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INTRODUCTION



It was a grand, boisterous, lavish event and, at the centre of it all, as was usual for such happenings, was the publisher, George Weidenfeld. Known as Arthur on his birth certificate, Turli to his parents, Lord Weidenfeld by the newspapers, and simply George to his friends, the publisher at turns listened intently, recounted an uproarious story, laughed warmly, shared some shocking rumour about a notorious person horrifyingly, wonderfully ensnared in scandal, before offering to refill a glass and inviting the listener to write a book: ‘It will be a huge success,’ he would purr.


It was 1987 and the dinner party was held in Ann Getty’s sumptuous apartment on Fifth Avenue. The nine-storey building stood across the street from Central Park, just a few steps from the Plaza Hotel, one of New York’s best addresses. Ann, who was married to the oil baron Gordon Getty, was the chief investor in George’s publishing venture. With her fiery red hair, angular cheeks, dimpled mouth and mischievous smile, she easily drew attention. Sitting next to Ann was the former Secretary of State, Henry Kissinger. Next to him was the TV presenter Barbara Walters and then the journalist Arianna Stassinopoulos, later known as Arianna Huffington. There were sixteen people in total gathered around the enormous round table, each adept at climbing the New York ladder.


‘Who is that over there?’ Donald Trump whispered to Juliet Nicolson, gesturing towards a man quietly eating his asparagus. Trump lived in the same building and was friends with Ann Getty. Juliet Nicolson worked as an editor in George’s firm Weidenfeld & Nicolson and was the daughter of the firm’s co-founder. ‘That’s the journalist Bernard Levin,’ Juliet whispered back. ‘He doesn’t say very much,’ Trump replied, sotto voce. ‘Well, he is a clever man,’ she added, giggling. ‘Oh my God, is he?’ Trump said, in mock awe.


Juliet was thirty-three years old and had recently arrived from London. She looked fabulous in the glamorous evening gown she had borrowed from the New York frock rental store where the firm had an account used by its female employees. Trump was probably pleased to be sitting next to Juliet, she was his junior so he didn’t have to lose face asking who was who. It was unlikely that she would put him down.


The food was prepared by Ann Getty’s personal chef and served by a team of professional waitresses hired in for the event and dressed in black trousers and white shirts. The table was covered with crisp white linen, the finest silverware and plates, as well as vintage glasses purchased from Sotheby’s, one of Ann Getty’s favourite auction houses. Just recently she had asked Juliet to bid on a diamond bracelet for her. When the young employee had protested that she was in the middle of a paperback auction, Mrs Getty had told her to go at lunchtime. ‘What’s the budget?’ Juliet had asked, now resigned to her task. There was none. ‘Just get it!’ her boss confirmed.


In between the main course and dessert, George pushed back his chair and rose to say a few words. At five foot nine, he was not a tall man, but his bulk more than made up for any lack in height. He looked handsome in his tailored dark suit, well-knotted tie, with dark brown eyes and hair pushed back from his high forehead. Having thanked their host for her graciousness and hospitality and congratulated her on the exquisite deliciousness of the food, he reminded the guests that they were gathered to support the writers’ charity PEN. George looked around the room and was greeted by smiles and nodding heads. In reality, as everyone there knew full well, this was much more than a charitable event. As with all of the publisher’s get-togethers, this was also an occasion to network, to make contacts and to forge closer business and social relationships.


On one level, the story of George Weidenfeld is a tale of rags to riches, in the mould of Dick Whittington. It is the fable of a young man who flees Nazi persecution in his home country of Austria, arriving in London without money or contacts and barely able to speak English. Faced with assorted temptations and challenges, including anti-Semitism, he not only masters the new culture, but acquires fame and fortune. By his life’s end, he has become a fully fledged member of the Establishment: Lord Weidenfeld of Chelsea.


This story also provides a window into the twentieth century, via its literature. Through his publishing house, Weidenfeld & Nicolson, George released some of the most significant titles of the last hundred years, including Lolita by Vladimir Nabokov, The Double Helix by James Watson and The Group by Mary McCarthy, as well as huge bestsellers, such as Keith Richards’ memoir Life, Vikram Seth’s A Suitable Boy and I Am Malala by Malala Yousafzai. His list of authors was astonishing: Truman Capote, Joan Didion, Henry Miller, Edna O’Brien, Clare Tomalin, Gore Vidal, Antonia Fraser, Martin Gilbert, Norman Mailer, Margaret Drabble, Lyndon B. Johnson, Moshe Dayan, Henry Kissinger and Carlos Ruiz Zafón, to name just a few. This, then, is a book about books, an investigation into publishing, including its dark arts. Who gets to be published, who doesn’t, and why? How do editors deal with celebrity tantrums, libel and other challenges? Why are some books successful and others not? In other words, how publishing actually works.


More than this, George Weidenfeld’s story provides an insight into some of today’s hot-button cultural conflicts. Protecting freedom of speech while avoiding hatred and offence. Safeguarding the right to publish but adhering to national security and libel laws. Providing ever-greater access to information without infringing on people’s privacy. As well as one of the greatest contemporary questions: should the value of information be judged by the quality of the product and its contribution to society or by the size of its audience and, as has become so important today, its engagement. And, perhaps most pressing of all, should information be curated, as George would have argued strongly in the affirmative, saying that an editor and their team add huge value to a book or other literary product. Or conversely, as the likes of Facebook or Twitter might argue, should information be made available unfettered and unmediated? These difficult issues were frequently faced by George; indeed, time and time again over the decades, he was at the very heart of the cultural reckoning.


There is also George’s very public private life. His marriages to four women. His relationships with his female staff members. This again has strong echoes of some of our most difficult challenges, raising the question about whether we can apply the values of today to decades past and, if we can, how the judgement of those who came before reflects on us now.


