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For Anna










No longer forward nor behind


I look in hope or fear,


 But, grateful, take the good I find,


 The best of now and here.


—John Greenleaf Whittier, 1859










Foreword


Václav Havel


A Century of Wisdom is a deeply moving account of the epic journey of one woman who has crossed decades and national borders to defy death and to inspire us all. Set against both the beauty of our Central European culture and the tragic events of the twentieth century that shut Czechoslovakia off from the rest of the world for nearly fifty years, Alice ­Herz-­Sommer’s life illustrates a deep ethical and spiritual strength. Her memories are our memories. Through her suffering we recall our darkest hours. Through her example we rise to find the best in ourselves.


At 108 years old, Alice enjoys telling stories from the lives of great ­thinkers—­from Gustav Mahler to Sigmund Freud and Viktor Frankl, from Martin Buber to Leo Baeck—­who have left an indelible impression. With her ­music—­as a concert pianist and as a ­teacher—­she has influenced countless students, their children, and their children’s children, just as she comforted her fellow inmates in the Theresienstadt concentration camp with her talents. Since the war, Alice has been equal parts teacher and student; she has spent the balance of her life in untiring pursuit of knowledge and understanding of who we are as humans, as a community, and as individuals.


Alice has said, “I never give up hope.” This sentiment resonates strongly with me, for I believe that hope is related to the very feeling that life has meaning, and as long as we feel that it does, we have a reason to live. Alice’s irrepressible optimism inspires me. She has survived, I believe, so that the world may know her story, our story, of truth and beauty in the face of evil. Not only can we learn from Alice today but future generations can take wisdom and hope from her richly textured life.










Prelude


At 108 years old, Alice is the world’s oldest Holocaust survivor, as well as the world’s oldest concert pianist. An eyewitness to the entire last century and the first decade of this one, she has seen it ­all—­the best and the worst of mankind. She has lived her life against a backdrop of good amid the chaos of evil, yet she continues to throw her head back in laughter with the same optimism she had as a child.


Despite her years of imprisonment in the Theresienstadt concentration camp and the murders of her mother, husband, and friends at the hands of the Nazis, Alice is victorious in her ability to move on and to live each day in the present. She has wasted no time on bitterness ­toward her oppressors and the executioners of her family. Aware that hatred eats the soul of the hater rather than the hated, Alice reasons, “I am still grateful for life. Life is a present.” A Century of Wisdom tells of one woman’s lifelong ­determination—­in the face of some of the worst ills and ­heartaches—­to bring good to the world. In Alice’s story we can find lessons for our own ­twenty-­first-­century lives. This is Alice’s gift to us.


 


Her name, ­Herz-­Sommer, means “heart of summer,” although she was born on a bitterly cold day, November 26, 1903, in Prague. Her parents, Friedrich and Sofie Herz, called her Alice, which means “of the noble kind.” Her father was a successful merchant, and her mother was highly educated and moved in circles of ­well-­known artists and writers that included Gustav Mahler, Rainer Maria Rilke, Thomas Mann, Stefan Zweig, and Franz Kafka.


Alice grew up in a secure and peaceful environment, in which reading and concertgoing were the major forms of entertainment; neighbors would help one another in times of sickness; and families could calculate their interest and retirement for many years to come. Before World War II, Alice was well on her way to a distinguished career as a concert pianist. Her mother’s profound love and deep knowledge of music as well as her friendship with Mahler provided Alice with inspiration, and she decided to become a pianist at an early age. Alice remembers accompanying her mother by train to Vienna two days before her fourth birthday to hear Mahler conduct the farewell performance of his Second Symphony with the Hofoper Orchestra on November 24, 1907. Alice said that after the concert her mother talked with the composer, and then “I spoke a little bit with Gustav Mahler.” Alice tucks in her lips and raises her shoulders in her expression of wonder at that moment in the presence of genius. Most likely Alice was with her mother when Sofie, together with Arnold Schoenberg, stood in the crowd at the railroad station to wave as Mahler’s train slowly left Vienna the morning after the concert.


Years later, after auditioning for Artur Schnabel, she was convinced that a career as a pianist was within her reach. Frequently she was the featured piano soloist with the Czech Philharmonic, and she completed a number of commercial recordings, receiving glowing reviews in Prager Tagblatt, the German paper in Prague, from Max Brod, Kafka’s friend and biographer.


