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The little town lies in the middle of a great plain … It begins with little huts and ends with them. After a while the huts are replaced by houses. Streets begin. One runs from north to south, the other from east to west.


Joseph Roth, The Wandering Jews, 1927


What haunts are not the dead, but the gaps left within us by the secrets of others.


Nicolas Abraham, ‘Notes on the Phantom’, 1975
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Note to the Reader


The city of Lviv occupies an important place in this story. Through the nineteenth century, it was generally known as Lemberg, located on the eastern outskirts of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Soon after the First World War, it became part of newly independent Poland, called Lwów, until the outbreak of the Second World War, when it was occupied by the Soviets, who knew it as Lvov. In July 1941, the Germans unexpectedly conquered the city and made it the capital of Distrikt Galizien in the General Government, known once more as Lemberg. After the Red Army vanquished the Nazis in the summer of 1944, it became part of Ukraine and was called Lviv, the name that is generally used today.


Lemberg, Lviv, Lvov and Lwów are the same place. The name has changed, as has the composition and nationality of its inhabitants, but the location and the buildings have remained. This is even as the city changed hands, no fewer than eight times in the years between 1914 and 1945. What to call the city in the pages of this book posed a number of difficulties, so I have used the name by which it was referred to by those who controlled it at the time of which I am writing. (I generally adopt the same approach for other places: nearby Zółkiew is now Zhovkva, after an interregnum from 1951 to 1991, when it was called Nesterov in honour of a Russian First World War hero, the first pilot to fly a loop.)


I thought of calling it Lemberg throughout, because the word evokes a gentle sense of history, as well as being the city of my grandfather’s childhood. Yet such a choice could be taken as sending a signal which might cause offence to others, all the more unfortunate at a time when the territory of Ukraine is being fought over with Russia. The same went for the name Lwów, which it was called for two decades, and also for Lviv, which had been the name of the city for just a few tumultuous days in November 1918. Italy never controlled the city, but if it had, it would be called Leopolis, the City of Lions.













Principal Characters


Hersch Lauterpacht, professor of international law, was born in August 1897 in the small town of Zółkiew, a few miles from Lemberg, to which the family moved in 1911. The son of Aron and Deborah (née Turkenkopf), he was the second of three children, between his brother, David, and his sister, Sabina. In 1923, he married Rachel Steinberg in Vienna, and they had one son, Elihu, who was born in Cricklewood, London.


Hans Frank, a lawyer and government minister, was born in Karlsruhe in May 1900. He had two brothers, one older and one younger. In 1925, he married Brigitte (née Herbst), and they had two daughters and three sons, the last of whom was named Niklas. In August 1942, he spent two days in Lemberg, where he delivered several speeches.


Rafael Lemkin, a prosecutor and lawyer, was born in Ozerisko near Bialystok, in June 1900. The son of Josef and Bella, he had two brothers (the older, Elias, and the younger, Samuel). In 1921, he moved to Lwów. He never married and had no children.


Leon Buchholz, my grandfather, was born in Lemberg in May 1904. The son of Pinkas, a distiller of spirits and later an innkeeper by trade, and Malke (née Flaschner), he was the youngest of four children, after his older brother, Emil, and two sisters, Gusta and Laura. He married Regina ‘Rita’ Landes in Vienna in 1937, and a year later their daughter, Ruth, who is my mother, was born there.













PROLOGUE


An Invitation


Tuesday, 1 October 1946, Nuremberg’s Palace of Justice


A little after three o’clock in the afternoon, the wooden door behind the defendants’ dock slid open and Hans Frank entered courtroom 600. He wore a grey suit, a shade that was offset by the white helmets worn by the two sombre-faced military guards, his escorts. The hearings had taken a toll on the man who had been Adolf Hitler’s personal lawyer and then personal representative in German-occupied Poland, with his pink cheeks, sharp little nose and slicked-back hair. Frank was no longer the slender and swank minister celebrated by his friend Richard Strauss. Indeed, he was in a considerable state of perturbation, so much so that as he entered the room, he turned and faced the wrong direction, showing his back to the judges.


Sitting in the packed courtroom that day was the professor of international law at Cambridge University. Balding and bespectacled, Hersch Lauterpacht perched at the end of a long wooden table, round as an owl, flanked by distinguished colleagues on the British prosecution team. Seated no more than a few feet from Frank, in a black suit, Lauterpacht was the one who came up with the idea of putting the term ‘crimes against humanity’ into the Nuremberg statute, three words to describe the murder of four million Jews and Poles on the territory of Poland. Lauterpacht would come to be recognized as the finest international legal mind of the twentieth century and a father of the modern human rights movement, yet his interest in Frank was not just professional. For five years, Frank had been governor of a territory that included the city of Lemberg, where Lauterpacht had a large family, including his parents, a brother and sister, and their children. When the trial had opened a year earlier, their fate in the kingdom of Hans Frank was unknown.


Another man with an interest in the trial was not there that day.



Rafael Lemkin listened to the judgement on a wireless, from a bed in an American military hospital in Paris. A public prosecutor and then a lawyer in Warsaw, he fled Poland in 1939, when the war broke out, and eventually reached America. There he worked with the trial’s American prosecution team, alongside the British. On that long journey he carried a number of valises, each crammed with documents, among them many decrees signed by Frank. In studying these materials, Lemkin found a pattern of behaviour to which he gave a label, to describe the crime with which Frank could be charged. He called it ‘genocide’. Unlike Lauterpacht, with his focus on crimes against humanity, which aimed at the protection of individuals, he was more concerned with the protection of groups. He had worked tirelessly to get the crime of genocide into Frank’s trial, but on this last day of the trial he was too unwell to attend. He too had a personal interest in Frank: he had spent years in Lwów, and his parents and brother were caught up in the crimes said to have been committed on Frank’s territory.


‘Defendant Hans Frank,’ the president of the tribunal announced. Frank was about to learn whether he would still be alive at Christmas, in a position to honour the promise he had recently made to his seven-year-old son, that all was fine and he would be home for the holiday.


Thursday, 16 October 2014, Nuremberg’s Palace of Justice


Sixty-eight years later I visited courtroom 600 in the company of Hans Frank’s son Niklas, who was a small boy when that promise was made.


Niklas and I began our visit in the desolate, empty wing of the disused prison at the rear of the Palace of Justice, the only one of the four wings that still stood. We sat together in a small cell, like the one in which his father spent the best part of a year. The last time Niklas had been in this part of the building was in September 1946. ‘It’s the only room in the world where I am a little bit nearer to my father,’ he told me, ‘sitting here and thinking of being him, for about a year being in here, with an open toilet and a small table and a small bed and nothing else.’ The cell was unforgiving, and so was Niklas on the subject of his



father’s actions. ‘My father was a lawyer; he knew what he did.’


Courtroom 600, still a working courtroom, was not greatly changed since the time of the trial. Back in 1946, the route from the cells required each of the twenty-one defendants to travel up a small lift that led directly to the courtroom, a contraption that Niklas and I were keen to see. It remained, behind the dock at which the defendants sat, entered through the same wooden door, which slid open as noiselessly as ever. ‘Open, shut, open, shut,’ wrote R. W. Cooper of The Times of London, the former lawn tennis correspondent who reported each day on the trial. Niklas slid the door open and entered the small space, then closed the door behind him.


When he came back out, he made his way to the place where his father sat during the trial, charged with crimes against humanity and genocide. Niklas sat down and leaned forward on the wooden rail. He looked at me, then around the room, and then he sighed. I had often wondered about the last time his father passed through the lift’s sliding door and made his way to the defendants’ dock. It was something to be imagined and not seen, because cameras were not allowed to film the last afternoon of the trial, on Tuesday, 1 October 1946. This was done to protect the dignity of the defendants.


Niklas interrupted my thoughts. He spoke gently and firmly. ‘This is a happy room, for me, and for the world.’





Niklas and I were together in courtroom 600 because of an invitation I had unexpectedly received several years earlier. It came from the law faculty of the university in the city now known as Lviv, an invitation to deliver a public lecture on my work on crimes against humanity and genocide. They asked me to talk about the cases in which I’d been involved, about my academic work on the Nuremberg trial, and about the trial’s consequences for our modern world.


I had long been fascinated by the trial and the myths of Nuremberg, the moment in which it was said our modern system of international justice came into being. I was mesmerized by odd points of detail to be found in the lengthy transcripts, by the grim evidence, drawn to the many books and memoirs and diaries that described in forensic detail the testimony that was laid before the judges. I was intrigued by the images, the photographs and black-and-white newsreels and movies like Judgment at Nuremberg, the 1961 Oscar winner made memorable by its subject and Spencer Tracy’s momentary flirtation



with Marlene Dietrich. There was a practical reason for my interest, because the trial’s influence on my work had been profound: the Nuremberg judgement blew a powerful wind into the sails of a germinal human rights movement. Yes, there was a strong whiff of ‘victor’s justice’, but there was no doubting that the case was catalytic, opening the possibility that the leaders of a country could be put on trial before an international court, something that had never happened before.


Most likely it was my work as a barrister, rather than my writings, that prompted the invitation from Lviv. In the summer of 1998, I had been peripherally involved in the negotiations that led to the creation of the International Criminal Court (ICC), at a meeting in Rome, and a few months later I worked on the Pinochet case in London. The former president of Chile had claimed immunity from the English courts for charges of genocide and crimes against humanity laid against him by a Spanish prosecutor, and he had lost. In the years that followed, other cases allowed the gates of international justice to creak open, after a period of quiescence in the Cold War decades that followed the Nuremberg trial.


Cases from the former Yugoslavia and Rwanda soon landed on my desk in London. Others followed, relating to allegations in the Congo, Libya, Afghanistan, Chechnya, Iran, Syria and Lebanon, Sierra Leone, Guantánamo and Iraq. The long and sad list reflected the failure of good intentions aired in Nuremberg’s courtroom 600.


I became involved in several cases of mass killing. Some were argued as crimes against humanity, the killings of individuals on a large scale, and others gave rise to allegations of genocide, the destruction of groups. These two distinct crimes, with their different emphases on the individual and the group, grew side by side, yet over time genocide emerged in the eyes of many as the crime of crimes, a hierarchy that left a suggestion that the killing of large numbers of people as individuals was somehow less terrible. Occasionally, I would pick up hints about the origins and purposes of the two terms and the connection to arguments first made in courtroom 600. Yet I never enquired too deeply as to what had happened at Nuremberg. I knew how these new crimes had come into being, and how they subsequently developed, but little about the personal stories involved, or how they came to be argued in the case against Hans Frank. Nor did I know the personal circumstances in which



Hersch Lauterpacht and Rafael Lemkin developed their distinct ideas.


The invitation from Lviv offered a chance to explore that history.





I seized it for another reason: my grandfather Leon Buchholz was born there. I knew my mother’s father for many years – he died in 1997 in Paris, a city he loved and called home – but I knew little about the years before 1945, because he did not wish to talk of them. His life spanned the entire twentieth century, and by the time I knew him, his family had diminished in size. That I understood, but not the extent or the circumstances. A journey to Lviv was a chance to learn more about those painful years.


A few scraps of information were available, but for the most part Leon locked the first half of his life into a crypt. They must have been significant for my mother in the years after the war, but they were also important for me, events that left lingering traces and many unanswered questions. Why had I chosen the path of the law? And why law of the kind that seemed to be connected to an unspoken family history? ‘What haunts are not the dead, but the gaps left within us by the secrets of others,’ the psychoanalyst Nicolas Abraham wrote of the relationship between a grandchild and a grandparent. The invitation from Lviv was a chance to explore those haunting gaps. I accepted it, then spent a summer writing the lecture.





A map showed Lviv to be right in the centre of Europe; not easily accessible from London, it stood at the midpoint of imaginary lines connecting Riga to Athens, Prague to Kiev, Moscow to Venice. It was the epicentre of the fault lines that divided east from west, north from south.


