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Praise for Invisible Walls


‘Hella Pick is the doyenne, the queen, of diplomatic writers. Her memoirs are beautifully written, and filled with revealing and moving detail. If you want to understand why the world is in the state it is, Hella’s story helps to explain it. At the end, I closed it with real regret.’


– John Simpson, World Affairs Editor, BBC News


‘A remarkable personal journey, by one of the great political correspondents of our world – eloquent, enlightening, exhilarating.’


– Philippe Sands QC, author of East West Street – On the Origins of Genocide and Crimes Against Humanity (Winner of the Baillie Gifford Prize) and The Ratline – Love, Lies and Justice on the Trail of a Nazi Fugitive


‘Memoirs of such richness are rare. Hella Pick’s personal and journalistic journey from Nazi Europe to Brexit teems with humanity, diamond insights into the leaders and events of our time, and endless fun. A joy.’


– James Naughtie, BBC Radio 4 Today Special Correspondent, and author of On the Road – American Adventures from Nixon to Trump


‘Hella Pick, the doyenne of post-war foreign correspondents, had a ringside seat throughout the Cold War, from her journalist’s start in West Africa to her Guardian postings in the UN and USA, to her commanding role in reporting on the collapse of Communism in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe. This is a moving and fascinating autobiography that captures a world that now feels distant.’


– Helena Kennedy QC, author of Just Law and Eve was Shamed


‘Hella Pick arrived in England in 1939 on one of the last Kindertransport trains from Austria and became one of the luckiest as well as the most skilful journalists of her generation. She always seemed to be in the right place at the right time. These memoirs offer a shrewd, detached and wise insight into some of the great events of the late 20th century.’


– Jonathan Sumption, former Justice of the Supreme Court, and author of Trials of the State.


‘Hella Pick’s vivid and moving account of her trailblazing life on the inside track of international politics over four dramatic decades is a revelation – and a triumph of her extraordinary spirit.’


– Cate Haste, author of Passionate Spirit – The Life of Alma Mahler


‘Thrilling and moving, Hella Pick’s odyssey from child exile to trailblazing woman journalist and confidante of world leaders shines a bright light on two of the greatest challenges of our time: achieving gender equality and the refugee’s struggle for identity and belonging.’


– Simon May, author of How to Live as a Refugee


‘An elegant and engaging memoir. Hella Pick escaped the Nazi death-camps to come to Britain and became the doyenne of diplomatic journalists. Hers is an inspirational story.’


– Lionel Barber, former Editor of the Financial Times, and author of The Powerful and the Damned


‘An extraordinary life, told by a veteran among Foreign Correspondents who reported in-depth on the forces which shaped the Cold War – and its uneasy aftermath. From the building of the Berlin Wall to its demise, the scramble for Africa, power play of Washington and New York and rise of China, Hella Pick has been on hand with her notebook and keen eye. Her odyssey from a child sent to Britain in the Kindertransport to doyenne of the foreign corps is a rich journey of discovery – professional and personal.’


– Anne McElvoy, of the Economist and Evening Standard, and author of The Saddled Cow: East Germany’s Life & Legacy


‘This is a remarkable book about a remarkable life. Hella Pick has become one of Europe’s great journalists. Invisible Walls recounts the upheavals of modern times as she experienced them and what she made of them. It is a deeply personal but unsentimental memoir, a riveting read.’


– Richard Sennett, Centennial Professor of Sociology at the LSE, and author of Building and Dwelling: Ethics for the City


‘An extraordinary life, and Hella Pick’s impressive insights are remarkable’


– Thomas Harding, author of The House by the Lake


‘From pre-war Vienna to Fleet Street via the Kindertransport, Hella Pick’s memoir is an enjoyable mix of the personal and political, following her journey from refugee to senior journalist with a front-row view of world politics.’


– Katharine Viner, Editor-in-Chief, Guardian News & Media


‘Hella Pick lived through, and reported on, many of the most seismic moments of the past fourscore years or so. Now she turns her exceptional reporting skills on herself – and the result is fascinating, moving and truly inspiring.’


– Alan Rusbridger, Principal of Lady Margaret Hall, Oxford and former Editor-in-Chief of the Guardian


‘In her extraordinary memoir, Hella Pick reveals why she was the foremost Foreign Correspondent of her age. This is a memoir of great hope and a fascinating testimony, often with telling microscopic detail, that explains how we just managed to make it through the five decades after the war without blowing ourselves up.’


– Misha Glenny, author of McMafia: Seriously Organised Crime
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FOREWORD


15 March 1939 – London, Liverpool Street Station: an arrival hall, bewildered children. Among them stands Kindertransport child Number 4,672. An 11-year-old girl from Vienna hears her name called up. She says ‘Goodbye’, the only English phrase she knows, to the foster parents who have volunteered to take care of her. The child does not know whether she will ever be reunited with either of her divorced parents. Just over five months later the Second World War will begin, which will trigger the Holocaust.


3 December 1989 – Malta, the Soviet ship Maxim Gorky: a spacious lounge, the scene is set for a summit meeting with President Bush. The Diplomatic Correspondent of the Guardian is having coffee with Mikhail and Raisa Gorbachev, Soviet Foreign Minister Shevardnadze and assorted members of the Soviet military command. The Soviet leadership is relaxed while they wait for the US President. But heavy storms leave Mr Bush marooned out at sea on a US destroyer. He fails to materialise on the Maxim Gorky and the summit has to be called off. A day later the two leaders meet on dry ground in Malta and promise an end to the Cold War.


9 May 1996 – London, the Guardian’s boardroom: a farewell party for the long-serving Diplomatic Editor, an occasion for fond home truths and mockery. A self-declared poet laureate has composed the ‘Ella Elegy’. It includes a clarion call:


Congregate a cast list stellar


Drawn from Hella’s vast umbrella,


Moguls rich as Rockefeller,


Glittering beauties out of Kneller,


David Mellor, Yuri Geller,


Not (because he is dead) Ben Bella,


Possibly Perez de Cuellar?


 


Plus all those who could not come


Here are messages from some:


‘Retirement, Hella? That’s absurd.


‘Love and kisses’ – Douglas Hurd


‘What’s all this about your going?


