had fellow celebrants with whom to drink a toast of jubilation.

         He loved Jerusalem. Sitting in the hotel room, he pointed to the Mountains of Moab opposite us. “Those are the hills to which David raised his eyes!” he said. Everywhere in Israel had a biblical association. He longed to spend the final years of his life in Israel. In one of the last letters he sent me, he asked whether we could make space in the house we were planning to build, for him and my mother to live independently but also in close proximity to us. The very last letter he wrote, to my oldest son Joel on his third birthday, ended with the words “L’hitraot, l’hitraot, yakiri” (“au revoir, au revoir my dearest”). But he did not live to see us again. He died on the day of the birthday. A man for all seasons, a man of infinite curiosity, nothing human was alien to him. How I loved him and do, to this day.

         
             

         

         My youngest son, Benzion, didn’t like his name, which was, in any case, in customary Israeli fashion, soon abbreviated into Benzi. He found it burdensome, demanding, too strongly implying that he should be like my father in character and behaviour. Indeed, although he resembled my father in the generosity of his heart, he was unlike him in almost every other respect. While my father had on many occasions acted impulsively, his essential gravitas served as a counterbalance. Such Aristotelian moderation was alien to Benzi. From early childhood he displayed a dare-devil intrepidness that frequently made Moshe and myself hold our breaths for fear that some disabling accident – or worse – might befall him; that, given his self-confident foolhardiness, he would overreach human capacity.

         Intrepid to the point of recklessness, wild and undisciplined, he was at the same time profoundly compassionate. He couldn’t abide injustice or cruelty. Assigned to the Military Investigation Police, he excelled at detecting infringements of army regulations, yet without fail (and to no avail) he begged the police who arrested the culprit not to treat him violently. “We’ve already caught him,” he would say, aware that the defector was invariably motivated by the need to provide for his family. Choosing to make private investigation his profession, he found the majority of his clients to be women seeking evidence of their spouses’ infidelity.

         “How can they do it?” he bewailed. “The wives are so nice, so loveable.”

         He soon turned to a very different field of employment. As an excellent chef, he provided his clients not only with satiety but pleasure. Later, as the owner of a highly rated falafel stand, he gladly fed impoverished Arab workmen. “They can’t afford it,” he explained, when we chided him for failing to provide adequately for his family.

         Aged four, he became addicted to cigarettes. A workman who was painting our home acceded to his request “just to take a puff”, unreasonably assuming that the child would find distasteful what an adult enjoyed. He was wrong. Whenever possible, Benzi would steal cigarettes from colleagues who visited me, skilfully whisking away entire packs, leaving the victims bewildered. “I could have sworn I had my cigarettes with me,” they would say and I was too embarrassed to admit the truth.

         By the age of eight, he was a competent driver. On one occasion he took my brother’s car-keys and drove around the block. His misdeed was discovered because my brother returned immediately after his departure to complain that his car was not where he had parked it. Finding that spot occupied when he arrived back at home, Benzi had been compelled to seek an alternative. Moshe would thereafter from time to time take him to the square at the Givat Shaul cemetery in the late evening, when there are seldom funerals, and permit him to drive round and round until his cravings were satisfied. Eventually, he found his true calling as a taxi-driver. Courteous, tactful, helpful, with classical music softly playing by way of calming background, he developed a devoted clientèle, specialising in transporting frequent travellers to and from Ben-Gurion Airport.

         While he never smoked when driving, he remained addicted to cigarettes. None of the cures that others found effective – acupuncture, hypnosis, “patches” – proved permanently effective. I begged him to have a check-up. He remained obstinate. “I’m alright,” he would assure me. But he wasn’t. In the early hours of Thursday 29 September 2016, Benzi died at the airport of a heart-attack, leaving a wife and four children.

         Not a synagogue goer, he was gratified when the older of his sons became more Orthodox in practice, an active member of the little synagogue in the village where they lived and a frequent reader of Torah.

         “He stood at the doorway,” the rabbi said, when he came to see us on the morning of Benzi’s death. “He didn’t much care for entering a synagogue. But he stood there, face shining with pride as Ido read.” He took even greater pride in the football talent of his youngest child. Unfailingly, he drove him to and from thrice-weekly practice and weekend games. Did he ever consider how his addiction to tobacco would impact on these lives? The innumerable friends, many of them from childhood, who came to comfort the mourners were evidence of his ability to inspire love and maintain close relationships during a too-short lifetime.

         Grandmothers I: Margola, My Oma


         Like everybody else, I had two grandmothers. Unlike most others, however, I lived in the same household as one or both of them until I was 12.

         My mother’s mother, Margola, was the more sombre of the two. In her passport photograph, she is austere, lugubrious, sad-eyed and unsmiling. Lips folded in wan resignation, a prematurely wrinkled face dominated by a long nose, a very plain wig and over it, in added modesty, a black kerchief, a dark high-necked dress: all indicate the poverty, hardship, losses and suffering she had endured in the Galician shtetl where she gave birth to her five children. While my brother alleges that she never smiled, she brought me much joy. She was my Oma, whereas my brother had a closer relationship with my father’s mother. My Oma played a favourite game with me. While she sat by the stove in the kitchen, I would run around the table nearby, at every turn evading the outstretched arms with which she was supposedly trying to catch me. When, breathless, I allowed myself to be caught, we would hug and kiss in mutual delight.

         For most of the years of my childhood we slept in the same room, so that I became acquainted with her most intimate habits. Her possessions were few and she kept most of them in a large, flat carton under her bed, denying herself a share in the scant cupboard space. There she kept a better-quality wig exclusively for Shabbat and Yom Tov (high holiday), another kerchief to put over that wig. Less austere, it had lavender-coloured flowers on a black background. Alongside these articles lay a siddur, (the daily and Shabbat prayerbook) its cover frayed with use, and a teitsch-chumash (the Hebrew Pentateuch with Yiddish translation) with a shiny maroon leather binding and a gold relief engraved with the Hebrew words of its title: Torah, Nevi’im, Ketuvim. Every morning, as I lazed in bed, half-asleep, half-awake, savouring the last few minutes in the warmth of my feather eiderdown, I would watch as she dressed, carefully combed her wispy silver hair, donned the wig, tied the kerchief over it, knotted it under her chin, then stood by the window, lips moving silently, rapt in her devotions. She regaled me with stories of her life in Huyzhatyn, where she had kept a grocery store, while her husband spent most of his time studying at the court of the Huyzhatyner Rebbe. Singling out various customers who were distinguished either due to some vagary or because they committed a singular act, she created a folk narrative, a saga composed solely for my benefit.

         Since I demanded these stories over and over again, I soon became familiar with the deserter who hid in the cellar when the recruitment officers made their rounds and whose wife periodically called out to him, “Woynen, Leib, woynen!” (“Stay there, Leib, stay there!”), warning him not to emerge until the danger was past; with Yossel der Royter, the hapless red-headed thief who rashly picked a tin of food from the bottom of the pile, toppling the entire pyramid down in accusation; Reizel, the snot from whose constantly dripping nose fell on the counter, revolting my mother, who assisted in the shop and who, in consequence, ran away whenever this distasteful customer entered; and Die Chemershtike, a learned woman who always had eyes downcast, reading as she walked and hence repeatedly stumbling, to the malicious delight of the little boys who swarmed around her.

         I never tired of hearing these stories. Eventually, some of their key phrases became catchwords in our conversational exchanges, a secret code my brother could not comprehend.

         Other stories aroused no amusement: the Cossacks who swept through the village with whirling swords, the girls who hid in the outdoor latrines to avoid them; the First World War’s repeated deportations to and fro between their village on the border of Austria and Russia, and the land on the other side – each time the territory changed hands, its inhabitants were driven out by the conquerors.

