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    For me, Capa wore the dazzling matador’s costume, but he never went in for the kill; a great player, he fought for himself and others in a

    whirlwind. Destiny was determined that he should be struck down at the height of his glory.




    

      HENRI CARTIER-BRESSON
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  Three Thousand Miles From Omaha




  

    

      ‘It does seem to me that Capa has proved beyond all doubt that the camera need not be a cold mechanical device. Like the pen, it is as good as the man who uses it. It

      can be the extension of mind and heart.’


    


  




  

    JOHN STEINBECK, Popular Photography1


  




  One late autumn afternoon, I drove north through Virginia, watching the Blue Ridge Mountains loom larger as I neared Bedford, home of America’s first D-Day memorial. As

  the sun set, I visited the memorial with eighty-five-year-old Sergeant Roy Stevens, a veteran of Company A of the 116th Infantry Regiment of the 29th Division. Several times, elderly men approached

  and shared memories with Mr Stevens, sometimes with tears in their eyes – veterans of ‘the Bulge’, the beach at Anzio, and the Battle of Normandy.




  Later, Stevens told me in detail his own story. In the early hours of 6 June 1944 he prepared to board a landing craft destined for Omaha Beach. Just as he was about to clamber in, he

  spotted his identical twin brother, Ray. ‘He stuck out his hand for me to shake,’ Roy told me. ‘I didn’t shake it. Instead, I said: “Look, I’ll shake your hand

  in Vierville-sur-Mer up at the crossroads, later this morning sometime.” ’




  Ray bowed his head and said he wasn’t going to make it. He wouldn’t survive. He was certain of it. Roy Stevens didn’t make it to Vierville-sur-Mer that morning either. His

  landing craft sank a few hundred yards from the beach, minutes before the first wave of American troops arrived. Stevens was saved from drowning by a fellow member of Company A and finally arrived

  four days later on Omaha Beach, where he found a makeshift grave for his brother and several other friends.




  His brother and eighteen other young men from Bedford had been killed within minutes of reaching ‘Bloody Omaha’, scene of the greatest slaughter on D-Day. Of the thirty-five Bedford

  soldiers who belonged to Company A, twenty-one were dead by nightfall. War historians believe Bedford suffered the highest per-capita loss of any town or city in America.




  In Mr Stevens’ modest ranch-style home we talked late into the night about his brother, Bedford and war. Finally, I handed him a tattered book I’d found in a rare-book store in New

  York: Images of War.




  ‘Who wrote this?’ Stevens asked as he turned to the chapter on page 105, labelled ‘The Invasion’.




  ‘Robert Capa,’ I replied. ‘He was the only photographer to land with the first wave on Omaha, with the 116th on Easy Red.’




  ‘Easy Red?’ Stevens asked. ‘The first wave? Was he a soldier or in the coast guard?’




  ‘Neither. He was a journalist. A Hungarian Jew. He volunteered.’




  ‘Some of the best men – they volunteered. But they didn’t last long.’




  Stevens read a quote from Capa: ‘I would say that the war correspondent gets more drinks, more girls, better pay, and greater freedom to choose his spot and being allowed to be a coward

  and not be executed for it is his torture. The war correspondent has his stake – his life – in his own hands and he can put it on this horse or that horse, or he can put it back in his

  pocket at the very last minute. I am a gambler. I decided to go in with . . . the first wave.’2




  Stevens turned to a picture of several GIs struggling to get ashore under heavy fire.




  ‘What was his name again?’




  ‘Robert Capa.’




  ‘He must have wanted those photographs very badly.’




  Stevens sat in silence and flicked through another eighty pages, finally reaching one of Capa’s last pictures, taken only days before he died, aged forty, in Indo-China in 1954. He closed

  the book and leaned back in his recliner. He suddenly looked tired.




  ‘Have you been back to Omaha?’ I asked.




  ‘Yes,’ he said proudly. ‘Oh yes.’




  He pointed to a wall lined with framed photographs. Among the snapshots were two mounted Purple Hearts, his and his brother’s. There was also a small picture of him walking along Omaha

  Beach in 1994, his face contorted with emotion.




  ‘Have you been?’ he asked.




  ‘Yes, this spring.’




  ‘Did you visit the graveyard?’




  I nodded. That Easter Sunday, I had parked my car beside the rows of tour buses emptying eighty-year-old Americans and their families into the cemetery where thousands of their peers are

  interred beneath marble headstones on a cliff top overlooking a four-mile-long beach.




  At first, I marvelled at the simple dignity of the monuments and the way that the graves all faced one direction, west, towards home. But then I watched a middle-aged woman standing alone,

  sobbing, before a grave. The father she had never known had died two hundred yards away, along with several hundred other Americans who hit the beach that dreary June day.




  On the beach itself, a two-hundred-yard section has been left pretty much undisturbed for almost sixty years. The mines and unexploded shells and all the other lethal defences have been removed,

  but not the ghosts. It was raining hard as I walked along Easy Green and then the half-mile of Easy Red where Robert Capa photographed possibly the most important moments of the twentieth century,

  certainly the biggest story of his short but relentlessly dramatic career.




  There was a haunting silence on Easy Red, even amidst the howling wind and crash of surf. For many of those who actually landed that day and still return, the silence is deafening. Only in the

  capsule of a car speeding towards Bayeux or in a tour bus headed back to Paris does the cacophony of dying become a nagging whisper.