Over the course of a summer, I immersed myself in the literature about Lviv. Books, maps, photographs, newsreels, poems, songs, in fact anything I could find about the city of ‘blurred borders’, as the writer Joseph Roth called it. I was particularly interested in the first years of the twentieth century, when Leon lived in this city of bright colours, the ‘red-white, blue-yellow and a touch of black-gold’ of Polish, Ukrainian and Austrian influences. I encountered a city of mythologies, a place of deep intellectual traditions where cultures and religions and languages clashed among the groups that lived together in the great mansion that was the Austro-Hungarian Empire.



The First World War collapsed the mansion, destroying an empire and unleashing forces that caused scores to be settled and much blood to be spilled. The Treaty of Versailles, the Nazi occupation and Soviet control combined in quick succession to work their mischiefs. The ‘red-white’ and ‘black-gold’ faded, leaving modern Lviv with a Ukrainian population, a city now dominated by ‘blue-yellow’.





Between September 1914 and July 1944, control of the city changed hands eight times. After a long spell as the capital of the Austro-Hungarian Empire’s ‘Kingdom of Galicia and Lodomeria and the Grand Duchy of Kraków with the Duchies of Auschwitz and Zator’ – yes, it is that Auschwitz – the city passed from the hands of Austria to Russia, then back to Austria, then briefly to the Western Ukraine, then to Poland, then to the Soviet Union, then to Germany, then back to the Soviet Union, and finally to Ukraine, where control resides today. The kingdom of Galicia on whose streets Leon walked as a small boy was one shared by Poles, Ukrainians, Jews and many others, yet by the time Hans Frank entered courtroom 600 on the last day of the Nuremberg trial, which was less than three decades later, the entire Jewish community had been extinguished, and the Poles were being removed.


The streets of Lviv are a microcosm of Europe’s turbulent twentieth century, the focus of bloody conflicts that tore cultures apart. I have come to love the maps of those years, with streets whose names often changed, although the course they followed did not. One park bench, a fine art nouveau relic from the Austro-Hungarian period, became a place that I came to know well. From here I could watch the world go by, a fine vantage point on the city’s changing history.


In 1914, the bench was in the Stadtpark, the city park. It stood across from the grand Landtagsgebäude, the parliament of Galicia in the easternmost province of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.


A decade later, the bench hadn’t moved, but it was in a different country, in Poland, in Park Kościuszki. The parliament had disappeared, but not the building, now the home of the Jan Kazimierz University. In the summer of 1941, as Hans Frank’s General Government took control of the city, the bench was Germanized, now in the Jesuitengarten across from a former university building stripped of its Polish identity.


Those interwar years were the subject of a significant literature,



but no work described more evocatively what had been lost than Mój Lwów (My Lwów). ‘Where are you now, park benches of Lwów, blackened with age and rain, coarse and cracked like the bark of mediaeval olive trees?’ the Polish poet Józef Wittlin enquired in 1946.
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Parliament of Galicia, Austro-Hungarian Empire


Six decades later, when I arrived at the bench on which my grandfather could have sat a century earlier, I was in the Ivan Franko Park, named in honour of a Ukrainian poet who wrote detective novels and whose name now graced the university building.


Wittlin’s idyllic reminiscence, in its Spanish and German translations, became my companion, a guide across the old city and the buildings and streets scarred by the fighting that erupted in November 1918. That vicious conflict, between Polish and Ukrainian communities with Jews caught or targeted in the middle, was grave enough to be reported in the New York Times. It caused the US president, Woodrow Wilson, to set up a commission of inquiry. ‘I do not wish to disturb the wounds on the living body of these memories, and so I won’t talk about 1918,’ Wittlin wrote, and then proceeded to do exactly that. He evoked ‘fratricidal fighting between Poles and Ukrainians’ that cut the city into parts, leaving many caught between the warring factions. Yet common courtesies remained, as a



Ukrainian school friend briefly halted the fighting near the bench on which I sat to allow young Wittlin to pass and make his way home.


‘Harmony reigned among my friends, although many of them belonged to different ethnicities that were at loggerheads, and professed different faiths and views,’ wrote Wittlin. Here was the mythical world of Galicia, where National Democrats loved Jews, socialists tangoed with conservatives, Old Ruthenians and Russophiles wept alongside Ukrainian nationalists. ‘Let’s play at idylls,’ Wittlin wrote, evoking ‘the essence of being a Lvovian’. He depicted a city that was sublime and loutish, wise and imbecilic, poetic and mediocre. ‘The flavour of Lwów and its culture is tart,’ he concluded wistfully, like the taste of an unusual fruit, the czeremcha, a wild cherry that ripened only in Lwów’s Klepary suburb. Wittlin called the fruit a cerenda, bitter and sweet. ‘Nostalgia even likes to falsify flavours too, telling us to taste nothing but the sweetness of Lwów today. But I know people for whom Lwów was a cup of gall.’


The bitterness festered after the First World War, suspended but not settled at Versailles. Periodically it flared up with a vengeance, as when the Soviets rolled into town on white horses in September 1939 and again two years later with the arrival of the Germans in their tanks. ‘In early August 1942 Governor General Dr Frank arrived in Lvov,’ a Jewish resident recorded in a rare surviving diary. ‘We knew that his visit did not bode well.’ That month, Hans Frank, Hitler’s lawyer of choice and now Governor-General of occupied Poland, ascended the marble steps of the university building to deliver a lecture in the great hall in which he announced the extermination of the city’s Jews.





I arrived in Lviv in the autumn of 2010 to deliver my lecture. By then, I had unearthed a curious and apparently unremarked fact: the two men who put crimes against humanity and genocide into the Nuremberg trial, Hersch Lauterpacht and Rafael Lemkin, had been residents of the city in the period of which Wittlin wrote. Both men studied at the university, experiencing the bitterness of those years.


This would not be the last of many coincidences that passed across my desk, but it would always be the one that cut deepest. How remarkable that in preparing a journey to Lviv to talk about the origins of international law, I learned that the city itself was intimately connected to those origins. It seemed more than just a



coincidence that two men who did more than any others to create the modern system of international justice should have origins in the same city. Equally striking was the sense that in the course of that first visit, not a single person I met at the university, or indeed anywhere in the city, was aware of its role in the founding of the modern system of international justice.


The lecture was followed by questions, generally directed to the lives of the two men. On what streets did they live? What courses did they take at the university, and who were their teachers? Did they meet or know each other? What happened in the years after they left the city? Why did no one talk about them at the law faculty today? Why did one of them believe in the protection of individuals and the other in the protection of groups? How had they become involved in the Nuremberg trial? What became of their families?


I didn’t have answers to these questions about Lauterpacht and Lemkin.


Someone then asked a question I could answer.


‘What’s the difference between crimes against humanity and genocide?’


‘Imagine the killing of 100,000 people who happened to come from the same group,’ I explained, ‘Jews or Poles in the city of Lviv. For Lauterpacht, the killing of individuals, if part of a systematic plan, would be a crime against humanity. For Lemkin, the focus was genocide, the killing of the many with the intention of destroying the group of which they were a part. For a prosecutor today, the difference between the two was largely the question of establishing intent: to prove genocide, you needed to show that the act of killing was motivated by an intent to destroy the group, whereas for crimes against humanity no such intent had to be shown.’ I explained that proving intent to destroy a group in whole or in part was notoriously difficult, since those involved in such killings tended not to leave a trail of helpful paperwork.


Does the difference matter? someone else asked. Does it matter whether the law seeks to protect you because you are an individual or because of the group of which you happen to be a member? That question floated around the room, and it has remained with me ever since.


Later in the evening, a student approached me. ‘Can we speak privately, away from the crowd?’ she whispered. ‘It’s personal.’ We



moved towards a corner. No one in the city knew or cared about Lauterpacht and Lemkin, she said, because they were Jews. They were tainted by their identities.


Maybe, I responded, not knowing where she was headed.


She said, ‘I want to let you know that your lecture was important to me, personally important for me.’


I understood what she was telling me, sending a signal about her own roots. Whether a Pole or a Jew, this was not a matter to be spoken of openly. Issues of individual identity and group membership were delicate in Lviv.


‘I understand your interest in Lauterpacht and Lemkin,’ she continued, ‘but isn’t your grandfather the one you should be chasing? Isn’t he the one closest to your heart?’











I
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LEON
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1


My earliest memory of Leon dates back to the 1960s, when he was living in Paris with his wife, Rita, my grandmother. They lived in a two-bedroom apartment with a tiny kitchen on the third floor of a worn nineteenth-century building. Halfway up the rue de Maubeuge, the home was dominated by a musty smell and the sound of trains from the Gare du Nord.


Here were some of the things I could recall.


There was the bathroom with pink-and-black tiles. Leon spent a great deal of time here, sitting on his own, occupying a small space behind a plastic curtain. This was a no-go area for me and my more curious younger brother. Occasionally, when Leon and Rita were out shopping, we’d sneak into the forbidden space. Over time we became more ambitious, examining items on the wooden table that served as his desk in a corner of the bathroom, on which scattered indecipherable papers lay, in French or more foreign languages (Leon’s handwriting was different from anything we’d seen, spidery words stretched across the page). The desk was also littered with watches, old and broken, which fed our belief that our grandfather was a smuggler of timepieces.


Occasional visitors would arrive, elderly ladies with odd names and faces. Madame Scheinmann stood out, dressed in black with a strip of brown fur that hung off the shoulder, a petite face powdered white and a smear of red lipstick. She spoke in a strangely accented whisper, mostly of the past. I didn’t recognize the language (it was Polish, I later learned).


The absence of photographs was another memory. I recalled only one, a black-and-white photograph that stood proud in a bevelled glass frame above the unused fireplace, Leon and Rita on their wedding day in 1937. Rita wasn’t smiling in the photograph, or later when I knew her, something I noticed early and never forgot. There seemed to be no scrapbooks or albums, no pictures of parents or siblings (long gone, I was told), and no family memories on public



display. There was a black-and-white television, odd copies of Paris Match, which Rita liked to read, but no music.


The past hung over Leon and Rita, a time before Paris, not to be talked about in my presence or in a language I understood. Today, more than forty years later, I realize with a sense of shame that I never asked Leon or Rita about their childhoods. If curiosity existed, it was not permitted to express itself.


There was a silence about the apartment. Leon was easier than Rita, who gave the impression of being detached. She spent time in the kitchen, often preparing my favourite Wiener schnitzel and mashed potato. Leon liked to wipe his plate with a piece of bread, so clean it didn’t need to be washed.


A sense of order and dignity abounded, and pride. A family friend who had known Leon since the 1950s remembered my grandfather as a man of restraint. ‘Always in a suit, beautifully turned out, discreet, never wanting to impose himself.’


Leon encouraged me in the direction of the law. In 1983, when I graduated from university, he offered me a gift of an English-French legal dictionary. ‘For your entry into a professional life’, he scrawled on the flyleaf. A year later, he sent me a letter with a cutting from Le Figaro, an advertisement looking for an English-speaking international lawyer in Paris. ‘Mon fils,’ he would say, what about this? ‘My son’. That was what he called me.


Only now, many years later, have I come to understand the darkness of the events through which Leon lived before this time, to emerge with a dignity intact, with warmth and a smile. He was a generous, passionate man with a fiery temper that sometimes burst forth unexpectedly and brutally, a lifelong socialist who admired the French prime minister Léon Blum and loved soccer, an observant Jew for whom religion was a private matter not to be imposed on others. He was uninterested in the material world and didn’t want to be a burden on anybody. Three things mattered to him: family, food and home.


I had plenty of happy memories, yet Leon and Rita’s home never seemed to me to be a place of joy. Even as a young boy I could sense the heaviness, a tension that hung around the rooms, of foreboding and silence. I would visit once a year, and I still recall the absence of laughter. French was spoken, but if the subject was private my grandparents reverted to German, the language of concealment and



history. Leon didn’t seem to have a job, or not the kind that required an early-morning departure. Rita didn’t work. She kept things tidy, so the edge of the rug in the living room was always straight. How they paid the bills was a mystery. ‘We thought he smuggled watches in the war,’ my mother’s cousin told me.


What else did I know?


