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About the Book


A masterfully told narrative that illuminates a hundred years of European history, as seen through an extraordinary mansion - and the lives of the people who called it home.


When Norman Eisen moved into the US ambassador’s residence in Prague, returning to the land his mother had fled after the Holocaust, he was startled to discover swastikas hidden beneath the furniture.


From that discovery unspooled the captivating, twisting tale of the remarkable people who lived in the house before Eisen. Their story is Europe’s, telling the dramatic and surprisingly cyclical tale of the endurance of liberal democracy: the optimistic Jewish financial baron who built the palace; the conflicted Nazi general who put his life at risk for the house during World War II; the first postwar US ambassador struggling to save both the palace and Prague from communist hands; the child star- turned-diplomat who fought to end totalitarianism; and Eisen’s own mother, whose life demonstrates how those without power and privilege moved through history.


The Last Palace chronicles the upheavals that have transformed the continent over the past century and reveals how we never live far from the past.




To my mother, Frieda, my wife, Lindsay, and my daughter, Tamar,
who helped me find my way around Prague—
and everything else
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Author’s Note


THE STORY TOLD IN THIS BOOK IS BASED PRIMARILY UPON THE diaries, letters, and other papers of the main protagonists, many of which have never before been made public. Additional details have been furnished through my interviews with their direct descendants and others who knew them, as well as other historical research.


Quotations serving as dialogue are drawn from correspondence or other materials, as detailed in the endnotes. There is one exception: my mother’s story is substantially based upon more than a half century of my conversations with her. These are reconstructed from memory, including quotes attributed to her.


I thank the families of those who lived in the palace for providing me extraordinary cooperation. Without their generosity, the full story of Otto Petschek’s palace—secret for so long—could not have been told.




The American Ambassador’s Residence in Prague has been called the last palace built in Europe. . . . He knew now why he felt so fond of the Ambassador and his wife, so safe in the Residence, and so subtly reluctant to leave.
He was frightened of Europe.


—JOHN UPDIKE,
“Bech in Czech,” The New Yorker, April 20, 1987




PROLOGUE


Over the Atlantic Ocean; April 10, 2010


I PICKED UP THE HEAVY WHITE RECEIVER OF THE PHONE BESIDE my seat and asked the operator to place a call to my mother.


I listened in as he opened a line and dialed.


“Hello,” she answered with her distinctive Eastern European lilt.


“Frieda Eisen?”


“Speaking.”


“Will you accept a call from Air Force One?”


“Yes,” she replied, sounding excited but skeptical.


“Hi, Mom,” I said.


“Oh, Nachman,” she exclaimed, calling me by my Yiddish name. “I thought it might be President Obama!”


“No, it’s just me.”


“That’s good, too,” she said, laughing. “What are you doing on Air Force One?”


“I’m traveling with the president. To Prague.”


“What? Why?”


“He has asked me if I will take over as ambassador there.”


“Whose ambassador?”


“Ours, of course. The United States.”


I waited for a cry of delight. My mother had been born in Czechoslovakia and immigrated to the United States from there. She sang me some of my first lullabies in Czech and Slovak. She venerated the father of the country, its first president, Tomáš Masaryk; his successor and protégé, Edvard Beneš; and their most brilliant modern successor, Václav Havel. And she took great pride in my own accomplishments as a first-generation Czech-Jewish American, most recently my job as a White House lawyer. I thought she would be thrilled that I would be representing the United States in today’s Czech Republic.


Instead, the line was silent.


“Maminka?” I asked, using the Czech diminutive for mother. “Are you there?”


“Yes,” she answered, clipping the word short, her voice suddenly flat.


“What’s wrong?”


“Nothing.”


“You don’t sound very excited.”


“Hmm.”


“Mom, what is it?”


More silence.


Finally she spoke.


“I’m scared.”


“Of what?”


“That they will kill you.”


I was stunned.


“Who will?” I asked.


She paused before answering.


“You know what happened to us there.”


In 1944, the Nazis deported my mother and her family from their small town of Sobrance to a ghetto, and then to Auschwitz. There her parents, most of her other relatives, and almost everyone she knew from her village were murdered. She had survived, eventually making her way to the United States and starting a new life.


I knew that her scars had never completely healed. But she loved and longed for all that she had lost, and I had been sure that she would see the president’s offer as I did: vindication. Coming full circle. An American success story.


I said as much.


“I couldn’t bear it if anything happened to you,” she whispered.


I silently cursed myself. I should have seen this coming. But I had been so caught up in my own excitement that it hadn’t occurred to me that she might react like this.


I had learned from our lifetime together—the hard way—that arguing with my mother was not effective when her anxieties flared. I had another idea.


“Mom, guess where the ambassador lives?”


“Where?”


“Otto Petschek’s palace.”


“Ohhh,” she gasped. “Really?”


My mother may have been the poorest Czechoslovak Jew and Otto Petschek the richest. Otto and his family were famous among their fellow Czechs—the local equivalent of the Rothschilds or Rockefellers. Their Prague home was a Beaux-Arts masterpiece that conjured Versailles, with more than one hundred rooms—so many that no one seemed to agree on an exact count. It was chockablock with antiques, old-master paintings, rare books, and other precious objects that Otto had collected and that remained in the house. The mansion spread out across a lush garden compound the size of an American city block. Erected after World War I, it had been called “the last palace built in Europe”—a final monument to a gilded era that definitively ended in 1938.


My mom thawed a little as we talked about the palace—enough for me to seize the moment.


“Mom,” I told her, “we would love it if you would come with us.” My wife, Lindsay, and I had agreed that we wanted Frieda to join us in Prague.


“Come with you?”


“Why not? There’s plenty of room. We would wait on you. You wouldn’t have to lift a finger. You would be coming home.”


She was silent again.


“I will think about it,” she said finally. “So, tell me, what’s the food like on Air Force One?”


AFTER returning to the States, I flew to LA to visit my maminka. I wanted to tell her about the trip, put her mind at ease, and convince her to move with us.


She hugged me tightly, pressing her head into my chest. Her embrace was still strong even though she was approaching ninety. Never much more than five feet tall, she had, it seemed, grown shorter—maybe even since my last visit, only a couple of months before. But in her face I could still see the beautiful girl smiling in surviving photographs from 1945 Czechoslovakia. Her complexion remained clear and fair, though now seamed with fine lines. She had begun dyeing her hair a pale blond, instead of the brunette shade that she had pulled off well into her seventies, and she patted it back into place when she finally released me.


We sat together on the sofa and she held my hand in hers. It was veined and mottled on top, but her palm was no less soft than it had been when I was a child. I told her that Prague was beautiful, as she had always said. I had been to Prague Castle with President Obama, and he had introduced me to the current Czech president, Václav Klaus. I had even managed to catch a glimpse of the Petschek house, though I hadn’t made it inside—drape measuring by future ambassadors was frowned upon. Its façade seemed to justify the superlatives, though, its turrets, balconies, and putti running the entire length of the block.


This time, my mention of the palace failed to distract her. “Nachman. You are so good at your White House job. Why do you have to leave?” She carried my business card around with her in a little plastic sleeve to prevent wear and showed it to everyone she met. And she loved the nickname that the press had bestowed upon me, the Ethics Czar. She liked to tell people, “It is the only time a czar has ever been good for the Jews!”


“I don’t have to leave. It’s a promotion,” I replied.


“What do you know about diplomacy?”


“Mom, the president says I am going to be a great ambassador.”


“Well,” she replied, “if you don’t mind my saying so, this is no time to send an amateur.” Europe, she felt, was in crisis. Right-wing nationalism, with its hatred of Jews and other minorities, was stirring, and so was the Russian bear. My mom, still damaged from the century’s great upheavals, saw everything through that lens.


Her suspicions extended to the sitting Czech president. She had loved Havel but cared little for his extremely conservative successor: Klaus was a climate-change denier who embraced Russia. He ridiculed Havel’s slogan “Truth and love will prevail over lies and hate,” and mocked Havel and his acolytes as pravdoláskaři, idolaters of “truth-and-lovism.” My mother felt that the US-Czech relationship had deteriorated badly during the Klaus years, and she blamed him, along with others.


All that bore no resemblance to what I had just seen with my own eyes. The Czechs had greeted Obama rapturously. He and the Russians had just signed an arms-control treaty at Prague Castle. They were on good terms. President Klaus had welcomed me warmly. Jewish life was flourishing all over Prague, and I saw no signs of anti-Semitism whatsoever. I imparted all this to her.


“Nachman, listen to me. You went to Prague for twenty-four hours with the president of the United States. You don’t know Europe like I do. It hasn’t changed that much.”


She argued her position ferociously. Even in her late eighties, she was a formidable debater—as smart as anyone I knew. Her apartment was stuffed with books and periodicals, and she haunted the library. She pulled a sheaf of highlighted and underlined news clippings from her purse with a flourish and pressed them into my hands.


I told her that if things were as bad as she said, she should be glad that I was going back to her country to help.


“My country? Does my country even exist anymore, Nachman?” My mother had taken the 1993 division of Czechoslovakia into two nations hard. She had been born in the eastern part of the country, now Slovakia, but had also lived in the western part, now the Czech Republic, where I would be serving. She had deep emotional ties to both and still called herself Czechoslovak.


“Come on, Mom. All you ever talked about when I was growing up was your country. You love the place!”