‘I forbid it’ – David Owen


‘Times are tight; we have reined our belts in,


Can’t be with you’ – Boris Yeltsin


‘Hella. Sorry to be vague. An opera


Singer?’ – Ronald Reagan


‘You must stay till 90, silly,


See you soon’ – Love Bill and Hilly


Plus billets doux from Denis Healey,


Some in Polish, some Swahili.


 


Mandarin and Guardian dweller,


Raise the roof and drain the cellar,


Charge your glasses now ‘to Hella’.


Number 4,672 and the Guardian journalist were one and the same. I had travelled a long way during those 57 years. But this was not the end of the journey. For the next two decades I diverted into a new career, working for George Weidenfeld and his Institute for Strategic Dialogue, and found new worlds. An American colleague once dubbed me the ‘eternal traveller’, even though much of my life has been with home firmly established in London. The journey of my working life, however, has been far from stationary, and the search for escape from a refugee’s feelings of insecurity has continued.


A journalist’s life is often seen as very glamorous. And yes, I have met and interviewed many prominent people in the world of politics and diplomacy, and the arts. But of course most of it is about commitment, hard work and, crucially, the ability to win the trust of one’s contacts, editors and readers. A handful of leaders, including the first Prime Minister of Nigeria, Abubakar Tafawa Balewa, the former German Chancellor, Willy Brandt, and Mieczyslaw Rakowski, the former Polish Prime Minister, became firm friends. I was in St Brigidy’s, the Solidarnosc Church, in Gdansk with Lech Walesa on the day he was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. I was travelling with the then Foreign Secretary, Sir Geoffrey Howe, when we sat on plush settees on the highest vantage point of the Khyber Pass and were briefed by the Gurkhas on the war in Afghanistan, with the fighting clearly visible in the valleys below our vantage point. I interviewed President Ceausescu of Romania and lunched with him and Prime Minister, Jim Callaghan at No. 10. I was given a bunch of red roses by Poland’s President Jaruzelski and was told by Bulgaria’s President Zhivkov how he liked to cheat the Soviet Union by supplying faulty goods. I accidentally fell into President Kennedy’s arms at a party at his holiday retreat in Hyannisport. I was at the St Leger in the company of the Aga Khan to watch Shergar win the race, the last time this famous horse was seen in public before his mysterious disappearance.


As a school child I never harboured the ambition to become a journalist. Even as a student at the London School of Economics, my writing was limited to my essays. As a recent graduate on a job hunt it was pure accident when I unexpectedly landed a job as ‘Commercial Editor’ on a magazine called West Africa.


This was in 1957. Information technology had not even reached the cusp of revolutionary change. My articles were mainly composed on old-fashioned, often clunking typewriters, but when I was abroad they generally had to be written by hand, or simply made up from notes and off-the-cuff remarks dictated over a telephone to ‘copy-takers’, a now extinct group of newspaper employees. Telephone lines were often bad or non-existent, and the only means of communication with the London office was ‘Telex’, a form of telegram that now belongs to the history of communication. I had to learn my craft without the internet, without smart phones, without Google, Twitter, Facebook or 24-hour rolling news. However, there was none of the competition from social media and the citizen journalist that confronts today’s professional journalists. The concept of instant news dissemination was almost alien. I once had to sit for several days on a scoop, a story about a political murder in the newly minted Republic of Congo, because I had no means of getting it through to London.


Without the World Wide Web, newspapers could only be read in hard copy, printing had to be adjusted to fixed times and journalists had to work to fixed deadlines. Membership of the National Union of Journalists was obligatory on most national newspapers, with salaries largely negotiated by the union. News organisations used business models that seem mind-bogglingly antique today.


During my early years in journalism a woman writing about foreign affairs was a rare species. The small handfuls of women in the media were by and large confined to covering domestic and social issues written for ‘women’s pages’ – a category slow to be dropped even by progressive news media. Women covering foreign affairs were generally considered an exotic and far-from-welcome intrusion into an entrenched breed of males enjoying their well-tried mix of camaraderie and fierce competition.


I was very lucky during my three years with West Africa. There was a small, outstanding group of journalists writing about the political and constitutional transition in West Africa. They included the Observer’s Colin Legum, Basil Davidson, and le Monde’s Andre Blanchet and Philippe Decraene. They were all secure in their deep knowledge of the West African scene. When the inexperienced Hella Pick turned up, they not only made me welcome, but were also genuinely helpful, often sharing both contacts and information. And as I became more experienced, they also came to respect the information I was able to pool with them. At the time, I did not see myself as a trailblazer, let alone a role model for women journalists. And later, as more women entered the profession, I will always carry my blame that I failed to join them as they campaigned to open the media to women comprehensively and on equal terms. I remained a one-person ‘show’, preferring to write about interesting women and showing by my example that women in the media – or, for that matter, elsewhere – are the equals, and often more, of men.


The period with West Africa was in many ways one of the happiest, most unburdened times of my life. I had found a measure of escape from a loving, but all too possessive mother reluctant to let me go. I had found challenging but deeply satisfying work. I was meeting remarkable African leaders and joining the debates about different forms of independence that were sometimes as fierce and divisive as the Brexit debate. Above all, it was a period where I was remarkably free of self-doubt. I had not yet fully understood that I was in the company of countless refugees who, irrespective of their achievements, carried throughout their lives a sense of insecurity that would never truly evaporate.


That realisation gradually grew on me after I had left behind the rarefied world of West Africa and settled for much wider horizons as the Guardian’s correspondent at the United Nations. My career progressed. Yet my life was driven by an unending need for recognition that my work was first-class; and in love affairs, by constant reassurances that my commitment was fully returned. Insecurity is not the best recipe for fulfilment. While it did not help, I gradually came to understand that I was not alone with my insecurities. I have yet to meet a refugee who does not to some degree share similar feelings – though their ways of dealing with them may be very different to mine. This insecurity has not prevented full integration into British life but has everything to do with the fact of having been uprooted from one’s origins.


