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Praise for Home So Far Away




“Klara’s voice is pitch-perfect, through wonderful dialogues and emotional reflections about belonging and gender in a nationally-bordered, male-dominated, and antisemitic fascist world. The diary form is a palette for Berlowitz’s meticulous historical research, creating rich and vivid landscapes in which Klara forges a “freedom both from a homeland that does not recognize me as a citizen – as its child – and freedom to choose a home that resonates for me.”


—Rina Benmayor, Professor Emerita, CSU Monterey Bay; Genealogies of Sepharad Research Group


“Captivating. On the eve of the Nazi rise to power, a German Jewish Communist finds the home she craves in Spain, where she becomes deeply involved in defending the Republic. Klara’s passion for life and freedom and the pungent sensual details create an immersive experience. The kind of diary Anne Frank might have written if she had survived to adulthood.”


—Kate Raphael, author of Murder Under the Bridge, a Palestine mystery


“Combining meticulous archival research with compelling literary creativity, Judith Berlowitz tells Klara’s story in the form of a diary, from her first visit to Sevilla before the war to her involvement as a nurse and translator during the conflict. Home So Far Away not only brings history to us on a deeply personal level; it also offers a vital lesson for today and tomorrow about the threats to democracy and the critical role that commitment –ethical and ideological—can play in its defense.”


—Anthony L. Geist, University of Washington; Abraham Lincoln Brigade Archives


“Judith Berlowitz’s Home So Far Away is an absorbing tale: as her heroine Klara moves between a Germany where Jews are increasingly threatened, to Catholic Spain where Muslims & Jews once flourished, her Jewish identity becomes more central, just as it becomes more hidden. A fascinating historical adventure!”


—Penny Rosenwasser, author of Hope into Practice


“Home So Far Away is a tour de force of historical fiction. I walked in the shoes and saw through the eyes of the heroine, Klara, and for the first time, I felt the intensity of the struggle of the Spanish Civil War in my own bones —I lived the history through Klara’s words. I couldn’t leave the story behind, inspired by the strength and courage of those who fought for freedom at great expense and live on through our memory.”


—Linda Joy Myers, President of National Association of Memoir Writers, author of Don’t Call Me Mother, Song of the Plains, and the forthcoming novel The Forger of Marseille


“Set amid the travails of the Spanish Civil War, the Second Republic, and the Primo dictatorship before it, this book portrays one character’s place in Spain’s tumultuous early twentieth century. But it is more. Portraying a woman, who is a Jew, who is German, and who shuttles between Germany and Spain, Berlowitz also ruminates on one’s place in history and the impact that large historical events have on all of us.”


—Joshua Goode, Associate Professor of History and Cultural Studies; Chair, Department of History Claremont Graduate University
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“Freiheit ist immer die freiheit des Andersdenkenden.”


(Freedom is always the freedom of the one who thinks differently.)


—Rosa Luxemburg


“Die Heimat ist weit


doch wir sind bereit:


wir kämpfen und siegen für dich: Freiheit!”


(The homeland is far away


but we are ready:


we’ll fight and win for thee, o Freedom!)


—Gudrun Kabisch,


refrain from the International Brigades’


hymn of the Thälmann Battalion
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BERLIN, Friday, 2 January 1925



My mother’s usually soft voice trumpeted through the apartment, interrupting Gerda’s afternoon practice session, fortunately for me. I was beginning to wonder if my sister’s soprano range would ever allow her to reach the low “A” in the Mozart aria she is learning.


“Klara! Gerda! A letter from Seville! From Onkel Julius!”


I was getting ready to leave for a meeting, but a letter from Mama’s older brother is an important event in our home, so I gathered with everyone else at the kitchen table around steaming cups of tea as Mama read aloud from Onkel’s thick missive, slowly deciphering his archaic, cursive German kurrentschrift.


What interested me most, of course, was the political intrigue: after a putsch in 1923, Spain now finds itself in the hands of General Miguel Primo de Rivera, right beside the king, who is referring to the dictator as his own Mussolini. And he evidently says that with pride! Onkel Julius does not offer his opinion, but it is possible that I will be able to hear it in person: Referring to the fact that Mama, Gerda, and I will all be having important birthdays this year (Gerda, thirty in April; Mama, sixty-five in August; and I, thirty-five in June), he insisted that we all come to Seville and spend a week—Holy Week, of all things—with him and his family.


Spain! Just saying the word, my breathing accelerates. Southern sunlight! Odors I have never experienced! Sounds I have yet to hear! Papa, of course, will need to stay here in Berlin, since that time of year represents major profits, and his customers will be flocking to buy their Easter outfits. And Artur and Gina cannot leave their psychology clinic or their home, especially with little Ellen just three and baby Renate not yet two years old. Liese will probably come, if she can be convinced to leave Heinzl and little Günthi with Moritz. Liese is a rarity among us: a true hausfrau and a devotee of the proverbial three K’s (kinder, küche, kirche, the designated domain of the woman—with her children, in the kitchen, and at church).


Onkel was born in Kassel and settled in Spain long ago, before I was born, as the representative of the very successful Brunner Mond chemical business. I think that he and his family are all Roman Catholics. So why is he still inviting us?


When we took down the calendar to determine the dates of Holy Week and our travel possibilities, Mama gasped, “Gottenyu! The first night of Passover is April eighth, right in the middle of the so-called Holy Week! So how can we go then?” She sighed, dropping the calendar as if it had just burned her fingers. “We certainly will not be able to make a Seder in Catholic Spain. And will they even know from matzot?”


Seder is dear to me as well. Communist that I am, this feast of liberation, of opening the door to others, is the best reason to be a Jew. “But when will we have such an opportunity to see the sights of Seville and to visit our uncle again, Mama?” I asked.


