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For our mum, Wyn, who held us together
when everything fell apart.
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Dramatis Personae



The Borgers


Robert Borger, ‘Bobby’, the author’s father, advertised on 3 August 1938 as ‘an intelligent Boy, aged 11, Viennese of good family’.


Leo Borger, Robert’s father, owned a shop in Vienna selling radios and musical instruments. A committed Social Democrat, he had fought for the empire in the First World War and hoped that his service would protect his family.


Erna Borger, ‘Omi’, née Barbak, Robert’s mother, who kept the accounts at the shop. Her father’s family had come to Vienna from Galicia, now western Ukraine.


Malvine Schickler, ‘Malci’, née Borger, Robert’s aunt, a devoted Communist, who left the Jewish faith and the family business to marry a fellow party member from Galicia and take over the care of his two young children.


Mordechaj Schickler, ‘Motti’, Malci’s stepson, Robert’s cousin. He was an infant when his mother was committed to a psychiatric hospital, and his father remarried. Like his parents he became a loyal Communist. In his teens he took his mother’s family name, Sorger.


Valerie Borger, ‘Vally’, née Kohn, Leo’s second wife and Robert’s stepmother, also a refugee from Vienna, whose mother and first husband had been killed in the Holocaust.  


The Children in the Adverts


George Mandler, born Georg, the son of a successful leather merchant in Vienna. Living a little more than a kilometre from Robert Borger, he was advertised on 28 July 1938 as a fourteen-year-old boy ‘out of grammar school … with knowledge of English’.


Gertrude Batscha, ‘Gerti’, was fourteen when she was advertised on 29 July 1938 as the only daughter of a Jewish merchant: ‘well-mannered, able to help in any household work’. In later life in Israel, she became Yehudith Segal. 


Alice Hess, the fourteen-year-old daughter of Josefine and Béla Hess, who ran a printing business in Vienna. The advert for Alice appeared directly below Robert Borger’s, and described her as ‘well educated, Jewess: very fond of children: good sewing, household help.’ Her married name was Schoen.


Siegfried and Paula Neumann’s father had already been killed in Dachau when sixteen-year-old Siegfried placed an ad for himself on 10 October 1938, declaring he would be ‘so glad to become an Apprentice or Au Pair’. Their story was told by his sister, Paula, in a handwritten memoir.


Gertrude Langer was fourteen when her advert appeared under those of Robert Borger and Alice Hess on 3 August 1938, asking: ‘Will a Philanthropist take a much-gifted Girl … as foster-child?’ Her father Karl was a Viennese lawyer who hid his neighbours from the Nazis but refused to hide himself. 


Fred Schwarz, born Manfred, another lawyer’s son who was advertised on 3 September 1938 as a ‘healthy, modest Viennese boy’ aged fifteen. His elder brother, Frits, was not advertised but it was the boys’ close bond that ultimately determined their fate.


Lisbeth Weiss, ‘Lis’, the only child of Wilhelm and Rudolfine, who advertised the eleven-year-old girl on 27 August 1938, as a ‘clever child worthy of support’, promising to ‘join her later’ and pay for her education.
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The original adverts listed in the Manchester Guardian seeking ‘tuition’ for my father and other Viennese children, 3 August 1938.












I feel as though half of me is fighting the other half by trying to forget, rather than remember, and I realise that is probably what I have been doing all my life.


Yehudith Segal (born Gertrude Batscha)   
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My father, Robert Borger, 1966.













Introduction


ON 15 SEPTEMBER 1983, I had a dentist’s appointment. My family had been going to the same man to fix our teeth since childhood and he believed, for reasons I can no longer remember, that anaesthetic should be avoided whenever possible.


Random moments from that Thursday morning have stayed with me: the walk home along our local high road, the dappled light of early autumn, feeling hopeful about life and realising I need never go back to the same dentist. And then I arrived home and opened the front door for the last time that things were just about okay.


My mum was sitting at the kitchen table, looking at me as if she was horrified I had come home. ‘He doesn’t know yet,’ she said, and it took a moment to realise she wasn’t talking to me. She was talking about me. I was the one who didn’t know. In the same instant, I noticed the shadow of a policeman’s uniform in the background.


The policeman was very young, and seemed at a loss over how to behave in front of a distraught woman. Coming to our house must have been one of his first jobs, my mum said, recalling the agony of the occasion years later. It seemed unfair to everyone. He was not nearly old enough for his task: to tell this woman that Robert Borger, her husband and father of her four children, had been found dead that day.


Our dad had taken his life with whisky and painkillers in a lonely room away from home. I only recently found out the mundane details. He had stolen the pills from my grandma’s bedroom. Annie McCulloch, a tiny woman who loved butterscotch sweets, ginger wine and the Queen, had lived with us almost all my life and had died just three months earlier from respiratory complications caused by her modest smoking habit and reliance on coal fires. He must have gone into her room after her body had been removed and taken her prescription tablets. They were called Distalgesic, a brand name for a combination drug which featured in so many suicides it was withdrawn from the UK market twenty years after our dad made such effective use of it.


He had been missing for about a week before his body was found. Our mum, Wyn, had told him she could no longer put up with his behaviour: his moodiness, starting each day with a groan, and the inescapable fact that he had maintained a relationship with another woman despite repeated promises to stop. Mum had said she had had enough. He asked if that was her final word. She said it was and he walked out of the house.


Some hours later she gathered me, my elder sister Charlotte and two younger brothers Hugo and Bias (our abbreviation of Tobias) in the kitchen to try to imagine where he might be.


We probably did not treat the task with its proper urgency, but then we did not know what she knew: he had gone missing ten years earlier, calling home on an icy Christmas morning to tell her he had taken an overdose and was in a telephone box near Uxbridge. She called 999, but there was some difficulty getting an ambulance sent, as it was the height of the turmoil of Ted Heath’s government and the hospital ancillary workers were striking.


Wyn left us at home with grandma and went off looking for him, eventually following his trail to a hospital ward. She got him home, put Christmas dinner on the table and the next day took us out for a walk in the park with friends. Nothing more was ever said about the episode.