“Nachman, it’s a mistake to love a country. It can’t love you back.”


“Look, we are going to Prague—it’s settled. We want you to come with us.”


She blinked back at me, exasperated.


“Mom, it’s a triumph for our family.”


“No, no way. That door is closed. I left, and I am not going back.”


“Not even a visit?”


“My doctors won’t permit it.”


“Have you even asked them?”


She sighed loudly and I knew I had scored a point.


“We will see.”


ALMOST eight months passed before I actually left the White House for my job in Prague, in January 2011. Seemingly everyone I met with to prepare mentioned the palace where I would be living, saying with good-humored envy that it was the most beautiful ambassadorial property owned by the United States anywhere. Often they would recount its outlandish legends: that Otto Petschek had honeycombed it with hidden compartments and passageways, in one of which he had concealed a fortune in gold; that after the Germans had swept into Prague, it was the scene of wild Nazi bacchanals, the officers and their mistresses cavorting in its Olympic-sized indoor pool; that the United States had acquired the immensely valuable mansion and grounds after the war for free, as a gift involving a Czech general and his future American daughter-in-law; that Cold War–era listening devices were still to be found secreted inside its paneling and in its chandeliers; and on and on.


Curious, I made inquiries, but verifiable facts turned out to be surprisingly scanty. I confirmed the basic chronology of Czech-Jewish ownership and German occupation followed by long American possession. I received a short guide to the palace that included some basic historical information, mostly about how Otto Petschek and his family had used the place, and I stumbled across a few other documents to the same effect. But I could confirm none of the wildest rumors.


The less I found out, the more I wanted to know. Who were the people who had lived in my future home—and what was their experience of the tumultuous past century? That history didn’t belong only to the palace. It was my family’s story, too. The people who had lived there had driven, and been driven by, forces large and small that had shaped my mother’s homeland and the first part of her life—and eventually brought her to the United States. And now the zeitgeist was bringing our family back to Prague.


There is a Yiddish saying that I often heard from my mom: “Az men est chazzer, zol rinnen uber den bort”—“If you are going to eat pork, let it run down your beard.” And that’s what I decided to do while living in Prague: dig into the palace’s story and let all that history flow over my beard.


THE eight-month lag in taking up my post also gave me plenty of opportunities to work on my mom and get her used to the reality of my new job. I knew that I was making progress when I overheard her telling people, “They took us out of there on a cattle car and my son returned on Air Force One!”


There was another promising sign as well: she started giving me advice about the job. She and my late father had abided by a strict moral code in our family business, a hamburger stand. When I paid her one last visit before departing for Europe, she urged me not to forget their three rules, even though I would now be occupying a mansion. “Always do the right thing, Nachman. Always be loyal.” “And,” I joined in, both of us laughing in anticipation at the final line, “always serve the best hamburger you can!” By the time I, Lindsay, and our daughter, Tamar, had touched down in Prague on Monday, January 17, 2011, my maminka had at least agreed to pay us a visit once we settled in.


Then I made the mistake of telling her about the swastika.


I phoned her at the end of my first full day in the Czech capital, placing the call from the library of Otto Petschek’s palace. Flames crackled in the fireplace as I dialed Los Angeles.


My mother wanted to know everything. I recounted the flight and the way our motorcade had swept us from the airport into the city. I described how Prague’s gleaming ultramodern glass-and-chrome office buildings butted up against tall, brutalist Iron Curtain–era apartment blocks. Medieval monasteries stood next to Bauhaus dwellings, and elaborately detailed art-nouveau mansions nestled among whorled rococo churches.


“And the Petschek house?” she asked.


We had approached it down a long avenue. From a distance, we saw a pink exterior wall patrolled by policemen garbed in black. As we came closer, the house rose into view. It was a span of alabaster masonry reclining on a green lawn among a bower of trees. Round windows seemed to emerge from behind the fence to meet our gaze, steadily staring back at us from beneath a mansard roof of green oxidized copper and black slate.


We turned in to the compound. Passing through an ornate iron gate, whose black bars bisected golden pomegranates, we crunched up a gravel driveway. At the head of the drive, about a hundred yards from the entry, stood the palace. Its extended façade and jutting rectangular wings were richly ornamented with rusticated stone, grilles, and statuary, so complex that it could not be absorbed all at once. As the motorcade slowly proceeded up the driveway, the building’s shape kept shifting, too; somehow it looked entirely different than it had from the street. By the time we pulled up to the portico, a tall porch supported by Tuscan columns, we could no longer see either end of our new home.


In front of the pillars, and every bit as firmly planted, was Miroslav Černík, the majordomo, beaming. Pigeon chested, silver haired, and in his early sixties, he looked more like an ambassador than I did. He greeted us and led us inside. The rooms were a blur of cool stone walls and warm, elaborately carved wood paneling, gleaming silver, and richly colored tapestries and oriental rugs. Exiting onto a patio overlooking acres of orderly gardens, we turned to take in the rear of the palace; I saw that it was built in a curve, the whole massive neobaroque structure bending in a pronounced concave arc. That was why the house had seemed to be moving as we came up the drive.


My maminka loved hearing every detail. “Nachman, imagine that—Otto Petschek’s palace is your starter house!” It was true; I had grown up in apartments, and that’s all that I had lived in ever since.


In my enthusiasm, I leaped ahead to tell her about the most dramatic moment of the day.


In the oval receiving chamber at the front of the house, before one of the floor-to-ceiling windows, stood a French antique table. Mr. Černík came to a stop in front of it. Like everything else in the palace, it was opulent: the top was cherrywood with scalloped edges, the russet grain of the surface inlaid with a darker wood. Curved legs sharply tapered downward to points, each shod with a metal hoof that matched the shining brass bumper framing the table’s edge.


“Please look under here, Mr. Ambassador,” he said, pointing to its underside. I crouched down on all fours and ducked beneath the piece. Craning my neck and peering up, I spotted an old paper label. It was the size of a large commemorative stamp. Its surface was yellowed and faded, slightly warped and bubbled from the paste that had been used to affix it many years before. It bore a serial number and an illegible signature scrawled in ink in an antique hand. There was also a symbol rubber-stamped on the label, which was hard to make out.


I moved closer and squinted in the dim light, and the image jumped into focus. It was a stylized black eagle, with extended wings, its head turned to the left. It was clutching a wreath in its claws. The garland encircled a tiny, sharp-edged swastika. Černík said that similar traces of the Nazi occupation were hidden all over the palace.


“Mom, can you believe it? And now we are living here. How amazing is that?”


Chilly silence.


“Mom?”


“There are swastikas in the house?”


Shit.


I tried to undo the damage. “Mother, don’t think of it that way.” I reminded her that we would be transforming the palace into a Jewish home. We would be keeping kosher, observing the Sabbath, putting up mezuzas on the doorposts. What better revenge on Hitler than that? She needed to come see it for herself.


“Why would I want to visit any place that the Nazis liked?”


“Come on, Ma, don’t say that—it’s a beautiful house.”


“What if I found a swastika in my room?”


“I will scour your room. Hell, I’ll scour the whole palace before you come.”


But she was unmoved.


To me, the swastika was dark evidence of our family’s triumph and a fascinating historical artifact—a signpost to the past. It made me wonder again about my predecessors: Who were they? How had they ended up here? What had the past century—the tornado of historical forces that had whipped through my mother’s homeland—looked like to each of them through the windows of this very palace?


But to my mom, the Nazi symbol was no beguiling relic. It did not provoke curiosity. It evoked visceral trauma, a sinister weight that she would always bear. The harder I worked to persuade her otherwise, the more implacable she became.


Best to change the subject. Desperately casting my eye about the palace’s library, with its thousands of volumes belonging to the original owner, their spines catching the firelight, I asked her the first thing that came to mind. “What do you know about Otto Petschek, Mom?”


“Ah,” she sighed, “Otto Petschek! The Czechoslovaks were the cleverest people in Europe—and the Jews were the smartest people in Czechoslovakia. And Otto? He was the best of them all. He had everything: talent, money, education. But he was an optimist like you, Nachman, and optimism can be a very dangerous thing in Prague.”




Part I
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Otto (standing) with his brothers and cousins in the palace gardens.
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THE GOLDEN SON OF THE GOLDEN CITY


Prague, Czechoslovakia; Spring 1924


IT WAS SHORTLY BEFORE DAWN. ON THE HILL ABOVE THE OLD Town, just north of Prague Castle, a thirty-nine-year-old man awoke in his small yet elegant house. It was one of the little villas that speckled the Bubeneč neighborhood; rural not so long ago, it had become the most fashionable district in the city. He slid his feet into his slippers, inserted his arms into his robe, and cinched the belt. He moved carefully, so as not to wake his wife, whose slender form was rising and falling beneath the covers. Gingerly opening the door to the terrace, he stepped outside.


Every morning, Otto Petschek greeted the rising sun, now stirring below the horizon. His butler, who was wearing a swallowtail coat and a striped vest, would join him in the soft blue light and set down a coffee service with his white-gloved hands. Today, with practiced efficiency, he poured out a cup, handed it to Otto, and returned indoors. Otto felt the coffee’s warmth radiating through the delicate Meissen china, which was intricately patterned with pink flowers and gold leaves. The set had been a gift for his wife, Martha. After eleven years and four children together, it still delighted Otto to see her face light up when he brought her beautiful things.


