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Many sources of information about Milena’s life have been closed to me as a German without knowledge of the Czech language. I am unfamiliar with Czechoslovakia and the city of Prague. I have my conversations with Milena to thank for whatever I know about the marvelous cultural flowering in her Czech homeland during her lifetime, the first thirty years of this century. I met Milena in a concentration camp. It was there that she told me of her past life. For that reason, my account may not be free from inaccuracies, for which I apologize. It was only after long hesitation that I undertook the perilous venture of writing this book. I did so because I was fascinated by Milena’s personality and because of the profound friendship that united us.





She is living fire, such as I had never seen…. At the same time extremely affectionate, courageous and intelligent. She puts all that into her sacrifice or, if you prefer, comes by it through sacrifice….

—FRANZ KAFKA




1
MEETING AT THE WAILING WALL

I received Milena’s first letter on October 21, 1940; someone slipped it into my hand while I was walking on the camp street. We had known each other for only a few days. But what can days mean when time is counted not in hours and minutes, but in heartbeats?

We met in the women’s concentration camp at Ravensbrück. Milena had heard about me from a German woman who had arrived at the camp in the same shipment as herself. The journalist Milena Jesenska wanted to talk to me; she wished to know if it was true that the Soviet Union had really handed over antifascist refugees to Hitler. Milena approached me during the newcomers’ exercise period on the narrow path between the backs of the barracks and the high wall topped with electrified barbed wire. “Milena from Prague,” she said by way of introduction. Her native city meant more to her than her surname. I shall never forget the strength and grace of the gesture with which she gave me her hand. When her hand was in mine, she said with a tinge of irony, “Please don’t give me one of your German handshakes. My fingers are sore.” Her face was prison-gray, marked with suffering. But my impression of illness was dissipated by the light in her eyes and the force of her movements. Milena was a tall woman with broad, straight shoulders and fine features. Her eyes and chin revealed energy and her beautifully curved lips a superabundance of emotion. Her delicately feminine nose suggested fragility, and the earnestness of her rather prominent forehead was attenuated by its frame of small curls.

The path was narrow and we were in the way, obstructing the other prisoners in their movements to and fro, Muttering angrily, they kept trying to push us forward. I wanted nothing more than to get our greetings over with as quickly as possible and fall back into the prescribed “exercise” rhythm. In years of imprisonment I had adapted to these herd movements. Of this, Milena was utterly incapable. Here in the concentration camp she behaved exactly as if we had been introduced on a boulevard in some peaceful city. Carried away by the pleasure of making a new acquaintance or perhaps by the curiosity of the born reporter, she ignored the grumbling all around us and prolonged our amenities as much as possible. At first her insouciance infuriated me. But soon I was fascinated and delighted. Here was an unbroken spirit, a free woman in the midst of the insulted and injured.

After that we walked along with the others, back and forth at the foot of the “Wailing Wall” (as Milena called it), while the dust raised by our wooden clogs swirled all around us. When you meet someone under normal conditions, the way he is dressed usually tells you something about him. “Milena from Prague” was wearing the same long, striped, bulky dress as I, the same blue apron and regulation headscarf. I knew nothing about her except that she was a Czech journalist. She spoke with a slight Czech accent, but her German was otherwise perfect; even in the first few minutes of our acquaintance I was enormously impressed by her vocabulary and gift of expression.

After a few parting words and the usual Auf Wiedersehen I went back to my barracks. All the rest of the day I was blind and deaf to everything. I was full of the name “Milena,” drunk on the sound of it.

My feelings can only be appreciated by one who has been lonely in the midst of a great crowd. I had been shipped to Ravensbrück early in August 1940. Behind me I had years of terror in the Soviet Union. Arrested in Moscow by the NKVD and sentenced to five years at forced labor, I was taken to Karaganda, a concentration camp in Kazakhstan. Then in 1940 the Russian state police handed me over to the Gestapo, who questioned me for months before sending me to Ravensbrück. On the third day of my stay in Ravensbrück, my Communist fellow prisoners subjected me to a third degree. They knew that I was Heinz Neumann’s companion and that I had made no secret of our bitter experience in the Soviet Union. When they were through, they claimed I had been spreading lies about the Soviet Union and branded me a traitor. As the Communist women enjoyed considerable prestige among the inmates, their ostracism had the desired effect; from then on, my fellow politicals made a point of avoiding me.