  Over several months, I interviewed Stevens and other Second World War veterans, photographers as well as soldiers. Every time I met a veteran, I would show him Images of War. Many had

  never seen Capa’s pictures of Omaha Beach, let alone his coverage of other momentous days in five different wars. One eighty-year-old bit his lip and closed the book

  of images: like nothing else, a still photograph conjures up vivid memories. An officer, one of 500,000 Americans who by 1945 had suffered combat fatigue (mental and nervous breakdown), sat and

  stared for several minutes at images from D-Day, shaking his head every few seconds. Another veteran laughed at an image of a Frenchman handing a carafe of wine to weary GIs, and recalled a similar

  moment on his long journey from Omaha Beach to Berlin.




  Lieutenant Ray Nance, Roy Stevens’ commanding officer, struggled to contain his emotions as he saw Capa’s pictures of Omaha Beach. He lost every single man in his landing craft in

  the first wave – boys he’d known since he could remember, cut down before they even touched the sand. Nance spoke slowly at first, as if not wanting to remember, but after several hours

  he told me Omaha had been his redemption: there must be a God, for why else had he survived? Only God could have spared him from the German machine-gunner who played ‘cat and

  mouse’3 with him as he crawled alone, badly wounded, across two hundred yards of mined sand.




  Others commented that they could not see a single image of violence among Capa’s work, only pictures of beauty and sadness. They all wanted to know more about this man who had captured in

  black and white the most unforgettable moments of their lives. Who was this gambler who left a visual legacy showing the purity of the human spirit?




  
 





  1 Conversation in Budapest




  ‘It’s not enough to have talent. You also have to be Hungarian.’




  

    ROBERT CAPA, quoted, Life, 19 April 1997


  




  Autumn 1948: a red star had been painted over the old Hungarian colours on the tail of the lend-lease American Dakota. Robert Capa looked down on the patchwork of farms

  little changed since feudal times. Then he glimpsed the river of his youth, the Danube. A few minutes later, his plane was bumping along a runway towards a bullet-holed building where grim-faced

  communist officials stood waiting.




  Capa was returning to his birthplace after an absence of seventeen years. He had mixed feelings: nostalgia and intense curiosity as well as anxiety at what he would find in this new communist

  state. There would be reminders everywhere of his former self: the Jewish kid who’d hustled, fought and bluffed his way to fame.




  For many years, Capa’s past had largely remained a mystery, even to those who thought they knew him well. But then in 1947 an old friend, John Hersey, the brilliant author of

  Hiroshima (1946), had ripped away his debonair mask, revealing the haunted face of a refugee from pain and horror. ‘Capa, the photographer who is credited by his colleagues and competitors

  with having taken the greatest pictures of the Second World War, does not exist,’ Hersey had written in an obscure literary magazine, 47. ‘Capa is an invention. There is a thing

  in the shape of a man – short, swarthy, and carrying itself as if braced for something, with spaniel’s eyes, a carefully cynical upper lip, and good luck in the whole face; and this

  thing walks along and calls itself Capa and is famous. Yet it has no actuality. It is an invention all the time and in all respects.’ 1




  The ‘Man Who Invented Himself’, as Hersey had dubbed Capa, now moved through the airport lobby. The Communist Party officials waiting for him knew he was in Hungary to report

  for Holiday magazine, the glossy American bible of the new jet set. Soon, he was in the outskirts of Buda, the aristocratic town across the Danube from the upstart Pest. A once magnificent

  city now lay in ruins because of a bitter two-month siege by the Russians during the winter of 1944–45. ‘Looking down on the burned-out row of hotels and the ruined bridges,’ Capa

  later wrote, ‘Budapest appeared like a beautiful woman with her teeth knocked out.’




  Once Paris’s rival in architecture and sophistication, Budapest had been first scarred by Nazism and finally robbed by Stalinism of her once phenomenal powers of seduction. The city was

  being rebuilt but at an agonizingly slow pace and mostly by hand: on top of the old Ritz Hotel, tiny figures attacked walls with picks. Then Capa arrived at the Danube. Here again, something was

  missing from the familiar vista. Capa suddenly realized that the Elizabeth Bridge, in his youth the longest suspension bridge in Europe, had disappeared, as had three others. In 1945, the

  retreating Nazis had blown them up. Many of the riverside cafes had also vanished. The Café Moderne, where his father had played pinochle into the small hours, was one of the few that had

  escaped German and Soviet bombing.




  Capa’s driver began to negotiate the narrow streets of Pest, passing the extravagant pre-war buildings of a once ebullient Jewish bourgeoisie. Domes, spires, turrets and cupolas jostled

  for attention. Balconies boasted bizarre mythological figures. Some buildings still had a gaudy confidence with their imitation marble, fake bronze, art deco stained glass, and peeling stucco walls

  in every pastel shade imaginable.




  The streets were now lined with rubble. Whole blocks had disappeared altogether. The Jewish neighbourhood where Capa had grown up was eerily quiet, many of its former residents having met

  their end in the gas chambers of Auschwitz. Here and there, from wrought-iron lampposts, hung banners supporting Hungary’s new communist regime.




  Strange memories began to haunt Capa, creeping like ghosts from familiar alleys. There was the baby elephant that did tricks on the dance floor of the Arizona

  nightclub. Then there was that unforgettable night when his blood had trickled across the stone floors of the dictator Admiral Horthy’s police headquarters. Capa had returned to Budapest, he

  wrote, ‘to listen to a new music’.2 But now he remembered an old, terrifying tune: Horthy’s Chief of Police, Peter Heim,

  had whistled Beethoven’s Fifth while beating up long-haired revolutionaries like Capa.