Otto sipped his coffee and gazed out at the view. Although he lived near the center of Prague—a city that had been built up for a millennium, with new construction perpetually squeezed in and layered on—a remaining slice of wilderness sprawled just behind his home. His parents and then he had accumulated multiple plots over decades, stitching them together into a single, rambling, five-acre parcel. He studied its contours. The terrain was partially obscured by the darkness still cloaking the ground, but he knew it by heart, practically down to the last leaf. He had spent years walking the individual tracts, visiting on weekends, attending family celebrations, even proposing to Martha here. Old trees reared up, tall and shaggy. Hedges ran among them, stands of flowers, swaths of lawn. In the distance, Otto could hear the clop-clop of horses’ hooves, the day’s first carts delivering produce, ice, and milk to his neighbors’ homes.


Farther behind him and this unformed tangle of land, to the east, was the heart of Prague: the city center where Otto was born, the synagogue where he was bar mitzvahed, the schools where he was educated, the business that he had helped build. He was a model citizen of the Czechoslovak capital. Still, every morning he looked to the West: to Germany, for language and literature; to France, for art and architecture; to England, whose business acumen he respected; and across the Atlantic to the United States, whose energy he embraced, grateful for its role in creating the fledgling Czechoslovak state. In the predawn haze, if he squinted he could imagine the curvature of the earth beneath his huge expanse of land and trace its arc, a vector connecting him to each of the nations he admired.


Music was likely running through Otto’s head. It was his first great passion, and he remained an intense classical aficionado, a sustainer of Prague’s German Opera, and an ardent Wagnerian, admiring the composer’s heroes and their appetite for daunting challenges. Perhaps this morning he heard the low thrum of strings that launched Das Rheingold, the day stirring like the instruments, the tones spreading like the sun.


While listening to his invisible orchestra and watching the dawn rise day after day over his sprawling, overgrown property, Otto had formed an idea about what to do with his land.


He would build a palace there—one that would compete with any other in the city. It would be huge, more than one hundred rooms, the entire length of a city block. Its façade would marry the mathematically elegant columns of ancient Greece and the muscularity of Roman sculptural forms with the golden ratios of Italian Renaissance architecture and the majesty of the French baroque. He would render the march of Western civilization in stone, marble, and brick, right up to the present—bowing the façade into a sharp, ultramodern curve, a dramatic contemporary flourish that would distinguish his creation from every other palace in a city stuffed with them.


It would be a residence befitting his status as a leading banker and industrialist in the new democracy, the perfect home for his beloved Martha and the children they shared. And it would be an embodiment of the twentieth century’s brilliant future—the new era of peace and prosperity ushered in after the war to end all wars.


Otto’s reveries were interrupted by stirrings in the villa behind him. The sun was fully up now. Martha and the children had begun to rise, and the staff were commencing their day’s work.


As he turned his back on the sunlit yard and reentered his home, he hummed to himself, drafting elaborate plans for his palace in his head.


THINGS had always come easily to Otto. He was born in 1882 to Isidor Petschek and Camilla Robitschek, scions of two of the most prosperous Jewish families in the Austro-Hungarian provinces of Bohemia and Moravia. He was the first child of his generation, and the Petscheks anticipated his arrival no less eagerly than a nation would await the birth of royalty. On October 17, the musical wail of the plump infant was heard for the first time inside the family town house in Prague’s center. Otto was delivered at home, cleaned by the midwife, and presented to his mother. Isidor and his brother, Otto’s uncle Julius, inspected the baby in Camilla’s arms closely. Their stern demeanors concealed the affection they felt as they studied little Otto’s marked Petschek features: a large cranium, broad forehead, and stubby nose.


Three generations occupied the same sturdy house, stacked on top of one another in a Petschek layer cake. Otto was taught there by a tutor through age six—a naturally confident child. In short pants, a jacket, and a floppy black cravat, he was brought before Isidor and Julius to do his sums. He stood at attention in the parlor, and the numbers flowed out of him. Otto took after his father, Isidor, square headed and handsome, albeit without Isidor’s luxuriant goatee. Uncle Julius was pear-shaped and balding, with a long, drooping mustache, and his mass often settled into one of the parlor’s overstuffed sofas. The brothers were pleased with Otto’s talent. They were financiers, making loans and buying and selling shares of coal mines and other companies, and expected great things from Otto in the same line of work. Otto was a born showman, which is perhaps why he enjoyed these performances so much. If he seemed a little too fond of the spotlight, well, the brothers believed they would expunge that in due time.


Young Otto’s gifts extended to music. It was everywhere in Prague. Recitals, concerts, symphonies, opera—melodies poured into the streets, flowing through the city as freely as the Moldau (or as the Czechs called it, the Vltava) River. Song also swam within the walls of the Petschek town house: when the extended family gathered, the horse-drawn carriages often pulled up to Stadtpark Street filled with hired musicians. Family members dressed in their finest, the men wearing tails, the women high-necked gowns over their corsets. Although the family was Jewish, the high culture of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and neighboring Germany was every bit as much their religion. Several family members performed with the professionals, singing or playing the piano.


Some of the children fidgeted on the edges of settees, faces scrubbed and hair plastered down. But young Otto was transfixed. He begged for piano lessons and was soon perched before the keys, his fingers mastering the spellbinding meter of Schubert, Chopin, and Schumann. With his parents, he visited the new German opera house that opened in 1888. Wagner’s Die Meistersinger inaugurated the building, and his other works were performed in the seasons that followed. Otto stared up at the whorls of its neobaroque ceiling as the sounds washed over him, sparking a lifelong adoration of the composer. Otto loved Mozart and Beethoven, too, both of whom had created and conducted in Prague—and all the other German-speaking masters. He amazed his family by coming home from musical performances and stretching his own fingers across the ivory keys, playing solely from the fresh memory of the show he had just seen.


Otto found beauty everywhere. Liberated from the confines of the family dwelling as he began attending school, Otto wandered the city wide-eyed, studying the rhythms in the stucco, marble, and plaster lining the city streets, amalgams of centuries of European building. “Music is liquid architecture; architecture is frozen music” went the saying attributed to Goethe, a venerated authority in Otto’s German-speaking home. The Old New Synagogue and the other medieval buildings were baritones, deep in solid stone. Renaissance monuments, such as the Royal Summer Palace, were sopranos, trilling. Saint Nicholas Church and the Wallenstein Garden, baroque giants, were tenors. To some, the juxtaposition of these styles seemed discordant. But to Otto, the cityscape was a harmonious chorus.


Prague’s admirers cherished its idiosyncratic façades and knew them as well as their own faces. There were details that less-practiced eyes missed: a bawdy fresco here, a secret passageway leading to an ancient grotto there. Residents of the city had long formed a cult that worshiped its beauty. They preserved the history that gave the façades life: extravagant legends, unwritten secrets, legacies of seers and oddballs. Parents and grandparents whispered tales to their children of the clairvoyant founder of the city, Princess Libuše; the miracle-working priest, Nepomuk; Rabbi Löew and his golem; and a thousand others—pointing out the dwellings where they lived and walked.


All great cities have their guardians, but Prague’s were particularly fierce in their devotion. These Praguers, the ones who did not forget, who always observed, who passed down the city’s lore from generation to generation, were the Watchers of Prague.


Otto was one of their number. But he was not content to only observe. He did not know how yet, but like the operatic protagonists whom he admired, he fully intended to make his own heroic mark on the city that he loved.


IN 1892, at age ten, Otto graduated to university preparatory school, “gymnasium,” spending the next eight years immersed in the classical liberal-arts curriculum. He clambered from Europe’s roots, Latin and Greek, to its treetops: contemporary literature, science, and mathematics. The course of study was intended to instill the Enlightenment’s faith in reason and progress, and in Otto’s case, it succeeded. But Isidor and Julius made sure that Otto’s exposure to Athens and Rome, Paris and Vienna, did not come at the expense of Jerusalem. They had been raised in an Orthodox home and, although they had become more liberal, they still had Otto study Jewish law, lore, and history in daily religion lessons.


In 1895, his clear voice rang out in the Old New Synagogue as he chanted his bar mitzvah portion in well-practiced Hebrew, marking his ascension to Jewish adulthood. His head bent low to read the tiny calligraphy in the Torah scroll, his hand guided a silver yad right to left along the ancient Hebrew script. The notes of his cantillation floated high overhead in the dim light among the five-ribbed Gothic vaulting. (The fifth rib was purely decorative, to avoid forming a cross.) In the attic above, the golem slumbered, legend had it—ready to arise again if needed to protect Prague’s Jewish community. Below, its newest member confidently led the service. He had grown taller, become lean, but still had his marked family looks, a shock of black hair above his high forehead. His father and uncle, bulkier versions of the young Otto, flanked him on the bimah, while his mother and her sister Berta, now married to Julius, peered at them through slits in the foot-thick walls that separated the women from the men.


In the years following his bar mitzvah, Otto learned that not everyone in his city and the lands surrounding it was equally fond of his tribe. Czech nationalism was surging: the reassertion of Czech language and identity almost three centuries after the Slavic Bohemians and Moravians had been conquered by the German-speaking Austrians. The Petschek family enthusiastically supported the current Austro-Hungarian ruler, the benign, long-serving Franz Joseph. He was known for his warm relations with his Jewish subjects throughout the vast span of his empire, stitching together dozens of nationalities across Europe. Indeed, Uncle Julius served him as an Oberfinanzrat, a financial counselor to the empire.


