














Praise for Irma’s Passport


“Gripping, poignant, and inspiring, this true tale illustrates how pride can help to power through suffering and create meaning. Author Catherine Ehrlich, drawing heavily on vivid memoirs written by her grandmother, has added depth of research, beauty of language, and a haunting present-day perspective to the life of an extraordinary woman of Vienna during wartime and beyond.”


—DORI JONES YANG, author of When the Red Gates Opened: A Memoir of China’s Reawakening


“This beautifully written combination of a Holocaust survivor’s memoir with the recollections and research of her granddaughter captures the charms of fin-de-siècle Bohemia and the devastation that followed. Imaginative, compelling, clear, and touching, the narrative of an emancipated and educated woman’s heartbreak during the First World War, new love and hope in 1920s Vienna, despair again as the Nazis closed in, and escape with her only son to America illustrates the human cost of intolerant and violent politics in Central Europe. Irma’s Passport, a new addition to the vast literature on fascism and anti-Semitism, deserves attention from readers of all ages.”


—JEREMY KING, Professor of History, Mt. Holyoke College


“A gripping and well-written story about a courageous woman living between the world wars. Irma is a spitfire of a woman who attended university when there were only 4 percent women students, and who shared an English literature class with Franz Kafka—historical figures pop out like gifts in the story. The book also provides a window into the assimilated life of the Jews of Bohemia, early Zionism, Antisemtism, and the Holocaust. Your foreknowledge prepares you for what is coming but, inspired by Irma, you hold your breath and read on.”


—LEORA KRYGIER, author of Do Not Disclose: A Memoir of Family Secrets Lost and Found
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Irma and Catherine share-wear Irma’s Austrian folk ensemble with edelweiss trim, early 1970s





Prologue



Irma and I
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My grandmother, Irma Ehrlich, was nearly eighty-two years old in 1971 when she flew from Manhattan to join me in Hokkaido, the northernmost island in Japan, where I was living as a seventeen-year-old exchange student in the Buddhist temple compound of my host, Ryuei Hata.


Irma sat in the one Western-style chair in Hata’s tatami sitting room, her sturdy calves crossed and her dandelion puff of hair pale in the dimming light. Hata and I gathered nearby on floor cushions beside the wide window overlooking Ishikari Bay. Nightjars scythed through the sky after insects as we gazed over blue and red rooftops to the harbor below, watching the last ferryboat glide in like a glowing caterpillar from forbidden Vladivostok.


Vladivostok, Irma was saying, was where her brother-in-law, Fritz Werner, was imprisoned when he was captured just four months after the start of the Great War in 1914. He’d survived on packages delivered by the Red Cross and kept up hope by learning languages from fellow prisoners. After the war ended in 1918, it took him four years to wend his way back overland to a newly minted country called Czechoslovakia. When he knocked at his front door after nearly eight years of bitter hardship, his wife, Irma’s sister, couldn’t recognize him at first. Irma paused. “The nine languages Fritz practiced in prison became his passport to a good job in business,” she concluded.


Hata rolled back on his cushion with the audible air intake that is Japanese for amazement. The dignified woman in his guest chair was older and stronger and worldlier than anyone in his Pure Land Buddhist congregation, and she brought faraway empires right into his home. As for me, I’d always known Irma as old and strong and spellbinding. A prompt like “Vladivostok”— locked behind the Iron Curtain—was sure to bring forth tales of miraculous escapes, of families reunited, and of great wealth lost and restored. Her stories often seemed to say “Don’t lapse into victimhood; use languages as your passport to the world,” and I had absorbed the lesson. I’d spent countless hours after school studying Japanese while feeling captive as a restless teen in Buffalo, New York, before winning the Rotary Club scholarship to live abroad. Without my knowledge, Irma paid for my flight to Japan.


In my childhood I believed my grandma’s promise that she would put me in her suitcase and take me abroad. I imagined myself curled up like a kitten, keeping silent to avoid capture. We shared the secret bond that exists between redheads: something rare, aligned, unspoken. Her example planted in me the notion that a woman could achieve mastery in foreign languages and belong wherever she lived. In Japan, I believed that my fluent Japanese and immersion in the country could make me Japanese, and like her I didn’t conceive of race or religion as a barrier to belonging.