         She told me anecdotes about her children. The oldest daughter, Rebecca, had married and, after the war, moved to Russia, where the younger son, Avraham, was already living. He was shot during the purges of the 1930s. She never learnt of his fate, nor of that of an older son, Lazel, who was murdered by the Nazis on the streets of Lvov. After my parents brought her to live with them in Germany in 1921, she only once again saw Lazel, who came on a short visit. She never again saw the others. About herself, her childhood and youth, she said nothing, so that there is a forever unfillable void in my portrait of her.

         The best part of the day came once I was in my bed. Then my grandmother would take out the teitsch-chumash and, opening it at random at one of the numerous etchings, would “read” me the story. Fascinated, I would avidly listen to her vivid narratives, relating to the characters as though they, too, had been part of the shtetl experience, people my grandmother had known intimately. To this day, my “vision” of the crossing of the Red Sea is that of a stern, long-bearded Moshe Rabbenu, standing high on a promontory, his staff outstretched over the parted waves, in which the Egyptians and all their forces are being swallowed up – chariots overturned, armed men disappearing in the waves, helpless horses, their mouths open in screams, vainly struggling to keep their heads above water. Nonetheless, even as a young child I was aware that the characters of The Book, unlike those of my grandmother’s strictly oral narratives, had an aura of holiness about them that derived precisely from their being enshrined in a real book, in pictures as well as text, not merely in my grandmother’s memory. Yet the stern long-bearded Moshe Rabbenu was as real to me as Yossel der Royter.

         Finally, when the story came to an end, my grandmother, sitting on the bed by my side, would recite the Shema (the prayer said before going to sleep), carefully intoning each word for me to repeat until, by the age of three, I was able to say the prayer by myself, as she listened to check that I’d got all the words right. The clear, though never explicitly stated, implication was that if one recited these words before falling asleep, no harm would befall one during the night. So, having offered up the prayer, I would close my eyes and, firmly clasping my grandmother’s hand for further reassurance, settle down to sleep. A favourite ruse of mine was to pretend to be asleep, wait till my grandmother began slowly, carefully, to withdraw her hand, then snatch it back. I was afraid of the dark and needed the reassurance of her presence but I couldn’t bring myself to confess what I assume she in any case realised, that I was scared of being alone, even if I had said the Shema. And so I kept her at my side with this “practical joke”, in which she colluded.

         Although we were not by any means wealthy, my uncle bought a car – at the time a rare feature among middle-class families. On fine Sundays, we would go for an outing, to the seaside or to a place in the country where we could picnic. Unfortunately, the car could hold only five passengers, so I ended up on the lap of whichever of my parents was sitting next to the driver. My Oma never went on any of these trips, even though my father and brother repeatedly offered to stay at home in her stead. Did she not want to go or did she not want to deprive anybody else of the pleasure; or was it a combination of the two – a minor sacrifice made in order not to spoil another person’s enjoyment?

         She made few demands, lived frugally and shrank from contact with anyone outside the family circle. She died early in 1938, just after I had been able to make her happy by telling her I’d won a scholarship to a prestigious girls’ high-school. Typically, she had been sitting in her usual narrow place in the kitchen, between the stove and the refrigerator, when she had a stroke, so that some time elapsed before anyone noticed that she had been stricken, one side of her body paralysed, unable to speak and hence unable to call for help. For a short while she was confined to bed in our common bedroom, while I was exiled elsewhere. Our room was filled with a sour smell, whether emanating from her body or from the medicine I couldn’t tell. Although she couldn’t speak to me, her eyes were full of love.

         She died on a Sunday morning, as if not to disturb the workday routine. I was in the entrance hall of our house when I saw my father come down the stairs sombre-faced and heard him say gently to my mother in the kitchen: “Die Mamme ist gestorben”. In retrospect, I don’t think she had any true happiness in her life, apart perhaps from being able to make me happy.

         Grandmothers II: Oma Feige

         A significant change in our household once we arrived in England derived from the fact that my paternal grandmother, Feige, had followed Alex, her youngest, favourite, most devoted and still unmarried son to England even before my father’s arrival. For the first time, I was living together with both my grandmothers and with a jovial, sybaritic uncle. Though both had been born in Galicia, had similar backgrounds in terms of upbringing and education, and had even married two brothers, the two women could not have been more different from each other, nor could my relationships with them.

         Because my brother spent some summer holidays at her home in Mannheim, where he had been born and where most of my father’s siblings still lived, he had developed a strong bond with what I now perceived as “his” Oma. In sharp contrast to the physique and bearing of “my” Oma, Feige, who was short and plump, loved to dress well. Her numerous frocks, most of them silk, fell to the ground, out of fashion, and yet utterly appropriate and elegant. Her wigs, of which she had several, were equally elegant, never hidden by a kerchief. When she went out, she wore little round hats perched saucily on top of the wig. Though markedly less devout than her sister-in-law, she went to synagogue every Shabbat, to show off her clothes or perhaps simply to be in company, unconfined.

         She was not one to sit around in the house. That is not to say that she took part in running the household. She probably thought two people in the kitchen were enough. As for the cleaning, that was performed twice weekly by a charwoman. For her part, she took walks, visited her friends and at least once a week went to the cinema. Although she was so spunky, ready to try anything new, she never learnt English and yet, when she got lost one Shabbat, she managed to find her way home with the help of strangers, while my father and uncle were desperately trying to get the police search for her.

         When my mother, grandmother, brother and I also came to England we all lived together in a narrow three-storey house in Hampstead, with two rooms on every floor except the top, which had a tiny additional room that became the bedroom of my Oma. My uncle, my brother and “his” grandmother now shared a bedroom, while I slept with my parents. It was almost as if we were two separate parties. Indeed, my mother always maintained that her mother-in-law spurned my other grandmother, relating to her, if at all, rather as a servant than as an equal. Certainly I don’t recall them ever sitting down to talk to each other or even being in the same room save in the presence of the entire family. One had the kitchen and her own little room in which to spend time. The other had the living-room, which opened on to a garden with lawn and flowerbeds.

         My brother would be invited to accompany my grandmother to afternoon film-screenings, at which he served as interpreter until she fell asleep, leaving him to enjoy the double features until she woke up. Since he was always with an adult, he was able to see A-rated films, to which nobody under the age of 16 was admitted unaccompanied. I envied him but found a certain comfort from secretly searching out the weekly editions of Picturegoer he hid away. From the text, summaries, reviews and particularly photographs I derived a vicarious pleasure. I was able to reconstruct the contents of the films, just as I had done in Essen in earlier years, basing myself on the skills developed outside the cinema. Now, however, I had far more details to go by.

         Poor Oma Feige was rudely expelled from her paradise when my uncle finally became engaged at the advanced age of 35. Stella Levy, his English-born, semi-assimilated wife-to-be, who came from a well-to-do family of industrialists, had no common language, either literally or metaphorically, with her mother-in-law. She soon made it clear that she had no intention of sharing either her new home or her new husband with a rival for his affection. So, even before the wedding, Feige was bundled off to Palestine, where several of her children were already living. My uncle and his wife moved into a grand four-bedroom house in a more elegant suburb and, as my mother used to say, “my” Oma, her mother and she herself enjoyed an all-too-brief respite, especially once we too moved to a larger house in a new suburb, where everybody could have a room of their own, even though my grandmother and I chose to continue to share one.

         My father and uncle never saw their mother again. She died in the home of one of her daughters in a suburb of Tel Aviv, surrounded by children and grandchildren who cared for her when she was already half-blind and bedridden. The last photo I have is of her lying in bed, a white kerchief over her head, eyes staring unseeingly at the camera, shrunken, toothless, the lower lip tucked beneath the upper – a very far cry from the dapper little lady who took my brother to the pictures.

