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Introduction
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Misha in Paris cafe, 1990.


EVERYBODY always asks me about my accent, and Misha was no exception; he thought I was Danish. It was unlike him to behave like anybody else, as I soon found out, but there are only so many pick-up lines to use on strange women on planes. At least it was better than his gently melancholy remark the next day, ‘I must be twice your age,’ to which I was able to give the once-in-a-lifetime riposte: ‘You’re 96, then?’ In any case, I didn’t waste time on the boring answer that I was an Australian with an unplaceable hybrid accent, and batted the Danish question back—where was he from? I thought I already knew the answer, having observed that he was writing a letter to Chère Agnès and decided he was French. ‘The Baltics’, was the reply.


‘Which one?’ I asked, slightly irritated.


‘The middle one.’


That was vintage Misha, always avoiding a direct answer, and not just because he liked to tease; he liked not releasing information, too. In a schoolmarmish tone, I informed him that, as a Soviet historian by trade, I knew which of the Baltics was which. ‘So you speak Russian?’ That was great good luck, because Russian had escaped the deep freeze into which depression had put my English, though (pace Misha) English was my native language. The conversation took off at a Russian gallop before slowing abruptly as Misha switched back into English. Later he explained that he had run headlong into the second-person pronoun, which in Russian comes in either a familiar or an impersonal form: as a European born in 1922, he could not use the intimate Russian form with a woman he had just met, but as a romantic he couldn’t not use it, because he was falling in love. That was vintage Misha, too, both the belief in instant intuitive knowledge and the willingness to act on it. I was temperamentally more cautious, but in this case, unlike him, I had nothing to lose. The year was 1989, annus mirabilis in the Eastern bloc.


We married and lived happily ever after, which turned out to be ten years—by coincidence or not, the number I had bargained with God about at the beginning, for the first and only time in my life (‘Five years if you must, but please, if you possibly can, ten years, and I’ll pay you back with ten years of mine’). I should have asked for more, of course. Misha had his first stroke on 23 September 1999 and his second, the one that destroyed his brain, on the 24th. As the incumbent wife, I summoned his three children and his second wife, Vicky (who lived nearby), to the deathbed. Helga, his first wife, was in town too, looking after the grandchildren, but I didn’t invite her to the hospital because she and Misha were not on good terms. None of us had dealt with a death in the family before, and Misha, a resolute denier of death in the spirit of Kingsley Amis’s anti-death league, had left no instructions. We held a wake in our little cottage in Washington, DC, not far from the Potomac River and the C&O Canal that runs beside it; the guests were mainly work colleagues, physicists, like Misha. ‘Which is the wife?’ I heard someone ask. In fact, all three were present.


After the wake, we had a family meeting to discuss what to do with his ashes. We thought of scattering them in the Potomac, but decided against it because of legal doubts (did one need a permit?) and some unwillingness on my part to acknowledge an American claim on him. Riga seemed the obvious alternative, consoling for his surviving brothers who still lived there, though a bit out of sync with his conspicuous lack of desire to embrace Latvia as his lost homeland. Finally, Vicky, Misha’s second wife, came up with the solution: take his ashes to Riga and scatter them in the Baltic, thus giving him access to all the oceans of the world, as befitted a world citizen. That’s what we did.


After Misha’s death, I got in the habit of going to his eldest child Johanna’s house each year for the anniversary. Johanna had the box that Misha had told me contained his mother’s papers, and on the sixth year we decided to open it and look for photographs. It turned out that the papers there were not just his mother’s but also Misha’s, dating from the late 1930s, when Misha was an adolescent in Riga, through the 1940s and early ’50s, when he and his mother were both ‘displaced persons’ (DPs) in Germany before resettling in the United States. Misha’s diaries were there, along with his mother Olga’s diaries; correspondence between the two of them about all manner of things (news, business, music and, on Misha’s part, physics, philosophy and sport); letters from Misha’s brothers and old friends; official documents relating to their DP status; Misha’s notebooks with physics jottings; address books; letters between Misha and Helga Heimers, the young German woman he met at the sports club in Hanover and married in 1949; as well as lots of photographs, including a whole bunch of Misha flying through the air as a pole vaulter.


Does the opening of the box explain why I am writing this book? In a way it does, as it is a historian’s natural instinct on finding a collection of previously undiscovered papers to use them for something. For a few years this was the justification I gave for doing what I was doing, namely cataloguing the papers, translating them (they are mainly in German, with excursions into Latvian and Russian, odd sentences in English and, in Olga’s case, even some diary entries in Italian) and seeking out family and friends who knew him in the 1940s to interview.


But of course that explanation isn’t good enough. You don’t write a book about a time in your husband’s life when you didn’t even know him, when he wasn’t your husband but someone else’s, just because you discover a nice set of documents. So I must have had other reasons, and I recognised one of them when, around the same time, I started writing a memoir of my own Australian childhood and discovered at first hand the power to bring the dead back to life by writing about them. If I could do this for my parents and great-aunt in the Australian memoir, why not for Misha, the person I most wanted back from the dead?


That still left the question of why I should choose to write about Misha not in the time I knew him but half a century before I met him. It took me a while to work this one out, but finally I got there. It was because this was the part of his life I didn’t understand, the part that had worried me a little from the beginning. I remember our first conversation about the war, when he said he had gone to Germany in the spring of 1944. In 1944? With the war still on and the Nazis in power? I was shocked, even frightened. Why would one do such a thing? Misha explained that in his family’s judgement, the Germans were going to lose the war, and then the Soviets would come back into Latvia, which in everyday-life terms was worse than the Nazis, unless one happened to be a Jew, which he was not. He wanted to get out so as to study physics in Germany (before the war, the best place in the world for it, or so he thought), escape the coming second Soviet occupation of the Baltics and have a chance of getting to the West when the war was over. That was a shock too; up to then, without really thinking about it, I had assumed that living under the Nazis was worse than under the Soviets because they had the nastier ideology. But when I thought about it, I saw that it made sense. Misha told me all this in a matter-of-fact way, without embarrassment, but I remember wondering (though silently) if it had caused any problems for him when he was a DP in Europe applying for a US visa.


