

[image: Illustration]




[image: Illustration]




[image: Illustration]




 


 


First published 2023


The History Press


97 St George’s Place, Cheltenham,


Gloucestershire, GL50 3QB


www.thehistorypress.co.uk


© Kathy Henderson, 2023


The right of Kathy Henderson to be identified as the Author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reprinted or reproduced or utilised in any form or by any electronic, mechanical or other means, now known or hereafter invented, including photocopying and recording, or in any information storage or retrieval system, without the permission in writing from the Publishers.


British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data.


A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


ISBN 978 1 80399 296 9


Typesetting and origination by The History Press


Printed and bound in Great Britain by TJ Books Limited, Padstow, Cornwall.


eBook converted by Geethik Technologies


[image: Illustration]




To our children, Charley, Dan and Annie
and all who come next


KH


It is funny, but it strikes me that a person without anecdotes that they nurse while they live and that survive them, are more likely to be utterly lost not only to history but to the family following them. Of course this is the fate of most souls, reducing entire lives, no matter how vivid and wonderful, to those sad black names on withering family trees, with half a date dangling after and a question mark.


My father’s happiness not only redeemed him, but drove him to stories, and keeps him even now alive in me like a second more patient and more pleasing soul within my poor soul.


The Secret Scripture by Sebastian Barry
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The Schey family was large. The first Baron Friedrich was one of five children, his son Josef was one of eight and his son Friedrich one of five. Almost all of them went on to have children of their own.




Introduction


Hungary, August 2011. The weather has turned cool and very wet when I look Koromla up on the map and wonder about a day trip. It looks tiny – on a white road not near anywhere. Part of the Csatka lands, a helpful archivist had told me. ‘What’s Csatka?’ I ask the friend I’m staying with.


‘I think it’s a place,’ he says, and there it is on the same map.


A long drive through slanting rain from the rolling hills and vineyards behind Lake Balaton across flat plains to the low hills and green river valleys of Estergom county. Cars give way to people in horse-drawn wagons with high seats. The windscreen wipers vie with Radio Bartok offering Bach’s cantata Nimmt von uns, Herr, du treuer Gott and I am immediately at home in that universal language – the one that bridged countries and nationalities and bypassed the bitterness of wars and was the deepest, most formative part of my upbringing. It was one of those occasions where everything starts to resonate with meaning.


The only reason I’m driving to this utterly remote place is a vague curiosity about the origin of a name: my mother’s Austrian surname – ‘Schey von Koromla’ (which always sounded rather sonorous and exotic). It’s an excuse to visit somewhere unknown and invest the visit with purpose or meaning. I’m not asking why I need purpose or meaning, just enjoying the pretext to go where I wouldn’t otherwise.


The road atlas I’ve borrowed shows Koromla well off the main and even secondary roads on a small, white track in an area with almost no other markings in it. In fact, there are almost no roads where Koromla is. I didn’t know why. Maybe it was on a mountain (so much for my knowledge of Hungarian topography). Now, as a fan of white roads, I turn off onto the first of these and head off between flat fields. Abruptly, the tarmac surface ends and after a while bumping along a rutted track and turning this way and that across a great wide plain, the track runs out altogether and I come to a house in the middle of nowhere.


A woman hanging out washing looks surprised, suspicious.


‘Koromla?’ I’m smiling, lost.


She points back the way I have come, saying, ‘Sure. Sure.’


Sure, she says, and I understand that’s where I have to go back to – Súr, pronounced ‘sure’ – and we smile at each other, helpless in the face of a mutual lack of language. I turn round and bump back through the fields.


Súr is a small town with streams running either side of its wide, main street. There are no people to be seen and no cars either. I take the next turning to the left, signposted to Csatka Puszta, and drive into the empty space on the map.


It turns out to be not a mountain but a wide river valley, thick green with willow trees and dripping hedges and occasional stretches of gold, like patches on a quilt spread out in between. The sunflowers are hanging their heads in the rain but that doesn’t stop their yellow fringes shining against the lush green. It is beautiful in an untouched way that I have rarely seen. And right on cue, Bartok Radio breaks into Handel in English:




Where e’er you walk, cool gales shall fan the glade;


Trees, where you sit, shall crowd into a shade:


Where’er you tread the blushing flow’rs shall rise;


And all things flourish,


And all things flourish where’er you turn your eyes.





Koromla is the end of the road, an appendix to the loop from Súr so small it doesn’t even have a sign. It sits on the slope of a rounded hay-field hill that curves down to the river winding through the fields below.