Perhaps most intriguingly, there is George’s inner life. On the surface, he was known as one of the world’s greatest networkers, his parties legendary. His book of contacts unrivalled, including the private telephone numbers of kings and queens, prime ministers and presidents, celebrities and rock stars. And yet, at his core, the publisher was from the very start deeply lonely. In this time of endemic isolation, when so many chase ‘likes’ and ‘friends’ on social media only to feel rejected and unseen, this story is, therefore, also a personal one, about a man who just wanted to be seen, to belong, to feel safe.


A brief note on the structure of the book. This is not a traditional cradle-to-grave biography. Instead, I chose to explore George’s life through the books with which he was associated. This, however, prompted a question: which books? After all, during George’s long connection with Weidenfeld & Nicolson, the firm released more than 6,000 titles. Therefore, a longlist had to be made, a difficult task, and then a shortlist, even harder. In the end, I settled on nineteen books that I felt provided the best insights and narrative arc for his long life. Some may say I have failed to give sufficient attention to certain key texts, for instance those by Israeli statesmen, various academics or European literary titans. Others may argue that I should have moved beyond George’s publishing career and focused more on his paramount love for Israel, his fascination with opera or his prodigious philanthropic work. To those I ask forgiveness.


Finally, let me speak about the genesis of this book. One day, out of the blue I received a call from the chairman at Weidenfeld & Nicolson who asked if I might be interested in writing a biography of George Weidenfeld. When I suggested that I might not be the best candidate given that I had never met the publisher, I was told that was exactly why I had been chosen. Also, the chairman said, George and I shared the same background: our families had both fled the Nazis (his from Austria, mine from Germany) and both arrived in England as refugees in the 1930s. Shortly after agreeing to write the book, I heard that George’s family supported the project. His wife Annabelle, daughter Laura and other family members kindly shared artefacts, letters, photographs and official documents, as well as their memories. Yet, to be clear, this is not an authorised biography. I have control over and take full responsibility for its contents.


Coming into this project, I was aware that there have been a series of recent scandals in the publishing world. Hachette in the United States refused to publish the film director Woody Allen’s autobiography after staff threatened to walk out. Employees at Simon & Schuster threatened similar action if that publisher distributed a book by former Vice-President Mike Pence. Norton published then dropped Blake Bailey’s biography of Philip Roth, after allegations of sexual abuse surfaced against the author. In other words, publishers were increasingly vigilant about the potential impact of their books on their reputation. Therefore, when I started this book, I asked if Weidenfeld & Nicolson would allow me to include anything I found, warts and all. They said yes. Anxious that there would be no misunderstanding, I asked again. What would happen if I unearthed information about George that might taint the company’s reputation? What if I found something out that was so bad it posed an existential threat? They reassured me once again and, to their great credit, Weidenfeld & Nicolson have not asked me to make a single cut or deletion.


At one point during my research, I looked up the word ‘publisher’ in the Oxford English Dictionary. I learned that it had two meanings. First, ‘One whose business is the issuing of books, periodicals, music etc.’ The other definition: A person ‘who makes something public’. For George, both senses apply. A man who brought a large number of remarkable books into being. And a man who tried to reveal himself to and thereby connect with other people, to make himself public. Neither effort, however, was without its complications or challenges.





CHAPTER 1



Arthur’s Diary


1919


‘The writer: It is he that we serve and are served by.’ – GW


Arthur George Weidenfeld’s life started with a book. His mother, Rosa, decided to chronicle his first few months in a journal. Keenly aware that money was tight, she thought it best to reuse something she already had. After a brief search, she found an old black- and green-striped notebook. She could just about read the faded word ‘Register’ written in thin brown ink on its front cover. Inside, the lined pages were blank. Rosa turned to the first page and made an entry. It was a description of Arthur’s birth that had taken place just eight weeks earlier.


‘I wanted to have you at home at Gumpendorferstrasse 111,’ Rosa began, addressing her son who she hoped would one day read the journal, ‘Doctor Grubel from the 2nd District visited me at home and told me that I needed to go to hospital immediately. It was a dangerous situation for me, but more so for you.’ Gumpendorferstrasse 111 was where Rosa lived with her husband Max. It was a cramped, dark sets of rooms located on the ground floor next to the rear staircase. The building was situated in a Jewish neighbourhood within Vienna’s 6th District, far away from the opulence and finery of the city centre. There was no running water available inside the apartment, the privy was in the courtyard. It was small for the growing Weidenfeld family, but the rent was cheap and it was all that they could afford on Max’s salary.


‘Together with my mother and the midwife Frau Marder,’ Rosa continued, ‘I took a cart to the sanatorium.’ They arrived at the hospital in the early morning. There the doctors discovered that the baby was breech and encouraged Rosa to push, but after many difficult hours there was still no progress. Exhausted by the effort and in considerable pain, Rosa was given strong sedatives. She fell asleep for a while. Outside the hospital gates, Max and his brother Josef waited anxiously for news. In the early afternoon, Max was invited to go inside to see his wife. ‘Your father was off-balance and confused,’ Rosa recorded in her journal, ‘We both thought that this would be the last time we would see each other.’ On his way back outside, Max was stopped by a hospital official. If a choice had to be made, would Max want the mother or the baby to survive? Without hesitation, Max said the mother, Rosa.


Meanwhile inside, a team of doctors struggled to save both the mother and her baby. Rosa was by this time barely conscious and yet still she continued to push. Finally, at 6 p.m. on 13 September 1919, after a herculean effort, the baby was born. Rosa fell immediately into a deep sleep. When after many hours she awoke, she was told about her baby. ‘How great was my joy when you my sweet arrived healthy and with all your parts intact,’ Rosa wrote. ‘You weighed 3.3 kg. I couldn’t believe it! Everyone said I would get a girl because I had a high belly. But I always hoped to have a boy. I was happy when I woke up and was told it was true, you were a boy!’