That was how things stood until a few years after Misha died, when his daughter Johanna visited the Danos family in Riga and came back with the news that Misha’s Hungarian father was Jewish. This was even more of a shock, both because of the danger Misha had put himself in by going to Nazi Germany and because, in this important early conversation with me, he had so clearly indicated that he was not Jewish. How could he, the son of a Jew, even if passing as Aryan, have taken the incredible risk of going willingly to Germany in the spring of 1944? Was it possible that he didn’t know about the Jewish forebears in Hungary? And a more visceral reaction: how could he have misled me?


Whether he knew or didn’t know is a complicated story. Helga and her two daughters didn’t know anything about any Jewish connections of the Danos family. Misha’s brother Jan said he (Jan) had found out only in the 1980s, from the last surviving Hungarian relative, that the family was at least half Jewish and had changed their name from Deutsch to Danos around 1900, and that he had passed the news on to Misha. Vicky, Misha’s wife at that time, confirms this; she remembers Misha reporting it humorously as a rather pleasing discovery—‘Now I can say I am [Massachusetts Institute of Technology physicist Martin] Deutsch’s cousin.’ But he had evidently forgotten again by the time I asked him or, to put it another way, did not consider it a significant datum: the point he was making to me was that persons identified/identifying as Jews were at risk in Nazi Germany, but he was not such a person. No doubt if I had said to him, ‘But wasn’t your father half-Jewish?’ he would have said yes, but so what?—the father was secular, Catholic by official religion, an atheist by conviction, not known as a Jew in Riga and not interested in the whole question, and neither were we. But I didn’t know to ask that question.


So there are some mysteries and hidden things in Misha’s 1940s story. That raises the question about whether, in that case, I should write about it. Misha was honest but secretive by temperament, or at least not a gratuitous discloser; he would tell you what he saw as the deep truth and ignore what he considered to be trivial aspects. Thus, in our second conversation, he told me with considerable emotion that he had been found to have a kidney problem that was likely to be fatal within a short time. I remember the awful sinking feeling with which I heard it—finally I meet the right man and it turns out he’s dying!—and the jarring though happy reversal when it turned out, in response to my cross-examination, that the kidney crisis had occurred twenty years ago, at the end of his first marriage, and that he had been functioning perfectly well on whatever proportion was left to him ever since.


Is it a betrayal, then, to try to find out and understand more about Misha in the 1940s?


Misha had a natural sense of loyalty to those he loved, which to some extent inhibited his critical judgement of them: this was so when he spoke of his mother or his elder brother Arpad, for example, and it was evident in his unquestioningly high evaluation of me as a historian and of Vicky as an artist (not that I’m saying he was wrong, but the judgement was axiomatic rather than derived from observation). Whenever I told him about a disagreement I had had with a colleague, he was always unreservedly on my side. It was how his own mother had been with him, and the opposite of how my mother had been with me, and I found it extraordinarily lovable.


But I could never be like that. I am a committed ferreter out of detail, personally as well as professionally; no matter how much I love someone, I have never been able to take their self-evaluation on trust, as Misha could sometimes do, but always wanted to find out all about them, including things they might not have intended to tell me. Having fallen in love, Misha was eager in principle to tell me everything about himself, as well as to learn everything about me; that’s how we come to have the occasional reflections on his life and thoughts, which he called ‘musings’, on which I draw in this book. (For more on the musings, mainly originating as emails to me in the 1990s, see the Sources section.) It has even occurred to me that in writing the musings, he might in a way have anticipated a book like this one, although at that stage of my life I had never written anything like it. I am a historian, after all, and the source base he left me was at least partly consciously created. A close reading of his diaries suggests that even earlier in his life, when he wrote things down, it was not just to record but also to communicate.


As is evident from the Jewish story, however, not everything struck Misha as ‘non-trivial’ enough (a favourite word) to pass on. He would answer questions, but there were times when the impossibility of communicating a deep truth frustrated him to the point of anger (he had the same problem as a physicist talking to other physicists), and other times when he would resent an attempt to put him in a category (for example, as a Latvian; as a native speaker of German; or in more or less any way other than as a theoretical physicist) and burst out that it was irrelevant, he was not one of those people in normal categories, he was himself, uncategorisable.


When, in our first year together, Misha conducted what was in effect an informal psychoanalysis of me, he was puzzled by the way in which I recounted my life, as if it were something from which I was detached. Initially he thought of this as neurotic, but after a while he changed his mind and redefined this detachment of mine as a virtue, even an object of his admiration. He didn’t do detachment: as he explained, he had had to give up experimental physics because his intense engagement influenced outcomes, whereas my extreme form of it was, he concluded, the secret of my success as an ‘experimentalist’ (this was his term, borrowed from the natural sciences, for all empirical historians not driven by Grand Theory, which in history—though not in physics—he despised).


This is a historian’s book, not a memoir, but it’s also a wife’s book about her husband. There are tensions between those two purposes, sometimes commented on. I hope they turn out to be the kind of tensions that make things more interesting rather than the spoiling kind. Appropriately for a wife’s book, I draw on my own memories, along with things Misha told me about his life, but I behave like a historian in dealing with documents and the memories of those who knew him in the 1940s. (Sometimes I even quietly throw in a few archival nuggets, by-products of my current academic work on DPs, which in turn owes its origin indirectly to Misha.)


