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Chapter 1


I stayed up late with my grandfather’s wartime diaries on the first night, feeling closer to him and my past than ever before. An Austrian refugee in Britain, writing in his mother tongue before his English improved, it was like sitting next to foreigners on the tube who are talking about pop music as, sometimes, there were a few names I recognised peeking through. Always places, like Hyde Park, Norwood and Brighton. He included photos of London’s chimney pots in moonlight and a list of the films he saw. He enjoyed The Hunchback of Notre Dame. He reveals his favourite books as well, and one was called The Jewish Problem. He calls music hall ‘feeble entertainment’ and that is something I nod along to. I mean, it is, isn’t it?


* * *


The cathedral square in the centre of Cologne is packed with dozens of tourist groups, mostly from Japan. They walk in pairs taking pictures of what they are told to notice. It’s a big public space of very little design or buzz and it’s dirty too; right next to a vast central station with a glass roof smeared opaque through time, steam and oil. Cologne is, I think, as I walk around it, a little like a rubbish Vienna, but for my grandfather Heinz Israel Schapira – on a stopover during his journey to London just before the Second World War broke out – Vienna, the city he had fled, was long gone. This new and inferior one was a step to sanctuary that must have felt like an embrace. He arrived in Cologne from Frankfurt at 4 a.m. on 8 August 1939. He writes in his diaries that he laughed with fellow refugees who had travelled from all over Nazi Europe. These teenagers, taking different onward routes to Britain, were yelling to each other on the streets. Gasps like: ‘See you in Bloomsbury House!’ And Heinz writes of this changeover, like a schoolboy does of a trip to the zoo; enthusiastic and informative. His older brother, Rudi, and a family friend, Mary, ‘wander cheerfully’ through the town. It was pitch black in that eeriest and most imaginative time of night; in pre-dawn, when yesterday is already memory and tomorrow is making plans.


‘Not a soul, neither pedestrian or policeman, just a few cars,’ writes Heinz. ‘Milkmen, road sweepers . . . When it is light, we sit in a park, dreadfully tired, but feeling great.’


I took to those same Cologne streets decades later – early in the autumn of 2015. I was over in the city for work, to interview the actor Christian Slater, but the work was short and so, afterwards, I had time to myself, to amble and walk across an old bridge by the station with those ubiquitous European padlocks, clipped by lovers onto wire fences with initials in marker pen. It was a dreary day, sky blended into concrete buildings, and the padlocks only sparkled when the sun broke briefly, illuminating the names of couples probably long since unchained.


In his diary, Heinz says of Mary, ‘She is wonderful!’ They would kiss the day after they left Cologne, after taking a train on which they drank some wine – which is remarkably similar to how I started dating my wife. Perhaps these stomach pangs of love are why my grandfather wrote, in Cologne, of being ‘noticed because of our high spirits . . . others call me a “travelling salesman in shirt sleeves”’. I do not know why, rushing around Nazi Germany, one month before the war broke out, the young Jewish trio weren’t scared, terrified, hiding. Or, at least, quiet. But they have all gone now, so it’s something I will never know. I think they were probably just young and giddy.


Three months after I was in Cologne, there were over a thousand complaints of assault made by women during and after a New Year’s Eve parade. Most of the assaults were sexual and led to the arrest of many asylum seekers and migrants, and the inevitable, subsequent revenge attacks on people who were not white, which led to the usual increase in fascist and counter-fascist marching. While I was there, however, everything looked more assimilated. This glimpse of societal sobriety I should have dismissed as helplessly naive. But you see what you want to see and, to my eyes, it was all types of people meshed. A Turkish man pushed a cleaning cart. Another strode with purpose wearing a suit. Men of African origin played ‘Stand by Me’ on banjo and guitar. That traditional, awful harmonica that drones through all German tourist spots, played by one old man who looked like his family had been local for generations, and another, younger, who seemed Balkan. I passed a betting shop full of desperate white men and desperate black men, who all needed money, and were putting the livelihood of their families into guesswork about horses. Two things were clear. One, many of these people who appear foreign may not think of themselves as foreign any more. Two, their children certainly won’t.


