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Introduction


‘How could you believe it?’ 


These are some of Mrs Kohút’s first words to me, once I have been welcomed into her home and overwhelmed by supportive relatives. Here she is, a small, bright woman dressed in smart slacks, blouse and bead necklace. Her hair is short and white; her lipstick is rose pink. She is the reason I have flown around the world, from the north of England to a modest house in the hills, not far from the great city of San Francisco, California.


We shake hands. At that moment history becomes real life, not just the archives, book stacks, fashion drawings and fluid fabrics that are my usual historical sources for writing and presenting. I am meeting a woman who has survived a time and place now synonymous with horror. 


Mrs Kohút sits at a lace-covered table, offering home-made apple strudel. During our meetings she has a backdrop of scholarly books, mingled with flower bouquets, pretty embroideries, family photos and colourful ceramics. We ease into the first interview by browsing the 1940s dressmaking magazines that I brought to show her, then examining a stylish, red wartime dress from my own collection of vintage clothes. 


‘Good quality work,’ she comments, running her fingers over the dress’s embellishments. ‘Very elegant.’ 


I marvel at how clothes can connect us across continents and generations. Underlying the shared appreciation of cut, style and skill is a far more significant fact: decades before, Mrs Kohút was handling fabrics and garments in a very different context. She is the last surviving dressmaker from a fashion salon established at Auschwitz concentration camp. 


A fashion salon in Auschwitz? The very idea is a hideous anomaly. I was staggered when I first saw mention of the ‘Upper Tailoring Studio’, as it was called, while reading about links between Hitler’s Third Reich and the fashion trade, in preparation for writing a book about global textiles in the war years. It is clear that the Nazis understood the power of clothes as performance, demonstrated by their adoption of iconic uniforms at monumental public rallies. Uniforms are a classic example of using clothing to reinforce group pride and identity. Nazi economic and racial policies aimed to profit from the clothing industry, using the proceeds of plunder to help fund military hostilities. 


Elite Nazi women also valued clothing. Magda Goebbels, wife of Hitler’s insidious Propaganda Minister, was known for her elegance and she had few qualms about wearing Jewish creations, despite the Nazi obsession with erasing Jews from the fashion trade. Emmy Goering, married to Reichsmarschall Hermann Goering, wore plundered luxury, albeit claiming she had no idea of the provenance of her assets. Eva Braun, Hitler’s mistress, adored couture, even having her wedding dress delivered across burning Berlin in the last days before her suicide and Germany’s surrender, wearing it with Ferragamo shoes.1 


And yet, a fashion salon in Auschwitz? Such a workshop encapsulated values at the core of the Third Reich: qualities of privilege and indulgence, bound up with plunder, degradation and mass murder. 


The Auschwitz dressmaking workshop was established by none other than Hedwig Höss, the camp commandant’s wife. As if this conjunction of fashion salon with extermination complex was not grotesque enough, the identity of the workers themselves makes for the ultimate impact: the majority of the seamstresses in the salon were Jewish, dispossessed and deported by the Nazis, ultimately destined for annihilation as part of the Final Solution. They were joined by non-Jewish communists from Occupied France, who were fated for incarceration and eradication because of their resistance to the Nazis. 


This group of resilient, enslaved women designed, cut, stitched and embellished for Frau Höss and other SS wives, creating beautiful garments for the very people who despised them as subversives and subhuman; the wives of men actively committed to destroying all Jews and all political enemies of the Nazi regime. For the dressmakers in the Auschwitz salon, sewing was a defence against gas chambers and ovens.


The seamstresses defied Nazi attempts to dehumanise and degrade them by forming the most incredible bonds of friendship and loyalty. As needles were threaded and sewing machines whirred, they made plans for resistance, and even escape. This book is their history. It is not a novelisation. The intimate scenes and conversations described are based entirely on testimonies, documents, material evidence and memories recounted to family members or to me directly, backed up by extensive reading and archival exploration.


Having once learned that such a fashion salon existed, I began deeper research, with only some basic information and an incomplete list of names – Irene, Renée, Bracha, Katka, Hunya, Mimi, Manci, Marta, Olga, Alida, Marilou, Lulu, Baba, Boriskha. I had almost given up hope of finding out more, let alone learning full biographies about the dressmakers, when the Young Adult novel I wrote set in a fictional version of the workshop – titled The Red Ribbon – caught the attention of families in Europe, Israel and North America. Then the first emails arrived:


My aunt was a dressmaker in Auschwitz


My mother was a dressmaker in Auschwitz


My grandmother ran the dressmaking workshop in Auschwitz


For the first time I had contacts with the families of the original dressmakers. It was both shocking and inspirational for me to begin discovering stories of their lives and fates. 


Remarkably, one of the group of dressmakers is still alive and well and ready to talk – a unique eyewitness to a place that exemplifies the hideous contradictions and cruelties of the Nazi regime. Mrs Kohút, 98 years old at the time of our meeting, spills out stories even before I can ask questions. Her memories range from being showered with nuts and candy as a child during the Jewish Feast of the Tabernacle, to watching a school friend in Auschwitz have her neck broken by an SS man with a shovel, simply for speaking while working. 


She shows me pictures of herself before the war, as a teenager in a nice, knitted sweater holding a magnolia, then one from several years after the war, wearing a stylish coat modelled along the lines of Christian Dior’s famous New Look. To see these photographs, you would never guess the reality of her life during the years in-between. 


There are no photos of her harrowing one thousand days in Auschwitz. She tells me that on each of these thousand days she could have died a thousand times. Her words create the images as she moves from one memory to another, fingers now rubbing the seams of her trousers, making the creases sharper and sharper – a small sign of emotions that are otherwise held in check. English is her fifth language, honed during long years in the USA. She switches easily from one language to another, and I do my best to keep up. I have a pen and paper ready for scribbled shorthand and a long list of questions. Mrs Kohút pokes me as I fumble to set up my phone video. 


‘You listen!’ she commands.


I listen.










1


One of the Few Who Survived


After two years I came to the Auschwitz headquarters building, where I worked as a seamstress in the sewing room for SS families. I worked 10–12 hours a day. I am one of the few who survived the hell of Auschwitz. 	


– Olga Kovácz1


A day like any other. 


By the light of two windows, a group of women in white headscarves sat sewing at long wooden tables, heads bent over garments, needles in, needles out. It was a basement room. The sky beyond the windows did not represent freedom. This was their refuge. 


They were surrounded by all the paraphernalia of a thriving fashion salon; all the tools of their trade. On the tables, coiling tape measures, scissors and bobbins of thread. Stacked nearby, bolts of every kind of fabric. Scattered around, fashion magazines and the crisp tissue of dressmaking patterns. Next to the main workshop was a private fitting room for clients, all under the aegis of clever, capable Marta, who not long since had run her own successful salon in Bratislava. Supporting Marta was Borishka.