A little over a week later, the family gathered in Max and Rosa’s apartment at Gumpendorferstrasse 111. The baby’s two grandmothers were there, Laura and Adele, as were his grandfather Jacob and Uncle Josef. Some of the relatives had been unable to make it as the trains were not yet back to normal, even though it had been a year since the end of the Great War. In charge of the proceedings was his great-uncle, Rabbi Horowitz, one of the many rabbis on his mother’s side of the family. They were all dressed in their finest clothes. The men in dark suits, some wearing wide fur-lined hats, others skullcaps. The women in dark ankle-length dresses and necklaces. For this was a special occasion, a day of celebration.


The family was split in two. The women were crowded into Rosa’s room. They had lit candles and were singing a song. There were tears of joy in their eyes. The baby was with the men in Max’s room. They were also singing, led by the rabbi. Waiting for the moment when he would be blessed. For, as it was written in Leviticus chapter 12, verse 3: ‘And on the eighth day the flesh of his foreskin shall be circumcised’. Finally, the moment came. With Uncle Josef holding him, Rabbi Horowitz reached down and in a swift slashing movement, completed the task. ‘Mazel tov!’ cried the men. ‘Mazel tov!’ echoed the women from the other room. And so it was that Max and Rosa’s baby boy was issued into the community.


In her journal, Rosa described the bris that had just taken place. ‘You looked like an angel in your blue silk dress and bonnet,’ she wrote, ‘it was a present from your grandma Adele.’ She then moved on to introduce her son to his relatives. ‘You have to know that you are part of a very Jewish family on both Papa’s and my side.’ Her family, she continued, offered a particularly rich cultural legacy: for hundreds of years they had produced rabbis respected for their wisdom and insight. ‘To be part of this family,’ she added, ‘you will have the chance to be an important man.’


On the next page, Rosa explained how they had come up with his name. For a while they struggled with what to call him. Should he be named Saul after her great-grandfather, another famous rabbi, or Abraham, after the grandfather on his father’s side? They decided against both these names as neither sounded sufficiently Germanic. Max’s sister and brother wanted him to have a biblical name like Gideon, but Rosa’s parents rejected this suggestion saying it sounded too old-fashioned. ‘We had to find a European name that would give you no problems,’ Rosa wrote. She then explained that his father, Max, had been given a hard time, first at school and later in the office, because the name on his birth certificate was Mordche. ‘This sounds to people who are not Jewish very exotic,’ she wrote, ‘some think it is ridiculous.’


When, after a number of days, they still hadn’t come up with a name, Rosa said enough was enough. She and Max sat down around a table, poured two glasses of wine, put out a plate of sweet pastries, and agreed they would not get up until they had resolved the matter. After two hours, they made a decision. They would call their son Arthur George Weidenfeld. This was why, on the front cover of the old notebook, beneath the faded word ‘Register’, Rosa had written the following words in bold brown script: ‘Tagebuch Arthur’, or Arthur’s Diary.


As she continued to chronicle her son’s first few months, Rosa did not restrict herself to writing about religious ceremonies and baby names. ‘You are born my little boy in a very very interesting time,’ she wrote in one entry. ‘After five years of murderous war, Europe is full of sorrows, most of all in our land. Poverty is a real problem. As is the cold. Never in world history have we had such a terrible winter as we are now experiencing.’ She then reported that ‘One of our biggest challenges is to find heating materials so that you are kept warm. It is necessary to stand for hours to get a small amount of wood for huge sums of money.’ In another entry, she wrote that ‘Thousands of people die because they don’t have enough to eat. A lot of children perish every day. Because of this we thank God for each moment we are blessed with you. There are so many families who are grieving.’


She also recorded her thoughts on the political situation. She wrote that Austria ‘is now a lowly beggar republic’, adding that they had to acknowledge the unpleasantness of being defeated. Like the majority of Vienna’s population, Rosa and Max were keen for Austria to expand its borders once again. This would be a key part of Arthur’s heritage: an empathy for the sufferings of others and a love for Austria.


Two days after Christmas, Rosa added another passage:


Today, for the first time, you were put in a dress, which Aunt Ida brought as a Chanukah gift, along with two shirts, as befits a big boy. All men who like to poke fun at women should have to walk around in dresses once in their life. Hopefully you won’t belong to the category of men who believe themselves superior, who tease women to their heart’s content. There are certainly corrupt and bad women who must be avoided, just like all bad people! But that doesn’t mean we should condemn the world of women all together. Don’t forget that many of the best moments in life are created by romance and this is thanks to women. Being subjected to the daily struggles, men become spoiled and materialistic. Interactions with women – only those in whom ‘something eternally feminine’ is expressed, as Goethe put it – are intoxicating and refine the mind.


‘Socialisation is naturally one of the most important female tasks,’ she continued. ‘I don’t want to influence you my little boy – but should you judge women objectively as human beings, you will agree with me, I think. We are not angels; we have our faults! Maybe by the time you grow up, women will play a different role than they do now.’