In describing the German years, I’m not going to call him Misha, the Russian diminutive that was my name for him, and also his family’s back in Riga. Instead, I will use the name by which he was known in Germany in the 1940s, and throughout his life to Helga and his children: Mischka. For his early years, and throughout the text when I interpolate something based on my own direct knowledge from the 1990s, I’ll call him Misha. Misha/Mischka would answer to both names, as well as to Michael, Mikhail, Michel, Mikelis, Michika and Mike, but he would never say which of the formal versions was his ‘real’ name (his documents give both Michael and the Latvian Mikelis) or admit that any of the three languages he spoke in childhood (German, Latvian and Russian) was his native language. When his daughter Johanna and I talk about him, she calls him Mischka and I call him Misha, not in a spirit of disagreement but rather of recognition of separate claims. My use of Mischka in the book is perhaps the same kind of recognition. It’s a reminder to myself and the reader that the man I am writing about is, and is not, my husband.


I can’t tell for sure how Misha/Mischka would have felt about being the posthumous subject of my detached (or, to be honest, relatively detached) enquiry. He thought himself wiser than me with respect to philosophy and morals, but not necessarily with respect to people and everyday life: after a while he conceded that people were my realm, just as nature and anything mechanical were his, and that my gaze, although detached, was, in another of his favourite words, ‘benign’. It was important for him that I understood him as a Person (his word, his capitalisation); that’s why he wrote the musings. More broadly, it was important to him to be understood (and presumably remembered, too, though his anti-death stance did not allow discussion of this) in all his unique individuality; his sense of his own stature required it. Aware that he had repressed some aspects of the 1940s, he tried in the 1990s to recover memories from this time—the musings on the Dresden bombing and the Jewish graves in the forest outside Riga are examples—which he would email to me as presents when I was away at my job in Chicago. Although I am by no means certain of this, he may even have thought that I had a better chance of sorting out the residual mess inside him from the 1940s than he did. In any case, he didn’t have time to finish the sorting out, and this book is my attempt to do so—an offering of love that is also, I hope not contradictorily, a search for knowledge and, finally, a completely selfish effort of mine to join his anti-death league and have him back.




 



Mischka and Olga
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Michael and Olga Danos, 1940s.


THIS mother-and-son photo from the Danos family collection is undated, but Misha, born in Riga, Latvia, in 1922, looks to be in his early twenties, which puts Olga in her mid forties. The photo could have been taken any time during the war or even after it, but not later than 1949. That was the year that Misha, having become Mischka in his new German context, married the young German Helga Heimers. Unlike the slapdash Olga, or Mischka-the-budding-physicist with his mind on higher things, Helga was an orderly person who labelled and dated family photographs.


If the photo was taken in 1940, that was the year Misha had just finished school and started his first job at Riga’s State Electrotechnical Factory, (VEF). Olga at that point was separated from his father and living in the workshop of her fashion atelier, but the sons remained in close contact and often dropped round for tea (the object bottom right in the photo seems to be a teapot; the things or person obscuring Misha’s right shoulder are unidentified). Or it could have been taken in the autumn of 1941, when Misha entered the University of Riga as an engineering student. In this short period, Latvia had changed its status more than once, successively falling under Soviet occupation, ceasing to be an independent state and becoming a constituent part of the Soviet Union, and then being occupied by the Germans. Misha, of call-up age under all three regimes, had managed to avoid conscription into any of these armies, which was a good thing as the Danoses—despite their competence in all three languages—had no enthusiasm for any of the regimes.


There were lots of leave-takings and reunions in 1944–45, any one of which could have been the occasion for the photo. In the spring of 1944, to escape the conscription into the German forces that now seemed inevitable, Misha went off to study in Germany, a scheme probably hatched by Olga. In the following months, as Soviet forces advanced and it became clear that they were about to reoccupy Latvia, Olga started planning her own departure and that of the other two sons. The photo could have been taken in Riga in the summer, when Mischka made a brief farewell visit from Germany, or a few months later in Dresden or the Sudetenland, where he and Olga met up again after she moved her tailoring business to the region. By this time, it was clear that they were the only two family members who had got out: an attempt by the other two sons to leave Latvia by sea, organised by Olga, had failed, and as Latvia had been incorporated into the Soviet Union, they were now willy-nilly Soviet citizens living behind a closed border.


Or it could conceivably have been taken in Flensburg, in the north of Germany, close to the Danish border, where Mischka and Olga met up in the spring of 1945 after making their separate ways across Germany in the months before its final capitulation and, in Mischka’s case, surviving both the Allied bombing of Dresden and a bout of diphtheria en route. I doubt this, however: Olga looks too spruce for a refugee and Mischka too healthy for someone still recovering from a serious illness. It was in Flensburg that the two of them officially became DPs, under the care of UNRRA (the United National Relief and Rehabilitation Administration) and the British occupation forces.


What the picture captures beautifully, whenever it was taken, is the relationship between the two. Olga leans towards him, straightforwardly warm and affectionate and engaged, and Mischka accepts her affection, even returns it, but preserves his independence by looking slightly away. This is exactly how they were in the letters they exchanged regularly over the years of their residence in Germany, 1944–51. Fortunately for us, they were generally not living in the same city. For much of 1944, the correspondence was between Mischka in Dresden and Olga in Riga and then various towns in the Sudetenland. Then, after some months together in Flensburg, Mischka moved to Hanover to study at the technical university there. Olga, by now developing a career as a sculptor as well as running a tailoring business, moved to Fulda in the American zone in 1947. She was still there two years later when Mischka went to Heidelberg, also in the American zone, to do his PhD in physics, marrying Helga, whom he had met in the Hanover sports club shortly before the move. The correspondence turns international at the end of 1950, when Olga emigrated to the United States, sponsored by one of the Jews she had protected back in Riga during the German occupation. It ends when Mischka and Helga arrived in New York as immigrants a year later and were reunited with Olga.


