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[E]verything must be earned, not only the present and future, but the past as well . . . and this probably entails the hardest work of all.


Franz Kafka, Letters to Milena1


‘That was your father you found. You’ve been carrying your father’s bones – all this time.’


Toni Morrison, Song of Solomon2
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FOREWORD


The most familiar fate of Jews living in Hitler’s Germany is either emigration or deportation to concentration camps. But there was another, rarer, and today much less well known side to Jewish life at that time: denial of your origin to the point where you manage to erase almost all consciousness of it. You refuse to believe that you are Jewish. In reaction to a long history of racial and religious persecution, and out of intense love for German culture, you repudiate your birthright.


This feat of repudiation, epitomized by my mother, her sisters, and her parents, did not originate with Hitler’s rise to power. The ground for it was prepared long before, in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, when some Jews, such as Rahel Varnhagen – the great woman of letters, whose extraordinary intellect and sensibility were admired by Goethe, Schiller, and Wilhelm von Humboldt, among other luminaries of her time – came to regard their heritage as a curse that poisoned their whole existence and debarred them from full belonging in the world of German culture, to which they were so fervently devoted.


But in my mother’s family such repudiation of origins was pushed to an extreme, becoming an ethnic purging of the inner world – a profound alchemy of the soul. Nor did it cease with Hitler’s defeat. Though my mother had fled to London from Nazi Germany and I was born well after the war into a vastly more tolerant era, I was forbidden to think of myself not only as Jewish but now also as German or British.


I have attempted to tell the story of the extraordinary German-Jewish world from which my family came – as well as of my own quest to carve a path to both its heritages – principally through the remarkable lives of three sisters: my mother and my two aunts. Their very different ways of grappling with what they experienced as a lethal origin included conversion to Catholicism, marriage into the German aristocracy, securing ‘Aryan’ – non-Jewish – status with high-ranking help from inside Hitler’s regime, and engagement to a card-carrying Nazi under whose protection survival in wartime Berlin was possible. But we also meet other figures with a similar heritage, such as my maternal great-uncle, who became a Catholic priest and translator of St Thomas Aquinas; and the love child of a Jewish woman and a passionate Nazi, who, so far unknown to us, claimed me and my family as his sole surviving relatives.


To recount these contortions of ethnic and cultural concealment is – categorically – not to criticize them. Who are we who have never experienced racial hatred in its vehement forms, let alone in the form of state-sanctioned persecution, to criticize anyone’s strategy to survive and flourish in such conditions? Who are we who have lived free lives where our particular heritages have been accepted and sometimes even admired, to cast judgement on ancestors who were forced to find ever more ingenious ways of appearing harmless to the majority – and to themselves? Their choices are only my business because to be born into this strange tributary of the Jewish experience was to be commanded to construct an identity out of everything that I was not. Following the early death of my father, also a German-Jewish refugee, I was raised a Catholic and mandated, on pain of betraying my mother and her parents, to live as a refugee in the country of my birth. In effect, I was instructed never to arrive anywhere: to be a hereditary refugee.


The urgent questions that this raised for me – questions of identity and belonging that seem to be everywhere around us today – are these: Are we not all in some way exiles in an era that is shedding its past at unprecedented speed? Can the worlds we have lost be restituted, even if minimally, along with their rich networks of meaning, without fruitless, and possibly self-destructive, efforts to set the clock back? Or is all restitution a pipe dream: are lost worlds necessarily the unattainable territory of ghosts who powerfully inspire our lives from a great distance, but with whom we can never live or speak again? Either way, how many generations can it take for a refugee family to feel at ease in their adopted country, no longer pining for a place from which they were once uprooted? And at a time when identity is becoming a choice rather than just a given, will it get easier – or harder – to be a refugee?









INTRODUCTION


Death at the German Embassy


i.


It was only after my mother departed for England that I discovered the circumstances of my father’s death.


I was eleven years old and finishing dinner with my mother’s two sisters, Ursel and Ilse, both of whom had come from Germany, where they lived, to spend the summer holiday with us in the Swiss Alps. We were sitting in the kitchen of our rented chalet in the hamlet of Gsteig, nestled in a corner where one valley makes a sharp, ninety-degree turn into another. Ilse had whisked the plates from the table and was already scrubbing them before I’d finished eating. Wherever Ilse was, German orderliness reigned. Outside, the sun was sinking behind the glaciers, turning them a brilliant pink, and I could hear the owners of our chalet pottering about in their vegetable garden and the occasional shot from a nearby rifle club, when Ursel said to me, apropos of nothing, ‘Simon, do you know how your father really died?’


Shock at Ursel’s abrupt summoning of a loss that I had no idea how to grasp struggled, almost at once, with guilty euphoria at hearing his name. What a wonderful question to ask me! ‘Do you know how your father really died?’ My father had collapsed, out of the blue, when I was six, and had been buried in silence. He’d been present at breakfast; then left the house and never returned.