But the world around Alice had gone mad. Czech laws were abolished. The city was deluged with Nazi flags. Alice snapped a photograph of her ­three-­year-­old child standing in front of a sign that read JUDEN EINTRITT VERBOTEN (Jews are forbidden to enter) and barred his entrance from his favorite park. After the Anschluss, in March 1938, Alice’s sisters and their families began making frantic preparations to immigrate to Palestine; Alice and her husband chose to stay behind with their young son to care for her aging mother, who would be one of the first to be sent to Theresienstadt. Instinctively Alice understood that she would never see her mother again as she watched her trudge with her heavy rucksack into an enormous building the Nazis had confiscated to use for a human collection center. “Where they burn books, they will ultimately burn people also,” Heinrich Heine had cautioned a century earlier. Still, most people did not believe the dire predictions.


By early 1939, remnants of Czechoslovakia’s army and government, along with the country’s president, Edvard Beneš, had fled to ­En­gland, where trainloads of children wearing name tags had been shipped to live with strangers. All doors to the democratic world were slamming shut. The British Embassy was closing, and the Americans, too, would be leaving. Nazi soldiers equipped with machine guns patrolled the streets. The last train headed for London, packed with more than three hundred Jewish children, never left the station; most of those children disappeared forever.


In July 1943, Alice and her husband, the businessman and amateur violinist Leopold Sommer, and their six-­year-­old son, Raphaël, or “Rafi,” were notified that they too were being deported to Theresienstadt. Alice had hoped she would find her mother there, but Sofie had already been sent on farther east, most likely to Treblinka.


Theresienstadt was no ordinary concentration camp. From the outside it looked like a very crowded small city where thousands rushed around and music often could be heard: it was Hitler’s propaganda machine at work. The Führer had touted Theresienstadt as the place where distinguished Jewish musicians, writers, artists, and the elderly would be protected from the war. The truth was that the camp was a heavily guarded ghetto, a transit station to Ausch­witz and other Nazi killing fields throughout eastern Europe. Inside the walls, the gifted and the intelligentsia from Czechoslovakia, Austria, Holland, Denmark, and Germany suffered from constant hunger, cold, infectious diseases, torture, and death. Of the 156,000 Jews imprisoned in Theresienstadt, a mere 17,500 would survive. Between 1942 and 1945, more than 15,000 Jewish children were rounded up and shipped to Theresienstadt. Approximately 100 survived, among them Rafi.


Nevertheless, unlike in the other camps, there was a patina of normal life in Theresienstadt. Despite the terror and deprivation, musicians practiced, actors performed, professors gave lectures, artists drew on scraps of paper, and friends even exchanged jokes. Eventually the Nazis ordered performances for propaganda purposes. What they did not realize was that these concerts would help both listeners and performers to survive.


And so it was for Alice ­Herz-­Sommer, who played more than one hundred programs for her fellow inmates and secretly managed to give piano lessons to children in the camp.


 


When the Soviet Army liberated Theresienstadt, on May 8, 1945, Alice and Rafi returned to Prague only to discover strangers living in their apartment. Having few resources and finding almost no one from her past, Alice made the decision in 1949 to immigrate to Israel, where she would reunite with her sisters and their families as well as with friends, including Max Brod. She went on to form a new life, and at ­forty-­five years of age, Alice learned Hebrew. She supported herself and Rafi by teaching at the Conservatory of the Jerusalem Academy of Music (later renamed the Rubin Academy of Music), but although she continued to perform in Israel and later, infrequently, in Europe, Alice never revived her international career. The lost years in the concentration camp combined with her need to earn money and to care for her son consumed her time and energy.


Rafi grew up to be a successful cellist, and at ­eighty-­three years old, Alice traded countries once again, immigrating to London to be near her son. Her greatest heartbreak came a few years later, with his sudden death at the age of ­sixty-­five.


 


I first met Alice in her home in London when I began working on a documentary film about her life. For years I had been absorbed in music of the Holocaust and particularly music in the Theresienstadt Ghetto, where my husband had lost his grandparents. How could anyone play concerts or write music under such conditions? I had heard about Alice from other Theresienstadt survivors and from long talks with Joža Karas, a Czech émigré musician who had conducted many hours of taped interviews with Alice in the 1970s.