The road finishes. This must be it, a handful of houses sit spaced out on either side of a wide grass track: the main street.


I stop the car and walk. All around, the fields are full of flowers – pink clover, white, blue flax, yellow buttercups and more. The road leads down to the willow trees and alder that line the river and as I climb up the hill on the other side, I can see the valley winding into the distance, the hills there flanked with thick woods and more rolling hills. It is one of the most peaceful places I’ve ever been. I can hear birdsong, an occasional voice, a chicken clucking triumphantly over an egg, bees humming, a cat meowing in the long grass and each bite of the spade as a shirtless man in dungarees digs out the line of a boundary wall around a derelict house with a new roof at the bottom of the village.


I count. There are five houses, six with a bigger one, seven, eight (locked up, collapsing roof ) and nine, a larger one painted white at the top of the hill. Even adding the three I passed on the drive from the crossroads, there are twelve at the most, four of them abandoned. There is no sign of a grand estate or a ‘big house’. These are small farmhouses.


A horse is browsing in one backyard, others in a field. There’s a not very big, not very new tractor parked in front of one, a green cart with a load of forgotten hay and, behind an iron gate, a wooden hay wagon and some spare wagon wheels sleeping in the long grass. There is no road sound. The birds are so loud you can hear their wings as they fly past. The swallows are gathering on a single electric wire and it’s raining again. Are they thinking about migration in the same way I am wondering about socks?
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Koromla, 2011.
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Koromla is a place where time and the world has passed by – or maybe just been gentle – and I am grateful to the accident of a name for the excuse to find it. It is hard to leave.


When I finally turn the car around and drive away, Bartok Radio celebrates with field recordings of the kind of Csárdás fiddle music that makes you want to dance for joy.


So, what was it with the name, I wonder? Why Schey von Koromla? There’s no sign of a big house or estate here, of ‘grand manner’ living, or a parvenu’s seat of power, not even a derelict one. Was it just a pleasing word perhaps? Lord So-and-So of Puddletown. ‘Csatka’, said the archivist, this Koromla was part of the Schey lands at Csatka, so maybe the big house would be there. When the sign for Csatka Puszta appears again it seems worth a look – the road map shows it as a white road leading, in turn, back to the main road.


Or perhaps not. A little further on, a turning to the right, complete with signpost, expires into a field of stubble. I carry on along the other little road, beside woodland and marsh meadow, until it is blocked by a metal barrier with ferocious signs, incomprehensible. The intention is clear enough: Keep Out! Go away! And from the gate, as far as the eye can see, the land ahead is enclosed by a high, wire fence. Inside it, a few animals from some ancient breed of white cattle graze in a field beside an observation tower and the fields slope up towards a wooded hill.


I am about to turn round and drive away when I notice some large buildings up there. They are very large, several storeys high, like a series of barracks or tenements, but clearly very old. Is this what I’m looking for?


I get out and walk up to the gate. It isn’t locked. If I am careful to shut it behind me so there is no risk to any livestock. I wouldn’t be trespassing, just following the road on the map – no need for me to get out of the car. I look at the signs again and decide I can’t read Hungarian. A risk worth taking.


At the top of the hill the big buildings are even more impressive than I’d thought – though I have no idea what they were. I’m looking for the big house that surely had to go with them, but there is only a row of cottages, built low against the hill, and a paved courtyard.


The road turns sharp left past the last two and becomes a muddy track, getting muddier, the puddles deeper, the overhanging trees darker. Soon the hire car is out of its depth. This road isn’t going anywhere either. It’s time to turn round.


An engine roars. I look in the rear-view mirror and there are the glaring headlights of a Range Rover that is virtually touching the car, boxing me in. So, turning round might not be the thing either. Two dogs, each the size of a small pony, bound round the car barking and snarling at the windows. And a tall, handsome man shouts furiously at me in Hungarian.


I try German and he switches effortlessly.


I play the tourist, point at the map, the road back to Súr.


‘Can’t you read the signs?’


‘Sorry, I can’t read Hungarian. I thought they meant shut the gate.’


‘People round here are not friendly. I have fifteen dogs roaming wild here.’ It is a threat not a description.


I ask him about the buildings – mention the family and their name, the land at Csatka, play the innocent.


He mellows – an idiot tourist – and tells me about the estate being Zichy not Schey, built in the 1840s and already neglected when the Zichys went under and the buildings were sold in 1849. His cattle are special. People round here are not so friendly. He plans to build a visitors’ centre in future so people can come and see them.