My night in Cologne coincided with Germany’s huge intake of refugees from Syria who, if the news was to be believed, were overwhelming the train network in carriages built for half the number they suddenly needed to hold. Herded like cattle through safe, regimented Europe. Down on the ground, I didn’t see this. It felt normal, serene at the station, where I spotted commuters of all races, neatness, styles; refugees from a decade passed – or the day just gone – already blended in the background of their new, occasionally welcoming, home. Wallpaper, really, is what they had become.


But what happened on New Year’s Eve muddled this, confused and shook people. People who felt content in their politics now had to think about things a little more deeply, address a really twitchy and layered issue. First, those who always welcomed refugees felt uneasy. Secondly, those who did not welcome them started to worry about how far politics may lean to the right if they became even more unwelcoming and vocal. What is the acceptable limit of the right? A third lot, who didn’t really think in the first place, just fought on the internet and streets, and it was a political, social, sensitive mess – a shambolic painting of the continent created by clenched fists.


That summer, I think, Europe changed. It no longer felt as easy and fun as it did when I was growing up; when the greatest concern of anyone I knew was how to fit its wonders into an InterRail pass.


As I left the station in Cologne I spotted a café built into its outside wall. Heinz found one too, he writes in his diaries, and with so much journey, mystery and Mary on its way, he ordered a black coffee as a pick me up. The café that I see is Dean & David and so I order a black coffee too. I enjoy bookends and match-ups, cute and coincidental, and I note the name of the café uses both my surname, and the first name of my great-grandfather: Heinz’s father, David Schapira. He was also a refugee (not to mention a widower, blind man, singer, lawyer, concentration camp survivor, memoir-writer, soldier). The name of that café in Cologne is nothing more than chance, but it’s nice all the same.


It was another morning and they were talking about refugees on the radio. Month umpteen of the crisis, and numbers were rising. So much bad news that won’t go away and it was impossible to think of a time when it wasn’t there; it had become almost normal now and, like sheet rain all summer long, you wished you could do something, but knew you were powerless. You live in a country that’s only taking a handful of Syrians and such and so it’s best just to donate a sum and shake your head, go to work feeling lucky and looking sad.


So went the summer of 2015, the least silly of silly seasons. (At least until the following year.) Every single night on the news, rows and rows of people moving slowly through Europe and then – when the season chilled to autumn and winter – the one change was that these people walked through mud and snow. Their clothes stayed the same. Thinly lined jackets and short-sleeved shirts; Premier League football tops and baseball caps. The same whether in the height of summer on a stuffy Hungarian plain, or sinking into a ditch behind a barrier at the Serbian border when the rest of us were planning Christmas. I noticed these details when our nights turned cold. The battle to keep the heating off as long as you can. Maybe, if we have an extra layer, we can last until November . . . But these people owned one set of clothes, and nothing shows somebody has fled their home in a hurry, to travel across all sorts of heat and terrain for a time they know, but won’t admit, is forever, more than wearing the same clothes and shoes.


I am very lucky. I have led a life of safety and decent success, crammed with love. I am happy. I am grateful. I am a white, straight, British, middle-class male so everything could be catastrophically worse and yet, I never really thought how. How I made it to here. Nobody does. The past is the past and my summer of 2015 was spent staying with various friends and my family while the house my wife and I had bought in a decent area of London had its new kitchen fitted. Our baby turned one and he spent his days playing with a bright wooden train set that was a gift from a thoughtful aunt. He spilt food all over himself so we changed his clothes. My wife, Rosamund, readied herself to head back to a job on a lifestyle magazine following an entire year of maternity leave, while we went to three excellent music festivals and planned what carpets to buy for the upstairs. We followed the news. Of course we did. Apart from anything else, working on a newspaper, that’s sort of my job. On the radio, television and the internet; all the ways people do now, when it’s become impossible to ignore. We read in-depth articles about the plight of people who were incalculably worse off than us, probably dead by the time we reached the final paragraph, but our lives needed leading and – as everyone does – we honed in our own concerns. They were so minor, but they mattered to us. Our baby went through a tough first fortnight at nursery and it’s hard to think beyond him, even to the body of a boy washed up on the beach. When you pick your baby up after spending the whole day worrying about him at work, and he smells differently to how he used to and he starts to cry, he is everything.


