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For Wera and Otto









Preface
The Book of an Unknown Woman


I can’t cook, which is probably why it took me so long to realise that we had two cookbooks on our shelf at home with the same title: So kocht man in Wien! (Cooking the Viennese Way! ). The text and colour photographs in both books were identical; the only difference was in the name on the cover. The 1938 edition was attributed to Alice Urbach, whereas the 1939 one claimed Rudolf Rösch as its author.


Alice Urbach was my grandmother. I hardly ever saw her because she lived in America and I grew up in Germany. She died while I was still a child and my memories of her are hazy. I knew from family lore that she had been a famous cook in 1930s Vienna and that her culinary skills had saved her life. But why and exactly how this had happened remained unclear.


When, many years after her death, I became a historian, it never crossed my mind to write about her.


But, one day, my American cousin Katrina (a single “t” is the difference between our names) gave me a box with family letters and old cassettes. Katrina is a dedicated paediatrician and a pragmatist. She thought it only natural that I, a historian, should explore our grandmother’s story. As so often is the case, my family members had a wealth of anecdotes and few facts. But when I started reading the letters and listening to Alice’s voice on tape, I began to get an idea of what she had been through. From that moment on, all I wanted to do was tell her story.


The research took me from Vienna to New York via London. And as the geographical scope of my investigation widened, so did the group of protagonists. Alice was part of a complex family history, which began in a ghetto and then continued in Viennese millionaire circles. Famous individuals such as Anna Freud and the physicist Lise Meitner played a role in Alice’s life, as did many others whose names are unknown to history. These included an American secret agent by the name of Cordelia Dodson, a Munich publisher, and twenty-four Jewish children whom Alice looked after in the Lake District during the Second World War. The story of Alice’s own children – her sons Otto and Karl – was remarkable too. While Otto led an adventurous life in China, back in Vienna Karl believed for a long time that he was safe from the Nazis.


*


This book is also an indictment of theft. Alice was a cookery writer who saw her work appropriated by an “Aryan”. What happened to her was part of a large-scale fraud that German publishers continued to practise after the war. Alice’s case meant that this fraud was first made public in autumn 2020, leading to some surprising revelations. They are discussed for the first time in this new edition.


Although Alice fought for her book to the bitter end, she would have hated being thought of as a female Job. She wanted to be remembered for her “adventures and actions”. Her son Otto also strove to avoid sentimentality. When he tried to get Karl out of Vienna in 1938, he wrote to his brother, “I beg you to do without maudlin sentiment . . . It’s completely unnecessary to gush with gratitude in your letters.”1


This book will attempt to avoid maudlin sentiment.


Karina Urbach


Cambridge, November 2021
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1: The Vienna State Opera, 1938




“Red-white-red unto death!”


Cornelia Dodson, 20031





On Friday 11 March Cordelia, Elizabeth and Daniel Dodson bought tickets for the Vienna State Opera. They’d been in Vienna for some time and knew their way around the city. All the same, no-one would have taken them for locals. The three siblings looked exactly as you’d imagine young Americans from a well-to-do family to look: tall, sporty and casually dressed, in an expensive way. Cordelia was the eldest and the undoubted leader of the group. The twenty-five-year-old decided their programme and that evening she had scheduled a visit to the opera.


If Cordelia’s later comments are to be believed, she resolved to change her life after the events of 11 March.2 Until then she had led an extremely sheltered existence. Like many American college students of her generation, Cordelia was accustomed to a life of security. Her father, William Dodson, was the chairman of the chamber of commerce in Portland, Oregon.3 He had financed an expensive university education for all his children, but Cordelia was his great hope. It was no coincidence that he’d named her after one of Shakespeare’s heroines. And like King Lear’s daughter, in the end Cordelia Dodson would not fail to meet her father’s expectations.


The reason for Cordelia’s coming to Vienna in 1938 lay a few years in the past. As a schoolgirl she had become enthused by Sturm-und-Drang writers and decided to study German literature. It was pure chance that she enrolled at Reed College in Portland as a literature student, as was the fact that she met the Austrian exchange student Otto Urbach there. Nothing else of the story was chance, however. Cordelia went to Vienna on Otto’s recommendation. She met his mother Alice and his brother Karl, and ultimately their friendship would save the lives of several people.


Cordelia had no inkling of this future mission and her role in it when she went to the opera with her siblings on the night of 11 March 1938. Playing was Tchaikovsky’s Eugene Onegin, and the performance began at 7 p.m. Eugene Onegin is not light entertainment. It’s about a Russian aristocrat who rejects the advances of Tatyana and not long afterwards shoots dead a friend of his for completely trivial reasons. What is interesting about the character of Onegin is that he’s unable to show empathy. A similar phenomenon – an utter lack of empathy – would soon engulf the whole of Vienna, including the staff at the State Opera. Not only the Jewish conductor that evening, Karl Alwin, but also the singer in the role of Tatyana, Jarmila Novotná, would soon lose their careers and the sympathy of others.


We still don’t know why Cordelia and her siblings went to see Eugene Onegin that evening rather than Wagner’s Tristan and Isolde the following day. Perhaps the Wagner was already sold out or she didn’t like his music. Or maybe she didn’t have much of a clue about opera and merely did what tourists still do to this day – buy the first opera tickets they can get hold of and book a table somewhere for afterwards. So although there was nothing unusual about Cordelia’s opera visit, the atmosphere in which it played out was anything but usual. The city had been gripped by a tension for days. On 9 March, the Austrian chancellor Kurt Schuschnigg had announced a referendum, in which all Austrians would be asked to declare their support for a “free, German, independent, social, Christian and united Austria”. On 10 March the National Socialists succeeded in having the plebiscite cancelled. Now everybody was waiting for the next move.


At 7.47 p.m., while Cordelia and her siblings were still watching the first act of Onegin, Chancellor Schuschnigg broadcast a speech on the radio. He informed the country that he was yielding to force and announced his resignation with immediate effect, clearing the way for the Austrian Nazis. A few hours later, Hitler’s man Arthur Seyss-Inquart took over as chancellor.


Maybe the Dodsons heard about Schuschnigg’s speech in the interval after the first act. If they hadn’t, they would have realised that something serious had happened when they left the State Opera at 10 p.m. Their Viennese friend Karl Urbach was waiting for them at the exit. The expression on his face was clear; they would have to forgo their planned restaurant visit.


Until then Cordelia’s passion for Sturm-und-Drang literature had been purely theoretical. She was interested in human emotion, so much so that she had also attended a psychology seminar at Reed College. But what she witnessed over the coming days in Vienna was an explosion of feeling that went beyond the boundaries of any psychology course.