All this time, Olga was writing warm, chatty, practical, informative letters about what she was doing, in her rather untidy handwriting and with quite a few mistakes in the German, while Mischka responded in better German and more legible handwriting, giving Olga his thoughts on physics, philosophy and (when he was having girlfriend trouble) relations between the sexes, but rarely condescending, despite her repeated requests, to give her the mundane details about his everyday and student life that she, sometimes with a certain asperity, requested. That parsimoniousness with information, along with a teasing tendency to obfuscation (‘Which Baltic state?’ ‘The middle one’) was as recognisable to me as his handwriting, which hadn’t changed in forty years.


When the correspondence starts, Olga writes as a parent—caring but also authoritative, generous with advice and sometimes admonition. As it develops, she yields some authority to Mischka and even starts to defer to him on business and organisational questions. This undoubtedly reflects the fact that he was growing up, but also suggests that the canny Olga was encouraging him to do so, even tutoring him in the new role. The depth of Olga’s affection is evident in her letters; the depth of Mischka’s perhaps only from his diary. But as Olga once wrote to him, it didn’t matter whether he expressed his affection openly or not because she could always decode him. For the six or seven years they were in Germany, each was for the other the closest and most important person in the world. That’s why a book that was meant to be just about Mischka ended up as a book about Mischka and Olga.





1


Family
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Olga and Arpad Danos around the time of their marriage, 1920.


NOSTALGIA for the home we once slammed the door on often creeps up on expatriates. But not on Misha. Uniquely, in my experience, he held firm to his original conviction that the place he had grown up in was a provincial backwater that he had been right to leave at the earliest possible moment. His two brothers had stayed in Riga, though not exactly by choice. In the 1990s, when Latvia emerged from the Soviet Union and opened up again, Misha resisted, for as long as he could, his brother Jan’s urgent invitations to visit Riga, then yielded unwillingly, and squirmed all the time he was there. He and I had both, as teenagers, longed to leave the parochial, narrow-minded, intolerant place that we had, by some cosmic mistake, been born in and get out into the real world. But my feelings about Australia had mellowed over the years, while rational Misha had seen no reason to change his attitude. Or perhaps it wasn’t the rational Misha who held so strongly to this position: the Riga past was a bit of an emotional minefield for him. He cherished the memory of Olga and his elder brother Arpad, a sometime prisoner of Gulag of whom Misha spoke almost with reverence. But Olga had ended up, like him, in America; and it was the remembered Arpad that he felt close to, not the still-living one, long back in Riga but permanently damaged by his Soviet experiences. The only thing in Riga to which Misha had a straightforward ‘this is my own, my native land’ response was Rigās Jūrmala, the beloved beach resort of his childhood. I found it on the bleak side.


Misha had a strong sense of himself as a European. But he was skittish about nationality, refusing even to commit himself to a native language (he said German, Latvian and Russian were all spoken in his milieu, and resisted my suggestion that German seemed to be his native language, since his German was much better than his Russian or, as far as I could tell, his Latvian). This was one of the few contexts in which his father, the multilingual cosmopolitan, was cited with unreserved approval, particularly for his dismissive attitude to things Latvian. Misha never expressed any particular feeling of kinship with Latvians, whose interwar (and, in the displaced persons camps, postwar) nationalism had left unpleasant memories. He displayed marginally more interest in Hungarians, of whom there were many in his chosen community of physics, though I couldn’t say it went as far as a feeling of kinship (skill at entering revolving doors behind you and exiting in front was emphasised, and Misha did not have that skill). Still, I thought he might be interested in going to Hungary, since we travelled a lot in Europe, and given the Hungarian father, but he wasn’t at all. Quite the contrary. We never went there, which given my professional ties with Eastern Europe, almost amounted to a statement.


Of the stories Misha told me about his childhood, the one I remember most vividly was about his expulsion from the Riga German classical gymnasium (academic high school), for rudeness to a teacher, which he considered outrageous since all he had been doing was non-disruptively pointing out that the man didn’t know what he was talking about. Even sixty years later, he didn’t really see why the teacher had been so annoyed; unlike the rest of us as we get older, he had not become persuaded that seniority deserves respect. When he started to write his musings for me, not much about his childhood or family background struck him as significant enough to be remembered. There was a memory, from the family’s prosperous days in the early 1920s, of going upstairs to the kitchen to the warm, comfortable presence of the servants, who though welcoming, conveyed some sense that he wasn’t supposed to be there. After a while, he worked out that this must be his mother’s edict, based on the principle of non-fraternisation between classes, which opened up a small crack in his previously wholesale acceptance of his mother’s wisdom. But that, from Misha, was not a story about the beginning of class consciousness. His dislike of separation into hierarchical categories in which some were held to be inferior extended in practice not only to age (he had no special way of treating either five- or 95-year-olds) but even to species (he treated dogs as not clearly distinct from humans, and in return they seemed to treat him as not clearly distinct from a dog).


Another memory was of his strong internal protest against the indignity of having to get rotten apples from the market because they were cheap—a consequence of the family’s financial crisis in the early 1930s. It was a memory of humiliation stemming from a sense of pride, and thus potentially contradictory to the anti-distinction position I have just outlined. But Misha would have said that the pride that was damaged by the rotten apples was his pride as an individual, unique and unrepeatable, not his pride as the member of a family that had formerly been prosperous but was now poor. In any case, it was a story implicitly critical of his father (who argued that rotten apples were only rotten in parts and remained basically eatable) and supportive of his mother, who evidently thought that the family’s plight did not justify quite such extreme measures. That, as he was growing up and the parents were quarrelling, was Misha’s usual choice of allegiance.