But ethnic Czechs resented the centuries of Habsburg domination over Prague and the lands around it. The nationalists, dissatisfied with their fragmentary representation in Franz Joseph’s parliament, wanted self-determination or independence. As the new century approached, a vocal minority of Slavic nationalists began to focus their ire on culturally German residents of Prague, with Jews prominent among their targets. Anti-Semitic pamphlets titled “Pro Lid” (“For the People”) circulated, slandering the Jews for their assimilation of German language and culture. Bigots marched to demand the boycott of Jewish stores, stomping down the streets and chanting “svůj k svému” (“each to his own”), resulting in the failure of many of those businesses.


Worst of all, some among the nationalists revived the ancient slander that Jews killed Christians to procure blood as a secret ingredient in Passover matzo. An itinerant Jew, Leopold Hilsner, was falsely prosecuted for ritually murdering a Gentile woman. Throughout the period, there were anti-German and anti-Semitic riots and street fighting in Prague, with Jews beaten, their store windows smashed, and the stock looted. Jewish homes and synagogues were attacked and destroyed as well, until Franz Joseph sent his army in, marching through streets littered with broken glass to restore order.


The fin de siècle waves of anti-Semitism made Otto’s father and uncle nervous. They had fled to Prague to escape a pogrom, and still it haunted them. They grew up in Kolín, where their father had acquired land cheaply from the townspeople, then resold it at a substantial profit to the government for a railroad. In 1876, an angry mob gathered in front of their home. The family looked out cautiously from behind the curtains, wondering if they were going to be violently attacked. They decided to flee, settling in Prague and quietly succeeding as passive investors who stayed out of public view. The Petscheks were not eager to have to up stakes again.


With all the idealism of a seventeen-year-old, Otto took a more optimistic view. The Petscheks were not only Jewish; they were Austro-Hungarian, Bohemian, German-speaking Praguers. Surely anti-Semitism was guttering out—a periodic eruption on the fringes of society. After all, a non-Jew, the Czech nationalist Tomáš Masaryk, the leading defender of Hilsner, was against the blood libel. A philosopher, writer, and publisher of a liberal newspaper, the forty-nine-year-old Masaryk, his stare fierce behind his pince-nez, was a formidable champion of the Jews. The nationalist ranks included many others who welcomed Jews—and even some Czech Jews themselves (though Otto was not among them). Otto believed that the empire was not going anywhere and that the Petscheks were securely embedded in it. Franz Joseph had even offered to elevate them to the nobility, although Julius and Isidor had declined. They preferred a low profile, informed by the cautious Jewish philosophy of sha shtil—hush, be quiet.


Otto felt no such compunction. A new century was coming, and at its dawn, in 1900, he would graduate from gymnasium and continue his education. He wanted to train as a conductor. He was musically gifted and temperamentally suited for the job, commanding and joyfully unrestrained. He had seen the great conductors of Europe, and he admired them—for the most part. He once wrote to his parents, “10 days in Vienna and no Wagner, only rubbish! As if Mahler did it to spite me!” If he were a conductor he could program whatever he wanted, whenever he wanted it.


Julius and Isidor forbade that career. Music was a hobby, not a profession. They had other plans for the eldest Petschek son: Otto would study law, as they both had, and then enter the family business. Otto’s exuberance made his father and uncle uneasy, and they hoped that professional studies would sober him up. Perhaps they had overindulged him. Supervising one of the largest fortunes in Prague wasn’t supposed to be romantic; no one ought to mistake the pits and shafts of a coal mine for a box at the opera. Should Otto find legal scholarship dry, so much the better.


If Otto resented their dictates—and he must have—he kept his feelings to himself. No indication remains that he complained or attempted to talk them out of it. His was a culture and a home that enforced hierarchy; he was a dutiful son and nephew, and he acceded to his elders’ wishes. They sent him to their alma mater, the German-speaking branch of Charles University. Founded in 1348, it was one of the oldest institutions of higher learning in Europe and one of the most distinguished. Charles drew scholars from across the German-speaking world. (Einstein joined the university’s Faculty of Arts just a few years after Otto matriculated, in 1911.)


But education in the law did little to contain Otto. The black covers of his textbooks bore intimidating titles: Verwaltungslehre und Oesterreichisches Verwaltungsrecht Algemeiner Theil; Deutsche Reichs- und Rechtsgeschichte; Sammlung von Civilrechtlichen Entscheidungen der k.k. obersten Gerichtshofes. Yet inside their funereal bindings, Otto’s underlining and marginalia ignited the pages. An explosion of red, blue, and green ink dazzled the eye. The law was another complex system—like math, music, or Prague’s architectural medley—and Otto’s imagination was alive to its patterns, intangible but omnipresent. Its rule undergirded Franz Joseph’s empire, which in turn protected and nurtured Otto, his family, the Jews, and all its subjects. Law was the instrument of the Enlightenment vision of an ordered, rational society that he had imbibed at gymnasium. He was enthralled.


This enthusiasm was not shared by all his peers. One of his acquaintances described their legal curriculum as “intellectual sawdust that thousands of others’ mouths had already chewed up for me.” That pessimistic law student was Franz Kafka. Franz and Otto made the journey through the Charles University undergraduate and then doctoral law program in parallel. Otto furiously scribbled notes, hunched over the page, trying to catch every detail, as if he were transcribing a symphony. Franz listened dubiously, his narrow, sharp features cast with anxiety. To him, the intricacies of the Austro-Hungarian legal system inspired terror of unfair, even incomprehensible accusation, guilt, and punishment. That dark outlook was totally foreign to Otto.


Otto’s legal education had no discernible effect on his flamboyance. For his parents’ twenty-fifth wedding anniversary in 1906, he dragooned the family members of his younger generation to the Petscheks’ lush Bubeneč garden. He compelled everyone to dress in the Mozartian finery of the classical era and perform musical selections. Otto’s younger siblings and cousins were pressed into service and (over some objections) into costume to make up an orchestra. Otto was the conductor, resplendent in skintight breeches, his long white tailcoat adorned with heavy gold braid. His outfit was topped off by an outrageous powdered wig tied back with a black ribbon. Everyone else’s faces in the anniversary photograph wear little joy. But Otto, his feet firmly planted onstage, adored the show.


OTTO completed his legal studies with a juris utriusque doctorate (JUDr.) in 1909, and Isidor and Julius dispatched him to serve a lengthy clerkship in the offices of one of their friends, JUDr. Julius Popper. There the newly minted doctor of law would enjoy no special privileges as the heir apparent. Despite his advanced education, Otto was an apprentice, and the work was hardly dramatic: legal research, writing, even keeping his boss’s desk tidy. When that humbling initiation was completed, Otto formally joined the family business. Isidor and Julius trained him in the least-glamorous aspects of their operations—bookkeeping, correspondence, and personnel—and they assigned him to the subterranean recesses of their investments, the warren of coal mines honeycombing northern Bohemia and Silesia, to learn operations there. They brought him to their own meetings as a silent observer, setting a grueling pace: “I had to go away with Papa and Uncle Julius on Monday and Tuesday. Never have I experienced a week as confusing as the last one. And I was so terribly tired that I managed the incredible, and fell fast asleep for a whole hour on the way back by car from Aussig—we didn’t finish in time to make the train and left by car at 9:30. If you consider that the road is bad and full of puddles and that the chauffeur quite rightly made the horn bellow at every curve, you will see that this great achievement must be valued highly.”


His mentors were testing him to see whether he would do as he was told. Otto seemed to comply, at least on the surface. He donned the same impassive expression, ramrod posture, and dark three-piece suits as his father and uncle.


There was one area, however, in which Otto resisted their dictates: marriage. Throughout his twenties, his father and uncle, as well as his mother and aunt, had been pressing him to wed. He demurred; he wanted to be in love. (Too much opera, they grumbled.) But when he was serving his apprenticeship with Popper, someone finally caught his eye: his boss’s daughter, Martha. She too was a German-speaking, Prague-born Jew. Her father had long been part of the Petscheks’ business and social circle. Otto, five years older than Martha, had been vaguely aware of her when she was growing up.


In 1911, she was twenty-three and lovely: svelte, with a smooth, round face and long, elegant limbs. She had a kindness that made people trust her with their secrets; everyone from grandmothers to children sought her out to share their problems. Otto saw her every day when she came to pick her father up for a stroll. She was gentle and affectionate with the aging barrister. One day it suddenly occurred to Otto: “Why not marry Martha?”


For the greater part of a year, Otto attempted to engage her in conversation, to connect. She was polite but always slipped away to accept the whispered confessions of her needy confidants. In truth, Martha found Otto’s extravagance off-putting. He made the mistake of disclosing to her that he owned forty-five hats—a ridiculous number. She was interested in people, not things.


But Otto, ever dogged, persisted into 1912—and one night, as they sat in front of the fireplace at her father’s home, shadows dancing on her dove-gray dress, Martha relented. She discovered that the same passions bubbled within both of them: music, art, and literature. They set each other’s enthusiasms to a high boil, and before long they were keeping company. Martha had a teasing sense of humor, which she deployed with a soft, lilting voice. She made Otto laugh by calling him Dumme (dummy). He turned it right back on her, and it became their private pet name.