On the morning of 12 March 1938 the first German troops crossed the Austrian border, reaching Vienna the following day. The city, which Karl had proudly shown his American guests around over the past few weeks, was transformed into a sea of Nazi flags. It was an orgy of jubilation and hatred. With her own eyes Cordelia saw both ecstatic triumph and utter despair, and what surprised her was the extraordinary speed of this change: “Things just happened so fast. All of our civilian rights, the police system, certain protections that everyone took for granted were just gone . . . I learned to hate the Nazis from that time on. They were so arrogant, so merciless.” Without mentioning Alice’s or Karl’s name, she said of the scenes on the streets: “The persecution of the Jews was inhumane.”4 Determined to help her new Jewish friends, Cordelia took a decision that would change the course of her life. Although she did not yet know what she could do, she was willing to take serious risks.


During the Second World War this naïve college student would turn into a steely member of the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), the most elite of the American intelligence agencies. This was partly a result of her meeting with a short, rotund woman by the name of Alice Urbach.
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2: A Blind Father and a Poor
Card-Player




“When I look at the Jews,


It gives me little joy.


But when I see the others,


I’m happy to be a Jew.”


Albert Einstein1





It was a long, narrow alley. The houses stood close together and every square centimetre of living space was precious. The shops were on the ground floor, stuffed with fabrics, and one storey higher were the living quarters, stuffed with people. Around 5,000 people lived here, even though the official number was far lower. Not everybody wished to be registered and some lived illegally with friends and relatives. Alice’s story began in Judengasse in the Pressburg (now Bratislava) ghetto, sixty kilometres to the east of Vienna. It was where her grandfather Salomon Mayer (1798–1883) had grown up. According to family legend, when he was seven he stood with his parents at the window of the small apartment and watched world history being made. As the story goes, his mother pointed outside and told him, “Look down at the street my son, and all your life remember that little man riding on a white horse down there. He is the man before whom the whole world trembles. His name is Napoleon.”2


As is so often the case with family anecdotes, this one isn’t particularly reliable. Although the Peace of Pressburg was concluded in December 1805 not far from Judengasse, the signatories to the treaty were Napoleon’s foreign minister, Talleyrand, and Johann Joseph Prince Liechtenstein, representing the Habsburgs. Napoleon himself didn’t come to Pressburg until four years later. Maybe they had simply got the year wrong and Salomon was eleven when he caught sight of the French emperor. The colour of the steed isn’t quite right either, however; Napoleon’s war horse was a light-grey Arabian called Marengo. It is perfectly possible, of course, that Salomon’s mother assumed the horse was just dirty from the last battle and actually white in colour.3 Using your imagination was important in the ghetto, as a way of blocking out the greyness of everyday life. A white horse sounded much more romantic than a grey one.


Whether or not Salomon did see Napoleon and his horse in 1809, the key reason for the significance of the episode to him and the other Jews of Pressburg is omitted from the anecdote. It didn’t need saying as everybody knew it at the time. Napoleon embodied the French Revolution, and for many Jews, France was now the Promised Land. Since 1791 the Jewish population of that country had been made up of free French citizens who – theoretically, at least – differed from the rest of the population only by dint of their religion. In the eyes of the Pressburg Jews, Napoleon carried this idea with him throughout Europe. Which explains why in their family memory the Mayers placed themselves at the window and saw what they wanted to see. Ultimately, the precise year and the colour of the horse were insignificant; all that mattered was the hope for a future without fear. It was a sort of founding myth for the Mayers, and later Alice’s brother Felix even toyed with the idea of writing a family history with the title “From Napoleon to Hitler”. He compiled a little statistic for this which established that amongst his relatives there had been very few divorces or cases of cancer, but two suicides. No Mayer – according to Felix’s records – had ever become a criminal,4 but countless family members fell victim to the most heinous crime of the century. In the end Felix could not bring himself to write about this crime and his book project came to nothing.


Thus the family history begins with Salomon Mayer at the window. Salomon was also an important figure for his descendants because he always made the right decisions in life. This included marrying a clever woman with whom he could forge something extraordinary: Antonia (Tony) Frankl (1806–95), who became part of the family legend.5 At the time there were thirty textile wholesalers in the Pressburg ghetto and, thanks to Tony’s good taste, the Mayers were one of the most successful.6


Not only did Tony work incredibly hard, she also gave birth to sixteen children, of whom only nine survived. For the time this was not unusual. Children died with predictable regularity, from whooping cough, typhus, diarrhoea, scarlet fever, measles, and so on. The infant mortality rate in the ghetto, furthermore, appears to have been higher than average. Alice’s father Sigmund blamed the premature deaths of his siblings on poor hygiene. In his memoir he describes the primitive living conditions in the ghetto:




Wooden, wobbly and pitch-black steps led up to the apartments, which at the rear could not be anything but damp and dark because they were right up against the hillside. The sewerage was pitiful, the tiny courtyards meant that the circulation of fresh air was wholly inadequate and the atmosphere was heavy and stifling. Not a single building had a well. The entire population had to draw bad, barely drinkable water from two communal wells.7





But there were other reasons why Sigmund hated the ghetto. He swore that he and his siblings never laughed. Nor could he recall a single child ever having played in Judengasse. Only one feeling existed here: fear. If you had to live in the ghetto you were closed in, literally so. Every evening “the city police shut off the street with heavy iron railings”.8 Officially these railings were to protect the Christians from the “dangerous” Jews. In reality they were put up to protect the Jews from acts of violence. And the violence could occur at any moment. Although the citizens of Pressburg came to the Jewish shops during the day to buy goods cheaply, the mood could rapidly turn. Someone who in the morning had purchased silk, haberdashery, linen, brushes, buttons and combs from a Jewish shop might get irate about the price that same evening. Sigmund recalled a Catholic merchant by the name of Philipp Scherz, whom the family had to deal with and who used to say, “You cannot appreciate Jews and pigs until they’re dead.”9


They also lived in fear of landlords, who could turn them out into the street at a moment’s notice. Even if you had saved enough money, as a Jew you weren’t permitted to buy property in Judengasse. This was only possible indirectly, by having a Christian third party buy the house and then negotiating a usufruct or long-term lease with them.10


The parents’ fear that they might lose everything at any moment spread to the children. They were regularly beaten up by Christian children of their age and weren’t allowed to complain, let alone fight back. But it wasn’t just the outside world that was threatening; conflict existed inside the ghetto too. Jewish schoolteachers took out their aggression on the children and their educational methods were brutal. In this, of course, they differed only marginally from their non-Jewish counterparts, but life was torture for the children, knowing that they weren’t safe from physical harm either at school or in the street. The constant feeling that they were at the mercy of everything and everyone made inhabitants of the ghetto become at worst resigned, and at best sarcastic. For Sigmund this behaviour was the key to understanding the works of the great Jewish authors: “Only those who have lived and suffered alongside these prisoners in Judengasse can understand Ludwig Börnes’ grim disdain, Heine’s cynicism, and appreciate why . . . Ferdinand Lassalle and Karl Marx were Jews.” 11