  Capa checked into the Hotel Bristol, the lone survivor of a famous prewar row of elegant hotels. The head desk clerk examined his passport and asked him if he had ever been to Hollywood. Was

  he well connected there? The man’s questions reminded him of his arrival in America for the first time, at Ellis Island, and an equally inquisitive clerk who’d asked him if he had ever

  been to Moscow.




  Capa was given a discount on his room and the address of a bar where he would find the last vestiges of bourgeois decadence in Budapest. He arrived there later that evening, and chatted to

  its owner, Anna, a beautiful twenty-five-year-old, who complained that the communists were unspeakably dull and bad for business. Capa photographed her smoking a cigarette, wearing fake jewels and

  a sexy black top. She had full lips and lustrous dark hair but a haunted look in her eyes. She came from an aristocratic family and had been a very accomplished rider before the Nazis had stolen

  her horses. Then the communists had taken her lands. She had tried to escape Hungary, she told Capa, but had been caught by the police, and was now waiting for a passport.




  By 2 a.m., Capa was feeling sentimental. He decided to ask Anna to take a stroll with him along the banks of the Danube. There, under the flickering lamplight, he had charmed his first

  conquests, and soon he did the same with Anna. Months later, he boasted to friends in Paris that he had bedded a genuine Hungarian blue-blood. Before the war, his class had doffed their caps and

  addressed Anna as Countess Fehervary.




  The next morning, Capa left the Hotel Bristol, Leicas dangling around his neck. Demolition experts were clearing the ruins of nearby hotels. After every explosion, a hail of bricks flew

  overhead. He made for Vaczi Street, once the most elegant shopping area in Budapest, if not Europe. In his youth, he had known a Jewish boy, Sandor, who worked in a furrier’s shop there.

  Because only one out of twenty of Hungary’s Jews survived the Holocaust, he was surprised to find him alive, and shocked by how old he looked: his hair had

  fallen out; horror had etched his face with deep wrinkles. He had been an inmate in the death camps and then a prisoner of the Russians. Now he repaired the torn furs of once-rich ladies.




  After several days in Budapest, Capa met with another old friend, a writer called György Markos. Capa played his usual part of droll raconteur, the laconic charmer with one tall story

  after another. He told Markos he had once become entangled in a tree because his parachute had snagged several branches. Not knowing if he was behind enemy lines or not, he had hung there calmly

  sipping from a bottle of Scotch until he was cut down. Then there was the time President Roosevelt, no less, had asked him if he could help him in some way. ‘Yes, get me a passport,’ he

  had replied.3




  As the night drew to a close, Capa confessed to Markos that he’d been a displaced person since 1931. He was still travelling on a refugee’s passport. In fact he had been drifting

  from one hotel to another, from one war zone to another, since the age of seventeen.




  ‘And what will you do now?’ Markos asked.




  ‘What can a jobless war reporter do?’ shrugged Capa. ‘I’ll travel around wherever I can.’




  ‘So you are still looking for adventure? Do you admit deep down inside that you are an adventurer and need the excitement of war?’




  ‘You’re crazy!’ snapped Capa. ‘I hate violence and the thing I hate most is war.’ 4




  On 22 October 1913, André Friedmann was born with a shock of thick black hair and a surplus little finger on one hand. The deformity confirmed his mother Julia’s

  belief that he was a special child, one of Jehovah’s chosen.5 World war and constant conflict between his parents were André’s

  earliest experiences. He was less than a year old when Hungary entered the Great War of 1914–18 on the side of the Germans. Until he left Hungary as a political refugee in 1931, barely a week

  passed when his parents did not fight bitterly with each other, usually over his father’s compulsive gambling and subsequent lies.6




  André’s parents had little in common other than that they were non-practising Jews who had come from desperately poor backgrounds. Born in June 1880, his

  father Dezsö Friedmann had grown up in a remote village in Transylvania: a hinterland of ancient superstition, medieval culture and Romantic sensibilities. In his youth, Dezsö escaped the

  backwoods and roamed Europe for several months, making his way from Budapest to London and then to Paris. For the rest of his life, he romanticized this period of wanderlust: the young André

  sat and listened for hours as his fast-talking, diminutive father told stories about living on his wits and charm as he drifted, looking for money and excitement, from one unfriendly city to

  another.




  Dezsö married Julianna Henrietta Berkovits, André’s mother, in 1910 and together they set up a small salon in the Belvaros area of Pest, to this day the heart of the

  city’s commercial district. They made their first home in a new U-shaped apartment building on Városház Utca, a few yards from the Pilvax Café where leaders of an 1848

  revolution had once met.




  Dezsö called himself a master tailor but quickly showed himself to be an aspiring bon viveur, far more interested in wearing smart suits than making them. Luck explained failure or success.

  Life’s rules were as simple as pinochle, his game of choice. All the best players acted like winners, and looking the part was what got you into the right game at the right table. That was

  the hard part. Then fortune would show her hand. It was a philosophy his young son would never forget.