She knew eight languages—Czech, German, French, Italian, English, Latin, a little Hebrew, and some Turkish. She’d attended Charles University in Prague in 1910 as one of its first female students, crossed Alpine glaciers in ankle-length leather skirts in the 1920s, and rebuilt her life after two devastating European wars. Language mastery and indomitability had carried her through. I thought of her as unembittered, unbowed, victorious.


When she was my age she was a milky-skinned, golden-haired girl in a storybook place called Bohemia, dreaming of a larger stage for her life. In her early eighties she flew halfway around the world to join me and climb the 1,368 steps of Konpira-san shrine while Japanese pilgrims half her age labored haltingly. We inhaled the scents of azaleas and wet moss at golden Kinkaku Temple and marveled at ancient ink scrolls. Irma and I floated in pale blue mist in a light blue boat across deep blue Lake Hakone, joking about feeling bluish. Bluish, a sort of color, a play on being sort of Jewish. I never felt Jewish. That part of my heritage belonged mostly to the past, I thought, in those bygone places like Austria-Hungary and Bohemia. I loved to hear her memories of exotic times and places, though I struggled to keep her stories straight. Someday, she said, she would retire from her job at a law office in New York and write her memoirs.


Luck had placed me in a Buddhist compound at a time when young Americans were probing Eastern philosophies for truth. I had been raised by two atheists, one raised Jewish and the other Christian, who seemed to think that a founding principle of America was freedom from religion. Curious, I pestered Hata for a lesson in Buddhism prior to Irma’s visit. One evening he poured himself a large tumbler of Johnny Walker Black on ice and began with the Four Noble Truths: life is suffering; suffering is caused by desire; detach from desire to seek enlightenment, which brings freedom from rebirth and an end to this earthly cycle of suffering.


The essence of life is compassion, Hata said. I didn’t believe him. Life was not suffering; it was full of joy and promise. Was he suffering? Was I? Everyone wants more life, so why does Buddhism present reincarnation as some kind of punishment? Hata chuckled at my irreverence, finished his whiskey, and threw up his hands.


On the night before Irma’s departure, Hata sat cross-legged on the tatamis like a pupil at the foot of Irma’s chair. Speaking slowly, his eyes cast downward, he queried a pillar of his faith: “Buddhism teaches us how to avoid rebirth. If you could choose to live again, would you do it?”


I knew what my wise and wonderful grandmother would say. Then I watched her head sink and heard the wrong word drop.


“No,” she said.
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My shock at her response came back to mind in 2014 when, at the age of sixty, I started to compile her story. Irma began typing her memoirs after she retired at eighty-six and continued past the time she could see. Line overwrote line; passages began twice and headed in different directions. Fragments hinted at lost pages and sentences floated off-margin to tease like poetry. Her only son, my father, Paul, edited and retyped some sections in the years before he died in 2003. Sifting through files to get organized, I found an email response to a question I had asked Paul two years before his death: “So, Cat, it looks like you’re turning out to be the family historian!” he wrote, and I ached to live up to the challenge, for both family and history.


Historical narratives oversimplify by necessity, and the one I grew up with went like this: “World War II is over, the good guys won, and America is a place for loosening past tribal enmities.” Like protective parents anywhere, Irma and Paul had opened up about the past gradually, when they thought their offspring safely distant from it. I had a tingling sense of curiosity and wariness toward Germanic and Jewish ancestry, and the Zionism of my visionary grandfather, Jakob Ehrlich. I knew outcomes and punch lines like “not half bad for a start,” but lacked answers to the whens and whys. I wanted to nest Irma’s stories in their proper historical landscape as things happened, before historical narratives made all seem inevitable, and thereby restore a color picture from the black-and-white fragments I had.


I had Irma’s extraordinary firsthand account but a lot of learning to do. My research proved delightful in the way it helped to make sense of episodes from Irma’s prodigious memory. She wrote in tantalizing detail about many people yet with big gaps. When famous names like Kafka, Einstein, Freud, and British public figures sprang up, other accounts corroborated hers. To trace her life was to traverse a virtual century of European history, and to place my family within it.