The seamstresses did not sew in silence. In a jumble of languages – Slovakian, German, Hungarian, French, Polish – they chatted about their work, their homes, their families … even joked among themselves. Most of them were young, after all, late teens, early twenties. The youngest was only fourteen. Little Hen, they called her, as she darted about the salon fetching pins and sweeping up snipped threads. 


Friends worked together. There was Irene, Bracha and Renée, all from Bratislava, and Bracha’s sister Katka, who stitched smart wool coats for their clients, even when her own fingers were frozen with cold. Baba and Lulu were another two seamstresses who were close friends, one serious, one mischievous. Hunya, in her mid-thirties, was both friend and mother-figure, and a force to be reckoned with. Olga, a similar age to Hunya, seemed ancient to the younger girls. 


They were all Jews.


Sewing alongside them were two French communists, corsetière Alida and resistance fighter Marilou, both arrested and deported for opposing the Nazi occupation of their country.


Twenty-five women working in total, needles in, needles out. When one was called away from work and never seen again, Marta would quickly arrange for another to take her place. She wanted as many female prisoners as possible to join this refuge in the basement. In this room they had names. Beyond the salon they were nameless, merely numbers.


There was certainly work enough for everyone. The big, black order book was so full there was a six-month waiting list, even for very high status clients in Berlin. Priority for orders was given to their local clients, and to the woman who had established the salon. Hedwig Höss. Wife of the commandant of Auschwitz concentration camp. 


One day, a day like any other, there was a cry of dismay in the basement salon and the horrible smell of burnt fabric. Catastrophe. While pressing a dress, the fabric had been scorched by a too-hot iron; the burn mark was right at the front, no way of hiding it. The client was due for a fitting the very next day. The clumsy dressmaker was wild with anxiety, crying, ‘What can we do? What can we do?’ 


The others stopped work, feeling her panic. This was not simply a question of a ruined dress. The clients of this fashion workshop were wives of high-ranking men from the Auschwitz SS garrison. Men notorious for beatings, torture and mass murder. Men with total control over the lives and fates of every woman in that room. 


Marta, in charge, calmly assessed the damage. 


‘You know what we’ll do? We’ll take out this panel here, and insert this fresh fabric here. Quickly now …’


They all rallied.


The next day the SS wife arrived for her appointment in the fashion salon. She tried on her new dress and looked, perplexed, in the mirror of the fitting room. 


‘I don’t remember the design being like this.’


‘Of course it was,’ answered Marta smoothly. ‘Doesn’t it look nice? A new fashion …’2


Disaster averted. For the time being.


The dressmakers went back to their work, needles in, needles out, and lived to see another day as prisoners in Auschwitz.


The forces that converged to create a fashion salon in Auschwitz were also responsible for shaping and fracturing the lives of the women who would eventually work there. Two decades earlier, when the dressmakers were young girls or mere infants, they could have no concept of how their fates would converge in such a place. Even the adults in their lives would have struggled to comprehend a future that included couture sewing in the midst of industrialised genocide.


The world is very small when we are children, yet rich with details and sensation. The itch of wool against the skin, the fumbling of cold fingers on stubborn buttons, the fascination of threads unravelling from a torn trouser knee. Our horizon is first within the walls of a family home, then spreads to street corners, fields, forests and cityscapes. There is no foreboding of what will happen in the future. In time, memories and mementoes are all that remain of lost years. 
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Irene Reichenberg as a child


One of the faces looking out from the past is that of Irene Reichenberg as a child, date unknown. Her features are pale among shadows; her clothes indistinct. Her cheeks are rounded from a hesitant smile, as if wary to show too much emotion.


Irene was born on 23 April 1922 in Bratislava, a beautiful Czechoslovakian city on the banks of the river Danube, barely an hour from Vienna. Irene’s birth came three years after a census that showed the city’s population was mainly an ethnic mix of Germans, Slovaks and Hungarians. Since 1918, all had come under the politcal control of the new Czechoslovakian state, but the Jewish community of nearly 15,000 was centred in one particular quarter of the city, a few minutes’ walk from the northern bank of the Danube. 


The hub of the Jewish quarter was the Judengasse, or Židovská ulica – Street of the Jews. Before 1840, Jews had been segregated to this single, sloping street of Bratislava, part of the local castle estate. Gates at each end were locked at night by municipal wardens, essentially creating a ghetto road, which made it clear that Jews were to be considered separate from other Bratislavans. 


In the decades that followed, antisemitic laws were relaxed, allowing more prosperous Jewish families the freedom to move away from the street and into the main part of the city. The once proud baroque buildings of Židovská Street were sub-divided into cramped tenements housing populous families. While the area had a reputation for being down-market, the cobbled streets were swept clean, and the stores and workshops were busy. It was a close-knit and supportive community. Everyone knew everyone. They knew everyone else’s business too. Residents felt a special sense of belonging.


This was the happiest time in my life. I was born there, I grew up there, and there I was with my family


– Irene Reichenberg3


Židovská Street was a wonderful place for children, who tumbled in and out of friends’ houses and colonised the road and pavements with their games. Irene’s home was at number eighteen, up on the second floor of a corner building. There were eight Reichenberg children. As with any large family, different alliances and loyalties formed between siblings, as well as a certain distance between the very oldest and youngest. One of Irene’s brothers, Armin, worked in a sweet shop. He would eventually leave for the British Mandate of Palestine, and be spared the immediate trauma of the Holocaust. Her other brother, Laci Reichenberg, had a job with a Jewish wholesale textile company. He was married to a young Slovakian named Turulka Fuchs. 


There was no thought of war for the family during Irene’s early life. It was hoped all that horror was done with after the Armistice of 1918 and the birth of the new country Czechoslovakia, where Jews were citizens. Irene herself was too young to appreciate the world outside the Jewish quarter. Her path, like most girls of the era, was to become proficient at domestic work, with a view to marriage and motherhood, following the example of her older sisters. Katarina, known as Käthe, was courted by a handsome young man named Leo Kohn; Jolanda – Jolli – married electrician Bela Grotter in 1937; Frieda was the next to marry, becoming Frieda Federweiss, leaving only Irene, Edith and Grete.4 


Financially supporting this large family fell to Irene’s father, Shmuel Reichenberg. Shmuel was a shoemaker, one of many artisans on Židovská Street. The skill and poverty of shoemakers has been immortalised in fairy tales. There truly was a kind of magic in the way Shmuel cut and moulded supple leather pieces onto a wooden last, stitched seams with waxed thread, and hammered in each nail with care, bent over his work from seven in the morning until late in the evening, all without the help of machines. Money was tight and sales uncertain. For many residents of Židovská Street, new shoes or even shoe repairs were a luxury. The hard inter-war years saw the poorest people go barefoot, or keep their failing footwear tied on with rags.


If Irene’s father was the breadwinner, her mother Tzvia – Cecilia – was bread-maker and homemaker. Her working day lasted longer even than her husband’s. Housework was hard graft with no labour-saving machines and no servants to help, only her daughters. Every second year Tzvia was pregnant, which meant extra cooking, laundry and cleaning. Despite a large family and a small income, Tzvia did her best to make each child feel special. One year little Irene received a special birthday treat: a whole boiled egg all to herself. She was delighted with it, and her friends on Židovská Street heard about this wonder. 