In response to the 9/11 tragedy, Alice said to me, “Of course it was terrible, but why are you so shocked? Good and evil have been around since prehistoric times. It is how we handle it, how we respond, that is important.” Alice ­laughed—­disconcerting as it was to me in that moment, I would soon discover that particular laugh was her way of emphasizing the importance of her words. Gently scolding me she continued, “Isn’t this wonderful? You took a plane and came to London in only a few hours. We can sit together and talk. We are alive. We have music. You are rich like me because you are a pianist. No one can ever destroy this fortune.” Then she reminded me of something Leonard Bernstein said after the assassination of President John F. Kennedy. “This is our answer to violence, we will make music more beautifully, urgently, and more passionately than ever before.”


Even though she has not performed publicly for the past quarter of a century, Alice remains true to her commitment, practicing Bach and Beethoven, Chopin and ­Schubert—­all from ­memory—­at least three hours daily. She frequently plays chamber music in her home in the evenings with professionals who stop by to visit her. Alice switches languages easily and fluently. While German was her first language and Czech her second, she is articulate in ­En­glish, French, and Hebrew.


Alice lives alone, but she is not lonely. She has everything and ­nothing—­everything spiritual, but nothing material. The bank account of her mind is priceless. Her material possessions include only very old clothes, an antique television and well-­used video player, a few photographs, and her indispensable upright piano.


While her face is lined and marred with age spots from years in the Jerusalem sun, Alice’s smile is her most noticeable physical characteristic. Generated from somewhere inside her, it radiates and explodes into warm and welcoming mirth. Alice’s laughter is at once inquisitive and nonjudgmental. It reflects a world of memories colored with the love that comes from her years of understanding.


She exercises daily by taking long walks, moving slowly and cautiously in sneakers to avoid falls; she shuns both a walker and a hearing aid. Until recently Alice was studying history and philosophy at the University of the Third Age. She admits that all this “seems like a miracle.”


A Century of Wisdom is based on Alice’s memories as related to me in countless hours of conversations and filmed interviews from 2004 to 2011. To know Alice is to see the world anew through the eyes of a woman who has lived for more than a century. Persistently independent today, Alice is supremely optimistic at an age far exceeding the norm. Her curiosity and emotional energy inspire all who have the good fortune to meet her. A student of philosophy, she has practiced what the philosophers taught. Particularly important to her is the ancient Greek stoic Epictetus, who wrote, “He is a wise man who does not grieve for the things which he has not, but rejoices for those which he has.”


I have learned a great deal from Alice, who sees our human frailties and triumphs with equanimity and unique clarity from her vantage point of advanced age. The optimism and profound humanistic values she learned as a child, which govern the rhythm of her being, have never forsaken her in more than a century. Her story could be our textbook for living a far richer life. Surely it is the key to staying young.










One


Alice and Franz Kafka


As she unlatched the garden gate, ­eight-­year-­old Alice caught her first glimpse of a tall, very thin young man who, many years later, would be known as one of the greatest writers of the twentieth century. Franz Kafka was Uncle Franz to Alice. He had arrived in a ­horse-­drawn cart with a little bunch of multicolored flowers for her mother. As the flowers wilted in the sun, Kafka stopped to feed the horse apples that had fallen to the ground. “Poor Franz,” Alice reminisces. “He apologized for the flowers. But not because of their sad state but because there were so many different colors. He said he just ­couldn’t decide which color to choose.”


Alice had two older brothers, Georg and Paul, and two sisters, Irma, who was twelve years older than Alice, and Marianne, nicknamed Mitzi, who was Alice’s twin. Irma had become engaged to Felix “Fritz” Weltsch, an outgoing young philosopher who had met Kafka when they both were studying law at Charles University. Rejecting law as their profession, they became fast friends when they worked together in the same insurance firm. Away from work Weltsch pursued a second doctorate in philosophy, while Kafka wrote and began to publish, and together with Max Brod and Oscar Baum they formed a writers’ group, the “Prague Four.” Later they befriended a teenage poet, Franz Werfel.