The one musing he wrote on family history, entitled ‘Stories from the Grandfather’s Times’, concerned his mother’s Latvian father, not the essentially unknown Hungarian (or Jewish) grandfather on the paternal side. There was a reason for Misha’s interest in the Latvian grandfather that we will come to later. But the substance of the musing is notable for its scrupulous attention to detail, especially geographic, economic and technological. As I read it, I am irresistibly reminded of going for walks with Misha along the C&O Canal near our house in Washington. The canal runs beside the Potomac River. As we walked, Misha would be registering water levels, landscape contours, vegetation, and wildlife in and out of the water, and at the same time carefully examining any machine or construction along the way to determine its purpose and operational principles. I saw virtually none of these things, not only because I am short-sighted but also because I don’t pay attention. The only things that would strike me on the towpath were the people we passed, from whose dress, facial expression, demeanour and behaviour to each other I would make some quick, automatic deductions about character, social status, relationship to each other and so on. But Misha didn’t even notice them.


‘The grandmother, Julia, was born 1870’ is how ‘Stories from the Grandfather’s Times’ starts. But we hear no more of Julia, though she lived in the Danos household for most of Misha’s childhood, something of a kill-joy presence as far as I could gather from Misha’s rare remarks about her. As the musing continues,


the grandfather, Janis Viksne, was a little, not much, older; probably born 1865, i.e., after, even though not much after, the removal of serfdom. Thus, a few, very few, serfdom stories survived, but only from Julia’s side … My mother was born in 1897, into a household, an economic enterprise, based on a water mill, with a dam across the Jugla river, a tributary to the Jugla lake (Stintsee in German), not far from Riga. In German it would be called ‘ein Bach’, not ‘ein Fluss’. I have not seen that place; my mother visited it: nothing had survived WWI, not even the dam. At any rate, the power generated by that water wheel was sufficient to power not only a wood-working shop, but even an electric generator, supplying electric lights to the Viksne population. That aspect was a thorn in the side of the local German baron—the ex-serfholder of that region: ‘This Viksne, he has electricity and I do not!’ Actually, that was the first electricity in the district, if not the Baltics; I think his electricity certainly predates the electrification of Riga; probably not that of some of Riga’s industries.


The electricity motif had some personal significance for Misha because of his work as a young man at the VEF, Riga’s great electrotechnical factory. But it had significance in the history of Latvia as well, because Riga in the decades before the First World War was one of the Russian Empire’s economic showpieces. Large, modern industrial plants, many of them foreign-owned, had sprung up in the latter part of the nineteenth century, metalworking, mechanical engineering and chemicals being the biggest industries. In the decade before the First World War, Latvia’s annual growth rate was a spectacular 6.4 per cent, while Riga’s population doubled. Misha’s grandfather was a beneficiary, since he had set up a woodworking shop at his mill that made stopcocks (external valves regulating the flow of liquid) for beer kegs, and Riga’s breweries constituted a flourishing market.


Latvia is a small country wedged between two big ones, Germany and Russia, whose periodic incursions provided many of the great events of its history. Up to the First World War, it was a part of the Russian Empire, having been won from the Swedes by Peter the Great at the beginning of the eighteenth century. For a century before, it had been a site of contestation between the Teutonic Knights, the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth, Sweden and Russia. Before that, from the twelfth to the sixteenth century, Riga had been an important town in the Hanseatic League, connecting it with the German language, culture and trading network.


Since the Reformation, the majority of the population of present-day Latvia identified as Lutheran by confession, although the eastern region of Latgale remained Roman Catholic, and Orthodoxy made inroads in the Russian period. The German presence remained large, with German nobles—the so-called ‘Baltic barons’—the main landowners. Their serfs, mainly ethnic Latvians, were for the most part emancipated in the early nineteenth century, but resentment against the Baltic barons remained. Russification policies of the 1880–90s aimed to reduce the German dominance, including linguistically, but in the short term their effect was mainly to sharpen Latvian resentment against Russians as well as Germans.


Latvia’s population grew rapidly in the course of the nineteenth century, from a base of 720,000 to two million, with large-scale and varied immigration, which reduced the ethnic Latvian proportion of the population from 90 per cent at the beginning of the century to 68 per cent at the end. The biggest minorities at the turn of the century were Russians (8 per cent), Germans (7 per cent) and Jews (6 per cent)—the figures, from Latvian sources, may err on the low side—and in Riga both German and Russian were officially recognised languages. In culture, German remained the dominant influence: it wasn’t only ethnic Germans who spoke German at home and sent their children to German schools, but also many others.


Rapid social and economic change brought a variety of discontents, including, as a by-product of industrialisation, the appearance of a large and radical working class, from which came a whole cohort of Latvian revolutionaries. In the 1905 Revolution, which plunged the whole of the Russian Empire into chaos for more than a year, Riga was in the forefront. Misha’s grandfather was not a revolutionary, but—appropriately for an ancestor of Misha’s—he was interested in technology, including photography. He had got too rich, according to Misha’s analysis (perhaps based on his mother’s report) and was ‘bored to death’:


So he dabbled with this and that, and tended to disappear for months at a time, reappearing dead drunk in the middle of the night, to disappear again some months later. His last entry in the book of history was in 1905, when he assembled photographic equipment and left to photograph and document the [Russian] revolution. He never returned.


That was the part of the grandfather’s story Misha particularly liked, the reason the grandfather deserved a musing. Provincial Latvia had bored Grandfather Janis, so he left. Misha as an adolescent approved of that. He had similar plans for himself, though in his case the idea was to go west rather than east.