One of this special group of friends was a girl from an Orthodox Jewish family – Renée Ungar. Renée’s father was a rabbi and her mother a housewife. A year older than Irene, Renée was bold where Irene was quiet.5 A portrait of Renée from 1939 shows a calm and intelligent demeanour, off-set by two-tone pom-poms dangling from a Peter Pan collar. 
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Renée Ungar in 1939


Ten years before this photo was taken, when Irene was seven years old, Irene gained a new playmate who would become a lifelong friend, and a brave companion during the most harrowing journey of her life. 


This was Bracha Berkovič.


We had good times there


– Bracha Berkovič


Bracha was a country girl born in the village of Čepa, in the highlands of Carpathian Ruthenia. Away from core industrial centres, this part of inter-war Czechoslovakia was mainly agricultural. Rural towns and villages were distinguished by their own local speech patterns and customs, and even local embroidery designs. 


The landscape of Bracha’s childhood was dominated by the seemingly endless ranges of the Tatras Mountains, which softened down into fields of clover, rye, barley, and sprouting green tops of sugar beet. The fields were worked by gangs of young women wearing bouffant-sleeved blouses, wide layered skirts and colourful headscarves. Goose girls tended their flocks; labourers hoed, gleaned and harvested. Summer was a time to wear cotton prints and lighter colours – checks, springs and stripes. Winter needed heavy homespun fabrics and woollens. Clothes were dark against the snow. Warm fringed shawls were wrapped over the head and pinned beneath the chin, or crossed and tied at the back. Bright bands of floral embroidery flashed at cuffs and sleeve seams.


Bracha’s later life was bound up with clothing, and, coincidentally, so was her birth. Her mother Karolina had to continue with the labour of clothes-washing even late into her pregnancy. In rural Carpathia, dawn’s first light saw women carrying bundles of laundry to the river, where they worked barefoot in the cold water, while children played along the river bank. Other washing was done at home, heaving soapy clothes in tubs, scrubbing them on boards, wringing them with chapped hands, then lugging them to a line for drying. Bracha’s mother Karolina was climbing a ladder to hang heavy laundry to dry under the eaves of the roof on a cold, rainy day, when she felt the first pangs of labour. This was 8 November 1921. Karolina was only nineteen at the time. It was her first baby.6


Bracha was born at her grandparents’ house. Although it was small and crowded, with only a clay oven for heating and water from a pump, Bracha remembered her childhood as a time of earthly paradise.7


Family love was at the heart of her happy memories, despite some inevitable tensions.8 Her parents’ marriage had been arranged by a local matchmaker – not an unusual custom in Eastern Europe at the time – and it was a successful partnership of two conscientious, capable people. Salomon Berkovič, born deaf-mute, had been intended for Karolina’s older sister, but she refused him on account of his perceived disabilities. Eighteen-year-old Karolina was cajoled to take her sister’s place, tempted by visions of herself as a bride in white. 


They all did their best under a very trying and difficult life 


– Bracha Berkovič


New babies quickly followed Karolina and Salomon’s wedding. After Bracha’s abrupt birth on laundry day came Emil, Katarina, Irene and Moritz. The small house was so full that Katarina – known as Katka – was sent to live with her childless aunt Genia until she was six. Although Bracha felt close to her little sister Irene, unbreakable bonds were woven when Bracha and Katka were transported to Auschwitz together. Sibling loyalty ensured they shared a common fate in the Upper Tailoring Studio.9


Bracha’s childhood world included smelling the aroma of Sabbath challah bread, enjoying matzo crackers sprinkled with crystallised sugar, and eating baked apples with her Aunt Serena, in a house full of knick-knacks and doilies. It was sewing that first expanded Bracha’s horizons beyond village life. More specifically, tailoring. 


Salomon Berkovič was an extremely talented tailor, skilled enough to find work with a high-class firm called Pokorny in Bratislava. His sewing machine was transported from Čepa to the big city and he gradually built up his own loyal clientele, working from home on Židovská Street, with an assistant to help with repairs and alterations. Eventually he grew the business to have three staff – all deaf-mute – along with Bracha’s Uncle Herman as apprentice. Each year he travelled to Budapest to attend salon events showcasing the latest styles of menswear.


The success of his enterprise was in no small part due to the tireless help of Karolina, who followed him to Bratislava to act as an intermediary with customers and to help with fittings. Determined not to be left behind, young Bracha produced enough tears to persuade her mother to let her travel to Bratislava too. 


It was an exciting train ride for a village girl, mixing with other passengers and wondering what the journey’s end would bring. Signs on the train were in Czech, Slovak, German and French, highlighting Czechoslovakia’s mix of peoples. The carriage windows gave views of changing scenery. The train arrived in a dazzling new world. 


Bratislava was green with trees, bright with new architecture and busy with shoppers, prams, horses, handcarts, motor cars and electric trams. Out on the Danube freight barges, little tugs and paddle steamers moved through placid waters. To Bracha, the apartment on Židovská Street was a place full of wonders compared to village life in Čepa. There was running water from taps, not buckets filled at a pump. In place of oil lamps, electric lights flicked on and off with a switch. An indoor flushing toilet was the ultimate marvel. Even better, there was the possibility of meeting new friends. The girls she met in Bratislava would be her companions through the worst that the war years would bring.


I liked everything, everything, everything … I liked to go to school 


– Irene Reichenberg


Bracha met Irene Reichenberg at school. Education was a core quality of Jewish life, no matter how poor the family. Bratislava was not short of schools and colleges. The clothes worn for a 1930 photograph at the neighbourhood Jewish Orthodox school show the pride families took in sending their children to school, even if this meant extra thrift at home. Since the posed picture is a special occasion, some girls wear white socks and shoes, in contrast to the sturdy leather boots that are more sensible for playtime. Many girls are in simple shift dresses, easy to sew and maintain; others have fancier frocks with a range of lace or starched collars. 
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Jewish Orthodox elementary school photo, 1930. Bracha Berkovič standing second from the left, middle row.


The 1920s fashion for bobbed hair is obvious, as well as more traditional plaits. There was no school uniform for girls, so fashion could sometimes creep in. One year there was a craze for volant collars made of very fine fabrics that were pleated or flounced. Girls vied to wear the most volants at once. The victor was a girl named Perla, who attracted universal envy for many ruffles of delicate muslin. Happy days.


Lessons at the Jewish Orthodox elementary school were taught in German, a language that would have increasing dominance in Czechoslovakian life. At first Bracha floundered to fit in, being new to town, and most comfortable speaking Hungarian and Yiddish; but she soon adapted, forming friendships with Irene and Renée. All the girls became multi-lingual, sometimes switching from one language to another in the same sentence.