Awareness of the problem fortunately did not drive me to brood or sorrow about the past but instead always to look and to march forward. During more than three decades at the Guardian I worked in the US and in Europe. I wrote about the Cuban Missile Crisis and the Kennedy assassination, about the Selma march and the civil rights movement, about NATO and arms-control negotiations. I travelled with President Nixon to Moscow and later witnessed his resignation. I switched from the US to Europe, covered Britain’s Common Market Entry negotiations, the Helsinki Declaration and spent the closing years of the Cold War as East European Correspondent, witnessing the erosion of the Soviet Union’s empire. During my last ten years at the Guardian I was Diplomatic Editor, a job that took me to high-level meetings around much of the world.


In 1996 the Editor, Alan Rusbridger, declared that the Guardian’s readers were all younger than most of his senior journalists. I was a key target. Many thanks for your services, but it is time to make way. A profound surge of insecurity and inadequacy followed. I was not prepared for retirement. Rescue was at hand in the form of the publisher, (Lord) George Weidenfeld. We had long been friends. Now he commissioned a book – a biography of Simon Wiesenthal. That focused my mind on issues I had long pushed aside about being Jewish, about anti-Semitism and Zionism, about guilt and punishment and justice.


I am a secular Jew, who rarely associated with Jewish causes or Jewish institutions and long hesitated even to acknowledge publicly that I belonged to the tribe – even though I knew that everybody who knew me knew. Simon Wiesenthal in a small way and George Weidenfeld in a big way finally made me understand the importance of taking pride in being Jewish, and that this was part of my make-up as a human being. George was a crusader for the security of Israel and a committed, notable fighter against anti-Semitism. I could not remain disengaged and my values took a turn for the better. I involved myself closely in the German–Jewish Studies Centre at Sussex University, and after the university decided to establish the Weidenfeld Institute of Jewish Studies, I became an active fund-raiser and advocate for the institution.


When the Wiesenthal biography was finished George Weidenfeld had another idea for me. I could help organise one of his ‘Club of Three’ conferences, where high-level diplomats, politicians and business leaders from the UK, France and Germany met behind closed doors to discuss matters of European interest. It turned into a new career involving Club of Three events and later I became Director of Arts and Culture programmes in his new Institute for Strategic Dialogue. This widened my horizons with an exciting new layer of interesting experiences and personalities. George himself was one of the most remarkable people I have ever been able to count as a friend, and working with him produced a constant feast of ideas and challenges.


Lord Norman Foster feted George’s 90th birthday with an unforgettable party in Switzerland that was a roll-call of the great and the good from the world of politics, business and the arts – and there was I, Kindertransport child number 4672, able to count many in this extraordinary gathering as friends or acquaintances. Surely my ‘Weidenfeld era’ should have been enough to finally overcome my insecurities. And yet it was not. I cannot free myself from the need for reassurance, even when I am receiving public praise. It is an open prison from which I have not found the key to escape. I am confined by invisible walls.




CHAPTER 1


GOODBYE, AUSTRIA – HELLO, UK


‘I had a good journey. Passport control was straightforward. They only demanded to know whether we had typewriters. I couldn’t sleep during the first night on the train. On the second night we were on the boat. Most of us were sick, I was not. Next morning we were examined by doctors; but I didn’t even have to undress. Then we were put into a train to London. There we were taken to a reception room and handed over to our guarantors. I was met by Gladys, the daughter of my hosts, the Infields. She is a charming girl …’


I posted this brief unemotional account of my Kindertransport journey to my mother in Vienna the day after my arrival in London on 16 March 1939. I was 11 years old. The significance of what had happened to me and its impact on my identity and character, my relationships and my work, have taken much longer to understand – it is taking a lifetime.


Some refugees have perfect recall and a plethora of documents and letters of their pre-Hitler lives in Germany or Austria to reconstruct their background and tell their stories. I envy them. I only have shattered scraps of memory to underpin the odd heaps of letters and documents that have survived, to build a picture of my childhood in Vienna and my arrival in London. There is a handful of small fading photos of a seemingly carefree, stable pre-Hitler existence: a picture of a handsome young couple – my parents; another of a happy-looking grandmother holding a baby – me; little children romping in a park; a solidly built little girl, topless, muscles flexed, standing on the edge of a swimming pool and ready to show off her swimming prowess. I have a schoolchild’s birthday book filled with messages of eternal friendship and little illustrations to mark the birthday of an eight year old, or could it be a nine year old? There are scatterings of letters and postcards and the occasional document evidently hoarded by my mother, who was fortunate enough to get out of Austria some three weeks after my own arrival in the UK. She must have stuffed them into one of the smallish suitcases refugees were allowed to take on their journey. Though this trophy only fills in a few gaps in my memory, it also reveals some buried truths that shatter long-held versions of my mother’s love life after her divorce. I have a blurred image, forever implanted in the mind, of an arrivals hall at Liverpool Street Station merging into a second-floor bedroom of a house in Brondesbury Road in London’s West Hampstead. Almost 80 years later I am taken to the archive of World Jewish Relief and discover two files – one on me, the other on my mother – and I learn that I was number 4,672 of the 10,000-strong Kindertransport contingent brought to Britain from Germany and Austria in response to Kristallnacht, the anti-Jewish atrocities committed in November 1938.


Like countless other small children growing up in comfortable middle-class families, I must have led a largely untroubled life in pre-Hitler Vienna. True, one element was missing – my father. My parents divorced when I was only three years old and I rarely saw him. But I had my loving grandparents and mother, and I had plenty of friends; first as playmates in the park and later when I became a pupil in my local primary school. It was a mixed school, boys and girls, and, judging by the names, with a fair number of Jewish children and teachers. My surviving birthday book plays witness to ecumenical friendships. Everybody called me Helli, a version of my name that continued for many years. The book was given to me for my seventh birthday in 1935 by one of my classmates, Peter Bergel, and was inscribed with a little poem:


Zu deinem heutigen Wiegenfest


Will ich dies Buch Dir


Schenken


Ich wünsche Dir das


Allerbest


Du sollsts stets an mich


Denken


[On today’s birthday


I want to give you this book


And wish you the very best


You should always think of me]