A month later, Rosa, Max and four-month-old Arthur visited a studio in Vienna to have their photograph taken. At 500 kronen it was expensive, yet despite their having little income the family felt it important to capture their image for the future. To the left of the picture stood Max, in a jacket and tie, starched white shirt, high forehead, cropped curly dark hair, sporting a modest moustache. He is looking directly at the camera, with an expression of wary determination. The reason for this look is that he is holding his son firmly to his chest – right hand under Arthur’s bottom, left hand gripping the baby’s neck and head – to stop him from squirming as the shutter remained open to complete its long exposure. For his part, Arthur is also looking at the camera, dressed in a white gown, chubby and round-faced, mouth ajar, tiny tongue out, pupils glistening in the bulb’s flash. To the right is Rosa. She is wearing a black dress with a wide, white, cross-hatched collar, her thick brown curly hair neatly tied up, her face youthful, with high cheekbones, a small nose and rounded chin. She is turned towards her husband and son, staring adoringly at Arthur, her smile warm and relaxed. ‘Today I wanted to get you photographed,’ Rosa wrote in her diary. ‘You screamed a lot.’
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Max, Arthur and Rosa Weidenfeld


As Arthur was growing up, he was taught how to read Hebrew and learned about his family’s religious heritage. In particular, he was directed to the family tree filled with rabbis going back to the sixteenth century that hung on the apartment wall and which was a great source of pride. Of these, his mother told her son, the most famous was Isaiah Abraham Horowitz (also known as the ‘Holy Shelah’), who in the 1600s had been chief rabbi in Prague, before moving to Jerusalem where he led the Ashkenazi community. During his time in Israel, Isaiah Abraham Horowitz wrote a book that became highly influential among European Jews. In it he stressed the pursuit of joy and positivity, even in the face of adversity and evil.


Judaism was important to Arthur’s parents. A year before his birth, they had married in Vienna’s oldest synagogue on Seitenstettengasse. For the high holy days, they attended the huge synagogue on Tempelgasse, which could hold up to 2,000 people. They fasted, as was the custom, during Yom Kippur, the Day of Atonement. On Friday mornings, they prepared food for the weekend, and then in the evening gathered with other family members for Shabbat dinner. Unlike Rosa’s ancestors, however, they did not keep kosher at home. Nor did they want their child to attend a Jewish school. Instead, when he was six years old, Arthur was sent to a non-religious elementary school in the local community.


Max worked as a salesman for the Phönix insurance company. Based in Germany, it had a regional office in Vienna, selling contents and life-insurance policies. During the First World War, Phönix had expanded quickly, partly by selling ‘war participant’ insurance, providing compensation to those who lost loved ones during the conflict. Max worked hard and for long hours, and was rarely back at the apartment before his son was asleep. Rosa was a homemaker. But she yearned to get out of the house, visit the museums with their fine pictures, play cards with friends, have some time for herself. So when Max received a raise, they hired a nanny from the countryside.


Many decades later, Arthur would return to this home and his memories of the nanny as part of a documentary about his life. By this point, the building had been demolished and replaced by a more modern, concrete structure, but the intense feelings remained. When asked about his nanny, he calls her ‘That slut from the country’, before adding, ‘She meant nothing to me.’ He pauses for a beat, smiles enigmatically, then continues, ‘She always locked me away – whenever she had a lover – and my mother was not there.’


The interviewer appears shocked. Arthur has just told him that he was repeatedly locked in his room as a small child, so that his nanny could have sex with her boyfriend.


‘You noticed that?’ asks the interviewer.


‘Yes,’ Arthur says, ‘I noticed that.’


‘It wasn’t a happy place?’ asks the interviewer.


‘Not a happy place, no,’ Arthur replies quietly.


The pair turn, and walk away from his childhood home.


In 1926, when Arthur was seven years old, Max began earning sufficient income for the family to move. They rented an apartment closer to the city centre, on the border between the 8th and 9th Districts. Filled with wide boulevards and elegant, tall, nineteenth-century apartment buildings, the neighbourhood was home to various well-known Viennese figures, including the author Stefan Zweig and the psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud. It was also mixed, comprising both Christian and Jewish families, suggesting that the Weidenfelds were not only more affluent but also trying to assimilate. They lived at apartment 17 on the fourth floor of Alserstrasse 47, a six-storey building with a stone facade and an internal courtyard, which allowed light into the rear rooms. Unlike their previous apartment, this one had high ceilings, parquet wooden floors, an inside toilet – though shared with the neighbour – and plenty of light.


Now that Arthur was older, his parents felt there was no need for a nanny, so in the afternoons after he returned home from elementary school he was left to his own devices. Arthur loved to read and luckily Max had an extensive book collection, including the complete works of Shakespeare, Dante, Goethe and Molière. There were also plays by the German Friedrich Hebbel and the Spaniard Lope de Vega, as well as short stories by several Italian authors. At the centre of his father’s library was a nineteenth-century roll-top desk. On this, Arthur set up dominos and chess pieces and, as he read a novel or a play, he would move the pieces around. This helped him keep track of the characters. And so the hours passed. Arthur, by himself in his father’s library, going through one book and then the next, the occasional click as he moved a queen or a pawn or a domino piece across the wooden desk.


‘The most significant fact about my life,’ Arthur later remembered, ‘is that I was an only child. The warm love shown to me by my parents was a bit of a double-edged sword. On the one hand, I became used to being cosseted. On the other, I felt misunderstood, as my parents were unable to convey the sense of conviviality that I so passionately longed for. I was alone a great deal of the time.’ He then added, ‘I had a deep fear of loneliness and that is something from which you always want to escape. I can’t bear to be alone, especially in the evening, even if I’m at home. I want people to come and see me, to chat with me. I just don’t like being by myself.’


At the age of ten, Arthur started at the Piaristen high school, which was a five-minute walk from the family home. Max and Rosa had been attracted to this conservative institution because of its traditional focus on Latin and Greek, along with the opportunities to learn English, French and Italian. Each day, the students were obliged to attend prayers in the Catholic church next to the school. There, under the high dome adorned with garishly painted biblical stories, the pupils sang hymns and participated in the service. An observant and curious child, Arthur saw the similarities between the Christian and Jewish traditions and rituals, giving him a lifelong fascination with Catholicism and freeing him from an attachment to his family’s religious practices.