Then, somebody on the radio mentioned Kindertransport.


Kindertransport means Children’s Transport and the person was mooting that Britain should do as it did between 1938 and 1940; bring thousands of young refugees to our relatively safe shores. Back then, it was due to the Nazis and the kids were German or Austrian. Or from further east. Today it’s Isis, or Assad, and the kids are largely from Syria: a combination of woe in an endless war very far away. It is fair to be upset and then do nothing. I do. We all do, pretty much, or else all our money would be in charities and our spare rooms filled with sad strangers. But, despite this, there was a jolt when I heard Kindertransport, like a time that you hear the name of an ex who you hurt, or see their photo. A name and a reminder that picks you up and places you somewhere else.


I knew more about Brad Pitt than my grandfather Heinz and his brother Rudi but I did know that, as Jews, they fled Austria as teenagers. It was in 1939, which means they must, or could have been on Kindertransport, or something similar, and this is the very simplest thinking in the discipline of determinist philosophy, but because somebody helped Heinz – aged sixteen – flee an oppressive regime seventy-five years ago, I was able to sit in a brand new kitchen in London, listen to the Today programme and hear about a politician’s plan to bring back Kindertransport.


The Kindertransport rescue trips took place in the nine months leading up to the outbreak of the Second World War. All told, around ten thousand children – mostly Jews – made the journey to the United Kingdom. And, mostly, they would never see their families again. The initiative was set up after word spread internationally of what happened on Kristallnacht, 9 and 10 November 1938, when evenings were spent wilfully destroying Jewish businesses throughout fascist Europe.


Broken glass and smashed synagogues gave the horror its crystal name and it sounds festive, glittering, too pretty for a night that took the lives of nearly one hundred Jews and led a further thirty thousand to concentration camps. Over seven thousand businesses were destroyed, and it didn’t stop at dawn. Weeks later, in the Sachsenhausen concentration camp, sixty-two Jews were beaten for so long and hard that some policemen apparently had to turn their backs lest they saw.


When protestors gathered in London in 2015, with placards that challenged the government to accommodate more Syrian refugees, many home-painted pieces of card had a line from a poem by the Somalian Warsan Shire.




No one leaves home unless home is the mouth of a shark. You only run for the border when you see the whole city running as well.





After the tumult of Kristallnacht, some of the Jews taken from their family homes and flung into distant captivity had their eyes knocked out and their faces flattened so they held no shape. A Google Image search for ‘Syria Atrocities’ will tell you more of what happened there to prompt its citizens to leave than I could explain here.


This mention of Kindertransport had suddenly turned a political crisis very personal indeed and even if, later, I discovered that Heinz’s train wasn’t officially under that name and government banner – that his father instead had to secure passes called Trainee Permits – it’s all the same. My grandfather was a refugee who came from Vienna to London on a train, and I knew so little about how his history was even possible, let alone what it was like for him when he came to the country that is my home. Heinz, you see, died when I was five, in 1985, and he has always been a name rather than a body to me. I remember him very fondly if vaguely. A little like the film E.T. I know it’s good, that it made me happy and that the ending was sad, but I can’t quite remember why.


It’s lucky, then, that my grandfather kept diaries. Extensive diaries, stored in two bulky ring-binders – one purple, one black – of hundreds and hundreds of pages of words, tables, documents and newspaper cuttings. The diaries are an account of a man in a strange country, day-by-day detail of being a refugee in England and all the hate, hope and drizzle that brings. They have been in my house for a long time, brought over by my mum, Anne, a few years ago like some sort of heritage baton, but left unread. Magazines piled on top of them. Tea spilt over the early chapters. A spider’s web spun in the metal claw that holds the hole-punched pages. Much is covered in dust, which looked liked neglect, so I started reading them last summer.


It was simple. There was a refugee crisis and my grandfather was a refugee and wrote about it. It felt a bit weird to not read them.