      

   


   
      
         

            Outsider

         

         Childhood

         I AM SITTING on the top step of the narrow flight of stairs that leads from the open front door of our apartment house to the first floor, where my parents have their wholesale linen and cutlery business. I am alone. Slowly, the door below the stairs, which leads to the cellar, opens. As I sit gripped with terror, an enormous black shoe gradually creeps out. It is a woman’s shoe, a court shoe, with a Louis heel and a tongue-shaped protrusion rising at the instep, such a shoe as was fashionable in the late 1920s and 1930s. Menacingly, it slides out of the darkness while I sit, petrified, hardly daring to breathe, waiting for this animated object to strike at me, as it clearly intends to do. At the height of the terror, I awake, my body tense with fear, my arm and leg muscles rigid with the effort of remaining still.

         Turning in my bed one night, I see, over by the far wall, a hunchback with a large hat that comes down over his forehead to the bridge of a threatening beak of a nose, like a bird of prey waiting to pounce on its victim. He has come to kill me but if I lie motionless he will not know I am there. Yet how long can I remain utterly motionless? At some point, the bright moonlight will inevitably penetrate to the corner of the room where my bed is and I shall be revealed. Seemingly hours go by before I realise that the hunchback is the shadow cast by clothes hung on the back of the bedroom door.

         My grandmother, my brother and I are asleep in the large bedroom we share. There is a loud, rhythmic knocking at the front door downstairs. My parents are out. Our maid, Maria, comes into the room, as frightened as we are. None of us is prepared to open the door. Who could want to be admitted in the middle of the night? We huddle together, waiting, fearing that the door will ultimately give under the persistent hammering. My parents return and reassure us. There is no one at the door. A new neighbour has chosen this untimely hour to put up shelves in an adjoining room.

         These three occasions of intense fear and helplessness remain vivid in my memory, marring recollections of what was on the whole a carefree, uneventful childhood. They might account for my lifelong fear of the dark and of remaining alone in the house at night. I was a solitary child, five and a half years younger than my brother. From a very early age he resented my presence. A story frequently related in our family told how on one occasion, when I was peacefully asleep in my pram, he had placed a large saucepan over my head. Perhaps he would have preferred a brother.

         My paternal grandfather had died a little over a month after my brother was born, living just long enough to attend the Pidyon Ha-ben, customarily celebrated with a festive meal. Following the family tradition of commemorating forefathers, my parents named my brother after my maternal grandfather. Two years later, my mother gave birth to a daughter who, like one of my aunts and several of my cousins, was named after my paternal great-grandmother, Sarah Ettel. When my mother again became pregnant, in 1926, my parents hoped they would be able to name the child after my father’s father, Mordechai. “And then you came along!” as my brother later told me, in an accusatory tone. So the honour of my grandfather’s name fell to our cousin, the youngest son of my father’s older brother, who in turn some 40 years later named his son after his own father.

         My pretty, gentle, black-eyed sister Edit died of pleurisy when I was two. How different my life might have been had she lived, a companion and confidante for me, or perhaps a rival in my parents’ attention and affection. I compensated for that lack by developing a fruitful imagination. I created an alter ego, who, like me, enjoyed the things I enjoyed and kept me constant company, engaging in contemplative or amusing dialogue, according to my mood or the circumstances in which we found ourselves. I played on the staircase of our house; the entrance housed the workshop of Herr Pick, a frame-maker who seemed to enjoy conversation with me, particularly when I told him the plots of films screened in the cinema on the opposite side of the street.

         I knew the plots not because I went to the cinema but because each time there was a new, rich display of stills I crossed the road and, adroitly linking the film’s title and the apparent contents of the scenes illustrated, concocted what I assumed was the storyline. I never knew whether Herr Pick really believed I knew what the films were about. He might simply have been amused by what my childish imagination had fabricated but he always listened intently and interrupted me with appropriate expressions of amazement, horror or amusement comparable to those the film itself might have elicited had he seen it. Encouraged by an appreciate audience, I composed ever-more fanciful stories, until one day Herr Pick remonstrated with my parents for permitting me to attend films intended for adults only. My mother tried to elicit the truth from me. How had I managed to slip into the cinema to see forbidden films? Had Maria taken me with her? The most strident denials failed to persuade her that I had not seen a single one: the apparent accuracy of my forays into semiotics was overwhelming evidence against me and I was sternly bidden on no account to repeat my escapades.

         If I were now to see a film it would be in the company of my parents only. With them I saw Charlie Chaplin and Jackie Coogan in The Kid. What particularly impressed me about that first visit to a cinema was that, when I turned round to kneel on my seat to survey the surroundings during the interval, I saw, to my amazement, one of my uncles sitting a few rows behind us. This extraordinary real-life coincidence impressed me far more than the film itself. How fascinating that other people also went to the cinema, even when they had no need to accompany their children.

         Early on I taught myself to read the few children’s books we had. Once, I gathered some children of my own age, sat them down in a semi-circle facing me and read aloud to them from a large-format story book, missing its first page, called Die Puppenmutter, “The Doll Mother”. I had to make up the book’s opening but given my experience in reconstructing film scenarios that was a simple matter. When the mother of one of the absorbed listeners came to fetch her, she assumed I was merely pretending to read. A peek over my shoulder revealed, to her astonishment, that this particular four-year-old could indeed read. I don’t recall anybody teaching me to do so.

         Once a week I accompanied my mother to the market to buy fish and poultry. The chickens were carefully selected for their plumpness, pulled out of their coops by the vendor and carried by their legs to the nearest ritual slaughterer, where their throats were slit according to the rules of Kashrut (dietary laws), and then, if money sufficed, taken to be professionally plucked. When money ran out, the plucking was done at home by my grandmother. A flurry of feathers filled the kitchen. In the interests of economy, every possible part of the chicken was utilised. The fat was rendered down, mixed with finely minced onions, to create delicious Schmaltz, the crackling vied for by my brother and me. The liver was then fried in that same fat and chopped to serve as an entrée for Shabbat lunch, with hardboiled eggs mashed in to eke out the quantity so that it could serve the entire family. The neck was stuffed with a savoury mixture of flour, chicken fat and onion, and together with the throat-bone, feet, gizzard, comb and wings turned into a fricassée. The carcass was used first for soup (to which home-made noodles were added for the forthcoming Friday-night meal) and then, lightly browned, served as the main course. Often there were embryo eggs inside the chicken, which made a delicious addition to the soup.

         
             

         

         Essen was and still is not beautiful. Dominated by the coalmines and steelworks of the Krupp family, it had also been built by them. Its overall grey was relieved by a well-kept park and the Stadtwald, both planted for the workers’ welfare and recreation by the wealthy landowner, who built an imposing villa for himself on a hillock outside the city. There had once been a wall surrounding the city and some of its remains stood behind the last house in which we lived, possibly accounting for the name of the street, Schützenbahn (“sluice passage”). I was unaware of this history, as also of the fact that there was a brothel at the back of our house, occupied by what my mother, in a letter to my father, referred to as the “Damen”. There were other remains of Essen’s medieval past, including an abbey built in 845CE. It stood, as did the Lichtburg cinema, on the main street leading to the Marktplatz, yet I never noticed it and none of our family entered it. However, I don’t recall my parents crossing to the other side of the road and certainly not spitting at it, as some Orthodox Jews do to this day when they pass a church.

         In the summer we occasionally took the train out of grimy, smoky Essen to the Stadtwald, where we picnicked on rolls, fruit and sweet cold tea my mother brought in dark green bottles with hinged corks. One of the delights of these outings was rolling down the hillsides, competing with my cousins as to who could roll fastest. Since I was the plumpest in the family, I never won these races. Indeed, my excessive weight caused me much embarrassment. I do not know by how much I was overweight but it was apparently enough to cause my mother to consult our family doctor when I was about six. I was ordered to cut bread and potatoes out of my diet but this was as nothing compared to the chagrin I felt one morning when I came down, still in my nightdress, to sit, as I often did, under the counter in the warehouse where my parents served the travelling salesmen who came to fill their suitcases with the linens and silver they then peddled to retailers.