According to his school reports, Arthur was an excellent student, scoring the top grade ‘very good’ in German language, religious studies and history. He was less successful in mathematics, for which he consistently received lower grades. In addition to academic studies, the students engaged in physical activities, including gymnastics and fencing. Arthur also took part in several school productions; he enjoyed putting on costumes and performing in public. Overall, he loved being part of this new community. The boisterous but curious children. The attentive and well-read adults. After school one day, he told his parents that he wanted to be an actor. They appeared supportive. This gave him a sense of excitement, that anything was possible.


In September 1932, Arthur turned thirteen years old. It was now time for him to take part in his bar mitzvah. Although the records were lost in the later destruction of Vienna’s Jewish archives, it is likely that the ceremony occurred in the same synagogue where the Weidenfelds attended high holy days on Tempelgasse in the 2nd District. One Saturday morning in the autumn of that year, Arthur would have stepped up to the bimah, or altar, at the front of the great hall, dressed in a newly purchased suit and, with the rabbi standing nearby, would have read from that week’s passage from the Torah. This was a difficult task as the text had no vowels but, given that Arthur had a proficiency for languages and had prepared for some months, there is little doubt that he would have performed admirably. Upon finishing his reading, those gathered in front of him, including his parents, grandparents, aunts and uncles, would have cried out ‘Skoiach! Skoiach!’, or ‘Well done! Well done!’ Arthur was now considered a man.
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Arthur Weidenfeld


In the early 1930s, Austria was gripped by political turmoil. The end of the First World War had culminated in the collapse of the Habsburg Empire, its territory shrinking to around 40 per cent of its former size. For the first time in 650 years the country was a republic. Its first chancellor was Karl Renner, a Social Democrat, who, in the interests of national unity, had formed a grand coalition with both left- and right-wing parties. After a period of relative stability, however, Austria had been rocked by hyper-inflation and high unemployment, ushering in a decade of great political uncertainty. Street fighting erupted between monarchists and republicans, socialists and fascists. The government struggled to maintain order.


As he moved into his teenage years, Arthur became increasingly aware of this political maelstrom. At home over dinner, his parents frequently discussed the current situation. Rosa and Max supported the Social Democrats, who were friends of the Jewish community and, like the majority of the population, were in favour of Austrian and German unification. Arthur adopted his parents’ positions, and then, as he experienced the outside world, made them his own. One day, from their apartment’s front window, Arthur saw a parade of young men march by. The wide avenue on which the Weidenfelds lived, Alserstrasse, was a main thoroughfare that ran from the periphery to the city centre and was commonly used as a route for political parades. The marchers wore improvised uniforms – white shirts, military trousers, black boots and swastika armbands. As the procession passed by, he heard them shout ‘Deutschland erwache! Juda verrecke’, or ‘Germany awake! Judah perish!’ When Arthur asked his father who these people were, Max said they were Nazis.


At the end of January 1933, news arrived in Vienna that Adolf Hitler had been appointed chancellor in Berlin. Within a short space of time the Nazis seized control of the state apparatus in Germany. They then enacted a series of anti-Semitic laws: Jews could no longer work in the civil service. The number of Jewish students at German schools and universities was restricted. Jewish lawyers and notaries were barred from working on legal matters. The news from Berlin caused much discussion within the Weidenfeld household. After all, Hitler (Austrian by birth) had for many years said that he wanted to absorb Austria into a greater Germany. Arthur wondered, could the anti-Semitic laws be passed here? Max reassured his son. He worked closely with members of the government through his insurance work. He knew them to be reasonable people. Things would all settle down, he said. The Austrians would never allow the Nazis to take power.


Despite his father’s calming words, Arthur perceived an increased sense of threat as he moved around Vienna. In restaurants and cafés, he saw posters announcing upcoming Nazi rallies and political meetings. Walking along the pavements, men sneered at him and called out ‘Look at that Moshe’, a pejorative name for a male Jew. One day, on the way into a lecture hall to hear a Jewish speaker, Arthur’s way was blocked by a group of young Nazis. They pushed and shoved him, all the while screaming ‘Fucking Jew! Fucking Jew!’


Over the next few months, Arthur became increasingly conscious of his fellow students’ political affiliations. From the badge they wore in their lapel, he was able to tell which faction they belonged to: Republican. Monarchist. Fascist. Zionist. For Arthur, it was this last group he found most exciting. With the support of his parents, he visited Palestine with a Jewish youth group during the summer holidays and was swept up by the centuries-old culture and history. On his return home to Vienna, he read the writings of Theodor Herzl, the renowned Austro-Hungarian journalist who had so eloquently called for the creation of a Jewish homeland. Inspired, Arthur signed up with a Zionist youth group and began attending their meetings.


In the summer of 1936, Arthur graduated from the gymnasium with top marks. It was time for him to go to university. He was vaguely thinking of becoming a lawyer, so he applied to study law at the University of Vienna. He also applied to the Diplomatic Academy as an external student. Although he knew that as a Jew he could not join the diplomatic service, the academy offered excellent language courses which interested him. To attend both colleges at the same time was unusual but, given Arthur’s outstanding grades, both admission offices accepted him; clearly they thought the young man was up to the task.


