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In 2001, as described in the Afterword, a cache of several thousand letters, photographs, and other documents was found in the attic of the house in Basel belonging to Buddy Elias, Anne Frank’s cousin. It was soon realized that these documents were of major significance for the history of the Frank family, and cast a new and clearer light on Anne Frank herself. These papers, organized and edited by Buddy Elias’s wife, Gerti Elias—including both previously published letters and documents and some that have never been published—form the basis of the following family history. Mirjam Pressler, who wrote the chronicle that contains them, is the German translator of the Definitive Edition of Anne Frank’s diary and a winner of the German Book Prize in 2006 for her literary life’s work.


In the German edition, letters are quoted exactly as written, without modernizing the German orthography, correcting spelling mistakes, or filling in abbreviations; punctuation is added for clarity in a few places, and obvious typos in typewritten letters are corrected, but the edition aims to preserve the authentic feel of the personal documents. These features have been carried over as much as possible into the English translation.










Prologue
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Sils-Maria, in the Upper Engadine valley in Switzerland—a summer day, 1935. A slim, well-dressed man leaves Hotel Waldhaus, where he has met with an executive of the Pomosin company to report on the progress of their Amsterdam office. The man walks briskly up the road that runs right through the middle of the forest and in a few minutes reaches Villa Laret.


As he steps out from between the trees, it lies before him, in the middle of a parklike field filled with trees, more like a little castle than a villa. The windows are so clean and scrubbed that they flash in the sun.


The man walks up the wide, well-raked gravel road. He smiles when he catches sight of the swing hanging between two tall trees—a wide platform with a railing, big enough to comfortably fit a table and chairs. Two children are jumping up and down on the platform at the moment, making it start to swing. They are laughing and screaming. Two dachshunds hop around under the swing, yapping excitedly, but no matter how hard they try, they can’t manage to jump onto the swing; sometimes a dog falls onto its back in its failed attempt and flails around kicking its short legs until it turns right side up, then it starts trying again to jump up onto the swing. The children double over with laughter. The boy is about ten years old, the girl six.

“Not so loud!” the man shouts at the children.


They both stop for a moment. “Daddy, do you know what Auntie O. said this morning?” the girl screams. He steps closer and shakes his head. “Yesterday she asked her maid where her washcloth was, in French of course, and then she wanted Aunt Leni to tell her the German word for it. ‘Waschlappen,’ Aunt Leni said. And then this morning, she said to her maid: ‘Where is my wasch-lapin?’ “ The children giggled. “Get it, Daddy? She asked where her wash-rabbit was. Isn’t that funny?”


He nods. “Yes, that really is funny. But don’t make so much noise, so you don’t disturb all the ladies and gentlemen.”


They both nod. Then they take each other’s hands and start playing again, only the slightest bit quieter than before. The children are Buddy Elias and his cousin Anne Frank, and the man is Otto Frank, taking a holiday with his younger daughter at Villa Laret.


About a dozen ladies and gentlemen are sitting on the terrace, at tables covered with porcelain cups and dishes, the ladies with broad-brimmed hats and parasols. The gentlemen, who presumably do not dare to take off their jackets despite the hot weather, are wearing straw summer hats. In any case, the heat is more bearable here, in the middle of the forest, than up on the treeless mountain slopes.


[image: image]


Villa Laret, Sils-Maria


Next to the wide double doors that lead to the salon, two maids with little white aprons and matching white lace caps are standing next to the serving cart that holds the tea and coffee pots and plates loaded with petits fours and cakes, ready to hurry over and serve any guest who signals for them.

Otto Frank walks closer. When the lady of the house sees him and waves at him, he takes off his hat and makes a bow.


The lady of the house is Olga Spitzer née Wolfsohn, a French cousin of Leni Elias and Otto Frank. Every summer she spends a few weeks at her villa in Sils-Maria, a large house with nineteen bedrooms, and she always invites guests to join her. Leni and her mother, Alice Frank, are usually among them, since the family connections are so close. This year Otto has come too from Amsterdam, with his daughter Anne but without his wife, Edith, who went with Margot, the older daughter, to see Edith’s mother in Aachen.


Olga Spitzer offers her cousin Otto her hand, and he bends down to kiss it. Then he greets his mother, Alice, and sister, Leni, with affectionate kisses on the cheek before sitting down at their table.


“Did the meeting go well?” Leni asks. In French, of course, since it would be rude to speak German in front of Olga Spitzer, who understands just a few words of the language.


Otto Frank nods. “Yes, very well. It is much easier to do business with someone when he is on vacation. He agreed to everything I suggested.”


Meanwhile, the children have come closer, curious. But the adult conversation does not interest them. They each grab a little cake.


“What should we do now?” Buddy asks, chewing.


“I know,” Anne says, and she pulls her cousin into the house, through the salon and the hall, up the wide staircase, and into their grandmother Alice’s room. “You promised,” she says, and points to the armoire. When Buddy violently shakes his head, she insists: “You said you wouldn’t chicken out.”


Buddy shrugs his shoulders. He knows that there’s no point in trying to defend himself. When Anne gets something into her head, she doesn’t let go of the idea very easily. And the fact is, he did lose the bet: she had dared to clamber up the tree after all, get a bird’s egg from its nest, and come down with the egg in the pocket of her skirt, without breaking it. Then, despite his warning, she climbed back up and put the egg back again.


“Come on, do it,” Anne says. She sits down in the armchair and tucks her legs under her.


Buddy wipes his sticky hands on his pants, hesitantly opens the armoire, and takes out a black dress. His grandmother Alice always wears only black dresses. This one has a white lace insert. He pulls it over his shirt and pants, takes a shawl, winds it tight around his waist, and then stuffs two small sofa pillows down the lace neck of the dress. Anne giggles with recognition. He looks at himself in the big mirror next to the armoire. The game is starting to be fun for him too.


He takes a hat with a bouquet of flowers on it out of a hat-box, puts it on, and stands in front of the mirror plucking at the veil until he has it hanging rakishly over one eye. The shoes with the high heels are too big, so he stuffs handkerchiefs into the toes and then prances around in front of the gleeful Anne, who laughs so loud that a maid comes in to see what is going on. The girl, quite young herself, applauds. Buddy, inspired by the effect he is having, lets himself be carried away by the game and starts making even broader gestures—elegantly pursing his lips, jutting out his pinkie and bringing an imaginary teacup to his mouth, then wiping off his pursed lips with an equally imaginary napkin. Then he offers Anne his hand, exactly as elegant and refined as Olga Spitzer when she had given Otto Frank her hand earlier, and Anne gives it a noisy wet kiss.


“Come on, go downstairs and show everyone,” she demands, but that is too much for Buddy. He doesn’t dare to in this distinguished house. Back home in Basel he would have done it just like that. He takes off the clothes, and the maid puts everything back into the armoire where it belongs. She takes the handkerchiefs he had stuffed into the shoes, to wash and iron them.


“What should we do now?” Buddy asks.

“Hide-and-seek,” Anne suggests, even though it’s a little boring with only two people. But they have thought up some new rules: the seeker has to wait longer, and if he doesn’t find the hider, then he loses and has to pay a penalty, for example, giving the winner his dessert.