You could take yourself out of the ghetto, but never take the ghetto out of yourself. In his memoir Sigmund paints such a desperate picture of Judengasse that it is easy to forget how early he was able to get away from there. He was eleven when the Pressburg ghetto was opened in 1842 and the Mayers moved to a better house, thereby increasing the survival prospects of Sigmund and his later siblings. They escaped the worst hygiene conditions and grew up more healthily.12


When in 1917 Sigmund Mayer published his book Die Wiener Juden, he was convinced he was describing a sad state of affairs that belonged firmly in the past: “Very few of those alive today will have known a real . . . ghetto.”13 It was quite clear as far as he was concerned that this horror would never return. He was not alive to see three of his children thrust from their middle-class existence back into a ghetto in 1942. His daughter Alice escaped this fate; ironically this was due to the fact that she had always been overlooked in the family.


*


Alice admired and feared her father. She had good reason to do both: “My father was a remarkable personality. He was of a very short build and was bothered by his appearance all his life. He turned his physical shortcomings into spiritual assets. From his mother, my grandmother [. . .] he inherited a brilliant brain, a strong will, a good sense of humour and a full amount of superiority.”14


With a dream of entering the legal profession, Sigmund studied law in Prague and Vienna. An infection left him partially blinded, however, and as nobody would have hired a lawyer with limited vision, he had no option but to enter the family business. This, at least, he intended to make a great success. Over the next few decades, with his siblings Albert and Regine, he built up the international textile firm A. Mayer & Co. and expanded into the Levant.15 In 1882 the firm’s headquarters was in Alexandria, with several regional offices including Constantinople, Smyrna and Vienna.16 The tireless efforts of the Mayer siblings eventually paid off: in 1910 they found themselves on the list of the thousand richest Viennese and Lower Austrians.17


Whereas his siblings were content with this, Sigmund pursued another goal – he became involved with Vienna city council, where his chief adversary was the anti-Semite Karl Lueger.


Adolf Hitler would later feel inspired by Lueger in many ways, but “handsome Karl” had not always been anti-Semitic. Sigmund even thought that Lueger only turned into a Jew-hater so he could become mayor of Vienna: “Lueger’s anti-Semitic stance was never anything but a sham. In particular there was no way you could accuse him of racial hatred against the Jews. Earlier he had not merely enjoyed the company of Jews, but preferred it [. . .] In the house of deputies I said to him, ‘I don’t reproach you for being an anti-Semite, but for the fact that in truth you aren’t one.’”


Whether it was feigned or genuine, the effect was ultimately the same. Lueger made anti-Semitism respectable in Vienna. Sigmund received threatening letters and challenges to duels, which he countered with the words, “When someone is nothing anymore, then he’s an anti-Semite.”18


As a local politician and a regular columnist for the Neue Freie Presse, Sigmund didn’t only wrangle with anti-Semites.19 He also got into a dispute with the Zionist Theodor Herzl. Whereas Herzl believed that Jews had to establish their own “Jewish state” in reaction to anti-Semitism, Sigmund rejected Zionism outright, putting his faith in assimilation instead. Alice later wrote that her father and Herzl would have heated discussions.20


These arguments came to an abrupt end in 1897, however, when Sigmund published a sarcastic attack on Herzl. The reason for this was the convocation of the first Zionist Congress in Basel, a “city without Jews”, as Sigmund smugly observed. He described the initiators of the congress as “two ingenious columnists, Herr Herzl in Vienna and Herr Nordau in Paris, both of whom have suddenly turned from Jews by accident of birth into Jews by profession.” Their notion of a Jewish state in Palestine would result in




the Jews gaining a homeland of highly questionable value and in return genuinely becoming a guest people in all European countries! Is this what the best of our people fought two millennia to achieve? . . . We believe, therefore, that the danger of the Jewish state coming into being is zero and barely worth mention in a serious newspaper. Herr Herzl, however, represents a very serious social danger for the Jews and their key interests.21





We can assume that the two men never spoke to each other again. In the end, however, they were both buried in the same place: the Jewish section of Döbling cemetery in Vienna.22


*


As well as fighting on numerous fronts professionally, at times Sigmund faced a battlefield in his private life. Alice owed her existence to the fact that Sigmund’s first wife Henriette cheated on him. In the early 1870s, when he was often away in Cairo on business, Henriette took a lover and became pregnant. Without hesitation Sigmund decided to divorce his wife and keep little Gabriele. Henriette was given a financial settlement which included a ticket to the provincial backwater she had come from. The severity with which Sigmund punished her was in line with his tough character, but it was also typical of the time. In 1856 Gustave Flaubert had described the fate that awaited an “adulteress” like Madame Bovary, in 1878 Leo Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina threw herself under a train, and in 1894 Theodor Fontane’s unfaithful Effi Briest ended up in adversity. We don’t know if Sigmund, who loved novels, ever read Madame Bovary or Anna Karenina, but this wouldn’t have changed much. The deep humiliation he felt from his wife’s actions resulted in him bringing up four children on his own for ten years.23 But in the end he did marry again. His second wife, Pauline Gutmann, was twenty years younger and readily played the role of subservient wife.24 He had a further three children with her: Felix (b. 1884), Alice (b. 1886) and Helene, known as Mutzi (b. 1894).


Alice had blue eyes and fair hair. People thought she was a pretty child, but for her father the far more important question was: Did she have a particular talent, something they could be proud of?


Almost all Jewish families longed to produce a wunderkind. A prodigy could raise the social status of the entire family and act as proof that you had arrived in society. There was no differentiating between boys and girls when it came to bringing a prodigy into the world; any child could be one. Maybe they had the potential to become a mathematical genius or a great pianist? Of course, a little help was in order. Entire companies of private tutors and French governesses were employed for this very purpose, and even families for whom money was tight invested their savings in improving the next generation. Decades later Alice could still name the Viennese families who had produced the most successful children. Top of the list was Sigmund Freud’s daughter, Anna, closely followed by the children of the lawyer, Dr Meitner:




[He] brought three of his daughters into our newly acquired home [. . .] I was very much impressed that one of the young girls was studying at the university. Little did I know that this graceful young girl [Lise Meitner], dressed in white [. . .] would later on have a much less innocent occupation and work on the atomic bomb! [. . .] The children were all gifted. One was a woman doctor, one a pianist (she was the mother of Otto Robert Frisch).25