This time, there had been no call from a phone box, and she had to try to restrain her growing panic in front of us. My sister Charlotte and I were assigned people to call to enquire whether they had by any chance seen our father. We sat around the kitchen table and tried to think up new possibilities, and none of us came up with the right answer, despite the trail he had laid for us.


Some months earlier, he informed us that he had joined the National Liberal Club in Whitehall, an announcement we had greeted with astonishment and derision. He took our mum to see it and all she could think of was how dreary and stuffy it was. It seemed an absurdly grand and unnecessary thing to do. Members were allowed to stay in its rooms for a reasonable price, but he lived in London, so what was the point?


It had cost money up front that we could hardly afford. I found it funny and irritating without properly considering how sad it was. In retrospect, it was probably part of the staging for his suicide, and no doubt he felt it had a ring to it – ‘he died at his club’. He was trying to depart the world as ‘a man of substance’ at a time when he felt at his most insubstantial.


After more than two decades lecturing in psychology at Brunel University, he had seemed likely to inherit the chair and finally become a professor, a position that must have seemed preordained in his teenage years when he shocked everyone with his precocious academic achievements. At the last moment, however, he was passed over and Brunel chose a younger psychologist from another university who had written popularly accessible books and frequently appeared on television.


My father had told me he blamed himself for mentioning this man’s name to someone in the university administration, and wondered whether, if he had kept his mouth shut, they might have forgotten to ask this outsider to apply. He sank into gloom.


I was twenty-two at that time. I had left university and was working at an adventure playground in Fulham for the summer. One sunny day he turned up unannounced and sat at a picnic table watching the kids on the climbing frames. I did not know what to make of it, as I had never known this methodical man to spring surprises. Most evenings, I would go to his study, and he would set aside his work and we would play chess on a makeshift desk he had fashioned from a sheet of plywood and a single metal leg on a hinge that balanced on the armrests of his chair. He was far from emotionally expressive, and to the extent that we had a bond, it was forged in these games: the careful placing of chess pieces and occasional comments on the wisdom or otherwise of the move.


Turning up in Fulham that day, he seemed to have shrunk. We sat and talked for a while at a picnic table but about nothing of consequence. All the questions I had for him would only come to me much later.


In his suicide note he left for us four children, he said he could not see another ‘tolerable way out’, and that he was sure it would be better for us in the long run to have a dead father than a ‘lonely and depressed old man’.


I kept the note, in his neat, even handwriting, in a file of old documents, where it remained unopened for decades. I had to force myself to read it again, so I could write this chapter.


‘To be pathetic is the ultimate sin,’ he wrote. It is a line that to this day sets my mind racing to list all the sins that are so very much worse. He wondered if he had loved us in the wrong way and whether he had tried to compensate for his own shortcomings through us, a reference to his ceaseless goading over academic achievement.


‘Apart from that, there is no moral,’ he said.


There were other envelopes he left behind, including a separate note for our mother, which was pointed and recriminatory. There were bank statements underlining our precarious financial state. There were no savings.


A few envelopes were addressed to him but had remained unopened. Inside, my mum found pictures of a small fair-haired boy. We had a half-brother. His name was Alex and Robert had refused to have anything to do with him, cutting off relations with Alex’s mother, the woman with whom he had had an affair for more than a decade, after she had insisted on having the child. It still astonishes me that our mum continued to function at all, but she called us together, and insisted we meet Alex who, she pointed out, bore no blame for the collapse of our world. So not long afterwards, we picked him up from his mother’s flat and took him to London Zoo. He was a self-assured four-year-old with very clear views on what he wanted to do and what animals he wished to see. We, his four half-siblings, were willing to be guided by him, wandering around the cages and enclosures staring at the animals, uneasy and overwhelmed by the sheer weight of all the things we had just discovered.


My brothers and sister spent the weeks following our dad’s suicide struggling with the impossible task of comforting our mum and thinking up ways to distract her. At one point, Bias rowed her in circles around the Serpentine in Hyde Park.


I was going around town doing the practical things, relieved to be out of the house. The bureaucracy of untimely death kept me moving, filling forms and answering questions.


Besides the suitcase of clothes and formalities at the club, there was a car to be extricated from the police pound, and a body to identify. I volunteered to do all of it.


Westminster Public Mortuary on Horseferry Road is round the corner from the Houses of Parliament. As I remember it, you had to go up some stairs to a sort of gallery where there was a long thin window. I was asked if I was ready and a curtain on the far side was pulled back, and there he was lying on a gurney some three metres away, obviously him but at the same time utterly unrecognisable with all life extinguished.


I was numbed by the experience but later thought I had been luckier than my siblings. It is surely better to see the dead one last time, before they disappear forever.


The next job was to pick up his suitcase from the Liberal Club, where I was met by the housekeeper who had found him. She was a short woman with a Spanish or Portuguese accent. She took me to the room in which he had died and on the way up in the vintage wooden lift, she began to cry. Fumbling for something to say, I could only apologise.


The hardest task was making calls to family and friends to tell them the news. My sister and I had our own lists. I still have a vivid mental image of the piece of paper with scrawled names lying on the blue carpet by the phone. With each call, I was afraid people would ask what had driven my father to abandon us all, but no one did.


The call I left until last was Nancy Bingley, whom we all knew as Nans, the Welsh foster mother who had brought my father along the journey from boy to man, from when he first arrived as a Jewish refugee from Nazi Austria. She had been a kind, calm, grandmotherly presence in our lives.


Nans answered the phone, as people did in those days, by reciting her number, and I delivered my prepared script. On the other end of the line, there was an intake of breath, a pause and then Nans said firmly: ‘Robert was the Nazis’ last victim. They got to him in the end.’


For the first few moments, the words buzzed in the plastic phone and I had nothing to say. She had delivered them with the resigned conviction of someone stating the obvious, but I had no idea what she was talking about. This was 1983 after all, forty-five years after my dad fled Vienna. We had all assumed he had been dragged down by more immediate concerns, a sense of turmoil, failure and disappointment in his personal life and career. His single-page suicide note to us said nothing of Hitler and the Nazis, but seemed preoccupied with whose account of events we, his children, would believe after his death: his or our mum’s. We did not care. We did not even know there were competing accounts to be told and we certainly did not want to hear them.