He gives me his website address. Escorts me off his land.


It was a thin cover story and I was no more convinced by it than he had been by my ‘can’t read’. We were a good match. We both pretended to believe each other. What was someone doing barricaded in on a remote hillside surrounded by dogs and deeply suspicious of the local people? And what would anyone want with those huge barracks buildings – bigger than barns, with no ground-floor windows? When I looked at his website, it included the word ‘security’. Maybe they’d be useful for storing things in, large things maybe. You could put full-size missiles in there and nobody would be the wiser.


Vivid imaginings? Perhaps. But everywhere, like the damp rising from the ground I’d been walking on that day, there seemed to be a sense of things just below the surface, puzzles, histories not told – and always so much more to understand. And I am curious, tuned to it like an old habit.


This, I realise, is something I’ve always known: the lure of a tale, that sense of puzzlement and curiosity and a deep hunger to know, what happened? Because stories were what I’d grown up with. Among the assortment of things I’d inherited from the ancestors – the big forehead, height, double-jointed fingers, a tendency to sadness, a cupboard full of tins and the certainty of belonging to more than one place (or was it no place at all?) – stories were everywhere.


There was the one about the little boy brought from India in the 1830s to a remote boarding school in Yorkshire and left there by his parents, who were never heard of again. Or the young Jew from Hungary who, at around the same time, walked to Vienna without a penny to his name, made his fortune, built a palace, then lost it all again.


There were my father’s Scottish grandfathers, who made their lives in Chile, trading the length of the Pacific coast in the days of sailing ships, and the one who rode across the Andes on a horse.


There was the love story of the young star of the Burgtheater among the writers and musicians of Vienna in the early 1900s. Or, in Ireland, the one about the red-headed girl on the staircase and the disobedient son who wouldn’t marry the girl of his father’s choice.


There was the telegram that slipped down behind a Dorset post office counter and the marriage that didn’t happen.


There was the disappearing uncle.


And there were my sister and I in the 1960s, packed into my mother’s small and overloaded car, trundling across Europe as if it belonged to us, to the accompaniment of more tales, like the one about her hitch-hiking over the Brenner Pass in a fire engine with a drunken driver.


Then there’s what happens when you listen to the stories and they start to tell themselves all over again. And the more you hear, the more questions there are, answers unpeeling like the layers of an onion.
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Every family has tales like these: not heroic, not of victims in a politically correct cause, just themselves, a scattering of yarns from different places, a hotchpotch of the people who made us. Perhaps that’s why I find them interesting. Fathers deserted, mothers died, wars scattered families, economies collapsed, people fell in love (and out again), children were born and grew up and finally we find ourselves here. But the more I heard, the more improbable it seemed that I should ever have been born.


Why the stories I grew up with survived across such distances of time and place is a good question. Maybe because they were the ones that hooked themselves into the experience of their listeners and stuck like burrs, remembered because they fitted. Maybe, in short, because of what happened next. Or was what happened next somehow influenced by the telling and retelling itself ?


Whichever it was, in our family they seem to have got themselves told and retold from one generation on to the next without too much difficulty, until one day I woke up and realised that they seemed to have landed on me, and that, being oral stories, they were also as ephemeral as the rain falling outside (and as essential). With a cast of hundreds, all pulling in different directions, if I didn’t write them down they might well disappear into the ether.


That’s how it began. It was going to be straightforward. Here were good tales, full of energy and enjoyment and entertainment, a gift from the past to the future. All I had to do was get them down, like an anthology, a disparate collection with a slender common strand.


Of course, a bit of background might be necessary sometimes: an idea of surrounding events, historical context. And so I opened the history books – and nearly drowned. Here was the history of Europe: the twentieth century, the nineteenth, even the eighteenth …


How to contain all this? To tell these stories in chronological order would probably begin with a medieval myth and finish, for now, in the third decade of the twenty-first century. But as I wrestled with them, another order emerged – a second chronology. This was the sequence in which the stories were passed on or emerged in the course of my life, the way they were told (or not told) during my childhood and adolescence and since: the process of transmission. Bit by bit, this became an account of my growing up too, the story of how I learned the stories – a memoir – and a look at the complicated dance between the present and the past.


It’s this order, this double chronology, that guides the telling, or should I say assembly, that follows. Because somehow what became more and more interesting is how and why things get shaped, told, remembered and told again – and, equally important, what is not told. How history emerges, creeps out of the woodwork.