Milena Jesenska” was the first among the political prisoners who not only spoke to me but showed that she trusted me. I was thankful for having been sent to Ravensbrück, because it was there I had met Milena.

Ravensbrück is in Mecklenburg, fifty miles north of Berlin. In 1940 the Gestapo interned five thousand women there, political offenders, Jews, members of proscribed religious groups, Gypsies, criminals, and so-called asocials. By the end of the war there were roughly twenty-five thousand women in the camp. At first there were sixteen ground-level barracks. Others were built little by little, and in the end there were thirty-two. Apart from the criminals and asocials, the prisoners were from all walks of life. They differed widely from one another, but all in all they were very much like women at freedom. With the exception of the German, Polish, and Czech politicals and the Jehovah’s Witnesses, there were relatively few conscious political oppositionists at the start. Later on, their numbers were swelled by members of the resistance movements in all the countries occupied by Hitler.

The politicals found it easier than others to adapt to conditions in the camp. Their being sent to a camp proved they were regarded as a threat to National Socialism, and that increased their self-respect. But most of the inmates were harmless innocents who had no idea why they had been sent to that ghastly place or for how long.

Every one of these women lived in thoughts of the life she had been wrenched away from, of her children, her husband, her parents. And now they were drilled like recruits and hadn’t a minute of the day or night to themselves. At every step they were surrounded by others as unhappy as themselves. In every barracks an individual might be attracted to one or two others, but she was sure to find the vast majority unbearable in every way. The SS members, of both sexes, who ran the camp saw to it that the inmates were permanently cold and hungry, worked them like dogs, and even beat them.

The loss of liberty alone can bring about drastic character changes. But when the constant fear of death is added to the daily torments of prison life, the shock is so great that most prisoners cease to react normally. Some, in self-defense, become appallingly aggressive; others cringe and crawl, and still others give way to a despondency that undermines their defenses against sickness or death.

In the course of his or her confinement, every prisoner must go through different stages. One of the gravest dangers is inability to surmount the first shock of arrival at the camp. To survive, the prisoner had somehow to adapt to this extreme situation and give meaning to the new life, terrible as it was. Only a few succeeded by a great effort of the will in finding a new balance. Though ill on her arrival, Milena was one of these. Even in the first bewildering days of her stay, she took a keen interest in her fellow prisoners. In other words, she kept her grip on life.

The new arrivals were housed in special barracks and took their daily “exercise” separately from the others. Though this was strictly forbidden, I was able to join them every day, because, as Blockalteste of the Jehovah’s Witnesses barracks, I wore a green armband, which gave me a certain freedom of movement in the camp. Every day Milena waited for me by the Wailing Wall. I knew what the newcomers went through during their first weeks, when the horrors were still new. But Milena never wasted a single word on her own suffering. As a journalist she was interested first and foremost in what others said and did. I have never met another reporter so utterly devoted to her calling. She was wonderfully skilled at asking questions; with her opening words, a rapport was established. In her interviews she never played a role or hid behind a mask. In every interview she created an atmosphere of intimacy, because she invariably identified with the person she was questioning. She had a remarkable gift of empathy.

When questioning me about my experience in Soviet Russia, she no longer seemed to be living in the present. Her imagination threw her back into the past, and she was able to flesh out my memory of things I had long forgotten. She was not content to hear about events; she wanted to see the people I had met on my long march through the Soviet prisons, to know all about them, their idiosyncrasies, their way of speaking; she even wanted to hear the songs they had sung in those faraway camps. Her manner of questioning was a creative act; it enabled me for the first time to give form to my recollections.

Day after day, in installments, I supplied her with a chronological record of my experiences in the Soviet Union. But that wasn’t enough for her. She also questioned me about my political past. Once she interrupted me with the question: “Tell me, how long did you believe in the Communist party? How long did you believe that the party and the Comintern were really trying to bring about a political and economic order that would guarantee work, bread, and freedom to all?” Searching my memory, I soon recalled the days of my first occasional doubts, which my craving for political certainty had always repressed. We agreed (for Milena, too, had been taken in for a time by the Communist message) that Communists are extraordinarily fruitful in inventing excuses for the obvious failings of their party, for its betrayals of its original program. We agreed that it takes an enormous shock to open their eyes to the party’s opportunism and hypocrisy and give them the strength to break with it. Together we began to examine the roots of the Communist evil.