Nans had a broader view of the life that had just ended. She had met our dad when he was a terrified eleven-year-old refugee newly arrived in Britain, and she had never lost sight of the fearful boy curled up inside the ageing man.


By the time Robert had met our mum in the mid-1950s, when they were both young teachers, that boy had already been tidied away. He did not discuss his childhood, and neither did his parents, Leo and Erna. Wyn learned not to even ask.


To them, he was Bobby, a fact I found somehow shocking. We had never heard him called anything other than Robert, and it would have been unthinkably cheeky to address this serious, melancholic man by such a whimsical nickname. Evidently there was a lot we did not know about our father, and that sense of having lived with a stranger only grew in the months after his death.


I had no way of knowing whether Nans’ instinctive response was right. We grew up aware of the bare skeleton of my father’s story: he had escaped Vienna when he was eleven, seven months after Hitler carried out his Anschluss (the annexation of Austria); Erna had secured a visa as a maid so was able to accompany him on the train and the ferry but was not allowed to live with him in Britain; Leo had escaped later, in March 1939, and soon after found a job as a factory worker in Shrewsbury. Although his parents had managed to reach safety, they were not allowed by the conditions of their visas to live with him, and so Nans and her husband Reg Bingley took Robert in during the war at their home in Caernarfon, Wales.


Beyond that summary, everything was opaque. It was a handful of details that told us what happened, but not how it happened and how it felt. Neither he nor my grandparents spoke about their Viennese past, save for the occasional passing remark. My fitful attempts to dig deeper were gently rebuffed and another woolly layer of reticence was wrapped around whatever was left unsaid. And then our father had cut off any possibility of further conversation the day he walked out of the house forever.


In time, his suicide fossilised from an emotion into a fact, buried thinly by the passage of time but still hard and jagged. Some six years after his death, I was taken by surprise by my boss at the time, a BBC editor who prided himself on his blunt inquisitiveness, when he questioned me about my parents in front of my colleagues. I was flustered and found myself unable to tell the truth. I should have waved away the question and claimed my right to privacy, but instead I found myself making up a story about a violent death by mugging, adding the anxiety of being unmasked as a liar to the shame and grief over a loss I had locked away without comprehending it.


And alongside all that, I took what Nans had told me, her calm certainty about what our father’s death meant, and packed it away without exploring it, like an inherited book put away on a shelf unread.


It would no doubt have remained there forever if it had not been for a chance exchange which set in train a sequence of discoveries, not just about my father and his family, but about scores of other children who had fled Vienna at the same time.


In December 2020, I was writing a story about the blanket deportation of West African asylum seekers, particularly Cameroonians, in the dying months of Donald Trump’s turbulent administration. I began corresponding with a retired law professor called Ruth Hargrove, who was trying to stop the deportations of some of the Cameroonians on the grounds that they were quite possibly being sent to their deaths in the midst of a brutal civil conflict.


On 28 December, Ruth wrote to me: ‘We keep living the same trauma. My father escaped from Vienna in 1938, just after the Gestapo took over. My mother’s family escaped the pogroms of Odessa in 1906 … My parents’ wounds never healed.’


I wrote back immediately to point out the coincidence of our fathers’ backgrounds, and we exchanged notes about it, each email a mix of what we knew about our families’ experiences under the Nazis and the latest news about her African clients.


Ruth sent me a short reflective essay about the fate of Jews and Cameroonians, in which she quoted Holocaust scholar Yehuda Bauer, who had suggested the addition of three more commandments to the original ten on Moses’ tablet: ‘Thou shalt not be a perpetrator, or a victim and thou shalt never, ever, be a bystander.’


At one point in my email exchange with Ruth, a memory shook loose about something my mother had told me long before, about Leo and Erna advertising their son in the classified ads in the Manchester Guardian, the forerunner of the Guardian, in an attempt to get him out of Nazi-ruled Vienna.


It was something I had meant to look into but had put off, imagining it would mean spending days in the Guardian archive or worse still, turn out not to be true. Over the years, I had stopped thinking about it.


‘What is it with the Manchester Guardian?’ Ruth replied when I mentioned it. ‘That’s how my grandfather got my father out.’


Her grandfather, Oskar Fritsch, had seen an announcement of the engagement of the daughter of a British member of parliament on the society pages, and noticed that this MP was a collector of fire department paraphernalia. So Oskar crossed Vienna, braving Nazi patrols to find some Viennese fireman’s gear and sent it off, with a note saying something like: ‘Congratulations on your daughter’s happy news. Could you possibly save my son?’ In reply, I sent a brief version of my family story and its unhappy ending.


‘I am so deeply sorry about your father. People think that just because our parents got out, they escaped,’ Ruth wrote. ‘My father never recovered from whatever he went through. We didn’t get the diagnosis until he was in his ’80s and was imagining vermin on the kitchen counter, but he was diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) at the same time he received the Alzheimer’s diagnosis.’


Her eighty-eight-year-old father, born Peter Fritsch, would relive the Anschluss in his confusion, switching back to the German he had not spoken for seventy-four years and begging Ruth ‘to save him from the Nazis coming for him’.


Not long after that, he died.


‘The PTSD diagnosis finally gave a name to the unpredictable violence of my childhood,’ she said. ‘Hitler’s gift continues.’


I was struck by the echo of Nans’ words about my own father two decades earlier, with the same message: violence is often just the beginning. The real story of war is also the years and decades that follow, all the days the wounded and bereaved survivors have to struggle through, only to bequeath the anguish to another generation.


On 29 December, I wrote to the Guardian’s archivist, Richard Nelsson, explaining my ‘family lore’ about the Manchester Guardian and Ruth’s account, suggesting that together they could make a story. Richard replied the next day to say he had found something in the archives, an advert from August 1938. ‘Could this be it?’ he asked. His email had an attachment.