That Leon was born in a distant place called Lemberg and moved to Vienna when he was a young boy. It was a period he would not talk about, not with me. ‘C’est compliqué, c’est le passé, pas important.’ That was all he said: it’s complicated, it’s the past, not important. Best not to pry, I understood, a protective instinct. Of his parents and a brother and two sisters, there reigned a complete and impenetrable silence.


What else? He married Rita in 1937 in Vienna. Their daughter, Ruth, my mother, was born a year later, a few weeks after the Germans arrived in Vienna, to annex Austria and impose the Anschluss. In 1939, he moved to Paris. After the war, he and Rita had a second child, a son they called Jean-Pierre, a French name.


Rita died in 1986, when I was twenty-five.


Jean-Pierre died four years later, in a car accident, with both his children, my only cousins.


Leon came to my wedding in New York in 1993 and died four years later, in his ninety-fourth year. He took Lemberg to the grave, along with a scarf given to him by his mother in January 1939. It was a parting gift from Vienna, my mother told me as we bade him adieu.


This was about what I knew when I received the invitation from Lviv.


2


A few weeks before the journey to Lviv, I sat with my mother in her bright living room in north London, two old briefcases before us. They were crammed with Leon’s photographs and papers, newspaper clippings, telegrams, passports, identity cards, letters, notes. Much dated to Vienna, but some documents went back further, to Lemberg days. I examined each item with care, as a grandson but also as a barrister who loves the muck of evidence. Leon must have



kept certain items for a reason. These mementoes seemed to hold hidden information, coded in language and context.


I put a small group of items of special interest to one side. There was Leon’s birth certificate, which confirmed his birth in Lemberg on 10 May 1904. The document also offered an address. There was family information, that his father (my great-grandfather) was an innkeeper called Pinkas, which could be translated as Philip or Philippe. Leon’s mother, my great-grandmother, was called Amalie, known as Malke. She was born in 1870 in Zółkiew, about fifteen miles west of Lemberg. Her father, Isaac Flaschner, was a corn merchant.





Other documents made their way into the pile.


A worn Polish passport, old and faded, light brown, with an imperial eagle on the cover. Issued to Leon in June 1923 in Lwów, it described him as a resident of the city. I was surprised, having believed him to be Austrian.


Another passport, this one a dark grey, a shock to behold. Issued by the Deutsches Reich in Vienna in December 1938, this document had another eagle on the cover, this one perched on a golden swastika. This was a Fremdenpass, a travel pass, issued to Leon because he’d been stripped of his Polish identity and made stateless (staatenlos), deprived of nationality and the rights it offered. There were three such passes among Leon’s papers: a second issued to my mother, in December 1938, when she was six months old, and a third that went to my grandmother Rita three years later, in Vienna, in the autumn of 1941.


I added more items to the pile.


A small scrap of thin yellow paper, folded in half. One side was blank; the other contained a name and address written firmly in pencil, in a writing that was angular. ‘Miss E. M. Tilney, Norwich, Angleterre.’


Three small photographs, each of the same man, taken in a formal pose, with black hair, strong eyebrows and a faintly mischievous air. He wears a pin-striped suit and is partial to bow ties and handkerchiefs. On the back of each, a different date seems to have been written in the same hand: 1949, 1951, 1954. There is no name.


My mother told me she didn’t know who Miss Tilney was or the identity of the man in the bow tie.




I added a fourth photograph to the pile, a larger one but also in black-and-white. It showed a group of men, some of whom are in uniforms, walking in a procession among trees and large white flowers. Some look towards the camera; others have a more furtive air, and one I recognized immediately, the tall man right at the centre of the picture, a leader in a military uniform that I imagine to be green, and tightly around his waist is a black belt. I know this man, and the one who is standing behind him, the indistinct face of my grandfather Leon. On the back of the photograph, Leon wrote ‘de Gaulle, 1944’.


I took these documents home. Miss Tilney and her address hung on the wall above my desk, alongside the photograph of 1949, the man in a bow tie. I gave de Gaulle the distinction of a frame.


3


I left London for Lviv in late October, during a gap in my work schedule, after a hearing in The Hague, a case brought by Georgia against Russia claiming racial discrimination against a group. Georgia, my client, alleged that ethnic Georgians in Abkhazia and South Ossetia were being mistreated in violation of an international convention. I spent much of the first flight, from London to Vienna, reviewing the pleadings in another case, brought by Croatia against Serbia, on the meaning of ‘genocide’. The allegation related to killings that occurred in Vukovar in 1991, which led to the filling of one of the largest mass graves in Europe since 1945.


I travelled with my mother (sceptical, anxious), my widowed aunt Annie, who had been married to my mother’s brother (calm), and my fifteen-year-old son (curious). In Vienna we boarded a smaller plane for the 650-kilometre trip east, across the invisible line that once marked the Iron Curtain. To the north of Budapest, the plane descended over the Ukrainian spa town of Truskavets, through a cloudless sky, so we could see the Carpathian Mountains and, in the distance, Romania. The landscape around Lviv – the ‘bloodlands’ described by one historian in his book on the terrors visited upon the area by Stalin and Hitler – was flat, wooded and agricultural, a scattering of fields pockmarked with villages and smallholdings, human habitations in red, brown and white. We must have passed



directly over the small town of Zhovkva as Lviv came into sight, a distant sprawl of an ex-Soviet metropolis, and then the centre of the city, the spires and domes that jumped ‘out of the undulating greenery, one after another’, the towers of places I would come to know, ‘of St George’s, St Elizabeth’s, the Town Hall, the Cathedral, the Korniakt and the Bernardine’ that were so dear to Wittlin’s heart. I saw without knowing them the cupolas of the Dominican church, the City Theatre, the Union of Lublin Mound and the bald, sandy Piaskowa Hill, which ‘soaked up the blood of thousands of martyrs’ during the German occupation. I would grow familiar with all these places.


The plane taxied to a stop before a low building. It would not have been out of place in a Tintin book, as though we were back in 1923, when the airport enjoyed the evocative name of Sknyliv. There was a familial symmetry: the city’s imperial railway station opened in 1904, the year of Leon’s birth; the Sknyliv air terminal opened in 1923, the year of his departure; the new air terminal emerged in 2010, the year in which his descendants returned.


The old terminal hadn’t changed much in the intervening century, with its marbled hall and large wooden doors and the officious, fresh-faced guards dressed in green, à la The Wizard of Oz, barking orders without authority. We passengers stood about in a long line that snaked slowly towards a patch of wooden cubicles occupied by grim immigration officers, each under a giant ill-fitting green cap.


‘Why here?’ the officer asked.


‘Lecture,’ I replied.


He stared blankly. Then he repeated the word, not once, but three times.


‘Lecture? Lecture? Lecture?’


‘University, university, university,’ I responded. This prompted a grin, a stamp and a right of entry. We wandered through customs, past dark-haired men in shiny black leather coats who smoked.


In a taxi, we headed to the old centre, passing dilapidated nineteenth-century buildings in the style of Vienna and the great Ukrainian Catholic Cathedral of St George, past the old Galician parliament, into the main thoroughfare, bookended by the opera house and an impressive monument to the poet Adam Mickiewicz. Our hotel was close to the medieval centre, on Teatralna Street, called Rutowskiego by the Poles and Lange Gasse by the Germans.



To follow the names and maintain a sense of historical bearing, I took to wandering around with three maps: modern Ukrainian (2010), old Polish (1930), ancient Austrian (1911).


On our first evening, we searched for Leon’s house. I had an address from his birth certificate, an English translation prepared in 1938 by one Bolesław Czuruk of Lwów. Professor Czuruk, like many in that city, had a complicated life: before the Second World War he taught Slavic literature at the university, then served as a translator for the Polish Republic, helping hundreds of Lwów Jews to obtain false papers during the German occupation. For these efforts, he was repaid with a period of incarceration by the Soviets after the war. With his translation, Professor Czuruk told me that Leon was born at 12 Szeptyckich Street and that he was delivered into the world by the midwife Mathilde Agid.


Today Szeptyckich Street is known as Sheptyts’kykh Street, close to St George’s Cathedral. To walk there, we circled Rynok Square, admired fifteenth-century merchants’ houses, passed city hall and the Jesuit cathedral (which was shuttered during the Soviet era, used as an archive and book depository), then into a nondescript square in front of St George’s, from which the Nazi governor of Galicia, Dr Otto von Wächter, recruited members of the ‘Waffen-SS Galician Division’.


From this square it was but a short walk to Sheptyts’kykh Street, named in honour of Andrey Sheptytsky, the renowned metropolitan archbishop of the Ukrainian Greek Catholic Church who, in November 1942, published a pastoral letter titled ‘Thou Shalt Not Murder’. No. 12 was a two-storey late-nineteenth-century building, with five large windows on the first floor, next to a building with a large Star of David spray-painted onto a wall.


From the city archives, I would obtain a copy of the construction plans and early permits. I learned that the building was constructed in 1878, that it was divided into six flats, that there were four shared toilets, and that there was an inn on the ground floor (perhaps the one run by Leon’s father, Pinkas Buchholz, although a 1913 city directory listed him as the proprietor of a restaurant a few buildings up, at No. 18).


We entered the building. On the first floor, an elderly man answered our knock, Yevgen Tymchyshn, born there in 1943 he told us, during German rule. The Jews had gone, he added, the apartment



was empty. Inviting us in, his friendly yet shy wife proudly showed us around the extended single room that was the couple’s home. We drank black tea, admired pictures on the wall, talked of the challenges of modern Ukraine. Behind the tiny kitchen at the back of the house was a small balcony, where Yevgen and I stood. He wore an old military cap. Yevgen and I smiled, the sun shone, St George’s Cathedral loomed as it had in May 1904.
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12 Sheptyts’kykh Street, Lviv, October 2012
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Leon was born in this house, and his family roots led to nearby Zhovkva, known as Zółkiew when his mother, Malke, was born there in 1870. Our guide, Alex Dunai, drove us through a misty, tranquil rural landscape of low brown hills and scattered woods, towns and villages long ago famed for their cheeses, sausages, or bread. Leon would have taken the same road a century earlier, on visits to the family, travelling by horse and cart, or maybe by train from the new railway station. I tracked down an old Cook’s railway timetable that included the line from Lemberg to Zółkiew, which



led to a place called Bełzec, later to be the site of the first permanent extermination camp to use gas as an instrument of mass killing.


I found only a single family photograph from that period of Leon’s childhood, a studio portrait with a painted background. Leon must have been about nine years old, seated in front of his brother and two sisters, between his parents.
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Buchholz family, Lemberg, c. 1913 (from left: Pinkas, Gusta, Emil, Laura and Malke, with Leon at the front)


Everyone looked serious, especially Pinkas the innkeeper, with his black beard and the garb of a devout Jew, staring quizzically into the camera. Malke looked tense and formal, a buxom and well-coiffed lady in a lace-edged dress and heavy necklace. An open book sat in her lap, a nod to the world of ideas. Emil was the oldest child, born in 1893, in a military collar and uniform, about to go off to war and death, although he didn’t yet know it. Next to him stood Gusta, younger by four years, elegant and an inch taller than her brother. In front of him was Laura, the younger sister, born in 1899, holding on to the arm of the chair. My grandfather Leon was at the front, a small boy in a sailor’s uniform, eyes wide open, ears protruding. Only he smiled as the lens clicked, as though he didn’t know what the others did.




In a Warsaw archive, I came across birth certificates for the four children. All were born in the same Lemberg house, each introduced into the world by the midwife Mathilde Agid. Emil’s birth certificate was signed by Pinkas, which stated that the father was born in 1862 in Cieszanów, a small town to the north-east of Lemberg. The Warsaw archive threw up a marriage certificate for Pinkas and Malke, a civil ceremony conducted in Lemberg in 1900. Only Leon was born in civil wedlock.


Archival material pointed to Zółkiew as the family hub. Malke and her parents were born there, she the first of five children and the only girl. In this way, I learned of Leon’s four uncles – Josel (born in 1872), Leibus (1875), Nathan (1877) and Ahron (1879) – all married with children, which meant Leon had a large family in Zółkiew. Malke’s uncle Meijer also had many children, providing Leon with a multitude of second and third cousins. On a conservative count, Leon’s Zółkiew family, the Flaschners, numbered in excess of seventy individuals – 1 per cent of the town’s population. Leon never mentioned any of these people to me, in all the years I knew him. He always seemed to be a man who stood alone.