Shortly after celebrating his seventeenth birthday in September 1936, Arthur started his university studies. In the first few days he applied to join a Zionist student fraternity. As part of his initiation as a provisional member, he became the ‘fag’, or servant, to an older boy called Cis Hecht, helping him with odd chores, like fetching food or cleaning his clothes. Six months later, he was told that to achieve full membership, he had to provoke a student from another fraternity into fighting a duel. So it was that one Saturday morning in the spring of 1937, Arthur and Cis Hecht went to the university campus and watched students in uniform march around a fountain. Some were attached to a Nazi fraternity, others to the Social Democratic group, still more had the colours of the Communists. As they observed the parade, Hecht told Arthur to approach one of the Nazis and provoke him. When Arthur looked puzzled, Hecht said this was a test. Now understanding what he had to do, and not a little nervous, Arthur continued to monitor the parade until he singled out his target. He then walked up to a young man – a veterinary student named von Stieler – and told him his shoelace was undone. When von Stieler saw that this was untrue, he became irritated and demanded a duel. Arthur accepted the challenge and declared that he would meet von Stieler at Café Landtmann at three o’ clock in two days’ time to discuss the details. He then clicked his heels, turned and returned to Cis Hecht to share the news.


The following Monday, Arthur duly met von Stieler at Café Landtmann, a coffee house located a few steps from the University of Vienna campus and famous for playing host to student artists, intellectuals and musicians, including the young composer Gustav Mahler and the poet Peter Altenberg. After bowing to each other, Arthur and von Stieler sat down and went through the established protocol. Von Stieler demanded to know if Arthur would apologise for his rudeness. When Arthur declined, his opponent declared that they would therefore need to duel. Von Stieler said he had just one more question: was Arthur an Aryan? When Arthur said he was not, von Stieler stood, bowed again, and walked away. Arthur was grateful, as he really did not wish to fight, but Cis Hecht said that this was not the end of the matter. There were three stages he must complete. First was the private offence. Next was the insult in front of many people. The third was the duel.


A few days later, Arthur tracked down von Stieler at a restaurant where he was known to eat lunch. He walked in and shouted, so that everyone could hear, that Herr von Stieler was a coward. The second stage had been accomplished. Soon after, they met again at Café Landtmann. Von Stieler wanted to know, for the second time, if Arthur would now apologise. Arthur replied that he would not back down, because he wanted to prove that Jews were also gentlemen.


The duel, with swords, took place several days later. Arthur and von Stieler were joined by a medical aide along with two seconds, whose job was to look out for police since fighting in public was frowned on by the authorities. Technically, von Stieler was the better swordsman; he was also taller, which was an added advantage. But Arthur had a surprise. He was left-handed, which he was not obliged to reveal until twenty minutes before the start of the fight. Upon a signal from one of the seconds, they began to duel. Arthur was cut on the left shoulder and on his forehead. With a thrust and a parry, he drew blood in return. Back and forth they went, their swords slashing and slicing. After ninety-two rounds, the duel was declared a draw. It was over. Arthur bowed to his opponent and walked away, his honour intact.


‘When he returned home heavily bandaged from a duel which he had kept a deadly secret,’ Rosa later wrote, ‘Max and I had the worst suspicions but he was under oath not to tell.’ It was, she continued, ‘my most anxious moment’. The following morning, the medical aide who had attended the duel called them by telephone and said there were no grounds for concern. Their son had fought bravely against a superior opponent. Please, he begged, do not hold either the fight or his silence against Arthur. Reassured, Max and Rosa forgave their son and never spoke about it again. Soon after, he informed them that he had been inducted as a full member of the student Zionist group.


Just before sunrise on Saturday 12 March 1938, German tanks rolled across the Austrian border. Shortly after, airplanes from the Luftwaffe landed at Vienna’s airport. Hitler’s annexation of Austria, or Anschluss, had begun. Four days later, on Wednesday 16 March, the Weidenfelds heard a loud knocking at their apartment door. It was only 7 a.m., so they wondered who it could be so early in the morning.


When Arthur’s father opened the door, he saw two officers from the financial police authority standing before him. They announced they were there to arrest him for fraud. Without being given time to pack or make other arrangements, Max was taken to the courthouse jail and placed in an underground cell. He was charged with corruption and would be held pending further inquiries.


As soon as she was allowed, Rosa went to visit Max in prison. She brought him clothes, food and newspapers. He was also visited by his secretary, Helen Hoschek, from whom he learned that other people at the Phönix insurance company had been picked up. They were also in jail and had been charged with fraud. It was unclear what Max’s role was in all this. Not long after his arrest, he was moved from the courthouse jail to a prison on Elisabethstrasse. Several weeks later, he was moved to another facility. The questioning never stopped. They wanted to know about the insurance company. Who were the clients? Where did the money go? What was Max’s involvement? Then, on 10 December, Rosa and Arthur heard that Max had been transferred to the Metropole Hotel on Morzinplatz. This was terrible news. Shortly after the Anschluss, the Metropole Hotel had been taken over by the Gestapo. It was renowned for being a place where Jews were not only brutally interrogated, but also tortured. Many did not survive the ordeal.


During his interrogations, Max was repeatedly asked about how the Phönix insurance company operated. Wasn’t it true that bribes had been paid? The Gestapo had been told that money had been given to various political organisations – the Social Democrats, the Communists, even the Nazis. Who had he given money to? Max said he didn’t know anything about such things. Yes, he was a director, but his was just one of the company’s smaller divisions. He had never been involved at the op level. Frustrated, the Gestapo interrogators sent the prisoner back to his cell. They would try again tomorrow. They were confident they could break him.


While his father was in jail, Arthur heard more worrying news. He was told that as a Jew he could no longer attend classes at either the University of Vienna or the Diplomatic Academy. There was one glimmer of hope: if he could find a way to keep up with the course work then he could sit the exams at the year’s end. To have any chance at success, he would need books, lecture notes and papers delivered to his home. Luckily, one of his friends called Kurt Waldheim offered to help Arthur out. Nevertheless, he could see the writing on the wall. The situation in Austria was likely to get worse.