Then there were all the literary prodigies. Alice’s mother was friends with Alfred Polgar’s mother, and of course everyone admired the Schnitzler family who had managed to produce two successful sons – the doctor, Julius, and the writer, Arthur. Frau Schnitzler was simply unable to assume the obligatory modesty. When asked how her “famous son” was, she’d reply, “Which one?”26


Alice dreamed of similar success. As a seven-year-old she hoped to become a famous singer, which caused her parents great embarrassment. In 1893 the whole family travelled to the Altausee for their annual summer break. As usual, Alice was bored during their walk along the promenade, but when she noticed Johannes Brahms strolling past she broke into song. It can’t have been a particularly good performance, for Alice was swiftly dragged off the promenade by her mother. “That was the end of my dream of a ‘wunderkind’.”27


In the internal sibling hierarchy Alice occupied a place near the bottom. Her four older half-siblings were regarded as intelligent, her brother Felix was a hard worker and later took a position in the family firm. Her younger sister Helene would fulfil her father’s dream and complete a PhD in law. Alice, on the other hand, suffered her whole life from never gaining any educational qualifications, admitting that she was lazy and had to pay for this later.28


Until Alice was eleven the family lived at 32 Obere Augartenstrasse in the Viennese district of Leopoldstadt, which had a large Jewish population. The shop was at street level, Tony, Alice’s grandmother from Pressburg, lived on the first floor, Sigmund’s family on the second, and his brother Albert on the third. The Mayers harboured upper-middle-class ambitions, which Alice described in detail:




Seldom did a “lady” go shopping herself, “women” did. Ladies had their cooks do it [. . .] One had, of course, to go [grocery] shopping every day as there was no refrigerator [. . .] to keep a bigger amount of food fresh [. . .] “Ladies” did not cook, the cook did it [. . .] They did not look after their babies, the nurse did it. They did not supervise their older children, the governess did it. Shopping, going for walks, visiting and needlework was all there was to fill their days [. . .] The mid-day meal brought home all the family members [. . .] There was always a bouillon, and consequently boiled beef [. . .] The crown of every meal [. . .] – dessert! Most characteristic for Viennese cookery the boiled, sweet regiments of dumplings (“Knödel”) filled with plums, cherries or apricots, according to the season [. . .] After lunch, everyone had a rest (and you needed it after such a heavy meal). The children had school again until four p.m., and the men mostly worked the whole afternoon. All the women had a coffee-break about four or five p.m., and this was also the social hour for friends to meet and gossip.29





Being a lady, Alice’s mother paid only the odd visit to the kitchen, but for Alice it became the most important place in the house. The smells were wonderful and there were sweets in the pantry. Even as a small child she was allowed to sit on a stool and watch the kitchen helpers. Not only did they prepare interesting dishes, they also spoke about exciting things – amorous adventures at the Heuriger (wine tavern), or the latest murder reports in the Kronenzeitung. Alice’s father might be in charge in the drawing room, but in the kitchen the cook called the shots. She was a staff-sergeant and everyone put up with her moods because much depended on her creativity. An accomplished cook could catapult a family up the social ladder and families were permanently worried about losing theirs to a rival hostess.30 It wasn’t only Hotel Sacher and Café Demel who tried to poach the best pastry chefs from each other; private houses too feared hostile takeovers at any moment. To keep the cook happy, the lady of the house worked with her in close cooperation. They would devise the menus together so that each course arriving at the table was a “culinary masterpiece”. And of course every hostess dreamed of serving a dish at a large dinner party which was based on a secret recipe. In Tante Jolesch Friedrich Torberg shows how dogged this struggle for secret recipes was. His aunt was renowned for her Krautfleckerln (pasta squares with cabbage). As she lay on her deathbed, her niece made one last attempt to squeeze the recipe out of her:




“Auntie – you can’t take the recipe to the grave with you. Won’t you leave it behind for us? Won’t you finally tell us why your Krautfleckerln were always so good?” Summoning the last of her strength Aunt Jolesch sat up a little and said, “Because I never made enough of them . . .”


Having said this, she smiled and passed away.31





Aunt Jolesch was decades ahead of marketing strategies. Dishes had to taste wonderful and look enticing, but most of all they had to be scarce. Even as a child Alice dreamed that one day she would cook really special things: “My father, in addition to his high intellectual standards, was a great gourmet! It was a joy [. . .] when I was barely old enough to reach the top of the kitchen table, to win a smile from his stern face, with some dish of his liking!”32


That Alice should learn to cook to please her father may sound like crude kitchen-sink psychology. In fact it was her only way of being noticed by him at all:




[My father] seldom spoke to us, we saw him at mealtimes when no talking was allowed! If spoken to, we answered politely – that was all! I cannot remember that, before I was twenty, my father took me – alone – for a walk. He went out by himself or with my mother [. . .] We children led a separate life from that of our parents.33





The kitchen was a link to the adult world. Here Alice learned something that everyone needed. And of course through cooking she hoped to gain the respect of those around her. It worked only partially. Sigmund appreciated Alice’s food, which became increasingly refined over the years, but if someone had predicted that his dreamy daughter would write a bestselling cookbook, he would have been surprised. Perhaps he would have been pleased that she had finally woken up and made something of her life. But the circumstances that led to Alice’s “awakening” would have horrified him.


*


Endless clichés exist about Alice’s generation of Viennese women, for which Gustav Klimt’s paintings and Arthur Schnitzler’s plays are in part responsible. In Schnitzler’s work the woman is often the “sweet girl” from the Viennese suburbs who truly loves her aristocratic admirer, but from the beginning suspects that she’ll have to marry the dull porter. Her antagonist is the sophisticated upper-class wife who is anything but “sweet” and routinely cheats on her husband. None of these clichés applied to Alice. She was scared of sex, a fear widespread in her generation. Stefan Zweig, born like Alice into an affluent Jewish family in the 1880s, put down in words what she would never have been able to express – how dismal the love lives of that generation were. In Zweig’s eyes they had no chance of normal sexual experiences: “The young girls were hermetically sealed from life and controlled by their family, hindered in their free physical and intellectual development, while the boys were driven to secrecy and deviousness by a morality that, in essence, nobody believed in or observed.”34


[image: image]


Alice (seated) with her sister Helene Eissler


This moral corset meant that most young men had their first sexual experiences with prostitutes. These “sad birds of paradise”, as Zweig called them, stood on many Viennese street corners and their short “careers” usually ended in hospital. Men of all social classes used them, whether in a porch or one of Vienna’s better brothels. It was never without risk. One of the major and very real fears that accompanied every sexual encounter was venereal disease. Syphilis was widespread in big cities and no cure yet existed. Arthur Schnitzler’s father Johann, who taught medicine at the University of Vienna, was so worried that his son might become infected that he forced open his desk and read his secret diary. In this the sixteen-year-old Arthur had detailed all his – real and imaginary – experiences with “Greek goddesses”. Reading the diary almost gave Johann a heart attack and he forced his son to study a medical textbook on syphilis and skin diseases.35 The extreme illustrations had the desired effect; Arthur put an end to his visits to Greek goddesses for the time being. But he was unable to withstand this torture for long.


