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The year after the cycling accident that left my brother Jules badly brain-damaged, I loaded him and his wheelchair into my car one Sunday, got in and cautiously asked him how he was feeling. His old self might have said something like ‘How the fuck do you think I feel?’ He had taught English as a young man; now if he were prodded with questions, he mumbled a few indistinct phrases. He had been a constant reader but now held books up in front of him, going through the motions, without turning a page. He had loved travelling and, being adept at languages, had learnt to speak Italian the year he went to Italy with his wife, and Spanish when they went to Spain. He had been contented at home; now he was in a nursing home that always smelled faintly of piss and shit. He knew who we were, but not, in a sense, who he was or what he had become. Though one might mistake his withdrawn impassivity—one of the effects of the damage to the frontal lobes—for a shadowy residue of his former self, there were traces of his old sense of humour and his stoicism, especially if he were asked how he felt about his situation. ‘C’est la vie’, he said.


We had grown up in a family in which resilience was taken for granted, as if fortitude in the face of adversity was nothing special, though my mother, who personified it, didn’t mind being reminded of her more teeth-clenching feats of endurance, like the time she fractured her kneecap, tripping over one of the garments she had just picked up from a clothing manufacturer in the city. A passer-by helped her to her car, and she drove herself back to her dress shop in Sydney’s northern suburbs. There was an echo of the same refusal to succumb to mere catastrophe in my brother’s words, but it was just that: an echo of the resolute realism that was part of our heritage.


The outlines of the story traced something of the same course as the stories of many others who settled in Australia, whether the nineteenth-century Irish or the twenty-first-century Sudanese. My mother and father had left their homeland once in fear of their lives, and once to start over, in a country they knew so little about they pictured themselves on a farm with a couple of meadows with bright green grass and gnarled old apple and pear trees, like the farm we had just left behind, in a village in the south of Holland. It had been my mother’s home for only a few years, but she had quickly adapted to its demands, just as she had adapted during the tumultuous years that preceded it and would adapt to the hardships that followed, both in the first years in Australia and the last, more than half a century later.


Her death in 2007, at the age of ninety-two, prompted me to consider what it was that kept her going, against all odds. It gave me an excuse for celebrating her life, in light of the feeling, common to my generation, that our parents were a great deal more durable than we could ever hope to be and that our children and grandchildren will be less durable than we are, as if the resilience often thought to define earlier generations is petering out. But being able to absorb the blows doesn’t explain the essential component of resilience—the resistance that determines a person’s capacity to bounce back from traumatic events—a process now often acclaimed as a key to success in personal and commercial life that anyone can learn, through the right sort of thinking. If that is the case, then mum gave a demonstration of resilience exemplary in its simplicity, because she had the knack of making the best of life, however difficult its circumstances.


Born in 1915, my mother Marianne, whose family called her Nanny, belonged to the generation that came of working age during the Depression, in an era most women were denied education; already at work in the family butchery by the age of fourteen, as her father wished, she insisted on going to night school to study bookkeeping and French. Speaking the language would help save her life during the war, but such thoughts were far from her mind at the age of nineteen, when she briefly left home because her parents had forbidden her from seeing her boyfriend, a distant cousin. She had found work and lodgings in a nearby town before she let the family know where she was—an early sign of the strong-mindedness that would become like the sinews of her resilience. Though soon back with the family, by the late thirties she was in Scheveningen, a holiday town on the North Sea, working as a shop assistant in a department store that got a very stylish summer crowd, at least according to my mother, whose fond memories had turned Scheveningen, with its grey sea and its grey sky, into a picture-perfect model of glamour that rivalled prewar Biarritz or Monte Carlo. It has to be said there were periods when she didn’t see much of it. In winter, the shopgirls started work before it was light and finished work after it was dark. But even the routines of those strange, ominous years before the war could be savoured in retrospect, in the knowledge that it was all about to be snatched away.


Back in Arnhem again in May 1940, when the columns of German troops invading the Netherlands marched into the city (and the country) across the bridge over the Rhine, their footsteps hammering through nearby streets, she fled in 1942, with her brother Nico and a friend, after her mother urged them to go, fearing that the often impulsive Nico would otherwise be picked up and deported.


Long afterwards, my mother would recall being in a small town in occupied France when the air-raid sirens sounded. Forced to take shelter a little way from the café where she was meeting up again with Nico and their friend Dolf, she dived into a cellar and found herself surrounded by German soldiers. They tried to talk to her. My mother pretended to cry. ‘It was terrible’, she told me. ‘I had reason to cry, but it’s hard to keep it up for two hours.’ Mum’s brisk humour said as much about her as her lack of self-pity, but if these aspects of her temperament reinforced her resilience, the resourcefulness—the smarts—that allowed her to come up with the solution to her problem is closer to its essence. I wouldn’t dream of saying her ingenuity under pressure was what saved her life, however. Leaving her homeland behind saved her life. There were 140 000 Jews in the Netherlands at the outbreak of war. One hundred and seven thousand were deported, and all but 5000 of them were murdered by the Nazis, three of my grandparents and many of my parents’ aunts, uncles and cousins among them.


Books on the subject of resilience often cite concentration camp survivor Viktor Frankl, a Viennese psychiatrist who wrote about his experiences in Man’s Search for Meaning, suggesting that those who survived the camps had exerted the only form of control they could over their lives, finding meaning even in their suffering rather than succumbing to the horrors around them. One hesitates to pivot about the words of a man of great moral authority who survived Theresienstadt (where his father died) and Auschwitz (where his mother and brother were murdered) and went on to write a classic hailed long afterwards as one of the ten most influential books in the USA. But large numbers of very resilient people died in the gas chambers, and countless more resilient people died from shelling, bombing, starvation and disease in the course of a war usually estimated to have cost the lives of about thirty million civilians and more than twenty million military personnel—something that must surely be said before one can speculate about the attributes that combined with luck to spare the lives of others.


It was often sheer chance, of course—the same shocking fortuitousness that drove our ancestors into the arms of religion (searching for meaning, as Frankl would). You might live if you didn’t look too ‘Jewish’, or die if you did. Or live because you took one road and not another, or because you made a decision about whether or not to trust someone, as my mother did, after she, Nico and Dolf were arrested by a couple of German soldiers soon after crossing the border. Taken to a nearby French post and interviewed by a local policeman because she was fluent in French, my mother decided to trust him, confiding that in Holland she had helped escaped French prisoners of war, providing clothes and money, which were passed on through their contacts in the underground. She could have been shot there and then. But she had made the right decision. The doors of the cells and the building were left open that night as the cop had promised and they got away.
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