Arthur now told his mother that he wanted to leave the country. Rosa fully supported her son’s decision. The question was, where should he go? Jerusalem was one option, but recently the British government had prohibited Jewish refugees from entering Palestine and Rosa worried that something might happen to Arthur if he tried to evade the British patrols. She said that Max was already in prison, she didn’t want to now lose her son. In the end, they agreed on London. It was also closer than America.


Over the next few days, Arthur set about making arrangements to leave the country. First, he had to obtain a travel permit from the 8th District administration as he was just eighteen years old – three years below the age of maturity. This was issued without a problem. Next, he needed an exit visa from the Nazis. At the time, the authorities were encouraging Jews to leave the country, so again this was relatively straightforward and, as he was a young man without assets, he did not have to pay the onerous flight tax that was due from older people. Finally, he had to secure an entry visa to the United Kingdom. Typically, this was more challenging but fortunately Arthur had the names of two cousins in London who were willing to provide a guarantee, so the necessary form was stamped and handed over.


Just before he was due to depart, Arthur visited his father in prison. Max had lost considerable weight and looked pale and exhausted. In the small, dank cell, he shared a few pieces of parental advice with his son. One of these was not to drink alcohol or smoke cigarettes (though Max rarely drank, he was a chain-smoker). After just a few minutes, Arthur was told it was time to go and he was escorted out of the prison.


At the end of July 1938, Arthur was accompanied to Vienna’s main railway station by his mother and several members of the family. He wore a suit and a hat and was carrying a small suitcase. After one last goodbye, he boarded the carriage and took his seat. As the train pulled out of the Austrian capital, heading west, Arthur was unsure if he would see any of them ever again.


[image: image]


The passport Arthur used to leave Austria




CHAPTER 2



The Goebbels Experiment



1942


‘Every publishing decision is an act of faith and hope.’ – GW


Arthur arrived in England in August 1938. His journey had been long. From Vienna, he had taken a train to Zurich, then another to Paris, where he stayed a few days. Next on to Calais, from where he had taken a ferry to Dover, and finally another train to London.


Among the belongings in his bag were documents he thought might prove useful in establishing his new life. His birth certificate and Austrian passport. His school and college reports. He had also brought letters of support from people who knew him in Vienna. One of these was from the director of the Diplomatic Academy. ‘Mr Weidenfeld has shown much talent and diligence and has achieved good results,’ wrote the director. ‘As he intends to continue his studies abroad, the Executive can recommend Mr Weidenfeld most thoroughly for any support that could be granted to him.’


After dropping his bag at a crowded and noisy boarding house at King’s Cross, Arthur explored his surroundings. ‘I found the strange mixture of metropolitan grandeur and almost village-like modesty baffling,’ he later recalled, adding, ‘in the summer of 1938, I had no idea what the future would hold for me. Should I continue with my studies? Should I learn a trade? Should I try to leave for a distant land, with my parents’ fate uncertain?’


A few days later, hungry for better accommodation, he moved in with Mr and Mrs Smythe, a civil servant and his wife, along with their two children. The family belonged to the Plymouth Brethren, a nonconformist church in North London. His room was more spacious, the street quieter, and the family gracious and friendly, for all of which Arthur was grateful, but it was still a bitter, lonely and worrying time. From newspaper and radio reports, he understood that the situation in Austria was worsening. The Nuremberg Laws were being strictly enforced there: Jews could not work in legal or medical professions; nor could they employ so-called Aryans. Jews had to register their assets with the government, including property, bank savings, paintings and life insurance policies. Jews could not travel on public transport. And, as acts of humiliation, Jews were being forced to wash pavements and public toilets.


Then, on 10 November, Arthur learned even worse news. Journalists reported that during the previous night, ninety-three synagogues and houses of prayer in Vienna had been destroyed by roving crowds of Nazi thugs. In addition, more than 6,000 Austrian Jews had been arrested and deported to detention camps. Among the synagogues set on fire and ruined was his family’s on Tempelgasse. The Torah he had read from during his bar mitzvah, the seats where his family had sat, the synagogue’s archives and world-renowned library, all were lost in the conflagration. Later, the pogrom that also swept Germany would become known as Kristallnacht, or night of the broken glass. Arthur was now desperate to help his parents escape Nazi-occupied Austria, but there was little that he could do from London. His frustration was made worse by the slowdown in letters arriving from Vienna. One evening he returned to his room, collapsed on the floor, and prayed for his parents’ survival.


With his father still in prison and his mother trying to secure their exit from Austria, Arthur redoubled his efforts to find steady work in London. He was now spending most of his time at the Regent Palace Hotel near Piccadilly Circus, sitting at a table in the grand foyer among the throng of other European refugees, chatting, networking, hoping for a lucky break. There, sipping on loganberry juice, flirting with the waitresses and other young women, and with popular tunes like ‘The Teddy Bears’ Picnic’ playing in the background, he wrote speculative articles about Austrian and German politics for newspapers in London and Amsterdam, hoping they would print his work and pay him a fee.


Early in the morning of 20 March 1939, a few days after Hitler’s troops occupied Czechoslovakia, Arthur was at breakfast with the civil servant in his North London home. His host opened The Times and saw an advertisement announcing that the BBC was looking for linguists to work in their monitoring department – a new service that listened in to European radio broadcasts. Arthur must apply, the civil servant encouraged. When Arthur protested – he was too young, his English was poor, there were many other refugees more suitable with PhDs and professional qualifications – his host persisted. That afternoon, Arthur asked a woman at the Regent Palace Hotel to type up his résumé and a covering letter, which he posted to the BBC. Several days later, he was invited in for a French language test. Three weeks after that, he was given an interview – during which they asked him if he had ever belonged to the Nazi Party. He replied that of course he had not, for he was a Jewish refugee. Then he was asked what his main interest was. ‘History,’ he replied. When he was pressed on what kind of history, he replied ‘turning points’ and quoted an English historian who had written: ‘So often at turning points of history the people who live through those times are the last to know when and where history turns.’ The following week, he received a letter telling him he had the job.