Out of school hours the children of the Jewish quarter roamed the streets and stairways playing tig, hide-and-seek, hoop bowling or simply messing about. During summer holidays, too poor to afford vacations out of the city, they swarmed to the Danube to swim in a shallow pool by the river, or to play in the park. 


Such games did not stop Bracha feeling homesick for her village friends. Aged eleven, she pestered her parents until she got permission to go home to Čepa for the summer. Wanting to make a good impression as an independent girl from the big city, she planned an outfit far smarter than anything she would normally wear in Bratislava, and proudly took the train ride alone. She wore a beige dress gifted by an affluent friend, a red patent leather belt, black patent leather shoes, and a straw hat with a coloured ribbon. 


Details such as these seem frivolous in a wider context of the war and suffering that would follow, but they fix a memory. They stay in the mind when such freedoms and such elegance seem to belong to a vanished world.


These are really very beautiful memories


– Irene Reichenberg


The best clothes of all were saved for Sabbath and other holy days. Jewish families followed an age-old pattern of familiar rituals, from the festival of Rosh Hashanah and the treat of apples dipped in honey, to the unleavened bread and bitter herbs at a seder meal at Passover. Jewish high holidays saw the slaughtering of fattened geese, the popping of corn, and chicken noodle soup simmering on the hob. Irene loved how her large family gathered at home for prayers, blessings and the warmth of togetherness. 


For the Sabbath, Židovská Street dwellings would be scented with freshly baked challah bread – which Bracha was adept at braiding. It would be mixed at home, then carried to the local bakery to be cooked. Women scoured houses clean and tied on white aprons to light Friday night candles. Although Sabbath was, by law, a period without work – including prohibitions on textile labour such as dyeing, spinning or stitching – there was still a family to feed. Bracha’s mother somehow found time and energy to make cinnamon biscuits and topfenknödel, a kind of boiled curd ball popular even in chic Viennese cafés. 


Weddings were naturally a highlight of family life. When one of Salomon Berkovič’s tailoring assistants announced his sister was marrying Bracha’s uncle Jeno, a shoemaker, Bracha was given a rare indulgence: a shop-bought outfit. Keen to copy her father, who was always pressing garments in his workshop, Bracha decided to iron the lovely sailor-style dress herself. Bridal preparations came to a halt when everyone in the house noticed a horrible burning smell: the dress was scorched. 


It seemed a catastrophe to little Bracha, forced to wear an old frock to the wedding. Years later, when a dress was burned on the ironing board of the Auschwitz fashion salon and Marta the overseer coolly took charge to avert disaster, this childhood memory would have a different, softer sheen. Bracha would recall Uncle Jeno’s bride being dressed in a room transformed to a wonderland by the music of a wind-up gramophone, paper decorations and lamps illuminating a small potted tree. When the memory faded, she would have to return to the reality of the Upper Tailoring Studio and the demands of Nazi clients.


We knew from the very first moment that we belonged together 


– Rudolf Höss


The wedding of Bracha’s uncle was a world apart from the nuptials in Germany celebrated on 17 August 1929, on a farm in Pomerania, about an hour south from the Baltic Sea. The bride on this occasion would one day have a profound impact on Bracha’s life, although it is doubtful she would ever learn Bracha’s name. 


It was the marriage of an ex-mercenary paramilitary soldier named Rudolf Höss. Not long out of prison after serving time for murder, Höss said his vows to 21-year-old Erna Martha Hedwig Hensel, known as Hedwig. A wedding day photograph shows the bride in a loose-waisted white dress reaching down to mid-calf. Short sleeves reveal slender arms. Long looped plaits make her young face seem small and delicate.10 


‘We got married as soon as was possible in order to start our hard life together,’ wrote Rudolf in his memoirs.11 There was also the awkward fact that Hedwig was already pregnant with their first child, Klaus, conceived not long after she and Rudolf first met.


The young couple had been introduced through Hedwig’s brother, Gerhard Fritz Hensel, and it had been proverbial love-at-first-sight: a romance between two ardent idealists and devotees of a fledgling group called the Artman Bund, or Artaman Society. The Artamans were volkish: they craved a simple, rural life, built around concepts of ecology, farm labour and self-sufficiency. Healthy development of mind and body was a core goal, with a ban on alcohol, nicotine and, ironically for the newlyweds, extra-marital sex. Rudolf and Hedwig both felt at home among what Rudolf called a ‘community of young patriotic people’ seeking a natural way of life.12 


Artaman racial theories chimed perfectly with the ‘Blood and Soil’ rhetoric of right-wing proponents of the Lebensraum concept so heavily promoted in Adolf Hitler’s grandiose manifesto Mein Kampf: that Germany needed to expand east to create their version of an agricultural, racial and industrial paradise, exclusively for those deemed to have pure German blood.


Hedwig was as committed to these ideals as her husband and eager to begin farming their own land, once it was allocated. They were no passive peasant labourers, however. Rudolf was appointed Artaman regional inspector. A year later he crossed paths for a second time with Heinrich Himmler, whom he had first met back in 1921, when Himmler had been an ambitious agronomy student. Both men became committed members of Hitler’s National Sozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei – National Socialist German Workers’ Party. They discussed Germany’s problems. Himmler proposed that the only solution to urban immorality and racial weakening was to conquer new territory in the east.13 Their future collaborations would have devastating results for millions of Jews.


Back in Bratislava, seemingly safe from the ambitions of either Artamans or Nazis, Jewish life continued as normal into the 1930s. Large families meant big gatherings for weddings and other festival occasions – a chance to meet with relatives living remotely, and to encounter a myriad in-laws. The inter-family networks were complex. Somehow everyone was connected to everyone else – nothing extraordinary about that it seemed. So when Irene’s big brother Laci Reichenberg married Turul Fuchs – known as Turulka – why would Irene or Bracha think anything of it, other than being glad for the newlyweds? 


The connection would be fateful in ways they could not imagine.


Turulka Fuchs had a sister named Marta. 


Clever, capable Marta Fuchs was only four years older than Irene and Bracha, but those four years made her seem a world apart in terms of maturity and experience.14 Marta’s family were originally from Mosonmagyaróvár, now part of Hungary. Her mother was Rósa Schneider; her father was Dezider Fuchs – known as Deszö in Hungarian. The Great War was still far from its death throes at Marta’s birth, on 1 June 1918. When Rósa and Dezider’s family moved to Pezinok, this village was close enough to Bratislava for Marta to attend a secondary school there, specialising in the arts.15 After she finished school Marta became a dressmaker, training with A. Fischgrundová between September 1932 and October 1934, after which she worked in Bratislava until deportation in 1942.
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Marta Fuchs – standing third from right – at a family celebration 1934


On 8 July 1934, Marta’s grandparents, the Schneiders, celebrated their fiftieth wedding anniversary in Mosonmagyaróvár. Marta, with her parents and sisters, went to join the festivities. Close family gathered to be photographed in a shaded courtyard. Marta – third from the right, standing next to her sister Klárika – already showed her fashion flair with a happy bow at the front of her blouse. Marta’s face is smiling and relaxed; her warm, friendly nature is obvious. Her sister Turulka – some years from being married to Laci Reichenberg – is seated in the centre holding a little girl. There are other touches of style shown in the well-cut suits, the art deco striped scarf worn by Marta’s mother (third from left, seated) and the neat town shoes of the women seated on the front row. 