  André’s mother believed the opposite. The daughter of a careworn peasant, she had grown up in a feudal corner of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, one of ten children, and had toiled all

  her life. Apprenticed to a dressmaker at twelve, Julia was fiercely determined to save her sons from the same fate, and was often seated at her sewing table from morning until the early hours,

  fantasizing that her special child would do more than peddle uniforms of hope to the Jewish bourgeoisie.




  When she wasn’t working, Julia often spoiled André and dressed him in beautifully made sailor’s outfits and lacy ensembles. A 1917 image shows a pensive André, dressed

  in one of his mother’s elaborate costumes, sitting with his smiling family. The Friedmanns never looked quite so happy again. In October 1918, a few weeks before the

  war ended, revolution rocked Budapest, and the family watched massive crowds throng the streets, waving chrysanthemums, the symbol of the communist uprising of Leninist Béla Kun.

  Hungary’s experiment in Soviet dictatorship ended, however, on 1 August 1919, after just 133 days, with a coup d’état supported by the Romanian army.




  By the late autumn Admiral Horthy, a prototype fascist, was firmly in control of Hungary. Within a couple of months, Horthy ordered the execution of 5,000 Leftists. More than 70,000 went to jail

  or internment camps. In what soon became known as the White Terror, organized pogroms swept Hungary, fuelled partly by Horthy’s characterization of Béla Kun and others as Jewish

  traitors. The Friedmanns kept their sons safe at home while in a nearby alley Rightists beat up several Jewish students, emboldened by anti-Semitic laws that set quotas for Jewish entry into

  universities and law schools.1f




  But the greatest psychological blow to André’s homeland was not defeat in the Great War nor Horthy’s dictatorship but rather a piece of paper – the Trianon Peace Treaty,

  part of the much broader peace settlements at Versailles. On 4 June 1920, Hungary was forced to cede 70 per cent of its territory and 60 per cent of its total population. The new borders reduced

  Hungary by two-thirds. Of all the defeated powers, Hungary lost most. Patriotic Hungarians’ bitter protest, ‘Nem, nem, solia!’ (No, no, never!), echoed throughout

  André’s youth.7




  In 1923, André entered the Imre Madách Gymnasium on the Barcsay Utca. A below-average pupil with a short attention span, he often failed to complete his homework and appeared to

  his classmates to be a rather shabby daydreamer. ‘[His] trousers were always torn,’ according to his mother ‘Julita’. ‘He was always walking into a lamppost because he

  was talking too hard. He was a good-natured child, with no rudeness in him. Always the face smiled. Sometimes he was a little clumsy, and his clumsiness made him shy. And he loved the girls already

  – even when he was a baby.’8




  By the time André reached adolescence, Julia was far too busy trying to keep the family business going to pay much attention to the son she had once spoiled.

  After school, he roamed Pest’s Jewish quarter with a gang of other children who lived on their wits.2f ‘André seemed to do whatever

  he liked,’ remembers childhood friend Eva Besnyö, then a dark-haired, rather sombre girl with eyes so dark that a man riding a tram once told her to go home and wash them.




  When he wasn’t roaming Pest’s back streets, André played with Eva and her two teenage sisters, Panna and Magda. ‘André later told me, great romantic that he was,

  that he was in love with my sisters and me. André couldn’t choose which one of us he loved most,’ says Eva, whose upper-middle-class mother fiercely disapproved of the uncouth

  André. ‘He hoped some day that someone would steal us away, so he could be the hero and rescue us. Then my parents would finally approve of him. He was very, very romantic at

  heart.’




  Eva, now ninety-one years old and a Jewish survivor of a century of horrors, lives alone in Amsterdam – her home since fleeing Hitler in 1933. Though physically feeble, she is still sharp,

  and her memories are bitter, romantic and vivid. A celebrated photographer in Holland, she has thought in images all her life. ‘I used to call Capa “Bandi” back then,’ she

  says (Bandi is short for André). ‘That was his nickname. We also used to call him “Capa”, which meant shark. His [brother] Cornell’s nickname was

  crocodile.’3f




  As Besnyö remembers him, Bandi often complained of being bored and would seek out conflict and danger. It was with her that he discovered a passion for skiing – in spite of

  Julia’s angry protests.4f Aged fifteen, he borrowed some skis and headed with Besnyö to Svabhegy Hill overlooking

  Budapest. Neither had even tried on a pair of skis but that didn’t stop them climbing on a ski lift and heading to the summit.




  ‘I’m going to do it,’ said André with determination as Budapest faded into the distance, the icy Danube forming a giant curve below.




  ‘But you don’t know what to do,’ replied Besnyö.




  André shrugged: ‘I’m going to do it anyway.’




  ‘He was never afraid to try new things, especially any adventure that involved a little danger,’ Besnyö now says. ‘I hoped he wouldn’t break a leg, and he

  didn’t. He went down and then climbed back up. He always wanted to discover everything for himself.’




  A swarthy youth with heavy brows, full lips and delicate hands, André was increasingly popular with his classmates and the neighbourhood’s girls. Often, he could be found kissing in

  the shadows beneath the Elizabeth Bridge, a popular venue for Pest’s youngest lovers. But it seems he did not lose his virginity to a doe-eyed Slavic girl from Pest. He later claimed that he

  first had sex with a wealthy middle-aged client of his mother’s who seduced him when he delivered a new dress.9




  Not long after, he became involved with Leftist revolutionaries. The climate demanded bold action: in Hungary, bloody social unrest erupted throughout the late twenties between Left and Right.