I wasn’t taken to the funeral on the grounds, I later learned, that this would be traumatic for a child. But I prayed for him at least once a week, hoping that he would be happier as a result, and that speaking to God would also be a way of speaking to him, even if he couldn’t answer me back; but doubting that it could be that simple.


The silence was echoed by his almost total absence from our home. Nothing personal of his remained: no tie, or pair of shorts, or book that he’d marked up, or love letter, or the silver cigarette case that my mother told me she had given him for the birthday on which he had finally decided to quit smoking. I had rummaged through cupboards and drawers many times looking for a relic of his life. But everything had been cleared out.


Everything except for the magnificent drawings and lithographs on the walls of our living room. These emblems of his life should have been my link to him. Instead they were mocking reminders of his absence; ghostlike markers of a presence that was no more – their own life frozen when they lost the person who chose them and of whose striving they spoke. Since childhood I have found the idea of inheritance peculiarly burdensome – tolerable only if we, the living, have justified it through an understanding of this person’s relation to what they have bequeathed us, and gratitude for the effort they invested in acquiring and caring for it.


I also had no memories of my father, or of family life with him, except for four fragmentary scenes. One was of him showing me how to hold my penis when going to the toilet, so as not to splash the seat, and, as an afterthought, telling me to stop holding it while walking in the street. Another was when it began pouring with rain into his open-topped convertible, a hulk of a car with red leather seats that had a whiff of well-hung meat, and we had to stop and haul the roof closed, faking breathlessness as we struggled with the heavy tarpaulin. The third was when we landed at London’s Heathrow airport and I realized that I had left my beloved one-eyed teddy bear in the departure lounge at Frankfurt and he resolved to fly back at once to look for it, in the teeth of opposition from my mother, who said that children had to learn to accept losses. And the last was when, as was the custom on Sunday mornings, my brother Marius and I were allowed into our parents’ bed and we all had a boiled egg, and after I had wolfed down mine he spotted me looking covetously at the remainder of his and handed it to me with the warmest wordless smile, and it tasted even better than mine, as the food of those you love so often does.


Aside from those memories and the pictures, he’d left few traces. I couldn’t remember his voice, though I remembered the voices of many others at that time, for example of his doctor, Ernst Lucas, who would visit my parents every Saturday morning with his strangely silent wife, Lilly Reifenberg, who died not long after my father without me ever hearing her speak. I remembered Lucas’s gravelly intonation and the chocolate cigarettes, thin as Gauloises, that he gave me and my brother with a warm, knowing chuckle that only German refugees seemed to have, before the two men disappeared into our severe living room to play chess, still addressing each other, after decades, with the formal ‘Sie’.


Occasionally he would visit me in dreams, almost always in the back garden of the house to which we had moved after he died. We exchanged few words and no kisses or hugs or presents or smiles or tears; but the pure current of life flowed between us, the only current that ultimately matters, the one that enlivens and affirms your existence and speaks of that too easily used word, ‘love’. The questions I’d wanted to ask him – where he was now, how he felt there, how much of my life he could see, whether he missed us – usually died on my lips. No answer would ever tell me what I wanted to know.


It was always over in a few minutes, as if he’d been granted only brief terrestrial visiting rights. Our leave-taking was as silent and unsentimental as our meeting had been. He disappeared and I crept back to my bedroom, taking care not to scare my mother or brother. I accepted that he had to keep to his allotted time, and once back in bed I’d usually wake up.


 


It had happened so long ago: that day five years before – I was about six and a half – which marked for me the end of the semi-pretence that there is a separate realm of experience called ‘childhood’. The eighteen-year-old girl who looked after me and my brother while our parents were out had taken us to a nearby park, just a few minutes’ walk from our house, to break the news.


We were approaching my favourite path, flanked by a riot of brightly coloured flowers, when she stopped and said there was something she needed to tell us.


‘Your father has gone to heaven,’ she announced nervously.


Sally then half put her arm round us. Sally Marshall was her name.


It was like being hit by a car at speed, followed by a reflex struggle to master the impact. I knew at once that this was the shock of the real. It didn’t provoke the disbelief that floods the freshly bereaved adult: the sense of being swept up in a bad dream and the expectation that the loved one will surely return; that he will need to eat, fetch a fresh shirt, and find his credit cards. A child’s life doesn’t have the momentum that years of habit give an adult’s expectations; it’s freer of the illusion that what was once normal cannot possibly have vanished, freer of the sense of unreality when the anchors of existence are destroyed in a moment.


Unlike many adults, I didn’t ask ‘why me?’ I didn’t seek a justification or feel self-pity, not because I was being stoical but because self-pity isn’t really in a young child’s repertoire. Grief is, though. At once the world felt very dark and the future blank and void. The thought floated through my mind that I’d got to know him as well as I ever would, and that he would never hear anything more about my life. He’d never teach me anything again. We’d never do anything else together. This poured-out world was the new order.