I have to confess that I don’t remember him at all. The book has entries that continue until June 1938 – three months after the Anschluss. For my birthday that year, Dorli Kessler wrote: ‘Im Glück sei niemals stolz, im Unglück edelmütig; dem Freund stehts getreu, und gegen Feinde gütig. Erinnere Dich an deine Mitschülerin.’ [In happiness never show pride; in unhappiness be generous; stay true to friends and be generous with enemies. Remember your school friends.] The book has many drawings and poems from my friends, but also several messages from my teachers. ‘Sei stehts stolz auf dein Volk und deinen Glauben, und Du wirst immer den richtigen Weg finden’ [Remain proud of your people and your beliefs, and you will always find the right way], wrote Viktor Rosenfeld, who taught religion in my school, in 1937, a year when the storm clouds in Austria were already mounting. Three months after the Anschluss, in May 1938, another teacher, Dr Wilfred Holländer, wrote one of the last entries in my little book. It hints that the good times had ended: ‘In Not sei geduldig, im Glück sei gütig, Frisch vorwärts in Gefahr’ [In need be patient; in happiness be kind; in danger go forward with determination]. My memory has a complete blank about my schooling for the remainder of my time in Vienna.


I was obviously a happy child – happy in my surroundings, industrious and learning well at school, popular among friends, and deeply – perhaps even too deeply – attached to my mother. I was too young when my parents divorced to know my father or understand the circumstances surrounding the break-up of the marriage. The problem had been my father’s orthodox Jewish family, my mother always told me later. Having been brought up in a secular Jewish household and falling in love with my father Ernst, who was similarly secular, she had not anticipated that there would be interference from his orthodox background. I have always suspected there was far more to the break-up. But as in many other matters, I failed to press my mother for a deeper explanation, and I never had the chance to question my father when I was old enough to need an explanation. I never saw him again after he emigrated to the United States in 1938, and I only have a single impersonal letter from him, written in 1957, shortly before he died. It reads like a stranger’s letter.


For intermittent periods after 1935 or 1936 there was another father figure in my life. My mother had fallen in love with a Russian émigré, Maxim Kaplan. He was a struggling businessman, living between Vienna and Paris. I adored him, and I have found letters that show his deep affection for me. If there were love letters to my mother, she does not appear to have preserved them. She always spoke of him as the great love of her life and for some years she and Kapi – as we all called him – were happy together. She frequently spent time with him in Paris, leaving me with the grandparents. But by 1938 the affair had evidently begun to sour. Kapi was in Paris, unable to find a firm foothold in business and dependent on a more affluent brother who had emigrated to Britain. Kapi had a gift for drawing and was trying to make a living out of animated postcards that made bird or animal or human noises to accompany the drawings. He sent me an illustrated letter to explain them. Sadly, the enterprise went nowhere. My mother seems to have written incessant complaints about being neglected and being discouraged from resuming the Paris visits. Kapi’s replies, which my mother preserved, continuously stressed that she failed to understand the difficulties in which he found himself – his lack of means, his poor accommodation and ill-health – but also included lengthy descriptions of his business endeavours.


At one point I must have written to him to ask why my mother had not received any letters. Treating me as a responsible adult, he explained that he had told her about his difficulties and how depressed he was. But she had stopped showing any understanding or kindness and so it was better, for the time being, to remain silent. Throughout the turmoil between Kapi and my mother, the trusting correspondence between Kapi and me seems to have continued. In one of the last letters, written a couple of months after the Anschluss, he demonstrates his concern for my well-being and asks whether I am still allowed to go to school, and also whether my non-Jewish school friends have remained in touch with me.


I never asked how Kapi fitted into my mother’s social circle, or even if she introduced him to her friends and her few cousins. But he certainly knew my grandmother, who seems to have liked him but rightly feared that the relationship with my mother could not last.


By the middle of 1938, when Austria’s Jews were battling in search of asylum, Kapi and my mother again clung to each other – by post. However, I have found no trace of letters from Kapi after my mother and I reached Britain. Then war broke out, and Kapi disappeared in the maelstrom. In 1946, my mother tried to trace Kapi’s brother in the forlorn hope that Kapi himself had survived. She even engaged a small-time detective for what was then the princely sum of £2.50 (I have found the receipt). He tracked the brother down to Hampton Hill in Richmond where he apparently had a small toy factory. Once again I am frustrated: I do not know whether she followed this lead. Kapi remains a blurred but happy memory.


Never really having had an enduring father figure in my life, it is hard to judge how much I have missed. But what I have learned all too well is that the relationship between a single mother and a single daughter is always complex, and in our case was not made any easier by dint of becoming refugees. In Vienna it was still a relatively straightforward mother–child love. I adored my mother as a child. I must have been about six years old when I gave her a love letter. On a small page bordered with simple drawings I wrote:


Mutter


Und bin ich einmal erwachsen


Und wäre ich noch so reich


Nie käm ein Schatz auf Erden


Dir liebe Mutter gleich


[Mother


And when I am grown up


And were I ever so rich


There could never be on earth any valuable


That approaches you]


My mother – Mitzi, as she was called during her Austrian life and Hanna in her British life – returned these sentiments with equal force and showered her love on me. But in Vienna she also had her outside interests, her circle of friends, plenty of admirers, and first my father and later Kapi. But as a newcomer in Britain her world inevitably shrank. It didn’t take long for her to master the English language. People liked her and she slowly built up a few friendships both with other refugees and more gradually with British acquaintances. No significant men ever again emerged in her life. Inevitably her main focus was on me.


In Vienna my mother moved mostly among comfortably off Jewish families who considered themselves fully assimilated into the Austrian middle class – and failed, perhaps deliberately, to see how much of it was illusory. She gave herself to a world that was seemingly blind to the break-up of the old structures and the unstoppable spread of National Socialism, a world that was clinging to the age-old Viennese motto of never a care in the world: ‘Es kann Dir nichts g’schehen’ [Nothing (bad) will happen to you]. Mitzi was well educated, a lover of music who as a young woman went almost daily to the opera or the theatre. I can still remember going for long walks with her where she would sing long excerpts from The Marriage of Figaro or one of the other Mozart operas. She also knew her operettas, and sometimes hummed tunes from Das Weisse Rössl am Wolfgangsee, telling me that I was conceived in the real White Horse Inn in Wolfgang.