Milena herself had never been in the Soviet Union. But the events of 1936 and the first of the Moscow show trials had led her to tear up her party card. From then on, as a journalist, she followed the horrors of the Great Purge behind the Iron Curtain attentively. In an article about the lies broadcast by Radio Moscow, she had addressed the following questions to the leadership of the Russian party: “… We would like to know what has become of the many Czech Communists and plain workers who went to Soviet Russia years ago … Is it not true that the greater part of them are in your prisons? For,” she went on, “that is how the Soviets treat the people who were foolish enough to believe that they, as Communists, were under Soviet protection….”And taking up the sad fate of the German Communist refugees in Czechoslovakia, she concluded her article with the sentence: “Among them [the Communist refugees] are people whom I greatly esteem and others whom I utterly despise. But whatever my personal dislike, I would never go so far as to wish any of them to be ‘welcomed’ into the workers’ fatherland.”*

Still, her knowledge of the inhuman conditions prevailing in the “workers’ fatherland” was purely theoretical, and I well understood the excitement with which she listened to my report. That was in 1940. In those days hardly anything was known in the West about the mass arrests and the slave camps in Russia. Milena was quick to understand the importance of my testimony. I believe we had known each other for just a week when she announced, “When we are free again, let’s write a book together.” She had in mind a book about the concentration camps of both dictatorships, the roll calls, the marching uniformed columns, the millions of human beings reduced to slavery; in the one, dictatorship in the name of socialism; in the other, for the profit and glory of the master race.

The title was to be “The Age of the Concentration Camps.” Her suggestion left me stunned. What! Me collaborate on a book? What could she be thinking? I was incapable of writing a single line. But Milena was too full of our project to notice my distress. Then and there she told me how she pictured our collaboration. “You’ll write the first part, everything you’ve been telling me; the second part will be about our life in Rav-ensbriick; we’ll write that together… When I got my voice back and objected feebly that I was incapable of writing, she gently took hold of my nose as if I were a puppy, and said, “But, Gretushka, anyone who can tell a story as well as you can write. It’s much worse for me. I can hardly describe someone coming into a room. Besides, you ought to know that anyone who’s not totally illiterate can write. Your Prussian schooling has ruined you. Those essays they make you write.”

For someone born and bred in Potsdam like me, it’s not easy to speak of feelings, of love and grief and great happiness. Milena had no such inhibitions. She laughed at me, her “little Prussian.” She often spoke of herself as a “little Czech,” sometimes adding a few hard words about the national character of her people, whom she loved with a painful tenderness. She never showed the slightest trace of the nationalism and xenophobia so common among the inmates of all nationalities.

Milena, who never hesitated to ask questions, soon learned of my deep sorrow. She began to talk about Heinz Neumann and wanted to know what sort of man he was. When she asked me, “Did you love him very much?” I was too choked with tears to answer. Three years had passed since Heinz was taken away by the NKVD in Moscow. I had been tortured by nightmares ever since. I was sure he was dead and had given up hope of ever seeing him again. Now Milena reopened the wound. I was overwhelmed by the despair I had fought so hard to overcome. To comfort someone, one must be able to experience his suffering, and that is a rare gift. In helping me to recover, Milena found the way to my heart.

Every time we met I was horrified by Milena’s pallor and her swollen hands. I knew she was in pain, I knew how she suffered from the cold during the interminable daily roll calls, and under the thin blankets at night. But if ever I mentioned her sufferings, she laughed and changed the subject. In 1940 she still seemed totally unbroken, full of courage and energy. Her great spirit still triumphed over her weak body.

It was plain to me that she suffered from hunger, though she never said a word about it. I knew only too well what it was to be hungry, so one day, unable to bear it any longer, I brought her my bread ration. She pushed it away with an air of annoyance, which puzzled me at the time. She explained much later. The mere thought of accepting bread from me made her miserable, because in our friendship she always wanted to be the giver. She wanted to help me and care for me. When I told her I had a family, a mother and brothers and sisters, she seemed disappointed. She wanted me to be all alone in the world, wholly dependent on her care and help. To her, friendship meant doing everything, sacrificing everything for another.