And I remember my brother standing next to me. I was sure he hadn’t grasped the cataclysm. He didn’t react. He seemed helpless and innocent, in a way that I’d never noticed before. I wanted to protect him forever.


Unsure what to say next, Sally muttered, ‘You will see him again, in heaven.’


Those words made me angry. Yes, I’d already realized that he wasn’t about to stumble back into the house and confess to having departed in error. As for seeing him in heaven, that wasn’t something she was in a position to promise, and her reassurance felt mockingly empty.


Then I thought of my mother. Where was she? How was she? I could protect her too, I was certain of that.


The three of us stood there in silence, huddled but not touching. Dread and a strange exhilaration took hold of me, egging each other on. This was overwhelming fate at work; not malevolent, just heedless; knowing nothing of its impact on little mortals. It had brought the curtain down on the old world, with its breakfasts and quarrels and laughs and playtimes and silences, and catapulted me into a new universe of horror and of freedom – the horror of destruction and the freedom that I would have to explore, to make a life for myself. And I would rise to the challenge. An enormous whoosh of energy welled up within me, coming to my rescue and taking command of my bewilderment. I would be fine, not because others were to hand with consolation or promises of heaven, but because that energy would prevail, no matter what.


We remained a little longer at that spot, still marked today with a sacredness visible only to me. Nothing more was said. I looked at my brother again, unable to fathom what he was feeling. As we turned to walk home, the world felt as if it was vastly expanding, shedding its predictability and becoming flooded by emptiness and doom, but also, inseparably, by reality and light.


ii.


After that day in the park, my father died a more leisurely death. The few vestiges of him began to fade. Talk of him dwindled, like the volume on a music player being gradually turned down. It dawned on me, as it hadn’t while he lived, that there were no relatives. Didn’t he have siblings, like my mother did, or perhaps parents or cousins, nephews or nieces?


My mother told me that his parents had died long before I was born. Eventually it emerged that there was a brother, Edward May, who was a doctor and a brilliant amateur cellist, and lived near us. Eddy had a wife and two sons, but nothing was said of them. I met him only once, a couple of years after my father died, when we dropped in to his house near London’s Marble Arch and he took me for a spin in his Jaguar, racing from one end of Park Lane to the other and then back up again, at a clip that today would set off a frantic relay of speed cameras. He was clearly a class rascal, big-spirited and humorous. Like all Mays, he loved the holy trinity of food, wine, and music. As for other relatives, Mother didn’t know who or where they were. Either my father hadn’t liked them much, she said, or they had emigrated from Germany to Palestine or America. Their names were unknown so they couldn’t be traced.


Occasionally I would try to keep the subject of my father alive by asking schoolfriends how many fathers they had, a question the absurdity of which would provoke the retort, ‘One of course; how many do you have?’ And then I could tell them that I had none.


There was a single clue to a hinterland of family, but I didn’t join the dots. The Christmas after my father died, the postman delivered two large boxes containing presents for me and my brother. The presents were a suitcase for each of us, and the sender, our mother said, was father’s eldest son from his first marriage, which had been to his second cousin, a Hilde May. My half-brother was called Tommy, and he was about twenty years older than me and lived somewhere in the English countryside. Every year, at the same time before Christmas, the presents would arrive. I was exhilarated that Tommy’s hands must have touched the paper that I was unwrapping; and that I now had my own suitcase – which meant that I too could emigrate, though to where I had as yet no idea.


 


A few weeks after my father died, I awoke to torrential rain of a viciousness that I have never experienced since, not even in monsoon season in Japan. My mother and brother were already downstairs and peering excitedly out of the kitchen window. It was about ten in the morning, but the sky was dark and the shape of everything outside was distorted by the rain sluicing down the windowpanes. Mother had turned all the lights on, which made the safety of being indoors all the more delicious. But the clouds were getting denser and blacker and closer, until it was hard to imagine that they would ever allow the sun through again. Soon the pouring rain became a tempest, pummelling the house and soaking the land. A shaft of lightning shot to earth, turning the sky into a kaleidoscope of colour, followed by a huge thunderclap. Streams of water began to flow down the sloping yard in front of our house, and one more crash from the heavens sent all the lights out. Had we been directly hit? Excitement quickly turned to fear. Then we saw water seeping under the front door. My brother and I started crying. Worst of all, Mother started crying. It seemed to get even darker outside. The carpet by the door was becoming soaked and water began invading our living room. Within an hour it had risen several inches and was threatening to destroy the Pembroke table and the Persian carpet and leather-bound volumes of German classics that my father had rescued from Nazi Germany, and the pictures on the wall that he had left us – all the remaining traces of his life.