She poked gentle fun at his Jewishness, too. He was just one generation removed from Kolín’s insular Jewish community, where his father and uncle were born and grew up speaking Yiddish. Otto claimed to Martha that he was “a big realist and a Doubting Thomas”—the result of his long secular education. But he flavored their sophisticated conversation with Yiddish words, marked the Jewish holidays, and stopped to say a prayer when he narrowly avoided an auto accident. “It could have turned out bad,” he told her. “In such moments where your luck seems to be terribly small, I always have the strong urge to thank someone—God, fate . . . Yesterday as well, I said ‘Thank God’ from the bottom of my heart, when it was over. Do you laugh at me because of that?” She did—but she soon found that she was sprinkling “Thank God” into her own speech.


Despite her better judgment, she began yielding to his aestheticism as well. He recruited her for the Watchers of Prague, taking her through the city’s picturesque streets. They stopped to window-shop, and he made her blush with his sensuous assessments of the curving Moravian porcelain, the delicate Bohemian glassware, and the sumptuous imported fabrics. The city had once been a center for alchemists—“Magic Prague”—but to Otto, the creation of gorgeous objects by human hands was the real alchemy. He tried to woo Martha by buying her the ravishing things. She chastised him for spending so much money. Sometimes she even sent the items back. But she kept a few, too.


One day Martha bought him a present: his forty-sixth hat. He teased her that “perhaps it was slightly too fashionable,” and added, “By the way, I wouldn’t mind at all if you took care of the rest of my ‘toilette’ as well. At least my budget could be smaller then.” But his banter belied how delighted he was. Perhaps Martha thought better of her gesture when he dropped her another note shortly thereafter, announcing that her gift had a new companion:




Encouraged by your best present, I bought myself a new green hat yesterday—actually one must say “haaaayut,” it looks so Tirolean. Number 47. I look simply charming in it—like the gals in Ischl! When I walk down the street, I’m always afraid that a constable will arrest me for disorderly appearances. But I’ll risk it. Enclosed is my latest photograph. Please enjoy with caution! . . . The little children in the street start to cry when they see me. I think you will do the same.





Any pause that this gave her was minor compared to her improvident suitor’s next misadventure in their courtship. Otto was on a business trip and realized that he had left a document that he needed at her house. He sent one of his colleagues over to get the papers. The man bowled past Martha’s maid, went into her room, and ransacked her desk. Martha came home to find the maid in tears and fired off a blistering letter. Otto wrote back, apologizing profusely. “My Mama always says: ‘Born stupid and never learned anything!’ If you will pardon me, I empower you to say the same.” For all his genius at analyzing systems, Otto could be clumsy in human relations. Martha allowed herself to be placated, but her guard was back up.


Otto remained patient. They visited an overgrown garden adjoining a summerhouse that Otto’s parents had purchased in Bubeneč. Otto and Martha headed north from the Old Town, taking the funicular or crossing the art-nouveau Čech Bridge spanning the Vltava on foot. Ascending through Letná Park, they paused at the crest of the hill to look down on the breathtaking sweep of the city below. Along the way, they saw friends and relatives and exchanged nods, greetings, and small talk.


Prague’s affluent Jews were starting to move out of the city center, and the extended Petschek family, feinschmeckers (connoisseurs), had snapped up plots all over the neighborhood atop the rise. Otto’s parents owned several parcels on a single large block of prime Bubeneč land. Their summerhouse sat on the edge of the huge property, but the block was largely vacant. It was a natural garden, open to the entire neighborhood. Patches of bright wildflowers, sparks of crimson and yellow, dotted the hedges and lawn. Otto and Martha, arm in arm, stopped and remarked at the blooms, each one a tiny masterpiece.


They visited the site regularly, watching the foliage change, together growing attuned to the subtle variations in the seasons. As the leaves fell, so did Martha’s reservations. Despite Otto’s quirks, indulgences, and awkwardness, she could no longer imagine life without him. By October the trees were bare. On October 25, 1912, Otto invited Martha to the garden. His conversation was especially energetic; her repartee sparkled more strongly in response. After their usual stroll, he got down on one knee. He asked her, with a twinkle in his eye, in the teasing tone they used, “Madam, would you like to become a Petschek? Do you want to risk it with me?”


They married in 1913 and honeymooned in Italy. Otto had traveled across the country before and was as eager to show Martha his favorite things—deteriorating ruins, domed cathedrals, and Renaissance arcades—as if he had commissioned them personally for her. He committed images of the trip to memory: of Martha standing in front of the architectural wonders that they visited, each tinted with the rosy glow of his passion for his bride. They spoke Italian to the shopkeepers and hoteliers and to each other—they would revert to it for the rest of their lives whenever they didn’t want the rest of the family to hear their secrets.


[image: image]


Otto and Martha, circa 1913.


Returning to Prague to live with Martha’s family, Otto resumed his work as a full partner in the business. Now that his apprenticeship was over, he thrilled to the “romance and tragedy” of banking, as one of his American books put it. But he strained not to let it show, further assuming the serious mien of his mentors, even starting to accumulate some of their bulk. They rewarded him by dispatching him to meet with business partners and inspect investments around the Continent in 1913 and 1914. It was the last flush of peace, when a child of Europe could roam freely across her every inch, from Saint Petersburg to Scotland, Aachen to Athens. Otto made trip after trip, living out of his portmanteau. For traveling companions, he acquired a collection of thick crimson Baedeker guidebooks. Between meetings, on trains, and in his hotel rooms, Otto studied the shiny pages, then looked up to admire the real thing. Whenever he had a spare minute, he slipped off and gorged himself on culture, devouring the ornamentation on the palaces, churches, and theaters he visited, storing it all away for future reference.


Otto drank in the Continent’s beauty but yearned for home and Martha. He poured his feelings into long letters to her, corresponding daily, sometimes twice a day. “It’s FLOWING,” he would write of his love for her—scrawled on thick sheets of foolscap bearing the letterhead of the Hotel Imperial in Vienna, the Continental in Paris, or the Grand Hotel on the North Sea in the Netherlands. He sent her gifts from all the great cities of Europe, too: a fifteenth-century miniature of a praying saint, antique red Venetian glass, small incunabula with intricately worked ivory-and-silver covers. She wrote or telegrammed back, good-naturedly chiding him for how much money he was spending on her, signing off with “HRDLS,” their secret term for kisses.


In February 1914, Martha gave Otto a present in return—the finest one of all: a child. They named their boy Viktor. He was the spitting image of Otto, dark hair dusting the distinctive family cranium. Viktor was a cheerful baby, and a hungry one. Privately, Otto and Martha nicknamed him der Hund (the dog), as a nod to their son’s affectionate nature and strong appetite.


It was a joyous time—and it was about to end.


IN that summer of 1914, things in Europe started spiraling into calamity. The catastrophe began with the June assassination of the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne, Franz Ferdinand, by radical ultranationalists in Serbia who objected to Austrian interference in their affairs. Otto worked long days side by side with his father and uncle to assess the deteriorating situation, known as the July Crisis. The three huddled, poring over the daily newspapers from Prague, Vienna, and Berlin, piecing together bits of information gathered from their business colleagues, debating the accuracy of rumors traded at the Prague stock exchange. Would war come? Their anxiety wasn’t just about business. Otto had completed his compulsory service as an officer in the emperor’s army, but his three younger brothers (Paul, Fritz, and Hans, twenty-eight, twenty-five, and eighteen, respectively) all held commissions in the reserves and would be expected to fight if war broke out.


On July 28, 1914, Austria-Hungary declared war on Serbia. Each side’s allies jumped into the fray, and within two weeks all of Europe was battling for the first time since the defeat of Napoleon. Prague, too, was in the grip of war fever, although the Czechs, in their resentment of three centuries of domination by the Austrian throne, were as a whole less enthusiastic than their Croat, German, and Magyar counterparts. Otto rallied to the cause of Emperor Franz Joseph and the monarch’s ally Germany, the Central Powers. Otto’s language and culture were German, the core of his business was in Austria-Hungary, and the family venerated Franz Joseph. Otto’s brothers would serve as officers in the emperor’s military as Otto himself had done. So he embraced the pan-Germanic alliance with Kaiser Wilhelm II.


At first, Otto was encouraged by the results of the war in the east and reassured by his cheerful brother Paul’s letters. The next-oldest Petschek was working as an artillery spotter, using the family limousines (complete with chauffeur) to drive around the front lines, estimating where the Austrian shells were striking. As far as Otto could tell from those and other missives, the newspapers, and the constant flow of information from business colleagues, the Germans and the Austrians seemed to be making progress on the eastern front (even if things seemed somewhat bogged down in the west). Paul’s letters described the disarray and retreat of the Russian armies in 1915, fueling Otto’s hopes that the war would soon be over. Otto ran a fund-raising drive for medical assistance to the soldiers and was decorated with the Red Cross medal for drumming up a large sum. Martha assisted him and also received a silver medal, which she proudly pinned on her bosom.