As I went, unexpected parallels also appeared, sometimes alarmingly. Was there a connection? How is it that stories work on subsequent generations? Is it possible that the stories might even generate the parallels?


In childhood, the tales came in separate chunks, each one complete in itself and, in that matter-of-fact way that children have, my sister and I took them as they came. They didn’t necessarily have to fit together. Over time, different parts of the narrative appeared, like stuff washed up on the shore. It was a slow, accumulative process that brought different pieces of the picture; we took on what we were ready for. Only as I grew up and grew older did I start to try and fit them together, ask questions. And then I noticed the gaps and enquired. This book is the result.


Looking behind the scenes has its own dangers. It’s unsettling to find evidence that contradicts the narrative you’ve grown up with; it can shake you to the core. The narrative has become part of who you are. But then, like all history, these stories had a purpose. With real life far too big to be carried forward complete, they are a way of managing the past, wrestling it into a shape that contains it, makes it safe and usable, useful and, above all, portable. This is rocket fuel for the next generation. Where the facts diverge from the narrative there were reasons for it.
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Two world wars stand sentinel here. My mother’s parents married in the middle of the First World War, my mother and father at the beginning of the Second and, right on cue, I arrived smack in the middle of the twentieth century and took the rest of it and then some to even begin to understand.


I would have liked to weave the tales of my parents and their very different families into one narrative but the further I went, the bigger it grew until it proved more than I could handle. So, this is about my maternal inheritance, the stories from my mother’s family. But they would never have become mine had it not been for my father’s interest in and retelling of them.


It is not a work of genealogical research – record offices, censuses and certificates – though I’ve tried to include the essentials. Instead, it’s based on oral narrative: stories, anecdotes and the cobwebs of memory stubbornly clinging to objects, books, even buildings.


Women of the past are famously harder to trace than men, elusive in the historical record. They change their names on marriage, seldom have publicly recognised careers – daughter of, sister of, mother of – and, judging by their presence in the obituaries, rarely die. Their records lie in other places, above all in stories like these that are handed down by word of mouth; these are one of the ways we learn ourselves.


So, this is also a tribute to the women who came before me: my mother, her mother and her mother before her, each one a woman on her own. It’s a tale of to-hell-with-that mothers – matrilineal, a-historic, even without names sometimes, and full of unreliable sources but, in some essential way, true.


That it turned into an encounter with the history books and the relationship between conventional history and oral narrative was a surprise. But if there’s one thing that stands out from these stories, which loop and thread and cross and knot like a tangled ball of string and have wound themselves around me for a lifetime, it’s the richness of it all.




Part I


TRAVELS WITH MY MOTHER


 


Family stories are a kind of DNA, encoded messages about how things are and should be, passed from one generation to another.


The War After by Anne Karpf




1


Mist and Mirrors


The Family That Wasn’t


Family was a big thing in our house when I was growing up. This was odd because there wasn’t much of a family really. People at school had uncles and aunts and cousins and grandparents all around, but by the time I surfaced in London in the 1950s, all my grandparents were dead or gone and aunts, uncles and cousins far away. Still, or maybe because of that, family was a big thing.


From their rare appearances, relatives seemed to come in different flavours. There were the best-behaviour, smart ones (mainly Scots, Irish, English), who we saw on special occasions.


‘Don’t let us down.’


‘Is your hair brushed? Skirt straight?’ (This to me, who lived in trousers and up trees.)


‘Let me have a look at you.’ And my mother/father would spit on her/his handkerchief to wipe imagined smudges off my face.


There were people in assorted foreign languages and accents who blew in and out of the house from time to time on tides of music, food and talk and kissed us warmly on both cheeks. It wasn’t always clear if they were actually relatives but it didn’t matter. There were arty ones: painters, sculptors, singers, musicians, architects, some of them quiet and some who waved their arms and shouted and laughed. There were the complicated ones – mad, sad, worried, ill, divorcing – who were talked about in hushed voices above our heads. Then there were the ones who were very far away.


Loyal aunts sent us birthday and Christmas presents without fail and we grumbled about writing thank-you letters. And on one or two occasions we were got together with some cousins, a lot riding on it, and either hated each other on sight, or, even worse, actually liked each other and immediately provoked discussions about the dangers of ‘too much’ contact with cousins of the opposite sex, to our great embarrassment. This family thing was clearly complicated.