Zółkiew flourished under the Habsburgs, a centre of commerce, culture and learning, important still in Malke’s day. Established five centuries earlier by Stanisław Żółkiewski, a renowned Polish military leader, it was dominated by a sixteenth-century castle with a fine Italian garden, which were both still standing in decrepitude. The town’s numerous places of worship reflected its varied population: Dominican and Roman Catholic temples, a Ukrainian Greek church and, right at the centre, a seventeenth-century synagogue, the last reminder of Zółkiew’s prominence in Poland as once being the only place where Jewish books were printed. In 1674, the great castle became the royal residence of Jan III Sobieski, the Polish king who defeated the Turks at the Battle of Vienna in 1683, ending three centuries of conflict between the Ottomans and the Habsburg Holy Roman Empire.


Zółkiew had a population of around six thousand when Leon visited his mother’s family, made up of a mix of Poles, Jews and Ukrainians. Alex Dunai gave me a copy of an exquisite town map, hand-drawn in 1854. The palette of greens and creams and reds, names and numbers etched in black, evoked a painting by Egon Schiele, The Artist’s Wife. The detail was striking: each garden and



tree marked, every building numbered, from the royal castle at the centre (No. 1) to the lesser places on the outskirts (No. 810).


[image: images]


Zółkiew, Lembergerstrasse, 1890





Joseph Roth described the layout of such a town. Typical for the area, standing ‘in the middle of a great plain, not bounded by any hill or forest or river’, it began with just a few ‘little huts’, then a few houses, generally ordered around two main streets, one that ran ‘from north to south, the other from east to west’. A marketplace stood at the intersection of the two roads, and invariably a railway station was located ‘at the far end of the north-south street’. This perfectly described Zółkiew. From a cadastral record drawn up in 1879, I learned that Malke’s family inhabited house No. 40 on parcel 762 of Zółkiew, a wooden construction in which, most likely, she was born. It lay at the western limit of the town on east-west street.


In Leon’s day, the street was called Lembergerstrasse. We entered from the east, passing a large wooden church, shown as the Heilige Dreyfaltigkeit on the map prepared with much care in 1854. After the Dominican convent, on our right, we entered the Ringplatz, the main square. The castle came into view, close to St Laurence’s Cathedral, the burial place of Stanisław Żółkiewski and a few lesser Sobieskis. A little beyond stood the Basilian convent, crowning what must once have been a glorious space.On a cold autumn morning



the square and the town felt faded and sad: a micro-civilization had become a place of potholes and roaming chickens.
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In January 1913, Leon’s older sister Gusta left Lemberg for Vienna to marry Max Gruber, a Branntweinverschleisser (seller of spirits). Pinkas attended the ceremony, signing the marriage certificate against a backdrop of unrest in the Balkans. Serbia had allied with Bulgaria and Montenegro and, supported by Russia, gone to war against the Ottoman Empire. A peace treaty was signed in London in May 1913, offering new boundaries. Yet just a month later, Bulgaria turned on Serbia and Greece, its former allies, catalysing the Second Balkan War, which lasted until August 1913. This was a precursor to the greater upheavals about to be unleashed on the region, as Bulgaria was defeated by Serbia, which acquired new territories in Macedonia, a matter seen as a threat to the all-powerful Austro-Hungarian Empire.


Vienna concocted the idea of a preventive war against Serbia, to rein in Russia and the Slavs. On 28 June 1914, Gavrilo Princip assassinated Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo. Within a month, Vienna had attacked Serbia, prompting Germany to attack Belgium, France and Luxembourg. Russia entered the war alongside Serbia, taking on Vienna and the Austro-Hungarian army and, by the end of July, invading Galicia. In September 1914, the New York Times reported that Lemberg and Zółkiew were occupied by Russian forces, following a ‘most colossal battle’ that involved over a million and a half men. The newspaper described a ‘thousandfold, cosmic destruction and wrecking of human life, the most appalling holocaust history had ever known’. One of the casualties was Leon’s brother Emil, killed in action before he reached his twentieth birthday. ‘What was a single murder,’ Stefan Zweig asked, within ‘the cosmic, thousandfold guilt, the most terrible mass destruction and mass annihilation yet known to history?’


Pinkas Buchholz fell into despair and died of a broken heart just a few weeks later, overwhelmed by guilt for having prevented his son Emil from emigrating to America a year earlier. Despite my efforts, I found no more information about the deaths of Pinkas and



Emil, and no graves, beyond confirmation in a Viennese archive that Pinkas died in Lemberg on 16 December 1914. I was unable to find where Emil fell. The Kriegsarchiv (War Archive) in Vienna offered a crisp explanation that ‘no personal files are available’. This was a quirk of history: when the Austro-Hungarian Empire collapsed, the 1919 Treaty of Saint-Germain determined that all Galician files were to remain in the various successor states. Most have been lost.


In the space of three months, Leon had lost his father and brother. At ten years old, he was the last man in the family. He left for Vienna with his mother and sister Laura as the First World War pushed the family westward.
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In Vienna, they moved in with Gusta and her husband, Max Gruber. In September 1914, Leon enrolled at the local Volksschule (elementary school) on Gerhardusgasse, in Vienna’s 20th District. His school reports recorded his mosaisch (Jewish) origins and modest academic abilities. That month, a first child was born to Gusta and Max, Leon’s niece Therese, known as Daisy. Leon lived with the Grubers at 69 Klosterneuburger Strasse, close to school, in an apartment on the first floor of a large building that was later purchased by Max and Gusta, with the help of a mortgage.


Leon’s family was one among the tens of thousands to emigrate from Galicia to Vienna, a migration of Ostjuden, eastern Jews. The war caused large numbers of Jewish refugees to come to Vienna in search of a new home. Joseph Roth wrote of the Nordbahnhof train station, ‘where they all arrived’, its lofty halls infused with the ‘scents of home’. The new inhabitants of Vienna made their way to the Jewish districts of Leopoldstadt and Brigittenau.


In 1916, at the age of twelve, Leon graduated to the nearby Franz Joseph Realschule. Throughout his life, he held on to the Schulerausweiskarte, the school identity card issued on 19 December. A line in faded ink struck out the words ‘Franz Joseph’, to indicate the death of the emperor a few weeks earlier. The photograph shows a thin boy in a dark, buttoned tunic. With his prominent ears, he carries a defiant look, with arms crossed.


The Realschule, which specialized in maths and physics, was



located at 14 Karajangasse, close to the family house. Today it’s the Brigittenauer Gymnasium, and when I visited with my daughter, she noticed the small plaque on the wall near the entrance. It marked the use of the basement as a Gestapo prison in 1938, a place of incarceration for Bruno Kreisky, who became chancellor of Austria after the next war. The school’s current director, Margaret Witek, found the class registers for 1917 and 1919. These showed that Leon did rather better in the sciences than in the arts, that he spoke German to a ‘satisfactory’ level and that his French was ‘good’.


Malke returned to Lwów after the First World War, to an apartment at 18 Szeptyckich Street, the building where Pinkas had once run a restaurant. She left Leon in Vienna under the guardianship of Gusta, who soon produced two more nieces, Herta born in 1920, then Edith in 1923. Leon lived with them for several years, a youthful uncle for the small girls, but he never spoke of them, to me at least. In the meantime his other sister, Laura, married Bernard Rosenblum, a swing operator. In due course, Malke returned to Vienna from Lwów.
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Max Gruber outside his liquor store, 69 Klosterneuburger Strasse, Vienna, c. 1937




The gaps in my knowledge about Leon’s family, in Lemberg, Zółkiew and Vienna, were gradually being filled in. With family papers and public archives I had names, ages, places and even occupations. As the details began to emerge, I learned that the family was larger than I had known.
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In 1923, Leon was studying electrical and technical subjects and helping Uncle Max at the liquor store, hoping to follow in his father’s educational footsteps. I found photographs in his album, including one of a man who seemed to be a teacher. He had a distinguished air, a man with whiskers, standing in a garden, a small wooden table before him laden with the stuff of distillation, the burners, bottles and tubes. The teacher might begin with a liquid of fermented grains, which contained ethanol. This liquid was purified to produce a spirit, the liquor that emerged from the process of separation.


The act of purification was the opposite of life in Vienna. In hard economic times, with inflation rampant and tensions high, new refugees arrived from the east in great numbers. Political groupings struggled to form working governments as conditions conspired to promote nationalist and anti-immigrant feelings, along with a rising tide of anti-Semitism. A local National Socialist German Workers’ Party, which was formed in Austria in 1918, merged with its German counterpart. The leader was a charismatic Austrian named Adolf Hitler.


In the summer of 1923, two weeks after attending the wedding of his sister Laura to Bernard Rosenblum, Leon returned to Lwów to obtain a passport. Even after a decade in Vienna, he discovered that he didn’t have Austrian nationality. An obscure treaty signed in June 1919 on the same day as the Treaty of Versailles, the Polish Minorities Treaty, made Leon a Polish citizen.


That treaty had been forced on Poland, imposing obligations to protect minorities. An early precursor to modern human rights conventions, Article 4 provided, in effect, that anyone born in Lwów before the treaty was signed in 1919 would be deemed a Polish citizen. There were no forms to be completed, no applications to be made. ‘Ipso facto and without requirement of any formality’, the



treaty declared, Leon and hundreds of thousands of other citizens of Lwów and Zółkiew and other lands became Polish citizens. A surprise and a nuisance, this legal quirk would later save his life and that of my mother. My own existence owed something to Article 4 of this Minorities Treaty.


Leon had left Austrian Lemberg on the eve of the First World War, before it was plunged into a murderous conflict between Poles, Ukrainians and Jews. By the time he returned to collect a passport, the city was a thriving Polish metropolis, filled with the rasping sound of trams and the ‘aromas of patisseries, fruit sellers, colonial stores and Edward Riedl and Julius Meinl’s tea and coffee shops’. The city entered a period of relative stability after the end of the wars against the Soviets and the Lithuanians. On 23 June 1923, the Police Directorate of Lwów issued Leon’s new Polish passport. It described a young man with blond hair and blue eyes, although the photograph showed him in glasses and with dark hair. A natty dresser, he wore a dark jacket, a white shirt and a strikingly modern tie, with thick horizontal stripes. Although he was nineteen years old, his profession was listed as écolier, schoolboy.


He spent the rest of the summer in Lwów, with friends and family, including his mother, who still lived on Szeptyckich Street. In Zółkiew, he would have visited Uncle Leibus and the large, extended family on Piłsudski Street, in a wooden house a little north of the great synagogue (decades later the street was a muddy path, the house long gone). Leon could take to the hills around the town, passing through fine local woods of oaks and birches on its eastern edge, known as the borek. This was where the children of Zółkiew often played, on the wide plain between low-lying hills, along the main road to Lwów.


In August, Leon visited the Austrian consulate on the first floor of 14 Brajerowska Street, near the university. In these rented rooms, a last bastion of Austrian authority, he was issued the stamp that allowed a single return trip to Austria. The Czechoslovak consulate, located close to the law faculty, offered a transit visa. Amid the hubbub, Leon might have passed two other young men on the city streets, early on career paths that would lead to significant roles in the Nuremberg trial: Hersch Lauterpacht had left the city in 1919 to study in Vienna, and might have been back to visit his family and take forward his candidacy for the chair in international law at Lwów University; Rafael Lemkin, a student at the university’s law faculty, was living near Malke, in the shadow of St George’s Cathedral. This was the formative period, touched by events in the city and Galicia, in which the ideas on the role of the law in combating mass atrocity were being formed.
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Leon’s Polish passport photograph, 1923




Leon left Lwów at the end of August. He travelled by train to Kraków, a ten-hour journey, then on to Prague and Czechoslovakia’s southern border, at Břeclav. On the morning of 25 August 1923, the train pulled in at the Nordwestbahnhof. From there, Leon walked the short distance to Gusta’s home on Klosterneuburger Strasse. He never returned to Lwów or Zółkiew and, as far as I know, never saw any member of that family again.
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Five years on, Leon had become a distiller of spirits, with his own shop at 15 Rauscherstrasse, in Vienna’s 20th District. He kept one photograph from that period, taken in March 1928, a time of renewed economic depression and hyperinflation. It showed him and his brother-in-law Max Gruber at the annual meeting of the Association of Viennese Liquor Sellers. In the company of elderly men, he was on the up, seated in a wood-panelled hall under a brass candelabra with twenty-seven glass bulbs, the youngest man present in a room without women, a regular guy, twenty-four years old. A shadow of a smile passes his lips. If times were anxious, they didn’t show on his face. Leon retained the receipt issued to him by the association on the day he became a member, 27 April 1926. For eight schillings, he joined the alcohol establishment.