But 1915 came and went; the war dragged on. By its third year, 1916, even Otto had grown disillusioned. The units from the Czech lands suffered the highest casualties in the Austrian army. Otto saw the wounded men in the Prague streets: a pinned-up sleeve where an arm was lost, a crutch compensating for a missing leg—or, worse, more and more families wearing black armbands to signify a dead father, brother, or son. Now the Petscheks waited daily for bad news. Every telegram that arrived brought a burst of anxiety. Hans’s battery was hit, but he escaped harm. Paul was not so lucky; he was injured in battle, hospitalized, and then assigned to a desk job at the War Ministry in Vienna. Worst of all, Fritz’s nerves broke under the stress of the front, and he was discharged, coming back to Prague with shell shock. He wandered the halls of the family business, writing his name in the air over and over again. No one was safe, no matter how high in society; even the emperor, Franz Joseph, after an extraordinary run of sixty-eight years on the throne, was felled by illness and the strain of the war. He died in November 1916, another blow for his subjects. Julius had been the emperor’s longtime counselor, so the Petscheks’ grief was especially deep.


It was a trial for Otto’s confidence—the first time in his life that he had faced true adversity. But he refused to give in. To Isidor and Julius, to the world, it may have looked like a stalemate, chaos, an unpredictable muddle. But Otto, as if listening to the instruments tuning up before a symphony, thought he could make out the bars of the next movement. Peace was coming. When that happened, he believed, Czech coal would power the reconstruction and skyrocket in value. Now, while the fog of war still clouded the energy market, was the time to corner it.


The exact reasoning underlying his calculation is murky; his letters to Martha suddenly become cryptic in 1916, referring to people and events elliptically, and even in code. His correspondence hints at a heresy: the West was going to win the war, and the Czech lands of Bohemia, Moravia, and Czech Silesia were going to end up aligned with them. The Allies had declared their war aims to include self-determination for central Europeans living under foreign domination. Since 1914, Masaryk—the very same professor who had distinguished himself in fighting the Hilsner blood libel—had been pushing for that outcome as an exile, zigzagging from London to Paris to Moscow to the United States. Otto was far from a Czech nationalist. Nevertheless, he seems to have concluded that an autonomous, Western-oriented Czech polity would offer enormous economic opportunities, and coal would drive them forward.


Whatever his logic, Otto argued to his partners that they should go all in, aggressively buying up coal and related assets in the Czech lands, expanding their position as much as possible. The older Petschek men stared dubiously back at him—his father: implacable, shrewd, with his flattop and his piercing eyes; Uncle Julius: ponderous, less keen, stroking his mustache, and trying to understand. Otto argued for his vision. He knew every major mine, had seen the operations, talked to the miners, and visited so often that he could walk through blindfolded. Now was the time to acquire majority positions, take control of the boards, and move into active management.


Otto had found an outlet for his restless optimism: investing in the coming peace. His mentors, always more cautious, stalled. Uncle Julius was in particular being a “schlmiel” and “won’t listen to anything anyone says,” Otto reported to Martha, though he admitted, “I am a little nervous and crazy . . . I feel like a woman in her eighth month! At least, this is how I imagine it must feel.” But he pressed ahead, writing his “dear only Dumme” that he was holding a big meeting to try to convert his father and uncle. He would need to present facts and figures supporting his position. He enlisted Julius’s teenaged children to help him draw up accounts. “They are sitting around the dining room table . . . doing arithmetic with great concentration. They are working with great enthusiasm and it is a pleasure to watch them,” he reported to Martha.


Whatever reluctance the two older men may have felt about his bold strategy—objections based on business considerations, danger, or patriotism—they grudgingly yielded to Otto’s calculations regarding the enormous upside. Referring to his success, Otto exulted to Martha that “the child is born and does very well!” During that freezing winter of 1916–17, when coal was at a premium, heating homes across the city, the tiny flecks of soot flying out of chimneys and mingling with the whirling snowflakes, Otto embarked on an acquisition spree. To accommodate the new activity, Otto expanded the family’s Prague operations: “Much to Papa’s and Uncle’s surprise I furnished a whole office now . . . two rooms with 5 new secretaries . . . I also created a new system in the writing-office.” The staff soon ballooned to thirty-six people, requiring the partition of existing offices to fit everyone in, although not all the Petscheks shared Otto’s architectural vision. “Papa was very surprised when he saw the men building a wall today,” Otto continued to Martha. “I really have to leave before Papa comes back, otherwise he’ll kill me.”


And leave Otto did. He constantly traveled, spending days and nights visiting sellers and making deals. As a result, he saw even less of home than he had when he was crisscrossing Europe before the war. He missed Martha and young Viktor, now a friendly and curious three-year-old. The child’s parents bestowed more nicknames on him; besides the Hund, they also called him the Bursche (boy) or Viky. He made them laugh with his first efforts at speech; coming into the bedroom one morning and unable to see either of them, he proclaimed, “No Mama, no Papa here.”


Otto apologized to his son for his constant absences, writing, “My dear Burschischi [little boy], Papa has a lot of work . . . that’s why he can’t come for your birthday . . . When Papa comes to Viky again, Papa will bring the parcel. Papa sends you and Mama many kisses . . . Bye! Bye!” Martha likely winced—she knew her husband meant well, but gifts were no substitute for his presence. That remained a sore spot between them. She was not shy about telling him what she thought, and her letters could be lacerating. But in the end, they always patched up their quarrels, Otto signing off his notes of apology, “A thousand and more kisses, I love you madly.”


In his missives to Martha in 1917 and 1918, Otto alluded to his business maneuvers and the external events that would decide his big bet, pointing Martha to the news that would determine their fate. The American entry on the side of the West in 1917 supported his wager; the subsequent collapse of the West’s ally Russia threatened it; and it fluctuated with all the other unpredictable swerves of that year, the battlefield tides ebbing and flowing, and his fortunes with them. Living conditions on the home front worsened as well: restaurants and theaters closed early; hotels were blacked out; tobacco, then coffee, and finally meat became unavailable. Otto’s brothers, per his request, sent their rations of butter to Martha and Viky so that they would have a supply. Periodic strikes and riots erupted among a Czech public tired of war and of their Austrian Habsburg masters.


Through it all, to outsiders, Otto seemed impassive, even forbidding. He had by now fully adopted the stoicism of his mentors—time and the pressure of the war years applying the final hermetic layer that sealed away his true personality. But to Martha, he divulged his grand plans, his soaring hopes, and his wrenching anxieties:




I finally concluded the business here. It really tortured me for four whole days . . . It’s as if I had to decide today whether to dress for warm or cold weather tomorrow. That depends on tomorrow’s weather, but I have to decide today. Do you understand? I believe that, after four days, I made the right decision. Rudi [a colleague] always says that I’m never satisfied with myself. Today I am, a little. Whether I have the right to be, the future will tell. Bye bye, my angel, love me as much as I do you!





When they were both in Prague, the couple snatched moments together at the beginning or end of the day. When they were apart, letters and telegrams had to do—sometimes three or more within a span of twenty-four hours. Often they ended with an instruction from Otto to destroy the document, lest his pro-Western orientation leak out: “Rip up the letter immediately and throw it into the toilet-bowl!”


By 1918, Martha had perhaps grown too close to Otto, seeming to absorb his bouts of stress. Her energy ebbed, and a nagging cough deepened and lingered. One morning she was unable to get out of bed. The family doctor feared that it might be tuberculosis. An anxious Otto rushed back to Prague. Specialists couldn’t agree on a diagnosis and decided to send her to a sanatorium in Semmering, in the Austrian Alps. Otto hoped the clear air, careful diet, and peaceful atmosphere would cure whatever ailed her.


MARTHA’S absence unexpectedly triggered in Otto the obsession that would come to dominate his existence: building.


Before she fell ill, they had decided that it was time to move out of their downtown apartment. They were planning on having more children after the war (they were hoping for a girl next and had already picked out a name, Eva). Their existing home had also grown too small to accommodate all of Otto’s purchases. They needed more room. They had found it in Bubeneč, on a plot of land that held romantic associations for the couple as it overlooked the wild garden where Otto had proposed. It already contained a structure, a relatively modest, two-story neoclassical villa.


With Martha away, Otto took over acquiring the property and readying it for them. To his dismay, the little villa, so charming on the outside, was badly neglected within. One room “was so wet and humid that water was dripping down the walls.” In another walled-off space, “there were two loads of horse manure.” But he told Martha not to worry. He would make it “as clean and dry as a dance hall.” It would be his latest gift to her and the largest yet.


For help, Otto turned to one of the master builders of Prague, Matěj Blecha. The fifty-seven-year-old engineer, a self-made Bohemian country boy, had shaped the eclectic cityscape that Otto loved, helping construct everything from art-nouveau apartments to a celebrated cubist street lamp. Blecha might not ordinarily have bothered with a remodeling job, but Otto was a customer worthy of cultivation. Blecha started by planning a central heating system to dry out those damp walls and winterize what had been a summer dwelling.


Otto, curious, asked to see the technical sketches. He was fascinated. The furnace, the snaking conduits, the calculations of heat—it was another beguiling system (and, like Otto’s expanding empire, it ran on coal).


Before long, he was poring over blueprints and throwing out ideas on remaking the house and its grounds. “I’m having the garage turned into a garden-room on street level. Blecha calls it a ‘salla terrena.’ The costs, nebbich,” he informed Martha, using a Yiddish term roughly meaning “poor me.” He later wrote her that he had designed a set of pillars for the house, sending along a drawing of his handiwork and also describing a newfound landscape-architecture project:




Now that the wall has been taken away and the canal which ended in the garden has been rerouted . . . I want them to make the big flower bed between the entrance gate and the entrance from the street smaller and make the paths wider, so that it will look more like an entrance drive. Also, I want to put a seat in the bushes that used to line the old wall, facing Mama’s garden. Do you agree?