I began to take it in – this family history that is not so much secret as ignored. My attention span jerks like a cricket’s head, regardless of how into something I am. This is the privilege of a comfortable millennial. A brain never forced to focus on one task too hard, that is allowed to wander and look for entertainment. But, out the back of my house, in a nothing stretch of hall between the stairs and the downstairs toilet, where my computer is set up, where little distracts me other than the whir of the boiler and snails creeping up a pile of bricks by a glass back door, I settled down to read.


It was slow-going. Mainly as the diaries start in German, but later, with the pages in English, reading them only made me realise where my terrible handwriting comes from. Heinz was writing thousands of words each day, tired and confused, sometimes resting paper on his leg at the foot of a hard wooden bed. I flicked, trying to settle on something, and the first page that I read in full, when he had been in his new country for a while, in the second volume, had him writing that he didn’t know if he would ‘ever be able to find a woman in this country completely likeable . . . They are absolutely crazy.’ He ended up marrying two.


It’s the beginning, though, that is so timely when the diaries open with a document whose introductory line reads: ‘Der Jude Heinz Israel Schapira’. A swastika is stamped on the bottom left and it feels like the last scene from Cabaret, when evil started to linger at the front of the stage.


My grandfather had a serial number – 17970 – that marked him a prisoner and a date – 24 July 1939 – that feels like a best before.


Next is a document listing the luggage he took on the train from Vienna to London, via Frankfurt and Cologne. There is a shirt, books, chess set, pyjamas, a towel, a pair of scissors and – which must have been a 1930s thing – a hairnet. All loud echoes of people travelling across Europe now, in clothes that never change. Whether in a suitcase, rucksack, bag or pocket, refugees from my grandfather’s time or today take so few personal effects with them that, even if we are told it’s better to cherish memories than possessions, I wonder what choice such people have. If their memories are nightmares and possessions something they used to have, I don’t know if there’s anything to cling to.


Heinz writes of what it is like to leave home, and the more I read, more and more headlines scream about how Europe is shutting up shop. Hungary closing its borders to Serbia, a main route for Syrian refugees. My attention flips from iPhone to old diary page, back and forth again, again. As Heinz, Rudi and Mary near the Dutch border, a customs official starts intimidating them. Between Serbia and Hungary, desperate people are put in makeshift jails, before being sent back to where they’re from, or somewhere else, where they’re not from. Where do they go? In his diary, my grandfather writes of how he was sneered at by a customs official, told he would be strip-searched by that bully, that he, Rudi and Mary would never make it as far as London. Three teenagers on a train taking them from a place that would end up killing most people they know, being told that they would never make it to the place they were going. They would have to go back. When Heinz and his party were told they wouldn’t make it, it must have felt like a door slamming. He and his travel companions sat still in the carriage. They offered the guard money as that must have felt like the only thing to do. They offered bribes and the guard paced, laughing, bellowing insults and threats under no authority than his own twisted sense of humour. Seconds stretched into hours and when the guard relented, as he had no reason to make them stay in Germany and probably couldn’t face the paperwork, Heinz could finally feel free. The guard doesn’t even take the money. Heinz buys aftershave and chocolate instead.


It was this moment, I guess, when my grandfather crossed that border, which puts me here. The key switch from a past with no future to a future that would allow his descendants to be blasé about the past. Of the moment the train pulled from Germany into The Netherlands, Heinz wrote: ‘Border! Holland! Blue-white-red flags! Freedom!!! A wonderful feeling!’ . . . In the news, every day, in a sentence with no risk of becoming dated, hordes of migrants sit stranded behind razor-wire fence and I google ‘learn from history’ to see if we ever learn anything from history. I come across George Bernard Shaw’s quote, ‘We learn from history that we learn nothing from history.’