I opened it in the car park of a supermarket in northern Virginia. The groceries were in the back and I was about to drive home, but checked my phone first to make sure I was not needed at work. It was a newspaper cutting, a block of six short advertisements under the heading ‘Tuition’, in the slightly uneven and blotchy pre-war typeface of the era, from the Manchester Guardian on 3 August 1938. The middle ad had our name in it.


‘I Seek a kind person who will educate my intelligent Boy, aged 11, Viennese of good family. Borger, 5/12 Hintzerstrasse, Vienna 3.’


I recognised my family’s last address in Vienna from Leo’s documents. There was no doubt the ‘intelligent boy’ was our dad, and that my grandparents had placed the advertisement. I was taken unawares by the emotional force of these words even after so much time – a father and mother’s desperate effort to save their only child by extolling his virtues in a foreign language. I wondered how I would advertise my own son, also an only child. What words would I choose if everything I cared about depended on it? And if I picked the right words and strangers took him in, would I ever see him again?


If I had never been in touch with Ruth, or if she had not mentioned her own father, I would never have thought to mention the advertisement to Richard in the archives. The entire sequence of events was as tenuous as a gust of wind uncovering a long-forgotten artefact.


This was, in a way, our origin story and surely had something to do with the fact that I was here in northern Virginia eighty-three years later, working for the same newspaper. I had after all grown up in a household in which the Guardian was a revered daily presence, and no wonder.


One glance at that old newspaper cutting showed that our family story was one of many. On the day my father was advertised there were six children in the ‘Tuition’ section whose lives needed to be rescued.


‘FERVENT prayer in great distress,’ the top ad declared. ‘Who would give a Home to a grammar school scholar aged 13: healthy, clever, very musical.’ The parents placing the ad identified themselves by the initials FBW, with an apartment on Wiedner Hauptstrasse in Vienna’s 5th District.


All the ads had the same Germanic practice of capitalising nouns, suggesting that people unfamiliar with English had placed them, using dictionaries for guidance.


The ad below my father’s read: ‘I Look for an au pair for my Girl, aged 14, well educated, Jewess: very fond of children: good sewing, household help.’ The family name given was Hess, from Gudrunstrasse in the 10th District.


Below that, someone called Manheim in the 2nd District had written: ‘Two very modest Sisters, aged 14 and 17, Jews, half orphans, well trained, pray to be accepted as foster children.’


Among these appeals from the Nazi Reich, an ‘educated French lady’ had placed an ad offering conversation for ‘pay or exchange’. Below that, the last ad for a Viennese child, the daughter of a Dr Langer: ‘Will a Philanthropist take a much-gifted Girl, 14 years old, daughter of an Austrian Jewish lawyer, as foster-child?’


These were just the advertisements in one section of one day’s edition. There were scores of Jewish children from Vienna being advertised through the pages of the Manchester Guardian. Scrolling through the archives, moving forward in time from 11 March 1938, the date of the Anschluss, I could see the tide of panic gathering pace in the Tuition and Situations Wanted columns as the awful year rolled on.


The initial references to Vienna concerned only tourism and opera, but on 10 May, a Viennese woman called Erna Ball offered herself as a housekeeper, then, a fortnight later, there was an ad placed by Julie Klein, who described herself as a ‘distinguished Viennese lady, Jewish, good appearance, blond, 35’.


On 7 June, the first of the children appeared: Gertrude Mandl, a ‘young Viennese Girl … not Aryan’ who ‘seeks position as Cook Housekeeper’. She was the first of a wave of children which peaked in August, September and October before beginning to peter out in November, when Britain launched the Kindertransport. These organised mass transports of unaccompanied minors from Vienna, Prague and Berlin brought some ten thousand Jewish children to Britain in the months leading up to the outbreak of war.


Before the Kindertransport, however, newspaper ads were one of the very few options available for Jewish parents trying to get their sons and daughters out of Nazi-run Austria. A total of eighty children were advertised in the Manchester Guardian, almost all from Vienna, their virtues described in brief to fit the confined space at the cost of a shilling a line. They had grown up on the same streets at the same time as my father. So what happened to them all? Had they managed to survive or had their parents’ appeals for help gone unheeded?


I set out to trace them. Having stumbled on their names it seemed unthinkable not to try to find out what had happened to them, and if it was too late to track them down in person, to at least find their children, who would presumably be about my age. At the same time I felt compelled to follow my own father’s faded traces, overlooked for so long.


I had no clear preconceptions of where the search would take me, and I would frequently be astonished by the stories that lay behind those three-line ads. The trail led from the hushed Vienna archives to the Shanghai ghetto; to a suspected Bolshevik spy deported from 1920s France only to vanish mysteriously; a secret Austrian cell within the French Resistance and a lapse in judgement that led to its obliteration at the hands of the Gestapo; a US military intelligence unit chasing the remnants of the SS through the German forests and finding a hoard of Nazi cash; a phenomenal Jewish football team which beat the world’s best before being burned off the pages of sporting history in the Holocaust; an astounding tale of love and survival that led through Theresienstadt, Auschwitz-Birkenau and the chaos of the war’s final days. It finally led to a video call to New York in which I got to ask questions of a living witness, questions I should have put to my dad.


The exploratory journey into my own family’s past was like spooling a video ever faster backwards across the generations. Colour turned to black and white, cities gave way to villages, modern roads petered out into rough tracks, leading to younger incarnations of men and women whom I had only known in their last years, and other ancestors I had never met, speaking different languages and leading unrecognisable lives, all blithely unaware of the horrors hurtling towards them.


Hilary Mantel once said that history is ‘what’s left in the sieve when the centuries have run through it’, and that is exactly how it felt researching this book. I spent months sifting through remnants and guessing how they might fit together, what they might tell me about my family, and the ways they shaped me and my generation, the children of survivors, and the way we see the world. They were long dead but not yet departed. Just now and then, they flickered back to life, stepping out of history in their prime, some as heroes, some as victims, all transformed in ways I could not have anticipated.
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The Untold Stories of Leo, Erna and Bobby Borger


WHEN WE WERE growing up in London, our grandmother Erna would occasionally come to lunch on the weekends, bringing with her all the frustrations of an exile and a taste of our past. To us she was Omi (a Viennese variant of granny), a formidable figure, stolid and thickset in heavy cardigan, wool skirt, thick buff tights and boots whatever the season.