It was only natural that Weltsch would invite his best friend to meet his future ­in-­laws. “He very often came to our house,” Alice explains. Kafka felt so at ease in the Herzs’ literary and musical home that he became a regular at their Sunday table. “He was [like] a member of our family,” Alice says. Struggling with his Jewish identity, he found the warmth of their secular German Jewish life reassuring. Throughout his life Kafka settled on a kind of middle road with regard to his Jewish heritage, living by Jewish values, without ­adherence—­other than his Bar ­Mitzvah—­to organized religious traditions. He presented himself to the world and to his friends as a member of the European bourgeoisie, impeccably mannered and properly dressed. It is nearly impossible to find a photograph of Kafka casually clothed. As a child Alice thought it was strange that Franz always looked dressed for the office even on outings or picnics.


Observant Alice was quick to analyze and accept Kafka’s ways. He could be depended on to be late, to forget something, and even to lose his ­way—­and then he would arrive apologizing for all of the above. He was so apologetic that it felt to Alice as if he were apologizing for the food he ate or even for simply being alive. But once he got past this, he was a lot of fun, and very responsible with children. In summers Kafka, who was fond of swimming, would organize parties under the Charles Bridge. Alice and Mitzi were often invited, along with Irma and her fiancé. Long before she met Kafka, Alice had become a superb swimmer and had no difficulty racing across the Vltava River.


One of Alice’s most endearing memories of Kafka was the cloudless summer day he showed up unannounced at their country house on the nanny’s day off. The twins were fidgety and impatient; they wanted to explore the nearby forest or go somewhere for a picnic. Kafka suggested a walking expedition in the surrounding countryside. Sofie reluctantly gave her permission, and with Alice and Mitzi as companions, Kafka took off for an adventurous day of exercise and fun. He was a speed walker, having taken up the sport to build strength in his frail body. The little girls did their best to keep up, but after the first mile, they had to slow down and then stop for a break. Kafka found a log the twins could use for a bench and a tree stump for himself. From his perch he commanded their attention with stories about fantastic imaginary beasts. The more they laughed the wilder Kafka’s inventions became. After an hour or so he produced “magic” sandwiches and a thermos of tea, which he claimed an invisible animal, ­half-­bear and ­half-­goat, had left for them in the woods. The great ­writer-­to-­be had as much fun as his charges.


Alice would always remember Franz Kafka as an “eternal child.”


 


From the age of nine Alice would sit beside her mother and listen to Kafka talk endlessly about the book he was writing or the one he wanted to write. Her mother was fascinated with the writer’s gifts, as literature and music had become an escape from her unhappy arranged marriage. Sofie was particularly intrigued by Kafka’s opening sentences, which were modern, even revolutionary in the early years of the twentieth century. He began his novel The Trial with “Someone must have slandered Josef K., for one morning, without having done anything wrong, he was arrested.” The Metamorphosis begins with “When Gregor Samsa woke up one morning from unsettling dreams, he found himself changed in his bed into a monstrous vermin.” And The Castle draws the reader in with “It was late evening when K. arrived.”


Alice would beg him to tell her the stories over and over again. But she always wanted to know the ­ending—­and that he could not answer. He simply could not complete his work. Later on he would write, “I am familiar with indecision, there’s nothing I know so well, but whenever something summons me, I fall flat, worn out by ­half-­hearted inclinations and hesitations over a thousand earlier trivialities.”


When Alice and her mother asked him why he went to law school and became an attorney if he did not want to practice law, Kafka’s answer was simply that he could not decide what to study. He made this doubly clear when, after quitting Richard Lowy’s law firm, he wrote, “It had never been my intention to remain in the legal profession. On October 1, 1906, I entered his service and remained there until October 1, 1907.”


One year Kafka celebrated Passover with the Herz family. Despite his distaste for observing such traditions, he found Passover with Alice’s relatives a joyful family affair. He seemed to tolerate and even accept in the Herz home precisely what he despised in his own family, especially his father’s hypocritical annual practice of Jewish traditions. In A Letter to His Father, Kafka wrote, “I could not understand how, with the insignificant scrap of Judaism you yourself possessed, you could reproach me. . . . Four days a year you went to the synagogue, where you were . . . closer to the indifferent than to those who took it seriously.”