In 1934 Marta was in Bratislava, completing her two-year training as a seamstress.Also in 1934, Rudolf Höss joined the SS – a very different kind of vocation. 


After much soul-searching, he had decided his dream of an agricultural idyll with the Artamans would have to wait. Himmler had persuaded him that his talents could be even better served in a more ambitious arena: furthering the goals of National Socialism. Rudolf accepted his first concentration camp role at Dachau, outside Munich. It was supposedly to ‘re-educate’ those who posed a threat to the newly elected Nazi regime. 


His wife Hedwig dutifully moved to SS family quarters outside the camp with their trio of young children – Klaus, Heidetraut and Inge-Brigitt. Despite the upheaval, Hedwig was politically committed to National Socialist aims, and did not object to her husband’s new work. He was only acting as custodian of ‘enemies of the state’ after all. At the birth of their next child, Hans-Jürgen, Hedwig specifically requested a caesarean operation, so that a lengthy labour would not interfere with plans to hear Hitler’s big May Day speech in Berlin.16 


In 1934 Bracha Berkovič was far removed from Berlin politics, or even the buzz of Bratislava. During one Rosh Hashanah celebration she had fallen ill. Tuberculosis was diagnosed. A transfer to the renowned TB sanatorium of Vyšné Hágy in the High Tatras Mountains took her away from home for two long years while she recovered. Her world view widened every bit as much as the high-altitude view from the sanatorium. She learned the Czech language, adapted to eating non-kosher food, and even received her very first Christmas present – a lovely new dress. She marvelled at the twinkling greenery of the sanatorium Christmas tree.


Despite all these new experiences, Bracha was still not worldly wise. Having found some toys and clothes abandoned in the sanatorium attic, left there by previous patients, she decided to send them back to her family in Bratislava. She took an armful of things – including a yo-yo and a teddy bear with a growl in its stomach – and marched to the local post office, confidently assuming they would reach her home somehow. The post office clerk kindly made the gifts up into an actual parcel for her, then addressed the package and sorted the postage.


Because of her time in the sanatorium, Bracha was a year behind Irene and Renée once she returned to Bratislava. All the girls continued their education, taking classes that would prepare them for the world of work. Out of financial necessity, most children on Židovská Street left school at fourteen to learn a trade. Their jobs were proscribed by gender. Girls’ work was primarily secretarial or in the textile trade, and the income was intended to keep them going until they married and started families of their own. 


Irene enrolled at a commercial college managed by Carpathian Germans. Renée undertook training in shorthand and book-keeping. Bracha first got a place on a secretarial course at Notre Dame Catholic High School. Because she looked ‘Christian’, according to the simplistic, reductive stereotypes of race that proliferated, she was put right on the front row of the 1938 school photograph celebrating the diploma awards. However, her appearance was no defence against intensifying prejudice and segregation in Europe.


As teenagers, the girls were now old enough to be aware of increasing tensions abroad and at home. Nazi anti-Jewish rhetoric in Germany inflamed existing antisemitic tensions in Czechoslovakia. Radio reports were increasingly bleak as the Nazis consolidated their power. The Prager Tagblatt newspaper kept everyone abreast of the latest international developments. How to react was a dilemma. 


Could Jewish families be complacent and hope the violence would remain sporadic? Was it overreacting to think of leaving the city to take refuge in less volatile rural surroundings? More extreme still, should they think of leaving Europe altogether, to undertake Aliyah – the journey to the land of Palestine? 


Irene and Bracha both joined Zionist youth groups. It was partly for fun and camaraderie; boys and girls could build friendships or start tentative romances. Underlying the interactions was a deeper purpose: training to do kibbutz work. Bracha and Irene both belonged to the HaShomer HaTzair group – the ‘Young Guard’. Irene was also one of the kibbutz hopefuls with the left-wing HaOgen group – ‘The Anchor’ – set to undertake the challenge of emigration to Palestine in 1938. The illness and untimely death of her mother in the same year, coupled with a lack of money for tickets, stopped her from carrying out the plan.
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Bracha Berkovič, seated, second from left, with Mizrachi friends pre-war


Bracha also joined a similar group called Mizrachi. In a photo of her with Mizrachi friends (seated, front left) she looks radiant and relaxed. The clothes of all the teenagers are informal, practical and free from fashionable quirks. It was at Mizrachi meetings that Bracha made a new connection – yet another strand in a web that would eventually link a great many lives. She became friends with a lively young girl named Shoshana Storch. 


Shoshana’s family was from the town of Kežmarok in eastern Slovakia. Although set against the backdrop of the High Tatras Mountains and far from the cities of Bratislava and Prague, Kežmarok still featured elegant touches. Lines of linden trees made the shopping streets seem more like boulevards than mere roads; stone arches cast shade on cobbled alleyways, which led to pretty courtyards and ancient wells.17 


The Storch house was near one of these wells. A wide yard at the back gave space in summer. In winter the heart of the home was a large stove with a ceramic front, warming the whole family in one big room. There was an outhouse where rats often lurked, so it was as well to clap loudly before going in. On school days all seven Storch children would be spread out on the stairs to put on their shoes, laughing and joking: Dora, Hunya, Tauba, Rivka, Abraham, Adolph, Naftali and Shoshana. Finances were often tight, but support from one of the grandfathers meant the children at least had shoes and the cellar would be well-stocked for winter, with coal and potatoes.


Shoshana herself escaped from Czechoslovakia to Palestine while it was still possible, as did her parents and most of her brothers and sisters. It was her older sister Hermine – known as Hunya – who would be trapped in Europe, and who would one day join forces with Bracha, Irene and Marta. 


At this time I had no inkling of how fateful the choice of this occupation would be for me


– Hunya Volkmann, née Storch


Hunya was born on 5 October 1908, the same year as Hedwig Hensel-Höss.18 She learned hand-sewing from her mother Zipora. Zipora was especially skilled at embroidery, which brides coveted for their trousseaus. (Having a husband of limited commercial sense, Hunya’s grandmother had been forced to sell her own trousseau to help feed her family.) At home, Hunya was also taught how to use and service a sewing machine. 


Hunya’s concentration camp registration card from 1943 lists her height as one metre sixty-five, her hair and eyes as brown. Nose – straight. Slim build, round face, ears medium large. Full set of teeth, no distinguishing marks, no criminal record.19 The description does not come close to capturing her character, which was unquestionably spirited. She had a strong will, tempered with compassion and generosity. 