My mother did not go to university. But she did go to a cooking school – something that stood her in good stead after she ended up as a refugee in Britain, having to work as a cook from 1939 until the end of the war. In Vienna she still belonged to a generation where relatively few women had professional ambitions, and my mother never held a paid job during the Austrian part of her life. However, more as a hobby than out of any desire to do paid work, she spent time in a friend’s millinery business and learned how to make hats, and as a side interest, how to treat leather and make gloves. This was a godsend after the war in Britain, when she could finally break away from domestic employment and make a modest living as a milliner.


My mother’s parents, Olga and Alfred, came from Iglava in Slovakia. They spent most of their lives peacefully in Vienna, comfortable in their skin as secular Jews and keeping their distance from any form of political involvement during Austria’s bitter, strife-ridden 1930s, the erosion of democracy and the unstoppable spread of the Nazi party. Like so many other Viennese Jews, they seem to have kept their eyes closed and clung to the belief – or was it wishful thinking? – that somehow their quiet lives would remain undisturbed. Alfred was a civil servant. Olga had two daughters. The first-born died only a few months old, and neither my grandmother nor anyone else was ever prepared to tell me more. My mother, born in 1900, was named Johanna Marie and was brought up as an only child. Alfred died in 1934. But my grandmother was still a lively woman in her mid-60s during those sinister March days in 1938 when Austria’s semi-dictatorship, the Second Republic, was in its death throes, more than ready to fall into Hitler’s gripping arms. All the old certitudes died on 15 March 1938 when the Führer stood on Vienna’s Heldenplatz and told 200,000 cheering Austrians that their country, ‘the oldest eastern province of the German people, will now be the newest bastion of the German Reich’. Any illusions that Austria’s turn towards National Socialism, and its commitment to persecution of the Jews, could be stemmed were finally shattered. Hitler’s peroration and call to arms had sealed the fate of Austria’s Jewish population. They had become an endangered species.


Jews were targeted immediately. Shops were plundered, men and women were forced to perform menial tasks, academics were removed from their posts, and the Dachau concentration camp in Bavaria received its first consignment of Austrian Jews. The persecution of the Jews intensified to its horrific climax, Kristallnacht on 9 November 1938, when Vienna’s synagogues were sacked, Jewish shops looted, and Jews were demeaned and demoralised to utter despair.


I write these words, and yet I have to confess that I cannot claim to have any personal memory of these events. It is deeply shaming to confess this profound hole in my memory. After all, I was ten years old and was clearly bright and thoughtful. Yet I cannot recall how I felt about or reacted to the dreadful scenes around me. All I have are letters that my mother kept which reflect her constant concern for me and for Olga, and her hopes for getting away from Austria – and if at all possible, getting out with at least some of their possessions. A few families had had the foresight to emigrate before the Anschluss, when it was still relatively easy to leave with their assets and find a new home, preferably in the United States. Now that Austria’s Jews understood beyond doubt that they had become an endangered species in their home country, the vast majority wanted to emigrate. The Nazis were far from opposed to this. They wanted to empty the country of its Jews. They had not yet considered the Final Solution and encouraged emigration. But only the individuals could leave. Their possessions, bank accounts, stocks and shares would remain behind and would be confiscated. Exit visas would be granted but only for one-way journeys. All passports marked with the tell-tale ‘J’ would expire soon after the journey and could not be renewed. I still have my mother’s passport, together with the Nazi documents that confirm the confiscation of her bank accounts, and that all taxes had been duly paid.


Agonising discussions about where to go and what to do began immediately after the Anschluss. Olga and my mother both applied for visas to the United States, her first choice, but also to the UK. My name was included in my mother’s visa applications. But they also took two fateful decisions and fell into a trap. They agreed that Olga would be safer in Prague while my mother would remain in Vienna, each of them waiting and living in hope of visas and asylum abroad. Olga left for Prague. Mother and daughter wrote to each other almost every day, full of anxiety about what would become of them, and whether Olga’s health would stand up to all the stress. A close friend who was still able to travel freely between Prague and Vienna regularly visited her, and his letters show that he helped her financially, as her scarce resources were running out.


The other bad calculation was to entrust all my mother’s and Olga’s stocks and shares to a Swiss courier, a man by the name of Hans Allenbach, who undertook to deposit them in Swiss banks. They were far from alone in using intermediaries to try and salvage some of their wealth before the Nazis could seize it. Maybe other couriers were trustworthy. Allenbach was not. He disappeared and the money disappeared with him. My mother grew suspicious soon after the handover. But to no effect. The Zurich address he had provided proved to be fictitious. All efforts to find him failed, both while my mother was still in Vienna, and again after the end of the war. I have a list of the booty Hans Allenbach effectively stole. While he had enriched himself, we had now become impoverished. Lack of money remained a constant worry for many years – in fact until I was earning enough to supplement my mother’s resources.


At some point in 1937 or 1938 a new man had appeared in my mother’s life. His name was Rudolf Anzenhofer. He was in his 40s, was single with a prosperous business, was not Jewish and was securely rooted in Vienna without the slightest need or inclination to emigrate. I never learned how he met my mother. What is certain is that they had an affair and that he took great risks to help her after the Anschluss. There are some remarks that my mother made many years later, as well as hints in letters that she received from ‘Rudi’, that suggest she had a secret abortion, either shortly before she left Vienna or very soon, and most mysteriously, after her arrival in the UK. Whatever the truth, I do know that she somehow kept alive a belief that if he survived the war, he would marry her – and she could return to Austria. Close to the end of the war, she even launched a Red Cross search for him, describing him as her ‘fiancé’. Yet his first post-war letter was to tell her that he had married and had two ‘lovely’ children. But even if the prospect of marriage had been a delusion, Rudi proved to be a true friend both before the war and again after its end.