Olga was one of Janis and Julia’s three children, including an older sister, Mary, and a son who played the violin, fought in the First World War and either died there or, in one version, went off to fight for the Reds in the Russian Civil War (around 1918) and never came back. The departure of Olga’s father when she was eight must have made for a difficult childhood, all the more since her mother was away for months in hospital and sanatorium. As the family—Olga does not specify its members, but it included an uncle and a piano-playing cousin—gathered to celebrate Julia’s long-awaited return, her fourteen-year-old cousin played a Chopin étude that was forever marked in Olga’s memory.


I never knew Olga, who died long before I met Misha, and his unfailingly admiring comments about his mother inspired a certain unspoken scepticism on my part: someone so wise, benevolent and generally saintly seemed not only implausible but almost dull (how wrong I was about that). It didn’t help that Misha expressed to me in the 1990s the same feelings about the sanctity of motherhood and the special qualities of maternal love that, as I now know, he had written in almost identical words in his diary in his twenties. This was alien territory for me, and for a long time it turned me off Olga. When I first started doing research on the family, I started with his father.


The bare outlines of the story that I got from Misha were as follows. Arpad Danos, born in 1882, was a Hungarian who, as a singer with the Hamburg Opera, was touring in Riga when the First World War broke out. Since Hungary was on the Axis side in the war and Russia on the Allied, Arpad became overnight an enemy alien. He solved this problem by going undercover as a soloist with the Riga opera, using his stage name of Arimondi (this overt way of going underground greatly appealed to Misha). There he met and married a young Latvian singer in the opera chorus, Olga Viksne, daughter of the absconding miller and his wife Julia. A gymnasium graduate and cosmopolitan Anglophile, he subscribed to the London newspaper the Morning Post, probably more for its excellent international and cultural coverage than for its conservative politics. Arpad was not only an opera singer but also a sportsman: he had competed in the Paris Olympic Games in 1900 in the triple jump, Misha said, but gave up competitive sport on the insistence of his singing teacher. Twenty years later, and pushing forty, he had acquired a girth suitable for an opera singer of the day but definitely not for a triple jumper—as we see from the photograph at the head of this chapter.


Now there’s an interesting parent, I thought. Indeed, I think so to this day, although much about Arpad remains frustratingly elusive. The puzzles start with his family back in Hungary. Misha, although photographed at the age of six in Hungarian costume, had little interest either as child or adult in Hungary or the ramifications of the Danos family. His brothers Arpad Jr and Jan were more attentive, and much of what I found out about the family after Misha’s death came from them. They both remembered visits from the Danos aunts who brought the Hungarian costumes at the end of the 1920s, and Arpad Jr knew the Hungarian side of the family quite well, having as a fifteen-year-old spent a year with them in Hungary because of ill health. According to their accounts, the paternal grandfather, Josef Deutsch, was a Catholic schoolteacher of German colonist stock who, as a civil servant at the turn of the century, had to take a Hungarian name because of the government’s Magyarisation policies, and chose the name of Danos. He was married to a Spaniard, the impressively named Johanna da Quilla, and they had nine children (though Arpad remembered the names of only eight of them), of whom Arpad was the third. Jan amended the original version, after postwar contact with surviving members of the Hungarian family in which he discovered that the family was at least partly Jewish, to make grandmother Johanna da Quilla a Spanish Jew and a baroness.


Given my curiosity about the Jewish part of the family tree, I was fascinated but also puzzled by this information. Did Spanish Jew mean Sephardic? Were Spanish Jews likely to be baronesses, and if so, according to whose titles of nobility? I pestered all my friends with expertise in Jewish history about these questions and essentially came up with a blank. Nobody knew anything about aristocratic, possibly Sephardic, Jews called da Quilla, in Hungary or anywhere else. So I found a young Hungarian researcher, Kata Bohus, and set her on a search in the birth and marriage and other contemporary records. She came up with a marriage record for Joszef (sic) Deutsch, but alas the wife had the more prosaic name of Janka Weiner. The parents’ name change was not recorded, but in 1898, four of their sons registered a change of last name to Danos.


The parents’ marriage certificate contained no information on the nationality, race or religion of the couple, but all the other documents Kata found, as well as some in Jan’s private archive, indicated that the children of the marriage were consistently identified as ‘Israelite’, both in their school records and in the registration of name changes. It may be, as Jan suggests, that for Hungarian bureaucratic purposes in cases of mixed marriages, the mother’s nationality was passed to the children, and that the Danos children were baptised and brought up as Catholic and identified as such. Certainly Arpad Sr called himself a Catholic when marrying Olga in Riga. Of the family remaining in Hungary under the Nazis in the Second World War, most came through alive, but one sister was denounced as a Jew and perished in a concentration camp. Deutsch, however, was often a Jewish name in Eastern Europe, and other Hungarian families who changed their name from Deutsch to Danos in the same period appear to have been Jewish, though not necessarily identifying as such. My sense, and Kata’s, is that the Josef Danos family was very likely Jewish on both sides, albeit assimilated, German-speaking and secular.


Everybody gets their family stories a bit wrong and it’s a shame to spoil a good one. But as regards other elements of the family, I must sadly report that according to Kata’s researches, Arpad Sr did not compete in the Paris Olympic Games, despite Arpad Jr and Jan confirming Misha’s recollection on this point. Still, you can see why the Olympics lodged in family memory as a shorthand. Arpad Sr actually was a promising athlete, first mentioned in the Budapest sporting press around 1899, whose best events initially were the long jump and the triple jump, and who then became Hungarian national champion in the high jump in 1903. He did indeed qualify for the Olympics in 1900, but lack of funds evidently prevented him from going to Paris to compete.