It’s the humanity that chokes with the first look at my grandfather’s diaries, a glimpse of light in the darkest conditions: a flower on a battlefield. Humour and humanity; every overused metaphor that writers – or Terrence Malick – uses in the struggle to talk about war. It was there, on the journey to England. He is impressed by a dining car (‘Wonderfully soft, clean, comfortable, bright’); less so Holland (‘. . . dreadfully monotonous and flat . . . Unfortunately few windmills’); and on the journey from Vienna to London seems to be flirting with Mary (‘. . . cuddling, chatting, getting to know each other better: a great girl!’). Once on the boat across the sea – ‘My very first sea voyage!’ – they share a cigarette. Of a view, Heinz writes, ‘It is beautiful; sunshine, sea as flat as a mirror, seagulls, not a trace of seasickness! The greatest adventure! We soon find seats in the sun and sit there with our eyes closed.’ Earlier, on the train, excited, seeing the whole ordeal as a big adventure, the trio didn’t seem terrified but rather lark about speaking the English they know, which consists of the description ‘posh and laughing’; actually a fair two words for how my grandfather’s eventual English family would be.


When they arrive at the coast, Heinz writes, ‘Should we kiss the ground, cry? No, we are too tired for any bursts of sentiment!’ Then, on the train from the port of Harwich to London they are invited to dinner in the dining car by an English lady. ‘What do you do with 3 spoons, 4 knives and 5 forks?’ asks Heinz, bewildered. He and I have that sort of confusion in common. Then, after forty hours of travelling, they pull into Liverpool Street. That we have in common too, because it is the station I use most days.


After fourteen minutes my train pulls into Liverpool Street from Walthamstow, where I live, via St James Street, Clapton, Hackney Downs and Bethnal Green – the ever-changing neighbourhoods of east London that I came to know and love during my twenties and early thirties, in parks and pubs and the couches of friends. Usually, I travel during rush hour and the train is packed, with elbows in faces and forehead sweat even on a frozen morning. Milky coffee spilt from polystyrene cups onto white trainers. It’s crammed from eight, when I usually travel, speeding at various slow speeds, very rarely getting a seat, mostly standing, trying to read a book with one hand, or browsing the news on my phone while listening to an album I’ve heard is cool. Such is the routine of my nice life, in which, for under quarter of an hour, most days, I am cramped. Past nine, the train is empty enough for a seat and, from ten, it’s emptied so much that whole sets of seats are free to flout the rules and rest my feet on. So, as the train travels past the marshes and empty warehouses on the periphery of heavily populated Hackney, over green spaces and fishing lakes, I think, there is a lot of room here. So much space. So much available land so close to London’s bull’s-eye and yet we hear people all the time, interviewed in big suburban gardens near ornate fish ponds, who think this country is too crowded. Where, they say, as a second gin hits, would we fit the refugees? How can we possibly take any more of them?


It used to be hard to find anyone with such vocal opinions. But they became such a tabloid movement that political parties were founded for their benefit which, in turn, forced the more mainstream parties these people used to vote for to move to the right and try to win them back. And so, now, the idea Britain is full is no longer a shamefully racist thing, but rather a genuine fear that job security is under threat if thousands of foreigners come into the country and look for and find work. Therefore people say there is no more room, say that about anybody; foreign and economic migrants and terrified refugees are lumped into the same non-British pot, railed at by people whose job prospects have been slashed due to our stringent economic circumstances. Scapegoated. But it takes a bit too long to explain boom and bust cycles and how an ageing population causes strain on the NHS and various other public expenditure issues, so opportunistic politicians pander to this race card instead, creating divisions and amping up the fear of foreigners. Deflection, the oldest political trick, summarised here as, ‘How could we possibly fit any more in?’


Well, how about here? Here in the wide open spaces of the route which my grandfather once took, into one of the world’s busiest cities, which still has gaps to fill. How about there? Four tower blocks twenty storeys high to house six thousand refugees. I don’t understand people who care more about the green belt and a field or space for a shed, than the lives of fellow and innocent humans, but they seem to make up at least half of this country. And I know that it is far more complicated than building homes, because the tougher issue is the provision of jobs and services, but that is rarely the first argument of the person who is resolutely anti-immigration and anti-refugee. Their first argument refers to space and, so, they would not have allowed my grandfather in.


After all, his generation of refugees was not welcomed by everyone. ‘The way stateless Jews from Germany are pouring in from every port of this country is becoming an outrage’ ran an extreme newspaper story in 1938. Such people would have argued Heinz wouldn’t fit in this country.