They run out through the garden to the forest. “You’re it,” Anne says. “I was it yesterday.”


Buddy agrees. He crouches down under a tree and hides his face in his arms.


Anne doesn’t run far—she already knows where she’ll hide. During the game yesterday, she discovered a little cavity in the hillside, maybe an abandoned fox hole. She tears off a few branches, crawls into the opening, and pulls the branches over the entrance. Soon she hears Buddy shout that he’s ready. He goes past her more than once, but of course he doesn’t see her. She knew that this hiding place would be perfect. Hopefully, it really is abandoned; hopefully, a fox won’t come and bite her in the behind. Or is it really a fox hole? Maybe it’s a rabbit hole, for a lapin? She suppresses her laughter as she remembers what Auntie O. had said that morning. Rabbits don’t bite, at least she had never heard of anyone being bitten by a rabbit, but foxes have sharp noses and sharp teeth.
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Anne Frank in Sils-Maria, 1935


Buddy, meanwhile, has got quite nervous. Of course he can’t find Anne; she has a special talent for hiding. But eventually it’s time for her to come out. “I give up!” he shouts. “Anne, come out!” She doesn’t appear, and he shouts louder and louder, runs faster and faster. What if she’s lost? What if a strange man found her and took her? How could he explain to his mother, his grandmother, and Uncle Otto that it wasn’t his fault? He can already hear his mother say: But Buddy, you’re much older than she is, it’s up to you to be more careful.


He is desperate and close to tears when suddenly she is standing next to him. “I want your dessert when we have ice cream,” she says.


Buddy would rather give her a punch in the nose. Or a kiss, because he’s so relieved. But he only says: “Look at you, you’re all filthy.”


It’s true. Anne’s light summer dress is smeared with dirt, and she tries to knock off the clumps of soil, but it’s wet and the stains only get bigger. “Don’t worry,” Buddy says, plucking a few twigs out of her hair, “Alice is so happy you’re here, I’m sure she won’t yell at you for long.”


“It’s a brand-new dress,” Anne says.


They start back, a bit dejected. “I could say I fell,” Anne suggests.


“You fell on your back and fell again on your front?” Buddy asks. He feels sorry for his cousin.


But in the end it’s not so bad. “Look at you!” Alice cries, shocked, when she sees Anne, and Otto asks if she’s hurt herself. And Leni goes after Buddy for not looking after his little cousin better. Buddy stands there completely flabbergasted and turns red under the curious gaze of all the guests.


Olga Spitzer, Auntie O., saves the situation by calling her maid and telling her to clean the girl.


“But not with the wash-fox!” Buddy says. “Use the wash-lapin.”


A couple of ladies raise their brows in surprise. But Anne smiles again.


After dinner it turns out there is ice cream for dessert. Anne empties her bowl and then shoves it over to Buddy without anyone else noticing, and he fills it up again with his. Then he sighs, but only very quietly, so that no one will notice that either.


The grown-ups are talking about a concert that will happen tomorrow, in the house. The Trio di Trieste will perform. Concerts take place here all the time; Olga Spitzer loves music and is rich enough to pay for private concerts for herself and her guests. Leni said once that no one speaks of money in this house, that the word does not exist in Olga’s vocabulary, and that that in itself is the best proof of Olga’s wealth.


The sun goes down behind the mountains. The ladies and gentlemen return to the salon, the children are sent to bed, and in the distance the bells toll the hours of the night.










PART ONE



Alice Frank née Stern,


Anne’s Grandmother


(1865–1953)
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Alice Frank with her mother, Cornelia Stern née Cahn, circa 1872
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1.


Many Good and Beautiful Things


BASEL, 1935
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Alice leans against the window, her arm resting on the window-sill, and looks out onto the street at evening falling in the city. She loves the dusk, the blue hour between day and night, and always has. A man is turning the corner: it’s the Italian man who lives in the basement of the house kitty-corner to hers, and he is hauling a sack of either coal or potatoes, she can’t tell anymore in the twilight. But she sees the door of the house fly open and two children rush out, a boy and a girl, and she sees the man put his sack down when he catches sight of the children and spread out his arms to catch them and tumble them around, first the girl and then the boy. It’s a little painful for her to watch. That’s how Michael caught up his children when he came home, and they loved it, screaming and shrieking as much as those two on the other side of the street, whose delighted voices she can hear even through the closed window here on the third floor.


She turns around, stands with her back against the window, and her eye falls on the large oval painting in the heavy gilded frame hanging on the opposite wall. She contemplates the little girl she once was and wonders if she ever greeted her father like that when she was a child. Probably not. August Stern was a sober and serious man, and Alice’s governess had always spoken of him with a lowered voice and deep respect. Alice cannot imagine that he ever once tumbled a child around in his arms.




She can no longer see the girl in the painting very clearly, but that doesn’t matter, she knows the girl so well that she can see her even with her eyes closed, she doesn’t need to turn on the light. She isn’t sure anymore how old she was back when Professor Schlesinger painted her in Frankfurt. Maybe four or five, she couldn’t have been much older than that. And when the governess pushed her through the door, he would have said, “There’s my shweet little girl!” since in Frankfurt all little girls were “shweet.” But his cajoling voice and the smile he put on couldn’t fool her, she knew how quickly he would turn mean if she didn’t keep as still as he wanted her to. His face with its brown goatee would twist into a grimace, and his voice would lose its cajoling tone. Alice can hear it even now, this hard voice brusquely reprimanding her, and can feel the smell of paint and turpentine mixed with pipe tobacco in her nose sixty-five years later, and how she was seized by a longing to get back to her nursery, which rises up before her eyes perfectly clearly, as though she were seeing it in real life: the dolls, the dolls’ kitchen with a stove you could turn on, a dining table with real porcelain dishes on it; she sees the bookshelf with all the fairy tales—had Struwwelpeter even been published back then? Yes, of course, she can still hear her governess’s voice reading her the story of the boy who wouldn’t eat his soup—she sees her four-poster bed, like heaven with its clouds of tulle, sees the window with its white lace drapes and the green velvet curtains tied back during the day with gilded ropes.


She can still hear the governess come in and say, “Come along now, Alice, it’s time,” how she would untie Alice’s apron and take off her play clothes, tear the doll from her hand despite her frantic efforts to hold on to it, and put her finger on her lips when Alice began to cry: “Shhh, Mama has a headache, you don’t want to make Mama sicker, do you? You’re a big girl now.”