         There were two brothers among these salesmen. One, David Stern, dark, gentle and good-looking, was the object of my first love. He would always greet me as if I were a grown-up and chat with me whenever he came. His brother, Willy, was a joker, caustic and worldly. As I sat quietly, thinking myself unobserved, I suddenly heard him remark (using the nickname by which I was known until adulthood), “Though we don’t know what will become of Mausi when she grows up, of one thing we can be sure: she’ll always have a broad behind”. The peals of laughter this comment aroused brought home to me for the first time in my life the extent to which physical appearance can be a source of humiliation. Forgetting that my presence was supposed to be a secret, I burst into tears and fled from the room back to the comforting arms of my grandmother.

         Why, in fact, was I referred to as “Mausi”? I had, after all, been named Hinde, the Yiddish name being Germanised as Hilde. However, since it was deemed desirable to distinguish me from the numerous cousins who bore the same name (all of us in memory of our paternal great-grandmother), my parents further Germanised mine into Hildegard. Yet how could a little Jewish girl go around in an Aryan world bearing that pretentious name? They therefore sought an alternative, using as a source the Stammbuch, a compendium of birth certificates every family owned. Systematically starting their search at the beginning of the alphabet, they came upon Alice, the name which was bestowed on me as more acceptable than Hildegard.

         My brother’s name also underwent mutations. The Hebrew Ze’ev (wolf) was Germanised to Wilhelm. In England it became William. In both countries family and friends called him Willy.

         I don’t recall ever being called by my given name until I went to school. Instead, the nickname I believe originated with my nursemaid Maria came into general use: “Mausi” or the diminutive “Mausilein”. How inured I was to being addressed and referred to by this name is borne out by an incident that occurred when I was 11, on holiday with my mother the seaside. Early one evening I went for a walk on the beach with a fellow guest at our hotel, a girl of my own age, to watch the fishermen bring in their catch. Suddenly I heard a call of “Mausi!” and, turning, saw my mother and my companion’s mother on the promenade above, beckoning us to join them. Obediently, I climbed the stairs, whereupon my mother began to scold me, rebuking me for not having responded at once when she called me.

         “But I came as soon as you called,” I remonstrated. Apparently not. She had been calling me by my “official” name and I had simply not taken it in. Only when, in exasperation, she reverted to my nickname did I hear her call. My close relations continued to refer to me by my nickname, so much so that when I was in my 50s and telephoned one of my cousins, identifying myself as Alice, I had to repeat the name several times, until it occurred to me that I might be more readily identifiable as “Mausi”.

         “Ah,” he said, “Mausi! Why didn’t you say so?!”

         
             

         

         I began my education at the Jewish primary-school in Essen. My teacher was Frau Redner. This was an occasion I had really looked forward to, more because of the accoutrements that in Germany accompanied the Ersten Schulgang (first day at school) than because of what I expected to happen once I entered the classroom. I inherited from my brother a slightly worn but still handsome leather satchel, in which I carried a wooden-framed slate, an oblong pencil-box for the slate pencils and a small round box in which a damp sponge must be ever ready to erase errors. While this was slung on my back, I bore on my chest a metal-lined lunchbox for the fresh, richly buttered rolls I was given to consume during the morning break. In the satchel was also a reader entitled Tritt Auf! that combined short rhymes, one-page stories, tongue-twisters and pictures. Having already acquired the skills of reading and writing I soon knew it by heart.

         To mark the auspicious occasion children received a Tütte, a cone-shaped, gaudily decorated container, an outsize version of the paper cones in which grocers wrapped sugar and tea. These cones friends and relations filled with goodies: sweets, cakes, paper cut-outs to be used as bookmarks, chocolate balls in silver paper. On the first day of school, to mark the transition to a new regime and perhaps sweeten the experience of freedom curtailed, one carried the cones to school, to compare the contents with those of fellow pupils and, presumably, gloat over the superior quality of your own booty. To my bitter disappointment, I received no Tütte. This might have been because my parents were unaware of the immutability of German traditions, or because they simply could not afford what must have seemed an unnecessary expense. I recall my almost inconsolable grief at being deprived of what I had so keenly anticipated.

         Learning of this, distant cousins made me some cut-outs of coloured tissue paper, ensuring that I, too, would have at least something to show to my classmates. That was, however, not my only disappointment with school. I soon discovered that, far from reading exciting books and writing your own compositions, the first weeks of the school year were spent in endlessly delineating the various strokes, slanting, upright or curly, that constitute Gothic script. Although I already wrote this script fluently, I too was subjected to this demeaning exercise. The kindness and warmth of my teacher did nothing to relieve my boredom, and I passed the first few weeks in a haze of unmitigated disbelief and resentment.

         
             

         

         One cold February night in 1933 sharp shouts and cries broke the silence and awoke the entire household. My parents came into our bedroom to reassure us that there was no need for concern but I sensed that they themselves were far from calm. The next morning, joining my father, who was looking out of the window into our back yard, I saw red spots on the snow.

         “They got the Bolsheviks,” my father told my mother. I had no idea who “they” were, nor what was meant by Bolsheviks. I don’t think I even realised that the red spots, blooming like flowers in the snow, were blood. My parents had said nothing to deter me when, some weeks earlier, I had stood in the front doorway next to Herr Pick to watch Brownshirts march along our street singing the Horst Wessel Lied as they formed part of a motorcade surrounding Hermann Göring. I joined in the cheering, because that seemed the right thing to do. Herr Pick remained silent.

         Then my brother returned from school with his shirt torn, and weals on his face and shoulders from the lashes he had been given by a group of Nazi youths. While members of the Jewish youth movements had been forbidden to wear the shoulder straps that were an indispensable part of their uniforms, these oafs used their straps to beat up Jewish boys. Shortly afterwards, I found the contents of the kitchen cupboard in which I kept my few toys and books scattered on the floor. The Gestapo had visited. It was the signal for my father to return to England. Among the earliest anti-Semitic edicts published by the Nazis was one that no longer exempted Jews from the “East” from being expelled. A month later, a further edict forbade their entry into Germany. We were now in danger of deportation.

         After my father had gone my mother was left with the formidable tasks of trying to collect outstanding debts from customers, paying the creditors, dissolving the firm and packing up our household goods, all so far as possible without unduly arousing the suspicions of the authorities. She informed my father that the police had come to ask when we were leaving and that there was some evidence of ongoing surveillance. Our neighbours had moved out, we were alone in the house and she was frightened. We would have to leave Essen for a place where she was unknown. The most obvious refuge was Mannheim, where most of my father’s family lived. There, we would await the British entry visas that would enable us to join him. She expected our stay in Mannheim to be a matter of weeks. In the event, we were there for eight months.

         Homeless for a short while prior to our departure from Essen, we went to live with my father’s oldest brother Welwel. He ran a small restaurant at home, his grossly overweight wife serving as cook. Grease seemed to be everywhere: rolling down my aunt’s face as she laboured in the kitchen, on the pots, the frying pans, the plates themselves and the tablecloths. Having seen its preparation, I often found it hard to swallow the food. Tante Malcze’s poppy seed-filled yeast cakes were, however, too delicious to resist.

         My uncle was a gentle, loving, good-humoured man who in his few spare hours engaged in ornate calligraphy and pen-and-ink drawing. His ambition had been to become an artist or a scribe but these were not considered appropriate professions in a middle-class Jewish household. He remained frustrated, fitfully employed in a variety of enterprises, in none of which he found either prosperity or personal fulfilment. In features, he resembled my father. Like him, he sported a van Dyck beard and, to my surprise and delight, I discovered one day as I sat on his lap that he too, like my father, had gold teeth that gleamed when he laughed.