On her visits, Omi would typically arrive late and no matter what meal had been planned or prepared, she would insist on making Viennese food from scratch, unpacking her plastic shopping bags on the already set kitchen table.


There she would beat veal fillets into schnitzel with a jagged steel hammer, making the whole kitchen shake. Later on, she would make a chocolate cake assembled from round wafers that came in blue-and-white paper packets.


Young Erna had been a lively and attractive woman, judging by the old photographs, but in Britain she had divorced our grandfather Leo, put on weight and allowed her sense of humour to give way to resentment. She never quite accepted London as her real home.


Despite her limited grasp of English, Omi had found herself a job as a cashier in Lyons’ Corner House on the Strand, a huge West End cafeteria where as children we were taken for an occasional treat, served by ‘nippies’, waitresses in black uniforms and white aprons, so named for the speed at which they moved between tables.


Omi was an exile there, among the grilled gammon, bacon sandwiches and Battenberg cake, all crudely inferior in her eyes to the cafe culture she had left behind. In their last few years in Vienna, the Borger family had finally attained a reasonably comfortable lifestyle in an apartment in an elegant Art Nouveau building with a grand entrance and wrought-iron balustrades. In London’s Swiss Cottage, Omi was consigned to a small boxy flat high up in a modern block on a council estate.


Her visits were a trial for our mum Wyn, and not just because Omi would blatantly ignore her plans for what and when she should eat. She was also well aware that her mother-in-law had made it known to others that our father could have made a better match, to a rich, Jewish girl. Wyn had been born Mabel in a working-class Manchester family, and was stressed enough raising four children while adopting southern vowels and manners to better approximate the sort of wife our father and his mother felt he should have married. Being disrupted and displaced in her own kitchen stretched her to the limits of tolerance.


Our dad Robert would usually absent himself when his mother turned up, withdrawing to his study at the top of the stairs. Omi craved his presence. She was proud of his academic achievements and his respectable university teaching job and clearly found solace chatting to him in German, the sing-song Viennese version of it, an act of intimacy preserved from his youth.


Robert, on the other hand, was irritated by his mother’s lack of education or sophistication, her fixation on food, and the constant reminder that before he was Robert, urbane British university lecturer, he was little Bobby Borger, a nervous refugee boy, an outsider. It was a history he had tried to cauterise.


I find myself straining now to scrutinise these memories for all the clues I had missed when he was alive. I had always assumed that he sounded like a typical Englishman, but friends now say they noticed a tinge of a foreign accent, that precise use of a language that has been carefully learned, rather than simply absorbed from birth.


He did not teach us German. I once found a basic textbook and persuaded him to go through the first chapter with me. I was in my early teens and keen to cultivate whatever trait might set me apart from my peers. I once spelled out the words ‘Republik Österreich’ with stick-on letters on the back of my school tracksuit, which was all the more absurd because I hardly spoke a word of the language. My efforts to enrol him as a teacher quickly petered out. He did not refuse directly but would find other, more pressing, things to do when we were supposed to study, and I did not have the resolve to pursue the issue.


For all our dad’s lack of enthusiasm, Austria and Vienna remained a subtle but constant undertone to our childhood, the faint background radiation of a distant star that had imploded long before we were born.


For the benefit of elderly relatives at family gatherings, my sister Charlotte and I were dressed up to the age of six in lederhosen and grey cardigans with dark green piping. They were the sort of traditional clothes Bobby had grown up wearing for special occasions, but which were prohibited for Jews under Nazi rule.


We grew out of the clothes, and mine were later destroyed in a flood at our mum’s flat, sparing future generations from their chafing awkwardness. Vienna would not be ignored, however. Leo had two Viennese wives. After divorcing Omi in the late 1950s, mostly over the dilemma of whether to return to Austria or not, he married his landlady in Shrewsbury, Valerie Klinger, a widow whose first husband had been murdered in the Holocaust.


Vally was the longest-lived of that generation and the most forceful personality. Her theatrically Viennese rendition of the English language worked its way so far into our brains that decades after her death, we cannot help but switch into her accent to pronounce certain phrases and place names, using its lyrical cadence and abrupt consonants. She never mastered the softness of the English ‘W’.


Much of my time in Shrewsbury with Leo and Vally was spent in the lean-to shed my grandfather had erected on the side of their bungalow, improvised from glass doors which he had bolted together and corrugated clear plastic for a roof. Inside, we pored over his stamp collection, which told the story of the Austro-Hungarian empire and its conquered provinces. The central character in that philatelic tale was the heavily whiskered Emperor, Franz Joseph, the last giant of the Habsburg line and revered protector of the Jews. His glowering face and mutton-chop sideburns were on every page.


Vienna would also infiltrate its way into our picnics and packed lunches, in the form of Liptauer, a blend of cream cheese and herbs or paprika, and the mix of nuts, raisins and chocolate we knew as Studentenfutter, Student Fodder.


Leo’s sister, Malci, our great-aunt and the last surviving relative in Vienna, would send us Manner hazelnut wafer biscuits wrapped in foil and distinctive pink packaging, as well as Mozartkugeln, chocolate-covered marzipan balls in gold foil bearing an image of the great composer. She sent extra consignments during the strikes, three-day weeks and Winter of Discontent of 1970s Britain.


If our Viennese past gave a faint but distinct tint to our lives, the Jewish side of our heritage was all but invisible. In the eternal trade-off between cultural identity and assimilation, the Borger family, for generations, had bet on blending in.


Mendl Borger, my great-great-grandfather, came from a small town called Neu Raussnitz, or Rousínov in Moravia, today’s Czech Republic, which had been home to a Jewish community since the fifteenth century. I know almost nothing about him, other than that, in the mid-nineteenth century, he married a Jew with a gentile name, Marie Schlesinger, and together in April 1860 they had a son whom they named Johann, the least Jewish moniker imaginable. They clearly saw a future for him far away from the shtetls of the Czech-speaking provinces, in the embrace of the imperial metropolis.