Even now it frightens her to think about it. Later, when she had children herself, she winced every time the expression “You don’t want to …, do you?” unintentionally escaped her lips, and she would try, confused, to find other words. Back then, when she was a child, “You don’t want to …, do you?” had worked on her like a magic spell to break her resistance, like a mysterious potion that paralyzed her. Little Alice let herself be dressed in the white undergarments with the frilly flounces, the pink slip that was so starched it rustled when she moved, and then the fine lace dress with a sash of the same pink color. She had got the dress only a few weeks earlier, because her old Sunday dress, which had been much more comfortable, was now too small for her—the pretty sky blue bodice was so tight that the governess could no longer hook it closed. Mother had ordered the fabric, sought out the lace, and summoned the seamstress, who in any case was at their house quite often. A redheaded, freckled woman from the Odenwald, she had sewn all day until the new dress was finally finished.
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Alice Frank as a child, painted by Professor Schlesinger, the Frankfurt painter, circa 1869




Alice smiles at the painting, a shweet girl, and for a moment she thinks she can feel the white stockings, the gray kid-leather little boots a bit too tight. Strange, how precisely she remembers everything to do with this painting; maybe it is because she has looked at it all her life, longer than anything else, longer even than the pieces of furniture she had brought with her two years ago when she moved from Frankfurt to Basel. It had hung first in her parents’ drawing room, then, after that terrible day when she lost her father and had to give up her familiar home and move into her grandfather’s house, in her mother Cornelia’s room, then after Cornelia’s death in her own house, first in Frankfurt, Jordanstrasse 4,* and now here in Basel, Schweizergasse 50. When she thinks about herself as a child, she always sees herself looking the way she looks in this painting.


Little Alice had hated being led in to Professor Schlesinger like that. She knew she would have to stand still, not move her feet even if her legs became stiff and started to hurt, not turn her head to look at a fly, that it was just as forbidden to scratch anywhere if it itched. She had always looked for excuses not to see the professor, but the governess had insisted. “You don’t want Papa to have spent all that money for nothing, do you?” No, of course she didn’t want that, Papa had to work hard for his money. Every morning he put his hat on his head and set out to the office, and sometimes, when the weather was so bad that you wouldn’t turn a dog out in such a storm, he sighed.


The evening grows dimmer, the shadows rise up in the corners of the room, the hard handle of the window presses against her back, but Alice stays standing, motionless, even if the painting gradually blurs before her eyes and only a few bright patches remain visible. The older she gets, the closer the past seems to her and the more clearly images from her memory that she thought were forgotten rise up before her. She thinks about the sentence her grandfather had spoken so often, “The less future someone has, the more the present loses its meaning,” and she smiles at the thought that she had always taken this for idle chatter, the meaningless talk of an old man who doesn’t know what he’s saying anymore, because what would that mean, life without future? Back then, everything was the future, the whole world, and at least half her thoughts started with “When I grow up …” But now?


This might be the moment when an idea comes to her—first vague, then clearer; first a “Maybe,” then a “Why not?” and finally a “Yes, that would be good.” She goes straight to the light switch, squints in the sudden brightness, turns back to the window, pulls the heavy curtains shut, and in a few quick steps is at her desk, also brought from Frankfurt. She flips open the desk, pulls open a drawer, takes out a black bound notebook, picks up her glasses, and sits down in the armchair. Now she knows what she has to do, and she is relieved that she thought of it in time. It is like an assignment that was given to her some time in the past and that she only now understands. She will write up her life story, for her sons, Robert, Otto, and Herbert, and her daughter, Leni—she will write a letter and give it to them next week when they all come to celebrate her seventieth birthday.


This time it won’t be a poem—nothing cheerful, none of the usual allusions or inside jokes that call forth an understanding smile from the adults and a titter from the children, who of course know the family language perfectly well. This time it will be something to remind her descendants of her when she is no longer there, something to connect her children to a past that was her past too and that she has lost as a result of these barbaric Nazis. For who knows if she will ever get back what she has lost. Sometimes Alice no longer believes that the world will ever be the same again, the way it was—the dark clouds on the horizon are too threatening. In this weather you wouldn’t turn a dog out of the house, she thinks, without smiling. She unscrews the inkwell, takes up her pen, dips it in the ink, and begins to write:
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Facsimile of Alice Frank’s letter dated December 20, 1935






December 20th, 1935*


My dear children, gathered here around me after such a long time apart, on this, my 70th birthday—If I have decided to give you a very short look back & into my childhood life, there is no reason to fear any hidden motives. It is only that I feel a need to give you a permanent, lasting token of our time together today.—


Most children know so little about their parents’ youth! And grandchildren are even less able to imagine that we were once young like them. Only much later do they realize it, & there is a lot they can understand & comprehend only then. Even adult children usually know only what they have seen and understood in person, & what they have lived through themselves.—


Granted, your father told you many stories about his childhood & youth with his large family in the beloved old house in Landau. Respect for one’s elders and brotherly love laid the groundwork there for a beautiful & devoted life together. The fate of every individual was borne as a group, & every joy and celebration was shared.—







Yes, the house is beautiful, Alice thinks with a certain melancholy, even if it did always strike her as a bit run-down. It was built in the Middle Ages and used to be a postal station, a lodge for mail carriages, horses, and travelers, but after 1855, when the Neustadt–Landau railway line was opened and then soon extended to Weissenburg, there were no more postal carriages and the owner of “Zur Blum” gave it up. That is how Zacharias Frank, Michael’s father, could buy it for his family in 1870. Of course Michael was already nineteen years old then, so he didn’t live there for long. Zacharias Frank, whose father, Abraham, had come as a private tutor from Fürth to Niederhochstadt, about six miles from Landau, moved to the city in 1841 after obtaining a license as an iron dealer. He had run a good business, started lending out money, and become a banker of sorts. Alice had never met him; he died the year before she was married. He and his wife, Babette, had nine children: four sons and five daughters. Michael was the sixth child, and Babette was quite worried about him because he was past thirty and still not married. So she was ecstatic when Michael and Alice got engaged. The whole family welcomed Alice with open arms.
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The Frank/Loeb house in Landau-in-der-Pffalz


It was strange for Alice at first, all these people who talked too loud, laughed too loud, wanted too much from her, brought her so close. She would have preferred to hang back, go for walks alone with Michael; she would have been happy to be left in peace to organize her thoughts. But that was out of the question. No sooner had she sat down somewhere with a piece of needlework—she always brought some needlework with her when she visited the family in Landau, as something to cling to—than a sister-in-law would come up to her, an aunt, a cousin by marriage, a neighbor, or even her mother-in-law, to drag her away at the top of their lungs and with an eagerness incomprehensible to her, to join them in some housework or in the kitchen, in a walk to the market, in a visit to a friend.


Babette, her mother-in-law, was a friendly, good-natured woman who liked to eat and ate a lot, cried a lot, and laughed even more. But she was strong willed too, had raised nine children and kept the large house running smoothly despite her age. This woman, who at the time was probably younger than Alice herself is today, never understood how Alice could not know how to cook, how she had never learned and wasn’t trying to learn. “The way to a man’s heart is through his stomach,” she said once, before the wedding, and when Alice answered, “We always had a cook, and she did all the cooking,” Babette shook her head in disbelief and cast a sympathetic glance at her son Michael. Once, Alice heard one of the sisters-in-law whisper to another: “Michael’s bride is too delicate to get her hands dirty.” It hurt her feelings, but she pretended she hadn’t heard anything.