         Uncle Welwel had three children, the oldest of whom, Jakob, was a member of the left-wing Zionist movement, Ha-Shomer Ha-Zair (“The Young Guard”), determined, despite his parents’ opposition, to emigrate to Palestine. He was extremely fond of us, particularly of my mother, who sympathised with his Zionism. When we went to say goodbye to him early in the morning, as he still lay in bed, he turned his face to the wall to hide his tears. Fourteen years later, when we met after the war, he told me he had been certain that we would never see each other again.

         
             

         

         “Did you think we had no flowers in Mannheim?” This caustic comment on the bouquet I had tenderly carried all the way from Essen, coming from my oldest cousin Salli as he met us at the station, proved indicative of what came to be a far from auspicious stay. My brother and I were regular targets of Salli’s sarcasm. When Wilhelm took a second piece of cake at the Friday-night Shabbat meal, Salli would sneer: “Why don’t you take yet another piece?” Once, when the object of one such comment, I burst into tears and went in search of my mother. I found her alone in the kitchen, crying. All we could do was embrace.

         We lived at the home of Etti, my father’s oldest sister, whose husband had recently been killed in a motor accident, leaving Salli, at the age of 23, the family’s sole income-earner. Both his brothers were away on hachshara, the pioneering training-communities that prepared young people for agricultural and artisan work in Palestine, while the youngest sibling, a 17-year-old daughter, Hilde, remained at home, nursing an ambition to become a dancer. Unlike industrial Essen, Mannheim was an elegant, well-planned city with a castle, a castle-park and two rivers, one of which could be crossed either by walking over the bridge or by taking the ferry. Visible in the distance along the Rhine was the fabled university town of Heidelberg.

         My brother already knew both Mannheim and the many relations who lived there because he’d spent several summer holidays with them. For me all was new and exciting. An imposing green-tiled, freestanding ceramic stove such as I had never before seen heated the living-room. With few exceptions, the streets, planned on a grid system, bore block numbers rather than names, each house and apartment being designated by an additional number. We lived at A2, 4, another aunt at H7, 17, yet another aunt across the River Neckar. In Essen there had been no “real” aunts, only two by marriage. Here there were three and, in addition, there were new-found cousins, several of them more or less my age, who owned innumerable, hitherto unfamiliar toys – not only dolls but a scooter, roller-skates and doll carriages that still (unlike the battered green one I had abandoned in Essen) possessed hoods that could be raised and lowered.

         All four of us – my mother, grandmother, Willy and I – crowded into one bedroom. However, my aunt’s flat proved spacious enough to accommodate another family. Shortly after our arrival, one of the rooms was made over to my youngest aunt, Lotte, a 34-year-old full of joie de vivre, incongruously married to a hypochondriac scholar cousin, Leo, considerably older than herself, to whom (according to her sisters) she had been attracted chiefly by the enticing prospect that she would henceforth be able to lay claim to the designation of “Frau Doktor Rabbinerin”. Their only son, Gerd, a precocious three-year-old nicknamed Bubi, soon became a favourite playmate of my brother’s, arousing considerable jealousy as I found myself excluded from their games.

         Throughout the eight months we spent in Mannheim neither Willy nor I attended school. One reason was that my mother never knew when our entry permits to England would arrive. In the meantime, my brother studied a little by himself, assisted in Latin by the erudite Uncle Leo, but he was less diligent than before, spending much time in football and Zionist youth activities. Exceptionally mature for his age, he wrote for the Habonim movement’s magazine and attended lectures by eminent Zionist thinkers, including Martin Buber and Ernst Simon when they passed through town. The decision to keep me at home stemmed from my well-known habit of chatting with all and sundry. Since we were not officially resident in Mannheim and my mother was all the while under threat of expulsion, the fear was that I would unwittingly reveal the truth. I therefore spent much of the day drawing or, as my mother put it in a letter to my father, “scribbling”. She encouraged me to write in Gothic script, in which I occasionally added a few words to her letters to my father, seldom containing anything more original than the customary “Many regards and kisses”.

         The sudden influx of numerous relations who far outstayed their welcome (such as it was) must have placed an immense strain on both the hosts and their unwilling “guests”. Along with Salli’s meanness to me and Willy, my mother suffered the barbs of my aunt’s comments on my father’s failure to send an allowance adequate to covering the expense of our maintenance. I first became aware of how much pain this caused her only on the Passover eve of our stay. The entire family gathered at Tante Etti’s, numerous adults at the upper end of the table and all the even more numerous youngsters seated together at the other. As the man of the house, Salli presided at the head of the table, while I sat immediately opposite him, at the very far end. Presumably because I was the one on whom his gaze involuntarily rested, I was also the one directly reproached when, perhaps bored by the lengthy recital of the Haggadah, some of us caused an interference by chatting and laughing. Whatever the reason, it was I to whom he addressed a loud chiding comment, which sent me, crying, in search of my mother. I found her, like myself in tears having been rebuked by one of the aunts for not doing her fair share of the innumerable tasks involved in preparing for this most demanding of festivals. For me, the evening ended happily. My cousin Alex, a handsome young man of 22, whose good nature contrasted sharply with his older brother’s misanthropy, gathered all of us little ones and taught us how to dance a horah, the circle dance that was the pioneer Zionists’ favourite pastime, accompanied by Hebrew songs, the words of which all related to the joy of their imminent aliyah, going home to “the Land”, the Promised Land of Palestine, their ultimate destination.

         For my mother there was ongoing misery. She had to pay for board and lodging, and was reproached whenever she failed to do so promptly or adequately. She wrote detailing the items for which she required money: £2 or £3 would suffice to cover a new corset or new pair of shoes and a few toys so that we (particularly I) wouldn’t have to rely on the dubious generosity of my cousins. When they went to the theatre or on outings I was not invited to accompany them. They were often downright nasty. In one of her letters my mother cites me as tearfully asking why nobody liked me. She asked my father to send a photo of himself, since I had forgotten what he looked like. Fortunately, there was a treasure-trove of children’s books in the apartment: the Grimm Brothers, Hans Christian Anderson and other classics. Some were so frightening that they brought bad dreams – that were soothed away by the proximity of my ample-bosomed mother, with whom I shared a bed.

         Despite the fact that she now lived surrounded by more relations than ever before, my mother felt profoundly lonely. She didn’t know when, if ever, she would see Benno again: when she would once more kiss him on the mouth rather than on paper. She had little in common with his sisters. A woman who enjoyed reading and music, she poured scorn on the gossip and bickering that characterised family interactions. She felt happiest when everybody was occupied elsewhere, while she remained alone in the apartment, free to read, reflect and write letters to my father. It was at such times that the letters became longer and more informative, less concerned with money or lack of it.

         Trapped in the increasingly menacing threat of expulsion, she constantly consulted him as to the best way out of the horror: should she go to France, like some of their friends and even his brother Mendel, or to Belgium, like others? She sent letters and document after document to the British consul in Frankfurt, travelling there in the hope of persuading him to expedite the visas. On one occasion, when she had taken Willy with her for moral support, he wrote to describe the futility of the journey: my mother was too upset to do so herself. In the hope of ensuring at least his safety, she tried, with the help of my cousin Alex, to register him for aliyah to Palestine, only to learn that he was two years too young to be included in the programme.

         She began to question Benno’s love for her. Perhaps he would have preferred one of the more eligible young women his sisters were constantly referring to. Occasionally, memories of past happiness brightened the present. Alone in the apartment, she heard through the open window the waltz from The Merry Widow coming from a neighbour’s radio and recalled the happy time 15 years earlier when, sitting with a friend on a balcony in Tarnopol, she’d been taught the words.