A Jewish-American historian, Harry Zohn, described the story of Vienna and its Jews as ‘the most tragically unrequited love in world history’, and as unrequited love stories go, it is surely the longest. Jews have lived in Vienna since its origins, though not continually. Over the centuries the community was wiped out three times. The first recorded mention of the town of Wenia was in 881. In 966, less than ninety years later, a town document refers to ‘Jews and other legitimate merchants’. In 1194, the local lord, Duke Leopold V, made a Jew called Shlom the master of his mint, though that only lasted a year before Shlom and his whole family were murdered by crusaders on their way east.


That would be the pattern for ever after: a foothold, then achievement and recognition, followed by shockingly violent retribution. It would be the recurring motif of Jewish existence. By the mid-nineteenth century, when my forebears were longing for Vienna, the city’s masters had already twice obliterated its Jewish community.


By the fourteenth century, Vienna had the biggest Jewish population in the Germanic world and was a rabbinical centre of learning. This was the first Viennese ‘paradise’, and it lasted until 1420, when a wealthy Jew was accused of buying up communion wafers so they could be desecrated, one of a long ludicrous catalogue of crimes Jews would be accused of over the centuries. The archduke of Austria at the time, Albrecht V, ordered the arrest of rich Jews, to whom he happened to be personally indebted for the financing of his military campaigns. These wealthy merchants were tortured until they revealed where they hid their money. The rest were told to convert or face death or expulsion. Many were put on rafts without oars and pushed into the currents of the Danube. Jewish children were taken from their parents and forcibly baptised.


Hundreds took their own lives and by the end of a year-long pogrom, a population of 1,600 had been reduced to 212 Jews, 92 men and 120 women who had refused to convert. They were rounded up and burned alive in a mass execution. The obliteration of the community is known as the Wiener Gesera, the Viennese Decree, after the order that began it and the title of a chronicle of the massacre.


The synagogue on Judenplatz, the site of the first ghetto, was dismantled and its stones used in expanding the University of Vienna, but if you walk downstairs at the Jewish Museum that stands there now, you can see the foundations, the deepest of the three buried layers of Jewish life, sediment of the city’s trauma, each stratum covered in ash.


Jews were outcasts from Vienna for two centuries after the Wiener Gesera, but eventually the Habsburgs, who had taken over Austria as well as the throne of the Holy Roman Empire, needed money to fund their battles with religious and political rivals in what became known as the Thirty Years War. So wealthy Jews prepared to loan funds to the throne were grudgingly allowed back in. A small ghetto of some five hundred families grew up in the seventeenth century, on an islet in the Danube. It was called Im Werd, old German for island.


In a world of kingdoms, empires and absolute rule, Jewish survival was ultimately the style choice of each individual ruler, who could simply change their mind or just die, ushering in a successor whose views on the matter could be entirely different.


In 1658, Leopold I, a socially cold but religiously fanatical teenager who had been raised for the priesthood by Jesuits, became emperor. He married Margarita Teresa, a Spanish princess who was both his first cousin and his niece. When their first son did not survive infancy, it was blamed on the Jews, who were also held responsible for a fire at the palace not long after.


Leopold banished them from the city. Im Werd was renamed Leopoldstadt in honour of the emperor, and the Great Synagogue at the heart of the community was pulled down and rebuilt as Leopold’s Church. There is still a stone plaque above the church entrance, noting in Latin that it had been built on the site of a ‘Synagogæ Perversa’, although what seems particularly perverse is that a few centuries later, many assimilationist Jewish families would call their children Leopold or, in our own grandpa’s case, Leo. Such was the yearning to belong.


After the Leopold pogrom, the cycle of tolerance and annihilation began again. Christians were reluctant to shoulder the city’s entire tax burden so wealthy Jews were allowed back in if they paid a special levy. But they remained aliens, governed by different laws. By the middle of the nineteenth century, Austria was the only major Western power to retain medieval restrictions on its Jewish population.


In 1848, the year of European revolutions, the roulette wheel of imperial lineage was spun again, and another teenager inherited the throne, Franz Joseph; but this time Vienna’s Jews could count themselves lucky. The new emperor was arguably the first Habsburg ruler not to have been antisemitic to his bones.


Under his reign, a new constitution established that legal rights were not dependent on religion. Jews were allowed to live anywhere and own their homes. The emperor appears to have been genuinely annoyed when Jews were passed over for promotion in the army, and he used his power to try, albeit unsuccessfully, to stop a blatant antisemite, Karl Lueger, becoming mayor of Vienna.


‘In this vast empire, everything stood firmly and immovably in its appointed place, and at its head was the aged emperor,’ Stefan Zweig wrote in his paean to Vienna, The World of Yesterday, completed shortly before Zweig took his life in Brazilian exile in 1942.


No wonder Franz Joseph was such a hero to my grandparents and their generation, who displayed the emperor’s jowly face as an icon in their homes. No wonder his birthday was added to the calendar of festivals in Vienna’s synagogues. He presided over a blossoming of Jewish life. The community in Vienna exploded from 6,000 in 1860 to 150,000 at the beginning of the twentieth century. It was a city bursting with talent and possibilities, the dazzling hub of an empire of fifty million people and eleven nationalities. Each member of Franz Joseph’s cabinet owned twenty uniforms for the plethora of ceremonies they would be required to attend among the empire’s ethnic groups. The emperor himself had two hundred uniforms, as befitted the omnipotent ruler of so many peoples.


It was a place where Jews could get on in society. They represented a tenth of the Viennese population but over sixty per cent of its lawyers, and more than half of its dentists and doctors. Jews owned nearly a quarter of all businesses. The emphasis on learning, thrift and hard work, which had made them rabbis and merchants in the villages and shtetls of east Europe, made them bourgeois in Vienna. This was the city to which our great-grandfather Johann migrated from Rousínov in the last years of the nineteenth century, in the wake of a construction boom. The emperor had ordered the rebuilding of Vienna on a grand scale, befitting the capital of a glittering empire. The medieval walls around the old city were torn down and replaced with a magnificent, curving, tree-lined boulevard, the Ringstrasse.