From Harwich to London, then, my grandfather was on a longer version of the route that I take most days, fleeing a home country that wanted to kill him. At Liverpool Street station today, there are two statues in honour of the Kindertransport and other refugee transports that arrived in the city.


The bigger one sits outside, in a place called Hope Square, which sounds like it should be in Disneyland, carved into the shape of five children with their suitcases waiting quietly at the end of a brass track. Their wide eyes look anywhere but back, a girl holds a teddy bear and a boy sits with a violin case by his feet. A line from the Talmud says: ‘Whosoever rescues a single soul is credited as though they had saved the whole world.’ I note, on a visit one wet Tuesday morning, that the sculptor was Frank Meisler and that he was a child saved by the Kindertransport. A big plaque on the station wall is inscribed: ‘Children of the Kindertransport: Who found hope and safety in Britain through the gateway of Liverpool Street Station . . . In gratitude to the people of Britain for saving the lives of 10,000 unaccompanied mainly Jewish children who fled from Nazi persecution in 1938 and 1939.’


That’s only 10,000. At least 1.5 million Jewish children died in the Holocaust. It’s meagre, but meagre is better than nothing.


I watch commuters walk by the statue and commemorative words, glued to phones, possibly reading about the migrant crisis, on a left- or right-wing news site. Probably looking at Instagram. What nearly everyone thinks has set in by their mid twenties and I wonder if anybody ever has their mind changed by anything they read on the internet these days; a continuous affirmation of a belief system on media channels of choice. A huge man in a bold electric-blue suit, loose trousers soaking up the rain, stands in front of the plaque. His back is turned to another man with his hood up, staring at the condensation patterns on passing bus windows.


They are both smoking, standing still, and when I walk towards them they walk away. I was going to ask what they know about Hope Square, what those words on the statue mean. But before I can, the man in the hood has gone, leaving the other temporarily exposed before he looks down, has a very long drag and disappears into the crowds. I don’t ask either of them anything in the end, but that’s not too much of a loss. We presume everything nowadays, our opinions based on appearance and I can’t pretend I’m better. The second man was a city worker, in an aesthetically naff chain store suit, smoking at the station because he doesn’t want to talk to the smokers at work. He probably just reads the free sheets, feeling sad about refugees for the length of a headline.


Who has the time for anything else?


The statue has become a big publicly funded ashtray. Soggy cigarette butts gather behind a sign that says PRAGUE, where some of the children came from, and two empty McDonald’s coffee cups sit and fill with rain. A woman in tight black jeans cradles a laptop bag under an arm and flicks ash into the nearest cup. Her umbrella covers most of her face and she is staring at nothing, certainly not the five bronze children right in front of her, not even the grim, grey London sky, as dull as slate. She’s a smoker, though, like everyone else on Hope Square, and many smokers smoke in order to be left alone, lost in thoughts about nothing.


The second statue is smaller, by the ticket machines on the mainline platform concourse, above the tube entrance and under a big Meeting Point sign. It has two children on it, a boy and a girl and, at the top of its low plinth, under a tossed Burger King wrapper and scattered fries, I read its shoe-scuffed sign. ‘Für Das Kind – Displaced’, with an extra line, ‘Celebrating The Greatness of Ordinary People in Extraordinary Times’. It lists the stations the memorial represents. One, of course, is Liverpool Street, where it stands, and the another main one is Westbahnhof, in Vienna – the second to last place where Heinz and Rudi ever saw their mother, back in 1939. I stand in the fretting atoms of commuters and City AM floggers, tourists who can’t read ticket machines and the suited men and women powering to the City. Nobody notices either statue and, frankly, until now, neither did I. This isn’t sanctimony. I assumed what a stranger thinks by the look of him. But the statues may as well not be there: as noticeable as tears in a troubled foreign country, which only reach us when they join together and form a flood.


As I turn to leave, I take in the boy on the second statue once more and spot his shoes. They look like modern trainers with Velcro. They are not from the time of the Kindertransport and I don’t know what the thinking behind that was, but, for me, it brings this monument to a past rescue effort right up to date. Children fled Nazis in brogues. Children flee Syria in Velcro trainers. Why are children still fleeing?