High spirits meant Hunya could never settle to schoolwork. Her ambition was to be a seamstress. Professional dressmaking was not for dreamers and dilettantes; it required dedication, resilience and years of training. The basics had to be mastered before personal brilliance could be explored. Hunya signed as an apprentice with the best seamstress in Kežmarok. Where better to learn her craft? For a year she was picking up pins, cleaning the workshop and running errands, all the while silently watching experienced sewers transform fabric into garments. 


Pattern drafting, cutting, stitching, pressing, fitting, finishing … every stage of the process required skills that Hunya was determined to acquire. Even as a lowly apprentice she was kept busy. Back at home she would rush her evening meal, then work until well after midnight on her mother’s ‘Bobbin’ brand sewing machine, repairing and making clothes for family and friends. Two further years in the Kežmarok salon gave her the experience needed to be accepted for a well-known sewing school abroad, the next step in furthering her ambitions. It would mean the usual graft of a trainee dressmaker: working ten to twelve hours a day in a dark and stuffy atelier, six days a week. She was ready for the challenge.


While the Artamans and National Socialists in Germany discussed expanding east to pursue their policies, in the late 1920s Hunya made plans to travel west, to continue training as a dressmaker in Leipzig.


As teenagers, neither Irene, Bracha nor Renée felt the same calling as Hunya had when she was their age. Not one of them thought of taking up dressmaking as a profession. Not at first. They were intent on finishing their chosen vocational training. This seemed something that could be controlled, whatever the political turmoil beyond the borders of Czechoslovakia, as Adolf Hitler ramped up rhetoric against Jews and made ever more emphatic demands for German rights. 


In 1938 it became dramatically obvious that lines drawn on a map would be no defence against Nazi expansionist ambitions. Hitler demanded control of the Sudetenland area of Czechoslovakia, claiming it was to protect the people of German descent living there. Hoping to stave off outright conflict, European powers met at Munich to debate the issue. Czechoslovakia was not represented at the conference; it had no say in the decision to annex Sudetenland territory. This was September. 


In November, parts of the country were ceded to Hungary and Poland. Bracha felt the effects of this first-hand. Her family had returned to Čepa village in 1938. When Hungary occupied the area, the family once again uprooted and illegally crossed the border back to Bratislava. It was a foreshadowing of future displacements. 


In March 1939, Bohemia and Moravia came under German rule. Slovakia was now a puppet clero-fascist state, with right-wing antisemitic rulers. Czechoslovakia ceased to exist as a country. 


In Hunya’s home town of Kežmarok, Jews left voluntarily, or were ‘encouraged’ to go. A Jewish pupil at school in Kežmarok came into class to see the words Wir sind judenrein written on the blackboard: ‘We are Jew-free’. Long-time classmates became racial enemies.20


Back in Bratislava, Irene arrived at school as usual one day in 1939. She hustled along to the regular classroom with her friends, ready for lessons. The teacher came in and without any preamble announced, ‘You can’t expect German children to sit with Jews in the same classroom. Jews out.’ 


Irene and the other Jewish girls gathered their books and left. Their non-Jewish friends said nothing, did nothing. 


‘They were nice girls,’ said Irene, bewildered by the passivity. ‘I cannot complain about them.’21


Childhood was over.










2


The One and Only Power


Fashion is the one and only power – the strongest of all


– Traudl Junge, Hitler’s secretary, quoting Adolf Hitler1
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Prague fashions from 1940, in Eva magazine.


The glamour of fashion and fabrics may seem far removed from politics; a frivolous contrast to the violence of war. What do dressmaking ateliers, or magazine spreads on Spring Style in Vogue, have to do with dark-suited men sitting around conference tables deciding the fate of nations, or battle-ready soldiers, or scheming secret police?


The Nazis were well aware of the power of clothing to shape social identity and to emphasise power. They were also significantly interested in the wealth of the European textile industry, an industry dominated by Jewish capital and Jewish talent. 


Clothes cover us all, of course. What we choose to wear, or what we’re permitted to wear, is far from haphazard. Cultures shape clothing choices. Money shapes the garment trade. 


Dressmakers crafted garments that contributed to fashion’s idealised world of catwalks, photoshoots and society gossip. In turn, dressmakers would be caught up in the policies of those who used fashion for their own brutal ends. 
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Fürs Haus magazine cover, November 1934


The clothing industry has its roots at a local level. For young girls across twentieth-century Europe, picking up a needle and thread could be a hobby, but it was more likely to be a necessity. Mending and making were considered core female tasks. Those skilled at thrift could turn the cuff or collar of a man’s shirt so that the frayed edge was hidden; they could darn stockings with matching yarn so no runs were visible; they could let out seams or add tucks to accommodate a changing waistline. Then there was the actual making of garments – baby layettes, children’s clothes, festival outfits, streetwear, and aprons to protect them all. 


The festive atmosphere of market day drives away gloom and sadness


– Ladislav Grosman, The Shop on Main Street


When Bracha Berkovič stepped out of her front door on Židovská Street in Bratislava and looked left, she would have seen the road switch back on itself, up to the old wooden church of St Nicholas. At the corner of the hairpin bend was Good Shepherd’s House, a shop that sold sewing notions such as ribbons, buttons, thimbles and paper packets of needles. A sewer also needed sharp cutting shears, daintier scissors for snipping and unpicking, tailor’s chalk for marking lines, and pins – endless often-errant pins. 


The shopping streets of Bratislava had many stores similar to Good Shepherd’s House, as well as bazaars with trays of wooden goods for customers to rummage through. On market days, traders and pedlars came into town, some setting their wares on tables under coloured canvas parasols, others settling on the kerb with baskets and barrels of wares. Potential customers turned over the goods – laces, crochet strips, buttons, brooches, embroidered scarves – and they prepared to haggle. Sellers called out their patter, or simply sat and kept a watchful eye out for sleight-of-hand theft.


Smaller shops sold ready-made goods. A cobbler might have shoes strung at the doorway in bunches like dark bananas. A tailor could have clothes hung from poles jutting overhead. Their workshops might be in the store’s dark interior, or even in the backyard. Bracha’s father Salomon was saving for his own clothing manufacturing company, so that he too could have his name painted on a colourful board above a shop entrance.


Then there were the fabric stores – irresistible for anyone dreaming of new outfits. In rural areas there were still villagers who made homespun cloth, but towns sold yardage featuring crepes, satins, silks, tweeds, acetates, cottons, linens, seersucker and many variations, produced in the great textile factories of Europe. Drapers’ shops boasted giant rolls of fabric, as well as material folded over shorter cardboard rectangles. Assistants handled the goods for potential buyers, spreading the fabric along a counter to show off designs and quality. Experienced shoppers felt the weight, the weave and the drape, mentally assessing how it would make up. 


In the mid-twentieth century there was a great appreciation for the ‘wearability’ of fabrics: would they shrink, lose colour, be warm enough or cool enough as required? Sewers and shoppers learned the values of natural fibres, as well as appreciating the affordability of artificial fabrics such as rayon. Fashionable colours changed from one season to the next. Novelty prints were jolly for summer; velvets and fur trims came out on show in autumn, followed by winter wools and worsteds. Spring was all about florals.