Strange names floated through their talk: Tantes and Onkels (my mother), Tios and Tias (my father). My mother’s sister – slender, beautiful, of the dramatic gestures – went by the name of Beetle. My father’s elderly aunt was Tyranny. There was another old lady too, unimaginably strange and ancient to our eyes, who we occasionally went to see. (Remember this one, reader.) Who was she? Goodness knows. In a dark, red house in Hampstead we would climb up flight after flight of stairs to where she lay propped up in bed with a whippet curled up on top of her, smoking a pipe, toothless and completely bald. We kissed her bristly cheeks and couldn’t understand a word she said.


It was all strange and inexplicable – but that was fine, this was our parents’ territory and not something we had to bother with. The truth for us was that most of our near relatives were either out of reach or dead. Instead, there were stories: they were the family we grew up with and, as I grew older and more curious, everywhere I looked there seemed to be more.


As far as I was concerned, this was an excellent deal. Relatives were clearly a mixed blessing, but I’d always loved stories and these, it turned out, though I wasn’t much interested at the time, ranged from hundreds of years ago to the day before yesterday, and from South America to Austria–Hungary, Ireland to Germany, India to Chile and Scotland and Wales. Best of all, they were all told by somebody or other: my mother or my father, and later, a 92-year-old aunt with total recall and an affable stranger claiming to be a long-lost uncle.


Where to begin?


Mutti


Of all the relatives who weren’t there, my mother’s mother, Anny, known to all as Mutti, stood out. Buried the year before I was born, she was most definitely dead, but unlike my other three grandparents, who barely got a mention, somehow she was still there.


It wasn’t that she was talked about. My mother didn’t do nostalgia; she relished the present and looked forward to the future far too much for that. But she did love her mother, well beyond the grave. So, too, did my father. And somehow, on the rare occasions when Mutti was mentioned it carried a charge. Unspoken, she hovered like a ghost. It was a while before I understood just how much she permeated our lives.


Early childhood hangs like a haze. Things move in and out of focus. What’s true, who knows? How things are is just the way they are – a matter of fact. I have parents, two parents, and an older sister. How could it be otherwise? This is just obvious. Normal. The objects, the pictures, the furniture too, and the people that surround us – this is just the landscape. Not neutral, not without variation, simply habitat.


For my part, I am curious. I like stories. Or perhaps, in the quiet guesswork that is childhood, they seep in uninvited. At times, it is as if somewhere in all this lie the keys to a puzzle – though I’d have been hard-pressed to say what that puzzle was.


London, 1953


I was 3 years old when we moved from Hertfordshire to London and went to live in a house that looked like a church. It was tall and I was small. It had thick walls, steep roofs, pointed windows, dark panelling and stained glass that cast gloomy clouds of purple, blue and red down its grand staircase like ghosts. The doors inside were big and heavy; they closed with a clunk and were governed by cold, brass handles I could scarcely turn, but outside – outside was the garden.


My mother was a singer. My father was an architect. She came from Austria, he from a Scottish family in Chile. He would probably have preferred a terraced house with elegant proportions somewhere in Central London. Instead, they took on Victorian Gothic: a grand house built for a retiring missionary in that crumbling, ecclesiastical Kentish rag-stone that drops flakes everywhere, up on the hills of North London. My mother had taken one look at the duck-shooting punt propped on trestles across the front door, the beehives in the bedrooms, the guns at the upstairs window for shooting the wood pigeons that plundered the vegetable beds, the cavernous rooms, the half an acre of garden and Hampstead Heath at the end of the road, and fallen for it.
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The house that looked like a church. My father’s Christmas card, 1954.


Big and dilapidated, the house stood in a street of other once-grand houses down on their luck, their gates melted down for munitions, servants gone, lawns dug up to grow wartime vegetables, impossible to heat. Most of them were multi-occupied, the fences between the huge gardens listing or rotted away, with thickets of rampant laurel, tangled trees, overgrown tennis courts and, in ours, a rectangular concreted hole, 24ft by 12ft, with a bath plug at the bottom – a swimming pool made from the crater of a First World War bomb.
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Daffodils. London, Easter 1953.


It was a great place to be a child.


My parents took the tail end of a lease, and on the weekend they moved in they invited all their friends round and, between them, used up 73 gallons of white paint subduing the dark brown varnish that covered the whole inside like malignant treacle.


The Second World War was over and done, and so was the age of servants that once kept houses like these going; cheap consumer goods and affordable central heating were still a long way off. That first winter, I was held up to the window to see the lamplighter come with his ladder to light the gas lamp in the street outside – was it for the last time? And out in the city, bomb damage was round every corner: half-houses, wallpaper flapping in mid-air and piles of rubble overgrown with buddleia and willow herb. But change was on its way.