As the water accumulated, we panicked. What should we do? Run upstairs? The flood surely wouldn’t reach that high. We were all paralyzed, until we realized that we were going to have to scoop up the water as quickly as it was flowing in. And for an hour at least, we tipped it into the kitchen sink and into the toilets, until only the carpets and the legs of the furniture in the living room were submerged and most of father’s possessions had, for the time being, been spared.


For years afterwards I thought of ‘The Flood’, as we called it. That furious sky and its deluge of terror echoed – confirmed – the violence, the suddenness, of father’s disappearance. It wasn’t punishing humans for their misdemeanours, like the biblical flood; it was hitting us indiscriminately, regardless of right and wrong. It was saying to me: ‘Yes, this is how the world works. Your blameless father isn’t the only one who is vulnerable to disaster: everybody is, at any time.’ The flood was an omen after the event – a sign that something very extraordinary and very catastrophic must have happened to bring about my father’s demise.


iii.


‘He fell like this,’ said Ursel, standing up and then tumbling backwards into a wicker chair in the corner of the kitchen, her head thrust back, her neck stretched out, and her mouth gaping. ‘He gestured to say something, but he collapsed before he could say it.’


‘How can you say that?’ Ilse chimed in indignantly. ‘He’s a child. I find that tasteless, Ursel. Outrageous.’


‘You were there?’ I asked, irritated by Ilse’s protests, which I feared would inhibit the flow of revelation. ‘You saw him die?’


Ursel then explained that my father was helping her and her husband at a meeting that needed to be conducted in German. He was someone they both trusted. They had asked him to join them. She was in the room when it happened.


‘Who was your husband? Which room? Why did my father die?’


‘He had a broken heart.’


‘How can someone’s heart break?’ I asked.


‘It’s like a plate,’ she said. ‘Under great pressure, it breaks.’


‘But a heart is flesh, and flesh can’t break.’


She looked flustered. Why did she have to bend the truth for a child?


‘It just fell apart,’ she explained lamely.


She then repeated her enactment of his fall, but in slow motion, with more emphasis on his shocked face, his open mouth, his stillness – and the finality.


Ursel was a mimic of genius and her evocation of the scene was so vivid that it was bringing my father back to flickering life, for the first time since he disappeared.


‘Where was that room?’ I asked.


‘At the German Embassy in London.’


‘Why the German Embassy?’


The reason, she explained, was that she and her husband needed to consult a lawyer qualified in a specialized branch of German law. In those days it was hard to find one in London.


‘Your father was a Jew,’ she added – strangely, as if I didn’t know. ‘How bizarre, what an astonishing coincidence, to die on German territory – on the territory of the country he fled in the 1930s.’


Images of my father’s expression in that last, horrific moment flashed inchoately through my mind. I couldn’t settle on one. Shock. Fear. Incomprehension. Nothing at all. Did he realize this was the end? Was his face pale? Was it flushed?


‘My father was a German too,’ I protested, indignant at him not being identified as a German as well as a Jew, which seemed to evict him from his homeland for a second time, depriving him – and therefore me – of our heritage as Germans.


‘No, he was no longer a German,’ Ursel snapped, with a defiance that unnerved and confused me. ‘He became an Englishman, but he remained a Jew after the emigration.’


My tussle with Ursel over my father’s identity humiliated me. But I was also elated that she had evoked him and his last moments at all: in making his death so vivid, she seemed to restitute to me at least a shadow of his reality, perhaps the greatest gift anyone has ever made me.


This was all I’d been told about my father at the age of eleven: that he was a Jewish German, born in Cologne in 1905, who’d fled to England just before the Second World War; that with a small loan he’d bought a bankrupt brush factory in Wales, and by the early 1950s had made it into a gleaming, efficient place, churning out the highest quality brushes; and that with the money he made he’d bought paintings and sculptures, our house, and his car. Art, I was told, was his passion. If he hadn’t come to England without a penny to his name and left school at fifteen with no further education, becoming a bank clerk to earn money for his parents and to pay for his older brother to go to medical school, he’d have become a museum curator or an art historian.


But Ilse had become really angry, and demanded that Ursel stop at once. Horrified though I was by the thought of his final moment and by his eviction from Germany, I was also euphoric at the determination this called up in me: the determination to square up to truth, like wrestlers squaring up to each other in the ring; to stare back at his disappearance as hard as it stared at me; but also to allow myself to feel its real presence, however painful, so that it might reveal itself more fully.


From that day on, Ursel was my favourite aunt – my favourite relative – no doubt about it. A lifeline to the past. To my father. And so to his homeland.


iv.


‘My father was a German too.’


This wasn’t said out of mere nostalgia – that deadly and vital force, at once seductive trap and source of the most powerful energies (and we can seldom be quite sure which it is). It was the life-giving truth that must be preserved at all costs. Without it I would be lost in a dimensionless world, unable to sleep. Heritage as powerful as this can’t be excised. Nor can its universe of memory and meaning, no matter how painfully or patchily preserved, be ignored. By my eleventh year, or perhaps long before, I felt as much of an exile as my parents – or rather I felt more of an exile than they did, because at least they had lived in their homeland before their displacement, whereas I had been born displaced, a German who had never lived in Germany and was barely able to speak a word of the language. My two aunts, I decided, couldn’t understand this. They thought Germany was behind me, a non-issue, just because I had been born in London.