Where can they belong?


In 2014, there were more than 50 million refugees in the world for the first time since the Second World War. Half were – still are – children and yet more borders close, governments bicker and boys wash up on beaches. I guess, in my inaction, I was little better than people who say we shouldn’t accept anyone else. That we are too crowded. Because I forgot where and who I came from. My great-grandfather David was a refugee too, fleeing the Russians in 1914, ‘trying to reach the next safe haven before nightfall’, he writes in his memoir, which I ask my mum for a copy of. (It arrives as a PDF.) My past, it turns out, began in an orthodox Jewish rural region of eastern Europe, before heading west to Vienna by necessity, only to have to flee again, being taken to London, where I live now; in this cosmopolitan metropolis of all sorts with backgrounds even more varied and recently far flung than my own. I forgot, maybe, because I am British and being British is easy for most. It allows you to ignore what is scary and terrible. To fuss over things that are not.


My grandfather’s diaries and his father’s small book make me think about all the blood that’s been spilt for me. In David’s memoir, he said that ‘the hardest day’ was when his two boys left Vienna for London. He lost his sight to shrapnel when he was nineteen, so that’s some sad boast for the title of saddest day. I wonder what he would have been thinking on the first night that his sons stayed in a home far away from home. My own son, Ezra, is rarely more than a landing away from me. My ancestors, on that first night, were at 10 Windermere Avenue, north-west London, Heinz’s diary details, and that’s close to where I live; turn left around the North Circular, follow Google Maps. If Heinz hadn’t been taken in by the family that lived there or found a farmer to give him work – ‘Dung carting. Half day off. Learnt Spanish’ – or moved to Reading – ‘Very miserable evening in rainy Reading’ – or survived an attack by a bull on 26 July 1940, I wouldn’t be here. And, again, this is very basic thinking and it doesn’t make me at all special, but as thousands like my grandfather try to escape exactly the dangers that he escaped, I wonder why this modern crisis didn’t resonate earlier.


Perhaps it’s because Syria is further away. The Nazis were just . . . there. The Middle East is over . . . there. Wars have been fought in that part of the world for decades now and, after so many, it’s hard to tell them apart. But, relatively speaking, we British, as I write, are taking very few Syrians in and they are – like my grandfather had been – in danger of their lives if they don’t get help.


It’s messed up. They must belong somewhere. Like I do, here. Here because someone allowed Heinz in on a trainee permit, whatever that is, and he stayed and met my English grandmother and became very English himself, and then the rest happened. We are all our own jigsaw, I suppose, and it feels wrong to dismiss the chance every other human should be given to start piecing together their own, like I have mine. I know it’s hard, but it’s harder for the ones you are being hard on.


When I was younger, in my late teens, when no decision is thought through, I decided to do a philosophy degree. I was faced with a UCAS form and worried parents and fussy teachers demanding I made plans. My final choice was of little comfort to them, as job prospects for philosophy graduates usually involve the words ‘freelance’ and ‘drugs’, but other people, from that summer on, did seem impressed by my choice of study. The subject sounds taxing and intelligent and outsiders don’t really know what students of philosophy actually do, which creates mystique around a three-year course which is often little more than sitting in some seminar asking each other if the statement, ‘This is a lie’ is, in fact, a lie. The work, mostly, isn’t relevant. Most of it is just mad.


What I do remember, though, were the lectures we had on determinism. This, for example, is from the website The Information Philosopher: ‘Determinism is the philosophical idea that every event or state of affairs, including every human decision and action, is the inevitable and necessary consequence of antecedent states of affairs.’ Or as really ancient Greek philosopher Leucippus put it, ‘Nothing occurs at random, but everything for a reason and by necessity.’