On arrival, Johann was classified by the tireless Austrian bureaucracy as a Kaufman, a merchant, just like his father, Mendl, and once he had set himself up, he married upwards to a woman from a more established Viennese family. Her name was Hermine Dörfler, and the couple were married in the city’s Tempelgasse synagogue in 1896.


They were relatively old at the time: he was thirty-six and she was thirty, and the one thing I know for sure about their marriage was that it was filled with grief. Hermine would give birth to five children, all given typical Viennese gentile names, of whom only two survived into adulthood: my grandpa Leo and his sister Malvine, Malci. Another sister, Marianne, died at the age of three, and a second brother, Emil, only survived until the age of eight before succumbing to tuberculous meningitis. It seems likely that tuberculosis killed Marianne too. It was endemic at the time and Austria had the highest rate of infant deaths in Western Europe. A third brother, Eugen, survived to the age of seventeen, dying of tuberculosis in 1921 just as he was starting out as a trainee mechanic. The existence of these three lost children was a complete surprise to me when I came across them in the Austrian archives. As I was discovering, the painful and the perished had been comprehensively edited out of our family story, replaced mostly by silence.


The two surviving children, Leo and Malci, both went to trade school, where it is fair to say that Leo did not shine. A school report dated 14 February 1914 records that he scored ‘satisfactory’ grades in arithmetic and trade, but only just ‘sufficient’ in double-entry bookkeeping, geography and civic studies.


Four months later, all of that would be irrelevant, and the only skills you needed would be those that could keep you alive under fire. On 28 June, in the centre of Sarajevo, another student from the Austro-Hungarian empire, nineteen-year-old Bosnian Serb, Gavrilo Princip, shot the heir to the imperial throne, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, and his wife Sophie, and triggered the First World War.


My grandpa Leo went straight from trade school to the army and was posted to a howitzer battery on the eastern front fighting the Russians in what is now Ukraine. His photographs show a crashed allied biplane, fortifications constructed of huge tree trunks, Leo visiting a comrade in hospital and working a field telephone in a private’s uniform and a peaked cap, a slim, youthful version of the man I had known.


The war radicalised young people like my grandfather. The camaraderie of the trenches, the realisation that your chances of survival were directly related to your wealth and status, and the sense among those who emerged alive that they were entitled to something better, sent a wave of revolution across Europe and through the Borger family.


Previous generations had remained formally within the Jewish community, registering the births of their children with the rabbis. My grandpa Leo and his sister Malci dispensed with such lip service to tradition. Malci left the Israelitische Kultusgemeinde (IKG), the Jewish Community of Vienna, in 1922, when she was twenty-two. Leo, given the Hebrew name Shmuel Lev at circumcision, followed his little sister five years later, opting out of the community just two weeks after my father was born. Robert’s birth in 1927 was therefore not recorded by the IKG, and Leo no doubt hoped that anyone who came along later, scouring the records for Jews, would not be able to find his son.


Leo and Malci’s departure was not uncommon. Half the Viennese Jews who left the faith converted to Catholicism, and a quarter became Protestants. Malci and Leo declared themselves without religion, konfessionslos, and instead identified themselves through their politics. Malci became a committed communist and kept that faith until the end of her life. Leo became a Social Democrat, a more moderate take on Marxist doctrine but one to which he was no less committed. Political beliefs were not held lightly in a time and place where a leftist affiliation could get you imprisoned or killed.


Six years after leaving, however, Leo returned to the Jewish fold, officially converting back to the faith in 1933, just after the Nazis took power in Berlin. Perhaps this seemingly counterintuitive move had a certain logic. Opting out of Judaism would not spare you from persecution. The Nazis did not care what you believed, or whether you had made some solemn renunciation of faith. They had deemed Jews to be a race, not just the followers of a religion, and so there was no escape. It was not anti-Judaism but antisemitism. You cannot convert the blood in your veins.


Returning to Judaism in such circumstances was an act of both resignation and of defiance. It was not an act of faith in God. I do not know if Leo ever visited a synagogue after his arrival in Britain. When he died in 1972, the memorial service was held in a chapel at the crematorium at the end of the road he lived on, because it was the most convenient option. It was performed by an Anglican priest who had only met the deceased a couple of times and whose eulogy made it embarrassingly clear that he knew little of Leo’s life story.


Robert shared his father’s secular outlook on life and social democratic politics, but in most other ways they were unalike. Leo found peace in the routine of a factory job and walks in the hills on weekends. Robert was an academic Wunderkind who never found a way of feeling at ease in his own skin. The refugee’s curse is to be from two places and none at the same time. Accepting that paradox is often the key to finding contentment, and I do not think my father ever did.


His roots in Britain were shallow but tenacious, and he had to strain to grip the earth under his feet. When the time came for Robert to name his children, he followed family tradition in following no tradition at all, looking instead to the prevailing establishment for inspiration. We were given names that, by design, could only be English, and which suggested a certain status in society, a down payment on the rank and income we were expected to achieve in later life. My full name is Julian Matthew Sebastian. Some of the middle names bestowed on my siblings were Rupert, Makepeace, Augustine and Josephine.


They were a constant source of irritation and ridicule in my youth but now at least I can look on them as part of a broader pattern, the continuation of the eager but ultimately abortive efforts of assimilationist Viennese Jews like the Borgers to burrow deep into Austrian society over generations. The posh names were a learned reflex, meant as armour and camouflage in a new host nation. They made an ill-fitting inherited suit, fleetingly fashionable in their day but already fey and pretentious by the time I was in my teens.


There were costs to choosing assimilation over identity. I grew up feeling that I did not entirely belong even in the neighbourhood where I spent the first eighteen years of my life. Part of me always felt that we were somehow pretending, and that underlying unease drove me abroad at the earliest opportunity. It was as if we had painted layer after layer of tasteful off-white over the top of something garish, more visceral and unsettling, and I was unsure what to do about it other than to leave.