Everything Milena did was a protest against the camp regime. She didn’t march right in rows of five, she didn’t stand right at roll call, she didn’t hurry when ordered to, she didn’t toady to those in command. Every word Milena said was an infringement of the regulations. While, surprisingly enough, the SS personnel were intimidated by her intellectual superiority, her behavior infuriated the other political prisoners, most of all the Communists with their mania for discipline. I remember a roll call one spring evening. The trees behind the camp wall were just beginning to turn green. A soft, fragrant breeze was blowing from that direction. There wasn’t a sound to be heard. Milena must have forgotten all about camps and roll calls; perhaps she was dreaming of some park in the suburbs of Prague, where the crocuses were coming up through the grass. She began to whistle a tune. The Communists who were standing all around her exploded with indignation. “It’s easy for them,” said Milena in telling me about it, “they were born to be prisoners; they have discipline in their bones.”

Another time she was marching along the camp street with a detail on the way to work. I was standing by the side of the street, waiting to nod to her. Catching sight of me, she tore off her regulation headscarf and waved to me over the heads of the horrified prisoners and the amazed SS guards.

But the Communist women’s hatred of Milena had still other causes. The Czech Communists had frowned on our friendship from the start of our brief meetings. I had told Milena about the third degree the German Communists had put me through, and I was afraid something of the kind would happen to her. I was very much surprised when she told me that in spite of her break with the party the Czech Communists, far from treating her as a traitor, curried favor with and even found her light work in the camp infirmary. This they were able to do, because the SS management of the camp made things easy for themselves by entrusting the internal administration to the inmates. In most other camps, this internal administration was dominated by the criminal element, but here in Ravensbrück the politicals were put in charge. The SS appointed messengers, Blockalteste, assignment clerks, orderly room clerks, nurses, later even doctors, and of course the camp police. Inmates holding these “posts,” as they were called, became a class by themselves, intermediate between the SS authorities and the mass of slave laborers. In such positions they were able to help their fellow inmates very considerably, and many did all they could to mitigate the hardships of camp life, but others made common cause with the SS oppressors, and I am sorry to say that this was not unusual. Since the number of inmates increased steadily, the SS were always having to appoint more prisoners to administrative posts, and were open to suggestions from the inmates, who of course knew a lot more than the SS did about the qualifications of their fellow prisoners. It goes without saying that the Communist women reserved the good jobs almost exclusively for their comrades. Which makes it all the more surprising that they should help a political enemy—one more proof of the power of Milena’s personality.

But Milena’s friendship with me went too far for the comrades. Their spokeswomen Paleckova and llse Machova approached her. Did she know I was a Trotskyist, who was spreading infamous lies about the Soviet Union? Milena listened to their outburst of hatred and replied that she had had ample opportunity to form her own opinion of my reports on the Soviet Union and saw no reason to doubt their credibility. Soon after this warning, the Communists presented Milena with an ultimatum: She would have to choose between membership in the Czech community in Ravensbrück and friendship with the German Buber-Neumann. Milena made her choice, in full awareness of the consequences. After that the Communist women persecuted her as hatefully as they did me.


* Milena Jesenski, “Good Advice Is Worth Its Weight in Gold,” Pfiwmnosi (The Present), March 8, 1939.
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STRONGER THAN ANY BARBARISM


… and this is another instance of your life-giving power, Mother Milena …

—FRANZ KAFKA, BRIEFE AN MILENA



Deep friendship is always a great gift. But if such good fortune is experienced in the desolation of a concentration camp, it can become the content of a life. During our time together Milena and I succeeded in defeating the unbearable reality. And because it was so strong, because it filled our whole beings, our friendship became something more, an open protest against the humiliations imposed on us. The SS could prohibit everything, they could treat us like disembodied numbers, threaten us with death, enslave us—in our feeling for each other we remained free and unassailable. It was toward the end of November, during our evening exercise, that we dared for the first time to walk arm in arm. This was strictly forbidden in Ravensbrück. It was dark, and we walked in silence, with strangely long steps as though dancing, peering into the milky moonlight. Not a breath of wind. Somewhere far away, far from our world, the wooden clogs of the other inmates shuffled and crunched. For me nothing existed but Milena’s hand on my arm and the wish that this walk might never end. And then the siren howled: Time to turn in. All the others ran to their barracks. But we hesitated, holding each other tight, unwilling to part. The bellowing voice of an overseer came closer. Milena whispered, “Come to the Wailing Wall later. So we can be alone for just a few minutes.” Then we parted. Someone shouted, “Damn bitches!” That was us.