Sexual relations were, therefore, a lottery, and a young “hermetically sealed” virgin like Alice could only hope that her future husband was not infected before she married him. It was not unlikely.


*


There were a number of ruptures in Alice’s life, the first of which came when she married. Until then her life had been comfortable.36 Everything was in abundance, including fine clothes. “There’s no such thing as ugly women, only badly dressed ones,” they used to say in Vienna, and Alice agreed. Like many Viennese women of the pre-war generation she loved colourful material, large hats and extravagant ribbons. As she came from a family that had made its money through textiles, she never had to worry about supplies. There were also plenty of staff, and the affluent Jewish bourgeoisie had copied from the nobility the custom of having services performed “at home”. Tailors, dressmakers and even the barber came to the house.37 If you weren’t giving a masked ball or a dinner you would go to a concert, the opera or the Burgtheater. Alice liked to go out and she wasn’t unattractive. Her “dumpling figure” with an ample décolleté was considered very desirable before the First World War. Although she had fairly large feet – a feature said to be common amongst Viennese women at the time38 – she could certainly have been successful on the marriage market. But Alice herself showed little interest. Her older half-sisters Sidonie (Sida) and Karoline (Karla) were already married and neither seemed particularly happy. Sidonie’s husband Julius Rosenberg was a charming Hungarian who regularly chopped and changed jobs, and had to fall back on his wife’s fortune.39 Karoline did not fare much better. She was married to the bookseller Richard Löwit, of whom her father had been particularly fond. Sigmund Mayer was a passionate collector of books and he provided much financial help to support his son-in-law as a publisher.40 For Karoline the arrangement proved less than ideal; she blossomed again only after her husband died.41


Witnessing the generally negative experiences of her sisters, Alice did not believe that marriage would improve her life. Staying single, on the other hand, had many advantages: she could attend a language school, continue to take singing lessons and, most important of all, refine her culinary prowess. It was her dream to become a second Anna Sacher,42 or at least to open a small restaurant:




I was interested in business, but for heaven’s sake – how could a girl from a nice family run a tea room or coffee shop or anything like that? [. . .] I would have liked to have been a real apprentice in one of the good confectioneries of which Vienna is famously rich! No girls were admitted to that profession [. . .] When I was about eighteen years old my chance came. A lady near my home opened a very select, snobbish cookery school, and added as a final touch lessons by a French pâtissier employed in the finest Ringstrasse hotel [. . .] I attended this school, and these lessons – not so very numerous – were a turning point in my life. I had not the slightest idea what an important part this was to play in my life [. . .] It laid the foundation of knowledge which later on proved to be my “lifeboat” in the stormy sea of events. I learned from that man the art of confectionery. I still treasure his recipes. At the time, however, I never realized what this hobby was going to mean to me some day. I did not use my newly acquired knowledge for anything but pleasure. The parties in my parents’ home had a few more fanciful desserts and the Christmas baskets or the boxes for birthday presents and other gifts were filled with homemade sweets, petits-fours, fantastic cakes and candies instead of the usual bought candies.43





Sigmund didn’t see a future in confectionery. He took the decisions about which careers his children should aim for and whom they should marry. Although Alice managed to avoid marriage for as long as possible, her period of grace finally came to an end in 1912. She was twenty-six, “an old maid”, when she submitted to Sigmund’s will. She married the wrong man for the wrong reason: to make her parents happy and comply with society’s expectations. In December 1912 Alice became Dr Maximilian Urbach’s wife in the synagogue of the 19th district of Vienna.


*


At first glance Max Urbach was a good catch. He came from a leading family that had produced businesspeople, doctors and lawyers. On 1 July 1908 he earned his PhD in Prague, becoming a “doctor of general medicine” specialising in paediatrics.44 Alice later wrote that Max had been interested in her because “[I was] a pretty, rich girl from a good family – and he was just starting a practice . . .”45


She never explained how they had met, but it’s not unlikely that Sigmund resorted to the final option available to a concerned Jewish father and hired a “schadchen”, a marriage broker who would be paid handsomely if it were a success. For upper middle-class families like the Mayers, a schadchen – who could be a man or a woman – would seek out lawyers and doctors. Nobody, after all, wanted their daughter to marry below her station. The future husband could earn well from such a marriage. Alice’s dowry came to 80,000 crowns, an enormous sum of money at that time (a maid earned between 100 and 300 crowns a year; a university professor between 8,000 and 16,000).46 If Alice’s marriage did come about through the services of a broker, the family would have had every reason to demand their commission back. For Max Urbach wasn’t the respectable son-in-law he pretended to be. He was a gambler and had many affairs.


*


In later years Alice wrote two versions of her memoir – a more detailed one for the family and a very short one for herself.47 In the official version she deals with her marriage in just a few sentences: “After a marriage of seven years my husband passed away. I will not describe my feelings! This story is devoted to my actions, to my adventures, not to my sentiments!”48 The unofficial version makes clear why she didn’t go into more detail. She says about her wedding with Max, “I really do have the 6th sense and when I sat down to the wedding dinner I only had one thought – Oh God, what have I done!” The realisation came a few hours too late. Their wedding night was to be the first in a long line of marital catastrophes: “My husband did not know how to treat an innocent virgin [. . .] He took me for a few moments, never kissed me or fondled me, and when he was finished left me alone, smoked a last cigarette and went to sleep. I thought, I had to do my duty – but hated it.”49


Neither in her secret nor official version could Alice bring herself to call Max by his first name, always keeping her distance and referring to him formally as “my husband”. She never had a pet name for him, and for good reason. Her marriage to Max was not only a disappointment sexually, it turned out to be a major social step downwards.


When she was eleven Alice moved out of Leopoldstadt with her parents to the elegant district of Döbling.50 It was considered to be the most beautiful residential area in the city, with affluent businesspeople and famous artists living nearby. In 1910 Arthur Schnitzler bought a villa at 71 Sternwartestrasse, while Schnitzler’s friend Felix Salten, the author of Bambi, lived at 37 Cottagegasse (Salten would later advise Alice’s young son on how to look after his rabbit).51 Alice loved the new house, a villa painted a rich yellow like that of Schönbrunn palace.52 The rooms were bright and in the garden apple trees blossomed, beneath which you could settle down with a book.