  On the streets of the capital, pitched battles between rival factions became a weekly fixture, and by the time he was sixteen, André had become a veteran street fighter, often joining

  thousands of other young radicals as they marched through the working-class districts of Pest. ‘André became politically active for several reasons,’ explains Besnyö.

  ‘He was discriminated against as a Jew. But he was also interested in the danger.’




  During the McCarthy witch-hunt in the 1950s, André was afraid that his past would catch up with him and repeatedly denied joining the Communist Party in Hungary, or indeed any other

  country. He explained his political stance during this period in a 1953 affidavit: ‘During my last two years in high school, I became interested in literature and

  politics and decided to make my career as a journalist. I was, at that time, highly critical of the anti-Semitic dictatorship of Admiral Horthy. I studied socialism, but found myself in immediate

  disagreement with the aims and methods of the Communist Party.’10




  André did not tell the FBI in this affidavit that late one night he met a Communist Party recruiter in Budapest. According to his brother Cornell, the recruiter told André that

  ‘the party was not interested in young bourgeois intellectuals.5f Conversely, [André] decided he was not interested in the

  party.’11 This late-night flirtation with communism cost André dearly, if his brother is to be believed: ‘The damage had been

  done,’ he wrote later. ‘The walk was observed by the secret police.’12 When André got home, two agents arrested him.

  Julia begged them to not take her son: so many other subversives had never returned from Horthy’s police cells. But her pleas were ignored, and André was bustled into the back of a

  police van and taken for interrogation. In a small cell, where other political prisoners had scrawled their names on the walls, thugs hired by Peter Heim punched and beat him.




  ‘It was usual for young firebrands like André to get roughed up as a deterrent,’ says Besnyö. ‘But they couldn’t scare André. He laughed in their face

  when they hit him, for they could only insinuate that he was a Leftist. They could not prove that he was a communist.’ André apparently laughed at his interrogators until they knocked

  him unconscious.




  How and on what condition he was later released remains a mystery. The wife of Imre Hetényi, a deputy chief of the state police, was, according to Cornell, ‘a good customer’

  of his parents’ salon. ‘Through that connection our father was able to secure [my brother’s] release on the condition he leave Hungary at once.’13




  Could a minor Jewish tailor really have influenced the strong man of a police state? Perhaps Hiem had lost to Deszö at pinochle? Eva Besnyö suggests there was a far less dramatic

  reason for André finally leaving Hungary: he simply followed her example.6f As a young Jew she yearned to escape the

  rising anti-Semitism in Hungary. In 1930, her father agreed to send her to study photography in Berlin, the epicentre of experimentation in photography. When Besnyö told André she was

  leaving for Berlin, he replied nonchalantly: ‘Perhaps I’ll also come.’




  ‘How are you going to manage to get there?’ she asked. She knew the Friedmanns barely had enough money to put him through college in Budapest, let alone pay for expenses to Berlin.

  ‘Never you mind about that,’ replied André. ‘I’ll get there.’




  
 





  2 Barbarians at the Gate




  ‘I am a camera.’




  

    CHRISTOPHER ISHERWOOD, Goodbye To Berlin


  




  In July 1931, André left Budapest by train. After a roundabout journey, he arrived in Berlin in early September. Alone and suddenly feeling vulnerable, not yet eighteen

  years old, he sought out Eva Besnyö and eventually found her living in a small studio.7f




  ‘How did you manage to get here?’ Besnyö asked him.




  André had not hitchhiked nor found his way by some other romantic means. Instead, he had cannily traded on his Jewish identity to make good his vow to follow her to Berlin.

  ‘André was always very street smart,’ Besnyö recalls. ‘He had discovered that the Jewish community in Budapest sent gifted students abroad to study. So he had applied

  to them for a grant, and they had accepted his application.’ But the grant had not allowed him to travel directly from Budapest to Berlin: he had had to hop from one Jewish host family to

  another, finally arriving via Prague, Vienna and Dresden.




  When Besnyö asked what he was going to do in Berlin, he told her he was going to study political science at the famous Deutsche Hochschule Für Politik, and on

  27 October he duly registered for the winter term. But he was too restless and inquisitive about Berlin – too hungry for experience – to sit through the endlessly theoretical lectures

  and before long he started to skip classes.




  These first months in Berlin were not uncomfortable. Relatives sent him small amounts of money and his parents sent a monthly allowance. But then, as the world economy sank into depression

  following the 1929 Wall Street crash, the Friedmann salon lost customers and Julia stopped sending the few marks he needed each month. As autumn turned to bitter winter, he started to learn about

  desperation. According to his cousin Suzy Marquis, he soon became so hungry that he stole veal cutlets from the dog-dish of his landlady, Frau Bohen.1 Having gone several weeks without paying rent, André bolted as soon as Frau Bohen began to suspect where her beloved dachshund’s dinner had gone.




  By early 1932, André needed to make money if he was to continue his studies without starving. Having briefly considered journalism as a career in Budapest, he now started to consider

  photography seriously. ‘While pursuing my studies,’ he stated in 1953, ‘my parents’ means gave out, and I decided to become a photographer, which was the nearest thing to

  journalism for anyone who found himself without a lan-guage.’2 (His German was still limited at this stage.)




  He asked Eva Besnyö if she could help find him a job with an agency or in a studio. ‘This photography business,’ he wondered, ‘is it a good way to make a

  living?’




  ‘You can’t talk like that!’ Besnyö replied. ‘It’s not a profession. It’s a calling.’