At holiday time Sofie’s Orthodox mother, Fanny, who lived with them, took over the kitchen and did her best to observe the Passover traditions. With the help of the maid, Fanny made kosher chicken soup, matzo balls, and the most tender brisket of beef. A few days before the holiday, she disposed of all leftover breads and pastries made with yeast and cleaned the cooking utensils, plates, and glasses with boiling water. Sofie and the children helped with the housecleaning. They polished the silver and set out their finest table linens. Alice was the most industrious, working hard to gain both her mother’s and her grandmother’s approval.


Alice’s father, who was usually excessively frugal, opened his home to friends—gentiles, neighbors, strangers, and the poor—for the holiday, in keeping with the tradition. He also invited the most senior of his factory workers to share in the seder feast. In 1912, the year that Kafka probably participated, the Herz seder was one of their largest and, aside from the family and Felix, included Kafka, neighbors, several factory workers, and the writer Oskar Baum. Irma cautioned Alice to treat Baum, who was blind, just like anyone else. Much later, when Max Brod wrote about Kafka’s first meeting with Baum, Alice recognized her sister’s advice as a seminal moment in her moral education. As Brod was introducing them, Kafka silently bowed to Baum, greeting the blind man as an equal. “That was what he was like,” Baum said. “Superior in depth of humanity to the ordinary run of kindness.”


Alice does not recall all who came for the holiday that year. What she remembers is folding the ­snow-­white linen napkins, so she knows there were many guests at the table that evening. Alice also thinks that Kafka asked her to sit next to him.


It was the duty of Alice and Mitzi to distribute the Haggadoth, the booklets recounting the story of Passover. Friedrich Herz, who had also been raised Orthodox, led the abridged readings in German; Alice and Mitzi, who were the youngest, read the four questions together; their father explained the ancient meaning of Passover; and Kafka helped the girls search for the afikomen. They all repeated the ancient text “This year we are here, next year in Jerusalem.” No one, with the possible exception of Kafka, could have imagined that Jerusalem would become their safe haven in less than thirty years. When their father led “Dayenu,” the children’s favorite Passover song, in his rich baritone voice, everyone, even Kafka, sang. When the men retired to the living room for fine French brandy and cigars, they asked eight-­year-­old Alice to play. She obliged with a bagatelle by Beethoven and a Chopin waltz.


Kafka frequently fell in love. Although he made it clear that he dreamed of marriage, he complained that no one understood him. “To have one person with this understanding, a woman for example, . . . would mean to have God,” he wrote in his diary. He was not looking for a wife who insisted on crystal chandeliers ­and—­as Alice says—“that heavy German furniture.” But Alice and her mother were certain that he would never decide to marry. He introduced Felice Bauer to them as his fiancée, then broke off the engagement only to get engaged to her a second ­time—­for just a few weeks, until he changed his mind again. Hoping to comfort him, Alice’s mother suggested to Kafka that he, like Beethoven and Brahms, was an artist and that he belonged to the world rather than to one woman.


But that was before Dora. Both Alice and her mother felt that ­twenty-­five-­year-­old Dora Diamant was a different and affirmative presence in his life. Alice’s mother said Franz had found his own true nature in Dora, and she hoped he would marry her. Thinking back to those days, Alice feels that her mother was instinctively right. Kafka was attracted to Dora’s independent spirit as well as her motherly gentleness. Watching her scaling and gutting fish in the kitchen of a summer camp, he disapprovingly blurted out, “Such gentle hands and such bloody work.” Dora was embarrassed. Brod revealed, “That was the beginning of his friendship with Dora Diamant, his life’s companion.”


Like Kafka’s mother, Dora had been raised Orthodox, but like Kafka, she had escaped from her family’s plans for her life. Even though Kafka had suffered through his Bar Mitzvah in 1896, he had since declared himself an atheist and a socialist. Dora’s family had insisted that she marry early and aspired for her to be a wife and mother. Dora literally ran away from home to Berlin to get an education, and became a kindergarten teacher. She had leaned ­toward Zionism and shared Kafka’s interest in Yiddish literature, later influencing his fascination with the Talmud. When she and Kafka began living together in Berlin, it was, they said, their first step ­toward a permanent home together in Palestine.