Another letter advised his frugal Martha that he had been “very imprudent” and enumerated a bevy of new furnishings for the house that he had picked up in Vienna; despite listing eleven items, he concluded, “[O]ne can’t buy anything right now . . . voilà tout! [that’s all!]” Martha wrote back, urging restraint. Otto responded by bringing the house plans on a visit to the sanatorium. He walked her through them, pointing out each of the details. In the end, she let herself be charmed, as she so often was by his extravagant presents. They were hard to resist.


He left with her blessing, and an additional specification. They decided that they would share a bedroom—a daring undertaking in their day, when husband and wife typically had separate rooms. It was so scandalous that Otto was apparently embarrassed to present it directly to the maids and other staff who were starting to set the place up for Martha’s return. “Please arrange through Mama,” he wrote to his father, “since I nebbich can’t demand it directly.”


Otto was in a rush to complete the little villa. A series of delays held matters up, provoking him to joke with Martha, “Hold me or I am going to jump out of the window.” But at last he was able to tell her that “Bubeneč has been finished” and “the villa has really turned out to be very beautiful.”


As she packed to leave the mountain sanatorium, Martha surely believed Otto’s building mania had passed. In fact, it had barely begun.


THROUGH the summer and fall of 1918, the US entry into the war proved as decisive as Otto seems to have predicted—the New World was coming to the rescue of the Old. Otto was thoroughly sick of the conflict, joking to Martha, “What is the difference between war and hemorrhoids? One is fed up with war all the way up to the neck.” Otto had “high hopes for peace.” He believed that the Czech campaign to secure the support of America for autonomy (and with it, his gamble) was looking promising—Otto was pleased that the Czechs were giving the US president, Woodrow Wilson, the assurances he desired.


By 1918, those representations were being made personally to Wilson in Washington, D.C., by Tomáš Masaryk, with the same vigor and eloquence with which he had fought the blood libel during the fin de siècle spurt of anti-Semitism. The avuncular philosopher with the enormous white walrus mustache repeatedly lobbied his fellow academic, Wilson, for the creation of a Czech state in confederation with their closely related Slavic neighbors, the Slovaks. The two professors bonded, providing the final bit of impetus to years—indeed, a lifetime—of Masaryk’s quest for national freedom and self-determination. On October 18, 1918, the new state of Czechoslovakia declared its independence with the full support of America. The proclamation, written by Masaryk, was termed the Washington Declaration.


The inclusion of Slovakia seems to have come as a surprise to Otto (who had not invested there) and to many others. That Austro-Hungarian province adjoining Bohemia and Moravia was more rural, less educated, and historically and culturally distinct. The Slovaks were predominantly Catholic, fervently so, as opposed to the more secular Czechs, who had lapsed into skepticism and modernity. The contrast was equally dramatic between the two regions’ respective Jewish communities, Otto’s (and even more so, Martha’s) modern sensibilities contrasting sharply with the Chassidic ultra-Orthodoxy of the Jews just to the east.


But the languages of the two neighboring lands were quite similar, and each was majority Slavic, so their marriage was anointed with the ideals of pan-Slavic nationalism. There were many other affinities as well, including the fact that Masaryk himself was half-Slovak. Joining with his neighbors gave Masaryk more heft with the Allies, so Czechoslovakia it was. France and others joined America and signed on, too. That was thanks in no small part to the hard work in Paris of an aide of Masaryk’s—a young Czech journalist and academic whose dry, even mousy demeanor concealed a shrewd, calculating mind. His name was Edvard Beneš, and he would loom large in the life of the new country—and of Otto.


A few weeks later, on November 11, the war formally ended. When the peace treaties were concluded, Otto had won his bet. The Americans and the French insisted on the recognition of Masaryk’s new country. Germany, Hungary, and Austria grudgingly complied (though the latter was losing 70 percent of its economic capacity). The new Western-backed state of Czechoslovakia was a reality, becoming the tenth-largest postwar economy. The Petschek family holdings skyrocketed in value, establishing them as central figures in the Czech economy. They were the single largest holders of brown coal in the region, and they controlled almost half its trade in Europe. Otto was the King of Coal.


But it would be five more years before the monarch could begin thinking about a palace worthy of his throne. The expanded family holdings were vast, and managing them demanded all of Otto’s time. His father’s health faded, and in 1919, Isidor died. Otto missed him terribly; for all his severity, Isidor had cherished Otto and acted as a buffer when Uncle Julius and the rest of the extended Petschek mischpoche (family) got on Otto’s nerves.


That happened with more frequency now that Otto had assumed his father’s role as the de facto leader of the family concern. He converted the offices that he had so laboriously built out into a full-fledged private bank, Petschek & Co., its main business managing the family’s ever-growing empire. They expanded their holdings in Czechoslovakia and across Europe, taking positions in paper, glass, pharmaceuticals, pulp, chemicals, and more, even investing across the Atlantic, in the United States. Otto insisted on making room for his brothers, Paul, Fritz, and Hans, back from the war. Julius resisted, but Otto felt that his uncle “didn’t realize that young people arose around him who were eager to work and to take responsibility . . . that the children he carried in his arms became equal men.” So Otto won places for the three, sidelining Julius. Otto was, however, no more gentle with his brothers than his mentors had been with him. He loved the younger boys, but exacting tutelage was the only way he knew.


Otto and his brothers were loyal veterans of the Austro-Hungarian army and viewed the breakup of the empire with varying degrees of bitterness. They were no Czech nationalists, barely speaking the language. (To the great amusement of his children, Paul once found a button on the ground and, rushing to the woman who had lost it, told her in his broken Czech, “Excuse me, but we have eaten this button.”) But the new country appealed to Otto, with his liberal education, as an archetypical Enlightenment idea: that disparate peoples and territories could be stitched together virtually from scratch into a cohesive, functioning whole, around ideas of political, personal, and market freedom. Otto seems to have preferred that virtue in its most unadulterated form, at least when it came to economics, adorning his home with no fewer than seven busts and portraits of the pro-business, libertarian prime minister Karel Kramář and maintaining ties to the conservative Austrian economist Ludwig von Mises.


Czechoslovakia leaned heavily on Otto in those immediate postwar years. Establishing a new country, even a prosperous, resource-rich one, was chaotic. When there was a run on the Czechoslovak currency in 1921, Otto propped it up, the Petschek bank buying crowns to help end the panic. He bore disproportionate responsibility for maintaining labor peace as well. With outright ownership of the mines, he had to deal with the fractious leadership of the miners, including some Communists inspired by the new Bolshevik regime in Russia. They lacerated him and the other mine owners as exploiters. He was buffeted from the right too. In periodicals such as Shield of the Nation, right-wing Slavic nationalists and populists attacked “the Jewish power of billions, which immediately with the help of the press took control of the uninformed people in our new state” and claimed that “the disgraced [Austrian Habsburg] nobility were immediately replaced by a new nobility a thousand times worse . . . Weimann, Petschek, Bloch, etc.” Another conservative publication complained, “Where these Jews send coal, there it is. Where they do not, there is none. Two Jews, Petschek and Weimann, control the lives of 14 million people in the Czechoslovak Republic.” The anti-Semitism was not confined to words; there were sporadic eruptions of violence in both the Czech and the Slovak parts of the country in 1918 and beyond that had to be put down by the authorities, in episodes reminiscent of the 1890s’ looting.


Otto brushed off the extremists on both the left and the right. The new country was led by Masaryk, who had made his name defending the Jews and who was a formidable champion of liberalism. He was described by the ever-modest Soviet leader Lenin as his “most serious ideological antagonist in all of Europe.” Masaryk’s right hand, Beneš, was equally dedicated to promoting democracy and resisting anti-Semitism, leading some Jews to joke about changing the traditional Yiddish invitation to say grace, “mir viln bentschen” (“we want to pray”), to “mir viln Beneš” (“we want Beneš”).


Otto had occasional dealings with President Masaryk and more frequent ones with Beneš, to the point where the anti-Semitic press claimed that the foreign minister was taking Petschek bribes. The reality was simpler: their minds worked alike. Both were Enlightenment thinkers, believers in systems and in reason, convinced that their prodigious intellects and work ethic could solve any problem (with a little help from the benign deity on which they both relied). Beneš dined with the magnate, asked Otto to aid the Czechoslovak state financially, and otherwise sought his support. He even encouraged the Petscheks’ patronage of the German opera as part of bolstering the German minority in the multiethnic state.


The two men shared a deep affinity for the new League of Nations promoted by Wilson and the postwar international order—the European and American alliance advocated by the American president. Otto even acquired a palm-sized version of the Covenant of the League that he could carry in his pocket. The freedoms that it guaranteed could be messy. But he had faith in them.


What little spare time Otto had he spent with his family in their villa. By 1920, Viky had been joined by a younger sister. Otto and Martha named her Eva, just as they had agreed to during the war. In 1922, the growing family welcomed twin girls, Ina and Rita. Otto played with the children in the Bubeneč garden where he had courted their mother. He had snapped up more pieces of it as they became available. He could certainly afford it; he had more money than he knew what to do with. By 1923, he owned or had options on five contiguous acres—virtually the entire block.