After the Anschluss my mother no longer felt it was safe for us to be living in our flat in Döbling and wanted to be in the inner city. Rudi found her a safer flat that belonged to an acquaintance, Hilde Glesinger, who shared it with us. I do not seem to have appreciated the risks that Hilde took for me. Deeply buried, I have a vague recollection of Gestapo knocks at the door. I must have been old enough to sense the danger. I have no idea how I felt. But being so close to my mother, I must have been hugely terrified. Many years later – in 1964 – my mother wrote to me that


If you would try to remember our last months in Vienna during our stay with Hilde … After the Gestapo knock on the door I always said ‘goodbye’ to you and to her, not knowing whether I would ever see you again. It happened perhaps five times that I was ‘invited’ to see the Gestapo to tell them about mother’s and my money and about other things. To my absolute amazement I always came back. It was Mrs Glesinger who helped me through that ghastly time and it was her I had to trust to look after you in case I did not come back. And believe me, as I think back I still cannot understand how my then, still perfectly working brains and nerves made me stand up to Them and even be quite liked, or let’s say not hated, by my German Nazi interrogators. When I needed Hilde she was like a brick, absolutely wonderful to you and to me, and I am sorry I never told her in as many words. One took it then as quite natural to be in great danger all the time. But to keep somebody like me in her flat, who was repeatedly taken away by the Gestapo, was very brave. Fortunately she was a happy-go-lucky person who never reflected much about the situation and thought that nothing could ever happen to her.


This was the sinister background to my mother’s efforts to get me and herself out of Austria and to find asylum for her mother. On the waiting list for American visas, our names were low down and there was little prospect of success. My father was of no help. He had obviously seen the warning lights of the impending Nazi take-over and had applied early enough to be among the relatively small quota of refugees that the US was prepared to welcome. He had left Austria early in 1938, a few months before the Anschluss. He took no further interest in my well-being, and indeed ignored efforts early on during the war to make him meet his alimony obligations towards my upkeep.


British visas were only issued to individuals who would not be a liability to the British taxpayer and could provide a guarantor to take care of them. In practical terms there were only two options: have someone in the UK wealthy and generous enough to provide accommodation and steady financial help, or to enter domestic service. No other form of employment would be allowed. For the majority, and certainly in my mother’s case, domestic service was her only avenue to safety. There was a considerable shortage of domestic workers in Britain, and so visas were relatively easy to obtain. However, the visas did not include children, and there were a few heartbreaking cases where the mother had gone ahead, leaving a child behind in Austria in the hope that the child would be included on the Kindertransport. In the advertisement columns of The Times a special section was set up for ‘Refugee advertisements’. A typical advertisement read:


LL.D. of Vienna, Jew, musical, versed in literature, bridge player, very adaptable, in distressful circumstances appeals urgently to kind-hearted persons for guest permits for himself and wife (excellent cook, housekeeper and knitting modellist).


I have been unable to trace the advertisement where my mother offered her services as a cook or housemaid. But I do have a yellowed copy of a newspaper cutting with the plea my mother placed to find a sponsor that would allow my grandmother to get away from Prague. It read: ‘Guarantor urgently needed. Lady (61) must leave Czechoslovakia. Danger.’ A guarantor was eventually found. But Olga’s visa only came through three weeks before the war broke out, too late to secure her exit permit.


Grete Marmorek, one of my mother’s close friends, and a distant relative of my father, managed to secure a British visa for herself before the end of 1938, and once in London set out to find guarantors both for my mother and for Olga. But in constant fear of the Gestapo and uncertain that she would obtain a British visa or even be allowed an exit permit from Austria, my mother was agonising about what to do to ensure that at least her child would be able to reach safety. The only sure way out was the Kindertransport children’s rescue scheme established by the British government in 1938 as part of its response to Kristallnacht in November 1938. The mission, as it is always described, was primarily to rescue Jewish children whose father or both parents had been thrown into concentration camps or were no longer in a position to look after them. Each child was required to be sponsored by individuals or organisations in the UK prepared to take care of the child, provide a home and cover their education. 10,000 German and Austrian children were rescued during that short period until the outbreak of war. Though it was a great achievement, more than twice that number, often destitute children, had to be left behind.


It is not widely known that the Kindertransport children were only given temporary British visas, and that there was a very strict and highly controversial selection process. Researchers are still working to establish all the facts. In 1938, Vienna’s Jews consisted of two groups: the long-settled bourgeois middle class, and the more recent influx of orthodox East European Stetl Jews who had fled to Austria to escape the pogroms in their former countries. After Kristallnacht there were thousands of destitute, often orphaned, Stetl children in Vienna. The Kultusgemeinde (the Jewish Community organisation), already only barely able to function, lacked the funds to help them. The Nazis had given the Kultusgemeinde the responsibility for drawing up the Kindertransport list. So they put the Stetl children high on the list. However, their pleas were ignored, not just by the British authorities but also by the ad hoc group of volunteers, initially known as the Movement for the Care of Children from Germany and Austria, who had been instrumental in persuading a reluctant Neville Chamberlain to recognise the humanitarian crisis and allow the Kindertransport scheme to be set up. Chamberlain did not want to increase the number of Jews in Britain, and insisted that the visas had to be temporary.


The leading figure among the volunteers overseeing the scheme, still fondly remembered by many Kindertransport children, was Lola Hahn Warburg, a member of the prominent banking family. She was a Zionist. Her priority was to select Kinder who would eventually move on to Palestine and help in building up the state. So she wanted Kinder who were certified to be in good physical and mental health and with good educational attainment. Photographs had to be submitted. Apparently Mrs Warburg was looking for intelligent and not particularly Jewish-looking children who were 100 per cent physically and mentally fit. Kinder were given a final fitness examination on the boat bringing them to Harwich. Children are known to have been rejected as failing to meet the mental fitness test on the grounds that their mothers had committed suicide. The Kinder also had to have a profile that would enable them to fit reasonably smoothly into British society. Given the tough criteria set for the selection process, it is not surprising that virtually all the Kinder were well-brought-up children from middle-class families. Only an insignificant number came from an orthodox background, and the Stetl children stood little chance. Very large numbers of them perished and it has taken decades for research to be undertaken into this hugely damaging blemish on the Kindertransport scheme.