It was clear that Dora loved Kafka completely. When they first met and fell instantly in love, Kafka was forty years old, fifteen years older than Dora and already suffering with tuberculosis. As his disease soon required hospitalization, he was admitted to a sanatorium in Kierling, near Vienna. Alice remembers her mother’s concern when Dora moved into Kafka’s room to help care for him day and night. Miraculously, she never contracted tuberculosis. For a time he seemed to improve and even wrote cheerful letters to Alice’s family. Even so, their time together was ­short-­lived. Barely a year after their love affair started, on June 3, 1924, Kafka died, just as he was about to become famous.


Kafka’s body was brought back to Prague for burial in Strašnice, the New Jewish Cemetery. Together with her entire family Alice attended his funeral in the cemetery chapel. Alice was nearly ­twenty-­one by that time and well on her way to her own celebrity as a pianist.


Alice would see Dora once ­again—­in 1950 in Israel, where Alice had immigrated after the war. Dora had settled in ­En­gland, having escaped Stalin’s Russia and Hitler’s Holocaust; she had married and had a daughter. Because she had been an impassioned Zionist, Dora’s single visit to Israel was a dream come true. Again Alice, Dora, and Felix Weltsch shared stories about Kafka, and pondered whether he would have been pleased or frightened by his posthumous fame. If he had lived, would he have agreed finally to marry Dora? Often calling herself Dora Kafka, Dora still believed that she would have been his wife, whereas Alice was certain he might have found some clever way out of the decision.


Alice has never stopped thinking about Kafka and his kindness to her. But why was he so indecisive? Why did he leave his books without endings? After many years of mulling it over, talking with Brod, and reading numerous books on Kafka, Alice has a ­theory—­not found in any of the biographies of him she owns.


Alice explains that Kafka’s mother was Orthodox, whereas his very strict ­and—­according to ­Franz—­somewhat cruel father was completely secular, maybe even an atheist. If Kafka practiced his mother’s faith, he would face his father’s wrath. And to renounce the religion of his mother and her ancestors would be to profoundly hurt the one who gave him life. Alice concludes, “Kafka never knew where he belonged, was never certain of his identity, or which path to take. To choose would mean that he would disappoint one of his parents. This, I think, was the core of his problem.”


Alice notes that Kafka himself might be amused that scholars today debate his work in a Kafkaesque way. Some say his writings have nothing to do with Judaism or with his Jewish roots. Other scholars declare his work to be completely Jewish writing.


Alice accepts both verdicts as partially true.










Interlude


An Emerald Ring


“He was not very ­beautiful—­not ­good-­looking at all,” Alice muses. “But he was oh, so charming. Women were crazy for him.” She is referring to Kafka’s confidant and biographer Max Brod. Having known each other in ­Prague—­Brod wrote rave reviews of Alice’s first concerts and was a good friend of Alice’s ­family—­Alice and Brod reconnected as immigrants in Israel after Alice arrived in 1949.


Always a ladies’ man, Brod was currently smitten with Annie, a ­red-­haired young Russian woman. He had decided that this beauty should improve her piano skills under Alice’s expert guidance. Because he was a friend and one of the few connections to her past life in Prague, Alice agreed to squeeze the unlikely student into her schedule.


During her second lesson the phone rang. It was Brod. “Is she still there with you?” he wanted to know. “Is she wearing a green ring? I gave her an emerald and I want to make certain that it is still on her finger!” Alice ran back to the piano, looked at the woman’s hand, and saw that she had turned the ring so that it looked like a wedding band, with the small stone hidden in her palm. Later Brod admitted that he was trying to rehabilitate the lost soul and feared that she might have sold the ring for drugs on the way to her lesson.


This incident reminded Alice of the stories her brother Paul had told her of Brod’s excursions with Kafka to Prague’s exclusive brothels. “Plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose.”


Alice smiled to herself and continued the lesson.










Two


A Tolerant Heart


“I love people. All kinds of people. I love to talk with people.” Alice tucks in her lips with an endearing grin. Then, closing her eyes for a moment as if searching for the right words, she clarifies her thoughts. “I don’t look at people as a group to be judged. Behind every man and woman is a story. I am interested in learning about the best in each individual.”
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