Dozens of books and hundreds of Internet hours along, I noticed the roots of nationalism that had shaken the world and then resprouted in familiar and discomfiting patterns in America, Britain, and Europe. Popular culture—The Sound of Music— trivializes the power of tribal bonds, social pressures, nationalistic symbols, fear, and pure force. Parallels between her times and ours—especially the tensions among unity, nationalism, and identity—emerged like red flags. The same questions pertinent to Irma then are the ones I am now asking: Is my nation falling apart along ethnic nationalist lines? Will racial divides undo us? Will a class war erupt? Later on, historians will select the salient trends and present them as inevitable, or at least more predictable than they really are now.


Irma’s Passport has emerged as a kind of cross-generational collage: I frame the long view; she provides the close-ups. I let her words flow where I can, marking her passages with a slight indent, and support her in brackets for clarity. Using great care not to change her meaning, I rearrange passages, reconcile versions, and adjust her German syntax. In addition to historical landscape, I supply elements from family lore that she did not write down. Together, Irma and I tell her story.





[image: Image]


Irma, Mella, and Edna Hütter, 1895





A Bohemian Fairy Tale


1890
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In the great Empire of Austria, in the province of Bohemia, rows of pastel buildings lined the tidy central square of Klatovy (Klattau), around which eleven thousand Austrian Czechs lived. From one corner of the square the venerable white Jesuit church watched over the town’s mostly Catholic souls, while the medieval black watchtower next to it scanned over low houses to a patchwork of barley, sugar beet, and carnation fields. Across the cobblestoned square, past the apothecary shop, and down Prague Street stood the two-story stucco house where my grandmother, Irma Hütter, was born on August 28, 1890, above her father’s store.


Irma was the firstborn child of Karoline (Karla) and Johann Hütter. Introduced by a matchmaker, they had fallen in love at first sight and married in 1888 when Karla was twenty and Johann, Hans, or “Witty Hanousek,” as she called him, was twenty-seven. She was a handsome woman of burnished auburn hair and intelligent gray eyes, born in Strážov and raised in Klatovy. He, of merry brown eyes and bristly mustache, was the prosperous owner of the town’s farm implements and hardware store. After Irma came her sisters Melanie (Mela, 1892), Edna (1894), and finally Hedwig (Hedi) in 1897.


Klatovy lay along the northwest edge of Austria-Hungary, the third most populous empire after Great Britain and Russia, ruled from Vienna under the Hapsburg crown. The empire consisted of linguistic and ethnic subgroups: 23 percent German, 20 percent Hungarian, 13 percent Czech, and smatterings of Slavic and Italian peoples settled in the traditional homelands. Austria’s national religion was Catholicism and the national language German. The Hütter family was bilingual in German and Czech, and Jewish by religion, part of a 2 percent minority in Klatovy and just over 4 percent in the overwhelmingly Catholic— 80 percent—empire.


Today Klatovy’s central square looks much as it did in the nineteenth century, with automobiles parked where horse teams and wagons once stood. It lies near the German border in the western part of the Czech Republic, which covers most of the Czech-speaking regions formerly known as Bohemia and Moravia. Irma described her formative years in Bohemia:




1


The house where my parents lived stood at the corner of Prague Street, the main street leading into the cobblestoned town square. The house had a store on the ground floor in the front and living quarters upstairs. In the rear was a storehouse for farm implements and heavy building materials. On market days, a solid line of ox carts stretched from the town square along Prague Street to our house. Peasants awaited their turn to get into the store, which was filled to capacity with people testing the sharpness of scythes, sickles, and other tools. Daddy attended the crowd with two employees helping. Just outside, peasant women spread their wares in the square: eggs, pounds of butter wrapped in cabbage leaves, poultry, berries, fruits, and mushrooms from the forests of the Bohemian woods to the west.


A promenade bordered by trees ran next to the house, sloping down to a lively stream, the Angel. From our street a bridge crossed the Angel to a row of houses and a smithy. I loved to watch the smith with his apron blackened, hammering away on the anvil with sparks flying, or struggling to get a shoe on a horse’s hoof. Down the road was a tree-lined square with a merry-go-round with the owners’ wagon nearby. The curtains were always drawn, but sometimes one could see children inside. I thought it must be wonderful to go to sleep in it and wake up in the morning far away.


2


Mama was the fourth of seven children, four brothers and two sisters. She would have loved to study, but this was impossible for a girl at the time [no middle school for girls]. Her brothers had the chance to study [high school] but could not have cared less. She read the Prague Daily conscientiously every evening from A to Z.