Eight decades later, I visited 15 Rauscherstrasse with my daughter. We peered into the window of rooms being refurbished, transforming the place into a club. A new oak entrance door was being installed, with lyrics from a Led Zeppelin song, ‘Stairway to Heaven’, carved into it. There’s a feeling I get when I look to the west, the song went, as my spirit cries for leaving.


Leon remained at 15 Rauscherstrasse for several years, as political and economic unrest grew in Austria and its environs. In his photo album, I found images suggesting a carefree period of happiness and assimilation. There were photographs of aunts and uncles and



nieces, family members without names, images of walking holidays with friends. Several showed Leon with his closest friend, Max Kupferman. Two dapper young men, laughing, often in suit and tie, summers spent in the hills and lakes of Austria.


The two took excursions to nearby Leopoldsberg, north of Vienna, and the Leopoldskirche, the church at the summit with fine views over the city. I followed them up that hill to see for myself, a big hike. Sometimes they ventured farther north, to the small town of Klosterneuburg on the Danube, a place with an Augustine monastery, or west towards the village of Pressbaum. The photographs were familiar and modern, young men and women in bathing costumes, arms entwined, intimate, carefree.


I came across images of family holidays, farther afield, to Bodensdorf on Lake Ossiach, north of Trieste. There were a few sporting moments, Max and Leon playing football, his friend the more accomplished player, appearing for the Whiskey Boys Football Club, an amateur team whose matches were reported in the Österreichische Spirituosenzeitung.


They were images of a regular life, of Leon having escaped his origins. There is ‘no harder lot than that of the Eastern Jew newly arrived in Vienna’, Joseph Roth wrote of the interwar years, yet Leon created a life among those Jews who had ‘their feet safely pushed under desks in the First District’, the ones that had ‘gone “native”’. Seemingly on the up, he occupied a position between the desk sitters and the Ostenjuden, politically active, a reader of the socialist Neue Freie Presse (New Free Press), and a supporter of the progressive Social Democrats, a party distinct from the Christian Socialists and the German Nationalists who placed identity, anti-Semitism and purification at the centre of their political programmes.
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At the end of January 1933, President Paul von Hindenburg appointed Adolf Hitler chancellor of Germany. Leon now occupied a larger shop at 72 Taborstrasse, in the heart of the Leopoldstadt district. As the liquor trade flourished, he must have viewed events in neighbouring Germany with trepidation. The Reichstag was burned down, the Nazis won the largest share of the vote in German federal elections, Austrian Nazis gained ever more support. Demonstrations in the Leopoldstadt were frequent and violent.
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Leon and Max Kupferman, Vienna, 1929




Four months later, on Saturday, 13 May 1933, representatives of the new German government made a first visit to Austria. A trimotored German government plane landed at the Aspern Airfield, not far from Leon’s shop. It carried seven Nazi ministers, led by Dr Hans Frank, the newly appointed Bavarian minister of justice, Hitler’s former lawyer and confidant.


Frank’s arrival prompted demonstrations, with large crowds of supporters, many of whom wore the white knee-length socks that indicated support for the Nazis. The Austrian chancellor, Engelbert Dollfuss, soon banned the Austrian Nazi Party, and other measures followed. Dollfuss was dead a little more than a year after Frank’s visit, murdered in July 1934 by a group of Austrian Nazis led by Otto von Wächter, a local lawyer who would, a decade later, as Nazi governor in Lemberg, create the Waffen-SS Galician Division.


I found little information on Leon’s life during these turbulent days. He was a single man, and although the odd document offered a snippet about his family in his papers I found no letters or other accounts, no details of political or other activities. There were several photographs, later inserted into an album in random fashion. Leon wrote a few words on the back of some, a date or a place. I rearranged the images chronologically as best I could. The earliest photograph, of his friend Max Kupferman, dated to 1924. Most were taken in the 1930s, but after 1938 the images tailed off.
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Hans Frank (standing in car) arrives in Vienna, May 1933




Several photographs were work-related. A black-tie gathering, men with their ladies, taken in December 1930, with names and signatures on the back: Lea Sochi, Max Kupferman, Bertl Fink, Hilda Eichner, Grete Zentner, a Metzl and a Roth. Another picture showed Leon outside his brother-in-law Max Gruber’s liquor store on Klosterneuburger Strasse. Others were of family members. His cousins Herta and Edith Gruber outside their father’s shop, on their way to school. His sister Gusta, elegant in a black coat on a Viennese street. A note from his niece Daisy, on holiday in Bodensdorf: ‘To my dear uncle …’ Three photographs of Malke, dressed in black, a widow with a furrowed brow. Malke on a street, Malke in an apartment, Malke walking with her son on Leopoldsberg. I found only one image of Leon with his mother, taken in 1938, silhouetted with small trees.


Several pictures showed Leon with friends, many in Klosterneuburg in the 1930s. In bathing suits, men and women laughed, touched, posed. Leon with an unnamed woman, but no clue as to their relationship.


Max. Through the years, from 1924 to 1938, at least one photograph a year of his best friend, a straight run. He was a constant. Leon and Max on the banks of the Danube at Kritzendorf, north of Vienna. Leon, Max and a young woman with a leather soccer ball at their feet. Leon and Max hiking in the Wachau valley. Leon and Max standing in front of a shining black automobile. Leon and Max joking around with a football. Max standing. Max in portrait. Max laughing, smiling.


I noticed how elegant and well dressed Leon always was, neat and dignified. On a Viennese street in a boater. In a suit at a railway station, or maybe it was a marketplace. He looked happy, usually with a smile, more so than the way I remembered him in later years. At my wedding in New York, in his ninetieth year, I recall seeing him sitting alone in a reflective mood, as though looking back across a century.




The last photograph of that period, of Leon’s bachelor days, was of two attractive young women, on the streets. They wore fur, and behind them, approaching in the background, a storm cloud looms.
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Leon and Malke, Vienna, 1938
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The darkness grew more ominous in 1937. Hitler denounced various agreements on the protection of minorities, freeing Germany from the constraints of international law and allowing it to treat minority groups as it wished. Yet in Vienna, daily life and love went on. At this moment, as Europe stumbled towards war, Leon chose to marry.


His bride was Regina Landes, the marriage celebrated on 23 May 1937 at the Leopoldstempel, a fine Moorish-style synagogue on Leopoldsgasse, the largest Jewish temple in Vienna. My grandmother Rita emerged from nowhere. The first image of her was in a white wedding dress.


I knew this photograph well, she in a flowing wedding dress, holding white flowers, he in black tie. Neither of them smiled on this happy day. This was the single photograph on display in their apartment in Paris, the one I often stared at as a child.


The bride was twenty-seven, Viennese and Austrian, the daughter of Rosa Landes, a widow with whom she lived on Habichergasse in the 16th District. The marriage was witnessed by Leon’s brother-in-law Max and by Rita’s older brother Wilhelm, a dentist. Malke attended with Gusta and Laura, accompanied by their husbands and Leon’s four nieces. Rita was given away by her mother and three brothers: Wilhelm, his wife Antonia, and their young son, Emil; Bernhard and his wife Susanne; and Julius. This was Leon’s new Viennese family.


The Lembergers and Zółkiewers weren’t able to make the trip to Vienna, but they sent telegrams. I found two. ‘Wishing you much luck,’ Uncle Leibus wrote from Zółkiew. Another came from Uncle Rubin, in Lwów.


Leon kept these congratulatory telegrams, a record of the secure, middle-class community of which the new couple was a part. A world of doctors and lawyers, shopkeepers and furriers, engineers and accountants, a world of yesterday, about to disappear.
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On the morning of 12 March 1938, the German Wehrmacht entered Austria and marched into Vienna, met by huge and enthusiastic crowds. Rita was five months pregnant on the day Austria became a part of the Greater German Third Reich. The Anschluss (linkup) followed a coup d’état by the Austrian Nazi Party, to prevent a referendum on the country’s independence from Germany. The ‘first great breach of the peace’, the German writer Friedrich Reck noted in his diary on 20 March 1938, in a state of despair. It was a day on which ‘the criminal has been let go unpunished and is thus made to appear more powerful than he is’.
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Leon and Rita, wedding day, May 1937




Three days later, Hitler arrived in Vienna to address a vast crowd on the Heldenplatz. He stood alongside Arthur Seyss-Inquart, the newly appointed governor, with Otto von Wächter behind them, just returned from German exile. Within days a plebiscite ratified the takeover, and German law was applied across Austria. A first transport of 151 Austrian opponents of the Nazis was taken from Vienna to the Dachau concentration camp near Munich. Jews were harassed, forced to scrub the streets, then hit by new laws that banned them from the universities and participation in the professions. Within weeks, Jews were required to register their assets, property and businesses, a death knell for the liquor stores run by Leon and brother-in-law Max.


As businesses were confiscated without compensation, Arthur Seyss-Inquart’s new government entrusted to Adolf Eichmann the task of running the Zentralstelle für judische Auswanderung, the body responsible for implementing the ‘solution of the Jewish problem’. Persecution was embraced as policy, along with ‘voluntary’ emigration and deportation. A Vermögensverkehrsstelle (asset transfer office) transferred Jewish property to non-Jews. Another commission oversaw the removal of Jews from public positions in Austria, headed by Otto von Wächter.


Many Jews emigrated, or tried to do so, among them Leon and his brothers-in-law on Rita’s side. Bernhard Landes left first, with his wife, then Wilhelm’s family followed in September 1938. They obtained tourist visas for Australia but only got as far as London, where they remained. Wilhelm’s son, Emil, was six. ‘I remember being in your grandparents’ apartment on Taborstrasse, at nighttime,’ he recalled. ‘I remember marching feet outside the building and a general sort of atmosphere of fear and emotion around me.’ He remembered too the September night that his family left Vienna from the Westbahnhof. ‘I looked down from the train compartment,



which was high up, and saw the worry and the crying faces, probably my father’s mother [Rosa] was standing there, probably your grandmother [Rita] was standing there. There were lots of crying adults. They just stood there, crying.’


The brothers did what they could to obtain a visa for their mother, Rosa, but no visa ever reached Vienna. Leon’s three nieces, the daughters of Gusta and Max, did manage to get out. Daisy, who was twenty-five, went to London to study (she later emigrated to Palestine). Herta (who was eighteen) and Edith (fifteen) together made their way to Italy and then Palestine. Their parents, Gusta and Max, remained in Vienna.


I located the form Leon filed with the Israelitische Kultusgemeinde Wien (the Vienna Jewish Community), a prerequisite of emigration. He declared himself to be a ‘liquor and spirits’ manufacturer who had studied electrical and radio repairs and spoke Polish and German. He was willing to go to Australia, Palestine, or America (the only overseas relative identified was a ‘cousin’ of Rita’s, one P. Weichselbaum of Brooklyn, New York, a name I didn’t recognize). He also applied for permission to emigrate on behalf of his two dependants, Rita (who was pregnant) and Malke. In the space left to declare his financial and other resources, he offered a single word: ‘None.’ The shop on Taborstrasse was gone, along with the stock. Leon was destitute.