[image: Illustration]


Not long after we’d arrived, there was a public excitement called ‘The Coronation’. A princess called Elizabeth was going to be crowned queen in Westminster Abbey. For my sister, at school and knowledgeable, it was a big event. I wandered the garden, oblivious.


Until one day, she and my mother went away very early in the morning to seats in Pall Mall to watch the procession of the queen-to-be in her solid gold carriage pulled by white horses. And I was left at home with my father, near strangers to each other, and with some lunch, chopped up small, in my special bowl with the rabbits running round the rim.


We went down the road, my father, the rabbit bowl and I, to the house of some neighbours from America, a land of riches compared to battered, post-war Britain. These neighbours had, wonder of wonders, not only thick carpet on the floor and shop-made cake on the table, but something called a television set enthroned in their living room. It was the only one in the neighbourhood and the first I’d ever seen.


Set in a tall mahogany cabinet, its bulging glass screen looked down from above like a great fly’s eye with two black knobs underneath. The thing had to be constantly tended and adjusted as crazy white lines zigged and zagged through snowstorms of white on the screen, but, at last, as I sat miserably on my father’s knee pushing bits of chopped up food round and round my rabbit bowl, the screen cleared and showed us … what? I wasn’t sure.


‘Look!’ they said, ‘It’s …’


… a hazy grey blob … in a hazy grey carriage … with grey soldiers on grey horses flanked by crowds of watching grey specks … or …? Which bit of this was a princess, which bit was a queen? The room was full of excited people crowding round the set. I rubbed my finger round and round the running rabbits and wished I could go home.
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The rabbit bowl.


Possessions


There, things were settling. After the white paint, the house was gradually cleared and simplified by my father’s mid-century modernist touch: plain walls, stripped lines, simple furniture. Chintz was not allowed. Money was short but invention abounded: a flush-panelled door propped on two low cupboards and painted white became the elegant desk my mother wrote letters at after supper; a rusty iron drain cover framed an etching by my father’s painter cousin, Hans Tisdall, to perfection. Nothing was wasted; everything had the potential to become something else, as if the world was made of metaphors. Things were found, things were made, things were transformed. Anything else was ‘expensive’ and that word rang with fear.


Among the clear spaces there were also certain old pieces that had come from somewhere else, stories clinging silently to them like cobwebs. There were ponchos from my father’s childhood in Chile for rugs; a Peruvian terracotta bull with a candle on its back that seemed to be the key to his heart; a huge carved wooden chest; a cupboard full of fragile fluted glasses, frosted at the rims; books; paintings; and the big, black Steinway grand piano. Some lurked, some loomed and others just jumped out at you. All were freighted with meaning. They throbbed in the house like a pulse beat. I eyed them warily and headed for the garden.


My parents’ bedroom was no exception. It looked out from the first floor through a double-arched window, the walls plain white, the floor polished hardboard and, apart from a painting of a young woman sleeping, everything else was plain too – the curtains, chest of drawers, the bed (later, two beds), a small rug. But then there was my mother’s dressing table.


It was simple enough: a small rectangular table made of dark, polished wood, with slender, fluted legs. But on it, like a burst of laughter, stood a mirror set in a mass of tiny flowers and leaves all made out of the most delicate painted porcelain. On either side there was a matching candlestick and a round pot for powder (which my mother didn’t wear), with more leaves and rosebuds sprouting from the lids. This was unlike anything else in the house – hairbrush and lipstick, earrings and scent – and when (‘Careful!’) I lifted the lid of one of the porcelain pots, the silk-backed powder puff inside released a cloud of glittering dust and the scent of someone and somewhere else.


Beside the mirror my mother kept a photograph in a cream plaster frame rather chipped by travel. It looked old. Grey and white and hazy at the edges, the picture showed a beautiful young woman with a beauty spot on her chin and a mountain of white ringlets piled high on top of her head and tumbling down around her shoulders. There were pearls round her neck and in her hair, and she was wearing a dress with a tightly laced bodice, trimmed with more pearls and lace, from which flounced mounds of muslin skirt and sleeve. ‘That’s Mutti,’ said my mother. ‘These were her things.’
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Mutti.