[image: image]


The children of Zacharias and Babette Frank




No, it wasn’t easy for Alice to get used to this family back then, but she knew exactly what was expected of a good daughter-in-law and conformed to the expectations. And as the years went by, she learned to appreciate the friendly warmth of the Franks and understand that what she had thought was an uncultivated racket actually expressed vitality and affection, what at first had seemed like meddlesome curiosity later proved to be heartfelt sympathy.


Alice smiles. She dips the pen in the ink and keeps writing:




My childhood followed a very different course. As an only child, and with Mother so often ill, I got to know the darker shadows of life at a young age. It would not be entirely true to say that I felt my childhood to be a sad one, but it does not remain in my memory as particularly happy. The devoted love of my mother was compensation for much sadness. A grave nature & a tendency to brood has stuck with me to this day, & only in my mature years have I come to recognize that I also have many good & beautiful things to record, and which I should be thankful for.—





This tendency to brood is a heavy burden: even today she has to fight against a certain melancholy disposition that she was probably born with; even today she has to make an effort to perceive the “good & beautiful things” that she mentions here. She was never able to just take life as it comes and enjoy herself. Michael was completely different that way, and she learned a lot living at his side, made up for a lot of the pleasures that were perhaps missing from her childhood. Not only was he quite a bit older than she, and so more mature and experienced, but he also possessed an easygoing naturalness and openness to the world that amazed her again and again. It was he who taught her how to enjoy the pleasures of the lighter side of life, and with him, with his death, part of her own pleasure in life had died too.


The handwriting on the paper starts to blur. Does she wipe her eyes with a handkerchief? It’s been twenty-six years that Michael has been gone, for twenty-six years she has been a widow, but still she has never fully got over it. Of course it doesn’t burn as painfully as it did at the beginning, but a dull ache has never stopped boring into her; sometimes it flares up, and even now she probably thinks, with every decision she has to make, What would Michael say about that? What would he do in this situation?




When I moved in with my uncle, the very highly regarded physician Dr. Bernhard Stern, I found what I had been missing in my old house—a constant good mood & lots of loving company from the cousins and the two sons of my dear aunt Lina Steinfeld.





The connection with Bernhard Stern, the older brother of her father, August, and with the rest of the Stern family had played a large role in her childhood and youth, and was not broken off later. Her cousin Klara (whom everyone called Klärchen), three years older than she was; Richard, the same age as she; and Karl, six years younger, to some degree took the place of the brothers and sisters she never had and always wanted, and then there were Emil and Paul too, the sons of her aunt Lina, her father’s and uncle’s sister. How gladly Alice accepted every invitation from the Sterns in those years, and how happy were the hours she spent with them. She felt closer to this side of her family than to the other side, the ones in her grandfather Elkan Juda Cahn’s house, where she lived after the death of her father. At the Sterns’ she was introduced to the kind of cheerful family life that always failed to materialize at home with her ailing mother.






We spent our happiest hours there, because my dear grandmother Helene Stern lived there too, and every day all six grandchildren flocked around her in her cozy little room.* This brave woman, who with the work of her own two hands gave three children and two stepsons the opportunity to study & make a name for themselves, was duly honored & loved. We rushed to bring her all our little cares & worries and always found loving consolation and understanding there. Everyone was very happy to see my mother too when she visited.—





It was this friendly woman, Helene Stern, who bolstered up the thirteen-year-old Alice after the sudden death of her father and the total collapse of her mother. She said that we have to submit to fate but that it is also important to get back up after every blow, just as the grass straightens back up after a storm; and she talked about courage, about trusting your own strength. Even now, Alice can hear her grandmother’s voice telling her: “You are still so young. Youth fights and overcomes, age waits and undergoes.”


Alice sees before her eyes this woman with white hair under a little black bonnet, sees her small sitting room, which never really got enough light because it extended to the back of the house, and the dark furniture, including the glass cabinet with the Hanukkah menorah, the silver kiddush cup that was used only on the high holy days, and the long-stemmed glasses that were used almost as rarely. Alice almost never saw Grandmother Helene without a piece of sewing in her hand—there was always something that needed patching, darning, or repairing. “Hard work is its own reward” was another of her sayings that Alice never forgot. Silly proverbs often turn out to be wise truths, she thinks now, and you sometimes have to pay a high price to learn that. She dips her pen in the ink and continues writing. Aside from the scratching of the steel nib across the paper, and the ticking of the clock, all is silent.




In my 13th year we moved to my grandfather Elkan Juda Cahn’s house. A lot changed in my life from that point on. Demands were made on me that were probably too great for my understanding, what understanding there was, which in any case left a lot to be desired. The main duty and responsibility that the family placed on my shoulders—to be a support for my mother—was difficult for me. I have borne this feeling of responsibility for her my whole life & gladly too.—





Perhaps Alice feels thirsty at this point. She gets up, fetches a glass of water, and drinks it in long, slow swallows, then sits back down at her writing desk, props up her arms, takes her head in her hands, and gives herself over to her memories.


Her father’s death, which struck her out of the clear blue sky, brought far-reaching changes. Her mother, Cornelia, moved with Alice into her own father Elkan Juda Cahn’s house on Hochstrasse. Cornelia’s mother, Betty, had passed away long before Alice was born. Cornelia’s weakened state of health certainly did not improve after this blow of fate: she was tormented with migraines and had such a weak constitution that she often had to take to her bed for days or weeks at a time. Alice suffered, and she had to admit to herself sometimes that she would have been very glad to have a different mother, more lively, more active, better able to give her some support in this new and often difficult environment. One who could have joined her on hiking trips in the Taunus, like the ones she heard about from her friends from time to time, instead of, at best, sometimes taking her to the Palmengarten in Frankfurt to feed the ducks in the lake. Of course she would have quickly shoved such thoughts aside at the time and berated herself for being a bad, ungrateful daughter. She loved her mother above all else, and when Cornelia took her into her arms and hugged her close, Alice could have cried with joy. Cornelia was a wonderful mother. So what if she didn’t go on any hiking trips and rarely went out to see people, Alice had friends of her own. It was Cornelia who taught her daughter needlework and lace making, who showed her how to design a pattern and create sumptuous embroidery. It was also Cornelia who read books with her and told her stories.


Alice raises her head and contemplates the small, oval picture hanging over her desk: a colorized photograph of Cornelia as a little girl, four years old at most. A sweet child, still with baby fat and a much too serious face, a child who seems to look out at the world with suspicious eyes. You can see in this child, into whose chubby little baby hands the photographer had pressed a tendril of ivy and a couple of blue flowers, someone who shrinks back in fear from life. Only in her later years, when she was already a grandmother herself, did Cornelia grow stronger. Alice’s gaze wanders to the large photograph hanging on the other wall: Cornelia as an older woman, in her severe widow’s clothing. Cornelia still had the same serious look that she had as a little girl.
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Alice Frank’s mother, Cornelia Stern née Cahn, as a child, circa 1844


Cornelia was a good grandmother who was proud of her grandchildren and spoiled them and did everything she could for them. She adored Robert, Otto, and Herbert, but her special favorite was Leni, her granddaughter, who, like Cornelia herself, put a high value on her appearance. A certain vanity revealed itself in Leni very early on, an almost pedantic approach to her person, and in this respect grandmother and granddaughter were very similar.