As I lay in bed, picturing my father collapsing, I was overwhelmingly grateful to Ursel for conjuring his presence back into my life. But I continued to refuse her denial of his homeland, and so of a whole world of experience and feeling that it had bequeathed, raw and unshapen, to me. Though my parents were both German Jews who had fled their country of birth, my mother in 1934 and my father in 1937, they hadn’t fled their identity as Germans. They hadn’t fled the German language – the only language that they spoke to each other and to nearly all of their friends. They hadn’t fled German music – which never stopped being at the centre of their lives. They hadn’t fled German recipes or cleanliness. They hadn’t fled their accents, which after decades in England remained stubbornly stronger than those of young Germans I would later meet at university who had only been in the country for a matter of months.


Nor had they entirely fled their home towns. The names of Berlin places and streets in which I had never set foot, repeated by my mother like incantations, came to have a magical resonance for me: the Bendlerstrasse, the Landwehrkanal, Motzstrasse, Maassenstrasse, Nollendorfplatz, Pallasstrasse – places that only a local would know – meant more to me than any equivalent in London. I could feel myself walking over the Bendler bridge a few steps from my grandparents’ home, holding on to its wrought iron balustrade and peering down at the Landwehr canal, with its lazily flowing water. I could picture the Flugverbandhaus, at the corner of Blumeshof and Schöneberger Ufer, where my mother saw the veteran airmen from the First World War as well as Russian émigrés gather for their reunions throughout the 1920s. I can see her as a twelve-year-old, still living in a world that could be taken for granted, meeting her friend Luise Borchardt, who later became my godmother, and the way they used to ask each other every morning as they walked to school together, ‘Gehen wir Motz oder Maassen?’ – ‘Shall we go down Motz or Maassen Street?’ Above all, my mind’s eye clings to the neighbouring Tiergarten – the huge park in the centre of Berlin where my mother and her sisters would play, where her family would go for long walks, and where I sense that moments of deep contentment were enjoyed. In winter the children would skate on the frozen lake around the Rousseau island, which as a little girl she thought was spelled ‘Russo’, named after an anonymous Russian, rather than after the Swiss-French philosopher (an error that amused her until her death); and afterwards the family would go to a nearby cafe, nestled among the trees, which sold foot-long frankfurter sausages and lentil soup and cakes topped with whipped cream. Though Berlin has become my second home, or maybe my first, to see the word ‘Tiergarten’ on a road sign or at the S-Bahn train station is still to be accosted by an entire world. Our world. This was the world that my parents brought with them to a street in central London and that lived immortally, it seemed, in our English home with its leaky windows and erratic plumbing.


Indeed, far from not being German, my parents and their fellow refugees in London seemed to me, as a child, to be the only genuine Germans. Each time I visited Germany – which we did every year while my father was alive and then three times a year after he died – the Germans there never seemed really German. They somehow missed a third dimension: the rich, quietly intense warmth, pervaded by deep, unselfconscious integrity, which I had been taught to associate with the real Germany, non-Jewish and Jewish. Indeed, no nation was capable of greater nobility and integrity of spirit, my mother drummed into me, as exemplified by non-Jewish musicians such as the violinist Adolf Busch or the conductor Erich Kleiber – just as no nation had demonstrated greater venality.


Though the intricacies of memory, denial, and guilt had made life in Germany seem so psychologically rigid back then, in the late 1960s and early ’70s, and though the overt love for German culture that I felt even among our friends in London who had survived the death camps was so complicatedly impossible there, or at least unspeakable, I fantasized about going ‘back’ to Germany and living in a homely town, where people quarrelled and laughed and insisted and in particular complained in ways every nuance of which I recognized, and had a soul with which I was intimately familiar and that seemed to offer a refuge from being a refugee.


And every time I arrived in Germany my spirit lifted. I loved the autobahns, with their impossibly smooth surfaces and their comforting blue signs, which gave way to gleaming yellow the moment you drove off them. I relished stopping at the oddly intimate Raststätten: highway restaurants where I would choose zwei Spiegeleier mit Erbsen (two fried eggs with peas), brought to the table by immaculately dressed servers, their cash tinkling in black pouches concealed under white lace pinafores. I felt consoled by the cozy expressions of elderly people meeting their friends for Kaffeeklatsch over cakes of unreal dimensions. I was overcome by the beauty of German landscape, the silence and scents and melancholy and secrets of which spoke directly to my soul. I was endlessly fascinated by German rigidity, some forms of which seem to provide a brilliant structure to life that makes possible the highest achievements of the human spirit; while others are mere prison houses for the mind that demand sterile conformity and are guarded by peculiarly mean-minded hostility towards all dissenters and outsiders. Despite its provincialism and often its pettiness, Germany felt richer in spirit than any other country I knew. For all its narrowness it was broader, more complicated, more generous.