Very early I assumed responsibility for my younger sisters. With my parents I used to call them “our children.” There were two maids, one for household work, the other our nanny. Mama sewed our dresses, mended, darned, and rewove artfully. There were no clothing stores in town. I used to watch her prepare noodles, strudel, dumplings, fats for storage, and wonderful preserved meats. Mama taught us songs and poems in German and Czech, and Grimm and Andersen fairy tales in German only. Weeks before Christmas she began to fold papers in gold and silver for pretty candy containers and colorful chains to adorn the Christmas tree.


There were no automobiles in town, and barefoot, poorly dressed children roamed the streets. I used to play ball in the yard with my mother watching from the kitchen. Once, a group of street kids came to join a game in our yard. After a while they huddled with one of my friends. I heard her say, “But she is not quite Jewish,” and the game went on.


There was a frightening fire. The whole of Prague Street seemed to be burning, the flames engulfing house after house in a howling wind. There was the noise of the fire wagons, smoke, eerie flames, people watching from the street. My mother stood on our roof directing the firefighters drenching the rooftops. The fire stopped just short of our house.


3


When I was four years old [1894] my father took me to my maternal grandparents’ house for the harvest festival on the seventh day of Sukkoth, one of the few joyous occasions on the Jewish calendar. Grandma Julie [Julia Singer] handed me a gold paper flag with a green Star of David she had made. Grandpa Moritz held my hand as we walked to the nearby synagogue. I was put next to another tot on the front pew and could see Grandpa, president of the community, sitting opposite me near the altar with other dignitaries. Suddenly there was the ominous sound of breaking glass and falling stones. The lights went out. I heard derisive voices shouting from the street and was horrified by the flames I saw through the broken windows. Grandpa reached me in no time. There was panic, everybody trying to get out through the only entrance. I held my eyes closed because I did not want to see the flames. I only heard the howl of the mob and hid my face on Grandpa’s shoulder. He comforted me as he carried me home to my parents. My mother cried when she took me in her arms.


I was completely oblivious as to the meaning of this episode. Mama, my mentor, never mentioned religion, though we observed Jewish holidays at home and sometimes at my grandparents’ house.


4


At about the same age [four years old] my parents and I drove out to Koloveč (Kollautschen) to visit my paternal grandparents, Samuel Hütter, who was tall and slim, and Theresia Hütter, short, blue-eyed, with blond hair that swept to the floor. My sisters were left at home with the maids. We rode in a yellow Landauer buggy with blue upholstery pulled by a pair of brown horses with black manes [Priam and Palermo, bought at military auction]. We drove through those wonderful Bohemian [dense spruce, fir, and beech] woods. Father said that Little Red Riding Hood’s grandmother lived there and that we might meet the wolf, which made me somewhat apprehensive.


Bohemian villages consisted of straw-thatched huts with hissing geese roaming around and mongrels that would snarl and bark. The horses would shy, and Karel the coachman would have to rein them in.


In Koloveč, Grandfather Hütter placed me on a chair to recite poems and sing songs to what he thought would be an admiring audience of country kids listening to a refined city child. My older cousins were crouching on the floor: Anna, Olga, Marie, and Otto Hütter. I was reciting, the children listening, most probably against their will. When my beaming grandfather asked whether they had liked it, they jumped up shouting, “Yes …” and rushed out of the room yelling, “but she has red hair!” Grandfather tore the cap off his head and ran after them to slap them with it. I was stuck on the chair and had to wait until he came back for me. I did not understand yet that “One je Zlzava” [“She’s ginger,” or has red hair] was a stigma for which I would have to make up in other ways to get through life.


When we returned home the horses would show up at the kitchen window begging for sugar. They put their heads inside and refused to leave before being satisfied.


5


That same year [four] I was sent to a kindergarten run by nuns in their convent. I recall feeling overcome with awe at the beautiful chapel with the illuminated virgin adorned with jewels and ribbons and flowers everywhere. My parents must have had second thoughts when I started to present our maids with pictures of saints and exhort them not to work on Sundays. The last straw was my participation in the annual spring procession with the girls all dressed in white carrying lilies, flowers in their hair, a statue of the Madonna at the center of things. The priest marched at the head of the procession holding me by the hand. Most probably it was not known that I was Jewish and the honor bestowed on me because I was the best pupil.