Cornelia, too, was always perfectly dressed; even when she lay sick in bed, she took good care to put on makeup and show herself only in a fancy nightgown and lace-fringed bed jacket. Unlike the elegant beauty and sophistication of her granddaughter, though, Cornelia’s appearance had nothing provocative about it, nothing ostentatious. The difference from Leni was striking. Even as a child, Leni always headed straight at life with an open gaze and outstretched hands, while Cornelia always hung back, like someone who didn’t dare walk through a door even if it stood wide open. She had always been fearful and sad, always anticipated terrible troubles. She didn’t have the gift of happiness, a talent that no one could deny in Leni.
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Cornelia Stern née Cahn as an older woman




Ten chimes of the clock on the wall pull Alice out of her thoughts. High time for bed. She wipes the pen on the blotter and screws the inkwell shut. As she stands up and starts to get ready for bed, she thinks over all the preparations for the upcoming party that still need to be taken care of. Franzi, cook and maid in one, has to wash the curtains in the living room, kitchen, and guest room tomorrow; the curtains in the bedroom don’t need it for now. She should also put clean sheets on the bed and the sofa in the guest room, so everything will be ready when Otto arrives with Margot.


Anne, the little girl, wouldn’t be coming this time, unfortunately—that’s what Otto had written—Anne had come with him to Sils-Maria in the summer, after all, and Margot had not, so this time Anne would stay with Edith in Amsterdam. Too bad. Alice has a special affinity with the younger daughter, maybe because she looks so similar to her father. And again she curses the Nazis, who have torn her family apart. Leni and Erich are here in Switzerland with their children, Stephan and Buddy; Robert has immigrated to London with his wife, Lotti; Herbert is in Paris; and Otto lives in Amsterdam with his wife, Edith, and children, Margot and Anne. If it weren’t for the Nazis, they would all be celebrating still in Frankfurt, in her large house with enough room for everybody.


[image: image]


Two days go by before Alice sits back down at her desk; on the intervening day, Leni and Erich arrived to discuss the details of the party and decide on the menu. They settled on clear vegetable soup, then a trout au bleu, which Leni especially likes, then roast veal with potatoes and red cabbage, and a plum compote with whipped cream for dessert. Erich will take care of getting some good wine, and apple juice for the children. Alice unscrews the inkwell and lays out the pen. Then she rereads straight through what she has already written before getting back to work.




My mother felt great love & reverence, combined with great respect, for her old father, who was such a support for her. This rather strict man, who had spent his childhood in the ghetto but was not in the least pious, spoiled me in his way & I think back on him with great devotion.


My uncle Julius, who also lived there, was kind enough to give me many cheerful hours, as you would later be able to learn for yourselves.* From him I learned a taste for good music, and the evenings with a string quartet, which never met with my grandfather’s approval, were a rare joy for me even though I was only allowed to listen from the next room. Very few tastes or inclinations in common united me with my other uncle’s son and daughter, even though we associated with each other in the same house every day. Maybe they were jealous that I was our grandfather’s favorite more than they were. As a result, my uncle criticized my behavior a lot. There was constant friction, which bothered my mother but which I was more or less indifferent to & which didn’t bother me very much.





Alice has forgotten the causes of these arguments and tensions; they were probably in reality so trivial that there was no point in even trying to recall them. But she can still feel the atmosphere of the house, the complaining voice of her cousin and the reproachful, dejected reaction of her mother, who, although this became clear to her only much later, depended on the generosity of her father and her relatives. Alice’s father had not left enough to guarantee a sufficient livelihood for his family.




My school years, up to my 15th year, were normal, no great expectations were made upon me, & since I had to leave school due to the worsening illness of my mother, my education was definitely mediocre. I caught up somewhat with private lessons that I had with my friends almost every day; I had many friends & we are still deeply devoted to each other, even today. What happy hours we spent in our “little circle”!—I could indulge my tendency to daydream all too easily while working on the many pieces of fine embroidery that were the fashion back then. These daydreams took me far away, to places that were unattainable for me, & my summons back to real life went less than smoothly frequently.





Alice puts down the pen and gently runs her fingers down the new lace collar she recently finished and sewed onto her dark wool dress. Even today needlework is her passion and she can spend hours working on it, thinking up endless new and more complicated patterns: animals, leaves, vines. All of the table linens in her apartment were made by hand—embroidered, crocheted, embellished with homemade lace, hemstitched, with pictures and monograms in delicate white embroidery. Tablecloths and place mats, napkins, doilies, handkerchiefs, underwear, collars on coats and blouses: she made them all herself. Even some of the lace curtains.
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Needlework by Alice Frank


She can sit at the window for hours at a time, moving her fingers in an even rhythm. She is happy when animals appear under her fingers—deer, sheep, swans, and fabulous beasts; flowers, branches, leaves, grapes, always another new ornament—and every time another piece is finished, she feels a great sense of satisfaction and pride that comes from within, irrespective of the judgment of others. It is a deep need she has, to produce something that is not only useful but beautiful too, almost as if she were bringing beauty into the world with the work of her hands, and thereby making the world a little bit better. She sometimes thinks that the needle for her is what the pen must be to a poet, and the thread is her ink; sometimes she compares her work to a painter’s. If she had not come into the world as a woman, she might perhaps have become a great painter. Sitting with her needlework and dreaming away while something beautiful takes shape under her fingers is her greatest pleasure. But whereas her dreams used to carry her off into unreachable distances, today they tend to carry her into what is—for now at least—a no-longer-reachable past.




If, in later years, I was able to see the foreign lands I had always longed for with my own eyes, I have only the goodness of your father to thank for this happiness.


I attracted his attention when I was only 15, but of course I was much too young & thoroughly inexperienced to think much about it. Still, I happily accepted every proof of his interest in me.—In any case, my thoughts & feelings were going in entirely other directions at that time, which your father well knew but which didn’t hinder him from showing me how pleased he was with me.—These events, unforgettable for me, that I mentioned above, I would rather leave unmentioned here, since they affect only me & only call up painful memories in me that should in no way concern and burden you.—





Alice could not remember the exact occasion when she met Michael, but he knew it precisely: it was at a party at the Gymnasium Francofurtanum. He had liked her right away, he told her later, he had even danced with her, a galop, but she hadn’t especially noticed him. He chalked up her lack of interest to her youth—she was fifteen, and he was fourteen years older, almost twice her age. She was in love with a boy at the time, for the first time—an unhappy love that caused her much heartache. Later, though, when she kept seeing Michael at parties and receptions at friends’ and acquaintances’, and became more and more interested in him, and her interest turned to love, and she finally gave in and accepted his proposal, she was grateful that fate had kept her for him. She could not have found a better husband than Michael Frank. It was his love and generosity that opened up the world for her.