I resolved that when I grew up I would return to whatever Germany the future would bring. I would honour my father by planting myself back in his land and, unlike him, I would cease to be a refugee. Then I would be where he had come from and where I belonged. And Adolf Hitler, who had wanted to empty Germany of us, would not have won completely.


 


To do this, however, would be a rebellion of the first order. Against my mother. The Germany she loved was no more. Hitler had destroyed it by throwing out the Jews and neutering the remaining Germans. The country, according to her, had been reduced to a vast factory churning out high-quality goods so that, by distraction through wealth, it could keep itself numb. Which it did superbly. The real Germany had ended with the war, so I would be returning to what she saw as an illegitimate, materialistic orphan of a country that in betraying its Jews had irredeemably betrayed itself.


I was permitted only fleeting access to this half-Germany, and forbidden to enjoy or to say anything good about it. No German goods of any kind were allowed in our home. Above all, the language was off-limits to us, the next generation. Though German was the language of belonging, of our souls and our histories, it was more strictly out of bounds than even the new Germany itself. Though, within the walls of our London home, it was the language in which she and my father exclusively conversed; though almost all her friends were from Germany, Austria, and other German-speaking regions and spoke to each other only in their native tongue; though when the telephone rang I nearly always heard my mother answer in German, for us it was the prohibited language: die verbotene Sprache. Complete editions of Goethe, Schiller, Hölderlin, and other classics lined our shelves – in some cases in two copies, one inherited from my father’s family and the other from my mother’s – all of them carted over to England with the few possessions they took; yet to me and my brother she resolutely spoke her broken and heavily accented English, and found it ridiculous when, from my mid-teens onwards, I tried to reply in my broken and heavily accented German.


But a Jewish identity was even more out of the question. For I wasn’t really a Jew either, she often said, and so I had no right to identify myself as such. Or at least I wasn’t more than partially Jewish. That her father had been was never in question, but her mother, she usually maintained, was ‘Aryan’; and so Jewish law, which states that you are Jewish only if your mother’s line is, or if you convert, would pronounce her – and therefore me – to be an outsider. (Of course, Nazi law, she added, would have stipulated precisely the opposite, deeming me, even with three Jewish grandparents, a full Jew, with all that would have entailed.)


Yet there were times when my mother spoke of her mother’s Jewish grandmother and other maternal Jewish ancestors, who would briefly come into focus before disappearing again. Which would mean that she herself was Jewish after all, and that I was.


Which of these identities she attributed to her mother depended on states of mind whose laws I struggled to decipher. Her ethnic position was clear only in the company of most Jews, when she was categorically non-Jewish, and in the company of most non-Jewish Germans, when she was categorically Jewish.


To add to her palette of identities, my mother had become a Catholic just after Hitler came to power and not long before she emigrated to England in 1934. She hadn’t, though, converted from Judaism, but rather from the Protestantism in which she had been raised and to which her father had belatedly converted.


The result of these ethnic-religious contortions was always the same: I was not allowed to identify myself as Jewish, just as I wasn’t allowed to be a contemporary German. But nor was it permissible to consider myself English or British. Indeed, this was the greatest taboo of all, because the English spirit was deemed alien in a way that neither the Jewish nor even the post-war German spirit was. Though not a word of criticism was ever to be uttered against the country that had given my parents refuge, to feel English would be a betrayal of everything that I really was, whatever that might be. Worse, it would be to admit – or rather to pretend – that we had abandoned the pre-war culture of our origin, even though that culture no longer existed.


Above all, it would be to betray the sacred duty of a refugee: never allow yourself to arrive. Contribute everything in your power to your host country, in order to say thank you and to be accepted; be unflinchingly patriotic; support its institutions, and even be pillars of those institutions; but do not succumb to its inner life. Be fully in your new home, but never of it.


 


So who was I? The answer became strangely clear: I was an émigré (though I had never left anywhere), who belonged to the culture of a Germany which was now extinct (though I had never lived there), with a Jewish origin (sometimes admissible, sometimes not), and permanent temporary residency in the country of my birth. My only legitimate identity, according to my mother, was to somehow recreate a bygone German world that was the only world worth living for. Her mandate, in short, was to live a life rooted in a culture that had disappeared before I was born, and whose language I was not permitted to speak, but that was nonetheless my golden inheritance – and make it shine in an alien country and era. Oh, and I was to do all that as a practising Catholic, which, being a universal faith, did not confine me to any particular country or era – or indeed ethnic group.


As I was growing up, this lost culture and country were represented above all by one idol – German music, as performed by always dead, usually German, and often Jewish musicians. Though that culture had vanished, it was the only dimension of life not to feel provisional. Everything else existed in limbo, as the émigré’s world so often does.