My mother would not have known of these discriminatory practices when she decided to place me on the Kindertransport list. Fortunately my profile conformed with British requirements. I have no documents to show exactly when my mother put my name on the list drawn up by Vienna’s Kultusgemeinde, which handled the Kindertransport applications. But I have no doubt she felt torn apart and helpless at the prospect of separation and sending me off alone into the unknown, far from certain that we would be reunited. I am sure the decision could only have been triggered by her summons to the Gestapo, and her fears that she would not be able to save herself, let alone leave Austria.


I have the documentation and passport with all the entries essential to enable her to travel and enter Britain. It reflects a tale of hard choices and conflicting loyalties that should never have had to be put to the test. On 11 January 1939, my mother received a letter from ‘The Coordinating Committee for Refugees’ that included a Home Office work permit as a domestic. The letter instructed her that on arrival in the UK she had to go straight to Leeds, where she would be placed ‘in a suitable position’. Why Leeds? There was no explanation. My mother’s travel document was a German Reich passport issued on 16 February 1939. It had a prominent ‘J’ printed in bright red on its title page. It confirmed that the passport was only valid for one year and could not be renewed. The passport showed that a British visa was granted on 27 February 1939. It was for ‘A Single Journey only’, and stipulated that it was only valid for ‘domestic’ employment. Confirmation that all tax liabilities had been met and that permission to leave had been granted was stamped into the passport on 14 March 1939. But even though my mother was now free to come to the UK, still she hesitated. Ignoring my entreaties to come to London sooner, she did not leave until 27 March. This is where the story becomes even more dramatic: the passport also had a Czech visa issued on 3 March 1939 – just under two weeks before Hitler’s invasion of the Czechoslovak Republic, in defiance of the Munich Declaration. She was torn between coming straight to the UK – and reunion with me – or instead going to Prague to help her mother. She must have thought she could secure a British visa for Olga so that they could together come to Britain. Had she gone to Prague, I would probably never have seen her again.


Once my Kindertransport permit had been secured and a date had been set for my departure, my future guardians were put in touch with my mother. She kept the letters that Ethel Infield (who would become my ‘Aunt Ethel’; her husband would be my ‘Daddy’) wrote to reassure her. In January 1939, Mrs Infield wrote:


We are all looking forward so much to Hella’s coming. You may be sure we shall do all we can to make her happy so that she can quickly forget all her recent sorrows. As to yourself, I do not know of a post [This was when my mother was still in search of a domestic job, which would enable her to secure a visa] and shall let you know if I hear of anything. It really is so difficult here; more than you imagine … I don’t know if you know much about my family. I have a pair of twins, son and daughter, aged 17; also a younger son of 13. Hella will be under the special charge of my daughter who will really mother her and care for her. She is anxiously awaiting the moment when her new duties will begin.


Another letter was sent on 28 February. My journey had evidently been delayed: ‘I am so sorry that there has been this long delay in Hella’s arrival. We are all looking forward to her coming and hope it will be soon now.’ The delay seems to have been caused because, for some reason, the Infields had been required to resubmit their guarantee to take over responsibility for me. Mrs Infield added that she had not yet received my clothes. These had to be sent, as the Kinder themselves were only allowed a small overnight case. The last letter to my mother while she was still in Vienna was sent on 16 March, the day after my arrival, when I also wrote my own account. My new ‘Aunt Ethel’ wrote:


Helli has arrived quite safely. She seems quite well and happy. She is a dear little girl and we all like her very much. I am sure she will quickly settle to life over here. I hope you will soon be able to come over here. I think it is advisable to do so as quickly as possible.


My mother already had a British visa. But she still had no exit permit, and she was still torn between going to see her mother in Prague and coming to England: she seems to have thought she could do both. That was wishful thinking. A day after my own safe arrival in London, she wrote that before leaving Austria she still wanted to see Olga, who was ‘now in great danger’.


After sending my short matter-of-fact account of the journey from Vienna and my arrival in the Infields’ home, I wrote daily letters and postcards to my mother chronicling how the days passed. Reading these letters now, I am surprised by the self-possessed, half-adult tone and steady handwriting. I was certainly trying to adapt to my new surroundings – as long as I could keep up the hope that the separation from my mother would soon be over. The enormity of what had happened to me had not yet registered. On my first day I wrote: ‘For breakfast I had an egg, white bread and coffee – that is what the English have. Then Gladys took me with her to do some shopping and the money just came pouring out of her purse …’ I went on to describe what we had for lunch and later for tea, and added: ‘I need nothing else to be happy except to have you, my beloved mother, with me.’ I signed the letter with millions and millions (in figures) of kisses. But this is followed by a telling sentence: ‘Please don’t go to Prague.’


A couple of days later, my anxiety about my mother’s plans became more evident. I sent what I described as a ‘short but important postcard. I demand that you leave no later than Saturday and come direct to London. I understand the situation better than you do. Please do what I say.’ The messages became more insistent by the day. The last one I have found, which must have been sent shortly before my mother actually arrived in London, ‘orders’ her ‘to come to me at the latest by 28 March. I need you and you must get to safety. Nothing else is as important, not even my grandmother.’


My letters and cards were, of course, all written in German. But I told my mother that all the Infields had a smattering of German and that there was a German maid in the house. It also seems that almost immediately after my arrival, I started going to intensive English teaching classes and absorbed English speedily. The Infields felt I was ready for school, and I spent the summer term at the Brondesbury and Kilburn High School, not far from their home. I have my end-of-term report with the headmaster’s comment that ‘Hella has made a good beginning. Conduct good.’


Life at the Infields’, however, seems to have been turning sour. In letters to my mother I complained that all my letters were opened and my phone calls were overheard. I had no privacy. I told her that I was constantly watched. But although my mother had now arrived in the UK, there was no question that we could live together. During those months in London I was floating in a twilight zone. I was in limbo. My life was with my ‘Daddy’ and ‘Aunt Ethel’ and their children, Gladys, Brian and Gerald. My heart was with my mother, now a domestic servant and cook in a household in Godalming. We could meet, at the most, once every two weeks, occasionally a little more often. But it was not possible for me to spend a night staying in my mother’s employer’s house, and the Infields did not encourage overnight visits in their home. My mother was occasionally invited for lunch, but never to stay. Godalming was at least close enough to London for day visits.