For both amateur and professional sewers, a machine was a crucial investment. Home workshops and salons mainly used treadle machines. They were beautiful creations, often in black enamel with gold scrolling designs. They were set into a wooden table with wrought iron stands for stability. Brand names included Singer, Minerva and Bobbin. 


Lucky the stitchers who could afford purring electric sewing machines. Sewing machine merchants would sell a model outright or on hire purchase, and newspapers carried ads for second-hand sales. Portable machines had a hand crank. They clicked into moulded wooden cases with a carry handle, and were ideal for dressmakers and tailors who visited clients homes to do a batch of work, sometimes staying for several days to complete the orders. 


Every town and almost every village in Europe would have a local dressmaker, someone who adapted styles seen in fashion magazines, who altered shop-bought clothes and who did repairs. The best artisans would build up a loyal customer base, even if working from home. Speciality sewers produced luxury lingerie, trousseau linens, bridal gowns or foundation garments. Those with drive and capital would open small salons, with their name in proud letters above the display window. Those with flair and good fortune aimed to deploy their talents at an international level.


Why shouldn’t dressmaker Marta Fuchs aspire that high? She was skilled, she was personable, she made connections in the trade. The international fashion scene in Prague beckoned. Marta hoped to follow the call one day. 


A woman must be slender and willowy, though not devoid of curves and roundness of figure


– Eva magazine, September 1940


Prague was the perfect place for an up-and-coming dressmaker. Marta could have counted on self-confidence and a friendly nature to overcome the inevitable sense of intimidation at moving from Bratislava to hone her talents in a capital city famous for its high-quality fashion. 


Prague’s old town was truly picturesque, with buildings crumpled together and chimneys built high to smoke above the tiles and gables. The new developments of the first republic – between 1918 and 1938 – were a pageant of modernity. From out of building sites and scaffolding white office blocks, apartments and factories showed clean lines and functional aesthetics. Prague’s fashions had the same contrasts. There were old-fashioned folk costumes drawing on antiquated styles alongside confident clothes, renowned for their tasteful elegance.
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Fashionable hat style, Eva magazine, 1940


Anyone window shopping along Prague’s chic boulevards – carefully moving through crowds of pedestrians and across streets clogged with trams and cars – would be impressed with the artistic displays of the modern department stores. New designs were shown on stylised mannequins, or strung out in kinetic shapes. There were cascading racks of silk ties and printed scarves, hat stands with every kind of turban, trilby, bonnet, beret or pillbox. Handbags galore, with matching purses. More shoes than could be worn in a lifetime – leather, raffia, silk, cotton and cork. 


Prices were marked in eye-catching fonts on attractive cards. Bargain hunters felt their pulse race at the seasonal Sale signs. Shopping was an enjoyable leisure activity, perhaps including a spot of café culture and cake indulgence, but it was often based on good sense: most people in the mid-twentieth century owned fewer clothes, maintained them carefully, and accessorised them for variety.


Savvy shoppers idled along the Graben, the German promenade in Prague, which boasted Moric Schiller, a salon and fabric shop embellished with the honour: ‘By appointment to the Court’.
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Beach fashions from summer 1940, Eva magazine


Polished plaques in the most exclusive commercial streets gave the names of elite salons such as the haute couture house of Hana Podolská – famous for dressing film stars – or Zdeňka Fuchsová and Hedvika Viková, who had both worked for Podolská.2 Fashion was an arena where women could not only compete with men, but sometimes surpass them. Women worked at every level of couture. 


Prague’s lucrative fashion industry was supported by quality journalism and photography, published in magazines such as Pražská Móda (Prague Fashion), Vkus (Good Taste), Dámske akademické módní listy (Ladies Academy of Fashion Journal), and Eva. 


Eva magazine was a particularly sophisticated and entertaining read, aimed at younger Czech and Slovak-speaking women such as Marta Fuchs. Along with articles on fashion and domestic creativity, there was plenty of space given over to female achievements in the arts, in business and even in the arenas of flying and motorcycling.3 Featured models are not only well-dressed in Eva, they look full of life and energy, whether modelling smart fur hats for autumn, or depicted in snazzy taffeta beach wear for summer. The magazine offered intelligent, feminist escapism, with luxury that seemed almost achievable, in peacetime at least.


When Marta was aspiring to work in Prague in the late 1930s, fashions favoured long, sleek lines that optimised bias-cut techniques for fluid fabrics, and smart tailoring for suits. Designs with sloping shoulders were being superseded by a squarer shape built up on horsehair or cotton pads. The bold new style suggested strength and capability – qualities that women would need more than ever as Europe was dragged into conflict.


I won a prize for Paris, but ended up in Auschwitz


– Marta Fuchs


One of Czechoslovakia’s most famous pre-war columnists was Milena Jesenská. She had a keen eye for literary talent – promoting Franz Kafka among others – and for political commentary. Her style tips for women readers drew on her own fascination with quality clothing, her knowledge of international trends, and an admiration for French underwear.4


France was certainly the beating heart of European fashion, no matter how strong Prague styles and Czech talents. Marta’s skills meant she could have worked in Paris, had stronger forces than fashion not intervened. 


Marta was an outstanding cutter: a sought-after prize in any salon. The cutter ensured a paper pattern could be transformed into a working garment. It was the cutter who knew how to press and lay out fabrics so that the weave was straight; who assessed the pattern pieces and pinned them into place; who took up the special shears and cut in a long, low, sliding motion. Once those blades parted the fabric, there was no going back.


Marta never made it to Paris.
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Spring fashions in La Coquette French dressmaking magazine, undated


The closest Marta would come to French fashion would be from reading Czech journals drawing on French styles, such as Nové Pařížké Módy (New Paris Fashion), and Paris Elegance. 


Paris was the ultimate when it came to fashion. Although Prague was justly proud of its independent salons, there was still an incredible buzz of excitement when French couturier Paul Poiret put on an exhibition in the Czechoslovakian capital in 1924. Parisian ideas were spread in fashion journals, during fashion weeks, through clothing trade fairs and even via film costuming. 


During the inter-war years, dressmakers of all calibres worldwide looked to Paris with admiration and envy. If possible, they travelled to Paris to get a feel for the season’s new modes and, with the right connections, to obtain a seat at one of the sumptuous couture catwalk shows; where haughty mannequins sauntered through salons with thick carpets and gilt mirrors, and potential clients drank expensive champagne while noting the numbers of outfits they coveted. Sables slipped from their shoulders; light sparkled on pearls, gold and diamonds. The air was scented with roses, camellias, Chanel No. 5 and Schiaparelli’s perfume Shocking.


Behind the scenes of a new season’s show it was all sweat and concentration for mannequins, dressers, fitters, stitchers, choreographers and sales clerks. French haute couture was sustained by the labour of many thousands of employees, mostly working incognito. Haute couture collections required specialists who might train seven years to focus on sleeves or skirts, pockets or buttonholes. There were cutters, such as Marta, pattern drafters, finishers and embellishers – those who excelled at beading, embroidery and lacemaking.