  ‘Never mind about that. Is it good fun?’




  ‘Yes. It’s very enjoyable.’




  Eva Besnyö knew several people who might be able to help André find work. Perhaps his best bet would be to contact a photographer called Otto Umbehrs, an ex-miner who had studied

  design at the Bauhaus school of art and design, and was now director of portraiture and advertising work at a prestigious agency called Dephot.8f Besnyö called Umbo (the name most people used for him) and asked if he could use a ‘very clever boy’. Umbo told Besnyö to send André to see

  him. When she next heard from André, he was working in Dephot’s darkroom as an assistant, refilling bottles of fixer and developer, hanging prints up to dry, and learning the rudiments

  of exposure and printing.




  André was enthralled by the agency’s exciting, fast-paced environment. Deadlines loomed, tempers frayed, and the chase for pictures and stories was relentless. Although he had been

  hired for a pittance to slave in the darkroom, it wasn’t long before he was also helping to arrange assignments and doing general administrative work in the agency’s main office. His

  days were frenetic and long – Dephot fed many of Germany’s 2,500 newspapers and periodicals, and at least a dozen of Berlin’s papers that issued an illustrated supplement each

  week.




  Calling the shots at Dephot was Simon Guttmann, a small bespectacled man with boundless energy and a genius for originating story ideas. In 1928, he had set up Dephot to profit from the rapid

  growth in illustrated magazines in Germany. By the time André joined the agency, his photographers included several esteemed photojournalists such as Felix Man, who since 1929 had worked for

  the Müncher Illustrierte Presse, for a guaranteed 1,000 marks a month. André may have been working at Dephot when Man shot his most celebrated photo series, ‘A Day in the

  Life of Mussolini’. Today, it is regarded as a classic of early reportage, a photo-story that brilliantly and subtly caught Il Duce’s vanity and absurdity.3




  By the summer of 1932, André had given up college (his excuse for getting to Berlin) and was assisting Man and others on assignments to record daily life in the

  city. Often he would be handed a small camera to reload – one of the first models of the now famous Leica.9f The Leica made the impossible

  feasible, with its high-speed lens and focal plane shutters that brought exposure times down to 1/1000 of a second. It allowed Dephot’s photojournalists to take action pictures and work in

  low-light conditions without relying on complicated and expensive lighting equipment.4




  André borrowed a Leica from the Dephot office and quickly learned how to maximize its technical advantages. There was no better place or time to practise reportage: Berlin was a

  fascinating brew of political and cultural extremes. The German photographer Gisèle Freund was a student in Berlin during this period; she later befriended André after fleeing Germany

  and smuggling out harrowing photographs she’d taken of Hitler’s political victims. ‘The capital of the young Republic,’ she recalled, was ‘the centre of German and

  artistic and intellectual movements. Its theatre became celebrated for the plays of Bertolt Brecht, Ernst Toller and Karl Zuckmayer and for the work of the directors Max Reinhardt and Edwin

  Piscator. The silent films of U.F.A., directed by Fritz Lang, Ernst Lubitsch, and others were internationally known.’10f




  By 1932, Berlin was also a battleground where Left and Right fought in the streets for Germany’s future. On 4 June 1932 the Reichstag was dissolved and national elections were scheduled

  for 31 July. On 15 June, a ban on the SA (the Sturmabteilung – Storm Battalion), a Nazi paramilitary organization, was lifted and Germany plunged into political violence. In Berlin,

  hundreds died in street battles in working-class districts. By mid-July, civil war threatened to engulf the country. Every political party, except the warring Nazis and communists, demanded the

  restoration of law and order. Martial law was declared in Berlin.




  On 31 July, the National Socialist Party won more seats than any other party, gaining 13,745,000 votes. Germany’s middle and upper classes had turned out in force

  for Hitler, partly because of widespread fear of a communist uprising. Although the communists seemed to be quickly gaining working-class support – they won twelve seats to become the third

  largest party in the Reichstag, with eighty-nine members – they could form no opposition to the Nazis’ 320 seats.




  It was that autumn, with Germany in political disarray, that André got his first big break at Dephot. One day, he saw incredibly exotic images take form in the agency’s red-lit

  darkroom. They were of a bewitching India, as seen by Harald Lechenperg, one of Dephot’s most intrepid reporters. Enthralled, André rushed into Guttmann’s office and told him how

  superlative the pictures were. Recognizing his passion, Guttmann decided to nurture André and several weeks later sent him on his first major assignment.5




  On 27 November, André slipped into the Copenhagen Stadium – the Sportpalast – and waited for his first subject to appear before a large crowd. Guttmann had asked him to

  photograph Leon Trotsky as he lectured on ‘the meaning of the Russian Revolution’. As Trotsky spoke, André snapped away, capturing grainy images of Stalin’s arch-enemy in

  his last moments before a large audience. When Trotsky fell silent, the Sportpalast erupted in loud applause. André watched Trotsky standing alone, suddenly looking exhausted. The rousing

  ovations were not for the speech. The students were saluting a man already being hunted by Stalin’s assassins who had been rejected by one country after another in a desperate quest for a

  refuge. As Trotsky left the stage, it seemed as if death hovered over him.




  André was not the only photographer in the Sportpalast that Sunday with a Leica but his pictures were by far the most dramatic. Crucially, he had got within a few feet of his subject.