It would have been even worse had my mother acted on the terms of her work permit and reported on arrival to Leeds. Fortunately Grete Marmorek had managed to find my mother the Godalming job. She had to cook for a large family in a house where her place was definitely ‘downstairs’. The mistress of the house would descend into the nether world each morning to decide menus, and that was most of the contact my mother had with the upstairs world. It was, of course, a novel experience, and it was certainly not the best way to adapt to a new world. She tried to break free and get a job in a hat-manufacturing business owned by an acquaintance from Vienna. But there was no way of changing the terms of her work permit. The only other way of escape was to find a better, friendlier domestic job.


And then my mother struck gold. An academic at the London School of Economics, Professor Theodore Chorley, loved Apfelstrudel and other Viennese specialities. The family was in need of a cook. Somebody – nobody remembers who – suggested Hanna (as she now called herself) Pick. She got the job – and gained a new family for herself, and soon also for me. Everybody could also eat Apfelstrudel to their heart’s content.


The Chorleys had two sons, Roger and Patrick, and a daughter, Gillian, who was my age. They lived in the Rookery, a spacious house set in a large garden in Stanmore on the northern outskirts of London. Soon I was invited to spend my spare time at the Rookery, and we all became friends and happily played together. Friendships that lasted a lifetime were formed. Meals were taken together. My mother was at last more relaxed, though concern to get Olga away from Prague was a never-ending worry.


During those summer months, all hopes that war could be avoided had faded. But the Chorleys decided to spend August, as was their habit, in the Lake District. They had a second home there, called Randapike, not far from Hawkshead and close to Lake Windermere. It was taken as a matter of course that my mother would go with them. But they also invited me to join them. The Infields agreed to let me go – though they still expected me back in time for the autumn term at my London school.


On 30 August Rudi posted a letter to my mother advising her not to be nervous about the political situation. In Vienna, he wrote, ‘everybody is relaxed because we feel our demands are just. We simply cannot believe that England will not see that war cannot resolve them.’


At Randapike such views would have been considered unrealistic and dismissed. War was seen as almost inevitable. My mother, helpless to get her to Britain, became more anxious by the day about Olga. But the adults made sure that we children had a happy, carefree time. We swam in the lake and clambered over the fells. My mother cooked us great food, and we chatted and played. In that blissful month I crossed a line: I ceased to be a visitor in Britain. I discovered that Britain could also be home.




CHAPTER 2


A PEACEFUL WARTIME: GROWING UP IN THE LAKE DISTRICT


As the clever hopes expire


Of a low dishonest decade:


Waves of anger and fear


Circulate over the bright


And darkened lands of the earth,


Obsessing our private lives;


The unmentionable odour of death


Offends the September night.


W. H. Auden, ‘September 1, 1939’


On 29 August 1939 the Daily Telegraph carried a blaring headline: ‘1,000 Tanks massed on the Polish Frontier – Ten divisions ready for swift stroke’. Just like Auden’s poem, the futility of appeasement was about to be exposed in an explosion of war and millions of lost lives. Two days later the same journalist who had broken the story that war was imminent was in the Polish border city of Katowice watching from her window as the first German tanks were rolling mercilessly into Poland. Those breaking news stories were written by 25-year-old Clare Hollingworth, the pioneering journalist who became my mentor, colleague and generous friend many years later when I had reached roughly the same age as she was in 1939.


While Clare had her scoop of imminent war thanks to a sudden gust of wind that briefly lifted camouflage tarpaulins to reveal the German troops and their armaments on the border with Poland, ready to go to war, I was scrambling on the fells in the Lake District, absorbing its timeless, peaceful beauty, clinging to the Chorley family and learning to grasp that Britain very likely would become my permanent home. I doubt that we children fully recognised the dark warning clouds that the prospect of war had cast over our summer idyll. But the adults necessarily planned ahead. Theo and Katherine would go back to London and do war work. (Theo held senior jobs throughout the war, first at the Home Office, then at the Ministry of Security and, for the last two years of the war, back in his beloved North-West as Deputy Commissioner for Civil Defence for the region.) Roger and Patrick, their two sons, went back to their boarding school, and Gillian would be a boarder at Rydal Hall School in the Lake District.


There was also the awkward question of what to do about my mother and about me. The Chorleys would not need her services while they were busy with war work. But they had grown fond of her, understood her fears and loneliness, certainly felt a degree of responsibility for her, and wanted to ensure that she found another understanding employer. As for me, logically I should go back to the Infields in London, who had, after all, only ‘lent me out’ for the summer holidays and remained responsible for my schooling and upkeep. But logic does not necessarily take account of feelings. My mother was adamant: she did not want to be parted from me again. And I did not want to be parted from her. Displacement and loneliness: it was inevitable that we would cling to each other. It was our good fortune that the Chorleys not only understood but decided to help. They agreed that we should stay together and should remain in the Lake District. The Infields reluctantly agreed and decided to stand by their commitment and provide a small financial contribution for my upkeep and schooling.


The Chorleys went into action. Local friends were asked to find a family who might be in need of domestic help, willing to employ a refugee and also willing to take in her daughter. A private boarding school in Ambleside was approached and agreed to offer me a free place for the first few months. Within days we moved into Wood Close in Grasmere, the welcoming home of an elderly lady, Mrs Delmar Banner. When the autumn term opened I would take the bus to Ambleside and start what turned out to be five years of schooling at Fairfield.


The parameters of wartime life appeared to have been settled. In one way, of course they had. We were fortunate enough to be in a part of Britain that was spared air raids and had no direct experience of the war. Yes, we had the same food rationing as the rest of the country, and yes, we saw soldiers on leave or recovering from wounds. But everyday life felt normal, undisturbed and, dare I say, peaceful. I have a stack of letters from school friends and the Chorley family and am amazed that there is not a single sentence that refers to the war. My school friends simply wrote about their school holidays, described tennis parties, visitors, discussed plans for post-school life. Occasionally there would be a reference to a brother coming home on leave. The war was not foremost in our young minds. The only jolt came with the news that Gerald, one of the Infields’ sons, had been badly wounded. Fortunately he survived to live a long and happy life – and became my lifelong friend.
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