At the appointed time I slipped away from the bustling crowd in the barracks. It didn’t even occur to me that this meeting might end with a flogging or solitary confinement or even death. It didn’t cross my mind that someone might see me. I ran past the lighted windows, came to the path beside the Wailing Wall. It was pitch-dark and I couldn’t see a thing. To muffle the sound of my wooden clogs, I groped my way to the edge of the path and continued on the grass. I saw something bright behind the leafless bushes that bordered the windowless wall of the second barracks. In my haste and excitement I tripped over a stump and fell into Milena’s arms.

Next morning, as usual, the roll call was interminable. Sometimes, because of her work at the infirmary, Milena was exempted. The three hundred occupants of my barracks were standing motionless and silent on the camp street, across from the infirmary, waiting for the SS duty officer to come and call the roll. I saw Milena in the corridor of the infirmary. She stepped up to a closed window, looked at me, laid one hand on the windowpane and moved it slowly back and forth in a silent, affectionate greeting. I was overjoyed. I nodded to her. Suddenly I felt terribly afraid for her. Hundreds of eyes must have seen what I saw. An SS guard might turn up at any moment. The long corridor had six or seven windows, and at each one Milena calmly repeated her loving gesture.

Because of her work in the infirmary, Milena was automatically assigned to No. 1 Barracks, the best in the camp, that of the “old” politicals, interned for their “subversive opinions.” One of its main advantages was that it was less crowded than the other barracks. At that time, as I’ve already said, I was Blockalteste of Barracks No. 3, that of the Jehovah’s Witnesses. Each barracks had an orderly room for the SS overseer, to which the Blockalteste also had access. It was the only room in which a certain privacy was possible. The SS overseer spent a few hours a day there, but at night the room was empty.

Sometimes Milena risked coming to see me, when she knew the SS overseer wouldn’t be there. As she was employed in the infirmary, she was able to enter the barracks during working hours on various errands. When that happened, I took her to the orderly room, and we were able to talk for a few minutes undisturbed. But that too was dangerous; the overseer was a permanent threat.

Our longing to spend more time together became more and more imperious. One evening during exercise period—it was autumn by then, and the nights were dark and stormy—Milena informed me of her plan. Half an hour after the SS guards made their night round, she would climb out of her barracks window and cross the camp street—where trained wolfhounds were let loose at night—to mine. I was to open the window for her. At the thought of the terrible danger she would be incurring, my heart skipped a beat. But her determination shamed me, and I agreed. Half an hour after the night round, I opened my barracks door and listened. I couldn’t see my hand before my face and it was pouring rain. As I listened for footsteps, my tense nerves made me hear menacing sounds on all sides: SS boots crunching on gravel, shots on the camp street. But this was a time of great activity in the barracks, and I had to avoid being seen. Every few minutes one of the three hundred occupants would go to the toilet, and then I had to hurry away from my listening post.

Suddenly the door was opened from the outside, and in stepped Milena, whistling softly It’s a long way to Tipperary, it’s a long way to go … I seized her by the arm and pulled her into the orderly room.

Her hair was dripping, the slippers she had put on to avoid making noise were soaked through. But what did it matter? She had made it. We sat down by the warm stove, which I had lit beforehand, and felt as if we had escaped from jail. We would be free for a whole night.

The dark, warm room gave us a sheltered feeling. Milena crept close to the stove to dry. “Your hair smells like a baby’s,” I whispered, laughing. And a little later: “Please, Milena, won’t you tell me about your home in Prague, when you were little. What you looked like….” Up until then Milena had told me very little about her life. But that November night, all by ourselves, as though safe on an island, I got her to talk.