I did not lack for admirers, and heaps of flowers and poems flew into the house that was run so puritanically—this caused displeasure in my family, especially since these suitors did not always come from so-called “good society” & therefore had to undergo severe criticism. I didn’t care as much about that. I was happy to accept every sign of youthful enthusiasm & the “serenades” connected to it. And how perfect the ground-floor windows were for these serenades, in that house on Hochstrasse that was otherwise so dreary!—I took my first great trip when I was 16, to see my cousin in Bern who was married by then. The great occasion was duly planned, and well-meaning warnings and recommendations were not lacking. The journey that brought us first to Mannheim, where I was invited to a magnificent concert of the then very famous Florentine Quartet in a private residence, was the overture for many lovely & enjoyable hours. I spent almost 3 months with my relatives, in complete harmony, & I met a number of very interesting people there. The old-fashioned city also made a powerful impression on me & so I returned home with many stories to tell. Of course I had also realized that much was lacking in my education, which I then attempted to improve with diligent reading & study, and to some extent I succeeded.





Alice stands up, stretches, and shakes out her cramped writing hand. Klärchen, her favorite cousin, daughter of her uncle Bernhard Stern, was then, in 1881, newly married, and in fact to another cousin, Alfred Stern. Klara and Alfred lived in Bern. He was already a well-known historian by then, a professor at the University of Bern, and he and his young wife kept a large house. Alice still remembers that he had just finished writing a new book, The History of the English Revolution. Alice had admired Alfred, and had even envied Klärchen a little for this clever, eminent husband. The whole family, in fact, was proud of him. His father, Dr. Moritz Abraham Stern, a brother of Alice’s grandfather Emanuel Stern, had been the first unconverted Jew in Germany to become a full professor, at the University of Göttingen, after receiving a doctorate from the famous mathematician Carl Friedrich Gauss.


Alice remembers the last time she saw Alfred, two years ago, at Klärchen’s funeral. Alfred had grown old, old and withdrawn. For the first time in her experience, he lacked the warmth that had always distinguished him. It was as though with the death of his wife he had lost his soul.


Alice quickly pushes this thought aside and returns to her happier memories of young Klara and young Alfred. The couple, who later had three daughters, Dora, Emma, and Toni, seemed to have had a good marriage—in any case, back then as fresh-faced newlyweds, they were happy. The weeks in Bern, as far as Alice can remember, were marked by laughter and good cheer, excursions and countless invitations. Still, she couldn’t help but realize that there were many topics she was unable to join the conversations about. When friends or guests mentioned books, she had often never even heard the name of the author, much less the title. Everyone she met in Bern, literally every person, seemed far more educated than she was, and she often enough turned red and had to lower her head in embarrassment when someone asked her opinion of a play or an actor or a particular staging of an opera.


After returning home, she started to read, to fill in the gaps in her education, and she studied foreign languages more intensively too. The idea of standing there as an uneducated person and making herself the laughingstock of the group was unbearable to her. In that way it was an important and consequential trip for her, entirely aside from how much she had enjoyed her time with Klärchen.


Alice is tired, very tired. She looks at the clock and sees that it is already after ten. She must have been so deep in thought that she didn’t hear the chimes of the clock. She will write more tomorrow, tomorrow is another day.
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The next evening, Alice turns on the light and pulls the curtains shut early, at six, because Franzi has taken the day off to visit her parents, who are celebrating their golden wedding anniversary. It rained all day. Hopefully, the weather will get better soon. Alice would be happiest if there was a clean, pure white blanket of snow on the ground for her birthday, white as a tablecloth laid out for a special occasion, and a clear blue sky up above, with a cold winter sun. She smiles at this childish wish, which she has had every year for as long as she can remember but which only rarely came true. She sits down at the desk and prepares her things to keep writing.




After my grandfather passed away in 1884, my very unhappy mother and I moved into an apartment in the Trutz.* This change brought great transformations to my life once again; now I was thrown back on myself even more & the influence of the family on my mother was also somewhat alleviated. A close relationship with my best friend, Emma [Steger], helped very much to raise my confidence, since she was a very insecure person & clung to me as the younger and livelier friend. As a result I was able to defend myself vigorously when a marriage in England was arranged for me right after my 18th birthday. I would never have agreed to such a separation from my mother, especially since I was bound with every fiber of my being to my homeland.





Home … Her home is Frankfurt, the city of her childhood, her youth, and her years as a wife and mother. She would never have moved away from Frankfurt of her own free will, if this wretched Austrian had not come to power there, this screechy little troublemaker who is far too frightening, though, for her to be able to laugh at him.


And not just frightening to her! On many, many long evenings she sat with her sons Robert and Otto and discussed the situation. It had got more and more difficult after the bank that Michael had founded lost almost everything in the great stock market crash on October 25, 1929. Erich was the first to come to the appropriate conclusion, and he quickly found a position in Switzerland, in Basel. Two years later, Leni and little Buddy had followed. Leni left their older son, Stephan, who was already in school, with her, Stephan’s grandmother, for a time. He was to follow his mother and brother after the school year was over.


The financial situation was beyond difficult. Otto had even had to give notice at his apartment on Marbachweg, and he and his family lived with her again, on Jordanstrasse, which had already been renamed Mertonstrasse. But without the political developments it would probably have never reached the stage of their all being forcibly separated. After the local election of March 1933, however, when the Jewish mayor, Ludwig Landmann, was forced out and the Nazi party member Friedrich Krebs became the new mayor of Frankfurt, they realized that they had no future in Germany. When Leni’s husband, who worked for Pomosin in Switzerland, arranged a position for Otto as the company representative in the Netherlands, his choice was clear: to move to Amsterdam with Edith and the girls. Robert wanted to try to open an art gallery in England, and Herbert, the problem child, wanted to stay in Paris.




They had talked about Palestine, too, to which many Jews now wanted to immigrate, but it wasn’t an option for them. “What would we do in a country that’s just a desert? No theater, everyone speaking a foreign language, it’s so hot that you can’t walk down the street, if there even is a street,” Alice had said. And Leni added, “A country where you can’t give children any culture.”


They all agreed. Otto said, “We don’t belong there. We Jews have lived here in Germany for almost two thousand years. We are educated, cultured, we are Jewish of course but not Orthodox. We have nothing in common with those eastern Jews, the merchants and factory workers who are largely Zionists because they have no other choice. We have absolutely nothing to do with those Eastern European rabbis. No, we could live in another European country, or America, but not in Asia.”


For Alice it was clear from the beginning that she would follow Leni to Switzerland. A mother belongs near her daughter. And now she has been here in Basel for two years already. But this city has never become her home—it is too provincial, the pace of life is too slow. And how can you compare the theater, the opera, the whole cultural and social life here in Basel with the one she knows from Frankfurt? Not to mention the frightful Swiss German everyone speaks here, which she can still barely understand—this guttural croaking that sounds so much more unfriendly than the much softer Frankfurt German she knows so well. Alice sighs and picks up her pen again.




Almost 2 years followed that I would probably call the most wonderful & carefree years of my life. Love and friendship were shown to me from every side, and to some extent that is still true, & I responded with all of my heart.