  Although technically they were far from perfect, his images had what would become a trademark intimacy and intensity. When André arrived back in Berlin, he discovered that the magazine

  Der Welt Spiegel had given his pictures a full-page layout. In small print, at the bottom of the page, were the intoxicating words: ‘Aufnahmen: Friedmann –

  Dephot’.6




  But André’s first byline did little to improve his precarious financial situation. Often penniless, he started to visit the Romanisches Café, a

  gathering place for the émigré community, where he could usually scrounge something to eat or a cup of coffee from his fellow Hungarians. But there were fewer of them in Berlin by the

  day. His friend Besnyö had already left Berlin that summer. ‘The streets had been taken over by Brown Shirts [the SA],’ she explained. ‘Everywhere in the city you could see

  Nazis with clubs hanging from their belts. I began to feel terribly insecure.’7




  André stayed on, unwilling to return to Hungary where Admiral Horthy’s fascist regime had stepped up its persecution of Jews and democrats. And so, as intellectuals and artists fled

  Berlin, a homeless André roamed the city, often sleeping in parks and doorways, witnessing from the gutter Hitler’s rise to power.




  On 30 January 1933, President Hindenburg’s advisers persuaded him to appoint Hitler as chancellor. As dusk descended on a chaotic Berlin, the sound of jack-boots grew louder and louder.

  André watched as Nazi storm troopers marched through the streets in perfect formation, holding blazing torches high in the air to celebrate the Austrian corporal’s ascent to power. By

  the thousand, Germany’s new elite emerged from the woods of Tiergarten, stamped through the Brandenburg Gate and down Wilhelmstrasse. The words of their favourite marching song,

  ‘Horst Wessel’, echoed throughout Germany. At the Chancellery, Hitler basked in his moment of astonishing glory.




  The Nazi revolution mesmerized the German people. Hitler promised national revival, jobs, restored German pride, and the destruction of the decadent forces that had given rise to the

  abominations of the Weimar Republic: homosexuals, communists and Jews. After Hitler’s night of triumph, it was clear to André that his days in Berlin were numbered. Sooner or later he

  would be arrested and perhaps sent to an internment camp. If he slept in the wrong doorway, or bumped into a group of drunken Hitler Youth, he could be knifed or even beaten to death.




  On 27 February, the Reichstag disappeared into raging flames and along with it all hope of a democratic future for Germany. The next day, Hitler banned the Communist Party, which he claimed had

  set the fire, and declared a state of emergency. The Third Reich had begun. As the Reichstag’s embers still smouldered, over 4,000 Communist officials and a great

  many Social Democrat and liberal leaders were arrested. Ernst Röhm’s SA thugs broke into homes and shot suspected subversives on the spot. The fortunate were tortured and beaten. Others

  were sent to the first concentration camps.




  André finally decided to leave Berlin and contacted the Jewish organization that had helped him get to the city in the first place. 8 As

  soon as he received the money for a ticket, he took a train to Vienna. Among the tens of thousands also fleeing Nazi Germany were many of the century’s artistic and scientific luminaries:

  Albert Einstein, Thomas Mann, Bertolt Brecht and Wassily Kandinsky.




  In Vienna, André stayed with Dephot photographer Harald Lechenperg for several weeks. But history continued to snap at his heels. A week after the Reichstag fire, the Austrian Chancellor,

  Engelbert Dollfuss, instituted a totalitarian regime. By June 1933, André had returned to Budapest, where he found Julia, Dezsö and his older brother László still making

  dresses, but barely making ends meet.




  For several weeks, André found work with the Veres travel agency, taking pictures of local landmarks. By late summer, however, he was again desperate to leave Hungary. The Hungarian Left

  had been ruthlessly crushed during his absence and his prospects of becoming a professional photographer in his native land seemed dim. The obvious place to go next was Paris, where thousands of

  other Jewish Hungarians had already found refuge from fascism.9




  
 





  3 The Man Who Invented Himself




  

    

      ‘There are some people who are born to be Parisian and Capa was one of them. Worldly, handsome, languid, and dandyish when it suited him . . . [Capa] might have been

      born near the Bastille or in one of the great houses of the sixteenth arrondissement.’


    


  




  

    IRWIN SHAW, Vogue, April 1982


  




  Paris proved to be just as cruel as Berlin. At first, André struggled even to eat. For several months, he drifted from one ramshackle hotel to another, leaving before

  the managers could force him to pay his bills. Hustling odd jobs, drinking heavily when he could find a few francs, he was by the winter of 1934 a frequent visitor to a pawnshop in the Latin

  quarter. Simply to survive, he would trade in his most prized possession – a Leica. ‘Mostly [André] carried this instrument – a Leica, with one lens and one button to push

  – to and from [the] pawnshop,’ according to John Hersey. ‘The camera spent three weeks in pledge at the shop to each week it spent in Friedmann’s hands.’1




  When André had nothing left to pawn and couldn’t afford to buy food, he tried fishing for his supper in the Seine but without much luck. Occasionally, he would visit his

  mother’s cousin, Szeren Fischer, who lived in a modest apartment near the Madeleine with her husband, Béla, and six-year-old daughter, Suzy. A bowl of soup was always on hand and he

  was even able to make use of an old enlarger which Suzy’s father, a keen amateur photographer, kept in a windowless closet.2 Suzy remembers

  André’s visits to this day, for he would always bring her some small item as a gift and play with her. Eventually, she became one of André’s few

  confidantes. ‘Bandi always had an aura – charisma,’ she says. ‘From the first time I remember him, when I was three on a visit to Budapest, Bandi was the kind you

  couldn’t ignore. You could hate him, you could love him, you could worship him but you were not indifferent to him.’