Milena was born in Prague in 1896, and her earliest memories took her back before the turn of the century. Her mother was a beautiful woman with wavy chestnut-brown hair. In the morning, she often sat at the mirror in a long, soft dressing gown, combing her hair. “This is where she always kissed me.” Milena took my hand and put it on her hair. “Here, on this cowlick. I’ll never forget it. …” Until she was three, she was the only child in the family. She spent her days in the large apartment with the dark furniture. She wasn’t taken out very often. Mornings she sat in the dining room, and afternoons in the living room. She sat on high chairs at the high table, with her favorite toys spread out in front of her. “Were you, too, as a child, so fascinated by glass marbles with colored veins?” Milena asked me. “Did you think they were something absolutely magical?” We got to talking about bright-colored Bohemian glass beads, about the miracle of swift mountain streams, and I had difficulty in bringing her back to her childhood. “What did you look like when you were three? Are there any pictures of you at that age?” “Very pale and delicate, with precocious, defiant eyes in a little round face and a tousled mop of hair. I was neither a beautiful child nor a good one. In fact, I behaved very badly. My mother was the only one who really understood me….”

Milena’s mother, who died young, came of a well-to-do Czech family, the owners of Bad Beloves, a spa near Nachod. Milena was often taken there as a child. Her mother’s family did not, like her father’s, belong to the old, established bourgeoisie, but had gradually worked their way up the social ladder. Czech families like hers were distinguished by their enormous respect for every branch of culture, for science, art, the theater, and music, and they played a large part in the recent awakening of the Czech national consciousness.

Milena’s mother was thought to be “artistic.” In keeping with the taste of the day, she did peasant-style wood carvings, poker work, and furniture with rustic ornaments. Milena remembered that in her parents’ apartment which, like most homes of the wealthy Prague bourgeoisie, was full of imitation-Renaissance furniture, there was a chair that her mother herself had turned and carved, an extraordinary piece, with a triangular, leather-upholstered seat and a knob at the front, which the child could hold on to while sitting there. Her mother also favored colored peasant headscarves, and later on, when Milena began to travel on her own, there would always be a few of these scarves in her luggage. She would spread them out to give her hotel rooms a personal touch.

But even as a little girl Milena had had entirely different tastes from her mother’s. She remembered an incident that had made her weep. “That was when my mother took away the little pink-and-blue combs I had brought home from some parish fair and given me one made of genuine tortoiseshell, that I didn’t like at all. I also remember that my sailor’s blouse drove me crazy; I wanted one with lace and ribbons like the one Fanda, who lived next door, had….”*

“But I want you to know one thing,” said Milena sadly. “My mother never spanked me when I was little. She never even scolded me. Only my father did that…,”

She was shivering. She was cold and tired. The stove had gone out and the sounds of a new day in camp came in to us. Our time together was drawing to an end.


* Mikna Jesenska, The Way to Simplicity (Prague, 1926}.
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JAN JESENSKY

The Jesenskys lived on the sixth floor of a house in the center of Prague. “The Pfikope’ and Viclavske Namesti [Wenceslaus Square] were right under our windows,” Milena began. “In those days there were still beautiful low buildings around there, dating from the late baroque period. The whole neighborhood looked like a small provincial town with its neat central square.

“The tension between the Czechs and the German-speaking Austrians took many different forms. One of them could be seen from our windows every Sunday morning. The Austrian students with their bright-colored caps would stroll on the right side of the Pfikope and the Czechs in their Sunday best would promenade on the left side. Now and then a crowd would form, people would start singing something or other, and you could feel the exasperation in the air. I saw all that from the window, but I didn’t really know what it was all about.