Fashion’s magic was created by work, not wand-waving. And yet, for all the long hours, hard graft and demanding clients, it was still the free world in couture ateliers or lowly sweatshops, not literal slavery in a concentration camp workshop. 


For a few years longer, Marta Fuchs worked out of love and for well-earned money in her Bratislavan salon.


You should never become a seamstress. True, it saved my life, but you just sit there and sew


– Hunya Volkmann, née Storch5


What of Germany? Would it be content to let Paris shine the brightest?


Hunya Storch, working in Germany from the late 1920s and through the 1930s, witnessed first-hand how the German fashion industry not only resisted French influences, but became a willing proponent of discriminative and ultimately destructive policies.


Hunya was still in her teens when she travelled all the way from Kežmarok in Czechoslovakia to Leipzig in east Germany. The express train across the border from Prague travelled through an ordered landscape of neat towns and well-hedged fields. It looked very flat after the backdrop of the Tatras Mountains. Hunya immediately felt at home in Leipzig. She loved the excitement of high-class theatre and operettas, the lure of well-stocked bookshops, and the fashions on show in prosperous shops. She shrugged off her small-town clothes and relaxed into the role of a city girl, enjoying life in a group of young friends. 


Hunya flourished in her Leipzig apprenticeship and eventually opened her own business, a salon based in a room of her father’s apartment. When her father returned from the small synagogue nearby he would serve very sugary lemon tea to the women waiting for their dressmaker appointment. One of his perks was to taste the tea. In turn, the clients knew not to shake his hand in greeting, as he was a religious Jew.6 


Hunya’s client base grew by word of mouth, because she was extremely good at her job. She had the ability to browse magazines such as Vogue, Elegante Welt (World of Elegance) and Die Dame (The Lady), then craft her own patterns. She drew freehand on paper, no instructions required. When her sister Dora was in Leipzig she helped Hunya with finishing work, such as hems and pressing. There was always the idea that Hunya would teach Dora the dressmaking trade, but somehow she never got round to it. Dora revelled in the beautiful clothes and admired Hunya’s talents, including the fact that she could dress anyone, whatever their figure. 


Although Hunya created tasteful clothes that followed fashion, there was also something unique about each garment. Hunya loved the independence of having her own salon, and thrived on bringing her imagination to each commission. She liked complexity and enjoyed a challenge. If, some years later, she felt jaded about sewing, it was due more to how she was treated as a dressmaker, rather than how she felt about the craft.


Being Jewish and Czechoslovakian in Germany presented plenty of challenges for Hunya. The problem was not gaining clients. Over five years she attracted a loyal customer base, dressing elite women of Leipzig – Jewish and Gentile – including the wife of the chief judge. The fundamental problem was being unable to advertise her salon, since she did not have a visa to work in Germany legally. After 1936, Hunya decided her situation had to change. She reluctantly quit the salon at her father’s apartment and began working for clients in their own homes. In addition to earning her own living, she had set herself the task of helping support her family back in Kežmarok, by regularly sending them money.


A portrait from 1935 shows Hunya looking well-styled and strong minded, yet pensive. Her hair is set in fashionable waves, which could be created by clips or a permanent Marcel process. Neat and glossy, the waves frame an oval face. Her top is both modest and attractive – it looks to be a knitted blouse or dress with a crochet plastron, showing a pale slip underneath, fastened at the throat with a dainty satin bow. 
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Hunya Storch, 1935


The ring on her left hand is prominently displayed. While in Leipzig, Hunya fell in love with Nathan Volkmann – handsome, confident, serious and educated. She knew his family through sewing mourning clothes for his sisters after the death of their parents. Nathan was equally enamoured with Hunya, but they could not marry. He was a Polish national, she was a Jew, and Nazi bureaucracy was too restrictive to permit it. For a while Hunya was so disillusioned she went back to Kežmarok. She found the provincial town stifling and racked her brains for some legal loophole that would enable her to return to Germany. 


A marriage of convenience seemed to be the answer. Her sister-in-law’s brother Jakob Winkler agreed to do the honours, becoming her husband on paper only. It was hardly an ideal solution, but it entitled Hunya to an Einreise – a temporary permit to live in Germany – and a new Czech passport. She returned to Leipzig. After a four-year engagement she married Nathan, to become Hunya Volkmann. 


For a while sewing was mostly set aside, with only a few commissions for fun or extra money. She was basking in happiness.


In retrospect, the signs of impending disaster were all there: symptoms of disapproval over female apparel that were part of wider policies designed to mould public opinion, control the fashion industry and dispossess Jews.


Germany between the two wars had a brief, wonderful burst of emancipation in terms of fashions, feminism and artistic freedom. However, crushing economic problems in Germany took the shine out of the Weimar Republic’s indulgent self-expression. Hitler’s NSDAP seemed to offer an alternative to mass unemployment, dire inflation and a national identity crisis. The new Nazi regime of the 1930s claimed that Paris chic and Hollywood vamps were degrading for German women. Instead young women were encouraged to scorn high heels in favour of hiking boots, to have sun tans from outdoor work, not pale foundation powders.


Being fresh and appealing had one purpose only: to attract a healthy Aryan male in order to mate and make babies. Older women could be proud of their brood. Their clothes were to be plainer. Sensible. Respectable. Girdles were to control the spread of matronly figures, not to cup the buttocks or make bosoms provocatively pert. Propaganda about women’s roles and images in Germany was pervasive and relentless. 
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Front cover of Mode und Heim magazine, Germany 1940


In 1933, German Jewish journalist Bella Fromm noted in her diary that Hitler had declared: ‘The Berlin women must become the best-dressed women in Europe. No more Paris models.’7 That same year Dr Joseph Goebbels, Reich Minister of Enlightenment and Propaganda, put himself in charge of a ‘Fashion House’, as Fromm termed it: the Deutsches Modeamt, or German Fashion Institute. Goebbels recognised the power of the fashion industry to shape image, which he knew was crucial for controlling behaviour. 


Publications sympathetic to the Nazi regime, such as Die Mode (Fashion) and FrauenWarte (Women’s Viewpoint), readily conformed to Nazi Party ideals.8 German women were encouraged to associate with traits allied with the fundamental roles of mother and housewife. Their professions would preferably reflect stereotypical ‘female’ areas such as kindness, catering, nurturing and textiles.9


The drive for German-centric fashions was no bad thing in itself. In Leipzig, Hunya wanted the freedom to create her own confident styles, even as Marta Fuchs in Bratislava aimed for world-class quality that derived from Czechoslovakian influences. It was perhaps right for the German Fashion Institute to be scornful of the idea that only Paris could dictate a season’s hem length or silhouette. 


Unfortunately, beyond the seemingly innocent German magazine articles on cheerful spring cottons and ballgown tulle, there were relentless forces at work. Goebbels not only wanted to dictate how women presented themselves (supporting roles only), he also wanted to control the power of the clothing industry.
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