After the wedding Alice had to move to Ottakring, a part of the city she did not know except by name. Only a Viennese can understand what it must have meant to move from Döbling to Ottakring in 1912. Although the two districts are not far apart geographically, the social gulf between them appears unbridgeable even today.


Ottakring was a congested working-class neighbourhood with dark, stuffy apartments. Here there were no yellow houses or park-like gardens; instead the dominant hue was a sad grey. Nobody planted apple trees – there was no space for them in the asphalt jungle. In 1911 – the year before Alice’s wedding – the rise in rents and food prices had led to serious unrest in Ottakring. Since then the district had been regarded as a hotbed of social problems, certainly not the ideal home for an upper middle-class lady like Alice. Even though her new apartment looked large and comfortable, the move must have been a considerable shock.


Alice had not expected to move into a house in Döbling, of course. She was marrying a doctor who had to start at the bottom and build up his practice. But she had not realised how low that starting point would be. Max’s patients had barely enough money to cover their rent, let alone their doctor’s bills. But Ottakring opened Alice’s eyes. She saw how hard the lives of working-class women were:




They never had more than one room and a kitchen for a whole family! The room mostly faced towards the street – and what an ugly, dirty, noisy one – but the kitchen never had a window [. . .] In those dark places, without any proper daylight, the housewife cooked, washed her laundry, did all her housework, surrounded by her children. Sometimes, if the family was very poor and out of work, they had a boarder who slept in the kitchen while father, mother, children [. . .] healthy and sick, all slept in one room [. . .] Of course there was no bathroom and no private toilets [only seven per cent of all apartments had running water]. Many families shared the toilets in the hallways or sometimes downstairs in the backyard! Many violent quarrels between women and fights between the men had their roots in these shared inconveniences. It is no wonder that tuberculosis, called “white death”, flourished in Vienna.53





*


Although Alice lived in a much nicer apartment, she was depressed by the gloominess of Ottakring. Her only joy during this time was the birth of her first child. “I was pregnant instantly and loved the little boy, who was dangerously ill but recovered [. . .] He was a charming little fellow – and a wonderful son.”54


*


Otto was born in September 1913, ten months before the outbreak of the First World War. His first year would be one of the few periods of peace he experienced. Wars and uprisings – in Vienna, in China, as a soldier in the Second World War and in the long Cold War – would accompany him until his death. Even in his childhood home the atmosphere was one of permanent tension. In her secret memoir Alice writes:




The first two years of my marriage were not unhappy. Then, when the war took all the opportunity of cooking food, my husband developed the habit, to go every evening in a little pub, where food was to be had, drank too much and played cards [. . .] I sat at home alone, evening after evening, playing proud and talked to the nursemaid. I had never seen such behaviour by a Jewish man. I was so ashamed at having made such a bad match that I never talked to anyone about it! To whom could I turn? My parents were old – one did not speak freely about what happened in the bedroom!55





Worse than the problems in the bedroom was Max’s gambling addiction. According to a famous witticism by Alfred Polgar there are two types of gambler: “One plays for fun, the other because he needs money. After some time the first type inevitably becomes the second.”56 Being married to Max meant that Alice had to share her life with an addict who was gradually leading them to financial ruin. The war didn’t make the situation any better. While Alice’s brother Felix, like all young men in the Mayer family, went to the front, Max was assigned to the Landsturm (reserve militia) as a regimental doctor.57 This meant that he served in Vienna rather than at some distant front. Alice would have preferred him to be as far away as possible:


[image: image]


Otto as a small boy




I can’t remember how [. . .] I got pregnant again. I always avoided him because I was afraid of an alcohol deformed child. Anyway, when I got pregnant [. . .] my husband wanted me to get rid of him and it was the first time that he told me he was a sick man. Then of course I could not think of a divorce. We lived a separate life. It was a terrible time.58





Alice never found out exactly which venereal disease Max was suffering from, or whether he had contracted it before they married and had concealed it from her. Only in one respect was she lucky: neither she nor her baby was infected. Her second son Karl was born healthy in November 1917. “Karli” became the very opposite of his father: a lovely, helpful boy who tried to make the people around him happy. The time in which he was born, however, could not have been less happy.


In November 1917 the Russian Revolution broke out, and in Vienna too social unrest became ever more heightened. Hunger and sickness were rampant and people were exhausted by the war. The new emperor, Karl, tried to secretly negotiate a peace with the Entente, behind the back of his German ally. His efforts failed and could not prevent the dissolution of the Habsburg Empire.59


Although everyone had longed for the war to end, defeat ultimately came as a shock. All the certainties that Alice’s generation had known suddenly disappeared. Her cousin Lily Bader wrote, “For days rumours and commotion were rife in Vienna, and yet the emperor’s departure on 11 November was unexpected. It was hard to imagine Austria without the Habsburgs who had ruled the country for more than 600 years. For us this event was as strange as the moon suddenly disappearing from its place in the sky.”60


Her sons’ first names remained Alice’s only souvenirs of the Monarchy: the older one was named after Otto von Habsburg, the younger after the hapless emperor Karl. Both would become anything but monarchists and even Alice lost interest in fairy-tale Sissi61 stories after 1918. She had experienced the reality of Ottakring.


Although the emperor lost his authority overnight, in Jewish families hierarchies survived despite the revolution, as is shown by the following anecdote about Paul and Egon Erwin Kisch. On 12 November 1918 the furious reporter and ardent communist Egon Erwin Kisch tried, with the Red Guard, to storm the editorial offices of the Neue Freie Presse. In the stairwell he came across his brother Paul, the paper’s business editor. Paul blocked Egon’s way with the words:




“What are you doing here, Egon?”


“Can’t you see? We’re occupying your offices.”


“Who is ‘we’?”


“The Red Guard.”


“And why do you want to occupy the Presse?”


“Because it’s a stronghold of capitalism.”


“Stop being so ridiculous and get out of here.”


“Paul, you’re not seeing how serious this is. In the name of the revolution I insist you get out of the way. Otherwise . . . !”