My kindergarten career was terminated not only due to my religious ardor but because I caught and passed on to my little sisters every contagious disease that hit the convent. All three of us had the measles, mumps, and whooping cough to the worst degree. The little ones were spared only my diphtheria at age six. I had played with the two children of the rope maker, who died of the disease. My sisters were taken away to our grandparents. I was unconscious, pursued by a pack of wolves in my dreams. A serum had just been invented but was not yet available in Klatovy. My father sent one of his employees to Prague, three hours by express train each way, to get it. I recall the injection and the faces of my distraught parents in daylight. I woke up in the dark to the fragrance of fir needles, a Christmas tree hung with candles, and my happy parents. I missed a full term of my first year of school.


6


On evenings when my parents went out, the little girls had to go to bed and I was allowed to stay up longer. The maids in the kitchen used to speak about evil spirits and frightening omens. If they heard dishes clatter in the chest, it meant somebody would die. A bad dream meant disaster. The cry of the kujíček bird [folk name for an owl] near a window of a sick child who would not take medicine meant death. They sang the songs of orphaned children and bad stepmothers, which haunted me. There were portents everywhere. Once when I was ill and refused to take my medicine the maids told me that the kujíček bird had been flying around the house, which meant he expected my death. I had better take my drops. My parents too were superstitious, and it took many years before I rid myself of all the apprehensions.
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Childbirth and childhood disease killed many women and children in those days of few vaccines and no antibiotics. After Irma barely survived diphtheria at six, her sister Mela suffered a fever that impaired her mentally and Edna nearly died from croup, a bacterial disease like diphtheria that kills by clogging a child’s small lungs and throat. Their youngest sister, Hedi, born premature and frail “with wistful blue eyes,” would succumb to influenza and pneumonia at the age of four.


Irma would look back on Klatovy as hopelessly provincial, lacking in cultural venues for music and theater and peopled by uneducated and superstitious characters. I have always liked the way she described the simple entertainment she found there:




7


There was always something to be seen in the streets of the town where nothing seemed to happen. A frequent and welcome sight was a chimney sweep all black with soot, a hat on his head, carrying a ladder and broom. To meet one meant a happy event was just around the corner.


When fairs came to town, booths lined the whole promenade with vendors extolling their wares in loud voices. The children were mainly interested in sweets. Vendors would hold up paper bags with the purchased amount of hard candy, Turkish taffy, dates, and nuts, and throw in another piece “for Adulku or Karlicka,” naming any possible sibling. My father would spoil us by buying bangles, earrings, and rings in every color.


A popular figure was Hetepete. She was dressed in rags and did not talk to anybody, and nobody knew where she lived. She went begging from door to door. There were other beggars in town, mostly on street corners and occasionally Gypsies who were said to steal both money and babies.


Another character well known in town was Karliček, either demented or idiotic. He may have been in his twenties and wore a tattered uniform wide open in front over a dirty shirt and a piece of wood representing a sword tied by string around his waist. On his head he wore a military kepi. He danced for a few coins. Occasionally he appeared stark naked. Then he was put in jail for a few days.


There was great excitement when rope walkers came to town. The rope was slung across the street in our neighborhood, and there was no end of ecstasy and fear.


From time to time a man would show up with a dancing bear and collect pennies in his hat after the show. Some entertainers collected nine kreuzers for a monkey doing tricks. A favorite of the maids was a woman with a parrot who would pick notes forecasting their splendid futures. There were organ grinders who played the first Verdi and Puccini arias I ever heard.


On the occasion of a funeral, a hearse with the coffin was drawn by two horses with black hoods over their heads. It was followed by sharpshooters and a band of musicians playing solemn funeral marches. After the burial they returned from the churchyard playing gay marches and would end up in the inn drinking beer for hours. At the time of army recruiting, young future soldiers from the country with flowers and ribbons on their kepis would roam the streets drunk.


In the spring, tinkers appeared from Slovakia. They were impoverished peasants from the mountain region between Hungary and Poland mending pots and kettles and honing knives. In the fall they would return to their villages with their meager earnings to help their families survive through the harsh winters.


Raithmayer the water carrier was a tall, gaunt, middle-aged man with a wooden yoke across his shoulders holding pails of water to fill bathtubs or scrub floors. The maids had to carry in wood and coal to heat it on the stove in big pots.