  Living in rooms not much bigger than a bed, André and his fellow refugees made their true homes in Left Bank cafes. One of André’s favourites was the Café du

  Dôme in Montparnasse, where Anaïs Nin had whispered her love to Henry Miller. It was at the Dôme in early 1934 that André befriended a Polish Jew, David ‘Chim’

  Seymour. Quiet, with thick glasses and an owlish face, Chim was a witty intellectual who worked for the communist weekly Regards and would become perhaps André’s closest friend.

  Born on 20 November 1911 in Warsaw, the son of a respected Yiddish publisher, Chim had dreamed of being a concert pianist before discovering the graphic arts at college in Leipzig and then trying

  his hand at photography while studying physics at the Sorbonne.




  One day at the Dôme, Chim introduced André to another working photographer: Henri Cartier-Bresson, an haut-bourgeois Norman whose family owned one of the most successful

  textile businesses in France.11f Cartier-Bresson had grown up in Chanteloup, near Paris, the son of an artistic businessman and a mother who was

  descended from Charlotte Corday, who had been executed for assassinating the famous revolutionary Jean-Paul Marat. After an exclusive private school and a year at Cambridge, he had travelled widely

  in Europe, Mexico and Africa. He had already held exhibitions of his work in Spain and Mexico.




  In Cartier-Bresson’s eyes, André would always be an anarchist who treated everyone the same and a wonderfully romantic ‘player’,3 but not a photographer of outstanding intellect. ‘Before I met [André] and Chim,’ Cartier-Bresson recalled, ‘I was living with

  writers and painters more than photographers . . . [André] was not primarily a vision man, he was an adventurer with a tremendous sense of life. But the photography was not the main thing,

  it was what he had to say, his whole personality. Chim was a philosopher, a chess player, a man who though not religious at all carried the burden of being Jewish within him as a kind of

  sadness.’4




  Of the three, André and Chim were the true copains – intimates, bonded by their Eastern European sensibilities and experiences of anti-Semitism. The fate of European Jewry

  was already plastered on the walls of Paris, just as it had been in Berlin and Budapest: anti-Semitic election posters, pasted up by fascists, disfigured metro stations and other public places. As

  photographers, all three soon documented brilliantly the social and industrial strife in France as the country lurched from one political crisis to another during the mid-1930s. In Eugen

  Weber’s masterly 1994 book, The Hollow Years: France in the 1930s, the three men’s photographs combine to provide a dazzling portrait of the doomed Third Republic.




  Another refugee who soon joined this group of ambitious, politicized photographers was Pierre Gassmann, a German photographer and printer.12f

  ‘From the moment I met [André] until he died, he was always great fun, always very much one to live in the moment, absolutely passionate about life – especially food, wine and

  women. He was very instinctive, a very natural photographer. He wanted to show people things they had never seen. He wanted to shock and surprise.’5 He was soon fixing prints for Chim, André and Cartier-Bresson in a bidet in his apartment.




  Not long after André had made these new friends, Simon Guttmann visited Paris, tracked him down through contacts in the Hungarian community and then offered him a job: taking publicity

  shots for a Swiss life insurance company’s brochure.6 For one picture, he would need to find a beautiful young

  blonde and then pose her in a local park.




  André knew where to find likely candidates: the Left Bank cafes where he’d spent the last several months hustling centimes for a glass of wine and plotting how to make enough money

  to take his Leica out of pawn. One afternoon, he met Ruth Cerf, a stunning Swiss refugee. She remembers that they got talking and André asked her to pose in a park in Montparnasse.

  ‘[He] looked like a tramp. He said he was looking for a model. I agreed to the picture but I was worried about being alone with him so I decided to take a friend.’




  She arrived at the park with her flatmate, Gerda Pohorylles: a spirited five-foot redhead with a tomboy haircut and sparkling green eyes who would soon change the entire course of

  André’s life.7 Like Cerf, she found André rather uncouth but also very charismatic and handsome. Born into a bookish family on 1

  August 1911 in Stuttgart, Gerda was also a refugee from fascism. During the last years of the Weimar Republic she attended a commercial school, learned secretarial skills, wore high heels to

  classes and got engaged, much to the fury of her rich aunt, to a suave thirty-five-year-old cotton trader, Hans Bote. The engagement lasted a matter of weeks before Gerda fell in love with a

  Russian medical student, Georg Kavitkes, who introduced her to Bolshevism.




  By the time Hitler came to power in 1933, Gerda was already an active member of communist organizations, and had distributed anti-Nazi flyers and pasted left-wing manifestos on walls at night.

  In a letter to one friend she had even speculated about being beaten to death by the Nazis. On 19 March 1933 the Nazis arrested her on suspicion of involvement in a Bolshevik conspiracy against

  Hitler. While searching her bedroom, they found a letter to her boyfriend, Georg, that made reference to communism. She managed to convince her interrogators that she was simply a silly young woman

  with no political convictions and in August she crossed into France with a Polish passport and made her way to Paris, where she was helped by several communist organizations that provided food and

  shelter to political refugees. Ruth Cerf worked for one such organization and the pair shared an apartment that was so badly heated that they spent winter afternoons

  huddled up to stay warm.8
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