There is, in other words, no room for chance. This you learn early on in a philosophy degree – perhaps to comfort those who suddenly realised they were wasting their time and other people’s money by being there. I would talk about determinism in the student union and while others lined up shots I lined up matches in a row on booze-sticky tables to explain that each match was an event and how one match necessarily leads on to another. My audience would dwindle, but I would carry on and explain one match could represent an event seventeen years ago, something that has stuck. An early, forming memory, say, of a good friend with a broken arm in a big white cast. Another could be from two seconds ago. Some sharp remark that a lover made, something about them you didn’t know but then struggle to forget. Either way, add them together, and the matches line up next to one another, over-and-over, to lead to whatever you are doing right now.


And, now, I am writing about my family’s written history. There has always been a part of me that wanted people to know of my past, however little I knew of it myself. I thought, at my most glib, it made me more interesting. Something to add in small print on an ethnicity form, after a tick next to White British. Appropriation of a race or religion or culture that isn’t your own is cheap, especially when the people you are appropriating have struggled. There is an entire episode of Seinfeld about Jerry’s dentist Tim, who converts to Judaism and starts making victimhood Jewish jokes within the first few hours. Jerry – a Jew – is angry. You earn this stuff, you don’t assume it, and yet, I did wish people knew my background, how I am more than just from Surrey.


Once, on a plane back from Los Angeles, where I often go for work, I started talking to a man sitting next to me. Bloody Mary each and we’d seen all the good films. Tall, slim, bald; he was keeping one eye on his family of four sitting across the aisle.


‘So, are you from London?’ he asked.


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Is this your first time?’


‘No, I’ve been a lot. But my family . . . It’s their first time. We’re going for three days and then we’re going to Cape Town.’


There was a lull in our conversation.


‘It’s frustrating,’ continued the man. I never did ask his name. ‘We were supposed to go to Tel Aviv for my son’s bar mitzvah.’


(It was another month of escalated violence between Israel and Gaza.)


‘That’s a shame,’ I replied.


‘Yes. It would have been special.’


The conversation lasted no more than ten minutes, but as I sat there trying to sleep, I thought about Tel Aviv, where he said he originally planned to go. As a city, it sprawled in the late 1940s when the State of Israel was formed and communities of refugees arrived from Europe. It is somewhere that must be filled with family of mine, where David might have wanted to go if he hadn’t been cattle-carted off to a concentration camp and where Heinz, I suppose, could have moved if he had not settled in England, met my grandmother, made my mother, led on to me.


And yet nobody knows any of this about me – the many matches, some burnt, some broken, some burning, some recently fizzled out, some waiting to be sparked, that led to me being me, and made a path from a distant past in a foreign country to where I am today, in London, raising a London boy with a Hebrew name, Ezra. In front of me is a gift, I thought, after reading a few pages of Heinz’s diaries, and receiving David’s old memoir, and I am drawn to the rest.


Many pages in, I see that Heinz wrote about good and evil and how the next generation need to overcome the work Hitler did in turning people bad. In short, his idea was that if people were once good, they can be good again. He was hopeful, which is very unlikely in a teenager whose life was already worn and lived-in. But, nowadays, there seems to be little hope again. Just last night, as I write, in another sentence that will not date, there were violent protests that turned into riots on the south coast of England.


It started off as protests against incoming migrants and refugees, from people as white and British as me. I wonder which matches line up in their past, whether any of them were foreign and forgotten. I wonder if their grandparents protested against my grandfather, who fled to this country to survive and start a British family.




Chapter 2


Soon after their sons left Austria for England in 1939, David and Tina Schapira took a trip to some friends in a town just outside Vienna. When they had last been there, their boys had been with them but now, separated by a war and an uncertain future, with just letters to keep them up to speed, Tina writes to her children that ‘the swallows you saw then . . . have long since flown away, and been replaced by a new generation of birds’. During the war, letters sent from enemy territories, which Austria was, could be checked by officials for codewords. Secret messages or metaphors, heavy-handed or barely-there. There are no war secrets here. Just the words of a sad mother to a faraway part of her soul. But reading them back now, it is hard not to imagine Tina thinking of those swallows as the Jews forced to leave – or killed. And the new generation of birds as the millions now dominant, many of them filled with nationalistic hate. ‘Almost all of these young swallows can already fly,’ she continues. ‘Only a single one’s still afraid, and perches mournfully on the edge of the nest when the others fly away.’ Is that one her?
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