‘The past is never dead. It is not even past,’ says Gavin Stevens, the Mississippi lawyer in William Faulkner’s Requiem for a Nun. He is talking about a crime but also about the history of the American South, which seethes relentlessly under the surface of daily life, like Europe’s past. The fictional Stevens would have known that, having studied at Heidelberg University.


The quote resonated with my own instincts, and so did what comes next.


‘All of us labour in webs spun long before we were born, webs of heredity and environment, of desire and consequence, of history and eternity,’ Stevens warns. ‘The quotidian demands of life distract from this resonance of images and events, but some of us feel it always.’


I felt I was one of those people. Like an over-sensitivity to light or smell, the sense of an unspoken history would impinge on my daily peace of mind, and sometimes the past would come roaring to the surface of its own accord, churned up by sickness and death.


When Omi suffered a stroke in 1975, she was taken to the Jewish Home and Hospital in Tottenham, a red-brick Edwardian establishment founded in the late nineteenth century as the Home and Hospital for Jewish Incurables, a title which was shortened in the 1960s to make it sound less terminally dispiriting. It was a gloomy and cavernous place, with long linoleum corridors smelling of disinfectant. We would visit on weekends and sit alongside Omi for an hour or so, though it felt much longer. The stroke had stripped away her grasp of English, and she would only murmur to our dad in German. 


She had been born Erna Barbak in 1901, the daughter of Markus Barbak, a merchant from the small Galician town of Mykulyntsi, now in western Ukraine, and his Czech-born wife, Regina Dubsky. Her parents had met in Vienna, where Markus had set up as a general trader, and they had three other children: Nelly who only lived six months, Marianne who was born in 1918, and Fritz, the only son and pride of the family. 


Fritz played football professionally for Hakoah Vienna, a Jewish team that took on the world in the 1920s and beat it. The team’s name was Hebrew for ‘The Strength’, a purposeful attempt to embody the spirit of Muskeljudentum, ‘muscular Judaism’, that was popular for a while in Zionist circles. The club won the Austrian championship in 1925, an achievement all the more remarkable in light of the constant antisemitic attacks and abuse the players suffered. They had to be accompanied by a team of bodyguards, led by Jewish boxers. 


Hakoah went on to beat the best teams in Europe, including the leading Czech champions, Slavia Prague, Poland’s Polonia Warsaw, and the top Hungarian team, Ferencváros. In 1923, Hakoah thrashed West Ham United 5–1 in the season the London team reached the FA Cup final. A Munich-based sports paper, Fussball, declared in 1924: ‘Hakoah has helped to do away with the fairy tale about the physical inferiority of Jews.’ The club achieved these results by approaching the game professionally. It paid its players above the going rate, and it brought in gentile as well as Jewish coaches. Some were imported from England, where the most advanced tactics were practised at the time.


Admittedly, Great Uncle Fritz joined the team on the downside of this glittering trajectory, after a US tour of the ‘Invincible Jews’ during which some of the leading players were feted in the White House by President Calvin Coolidge, and poached by soccer teams in New York, one of the many false starts football would have in America. The departure of some of the top players provided an opportunity for Fritz, but the team did not recover. The club never won the Austrian championship again and spent the remainder of its existence struggling with relegation, not always successfully. Fritz was given mixed reviews in the Viennese press. One commentator suggested he had been a fast and effective winger for Slovan and had suffered by being made to play in too many different positions by Hakoah. Others suggested he was better suited to assisting goals rather than scoring them himself. 




[image: The celebrated Hakoah Wien football team, 1928. Julian’s greatuncle, Fritz Barbak, is standing third from the left. Team captain, Max Scheuer, standing second from the right, was later killed in Auschwitz. Ignaz Feldmann, sitting on the left, survived Auschwitz and helped to save the lives of other inmates.]
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Fritz died in 1935 of a heart attack brought on by pneumonia. The eulogy in the Vienna Sporttagblatt journal praised him as a veteran who had shown ‘loyalty in the trenches’ of the first division. My grandparents would certainly have been at the funeral; my eight-year-old father too, gathered alongside officials from Hakoah and the players’ union. But in later life, he never mentioned Fritz’s exploits. I grew up playing and watching football never knowing there was a star player in my family. Perhaps he was embarrassed that Fritz had played for an all-Jewish team. The whole subject of Judaism itself made my father uneasy, a tic that took tangible form at the Jewish Home and Hospital in Tottenham, where Omi spent her last years, where he would mutter under his breath contemptuously at the sight of the black-coated Hasidic men who ran the institution.


Our great-aunt Malci died in 1994, as old as the twentieth century itself, leaving behind the distinctly Austrian legacy of gold Franz Joseph ducats in a Viennese safe deposit box. The instructions for recovering the cache, in Malci’s spidery handwriting, brought us back to Vienna and seemed as elaborate and intriguing as any treasure map.


Four years later, our step-grandmother, Vally, the last survivor of the Vienna generation, finally passed away in a Shrewsbury hospice. Alone in the family, she had observed the Jewish high holidays, and kept a prayer book, which she had annotated with the date of her father’s death in the Jewish calendar, 27 Nisan.


At her funeral, we said Kaddish and played a recording of Leonard Bernstein’s Chichester Psalms. I was supposed to make a speech based on notes I had made about her life from our conversations, about her rushed escape from Vienna leaving her mother and first husband behind, but to my astonishment, I found I could hardly finish my short eulogy in the crematorium. Some hand reached out from the remote past and squeezed my throat, and I had to force my way to the end before sitting down in embarrassment.


We may want to let go of history, but that doesn’t necessarily mean history is finished with us. I was not witness to the events I was trying to describe. On the contrary, I had led a secure and comfortable life in leafy west London. I just intended to state the facts of Vally’s life and let them speak for themselves, so my physical response to my own words astounded me. In the past few years, evidence has emerged for epigenetics, the route by which our environment and experience, particularly trauma, can work its way into our DNA, changing the way genes are expressed. One study observed that the children of Holocaust survivors produced less cortisol and were therefore more prone to PTSD.
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