Arpad landed in Riga accidentally and never seems to have thought much of Latvia, although by a quirk of fate he would be the only member of the family who did not try to leave it in 1944. Yet when he arrived there in 1914, Riga was in the midst of an artistic flowering; not at all a bad place to be as far as culture was concerned. A spectacular local Art Nouveau movement in architecture in the prewar decade, led by the Russian-educated Latvian German Mikhail Eisenstein (father of the famous Soviet filmmaker Sergei), had given Riga the highest concentration of this style in the world. In the 1920s, Arpad Danos and his family would live in one of the Art Nouveau apartment blocks, with the family of Isaiah Berlin (the British philosopher) round the corner in another. Arpad’s affinity with the modern in music, particularly the art songs of the French composer Claude Debussy, would have been congenial to the international- and modern-minded Riga public. Opera was also flourishing. Up to 1913, it was mainly performed in the German Theatre by touring companies like Arpad’s, but in that year, a Latvian opera company was formed, whose soloists included Paul Sakss, Arpad’s future brother-in-law, and later Arpad himself.


It was the First World War that essentially destroyed Riga as a lively, modern, cosmopolitan city, turning it into the depressed backwater that Misha grew up in and his parents in varying degrees disdained. The war inflicted tremendous damage on Latvia, particularly on Riga. There was fighting on Latvian territory from the first months of the war, and by 1915 several major Latvian cities had fallen to the Germans, although Riga held out amid fierce fighting until the summer of 1917. The Russians carried out a wholesale evacuation of industry from Latvia in 1915, which according to Latvian nationalist sources, amounted to a ‘wholesale plunder’, and about a quarter of a million Riga workers and their families left for the Russian heartland in a departure that often proved to be permanent. This, incidentally, seems to have affected the Viksne family fortunes, since Olga’s mother owned houses occupied by workers in the Riga suburbs, and after the workers’ evacuation eastward, these houses had been arbitrarily demolished. Over a hundred thousand Jews—three-quarters of Latvia’s Jewish population—also went east, either in flight or through forcible relocation by the Russian military (who regarded them as sympathetic to the Germans). The result was that by 1920, Latvia’s population had lost a million people (down from 2.6 to 1.6 million), and Riga’s population had halved, down to under 200,000. As one historian writes, ‘from a noisy, bustling industrial and cultural metropolis, Riga was transformed into a quiet provincial centre’.


Schools and public institutions were evacuated to Russia during the war too, which was evidently how the teenage Olga Viksne found herself in Petrograd (the wartime name of the capital, formerly St Petersburg) around the time that the country was sliding once again into revolution. Her sons came up with various versions of how she got there, but Olga herself settled the question in an autobiographical fragment found in her papers: ‘My school was transferred from Riga to Petrograd. My sister was married to an opera singer and was herself studying singing in the State conservatory in Petrograd, so I went to live with them.’ Her school was quartered in one of the elite Russian girls’ schools in the very centre of the capital, taking the afternoon shift. Since Olga had the mornings free, she used to wander around the fashionable centre of the city, where the atmosphere was ‘exceedingly gay and lighthearted’, and officers could be seen walking with ‘beautiful fur-clad women’ as if they were on holiday, not in the midst of a war. She must have travelled, too: one of her diary entries in the 1920s recalls two visits to the provincial town of Iaroslavl, north-east of Moscow, the first time during the war to some event in the officers’ school, when the mood was still upbeat and extravagant, and a few years later, in 1918 or 1919, when ‘fear was already blowing openly through the streets’.


This mysterious second visit to Iaroslavl, when, alone for the first time in her life, she lived ‘unforgettable days of hunger and self-elected loneliness’, suggests that Olga’s life at this point was in chaos, along with Russia’s and Latvia’s. At the time of Russia’s October 1917 Revolution, which brought the Bolsheviks to power, Riga and the rest of Latvia were in German hands, and the Treaty of Brest (signed under duress in March 1918 by the new Soviet government) gave Latvia to the Germans. With German defeat in November 1918, however, this became null, and the region sank into near anarchy, with various groups seizing power in quick succession. Latvian politicians immediately declared the country’s independence, but after the Bolsheviks’ Red Army came in, a Latvian Socialist Soviet Republic government (allied with Soviet Russia) was established. This lasted only a year or so before Riga was seized by the German Freikorps (freebooters from the defeated German imperial army), who launched a ‘White terror’ against the Reds. An independent Latvian state with the constitution of a parliamentary republic emerged tentatively at the beginning of the 1920s.


Sometime in this chaotic period, young Olga married a postal official, probably Russian, and began a brief career as a coloratura soprano with the Riga opera (the sequence of these events, and the place of her first marriage, is not clear). In any event, after seven and a half months, she left her husband (this could perhaps explain the period of self-elected loneliness in Iaroslavl) and ran off with the operatic tenor Arpad Danos. The version Misha had from his mother, somewhat bowdlerised, had her boarding a train to Petrograd to marry her fiancé when Arpad appeared dramatically at the station and snatched her off. In fact, she was with a husband, not a fiancé, when Arpad, who had also been married, came on the scene.


Arpad may not look like a romantic hero in the photos we have of him from this time, but Olga certainly saw their relationship in high romantic terms. As she later recalled their first meeting, he saw her at a concert and said to his friend and fellow-musician Hans Schmidt, ‘That is my bride, I will sing her the Dichterliebe (Schumann’s song cycle, A Poet’s Love).’ He duly launched into the cycle’s first song, ‘Im wunderschönen Monat Mai’ (‘In the Wonderful Month of May’), which to Olga became ‘their’ song. Afterwards, ‘Hans Schmidt led me to the window, took both my hands, and said “Let me look at you. You want to marry this man. Are you brave enough?” “Does one need to be so brave?” “To live with a man of genius, yes.”’