For me, this inheritance came to be embodied within our family in one man. Not my own father, whose death, as spellbindingly recounted by Ursel, had triggered my search for this world of the assimilated German Jew, but whose own life had been too decisively extinguished to provide any road map for that search. Rather, this loved heritage became personified by my mother’s father, Ernst Liedtke, whom she held up as the paragon of an assimilated German Jew: cultured, educated, deeply moral, law-abiding, and patriotic. Born in 1875 into a poor family of grain traders in West Prussia, he was a contemporary of that extraordinary generation of German-speaking Jews who had so richly reimagined German and indeed world culture: Albert Einstein had transformed our understanding of the universe; Arnold Schoenberg had produced an entirely new music; Franz Kafka had invented a unique literature; Sigmund Freud had fathered a revolutionary conception of the mind; and so on, in nearly every field of endeavour.


These largely non-religious Jews seemed to Ernst to vindicate his highly assimilated life, and even to guarantee its safety. More than that, they confirmed that though Jewish tradition might have been a ladder to the heights of German culture, and though its values and sensibility might have enabled some Jews to become more creatively German than the Germans, it was now a ladder that could and should be discarded.


By the age of eleven, five years after my father began to disappear, I was sure that I couldn’t hope to make sense of this inheritance and to solve the enigma of identity that it had handed to me unless I could first find a way into the life that Ernst and my grandmother Emmy had created in the Berlin of the early twentieth century – a life that my mother had spoken of for as long as I could remember. I would need to understand the very different fates of Ernst’s and Emmy’s respective brothers: one of them, Theo, a shy salesman in a Berlin department store who was deported and murdered; the other, Helmut, a convert to Catholicism who, it has been said, was the most famous Catholic orator in Germany of the late 1920s and early 1930s. Above all, I would need to trace the very different lives – before, during, and after the Nazi tyranny – of Ernst and Emmy’s three daughters, and to understand what they had each made of this common inheritance, of which they were the direct bearers and witnesses.


My quest to regain some vital connection to my dead father, and to the German-Jewish world from which he came, supplied the motive; but the thread that led me into that labyrinth was the life of Ernst, who lived on through my remaining parent and two aunts with a vivid presence that my own father was denied. And I was determined from that evening in the Swiss chalet to go after him, his family, and his legacy.









PART I


A Berlin Idyll


1910–1933


I have always loved assimilated Jews, because that was where the Jewish character, and also, perhaps, Jewish fate, was concentrated with greatest force.


Aharon Appelfeld3









1.


Blumeshof 12


Christmas Day, 1932. In retrospect his world might look fragile and delusory, a house of cards waiting to collapse. The menace of anti-Semitism is nothing new: it has been there for as long as he can bear to recall it. Nonetheless, it is a reality against which, grandfather Ernst is sure, the solidity of his life insulates him.


He has it all: A respected position in one of Berlin’s leading law courts, the Kammergericht on the Elssholzstrasse – which still exists, indeed is Germany’s oldest surviving court. Three talented daughters – Ilse, Ursel (Ursula), and Marianne, my mother – unusually, for those days, all embarking on professions. A large apartment in prosperous ‘Berlin West’ – Berlin W. – the magic ‘W’, pronounced ‘vey’ and spoken with awe by my mother and her sisters, for it denotes a protected zone of high bourgeois Kultur, with its impregnable ethic of seriousness and learning and its veneration of music and philosophy, art and theatre. No more Jewishness – that he sees as behind him now, banished to the past, conquered, extirpated, anachronistic, inauthentic; a problem finally solved, not just to the outside world but even, somehow, in his innermost soul, where the sensibility and instincts of millennia no longer hold conscious sway. A cultured, beautiful, and officially non-Jewish wife – who is aware that she is halachically Jewish and yet, decades after her death in 1965 and right into the twenty-first century, my mother continues to speak of her sometimes as Jewish but usually as ‘Aryan’, and in either case with equal conviction. Above all, there is his beloved Germany: a nation of deep thinkers, dazzling musicians, epoch-making scientists, discipline, order, and integrity. Germany: a culture of incomparable richness, from which the human spirit has grown to transcendental heights. In which innocence and knowingness, divine naivety and self-consciousness, all flourish in fertile tension. In which the austere and the overwrought restlessly coexist. Germany: for him and his kind, the greatest culture in the contemporary West, and probably in the world. Athens on the River Spree. Without slaves.


 


My grandfather fills his days with law and his evenings with cultured conversations around the dinner table with his wife Emmy and their daughters – though, according to my mother, from about fourteen Ursel, the middle daughter, begins to absent herself. Her home and especially her father make her uncomfortable. It all seems frighteningly, oppressively, serious. And, I imagine, perhaps the seriousness conceals something else: the perilous unreality of her parents’ belief in the safety and solidity of their lives; and their terror before the fragility of civilization.