Another familiar figure was a tall fellow who lived on handouts from businessmen whom he visited in their stores, telling jokes or funny stories. He knew the birth dates of members of the family and came to offer congratulations on anniversaries or when a child was born, certain of a tip and cigars. At such occasions a band of veterans in their special uniforms, cock feathers on their helmets, would draw up and serenade the happy father.
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Irma’s usually genial father, Johann, was disappointed when his last child, Hedi, was another girl. Legend has it that the band who came to “serenade the happy father” was met with a tub of cold water tossed from the upstairs window. Irma, who already felt responsible for her younger sisters, seems to have assumed the role of family heir.


Irma began life believing that both synagogue and Christmas decorations belonged in her life, that her family had left poverty behind in dusty villages like Koloveč, and that red hair was the only stigma she had to overcome in life. For the rest of her days she would reach toward worldliness and sophistication, and away from the quaint fairy-tale town of Klatovy.




[image: Image]


Johann Hütter
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Karla Singer Hütter








Getting Better Every Day


1895–1901
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The narrow “Jewish street” of low stucco houses curves around the edge of the old citadel wall at Strážov (Drosau), the Bohemian village of 1,500 people where Irma’s and my ancestors lived for hundreds of years. Here they ran Strážov’s shops, sent their children to school with Catholic townsfolk, and attended services at the tiny synagogue. From Strážov’s crossroads they traveled overland to ports and fairs trading in silver and iron, forest products and hops from Bohemia, and feathers from distant continents: ostrich, peacock, and ibis plumes for fanciful hats and ornaments.


In time they were laid to rest in the Jewish cemetery two miles out of town where Moritz Singer took his eldest granddaughter in 1895, when she was five years old. Irma felt honored to ride alongside her grandfather in the yellow buggy with blue leather seats on what seemed a long journey to a child, and she nodded off to the regular clop of hooves on packed earth road. They came to a halt near an old stone quadrangle’s iron gate and stepped from the tree-lined perimeter into the yard’s dappled light. Hundreds of mossy gravestones faintly inscribed in Hebrew lay crookedly about the soft forest floor. Moritz showed Irma how to leave small stones of respect at family graves, among them Moritz’s first wife, Marie Lasner, and a sad string of stillborn or sickly infants. Irma never found her way back to that ancestral home.


Irma’s ancestors had lived in Strážov prior to 1735, when Austrian lawmakers asked Jewish (and Christian) communities to keep records, and possibly as far back as the 1400s. Prohibited to enter many professions, Jews had specialized in useful but risky trade and banking businesses under Catholic landowners and sovereigns who alternately accepted and despised their otherness. Before 1800 they paid taxes for the “privilege” of residency outside town walls or on estates or in cities, and could not migrate freely or own land. But Emperor Franz Josef had swept away the last of such restrictions in 1867, and Strážov’s entire Jewish population filtered away for better opportunities. Many set about using knowledge of business, once Jews’ only means of support, to trade internationally, open factories, and integrate more deeply into mainstream cultures.


In 1866, thirty-four-year-old Moritz married blond, blue-eyed Julia Kohner Singer, twenty-two, and the family set off around 1869 for Klatovy, seven miles to the north. A new railway built through Klatovy put it on the trade route, displacing Strážov as a crossroads. Moritz expanded from iron trading in Strážov to providing fuel, fodder, food, and agricultural equipment to the huge estates of the Bohemian aristocracy near Klatovy. He bought land at the edge of town and constructed a farm compound where Moritz and Julia raised their six children: Julius, Louise, Siegmund, Karoline (Karla), Josefine, and Emil. Along with Rudolf, Moritz’s only living son by his first wife, the family enjoyed a life of middle-class comfort.


Moritz imported goods through German ports. In 1879, Otto von Bismarck in the German Empire next to Austria slapped a tax on imports to encourage development of domestic industry. Moritz had to pay a financially devastating 100,000 gulden in tax, but he rebuilt his business step by step.


Some Strážov Jews left Austria for America, the land of opportunity. Moritz’s brothers John (originally Leopold) and Bernard Singer had gone to St. Louis and opened stores, followed by their nephew Rudolf in the early 1870s. After the family business was hit by Bismarck’s taxes, Moritz and Julia’s children Siegmund and Louise joined them in St. Louis. Irma’s paternal aunt, Mary Hütter, left the family’s ancestral village of Koloveč to cross the ocean with five friends, and found work as a nanny in New Jersey. Czech girls were said to be good home helpers, and New Yorkers sometimes came to the docks to hire them right off the boat.