A few days later, and ten months after his arrival in London, Arthur finally received a message from his parents. To his enormous relief, they were on their way to join him. Arthur would later learn what had happened. While his father was in prison, he had refused to disclose information about pre-occupation allegiances with certain people. This had earned him the appreciation of a senior member of the local Nazi Party who would otherwise have been compromised. Word was sent that Max was to be ‘protected’. It was on this basis that he had avoided torture and was finally freed. Having organised Max’s release, this Nazi encouraged Arthur’s parents to leave the country as soon as possible, which they did, travelling by train into the foothills of the Alps, and then, with the help of a guide (who robbed them of their money), they hiked through the Brenner Pass and into Italy. At the end of June 1939, they arrived in London. George met them at Victoria Station. He was both excited and relieved to see them. After warm embraces, he accompanied them to North London and introduced them to Mr and Mrs Smythe (the kind Plymouth Brethren family), with whom they would stay until they found more permanent lodgings.


On his first full day in England, Max set off to introduce himself to the contacts he’d been given back in Vienna. He was a confident man, and his résumé was impressive. Yet despite numerous meetings, he failed to secure a job. His English was not fluent enough and he was unfamiliar with this new insurance market, let alone the business culture. It was a painful awakening. Meanwhile, Rosa struggled even more. Her English was close to non-existent, and she found Londoners aloof and cold. Such challenges were to be expected for newly arrived refugees such as the Weidenfelds. More disorientating was their growing fear and worry about their relatives left behind in Vienna. When would they arrive? And if they did not, what would happen to them? On Max’s side, there was his mother Adele, brother Josef and sister-in-law Elly. On Rosa’s side, her elderly mother Laura and sisters Eugenie and Regina, along with Eugenie’s husband Fritz. Arthur, for his part, was experiencing a mixture of emotions. While he was of course concerned for his other relatives, he was thankful that his parents were safely in London. Most evenings on his way home from the Regent Palace Hotel, he would pop by to say hello to his parents. His mother would ask him about his day while he played a card game called Tarok (using tarot cards) with his father. Each Friday evening, they would share a Shabbat meal together.


Three weeks after their arrival in London, Rose and Max received a letter from Rose’s mother and sister. It stated that they were leaving Vienna by ‘train tomorrow’ and should arrive in Liverpool the following day at 10.45 in the morning. At first, this sounded like positive news, but then they looked at the date the letter had been sent: 6 July 1939. That was more than a week earlier. Arthur’s grandmother and aunt should have arrived by now. What could have happened?


The family’s anxiety was heightened still further when they received a letter from Max’s brother Josef. He had managed to find a way out of Austria and was now being held in a refugee camp in France. The problem, Josef explained, was that he had lost contact with his wife. ‘I don’t know where my Elly is and that causes me painful days and sleepless nights,’ he wrote in pencil on a page of light-blue cross-hatched paper torn from a notebook. ‘Help me, please, help me to find her.’ After begging Max to send word of his situation to their mother back in Vienna, he closed with these difficult words: ‘I am quite broken through.’


It was at this point, in the middle of family anguish, that Arthur had to start his new job with the BBC. One warm summer’s day in 1939 he took a three-hour bus ride from North London to Evesham in Worcestershire. He stepped off at a bus stop just outside of town and headed towards a pair of ornate wrought-iron gates marking the entrance to Wood Norton Hall. After his papers had been checked, he was pointed up the gravel driveway towards the manor house. At first there was nothing to see, the buildings were so well hidden behind trees and bushes. Arthur continued walking; then, around a corner, the house came into view. It was a rambling Victorian manor house, its facade a mixture of red brick, cream stone, and black and white Tudor stripes. On the grounds nearby had been built a number of temporary shacks, painted dark green, presumably additional accommodation for his soon to be co-workers.


Arthur walked up to the tall oak front door, where he had his papers checked again. He was told to hang his hat and coat on a row of pegs along the wall and then go into the main hall and find one of the small tables that filled the room. There were more than twenty men and women already there, all sitting at the tables. From their accents he could tell they were from all over Europe, probably refugees like him. Soon, they were instructed to place a pair of black headphones on their heads, listen and note down anything of interest on the sheets of paper laying on the table. It took a moment for his ears to adjust, to block out the crackle and other background noise; then he realised he was hearing the familiar sound of German radio. Eight hours later, Arthur and the others were told to put down their headphones and summarise what they had heard. This report would be sent to London. Later that evening, after having dinner at the canteen, Arthur was shown to his room, located in an outbuilding not far from the main house. He was now working for the BBC Overseas Intelligence Department.


The next morning, Arthur turned up for his shift and, as the day before, spent eight hours listening to German radio. He followed the same routine the next day, and the day after that. He put the headphones on in the morning and then, with few breaks in between, took them off in the evening. There was a report of an attack by Poles against a railway station in Upper Silesia. A Spanish newspaper story that viewed Hitler as peaceful in his intentions. A notice that German citizens must black out their windows. After a while, it all blended together. It was hard to remember what day it was.


Occasionally, however, it was hard to forget. At 2 a.m. on 4 September 1939, Arthur was tuned in to Zeesen radio, a station that broadcast on long wave to the entire German nation. Just a few hours earlier, Neville Chamberlain had declared war on Germany following their invasion of Poland. This was the Nazis’ official response. ‘The war party in England has gained superiority and plunged Britain into War,’ read the presenter in German. ‘As twenty-five years ago, the argument was used that there was no intention whatever to destroy the German people, just its regime. Then they said that they were opposing one man, and nevertheless England inflicted a hunger blockade upon innocent women and children. Today England betrays Europe.’
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