After dinner, Ernst and Emmy usually read German classics aloud to each other: poems of Schiller or extracts from Goethe’s Italian Journey, in the footsteps of which Ernst had followed as a young man and which still inspire the annual trips he makes to Italy each summer, accompanied by either Ilse or Marianne (Ursel refuses to go). Sometimes he reads Novalis and Tieck, or he gets his mind around Kant, Hegel, or another of those dense German philosophers. And Emmy occasionally interjects with a poem or two of the hundreds that she learned by heart in her childhood and at the finishing school in Montreux where her rich Jewish uncle and adoptive father, Artur Rosenthal, sent her in her late teens.


OEBPS/xhtml/toc.xhtml






    		Cover



    		Title page

    

    		Dedication page

    

    		Contents



    		Epigraph page

    

    

    		Principal Characters

    

    		List of Illustrations

    

    		Foreword

    

    		Introduction: Death at the German Embassy

    

    		PART I: A BERLIN IDYLL: 1910–1933    

    		1. Blumeshof 12

    

    		2. ‘Musician must always look beautiful’

    

    		3. Where Germans and Jews secretly met

    

    		4. Ernst’s conversion

    

    		5. ‘Get out of here immediately, you East-Asian monkey’

    

    		6. The operation on Lenin

    

    		7. The hopeful case of Moritz Borchardt

    

    		8. Ernst’s death





    

    		PART II: THREE SISTERS, THREE DESTINIES: 1933–1945    

    		9. Next stop: Catholicism

    

    		10. ‘Life is continually shedding something that wants to die’

    

    		11. Great-uncle Helmut: priest, philosopher, boxer

    

    		Ursel’s World: The Aryan Aristocrat in Hiding  

    		12. From the Liedtkes to the aristocrats

    

    		13. Ursel becomes an Aryan

    

    		14. Ursel becomes a countess

    

    		15. The Gestapo comes calling

 



   

    		Ilse’s World: Fearless in Berlin

    		16. Dancing at Babelsberg

    

    		17. Ilse, Christabel, and the ‘submarines’

    

    		18. The Rosenthals and their guest

    

    		19. How did Ilse do it?

    





    		Marianne’s World: An Immigrant in London

    		20. Stateless at the German Embassy

    

    		21. The past cannot be predicted

    

    		22. Czech mates

    

    		23. Grandmother Martha May

    

    		24. Saved by arrest











    		PART III: NEWLY CREATED WORLDS: 1945–1990    

    		25. C & A to the rescue

    

    		26. Locked in the attic

    

    		27. Ilse returns to Berlin

    

    		28. Geri and Eva are shot

    

    		29. ‘I love shopping’

    

    		30. Ilse’s Nazi flag business

    

    		31. Chaplain Sellars

    

    		32. Ilse in the parsonage

    

    		33. The Jewish altar server

    

    		34. The promised land of Switzerland

    

    		35. Central Europe in London

    

    		36. Hiding the crucifix

    

    		37. Banished to the car

    

    		38. The European Union as saviour

    





    		PART IV: THE PAST CANNOT BE RESTITUTED: 1990–    

    		39. Love declaration to Germany

    

    		40. The blessings of procrastination

    

    		41. Did Great-uncle Theo have another life?

    

    		42. The Nazi and the Jewish woman

    

    		43. Just ask the Führer

    

    		44. The Jew and the ex-monk

    

    		45. The parrot and the bulldog

    

    		46. Lech Wałęsa, the ‘Jewish President of Poland’

    

    		47. Finding Grandfather May

    

    		48. The Jewish cemetery of Trier

    

    		49. The survivor file

    

    		50. We have Saddam Hussein to thank

    

    		51. The file goes astray

    

    		52. Finding the heirs

    

    		53. Pip

    

    		54. The missing 1 per cent

    

    		55. The Aryanizers demand compensation from us

    

    		56. How to have a good war

    

    		57. ‘Progress!’

    

    		58. The elusive share certificate

    

    		59. Restitution? No, thanks

    

    		60. Romeo in Bayreuth

    

    		61. Mother’s last ‘last visit’ to Berlin

    

    		62. Mother’s death – My ‘return’ to Germany begins

    

    		63. A devastating discovery

    

    		64. The woman and the dandy

    

    		65. A London club

    





    		Coda: Dinner at the German Embassy

    

    		Acknowledgements

    

    		Notes

    

    		Sources

    

    		Praise

    

    		About the Author

    

    		Also by Simon May

    

    		Plate Section

    

    		Copyright page

    









Guide





    		Cover



    		Title page



    		Contents



    		1. Blumeshof 12











OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
‘Lyrical, fascinating, important’ LITERARY REVIEW
‘Poignant’THE TIMES

The gripping true story of how one family hid
their Jewish origins to survive the Nazis






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