Grandma Julie’s brother, tall, slim, bronze-bearded Lippmann Kohner, took an alternate route out of Strážov. He went to Vienna, where he grew wealthy on diamond cutting and jewelry selling under the striped awning of the Imperial and Royal Jewelers in the heart of the imperial capital on Kärntner Street at Stephansplatz. Diamonds from his enterprise would reappear as I uncovered links in my research.


Irma remembered her beloved grandparents well:




1


Grandpa was the grand man in the family. He was a poor boy who made good when he was young. Somehow he avoided conscription. A family legend has it that he played deaf and did not budge when a shot went off to test him. He laid the foundation of a prosperous business in great style and saw two brothers off to America before the draft could get them. He accompanied them to Bremerhaven in the 1850s [another record suggests late 1840s], and they settled in St. Louis.


Besides his business he had honorary functions of president of the Jewish community and a position on the Czech town council, a rare honor for a Jew. He provided welfare to the community on a remarkable scale including carloads of coal and wood for the rabbi and Jewish schoolteachers each fall. On Saturdays and holidays the Jewish town pauper was a guest at his table, and poor Jewish boys who came from surrounding villages to study at the Czech high school came for dinner on certain days. Grandma Julie did all the bookkeeping and charitable work for the women’s section of the Jewish community, and they both supported the impoverished settlements of Jews in Palestine before Zionism. Grandpa was often out of town in Plzeň, Prague, and Vienna. Every summer he took the cure in Karlsbad Vary spa.


2


Uncle Siegmund, who had migrated to America together with his sister Louise in the early 1880s, came home for the first time in 1898. Uncle Sieg joked that he would return to marry me when I was grown up, and I was very disappointed when two years later he announced his engagement to Stella Shoenfeld, who had a fine voice and money. They went to start an elegant store selling ostrich and egret feathers, artificial flowers, pins, clasps, and hats in Anadarko, Oklahoma Territory, where there was oil and many Indians around. For me it was exciting to hear him talk of that country across the great water and the strange people who lived there. He sang, “Hello my lady, hello my baby,” brought me picture books with black children, and told me stories about the Indians. To my dismay I had to show off my accomplishment on the piano by playing Haydn’s “Oxen Minuet.”


3


A crisis arose in Grandpa Singer’s far-flung business enterprises [1898, cause unknown]. Grandpa had diabetes, which the family attributed to financial worries. While trimming his nails, Grandpa Singer injured a toe, which would not heal. Finally, gangrene set in. Professor Pribram, a famous physician at Charles University in Prague, was summoned but could not help. It was the time before insulin.


One day I surprised my mother [Karla] sitting at her desk between the living room windows, crying. My strong mother was under such emotional strain that she must have needed an outlet, for she talked to me as if I were her confidante. To ease her dying father’s mind, Mama had persuaded my father to buy Grandpa’s property lock, stock, and barrel. The price was set too high, and my father was running into serious difficulties himself. On my mother’s desk was a beautiful pin with a large diamond surrounded by rows and circles of smaller diamonds that I’d seen her wear in her hair at wedding celebrations, and a golden collar with diamonds and other precious stones, and rings, and bracelets. She was about to sell them all to tide the family over.


Grandpa was sixty-seven when he died. In Jewish ritual the coffin is of unpainted wood covered by a black shroud with the Mogen David and a few Hebrew words in white, and no flowers. Grandpa’s coffin was completely covered by two magnificent wreaths with ribbons. The inscriptions read “To my dear friend and trusted counselor” from Count Czernin and Prince Lobkowicz [famous Bohemian aristocrats].


4


Grandma Julie was still graceful at fifty-four when he died. Her eyes were forget-me-not blue, her blond hair graying. She was very ladylike and had a natural dignity. She was left alone with just the maids in the spacious house. My father took me to Grandma Julie’s so she would have company in the evenings for a while. In the mornings one of the maids took me to school. It was still dark, the streets dimly lit by gas lamps, the stores still closed. On their doors I saw rude phrases and crude drawings in chalk: a man dangling from a gallows, under it the name “Hilsner.”
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