The young woman in the picture didn’t look like anyone I’d ever seen. She was more like a princess than the grey blob on the television set. Maybe she was a fairy godmother (I knew the stories). Of course, that was because she was dead, I reasoned, standing chest-high to the table, as I watched my mother put on her lipstick and dab scent behind her ears ready to go out to a concert and wished that she wouldn’t leave. And when Mutti had been alive, it had to have been a very long time ago because it was before I was even born. The past collapsed into a single lump – mysterious, beyond understanding, out of reach.


It was many years before it finally dawned on me that this was not a photo of my grandmother in her own time. That she was wearing eighteenth-century costume. And that it was a photograph from the production of a play. But the original impression refused to go away: maybe it wasn’t so far from the truth.
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‘Your grandmother? She was marvellous! So beautiful! So charming.’


Whenever anyone spoke of her, it was with extraordinary warmth and affection. My father adored her. So did everyone else. And yet to my sister and I she remained elusive, hard to pin down, a phantom. Her charm and character always seemed to evoke a particular tone: hazy round the edges like that photograph, sometimes so sweet as to be almost cloying.


Here’s a neighbour writing about the cottage Mutti lived in in Dorset, Myrtle Cottage:




No other house in the village had such charm and singularity. Moreover, Baroness von Schey harnessed her village neighbours to her purposes: the bushy-eared old builder-carpenter and coffin-maker, the local farmer with the milk-round, the gardening prize-winners of the local flower shows. As she said: ‘I just flirt with them a little, and, you see, they come!’ Certainly she bewitched them with her charm and gaiety, her humour and her quaintness. She had them unknowing, in the hollow of her hand. RG, 1967.1





‘What was she really like?’


‘She made us wonderful feast days,’ said my mother, who did the same for us, our one defiant piece of Austrian-ness in an otherwise English life, carrying on the tradition of Austria’s Catholic Christmas Eve. The hidden tree suddenly revealed, alive with candles in the dark, the carols and the special feast of fish on the night of 24 December – as well as English Christmas the following day, stockings rustling on the end of our beds at dawn, turkey, plum pudding, brandy butter, mince pies.


‘What else?’


‘She used to teach our boyfriends how to dance, on the kitchen table at the flat in Holland Villas Road,’ my mother said. ‘And when we’d been out for the evening and they’d brought us home and we’d said goodnight and gone to our rooms, they would stay and sit on the end of Mutti’s bed and talk long into the night.’


She was certainly a woman who made a deep impression.


This was the fairy godmother of grandmothers then, a source of love so strong it warmed my mother still and could even soften the furrow between my father’s eyes. Faint as cobwebs, she trailed gaiety, independence, charm, mystery – and none of the ordinariness that seemed to surround real people.
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But what about the substance? Who was she?


In childhood, the stories, the feelings, the mist were enough. Compared to them, facts were irrelevant. But as I grew up I became curious. Wasn’t there more to the story here?


Facts were hard to come by and I was an adult before I began to seek them out or piece them together. There were clues, of course. Her maiden name and date of birth – Anna Caecilia Schindler – 17 June 1887 – appeared on the side of a jug that stood on one of the windowsills, and somewhere among the old books on the shelves there was a poet – her grandfather – and occasional mentions of a high-profile cousin called Alma. But when it came to understanding this as an adult I needed more. Where had she come from? What about her family?


I gathered together some background.


Origins


Four generations before Anny Schindler (Mutti), the family came from Steiermark in Lower Austria, it seems. There was a scythe smith, then a cotton mill owner in Fischamend, and then his son who saw the mill burn down and the family left destitute.i Then, in the early nineteenth century came Mutti’s grandfather, Julius Alexander Schindler, and with him, official history, bucket-loads of it.


Born in 1818, he became a lawyer, liberal thinker, politician, poet and novelist in the age of revolutions. A relative and contemporary of Prince Metternich, then Austria’s Foreign Minister and State Chancellor, said: ‘He was one of the Austrian delegates to the famous conference in Frankfurt on Main in 1848 when the fate of the German–Austrian Federation was sealed and Prussia, under Bismarck, hived off to become, in time, the Hohenzollern Empire’. Though Julius Alexander was dismissed from his post as one of the empire’s public prosecutors for his critical, published views, he was later elected to Austria’s first Parliament in the Liberal victory of 1861, where he’s credited with a satirical turn of phrase and with ending capital punishment in the army. Among the other jobs he held was that of Secretary General of the state railways and notary public in Vienna, but as well as all that he was a writer.
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Julius Alexander Schindler, the poet ‘Julius von der Traun’.