“Alright, Egon. I’ll yield to force. But let me tell you: tonight I’m going to write to Mama in Prague about this.”62





In the face of such a terrifying threat, Egon Erwin Kisch backed down. Doubt exists as to the authenticity of this story, although the Neue Freie Presse was indeed occupied by the Red Guard for a short time. Contemporaries who knew Mama Ernestina Kisch personally swear that the anecdote is true.63


The collapse of the Habsburg Monarchy also meant the loss of cheap wheat imports from Hungary and coal from Bohemia. The Viennese now had to barter with farmers. In her official memoir Alice wrote:




[My children] had never tasted fresh milk, did not know what an orange looked like or how chocolate tasted or how to buy bread without a ration card [. . .] In the years following the First World War, there was at first a terrible struggle for food! One still lived officially entirely on rations. Those who could not afford the black-market prices starved on allotted portions or tried to get across the border to exchange all their valuable possessions for a little food – a fur coat for a few pounds of butter, a camera for some potatoes. The farmers did not accept money any longer because they had more than they could use, but stocked their houses with things they had never seen before: a piano they could not play, evening clothes and dresses they could not wear, precious books they could neither read nor understand.64





During the first winter after the war, Viennese children learned that America represented a rich alternative world. US aid organisations supplied them with an “American soup kitchen”.65 The actor Leon Askin was one of these children. Later he would describe the manic-depressive atmosphere prevalent in Vienna at the time. Schools had to close because they could not be heated. Children hung around the streets, playing football for hours to avoid freezing. Nobody had a proper ball anymore, so they would roll up old scraps of cloth, wrap a wire around them and play with that.


Although Askin came from a very poor Jewish family he could continue to enjoy cultural life in Vienna. Food may have been unaffordable in Austria, but culture was cheap. To save on light, the theatres switched their performances to the afternoons and the curtain would fall at half past seven.66 But nobody minded. Most important was to be able to escape everyday reality. Like Leon Askin, Otto loved these escapes too, and both particularly enjoyed ballet. At the State Opera they could marvel at Le Petit Chaperon rouge or Hans Christian Andersen’s The Red Shoes and for a few hours forget about the world outside.


The adults too would flee to the theatre and scrape together enough money for an evening at the coffee house afterwards. For Alice such excursions with her friends were crucial:




When I was a child [. . .] it was not popular with [“ladies”] to frequent a café without their husbands [. . .] The war, with its terrible shortage of fuel, electricity and food drove the women into the relative warmth and the light of the “coffee-houses” where they chatted or played bridge, and had a cup of “Ersatzkaffee” (coffee substitute) with saccharine or sugar, and if they wanted a roll, a ration card was punched [. . .] This habit of the female – the invasion of the coffee-house – [. . .] happened maybe to the regret of some of the men who thought that this institution should have stayed in their own domain!67





For her part, Alice just wanted to get away from her husband as often as she could. All that still linked the two of them was disaster: “One day my husband lost a big sum in card games and forced me to sell my beautiful diamond bracelet, to pay his debts. This was the last straw – after that went I don’t think he lived more than a week, because when he died I still had some of this money left!”68


It would not last long.
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3: Hungry Times




“Enjoy these post-war times.


For it’ll be pre-war times again soon.”


Wolfgang Neuss and Wolfgang Müller
in Wir Wunderkinder1





When someone dies in Germany the will goes to a probate court. In Austria probate records are called “Verlassenschaftsakten”. The term has a slightly dramatic quality to it as “verlassen” in German can mean left or abandoned, which is usually a painful experience. When Max died at the Löw sanatorium in Vienna on 1 April 1920, aged forty-four, Alice was relieved to be rid of him. She would not have been able to play the part of satisfied wife for much longer. Max’s death was a liberation for Alice, but her relief was short-lived. The reading of his will showed her that there was an even greater disparity between façade and reality than she had feared.


The will is still at the Stadt- und Landesarchiv in Vienna. It is a document running to more than fifty pages; from its length one might surmise that there was something to pass down. That presumption is wrong.


In the relatively short period of seven years of marriage, Max had managed to gamble away Alice’s dowry of 80,000 crowns. According to the inventory he left behind only the following objects:




1.Clothes and linen worth 1,960 crowns, including a “dark, damaged winter coat for 150 crowns, a top hat (50 crowns), a tail coat (100 crowns)”.


2.A gold watch (1,000 crowns).


3.Cash (300 crowns).


4.Medical instruments (dental forceps, tweezers etc.), various obstetric devices, a large and small examination table, wash stand, steriliser with console, desk.





Max owed debts to Sepp Bruckner (15 crowns), the Koet family (30 crowns) and Café Stadt Museum (115 crowns). Alice was left some Hungarian securities and a policy with Germania life insurance.2


Her father Sigmund died seven months later. He was buried in an elaborate family plot in the Jewish section of Döbling cemetery, several metres tall and semi-circular, with his name carved into the white stone on the right.3 Beside his grave was sufficient place for his children, who were also to be buried here one day (nobody at the time could imagine that they would all die far from Vienna). The monument oozes upper-middle-class prosperity, and Sigmund’s obituaries too celebrated a successful life. The Neue Freie Presse remembered the “short, half-blind man [. . .] who had an important influence on public life in Vienna [. . .] and made the leading theoretical economists sit up and listen.”4 When his will was read out, Sigmund made his family sit up and listen as well.


Although the great Mayer business empire collapsed with the Habsburg Monarchy at the end of the war, Sigmund – unlike Max – still had some possessions to bequeath in 1920. They too were listed precisely and included, besides the usual precious items, the villa in Döbling, a large library with first editions, as well as some securities.5 The first version of Sigmund’s will had been written in 1914, at which time his fortune ran to about 400,000 crowns, corresponding to around two million euros in today’s money. By 1920 it had shrunk to 190,000 crowns, which because of inflation would only be worth 17,556 euros today. This money was to be distributed unequally to his wife Pauline, his son Felix and daughters Helene, Sidonie and Karoline. It was the will of a strict patriarch giving the greatest reward to the most obedient child.


Of Alice, it said: “When she married, my daughter Alice received a dowry of eighty thousand crowns and a furniture allowance of five thousand crowns. In addition I gave her five thousand crowns towards her wedding. I state, therefore, that she will gain nothing further from my estate except for what is earmarked for her under IIIA.”6


Sigmund’s eldest son from his first marriage was penalised too. Dr Arnold Mayer had become a Germanist and librarian at the Vienna University Library, which ought to have appealed to the bibliophile Sigmund. According to Felix’s memoir, however, Arnold suffered from “Jewish self-hate” and had converted. For Sigmund this seemed to herald the end of his love for his eldest son.7 Arnold received no more than his obligatory share, while Helene, Sigmund’s youngest child, got the most generous inheritance. It was with her that he had discussed his manuscripts and articles; she was the clever prodigy he had always wanted. For this reason he left her a special souvenir as well as money: “To my daughter Helene I bequeath as a keepsake my wedding ring for her future husband. May it bring her luck.”8


Although several of his children received a sizeable inheritance, the money was soon worth very little. After Sigmund’s death inflation in Austria accelerated ever faster. In 1914 one crown corresponded to 5.12 euros today. In 1923, however, 10,000 crowns were worth 4.37 euros. When Sigmund’s heirs were finally paid their money in 1922, his cash assets were worth a meagre 193 euros.9 Inflation had eaten it all up.