         In May 1934 the longed-for tidings came in the form of a registered letter, hand-delivered. Choked by emotion, Perl could write no more than a brief three lines to apprise Benno of the fact, reporting that Willy, overcome by joy, had flung himself into her arms, weeping “like a baby”.

         At last, 11 months after my father’s departure, we set off for England and safety.

         
            *

         

         We left Mannheim by rail for Ostend on a Saturday evening: 12 May 1934. Wedged into the corner by the window, I sensed my mother’s apprehension. Presumably she feared that something might still happen to prevent our departure, which had been made possible only because the British authorities finally succumbed to my uncle’s threat that, if his brother were unable to reunite with his family, he would close down the business he had founded in 1931 and throw eight employees out of work. Coming at a time of widespread unemployment and economic depression, the threat proved effective, particularly since we four new immigrants could hardly be perceived as competing with anyone in the British labour force.

         There were moments of tension through the long night journey. A brown-uniformed SA man came to check our passports, which, because of my parents’ place of birth, had been issued by the Polish government. We were part of the despised community of Ostjuden who a few years later were deported en masse to Zbaszyn, only to find themselves equally rejected by the anti-Semitic Polish regime. Would he find fault with our passports, our laissez-passer papers? He scrutinised us suspiciously, checking whether the photographs corresponded with our real-life features, and, finally, to our relief, handed the passports back to my mother without comment.

         Then came an unanticipated dilemma. A jovial fat man opposite took a suitcase from under the banquette and drew out a large sausage, a loaf of bread and a knife. Spearing a slice of the Wurst on the point of the knife, he politely offered it to my grandmother, to whom the very thought of so much as touching non-kosher food was anathema. Shrinking back, she shook her head in refusal of the offer. Would this be interpreted as an unforgiveable slight? Would it reveal our Jewishness? Each of us was then offered the tempting morsel, only to reject it as firmly as my grandmother had done. Now, of course, it was impossible to unpack the sandwiches my mother had prepared, since our only valid reason for refusal of the sausage was that we weren’t hungry. We couldn’t risk offending this burly man with his knife: who could tell whether he might not turn the weapon against us? Fears and fantasies kept us hungry throughout the long train-ride, on which even the respite of sleep was interrupted at each of the numerous stops for further examination of passports and visas.

         At 8.30 the next morning we reached Ostend and there on the platform to meet us was my father. But was it him? The familiar van Dyck beard had been shaved off: without it, the set of his mouth looked different. The doubt lasted a few seconds. My mother’s sobs as she embraced him, his arms around me, hugging me tight – the kisses to which my usually undemonstrative brother, always so shy of physical contact, readily submitted – all convinced me that we were indeed together again. Crossing the Channel, I chatted away, showing off a new coat I had received for the journey, trying to tell him as much as possible about our life in Mannheim, waiting impatiently while he talked to my mother for the moment when he would resume listening to me.

         After the boat, the train to London and then, finally, arrival at the house in West Hampstead to which my father, uncle and paternal grandmother had moved some time earlier from the nearby boarding-house at which they had stayed on first coming to England. My mother had explicitly requested a flat with all its rooms on one floor: one that had a large kitchen, and a separate room where my brother and I could spend time away from the adults and their talk; not, she stipulated, two storeys. We ended up with three. My father had chosen something infinitely less convenient in terms of housekeeping. Oblivious to practicalities, I was delighted. A whole house to ourselves! Three storeys, including a bathroom, which we had lacked in Essen, and a living-room with French windows that opened straight onto a garden – a garden of our own, with a pear tree, a fig tree, a bed of my favourite sweet-scented lilies of the valley and some deep purple, almost black iris. Later I was to discover that the pear tree leant over the fence in such a way that all the fruit was quite legitimately picked by our neighbours, so that we never tasted it, while the English climate frigidly precluded the ripening of the figs. But that never detracted from the delight of having an open, yet private space in which I could play my games of imagination.

         The first evening, my father took my brother and me for a walk through the quiet streets around our house, so different from the main road on which we had lived in Essen. Some of the houses had signs reading “To Let”. When I asked my father, who had already acquired a fair amount of English, what the words meant, he told me they meant “to permit, allow”. This reply left me more puzzled than before. What was it one was so openly permitted to do in this remarkable Newfoundland? I was filled with excited anticipation – of roast chickens flying into my mouth, long hours of leisure in pleasant woods, innumerable books to read, unlimited free time that my father would be able to spend with us…

         Although reality proved disappointingly commonplace, we soon encountered a variety of delicious unfamiliar foods: smoked haddock, fried kippers with egg, toast, tea with milk. The most impressive of these delicacies was the British birthday-cake – a foundation of rich fruit cake containing more sultanas, raisins, currants and almonds than flour, covered with a thick layer of marzipan, which was in turn smothered in an even thicker layer of almond icing, customarily embellished with flowers of angelica and often bearing an inscription appropriate to the occasion, be it a birthday, anniversary or wedding. This magnificent concoction appeared on our table for the first – and also last – time, four days after our arrival in England, on the Shabbat of my brother’s bar-mitzvah. I assumed that this, like the hanging baskets of summer flowers that adorned the synagogue, was an accustomed English mode of celebration of which my brother’s rite of passage was the principal cause. I was soon disabused regarding the flowers, since they remained in place for Shavuot, the feast of first fruits, a few days later.

         Only many years later did my brother reveal to me his own ambivalence regarding what was to me a magical event. Naturally, he was happy to have our father at his side but he had hoped to be together with the entire family who, had we remained in Germany, would all have been present. In addition, although he had diligently and with his customary thoroughness prepared to recite the entire Torah portion as well as the subsequent section from the Prophets, the local rabbi, unaware of his abilities, severely curtailed his reading, so that he was unable to demonstrate his skills. And finally, standing on the bimah facing the rabbi, he could not understand a single word of the speech addressed to him. No wonder that, unlike mine, his recollections were bittersweet.

         Willy went almost immediately to the Jewish Secondary School, an hour’s journey away on the far side of London. For me, no Jewish education was available and for some time I stayed at home, playing by myself, looking longingly at the few books in the glass-fronted bookcase in the living-room, trying to decipher the meaning of the words on their spines. One in particular fascinated me, because it bore my own name and had extraordinary illustrations. With Alice in Wonderland on my lap I tried to piece together a narrative, as I used to do with the cinema stills, but the fantastic figures proved more difficult to integrate into a convincing story than the glamorous women and handsome men of the UFA films. Fortunately, before long my English became adequate enough to enable me to comprehend what has remained one of my very favourite books.

         We lived at 10 Priory Road. Next door, at Number 12, was a family with three children – two boys and a girl who seemed to be my own age. They spent a great deal of time playing in their garden, which had a large wooden seesaw at one end. I would hear their chatter and laughter on the other side of the fence, and from time to time would go up to the rarely used dining-room on the first floor of our house to stand behind the long damask curtain watching them, supposing myself invisible from below.

         One day, the girl (whose name I later learnt was Ethel) looked up, caught sight of me, and beckoned me to come and join them, adding “Ich spreche Deutsch”. Though the accent was strange, I was delighted at the thought of finally being able to play with someone my own age and ran next door eagerly. This misleading phrase proved the single German expression that the children’s mother, Mrs Grasse, wisely anticipating such an encounter, had imparted to them. However, we quickly learnt to understand each other and I was soon spending every afternoon at our neighbours’ home, joining them regularly for what was another English innovation: high tea, with bread and butter, sticky buns, scones and, very occasionally, toasted crumpets.