On 19 July 1938, Rita gave birth to a daughter, Ruth, my mother. Four months later, a lowly official at the German embassy in Paris was murdered, unleashing Kristallnacht and the destruction of Jewish property and businesses. That night, 9 November, the Leopoldstempel where Rita and Leon were married was burned down, and thousands were rounded up. Among the hundreds who were killed or ‘disappeared’ were two of Leon’s brothers-in-law. Max Gruber was arrested on 12 November, spending eight days in prison before being released. He was forced to sell off his shop and the building he owned with Gusta, and to do so cheaply. Rita’s youngest brother, Julius Landes, was less fortunate: he disappeared a few days after Kristallnacht, never to be heard from again. The only trace that remained was a single document, which revealed that a year later, on 26 October 1939, he was transported eastward to a camp near the town of Nisko, between Kraków and Lemberg. Seven decades later, he remains a disappeared person.




Leon and Rita were ensnared. Within a week of Kristallnacht, Rita was forced to change her name, and birth and marriage certificates, with ‘Sara’ being added to indicate Jewish origins. For reasons that are unclear, neither Leon nor their daughter was subjected to this humiliation. On 25 November, Leon was summoned to appear before the authorities. The president of the Vienna Police, Otto Steinhaus, issued an order of expulsion:





The Jew Buchholz Maurice Leon is required to leave the territory of the German Reich by 25 December 1938.





Leon kept a copy of the order, but I only saw it when my mother gave me his papers in preparation for the trip to Lviv. The paper was folded in half, kept with a certificate of good character that was issued by the head of the local Jewish community. On a careful reading, I noticed that the expulsion order was judicially confirmed by the chief judge of the Leopoldstadt district court.
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Order expelling Leon from the Reich, 25 November 1938
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The exact circumstance of Leon’s departure from Vienna had always been a mystery, but I assumed he left for Paris with his wife and daughter.


Passport No. 3814 was issued to his daughter, Ruth, on 23 December 1938, suggesting she would leave with her father. Below her photograph, overstamped with a swastika, the space left for a signature was filled in by an official: ‘The passport holder is unable to write.’ Ruth was six months old, identified as ‘small’ and ‘stateless’.


Passport No. 3816 was issued on the same day to Leon, on the authority of the president of the Vienna Police, the same man who ordered his expulsion. Leon signed with a large, proud, firm B. The document, like his daughter’s, allowed travel within the country and abroad and described Leon as ‘stateless’. He’d lost his Polish nationality – as suddenly as it was obtained in 1919 – a consequence of the Polish foreign minister Józef Beck’s September 1934 speech to the Assembly of the League of Nations, renouncing the 1919 Polish Minorities Treaty. The loss of status would have one unintended benefit: as a stateless individual, Leon could only be issued a foreigner’s passport (a Fremdenpass), which was not required to be stamped with a big red J, the mark of a Jew. Leon’s passport, as well as that of his daughter, was not stamped with a red J.


The third passport would have been No. 3815, in Rita’s name, but it was missing. The passport that was among Leon’s papers that bore Rita’s name was issued much later, in August 1941, three years after the others. It carried a different number. Rita stayed behind, to care for her mother, Rosa, at least that is what I was told. I had assumed the period of separation was short, but now I learned that it extended over three years. How did Rita leave Vienna in late 1941? Ruth’s cousin Emil, who left Vienna in September 1938, was surprised. ‘It was a mystery, and it has always been a mystery,’ he said quietly. Had he known that Leon and Rita did not leave Vienna together. ‘No, did they?’ he asked. Did he know that Rita remained in Vienna until the end of 1941? ‘No.’


I tried to find out what happened to passport No. 3815, but without success. Most likely it was issued to Rita, not used, then discarded. A kind lawyer in Germany’s Federal Foreign Office looked into the



matter but found nothing in the Federal Archives. ‘It would appear close to improbable that this file is preserved in German public archival funds,’ he wrote.


Passports 3814 and 3816 offered a further surprise: they revealed that Leon left without his daughter. The only stamp in Leon’s passport from the currency office in Vienna was dated 2 January 1939. Beyond that it was empty, without anything to indicate when he left or the route he took. His daughter’s passport, on the other hand, bore a stamp to show that she left Austria much later, on 22 July 1939, entering France the following day. Because she did not travel with her father, the obvious question was, who accompanied the infant on the trip?


‘I have absolutely no idea how your grandfather contrived to get out of Vienna,’ Ruth’s cousin Emil told me. ‘Nor do I know how your grandfather got his daughter out of Vienna, or how your grandmother escaped Vienna.’
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Leon was thirty-four years old at the end of January 1939, when he arrived alone in Paris, a place of safety even as Prime Minister Édouard Daladier’s government faced up to political realities, negotiating with Hitler and preparing to recognize Franco’s government in Spain. Leon arrived with a passport, a copy of the order expelling him from the Reich and two certificates, one of which confirmed his good character, and the other attesting to the fact that he ran a liquor store in Vienna from 1926 to 1938. He had no money.


I had often imagined Leon’s escape from Vienna to Paris, without knowing the details. After I attended a conference in Vienna on the accident at the Chernobyl nuclear plant in Ukraine, a spur-of-the-moment decision took me to Vienna’s rebuilt Westbahnhof station, where I bought a one-way, overnight train ticket to Paris. I shared the compartment with a young German woman. We talked about the war years, their effect on our families, the sense of connection with that past. It was an intimate journey, a moment of acknowledgement and remembrance, and we never exchanged names.


In Paris I went to the building where Leon stayed when he arrived, 11 rue du Malte, a four-storey building behind the Cirque d’Hiver, not far from place de la République. From here, he made repeated applications to remain in France, retaining the many rejection slips handed to him by the Préfecture de Police, small pieces of paper covered in blue ink. Given five days to leave, he challenged each decision every month for a year. Eventually he received permission to remain.
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Ruth, Paris, 1939




In July 1939, his infant daughter arrived in Paris. Where they lived, and how he survived, I did not know. In August he rented a room at 29 rue de la Lune, a tall and thin building on a narrow street, where he was living when Germany invaded Poland on 1 September. A few days later, France and Britain declared war on Germany, making communications with Rita difficult, because Vienna was in enemy territory. No letters remained, just a photograph of their daughter, sent to Rita in October. ‘Ruthi running to a better future’, Leon wrote on the back. He added a few affectionate words for other family members, unaware they’d left for England.


Leon entrusted his daughter to the care of others, then enlisted in the French army to join the struggle against Germany. The French military issued him an identity card that described him as an ‘electrician’. In March 1940, he joined the Troisième Régiment de Marche de Volontaires Étrangers (RMVE: the Third Marching Regiment of Foreign Volunteers), an offshoot of the Foreign Legion. A few days later he was transferred to a camp on the south-west coast, near the Pyrenees and the border with Spain, based at Camp Barcarès, a long strip of sand that divided the Mediterranean from a voluminous freshwater pond. The Seventh Company, of which he was a member, comprised several thousand men drawn from across Europe. They included Spanish Republicans and Communists and Jews from Hungary, Czechoslovakia and Poland. He kept a few photographs, looking dandy in a large-brimmed hat, breeches and greatcoat.


Within a month he was decommissioned, deemed too old for combat at thirty-five. A few weeks later, Germany marched into France, Belgium and Holland, as Leon’s former regiment was renamed the Twenty-Third RMVE and sent north to active engagement against the Germans at Soissons and Pont-sur-Yonne. Hostilities ended on 22 June with an armistice. The regiment was dissolved.


Leon was back in Paris when the Germans entered on 14 June 1940, causing many Parisians to flee. Within weeks the roads outside Paris were deserted, and an ‘air of venality’ hovered over the capital as German soldiers took over the restaurants on the Champs-Élysées and teenagers of the Gardes Françaises (a French equivalent to the Hitler Youth) sold copies of Au Pilori, a furiously anti-Semitic and anti-Freemason weekly that called for the lynching of Léon Blum and Édouard Daladier.
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Leon, Barcarès, 1940




Leon worked at a language school, the École Saint-Lazare at 102 rue Saint-Lazare, making use of his German-language skills. In his papers I found a note from the school’s director, Monsieur Edmond Melfi, certifying his role as a teacher. Ruth was sent into hiding outside Paris, to nearby Meudon. She was two years old, able to walk but not speak, hidden at a pouponnière, a private nursery called L’Aube de la Vie, the ‘Dawn of Life’. It was the first of several places of hiding, all traces of which evaporated from her memory. For the next four years, my mother was a hidden child, separated from her father, given the false name of Jocelyne Tévé.
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Leon kept only one document that offered information on the pouponnière, a postcard of a young woman with a big smile. She wore a pin-striped jacket and a white shirt, with a large black bow tie. Her hair was dark, pulled back behind her head. She was pretty, and on the back of the card she wrote a few words: ‘To Ruth’s father, with all my friendship, S. Mangin, Director of the Pouponnière “L’Aube de la Vie”, Meudon (Saône et Oise).’


The town hall in Meudon directed me to the municipal archivist, who located the nursery’s file. Between 1939 and 1944, Mademoiselle Mangin looked after several small children at her premises at 3 rue Lavoisier, a small, detached house with a small front garden in the centre of town. ‘We have found no trace of Ruth Buchholz in the register of children maintained by this “nourrice”,’ Madame Greuillet informed me. ‘Maybe she was declared to the municipality under a different name,’ something that happened frequently. She sent me the names of all the children who registered at the nursery between September 1938 (the first was Jean-Pierre Sommaire) and August 1942 (the last was Alain Rouzet). Of the twenty-five, eight



were girls. If Ruth was registered, it was under a secret name. More likely, she was kept off the books.
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In Zhovkva, a thousand miles to the east of Paris, a woman who lived on the street where Malke was born gave me another account of the events of 1939. Sixteen years old when the Germans arrived in September 1939, ninety-year-old Olga offered a clear first-hand account of the occupation of Poland. She did so as she stood at a large urn of boiling cabbages, protected from the autumn chill by a layer of bright scarves, tightly wound.


‘I’ll tell you the truth,’ Olga said. ‘There were maybe ten thousand people in Zółkiew, half Jewish, the rest Ukrainians and Poles. The Jews were our neighbours; we were friends with them. There was a doctor, he was respected, we went to him. There was a watchmaker. They were honest, all of them.’


Olga’s father got on with Jews. When Poland became independent in 1919, he was arrested because his first wife – not Olga’s mother – was an active supporter of the short-lived West Ukrainian People’s Republic, which existed for less than a month, in November 1918 (we spoke shortly before Russia occupied the Crimea in 2014, an act that would cause others I met in Ukraine to suggest that a western republic might yet re-emerge). ‘When my father was in prison, the Jew Gelberg, his neighbour, took money and food to the prison for him, because he was alone. So my father was fine with the Jews.’


As our conversation meandered, Olga drank tea, tended to the cabbages, and reminisced about the war.


‘First the Germans came,’ which scared the Jews. ‘The Germans stayed in Zółkiew for a week, didn’t do much, then left, back west. Then the Russians arrived in town.’


Olga was at school when the Soviets entered the town.


‘It was a woman who came first, a beautiful woman soldier on a great white horse who led the Soviets into town. Then came the soldiers, then the big guns.’


She was curious about the artillery, but the woman on the horse left a greater impression.


‘She was beautiful, and she carried a big gun.’




For eighteen months, Zółkiew was under Soviet control, a Communist-run municipality in which private enterprise was eliminated. Other parts of Poland were occupied by Nazi Germany, the General Government under the rule of Governor-General Hans Frank. The division was agreed to by Stalin and Hitler in the secret Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, a non-aggression agreement that divided Poland with a line drawn to the west of Lemberg and Zółkiew, leaving Leon’s family safe on the Soviet side. In June 1941, Germany broke the pact, launching Operation Barbarossa. Its forces moved eastward at speed, so by the end of June, Zółkiew and Lemberg were under German control.