That year, Otto’s artistic energies reignited. His business was more or less in order, and so was his new country. He took to waking up early, slipping outside, and daydreaming. He looked at the wild landscape, often obscured by the morning mist, and thought back on walking through it with Martha more than a decade before. How much had happened since then—steady turmoil, but it had only served to acquit his optimism. In the intervening years, some of the work he had enjoyed the most was that on the little villa and its grounds.


He wanted to further express himself by manifesting something grand on his land, and ideas began unfurling—to construct a palace, to shape the garden, and to synthesize the two. The vision came in little flashes throughout that year and into 1924. He mulled it over while at work, studying his wineglass at dinner, or staring at the murals from his box at the opera, slowly building it in his imagination.


It would be another gift to Martha, to his heir, Viky, to the three girls, and to their children’s children: a tribute to his beloved city of Prague, the prosperous new nation of Czechoslovakia, and the Europe in which they were anchored. His descendants would live there as Praguers, Czechoslovaks, Europeans, and Jews. The palace would be magnificent, and he would fill it with all the little European treasures that he had bought for himself and Martha and acquire many more, traversing the Continent to purchase antiques, paintings, tapestries, and objets d’art with the unlimited funds he now enjoyed. It would not just be beautiful—it would be good, expressing his values, his faith in reason and progress, in the new era of history that he trusted was dawning.


These motivations woke him as much as the coffee he sipped on that spring morning in 1924 as he looked out from his terrace. Hearing his family rousing, Otto turned away from the garden, opened the balcony door, and went to greet Martha.


He was ready to begin.
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THE KING OF COAL
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Otto and Viky, circa 1917.


OTTO WOULD HAVE TO TELL MARTHA OF HIS PLANS. HE PROCRASTINATED, knowing her well.


She was firmly opposed.


Martha could be remarkably forceful with Otto, though always in private. On one occasion when she took exception to his behavior, she wrote him a twenty-four-page letter criticizing it. He was not known for apologizing or admitting that he was wrong—except with her. But when Otto truly wanted something, even his beloved Dumme could not stand in his way. In this case, he was pushing on an open door: Martha adored him; she wanted him to be happy.


Her best rhetorical weapon—arguing that they could not afford it—was no longer accurate. Her remonstrations about Otto’s profligacy had never been about mere cash flow, of course; in the Yiddish patter that Otto and Martha shared, their recurring dispute really concerned ruchneus versus gashmeus: soulfulness as opposed to materialism. Yet by 1924, Martha’s long-standing contention that Otto was busting the family budget had lost its force entirely. His successful wager on the Czechoslovak economy meant that they had unlimited sums at their disposal.


It was more, they both believed, than they could ever spend.


So she gave in.


OTTO began by reconstructing the sprawling, wild gardens that had attracted him to the grounds in the first place. They had been the scene of his wooing and winning Martha. Now they would be the location into which he would carefully fit their new home—a gem placed into the tines of its setting.


Landscape architecture was a discipline unto itself, with its own venerable traditions: André Le Nôtre’s mannered French horticulture; Capability Brown’s more natural English style; the rough, untamed German gardens of Franz Späth. Otto knew all three styles well—from the volumes he had accumulated for his library and firsthand from strolls through the great gardens of Europe on his travels. He intended to borrow the best from each of them. He even pored over a book titled American Gardens, apparently determined to reflect every pillar of the new transatlantic structure that he believed would protect his country.


For assistance, he turned to the firm that Späth’s clan had founded, now in its sixth generation of family management. Though headquartered in Berlin, Späth was a global operation, dispatching explorers in pith helmets and lederhosen around the world to serve clients and collect rare trees and plants. Like Otto, Späth did business internationally, coordinating study trips and exchanges with botanical gardens across the globe. The nursery’s highly sought after garden-design division was at the cutting edge of European landscape architecture. What better expression of that ethos than helping to design a Gallic-British-Teutonic landscape presided over by a linguistically German, legally Czechoslovak, culturally European Jew?


Every morning platoons of workers in canvas overalls and caps streamed onto Otto’s compound. It was gradually cleared, trees moved and replanted, and heaps of new rich black soil trucked in. Thousands of plants and seedlings were delivered to realize the plans conveyed by Späth’s designers, master gardeners, and engineers. The laborers swarmed over the large swath of land, digging, heaping up the soil, leveling it off, and planting everywhere. Otto hired a young Prague-based landscape architect, Mr. Valášek, to supervise the workers. But Otto was there in the morning before he went to work, he came home for lunch to supervise, and he made sure to check in at the end of the day, giving Valášek instructions at each appearance. After years of communing with this stretch of land, Otto felt intimately acquainted with its hidden genius loci—its particular spirit.


Martha must have cast an appalled eye at the unwieldy mess in her backyard. But to Viky, now age ten, it was fascinating. His parents (germophobic after Martha’s health scare) didn’t allow him to muddle about in sandboxes with his peers because of the risk of polio, TB, and other diseases. So, to the sheltered boy, the torn-up land was a giant playground. He found it much more interesting than his schoolwork. He was clever, but, to the frustration of Otto and Martha, he lacked application. His schoolmasters reported that he was distracted and restless. He had a mischievous streak: spying on his sisters, making jokes when the wet nurse fed the twin infants. The woman retaliated by taking one of her breasts in her hand and squirting him in the face from across the room. It became an instant family legend.


Everyone in the extended Petschek clan was amused, except for his parents. This lack of discipline would not do for Otto’s heir. Otto pushed him as he had been pushed, making the boy stand before him and declaim his Latin verbs and other lessons. Otto had planned Viky’s education not long after his birth, charting his curriculum through adulthood: Latin at four, followed by other languages at two-year intervals, and layering on math, science, economics, and literature, year by year. But the harder Otto pressed, the worse Viky seemed to do.


To try to get through to him, Otto brought him along on his walks through the construction. All of it would be Viky’s, in due course. Viky promised his parents that he would work harder. Still, he grew to resent his father’s pushing, and he continued to struggle in school. Otto warned him that if he did not shape up, he would be withdrawn from gymnasium and taught by tutors at home. The sociable boy dreaded that—but severity had been effective for Otto and he applied it at work to his own younger brothers. He was confident that his demanding methods would be good for young Viky.


OTTO intended to be just as hands-on in the design of his palace as he was in constructing his garden. Given his prior experience with the small house, he was aware that he would need help. For his architect, Otto turned to a known quantity, Max Spielmann, who was, like Otto, a Czech-born, German-speaking Jew, and a well-credentialed one, having trained in Vienna and Prague. The family had hired him to build a headquarters for their new Petschek & Co. bank downtown—a massive Renaissance fortress in the style of the Medicis. It was nothing like the home that Otto was contemplating. Otto had novel ideas: a palace that would capture the best of Europe’s history while embracing its present and even its future; a dwelling curved like the arc of history; one that would break down the most fundamental distinction in architecture—that between outdoors and in—and possess a lightness missing in Spielmann’s other projects. But if Otto had any initial qualms about the architect, he left no record of them.


For his part, Spielmann snapped up the assignment. He was used to dealing with wealthy and demanding clients. He did what he thought was best and made them like it. He undoubtedly believed that he could do the same with Otto.


Spielmann rolled out impressive architectural drawings for his patron: each sheet was three feet long and eighteen inches wide. Thousands of finely etched lines saturated page after page, stacked to render the dark roof, spaced to sketch the corpus of the building. The structure was depicted from every possible angle, with views of all four sides of the building, elevations, and cross sections.


Otto studied the depictions. In the French style, the palace sat high above the garden on a plinth, an elevated terrace. Across the terrace was a long façade, ornamented by the pillars and arches of Greece and Rome. The piano nobile, the formal floor, for entertaining, was the ground floor, as in Italian and English construction. On the next floor were the living quarters. A basement, an additional upper floor, and an attic completed the five stories. Windows were everywhere, with meticulously depicted panes, the rectangles and squares tiny and perfect on the flat page.


The plans, however beautifully rendered by Spielmann’s pen, were thoroughly conventional. They had the flavor of Versailles—a suitable inspiration, given the peace treaties signed in and around there anchoring the postwar order, of which Czechoslovakia and the Petscheks were the beneficiaries. But beyond that, Spielmann’s work bore little resemblance to the palace that Otto seems to have envisioned with such precision: a marriage of ancient and modern, the sweeping curve, the unity of internal and external space. Yet Otto approved them. Perhaps he was seduced by the elegance of the drawing, or was simply too new to reading architectural plans to see how far short of his vision the design would fall when it was executed.


Spielmann had little idea of whom he was really dealing with. He appears to have seen only the surface Otto: the sober, black-wool-clad financier. He did not know the chromatic inner Otto, who passionately conducted in powdered wigs and gold-braided topcoats; who identified with Wagner’s protagonists and their impossible quests; and who was capable of writing three or four love letters a day about his heart when it was “FLOWING!” for Martha. But Spielmann would meet this man soon enough.


SPIELMANN’S plans were submitted to the municipal authorities and approved in July 1924. The palace’s construction began immediately. A second horde of men took the field opposite the landscapers. The crews were like two occupying armies reenacting the Great War, but this time their goal was creation, not destruction. Surveyors, engineers, foremen, and a full excavation team dug deeply to establish the foundation. Across the entire west end of the plot, a rectangular pit started to form. There were trenches everywhere, and the noise of the construction was deafening.
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