No marriage certificate survives in Olga’s papers, nor any indication of how (or if) she and Arpad managed to disengage themselves legally from previous spouses. According to Olga’s diary, the date of the wedding was 19 May 1919, a month after the Bolsheviks had taken power in Riga, and they were married in a Catholic church in Riga. This was not because they were religious but because a church marriage was important to Olga’s mother Julia (although her own confession seems to have been Protestant) and because Arpad, whose official identification in Latvia was Catholic, often sang there. It was the groom’s thirty-seventh birthday; the bride was twenty-two. Olga put up her long hair in what she described wryly as an ‘enemy-of-the-people’ style (meaning that the puritanical Bolsheviks would have regarded it as ‘bourgeois’) and wore a white dress she made herself from odd bits of material from a second-hand shop. For the reception, so her mama informed her, they had nothing to offer but potatoes.


The young couple were evidently not Bolshevik supporters, but Olga seemed inclined, at least in retrospect, to treat this first Soviet occupation with humour, as one of those upheavals in the external world you just have to cope with as best you can. As it turned out, Arpad and Olga did rather well out of the Bolsheviks, albeit indirectly. Their first marital apartment had six rooms, fully furnished and with a little garden, and on top of that it came for free. That was because the owner—a friend of Arpad’s with the title of baron, whose pastor brother had fled—was in bad odour with the Bolsheviks and wanted to protect it from nationalisation by putting friendly and politically inconspicuous tenants in.


It was a marriage of passion that, according to Olga’s later reflections, she saw as shaky from the start. ‘A wedding?’ she wrote a few weeks before the event, in a diary entry simmering with jealousy sparked by the discovery of a photograph of his former wife in his drawer. (The entry is in Russian rather than the usual German, the language she and Arpad mainly used at home.)


Will I manage not to torment him, weak as I am? Jealousy of his past tortures me unbearably … A wedding awaits me, I’m going to marry him … When I married [illegible], I was sure that I would live my whole life with him. And then I left him after 7 and a half months. Now I already know in advance, that we can’t stand this mutual tormenting for long, yet all the same, there’s going to be a wedding … My God, how I hate him, how jealous I am of him. How ridiculous and pitiful he seems to me, and how I respect him. How I despise him and how I loved him—love him now!


She must have been already pregnant with Arpad Jr, who was born in January 1920, seven months after the marriage. Michael (Mikelis) followed in 1922, and Jan (Janis, Jochen) in 1924. Years later, in a subsequent journal kept in America, Olga remembered that at the time of Misha’s birth, the marriage was already in trouble: ‘I loved my husband and was unhappy. Actually, when Mischi was born, the watershed was already behind me. I had already begun to get used to being inwardly alone.’ Perhaps so, but the operatic passions of love and jealousy continue to dominate her original diary (written in a notebook entitled ‘the book of my marriage’) throughout the 1920s.
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Childhood
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Three Danos boys—from left Arpad, Jan and Misha—in Hungarian costume, 1928.


MISHA’S parents were riding high in his childhood. Servants were part of the household, the family slept between ‘top-quality sheets’, and their multilingual cosmopolitanism was, if anything, a social advantage in the cultural elite in which they moved. All that changed in his adolescence, when Arpad Sr lost his money and his singing voice, the parents separated and a new spirit of assertive Latvian nationalism made foreigners like Arpad feel unwanted.


The family’s prosperity in the 1920s was not based on Arpad’s singing career, although that seems to have been going well enough, but on a windfall made possible by the Bolsheviks and their brief reign in Riga. Aristocrats, capitalists, high officials and anyone who had been privileged under the old regime feared the Bolsheviks sufficiently to flee, leaving most of their property behind them. Arpad became a millionaire in the early 1920s, according to his son Jan, by selling antique furniture and paintings left behind in Riga by the refugees or confiscated from them. The deals were struck through contacts in the British and American embassies, notably a certain Major Bell. Jan says he was Misha’s godfather and describes him as a friend and fellow-explorer of Jack London, the American adventure-story writer, whose fame in Eastern Europe in the first half of the twentieth century was tremendous. Misha never mentioned a godfather to me, or revealed any special interest in London, although as a child of his time he had surely read him; and I can find no record of a Major Bell (admittedly a common name) in the US Embassy. Perhaps we should banish him to the anteroom of colourful but fictional characters like Johanna da Quilla. Still, Jan’s story makes sense: there would have been money to be made that way, and Arpad was probably sufficiently well connected and enough of a connoisseur to have done it. It would explain how, around 1926, Arpad and Olga had the funds to pay for an extravagant year for the whole family in Italy.


Misha remembered that year in Palermo fondly, his vividest memory being a spectacular win in a pissing contest with local boys. He learnt Italian, though he forgot it again later. For the parents, it became a second household language (Latvian and Russian were only spoken outside, in the street, or to the grandmother), used for ‘pas devant les enfants’ purposes. The parents hired an Italian nanny for the children and spent a lot of time off concertising, according to Jan. Olga later gave a slightly different version: she had given up singing after her marriage, she told the Miami Herald in 1954, thinking that she and her husband should not be in the same business, and switched to sculpture, studying in the studio of Richard Maur (probably in Riga) and ‘later spen[ding] over two years doing direct carving in Rome’. The marriage seems to have looked up in this period, although this is partly a deduction based on the lack of diary entries: Olga used ‘the book of my marriage’ mainly for theatrical expression of moods of melancholy and anguish, so a lack of entries seems prima facie evidence of an upswing. They probably hoped to remain permanently in Italy, but the money ran out (Misha’s version), and in addition (Jan’s version) they may have had problems in Sicily with the Mafia.
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