The return of the Germans brought fear to the Jews. Olga remembered restrictions, the creation of the ghetto, and the burning of the synagogue after they arrived. She didn’t personally know the Flaschners, Malke’s family, but the name rang a bell. ‘One was an innkeeper,’ she said suddenly, recalling that there were many with that name. ‘They went into the town ghetto, all the Jews did,’ she said of Leon’s uncle Leibus, of the aunts and cousins, of all the relatives, of the thirty-five hundred other Jews from the town. In faraway Paris, Leon knew nothing of these events.
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Vienna in the summer of 1941 was no less difficult for Rita. Separated from Leon and her daughter for nearly three years, she lived with her mother, Rosa, and mother-in-law, Malke. Nothing in Leon’s papers shed any light on those years, of which Rita never spoke, not to her daughter, not to me. By other means, I traced some of what came next.


In September, an ordinance was passed requiring all Jews in Vienna to wear yellow stars. The use of public transportation was curtailed as they were prohibited from leaving the area where they lived without authorization. The city archive in Vienna offered more details. After Leon left, Rita was forced out of the Taborstrasse apartment. She moved in with Malke; they lived first on Franz Hochedlinger Gasse, then on Obere Donaustrasse, both in the Leopoldstadt district, where many of the Jews lived. Malke was evicted from the apartment she’d lived in for a quarter of a century



on Romanogasse and forced into a ‘collective’ apartment on Denisgasse. Deportations to the east had been halted in October 1939, but in the summer of 1941, under the rule of Baldur von Schirach, the new gauleiter of Vienna, rumours about a fresh wave of deportations began to circulate.


On 14 August, Rita was issued a Fremdenpass, a travel pass valid for one year, allowing travel in and out of the Reich. It bore no red J stamp, despite her being registered as a Jew. Two months later, on 10 October, the Vienna police authorized her to make a one-way trip out of the country, travelling via Hargarten-Falck in the Saarland on the German border with France. The journey was to be completed by 9 November. The passport photograph was strikingly sad, Rita with pursed lips and eyes full of foreboding.


I found another copy of that photograph in Leon’s papers, one she sent from Vienna to Paris. On the back she had written an inscription, ‘For my dearest child, for my golden child.’


I was surprised that Rita, a registered Jew, could be issued so late a document that allowed her to travel. An archivist at the US Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington described the journey as ‘improbable’, setting out the multitude of steps she would have had to go through to obtain the Fremdenpass, obstacles imposed by Adolf Eichmann. The archivist directed me to a large chart titled Die jüdische Wanderung aus der Ostmark, 1938–1939 (The Jewish migration from Austria, 1938–1939), as prepared by Eichmann. A stateless person like Rita, who lost her Austrian nationality after the Anschluss by reason of her marriage to a now-stateless Jew, was required to take even more steps than others.


To leave Vienna, Rita must have had help from someone with connections. In October 1941, Eichmann and his deputy Alois Brunner, who would soon move to Paris, issued a raft of orders for large-scale Jewish deportations. That month, some fifty thousand Jews were deported from Vienna. Among them were Leon’s sister Laura and her daughter, his thirteen-year-old niece, Herta Rosenblum. The two were sent to Litzmannstadt (Lodz) on 23 October.


Rita avoided deportation. She left Vienna on 9 November. The very next day ‘the borders of the German Reich were closed for refugees’, all emigration ended, all departure routes were blocked. Rita got out at the last minute. Her escape was either very fortunate or based on assistance from someone with inside information. I don’t know when Rita arrived in Paris or how she made it there. The Fremdenpass bore no stamps or other clues. Other documents confirmed that by early 1942 she was in Paris, reunited with her husband.
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Rita’s passport, 1941




Malke was now the last member of Leon’s family in Vienna. Her children and grandchildren having left the city, her companion was Rosa Landes, Rita’s mother. The gaps created by the silence of the family as to the events of that time could be filled by documents available in numerous archives, offering grim details, in black and white, of what followed. But first, I wanted to see where these events unfolded.
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I travelled to Vienna with my fifteen-year-old daughter to visit the addresses thrown up by the archives. Triggered by school history lessons, she wanted to visit a ‘museum of the Anschluss’, but no such institution existed. We made do with the wall of a single room at the small, private, and rather wonderful Third Man Museum, a homage to the Orson Welles film that was one of Rita’s favourites, and mine. The room traced the unhappy events from 1938 to 1945 by means of photographs, newspapers and letters. A copy of the voting form for the plebiscite that followed the Anschluss, organized to ratify the union with Germany, declared the support of the Catholic Church, firm and unambiguous.


Later we walked through Viennese streets, to 69 Klosterneuburger Strasse, the building where Leon lived when he arrived from Lemberg in 1914. Once the home of his sister Gusta and brother-in-law Max, the liquor store was now a convenience store. Close by was Leon’s school, the Realschule on Karajangasse, and his first shop, on Rauscherstrasse. We went to Taborstrasse, where Leon and Rita first lived together, the building where my mother was born. The street was elegant, but No. 72 was among the buildings destroyed by war. Later we stood outside 34 Rembrandtstrasse, Malke’s last Viennese home, a Wohngemeinschaft (shared apartment) she occupied with other elderly residents. It wasn’t too difficult to imagine the last day, which began early in the morning of 14 July 1942, the street closed by the SS to prevent escapes. ‘They are going to take the whole street, whoever is a Jew,’ a panicked resident of a nearby



street recalled as an SS man marched around with a pizzle shouting, ‘Alles raus, alles raus.’


Malke was seventy-two years old, allowed to travel east with a single suitcase. Escorted to the Aspangbahnhof, behind the Belvedere Schloss, she and other deportees were spat at, jeered, and abused by spectators, who applauded the departures. One comfort was that she was not entirely alone, travelling with Rita’s mother, Rosa. It was a haunting image, two elderly ladies on a platform at the Aspangbahnhof, each hanging on to a small suitcase, two among 994 elderly Viennese Jews heading east.


They travelled on Transport No. IV/4, a regular train with a seat in a normal compartment with lunch boxes and refreshments, a deceptively comfortable ‘evacuation’. The journey lasted twenty-four hours and led to Theresienstadt, sixty kilometres north of Prague. On arrival, they were searched. The first hours were uncertain and traumatic, waiting around, eventually directed to their quarters, a single room, empty save for a few old mattresses on the floor.


Rosa survived for a few weeks. According to a death certificate she died on 16 September of pericolitis. It was signed by Dr Siegfried Streim, a dentist from Hamburg who spent two more years at Theresienstadt before being deported to Auschwitz, where he died in the autumn of 1944.


A week after Rosa died, Malke was deported from Theresienstadt on Transport Bq 402. By train, she headed east, beyond Warsaw, entering the territory of Hans Frank. The train journey extended over a thousand kilometres, twenty-four hours locked into a cattle wagon with eighty other frail, elderly Untermenschen. Among the 1,985 other people who travelled on that transport were three of Sigmund Freud’s sisters: seventy-eight-year-old Pauline (Pauli), eighty-one-year-old Maria (Mitzi) and eighty-two-year-old Regina (Rosa).


The train stopped at a camp, two and a half kilometres from the railway station of the small town of Treblinka. The routine that followed was well rehearsed, under the personal direction of Commandant Franz Stangl. If she was still alive, Malke would have joined the Freud sisters in getting off the train within five minutes of its arrival. They were ordered to line up on the platform, divided into separate groups of men and women, forced to strip naked under the threat of lashes. Jewish workers collected their discarded clothes



and carried them off to barracks. Those able to do so walked naked into the camp, along ‘Himmelfahrtstrasse’, the ‘street to heaven’. The women’s hair was shaved by barbers, to be packed into bundles for the manufacture of mattresses.


Reading an account of this process, I recalled a scene in Claude Lanzmann’s film Shoah. Among the very few to survive Treblinka, the barber Abraham Bomba was interviewed as he cut a man’s hair, being pressed for details of the task he carried out, matters that he plainly did not wish to talk of. Bomba refused to answer, yet Lanzmann persisted. Eventually the barber cracked, weeping as he described his own actions, the shaving of the hair of women.


‘I was obsessed by the last moments of those who were to die,’ Lanzmann wrote of his visit to Treblinka, ‘by their first moments in the death camps.’ Those moments were taboo. The cutting of hair, the naked walk, the gas.


Malke’s life was over within fifteen minutes of stepping off the train.
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Malke was murdered in the forest of Treblinka on 23 September 1942, a point of detail about which Leon did not learn until many years later. Within six months of her death, her brother Leibus and the entire Flaschner family in Zółkiew were also dead. While the exact circumstances were not knowable, I learned about the fate of Zółkiew’s Jews from one of the few Jewish residents to survive, Clara Kramer, now a resident of Elizabeth, New Jersey.


I came across Clara by chance, a consequence of a photograph bravely posted in Zhovkva’s tiny museum, a couple of gloomy rooms on the ground floor of a wing of Stanisław Żółkiewski’s crumbling castle. On the museum wall hung a few dismal black-and-white photographs, small and indistinct, three or four grainy, unfocused images taken in the early days of the German occupation, the summer of 1941. They showed armoured vehicles, grinning soldiers, the seventeenth-century synagogue on fire. There was also a picture of one of the entrances to the town through which I walked, the Brama Gliñska (Glinske Gate), taken shortly after the Germans arrived.
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Glinske Gate, Zółkiew, July 1941




At the top of the imposing stone gate three banners were hung, offering a local message of welcome to the new arrivals, in Ukrainian. HEIL HITLER! Glory to Petliura! Glory to Bandera! Long live the Independent United Ukrainian State! Long live the Leader Stepan Bandera!


It required courage for a museum curator to display such photographs, evidence of local Ukrainian support for the Germans. Eventually I located her, Lyudmyla Baybula, a municipal employee who worked in another wing of the castle. Luda, as she asked me to call her, was in her forties, a strong, attractive woman with jet-black hair, a proud, open face and truly amazing blue eyes. She had devoted her life to learning about her town’s lost wartime years, having grown up in a place without Jews, a subject of silence. One of the few Jews to remain was a friend of her grandmother’s, an elderly lady whose stories of childhood ignited Luda’s interest in what had been lost.


Luda began to collect information and then decided to display some of what she found on a wall of the museum. During one of our conversations, over a lunch of pickles and borscht, she enquired if I’d read Clara’s War, a book about a young girl from Zółkiew who survived the German occupation. She told me that Clara Kramer was one of eighteen Jews who spent two years hidden under the floorboards of a house occupied by a Polish couple, Mr and Mrs Valentin Beck, and their daughter. In July 1944, when the Russians arrived from the east, she was liberated.


I bought Clara’s book and read it in a single sitting. Curiously, one of the eighteen was a young man called Gedalo Lauterpacht, who turned out to be a distant relative of Hersch’s. I visited Clara in New Jersey, wanting to learn more, and found an engaging, sprightly and talkative ninety-two-year-old. She was fit and beaming, with a good memory, but sad because her husband had died a few weeks earlier.


‘Zółkiew was nice in the 1930s,’ she recalled, with its fine city hall with a tall tower and the balcony on the top, around all four sides. ‘Every day at noon a policeman played Chopin on a trumpet,’ she said with a smile. ‘He walked round all four sides of the balcony and just played his trumpet, always Chopin.’ She hummed the piece but couldn’t recollect the name.


As a child, Clara walked to school, past the Lemberg Gate and



the municipal theatre. She took day trips to Lwów. ‘There was a train about three times a day, but nobody used it,’ she explained, ‘the bus was every hour on the hour, so we always used that.’ There was no real tension among the different communities. ‘We were Jewish, the Poles were Polish, and the Ukrainians knew they were Ukrainian. Everybody was observant, religious.’ She had Polish and Ukrainian friends, and at Christmas her family visited Polish homes to admire the decorated trees. The summer brought trips to other parts of Poland, places with beautiful forests that were different from Galicia. There, she remembered, the Jews were less free to trade or travel. That was the first time she was called names.


She spoke fondly of the old wooden church on east-west street, ‘It was next to where we lived.’ One of her neighbours was an old Lauterpacht, Hersch’s uncle David, it turned out, who greeted them each morning on the street. She recalled the name Flaschner and Leon’s uncle Leibus, but not his face. Did he run an inn? she enquired. She knew the street where the Flaschners lived with their children, then called Piłsudski Street, located between her house and the main square.