         Mrs Grasse was a Scotswoman who had converted to Judaism in order to marry her physician husband, an Orthodox Jew who had come from Poland to Glasgow to study medicine. She presided over the tea-table, dispensing tea from a large, cosy-covered pot and playing educational games such as “20 Questions”. Unlike my own mother, Mrs Grasse was a careless housekeeper. As we played with clockwork trains and tin soldiers on the carpet in the living-room, I would notice the fluff accumulated under the sofa and armchairs, and think how my mother would tut-tut in disapproval were she to see it. One day, as I was crawling on the carpet, a large darning needle pierced my knee. It penetrated so deeply that Dr Grasse had to be summoned to pull it out with forceps. Afterwards, I heard him scolding his wife for her carelessness, an occurrence so rare that Ethel has, like me, never forgotten it.

         Michael, two or three years older than Ethel and me, only occasionally deigned to play with us. Like Ethel, he had absorbed some of their mother’s guttural Scots, which I found fascinating and occasionally imitated. I was intrigued at seeing him set out for synagogue on Saturday mornings wearing an incongruous tartan kilt. Dr Grasse would give his children Hebrew lessons once a week but they were reluctant learners and I, hanging over the back of the sofa on which they were seated, would often impatiently provide the correct answers, keen to play more. In consequence, I heard myself praised and being held up as a shining example by the doctor, something that helped to compensate for my awareness that I still had a great deal of idiomatic English to learn.

         As I was about to return home one afternoon, Ethel informed me that the entire family would be away the next day because they were going to the seaside “for tonight”. A day passed before I went back to knock at the kitchen entrance but there was no reply. The same happened the next day and the next, for two weeks. Each day I would knock and each day I would return home disappointed. Finally, after two weeks, not only was Ethel back but she had brought me a new kind of sweet, sticks of “rock”, each a different colour, each with its own flavour, but each one with the same name of a seaside resort imprinted on the white inner surface, so that no matter how far one sucked or bit, the name remained legible to the end. However, I was not to be so easily mollified. In a reproachful tone, I accused Ethel of having misled me by not revealing the length of her proposed absence.

         “But I told you,” she remonstrated. “I said we were going away for a fortnight.”

         There were three cinemas in our vicinity. My parents enjoyed films but since they went to evening performances while I was permitted to attend only the afternoon matinées, we seldom went together. Rather, it was Ethel who was my most constant companion. Together we enthused over Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers, who became the joint protagonists of our favourite game, played only on the secluded strip of paving that lay between the French windows of our living-room and the lawn. We were too shy and self-conscious to engage in make-believe in the presence of adults or siblings. In private, we played out the hackneyed archetypal plot, which never varied from one film to another, of the handsome witty man pursuing the disdainful lady, wooing her in dance and song until she finally succumbs to his charms. We didn’t strictly distinguish between the male and female roles. Although we were both imaginative dancers, we never presumed to compare our efforts with the awe-inspiring grace and incomparable skill of our beloved Astaire, whom Rudolf Nureyev much later referred to as the greatest of all dancers.

         When my uncle Alex married in 1935, his wife presented me with two of her cast-off evening dresses. One of black silk, the other of pink satin, both had gauze skirts. Ethel and I donned the frocks, twirling ecstatically. We thought ourselves unobserved but were disabused when one of our next-door neighbours came to see my parents in order to suggest that we become more competent by attending the tap-dancing classes she and her sister gave on Saturday mornings. My parents were initially opposed to this desecration of the Shabbat but when it became clear that the classes were within walking distance and that one did not need to pay for them on the day of attendance, they succumbed.

         I acquired a pair of tap-dancing shoes but none of the other accoutrements I discovered were sartorially de rigueur: wide-legged sailor trousers, a bolero top, coloured bows in one’s hair. My initial shame at this lack became more acute when I realised that my plumpness was a distinct disadvantage in tap-dancing in concert with fellow pupils. I was painfully embarrassed when my turn came to perform the solos under the eyes not only of my encouraging teacher but also of my disdainful fellow pupils, who did not hesitate to express their contempt. After several weeks of misery, I abandoned the forlorn attempt to emulate my American movie idols.

         
             

         

         First day at Kingsgate Road Primary School was one of shame and distress. My father had taken me to see the headmaster, Mr Elton, who decided I should go straight into Class 10, the third one up from the bottom, where I would be with my coevals. I was the first immigrant pupil the school had ever admitted and the staff were uniformly ignorant of ways in which they might help absorb what was referred to as “our little refugee girl”. All I needed to know, my father conveyed to me, was to put up my hand and say “Please, teacher”. And so I was led into a class full of children, all sitting at rows of desks that sloped upwards, like an auditorium, facing a wall with a large blackboard. I was put in the front row, presumably so that the teacher would be able to help me.

         Soon after I was seated, a sum of arithmetic appeared on the board and the teacher turned to the class, clearly expecting someone to provide an answer to the mathematical problem she had posed. I raised my hand. With a kindly expression, the teacher, Miss Armstrong, turned to me. “Please, teacher”, I said confidently, assuming this to be a kind of magical, all-powerful portmanteau phrase that could mean anything one could want or intend it to mean. She waited, expectantly. “Please, teacher”, I repeated, more firmly. Why was she still gazing at me with a puzzled expression? And why was the class beginning to giggle? I tried once more, “Please, teacher”. But by this time she had realised she would elicit nothing more from me and I, too, had become aware that something had gone terribly wrong. My beloved father had betrayed me. He had failed to provide me with the right words. Barely able to hold back my tears, I sat through the morning in a miasma of suffering.

         Hearing my account of this disaster, my parents realised the difficulty of my situation and the helplessness of a teacher untrained in dealing with non-speakers of English. They arranged for me to have private lessons with the daughter of the owner of the boarding-house in which my father had lived. In a matter of weeks I could read Alice in Wonderland, and before the end of my first school year my rich vocabulary and skill in spelling brought me to the top of the class in English. The school was a 10-minute walk from our house but took much longer to reach on the frequent mornings of thick yellow fog when one could see barely a yard ahead. On these occasions, traversing the busy Abbey Road was a frightening experience, even once the flashing orange Belisha beacons were installed to mark pedestrian crossings. Yet nobody ever accompanied me. The school was a large and grimy Victorian building, with separate entrances for girls and boys, littered and foul-smelling lavatories out in the yard and no toilet paper. On the oversized blackboard Miss Armstrong daily greeted us with a passage from Scripture: the 10 Commandments, each numbered; the 23rd Psalm, still my favourite; the Beatitudes. Some of these we learnt by heart. The psalm we sang in a tender two-part melody entitled “Brother James’s Air”. Composed in the 19th century, it nevertheless sounded medieval.

         All the school furniture appeared, like the building itself, to date back to the 19th century. Numerous initials had been carved into desktops, each one of which had an inkwell that was replenished daily by the class monitor. In winter, as the days grew short, the school caretaker would come around carrying a long taper to light the gas-lamps that hung from the ceiling. There was no heating of any kind, for the British are – or were – a stoical people, hardened to the vagaries of their climate. While “serious” studies, of the “three Rs”, history and geography, as well as (in the top classes) science, took up the morning hours, most of what we now refer to as “enrichment” enlivened the afternoons. When weather permitted, we played in the yard: netball for the girls, soccer for the boys. I constantly felt I was letting my fellow teamsters down because I couldn’t run fast enough. My talents lay elsewhere. At the end of term, the class considered most talented presented a theatrical performance. Due to my histrionic gifts I invariably had a leading role. Parents were invited to the end-of-year presentation but mine never attended, unaware that their absence caused me disappointment and resentment. I couldn’t understand their lack of interest, their failure to appreciate that they should share not only in the undoubted pleasure of witnessing what we’d accomplished but also of hearing the applause my performances elicited.