For a long time your father had not ceased to direct his attention toward me. This got back to my mother & since she saw that I was deeply fond of him too, the family consulted and took the decision to remove me for a while from this apparently dangerous environment. Even though in truth we could only be together on relatively rare occasions, & then it was usually possible only with great difficulty & with the help of trusted dear friends, nonetheless we were certain of our mutual love & had decided to bind ourselves together for life. But when it would be possible—that was far from clear to us … I took a trip to Switzerland in good spirits with my cousin Richard, felt very happy there & in no way exiled, and with my cheerfulness and good mood I put on a façade of forgetting. It was not true in the least, but was met on all sides with a sigh of relief & the goal of the trip was considered fully accomplished.


Soon after I got back, we surprised all the relatives with the fait accompli of our engagement, without having asked anyone for advice or permission. This caused a great sensation at first, of course, & my mother had to withstand a heavy flood of accusations which she in no way felt up to. You can guess how hard it was for her to accustom herself to the thought that she would have to let me go, you who knew her well yourselves. But later she had your father to thank for many good & beautiful things.—At first it was extremely difficult for me to get used to the duties one has toward brothers and sisters, since of course I had never had any, & it was only after a considerable length of time that I learned to understand what this unconditional belonging together really means. How deeply in later years I grew attached to and loved all these dear people. You as well have had only good & beautiful experiences with all of them.


Not much more remains for me now to tell you & report about my youth.


You have grown up into thinking people, you had a sunny & happy childhood. We did everything in our power to make your lives & your childhood beautiful & happy. These memories have stayed with you and remain today, & may they stay faithfully in your minds, more than ever, since the serious times have separated us & each of you has had to travel your own path.—I hope I can still accompany you for a little while longer, but I cannot give you any more help or support. But knowing that my deepest, most heartfelt thoughts are always with you will give you, I hope, something stable to rely on, something you can always feel surrounding you even though you are all mature, grown people yourselves.—Even when countries and oceans separate you, never forget the beautiful childhood you had together, which was meant to give you & did give you a guiding thread for your whole lives. Always keep as a valuable treasure the memory of the family home, filled with love, & do not let the image of it fade in your minds.


Your Mother


Basel, December 1935





[image: image]


Two days later they arrive, Otto and Margot. Franzi has prepared a light supper, and Margot, worn out from the long train ride, has gone to bed early. Franzi has tidied up the kitchen before withdrawing to her attic room, and Alice and Otto sit together for a while longer. Alice examines the new photographs her son has brought with him from Amsterdam, especially the pictures of Anne.


Otto also tells her that his business is slowly but surely getting off the ground; the sales reps have sold significantly more pectin in the past six months than in the whole previous year, he says, and they have had a very good autumn. The business outlook is getting better and better, and the children are a great joy to them. It is harder for Edith to get used to living in the Netherlands than it is for him, though. She is having greater difficulties with the foreign language and is not making new friends. Even now, after two years, she still feels homesick. But it’s going very well for the children; it is truly a joy to watch them grow up. They speak Dutch like natives, he says, and Anne is happy in school.


Alice could listen to him talk for hours, but Otto looks exhausted, the long journey was hard for him too. So she does not protest when he withdraws. Before she goes to sleep, she stays standing at the door to the guest room for a little while, listening. She can’t hear anything—father and daughter are both asleep. Alice smiles. What a beautiful, clever girl the nine-year-old Margot is. And so tomorrow is the great birthday celebration. Alice goes to her bedroom, takes the letter she had finished out of the desk drawer, and adds something more at the end, a P.S. for her grandchildren Stephan, Buddy, and Margot:




And now to my little ones, with our little Annelein missing, unfortunately. I would like to imprint this day especially into the memory of the three of you. Not because of outward presents but because of all the love & devotion that you have experienced today with us grown-ups, December 20th should be & remain a day for you to remember. You must all know that no one except your parents loves you as much as


Your


Grandma














2.


Where We Come From
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Alice had the good fortune to be born into a family where many stories were told and much was handed down from one generation to the next. In her letter to her sons, Robert, Otto, and Herbert, and her daughter, Leni, she wrote that her grandfather Elkan Juda Cahn had still lived in the ghetto as a young man. It was he who had passed the memories of Judengasse, or “Jews’ Alley,” the Jewish street in Frankfurt, down to the family.


These images of the past must have lived on in his daughter Cornelia and his granddaughter Alice, because what grandfather does not tell his children and grandchildren how different life used to be back then, back in his day, especially when the economic and social relations were so drastically different, as was the case between Elkan Juda Cahn and his descendants? Only in later generations do the images start to fade, the stories lose their vitality, until finally only a couple of memorial objects remain. For example, Buddy Elias, Anne Frank’s last living cousin, has hanging in his house a hand-tinted photograph of Elkan Juda Cahn and his wife, Betty, and the family possessions include a twenty-four-place set of silverware, hand forged from real silver, bearing the initials EJC. That is what remains of him. How he lived, what he dreamed, and which dreams he was able to make come true—no stories are told about any of that anymore.


But Alice doubtless grew up with stories of Judengasse. Her grandfather would have told her about the old days sometimes; he would have said: “I didn’t have it as good as you do.” And then he would have described the little alley, only four or five blocks long, surrounded by walls and so narrow that no cart could turn around in it. Only north of the synagogue that stood at the middle of the Judengasse was it a little wider, but even there not wide enough for any light, air, or sunshine to make its way in.


Starting in 1462, all the Frankfurt Jews, who had previously lived in the middle of the city, most of them near the cathedral, had had to move into the newly built houses along the medieval city wall. There were gates at both ends of the alley, which were locked in the evenings and on Christian holidays, and there was also the Judenbrückelchen Bridge near the middle of the street. Every time Elkan Juda Cahn spoke of the gates, he emphasized that the gates and walls not only locked the Jews in but also protected them against enemy incursions and raids. In fact, in some cities, such as Speyer, the Jews had been petitioning for centuries to be allowed to enclose their quarter in walls.


In Frankfurt, on the other hand, the city council had forced the Jews to move to the Judengasse. The houses were spacious enough for all 110 people to live comfortably at first, but in the sixteenth century the number of inhabitants multiplied many times over, and it grew more and more crowded. The city council nevertheless refused to grant permission for any expansion.


“When I was a boy,” Elkan Juda Cahn said, “the northern part of the Judengasse had already burned down, but my father, Nathan David, always told me how it was when he was young. Back then, unbearably cramped conditions were prevalent. Back then, more than three thousand people lived in the Judengasse, and they built on every inch—every courtyard, every little garden, the cemetery, everything, everything was built on, and whatever could be added to and built up higher, was. Every Sukkot arbor had been turned into a house, and they even built more houses on the roofs of the other houses. The rooms had got so small and narrow that you could put a bed only on the long side. You can’t imagine how cramped and crowded everything was.”