“Then came a Sunday that I’ll never forget. I saw the Austrian students come marching from the Powder Tower, not as usual on the sidewalk, but in the middle of the street. They were marching in formation and singing. Suddenly a crowd of Czechs appeared from Vaclavske Namestf; they too were marching in the middle of the street, but silently. My mother and I were standing at the window. She held me by the hand, a little more tighdy than necessary. As the Czechs advanced, I saw my father in the front ranks. I recognized him right away, and I was delighted to see him down there, but my mother was pale and tense. Suddenly a detachment of police came rushing out of Havirska ulice and placed themselves between the two hostile armies, cutting off both from the Pfikope. But both sides continued to advance. The Czechs reached the police cordon and were ordered to halt; then a second time they were ordered to halt, then a third time. … I don’t remember exactly what happened then. I only know that I heard shots and saw the peaceful crowd of Czechs transformed into a howling mob. Suddenly the Pfikope was deserted. Only one man stood facing the police rifles—my father. I can still see him standing calmly there with his hands at his sides. But beside him on the cobblestones lay something strange and horrible. I don’t know if you’ve ever seen what someone looks like who has been shot and crumples. He’s not human anymore, he looks like an old rag. My father probably didn’t stand there for more than a minute. It seemed years to my mother and me. Then he bent down and began to bandage the bundle of human flesh. My mother had closed her eyes and two big tears were rolling down her cheeks. I still remember that she took me in her arms and squeezed me as if she had wanted to crush me….”*

Milena’s father played a larger part in her recollections than her mother. All the experiences that marked her most deeply were connected with her father, whom she both loved and hated. And this to the end of her life.

Dr. Jan Jesensky was a professor at the Charles University in Prague and practiced dentistry on Ferdinand Street, one of the most fashionable streets in Prague. He came of an old but impoverished middle-class family, and had grown wealthy by working hard at his profession. He was regarded as an outstanding oral surgeon and founded a school that still bears his name.

Milena looked very much like her father; she had the same dimple on her chin and the same resolute mouth. They were also both strong-willed, unyielding.

Jan Jesensky taught his only child old-fashioned patriarchal manners. She had to kiss his hand in greeting and in speaking to him was not allowed to use the familiar form of address.

Dr. Jesensky was proud of his achievements and determined to play a leading role in the Czech society of Prague. Anything that might interfere with this, especially his family, had to give way.

Undoubtedly Milena’s love-hate for her father had its roots in her early childhood. When she was about three, a son was born to the Jesenskys. Without knowing it, the sensitive little girl must have sensed what this new child meant to her father and mother. It was a boy and she was only a girl. She would stand behind the door and listen anxiously to the sickly baby’s screams. Sensing her parents’ anxiety, she too trembled for the baby’s life. When he died, she thought her parents had loved only him. How much his death had meant to her can be judged by the fact that Franz Kafka in his love letters to Milena speaks of her little brother’s grave, which he visited.

Her father often spanked her when she had been naughty or obstinate. But once he threw her into a big chest full of dirty washing and left the lid closed over the screaming child until she thought she would smother. From then on she lived in terror of her father.

Jan had a ferocious temper; in his frequent fits of rage he shouted threats and obscenities. He did his tyrannical best to break Milena’s spirit and force his opinions on her. In public he posed as an ultraconservative eccentric. He dressed in the old-fashioned style of a provincial nobleman, and never went out without a frock coat and the low-crowned top hat that went with it. He got up at four in the morning and took a cold bath; by half-past five he could be seen in the Kinsky Gardens, wearing his monocle and accompanied by two big dogs. He took his afternoon nap not on a soft couch, but on a hard, old-fashioned sofa. And he never failed to mention his Spartan virtues as a means of impressing, if not seducing, the ladies. In the afternoon he appeared, every inch the Herr Professor, in his elegantly appointed dentist’s office. Jan Jesensky was an unfortunate mixture of great ability and dishonest, brutal egoism. Every evening he went to his club and lost hundreds of crowns at cards.

In Ravensbrück we were allowed to write letters. The writing paper, which we had to buy at the canteen, carried the letterhead—Ravensbrück Concentration Camp—and just below it the regulations governing the inmates’ correspondence with the outside world. There were different kinds of paper for different categories of inmate. The “old” politicals, who had been arrested before the war, were allowed to write sixteen lines twice a month, and on their paper the letterhead and regulations were printed in red. In addition to the usual regulations, the Jehovah’s Witnesses’ paper, printed in green, had the words: “I am still a Jehovah’s Witness”; they were allowed to write only five lines. All those arrested during the war had a black letterhead; they were allowed to write sixteen lines but only once a month, and the replies of their correspondents were limited to sixteen lines.
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