The will confirmed what Alice already knew, of course. Sigmund did not love her, and her financial situation remained catastrophic. Her social decline now seemed unavoidable. She was a thirty-four-year-old widow with no money. No man of sound mind would saddle himself with a penniless woman with two young sons. Alice had to find a way to feed her children, but she lacked confidence: “I had not learned anything (so I thought) to earn money [. . .] I had had singing and piano lessons. I travelled a lot with my parents and learned art and geography in this very pleasant way. The usual education of girls in first-class families, not having any particular talents.”10


*


Alice benefited temporarily from a post-war problem: the critical housing shortage. She could take in lodgers “to whom I had turned over the big drawing room, unused, as I didn’t do any entertaining by then. They [. . .] paid in their own currency (Czech crowns, much more valuable than Austrian crowns or schillings). Some of the girls, I usually had three or four, all friends who shared the huge room, were interested in cookery. I taught them how to bake cakes for their birthdays and cookies for their parties!”11 Baking with others helped Alice; cooking always gave her a feeling of security.


Further security came in the form of her brother-in-law, Ignaz Urbach. Assigned legal guardianship of Otto and Karl, he took his job seriously. Ignaz seemed to be the opposite of Max in every respect: he strove to give his family a good life and he wasn’t interested in playing cards or having dalliances with other women. His wife Marie was a Viennese Catholic and he made every effort to spoil her and their children.12 The family lived in an elegant house at 7 Sensengasse. From there it was not far to Ignaz’s bank near Heldenplatz.13 Since the start of the inflation he had been working especially hard, but still he paid regular visits to Alice to offer his help. She was pleased that Ignaz assumed some of the paternal role for Otto and Karl, although as so often in Alice’s life this fortune did not last long.


In spring 1924 Alice noted a change in Ignaz that she could not explain. He was no longer the jovial relative who admired her culinary skills and played with Otto and Karl. Although only fifty-nine, Ignaz appeared to be ageing rapidly, and Alice couldn’t understand why. On 5 July 1924, the reason became clear when she learned of his death in a newspaper. Several Viennese papers devoted a big spread to the story: the Kronenzeitung gave it a front-page headline, while Der Tag printed a long article on page five. Under the headline DEATH OF BANKER URBACH – ACCIDENT OR SUICIDE?” it read:




Police are investigating a peculiar case. Ignaz Urbach, director of the bank Urbach und Co., was found yesterday at 8 a.m. on the second floor of 23 Gonzagagasse with a large wound to the back of his head. Five minutes later the rescue service was on the scene and an hour and a half later the police investigation commission arrived. The rescue service and police were only able to establish the time of death. It remains unclear whether the banker took his own life or, suddenly feeling unwell, fell outside the door of his lawyer Dr Zeisl on the second floor, thereby sustaining his injuries, or – ?14





The dramatically positioned question mark pointed to darker motives. The Kronenzeitung began by explaining to its readers who the dead man was. Until that fateful day in July 1924, it said, Ignaz Urbach




[enjoyed] a good reputation on account of his integrity. A regular at the stock exchange for 35 years, he performed all his duties conscientiously. For the past fortnight, however, word had gone around that Ignaz Urbach’s bank was in financial difficulties. It was known that clients had abandoned the firm and that Urbach was struggling to meet his obligations. On Thursday afternoon Urbach had gone to see his lawyer Dr Zeisl, accompanied by his son [Robert Urbach] who also worked for the bank.15





Dr Zeisl had not been much help, however. He advised Ignaz to see Dr Kantor, the representative of the banking association, whose office was next door to Dr Zeisl’s on the second floor. Ignaz refused: “Urbach replied that this was pointless. He had already tried going down that route and had met with a rebuff.”16 According to the Tag reporter, Urbach returned to his bank after this discussion and “immediately ordered all his clerks to establish the precise status of the bank, a task which took most of the employees all night. At 6.45 the following morning a telegram arrived from Prague which caused Urbach great alarm. He hurriedly put on his hat, slipped the business report drawn up by his clerks into his bag, grabbed a few good cigars and . . .”17 Nobody discovered what was in the mysterious telegram from Prague. What is certain is that after receiving the telegram that morning Ignaz headed off to his lawyer, Dr Zeisl. When he arrived at 23 Gonzagagasse, however, he didn’t ring at either Zeisl’s or Kantor’s door, continued past their offices, and climbed another flight of stairs to the third floor. There he took off his hat and put down his stick. Perhaps he wanted to demonstrate how he had been let down by Zeisl and Kantor. Whatever the exact reason for his action, a few minutes later, at 8 a.m., Ignaz Urbach was found dead by the caretaker at Gonzagagasse:




His feet were by the window, pointing upwards, and his head lay in a pool of blood right outside the doors of the lawyers Dr Kantor and Dr Zeisl . . . Evidence pointing towards suicide include the difficulties facing Herr Ignaz Urbach and his bank, the mysterious telegram from Prague and a letter found with the body and addressed to Frau Urbach. In the letter, dated 27th May and written in shaky handwriting, Urbach said he was at the end of his tether and that the initiation of settlement proceedings would be unavoidable. Beneath the signature is an addendum with the words: Forgive me, I beg you to have me cremated. The addendum is undated and it is possible that this message was written by Urbach just before he committed suicide.18





The newspapers speculated as to who might bear some responsibility for Ignaz’s death. The Kronenzeitung believed it knew who was to blame. Under the headline ABANDONED BY INTERVENTION COMMITTEE it read:




Only last week banker Urbach appeared before the so-called bailout committee and asked for credit to be able to meet his obligations. Over the past few weeks a number of once-thriving companies and banks have had to approach the bailout committee. Many have been helped, but many more of those applying for credit have been turned down. Banker Urbach explained to the committee that his obligations ran to 1 billion and 300 million crowns. He had succeeded in obtaining some money from a different source but he needed another 650 million crowns, which he was claiming from the intervention committee as a credit. As security Urbach was offering his family’s jewellery, two motorcars and securities with a total value of one billion crowns. Yesterday at the stock exchange it was being said that Dr Bloch from the firm Kux, Bloch and Co., who has a lot of say on the intervention committee, had voiced his opposition to providing credit.19





To all the insiders it seemed clear that with this move Bloch had eliminated an unwelcome competitor. They believed that, by failing to help out, he certainly shared some of the responsibility for Ignaz’s death along with Dr Kantor and Dr Zeisl. This was of little comfort to his family, however. For Alice it meant just one thing: her last male protector had gone. He had died in the most shocking way and was the subject of gossip throughout Vienna. Alice now decided once and for all never to rely on men again. Her father had not been able to cope with the collapse of the Habsburg Monarchy, her husband Max had sought refuge in his gambling addiction after the war, and even the dependable Ignaz had left his family in miserable circumstances.20
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