Alice couldn’t really imagine it, of course, even though in her own childhood in the eighth decade of the nineteenth century the remains of the Judengasse were still standing: pitiful, narrow houses, where she never would have wanted to live. When her grandfather talked about how his father, Nathan David, and the other Jews had lived, she always pictured in her mind the anthills in the Palmengarten, which Richard, Klärchen’s brother, used to poke around in with a branch he had broken off. Even less could she imagine her own grandfather, this respectable and prosperous businessman, and his father, Nathan David, whom she knew only from stories, as dirty little boys in the Judengasse, when he described the filth and the stink that you could never overcome. “The open sewers that the inhabitants had for their needs were always clogged, and the street was so narrow that you could barely get enough air to breathe. The stink was horrible. No wonder the children were pale and thin and suffered from scabies, cradle cap, impetigo, and the like. Even though they played and ran around in the street the way all children do, until they were old enough to take on their share of obligations.”
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Elkan Juda Cahn and his wife, Betty (Anne Frank’s great-great-grandparents)




But Nathan David, his father, had had it better than the other children, Alice’s grandfather went on. Already as a young man he often went with his father as a peddler to the surrounding villages: to nearby Taunus, to Wetterau, and as far away as the Odenwald. They had dealt in old things—junk, used clothing. The Jews were not allowed to practice any handicrafts, because that might have cut into the guilds’ business and they blocked all possible competition. Aside from butchering and baking for their own needs, the only trade left to the Jews was in old, used things—officially, anyway. Even back then, the residents of the Judengasse had begun to make new clothes and sell them; there were more than enough people there who could sew.


“My father loved to go wandering as a peddler,” Alice’s grandfather said. “It was the only way to get out of the stink and the cramped conditions, and see other things. Other faces, red from the sun, animals, birds, trees, fields, meadows. And the sky. In the Judengasse you could never really see the sky, he said. Peddling was a joy for him, he could move around and finally breathe some fresh air for once. He was healthier than most of the others. And then he always told us what a splendid experience it was for him to pick an apple from a tree. Or go looking for wild strawberries, which they never, ever had at the Jewish market.”


Sometimes he was gone for days and came home only just before the Sabbath. Then his father would put the little money that he had earned on the table and head off to the ritual bath in the cellar of one of the houses, to purify himself before the Sabbath started. Nathan David would stretch out on his bed, and his mother would rub his swollen feet with oil. “The rich Jews who traveled to other countries to sell their wares had horses and carriages, of course, which they kept outside of the Judengasse, or they rented them for the journey. But everyone else had to go on foot. Sometimes someone would take pity on them and bring them part of the way in his wagon or oxcart, but most of the time that didn’t happen, they were more often spat on. It was hard work to go from village to village, from house to house, to knock on strangers’ doors and offer their wares.”


“Why didn’t they have a store?” Alice asked once. “It’s a lot easier to sell things in a store.”


“Jews were not allowed to have stores,” her grandfather answered.


Until the ghetto was dissolved, it was prohibited for Jews to own stores outside Judengasse. It was forbidden for the rich Jews too, the pawnbrokers and money changers, although of course they found ways to get their wares from the Judengasse to the Christian part of the city, through middlemen. Especially in spring and fall, when there were the great fairs in Frankfurt and things were being bought and sold throughout the city, when merchants and sellers poured into the city from the surrounding areas, near and far. Many Jews dealt in “foreign trade”; in other words, they took long trips, as far as England, and sold fabrics, silks, brightly patterned brocades, lace, jewelry and other decorations of embossed silver, and whatever else the rich aristocrats and patricians needed for their lavish lifestyles. And since a ban on usury was imposed upon the churches and cloisters in the Middle Ages, the Jews had, from early on, resorted to money lending and collecting interest. The large number of small states and principalities, and the desire of the princes and noblemen to keep a lavish court, made money lending necessary even aside from all the wars that needed to be waged. The Jews were traders, merchants, and bankers; they specialized in high-risk credit and short-term loans; and the noblemen not only tolerated high interest rates but demanded them, because then their profit was higher too, from taxes. The “Jew profiteer” typically made his money from the poorer city residents and farmers, of course, which stirred up hatred against the Jews. But from changing money, and loaning money against collateral—money that often could not be repaid, so the collateral was forfeited—arose great warehouses, stockpiles, and finally businesses. And from the earlier money-lending businesses grew the banks, especially in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. They were founded, went bankrupt, and made way for new establishments. The chain of Jewish money changers in Frankfurt remained unbroken down to the Rothschilds. And the military supply business gave rise to a brisk trade in horses.


“The life the Jews led was really hard. There were plenty of times that they didn’t have enough to eat,” Elkan Juda Cahn said. “If my father’s name had been Rothschild, or Speyer, it would have been a different story, but his name was just Cahn.”


“Why are you saying that?” Alice protested. “You usually always say that we should be proud to be descendants of the Cahns.”


“Yes, all Jews named Cahn or Cohn or anything like that are cohanim. They belong to the priestly caste and descend from Aaron, Moshe Rabbeinu’s brother. Aaron was the first high priest of our people, chosen by God, a peaceful man whose rod made flowers bloom.”


Alice had heard this many times before; it didn’t interest her, at least not at the time. “Tell me about the rich Jews,” she pleaded. “Tell me about the Rothschilds.”




“I knew one myself, old Mayer Amschel Rothschild, who founded the great banking house M. A. Rothschild & Sons and later managed the finances at the court of the Hessian landgrave. The Rothschilds lived in the Haus zum Grünen Schild, the House of the Green Shield, across from the Judenbrückelchen. Mayer Amschel started making coins and medallions, and later became the main military contractor. He dealt in textiles with England, changed money, and finally moved into the banking business with loans to the state. Aside from all that, he married well. Meyer Amschel’s wife, Gutle, was the daughter of Wolf Salomon Schnapper, the court chamberlain, and she belonged to one of the old Frankfurt families. His sons settled all across Europe and founded affiliate banks in Vienna, Naples, London, and Paris. Even so, they always came back to Frankfurt—their roots were in the Judengasse, and they never tried to hide it. These weren’t the only rich Jews, there were also the Speyers, the Rindskopfs, the Mayers. Of course rabbis and Torah scribes lived in the Judengasse too, learned and educated men, but there were many more servants, day laborers, and beggars. In truth, there was everything, occasionally great riches and more often poverty and misery, sickness and hunger.”


Alice thought about what her grandmother Helene Stern had told her and Klärchen about the old days: the many children who never had their own room, or toys, or nice clothes, and who had to sleep two to a bed, or three, or sometimes four—two at the head and two at the foot. About the women who often didn’t know how they were going to feed their many children, who had to do all the housework themselves, who had no maids or cooks, and who were so weakened by their many childbirths that they sometimes died in childbed. “Like your grandfather’s first wife,” Grandmother Helene always said then. “May the earth on her grave be light, her life was heavy enough.” After these words, she always raised her hand and wiped her eyes, and Alice and Klärchen looked away, embarrassed.




Grandfather went on: “Life was merciless and hard. The only diversion was the holidays. The Jewish children looked forward to Purim all year.”


Yes, Grandmother Helene had told stories about all the fun Purim games too: about how they would march through the Judengasse singing and dancing. She also told stories about the fires, though, that sometimes broke out because everything was so cramped and crowded. And about the hooligans who would tear through the Judengasse on the Christian holidays. The mothers would bring their children indoors and hide them in cupboards or under the beds until the danger passed.
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