Under the pen name Julius von der Traun, Julius Alexander Schindler became known for the poems he wrote about his walks through the Austrian countryside between Steyr and Kremsmünster (Excursionen einen Ősterreichers). He was also known for his political poetry, his epic verse and novels, and in 1869 he bought the glorious palace of Leopoldskron, on the lake outside Salzburg (made famous a century later by the film The Sound of Music) and, on losing his parliamentary seat in the elections of 1870, retired there to live by his writing.
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Schloss Leopoldskron, Salzburg.
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Goldschmiedskinder, by Julius von der Traun.


Julius Alexander’s nephew was the Austrian impressionist painter, Emil Jakob Schindler, famous for his landscapes. Emil Jakob’s daughter, Alma (Mutti’s cousin), remembered her great-uncle’s grandeur as precarious. She describes him in her autobiography as a spendthrift with heavy debts and a theatrical style, and tells how, forced to flee Leopoldskron one night to avoid his creditors, he turned humiliation into a grand performance by having his many servants dress in rococo livery and light the way with torches.2


When Julius Alexander died in 1885, his son and daughter divided the inheritance. Alexander Leopold, Mutti’s father, held onto Leopoldskron for five years and Mutti spent some of her childhood there, living in three rooms with her cousin Alma to play with.


Then it was gone. So was Mutti’s father. There’s no further mention of him.


Her mother, ‘Grandmother Schindler’, born Anna Minich, did the rest. Before her death in 1921, she makes a fleeting appearance in the photographs of my mother as a baby,3 and so does Mutti’s brother Georg, a shadowy figure who played tennis and taught skiing. But of my great-grandfather there’s not a trace. He died in 1895 when his daughter was 8.


Vienna, 1900


Anny Schindler’s childhood, on the other hand, reappeared – through a similar haze of mist and mirrors – in a memoir she pencilled in German in a small, brown exercise book at the end of her life in England. Here we are in the 1890s, in the top storey of an old palace in a street in the 1st District, the centre of Vienna. She writes:




We had to go up a broad stone staircase to get to our flat. It had large rooms with big French windows. Almost all the rooms were connected by doors so that we children could run through five large rooms without having to go out into the dark corridor. The house belonged to an old aristocrat lady who wouldn’t allow any kind of modernisation, so that we had no electric light or gas: we had candles or oil lamps. And when I think of those early childhood years in that flat, everything seems dreamlike, spun round with soft light, darkness lurking in the corners.
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Anna 'Anny' Caecilia Schindler, aged 7, 1893.
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Burgtheater programme 1905.
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Anny Schindler, actress.


Like the world of E.T.A. Hoffman and The Nutcracker, this is bourgeois, Catholic life, at home in the heart of the 1st District of Vienna. Another fairy story.


My father was the person who seemed to know more than anyone else about Mutti and he was happy to tell us. Mutti became an actress, he said, joining Vienna’s Imperial Court theatre, the famous Burgtheater, when she was only 17. She was a beauty. The juvenile lead. The girl without a father. She was, he told us with admiration in his voice, her family’s breadwinner, earning the money to support her mother and brother. Such was the legend.


The records have her first appearance as a page in Romeo and Juliet. This was followed by a succession of other, slowly growing roles, through to 1908 and, given that the productions ran for a long time, she may have been working for several years after that. In today’s sense of the word, she was less a star, more a supporting actress. Nevertheless, the influence of the Burgtheater at the heart of the cultural life of Vienna, itself the capital of a huge empire, is not to be underestimated. The author Stefan Zweig writes:




… the Imperial theatre, the Burgtheater, was for the Viennese and for the Austrian more than a stage upon which actors enacted parts; it was the microcosm that mirrored the macrocosm, the brightly coloured reflection in which the city saw itself, the only true corigiano of good taste. In the court actor the spectator saw an excellent example of how one ought to dress, how to walk into a room, how to converse, which words one might employ as a man of good taste and which to avoid. The stage, instead of being merely a place of entertainment, was a spoken and plastic guide of good behaviour and correct pronunciations, and a nimbus of respect encircled like a halo everything that had even the faintest connection with the Imperial theatre. The Minister-President or the richest magnate could walk the streets of Vienna without anyone turning round, but a court actor or an opera singer was recognized by every shopgirl and cabdriver.4





And this was a special time. As the historian Schorske puts it, ‘Theatre was the Queen of Austria’s arts … By the 1890s the heroes of the upper middle class were no longer political leaders but actors, artists and critics’.5
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