         The illogic of English orthography continued to perplex me from time to time. When Ethel and I began to collect a new series of cigarette cards, we sought clarification of the incomprehensible meaning of its title: “Radio sell-a-bright-eyes”. Only when we showed him the cards did her father helpfully elucidate that the word was actually “celebrities”: sa-le-bra-tès. Pronunciation again. We had prayers in the hall every morning, the entire pupil body in attendance. Hymns were sung, presumed to be so familiar that hymnals were deemed unnecessary (or perhaps too expensive). I came home puzzled to ask first my parents, themselves still far from fluent in English, and then my tutor: “What is a mickamile?” Called on to provide the context, I replied that the previous words were “Gentle Jesus”. It was some time before my tutor realised that the attributes applied to the son of God referred to his being meek and mild.

         The vagaries of English pronunciation were also the occasion for a frightening example of the British tradition of corporal punishment. In the absence of our teacher, an older pupil had been sent in to keep us occupied by engaging us in reading aloud. We all had the same text before us and went around the room, each reading a number of sentences before handing the task on to our neighbour. One word had us so stymied that the same sentence went from pupil to pupil until there was an uncontrollable uproar. Hearing the noise, Mr Elton came in, carrying his cane and the punishment book in which every instance of corporal punishment had to be recorded, though for what purpose I never knew. Without enquiring into the causes of the commotion or bothering to ask who were the culprits, he arbitrarily picked on the little boy who’d been the last one to attempt the task, bade him stretch out his hands and administered six sharp cuts of the cane to each one.

         The scapegoat slumped into his seat, each hand cradled in the opposite armpit, trying hard not to cry but succeeding only in reducing his tears to a mild sniffle. Mr Elton left the room, where a terrified silence now reigned. Fortunately, the lesson was over. The tyrannical, smirking pupil was released from her task and a professional, more experienced teacher was sent in to replace her. The episode remains traumatically to haunt me. I cannot bear to see physical violence in any form. I close my eyes and cover my ears, even when my grandchildren, like their parents before them, reassure me that “It’s only a film, silly!”

         
             

         

         On 24 May, we went to Grange Park, conveniently located next to the school, to dance around a maypole, to celebrate Empire Day and vaunt the glories of the vast areas coloured red on the maps inside the cover of our multiplication tables. We bellowed “Rule Britannia, Britannia rule the waves. Britons never, never, never shall be slaves!” This was supplemented with “Land of Hope and Glory”, irreverently travestied by the pupils as Land of Soap and Water.

         Despite the implied mockery of imperialism, pride in the achievements of British colonialism infused our studies, especially of history. Devoted exclusively to the conquests of Africa and Asia, the lessons simplistically portrayed these heroic achievements as victories of the civilised, enlightened and morally upright white Englishman over demonic, dark-skinned, ruthlessly vicious, treacherous villains. Clive of India and the Black Hole of Calcutta were anachronistically linked. Rhodes of Africa was lauded to the extent that we were treated en masse to a screening of the film by that name at the nearby Grange Cinema. The native populations were uniformly referred to in derogatory terms: niggers, Hottentots, savages. Civilising them was the “white man’s burden”. We read Kipling and memorised “If”, which prescribed the model of British manhood. To behave fairly and honestly was to “play cricket”, a uniquely British game, exported to the colonies – but unknown in Europe – the rules of which were unwarrantedly presumed to be universally comprehensible. The more sordid, less glorious, aspects of imperial growth – the slave trade, the greed for gold, forced conversions to Christianity, the contempt for native culture and tribal practices – were never mentioned. Indeed, I doubt whether our teachers, themselves captivated by the glories of the empire, were aware of the dark side of colonialism.

         In 1936, Mr Elton announced a London County Council decision to hold a competition for the best essays on the British Empire. We could write on whatever country we chose. Since I knew very little about any of them, I decided to write about the only place with which I was now familiar: London. I had come to love the city, or at least the parts with which I had become acquainted, not only the Edwardian-dowager façades of West Hampstead but the various parks we visited at weekends, each with its distinct character: Regent’s Park’s lake, rose garden and bandstand, where military brass bands performed; the expanses and ancient trees of Hyde Park; the Serpentine; Hampstead Heath with its pond on which children sailed their toy boats.

         My parents had taken me with them to hear child prodigy Yehudi Menuhin play at the Royal Albert Hall. Unaware that even children required a ticket, they had failed to purchase one at the box office but they were able to persuade the usher to let me in and we climbed what seemed to be endless staircases to reach the very top of the gallery, from where I gazed down to see the tiny figure on the stage and marvel not so much at his virtuosity as at the vast auditorium, the thousands of people who crowded it, the excitement and anticipation that preceded his performance and the volume of applause that burst forth at its close. We had also been to see a performance at the Open Air Theatre in Regent’s Park, where a summer shower dampened actors and audience but not my enthusiasm. In addition, since I read the daily papers and was an observant child, good at deduction and inference, I had picked up a great deal of second-hand knowledge of what London had to offer.

         Our most exciting venture into the West End took place in the course of the Silver Jubilee celebrations in 1935. I was besotted with the royal family, the nobility of George V in his naval uniform garnished with the blue sash of the Order of the Garter and the statuesque beauty of Queen Mary. I studied with some envy the photos of the little princesses, Elizabeth and Margaret Rose, and demanded that the next time I was made a new coat and hat they would be similar to those they wore. Aware that there were many more of their subjects who, like myself, wished to see them in the flesh, the royal couple took several carriage rides around the streets of the West End that lay beyond the Palace-to-St Paul’s route. So it was that one Sunday my father, Willy and I stood on Baker Street, enthusiastically cheering the incarnation of an institution for which my father showed little regard. When King George died the following winter, I burst into tears on hearing the news on the radio as I was dressing to go to school. My mother tied a black ribbon round my arm and I was lauded by my teacher, because I alone, “the little refugee”, had cared sufficiently to express my grief.

         My infatuation with my environment, England as a whole and its even then already outmoded class system, inspired a gushing paean of praise for the country and its capital. My essay on London won a prize, a book called Zambezi Days, which I found too boring to read but which has remained on my shelves. The inscription, in Mr Elton’s florid handwriting, specifically cited my impressive loyalty to King and Country. While this filled me with pride, I suspect it caused my parents considerable amusement. I doubt whether they had ever expected a child of theirs to become so ardent a monarchist.

         My love of books and skill in composition made me a favourite of several teachers. I was frequently asked to read aloud to the class, especially in lessons when the pupils were engaged in tasks that required the teacher’s individual attention. I delightedly became acquainted with Little Women during a year of sewing lessons. When a few chapters remained unread at the end of the year, Miss Williams presented me with the book. I was deeply disappointed to find the final page missing. On other occasions, I was encouraged to entertain the class with stories of my own composition. The admiration and applause with which these met fuelled my ambition of becoming an author.

         My closest relationship was with Miss Amy Burnham, in whose class I spent my last two years at Kingsgate Road Primary School. Tall, angular and well-spoken, Miss Burnham was also well-read and evidently determined to instil in her pupils a knowledge of literature comparable to her own. To this end, she regularly devoted a class every few weeks to giving us a literature quiz. This was in fact a simple test, in which we were asked to name the author of a particular book or to identify the book in which a certain character appeared. Since I had read many though not all of the works, I always did well. But even if one hadn’t actually read a specific book, it was easy to memorise the correct answer to any of the frequently repeated questions. Thus, although I never completed Coral Island and indeed found it hard going when I did begin it, I could cite the names of both its author and its hero. Ethel disliked Miss Burnham as much as I loved her and the feeling was mutual. Our teacher must have been aware of Ethel’s dislike, rebelliousness and contempt. Although there was never a cause for sanctions or punishment of any kind, she didn’t spare her criticism. Ethel herself eventually became a very successful, innovative teacher in working-class neighbourhoods. To this day our differing opinions of Miss Burnham are a source of rare argument between us.
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