The Germans arrived but left abruptly, just as Olga described. ‘It was a relief to get the Soviets; we were so scared of the Germans.’ They’d heard about the Anschluss on the radio and from a few Viennese refugees who arrived in 1938. A Viennese couple was assigned to them, the Rosenbergs, a doctor and his wife. They came for supper every Wednesday evening. Initially, Clara and her parents didn’t believe their tales of life in Vienna.


When the Germans returned in June 1941, life became more difficult. School friends ignored her on the street, turning their heads as she approached. ‘I wore the white armband,’ she explained. A year later, they went into hiding under the Becks’ floorboards, opposite the old wooden church – eighteen of them, including Gedalo Lauterpacht and Mr and Mrs Melman, also relatives of Hersch Lauterpacht’s.


She vividly remembered a day in March 1943, awoken by footsteps outside the house, the sound of crying and wailing. ‘We knew our day would come in Zółkiew. It was maybe three o’clock in the morning. I was woken by the noise and then some shots. They were being taken to the forest; it was the only place to dig a grave.’ She knew that forest, the borek, where children played. ‘It was a



beautiful wood. We had fun there. Now there was not a thing we could do. We could join them from our hiding place. At least three or four times, we were sure this was the end. I knew this was it.’


That was 25 March. The Jews of Zółkiew, thirty-five hundred of them, were marched into the wood, to a clearing and the sandpits. They were lined up, two kilometres from the centre of their little town, then shot.
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Leon knew nothing of the events in Zółkiew, Lemberg and Vienna. Rita had been with him in Paris for a year, but their situation was precarious as they took steps to avoid regular roundups of Jews, the rafles. A year earlier, in July 1942, thirteen thousand Parisian Jews were interned at the Vélodrome d’Hiver, then deported to Auschwitz.


That summer, Leon and Rita obtained official documents. Two tiny identity cards were issued on 6 July 1943, in Courrières, a small town in north-west France, the site of Europe’s worst mining disaster, forty years earlier. The cards were in Leon’s papers, each with a diminutive photograph and two sets of fingerprints, one for each hand. Leon’s card was No. 433, citing his birthplace as Lemberg, in the Départment of ‘Autriche’; Rita had card No. 434, her maiden name misstated as Kamper (not Landes as it should have been), with an obviously false signature. Both cards stated their nationality to be French (untrue) and misspelled their surnames as Bucholz (omitting an h).


The cards folded to close, thin blue card, and cheap. When I contacted the mairie in Courrières, I was told that the SS destroyed the town hall on the rue Jean Jaurès in May 1940 and executed dozens of local residents who resisted German advances. Monsieur Louis Bétrémieux, a local historian, told me the cards could not be genuine; they were almost certainly forgeries: because the town was a centre of French Resistance, many forged cards were being issued. Thus I connected Leon to an underground life.




[image: images]


Leon and Rita’s identity cards, 1943
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I discovered little about Leon’s life in the difficult period before the liberation of Paris by American troops in August 1944. Leon’s teaching career was over, and he worked in some capacity for a Jewish organization. There was nothing about this in the papers my mother kept, but when I asked my aunt Annie (the widow of Leon and Rita’s son Jean-Pierre, born after the war) whether Leon ever mentioned this period, she produced a bundle of documents that Leon gave her before he died. They were in a plastic shopping bag.


The documents were unexpected. The bulk of the papers comprised copies of a roughly printed newsletter, the Bulletin of the Union Générale des Israélites de France (UGIF), the Union of French Jews. The organization was established during the Nazi occupation to provide assistance to Jewish communities, and the Bulletin was published each Friday. Leon had a near-complete collection, from issue 1 (published in January 1942) to issue 119 (May 1944). Never more than four pages long, the Bulletin was printed on cheap paper, with articles on Jewish themes, advertisements (restaurants in the



4th arrondissement, a funeral parlour) and death notices. As the number of deportations rose, the Bulletin provided details of letters that couldn’t be delivered, the addressees having been sent to distant ‘work camps’ in the east.


The Bulletin offered a platform for Nazi regulations, with warnings about the dangers of noncompliance, a snapshot of life in occupied Paris. One early ordinance prohibited Jews from leaving their homes between 8 p.m. and 6 a.m. (February 1942). A month later, a new rule banned the employment of Jews. From May 1942, every Jew was required to wear a Star of David on the left side of the chest (to be obtained from the main UGIF office at 19 rue de Téhéran, the elegant nineteenth-century building where Leon worked). In July, Jews were banned from attending theatres or other places of public performance. From October, they were limited to making purchases for an hour each day, prohibited from having a telephone, then required to travel in the last carriage of each train on the métro. The following year, in August 1943, special identity cards were issued.


As the number of deportations increased, the UGIF was subjected to increased restrictions, particularly after its leadership refused to give effect to an order to fire its foreign Jewish employees. In February 1943, the local Gestapo commander Klaus Barbie led a raid on the main office, arresting more than eighty employees and beneficiaries. A month later, on 17 and 18 March, former employees of UGIF were arrested (I noticed that issue 61 of the Bulletin, published that week, was missing from Leon’s collection). Later that summer, Alois Brunner ordered the arrest of several UGIF leaders, sent to Drancy, then Auschwitz.


As a Polish Jew, Leon was under particular threat, yet somehow he evaded arrest. My aunt recalled him telling her how, on one occasion in the summer of 1943, Brunner personally descended on the offices at 19 rue de Téhéran to oversee arrests. Leon avoided him by hiding behind a door.


The plastic bag offered other evidence of activity. It held sheets of unused notepaper from the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, the Mouvement National des Prisonniers de Guerre et Déportés, and the Comité d’Unité et de Défense des Juifs de France. Each of these organizations, with which he must have worked, had offices at 19 rue de Téhéran.




Among the papers were two personal statements, each offering a detailed description of the treatment of deportees sent east. One was prepared in Paris in April 1944, recording testimony that at Auschwitz ‘they hang for no reason, to the sound of music’. The other was prepared shortly after the war ended. ‘At Birkenau, we worked in filth, at Auschwitz we died in cleanliness and order.’ It ended with a statement of evidence: ‘In short, this young man confirms all that is said on the radio and in the newspapers on the subject of concentration camps.’


Leon kept receipts of the postal packages he sent to camps and ghettos in the General Government in Nazi-occupied Poland. In the summer of 1942, he made twenty-four trips to the post office on the boulevard Malesherbes to send packages to Lina Marx, a woman in the Piaski ghetto near Lublin (the ghetto was liquidated the following summer, and Lina Marx was not among the few to survive).


Two postcards caught my eye, sent from the small town of Sandomierz, in Nazi-occupied Poland, by a Dr Ernst Walter Ulmann, deported from Vienna in February 1941. In the first, sent in March 1942, Dr Ulmann explained that he was an elderly, retired Viennese lawyer. ‘Please help me.’ The second card came four months later, in July, personally addressed to Leon at 19 rue de Téhéran. Dr Ulmann thanked him for a care package of sausage, canned tomatoes and small quantities of sugar. By the time Leon received the card, courteous Dr Ulmann was dead: the ghetto from which the card was sent had been emptied that month, its occupants dispatched to the concentration camp at Bełzec, farther along the railway line that connected Lemberg to Zółkiew.


At the bottom of the bag I found a bundle of yellow cloth, small sections cut into squares, with fraying edges. Each had a black Star of David printed onto it, with the word ‘Juif’ at its centre. There were forty-three of these stars, each in pristine condition, unused, ready to be distributed and worn.
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Leon and Rita were separated from their daughter during their first years in Paris, although it seems they occasionally spent a little time



with her. A few photographs remained – tiny square images, black-and-white, no more than two dozen. Undated, they showed a little girl with her parents, a toddler, two or three years old. She wore a white bow in her hair as Rita hovered near her with an anxious face. One image showed my mother standing with an older boy. In another, she was with her smartly attired parents, sitting at a café in a park, along with an older couple, the woman crowned with a box-like hat. A third set showed Ruth with her mother in Paris, five or six years old, perhaps towards the end of the occupation.


In none of the photographs did Rita smile.


Leon and Rita now lived on the rue Brongniart, the shortest street in Paris, close to their friends Monsieur and Madame Boussard, who were not Jewish and kept an eye on them. In later years, Leon told his daughter that Monsieur Boussard would warn him of roundups, telling him to stay off the streets and away from the apartment. Yet there was nothing about the Boussards in Leon’s papers or any mention of them elsewhere. Leon and Rita remained close to the Boussards after the war, but my mother lost contact after they declined to attend her wedding to an Englishman, my father. The English were an even more detestable lot than the Germans, they explained. That was in 1956. I laughed out loud when my mother told me the story, but she said it was no laughing matter, that it put a strain on the friendship between the older couples, and that she never saw Monsieur Boussard again. Many years later, when she took tea with Madame Boussard at La Coupole, the famous café on the boulevard du Montparnasse, Madame Boussard told her that Rita had always loved her son, Jean-Pierre, more than her daughter. My mother never saw her again.


On 25 August 1944, Leon and Rita celebrated the liberation of Paris with the Boussards. They joined the throngs on the Champs-Élysées, greeted American troops, and wondered how they might collect their daughter from Meudon. Leon stopped a US army truck filled with young GIs, one of whom spoke Polish.


‘Hop in,’ the GI said, ‘we’ll take you to Meudon.’ An hour later, the soldiers dropped the couple in the town centre. One more ‘Good luck’ in Polish, then they were off.


That night the family slept together in their home at 2 rue Brongniart, a tiny two-room apartment on the fourth floor. It was the first time in five years that they had slept under the same roof.
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I returned to a photograph in Leon’s papers, one I had seen in my mother’s living room before I first travelled to Lviv.


I sent the image to an archivist at the Fondation Charles de Gaulle in Paris. She told me it was taken on 1 November, in the cemetery of Ivry-sur-Seine, just outside Paris. De Gaulle had visited the Carré des Fusillés, a memorial to foreign resistance fighters executed by the Germans during the occupation.


‘The person with the moustache is Adrien Tixier, appointed by General de Gaulle as minister of the interior in the provisional government of the French Republic in September 1944,’ the archivist explained. ‘Behind him is the head of the police in Paris, [Charles] Luizet’ (on the left of the picture, in peaked cap), and the prefect of the Seine, Marcel Flouret (on the right, white scarf). ‘Behind Flouret with the moustache is Gaston Palewski,’ a name that rang a bell: Palewski was director of de Gaulle’s cabinet, Nancy Mitford’s lover, later immortalized as Fabrice, the fictional duc de Sauveterre in her novel Love in a Cold Climate.


[image: images]


Charles de Gaulle, Cimetière d’Ivry, 1944




What was Leon doing in such company?


One clue came with the identity of those interred at the Carré des Fusillés. Among those executed were twenty-three French résistants, members of the Franc-Tireurs et Partisans de la Main d’Oeuvre Immigrée, foreign fighters living in Paris. The group included eight Poles, five Italians, three Hungarians, a Spaniard, three French and two Armenians, one of whom was Missak Manouchian, the leader of the group. The only woman was Romanian. Half the group was Jewish.


The twenty-three members of the Resistance were apprehended in November 1943. Three months later, bright red posters appeared around the city and other parts of France, with names and faces under a bold headline, ‘L’armée du crime’ (The army of crime). This was L’affiche rouge, the famous red poster that called on Parisians to hunt out these foreigners before they destroyed France, its women and children. ‘It is always foreigners who take command of such actions, always the unemployed and professional criminals who execute them, and always the Jews who inspire them’, the back of the poster declared.


A few weeks later, in February, all but one of the group were executed by firing squad at Fort Mont-Valérien. They were buried at the Ivry cemetery, and de Gaulle visited their graves, accompanied by Leon. The solitary exception was Olga Bancic, the only woman in the group, briefly spared. She was beheaded in Stuttgart a few weeks later, on her thirty-second birthday.


The executions were memorialized by Louis Aragon’s poem ‘L’affiche rouge’. Written in 1955, the poem drew on Manouchian’s last letter to his wife, Mélinée, lines that later inspired the singer Léo Ferré, who wrote a song that was familiar from childhood, perhaps because Leon knew it:
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