Gerda nodded her head, her tangled dark masses of curls a quivering cloud. “Yes, Mama, we may be able to make our own little private Seder.”


My sister, taking my side! Rare and wonderful!


Mama took a few moments for another sip of tea, then set her cup delicately in its saucer and declared, “Well, all right, let’s talk to Liese and write to Julius. Papa will be fine on his own here, with Birgit taking over.”


With this settled, I dashed off to my meeting. I arrived very late, but as it broke up, I crossed the room to where Comrade D. had just separated herself from two people I did not know. She has spent time in Spain, and I think she is half Spanish herself. Her eyes, secret pools of dark water, and the animated way in which her body moves as she speaks are qualities alien to most Germans.


I asked Comrade D. about the status of the Party in Spain, and she informed me that it is now outlawed but that individual leftist groups may be allowed, if they qualify by turning in their records to the government. She also mentioned local left-wing hubs scattered throughout Spanish cities, collectively called La Casa del Pueblo.


“So,” she affirmed, briefly grasping my arm, “I have the address of the office in Sevilla, on the Alameda de Hércules. I will look for it and give it to you at next week’s meeting.”


Something more to look forward to with this trip besides family and maybe a bit of Yiddishkeit: political intrigue. And the dark and dismal streets of Berlin left behind, at least for a couple of weeks. And now that I have pressed its first pages into service, I shall definitely take along this tagebuch, just purchased from Benedict Lachmann’s bookshop on Bayerischer Platz, to record my experiences abroad.







BERLIN, Monday, 12 January 1925


To prepare for our journey, Gerda and I have enrolled in a Spanish class at the Berlitz language school. Liese is busy at home, and Mama claims that she is too old to learn a new language. Yes, we will only be spending a little over a week in Seville, but we two younger sisters—for different reasons—like to be able to communicate with the people who live in the countries we visit.


No German is spoken in our class, but we somehow respond and are learning. We are very impressed with el método, by no means the way we learned French or English, and Señor Valenzuela makes learning enjoyable with his gestures, pictures, and even songs. He is most impressed with Gerda’s voice, and the other students turn their heads to listen to her when we sing.


I love making these new sounds, doing new things with my mouth and with my whole face, new feelings in my whole body.








BERLIN, Tuesday, 31 March 1925



German election results have been tabulated. The German People’s Party did not receive an absolute majority, so the election must be repeated at the end of April, according to the Weimar Constitution. The city is already covered with posters and handbills. Trucks roll through the streets, loaded with men and flags and broadcasting loud rhetoric along with their noxious fumes.


Hindenburg is receiving the support of many right-leaning groups, all in opposition to our fragile Weimar democracy. Opposing him will be the Social Democratic Party and the Centre Party. Both of these parties are committed to the Republic but don’t seem to be able to overcome their differences in order to unite—a dismaying prospect.


I am feeling rather uneasy about Thälmann’s role in the campaign. As Party chair, he has proposed ideas that I just don’t think would be appropriate for Germany and that may not even be the best thing for Russia. I am reminded of the Italian expression “più papista del papa” and I dare say that Thälmann may be more Stalinist than Stalin.


The campaign will go on for nearly two weeks, but we will be in Spain. I am looking forward to the experience of a new culture, even as I wonder how we will be able to observe a Jewish holiday in the midst of the holiest time of the Christian calendar. I also wonder about Onkel Julius’s feelings about living under a dictatorship. For us, being in Spain just might be a preparation for things to come in Germany. I now have the address of a Party office in Seville and just hope to be able to make contact there.







SEVILLE, Thursday, 2 April 1925


We finally arrived yesterday, after a long and exhausting journey. Liese’s boys are staying at home with Ermengarde, their housekeeper, and of course Moritz. Heinz has just turned fourteen and is thinking seriously about studying medicine but must be reminded to stick to his studies. Little Günther (called “Putzi”) is just four and is already trying to emulate anything his brother does. Luckily, Moritz knows how to be patient with his two boys.


Crossing the border into Spain at Cerbère was a rather enormous undertaking since the track gauges are of different sizes. We traveled across lovely, cultivated fields and past tiny towns to Andalusia, where I was almost hypnotized by the endless vistas of silvery olive trees. Just letting my eyes float across that expanse brought great peace to my mind.


At our final stop, an oriental palace rose up before us: the train station at the Plaza de Armas. An exotic welcome to Seville!


Onkel Julius met us alone at the station. Mama recognized him at once and began to sob, murmuring, “He is exactly like our father, Israël. The same neat goatee! The same graceful moustache!” She recoiled a bit, though, at the vigorous hugs he gave us all, kissing us noisily on both cheeks and calling out our names—“Ida! Klara! Elisabeth! Gerda!”


The porter loaded our valises into the boot of a spectacular Hispano-Suiza H6. In German squeezed out with much effort, Onkel explained proudly that the vehicle’s engine was based on wartime aircraft engines. He also told us that France had bought up many shares of the company and so had acquired a great deal of control over design and production, putting many locals out of work. I was tempted to comment that if companies like this one were collectivized, the gap between workers and owners would be eliminated, but I held my tongue.


“I am going to take you on a circular route,” began Onkel Julius (or “Tío Julio,” as he asked us to call him). “I want to enter our street, probably the most castiza—echt, typical—street in Seville, Calle San Luis, by the most elegant way: through the Gate of La Macarena.”


We were driving along the street called Torneo, separated from the train tracks by a low-lying wall that lent itself to political graffiti as well as posters and amateur works of art. On the other side of the street from the wall were large warehouses storing goods that had been imported or were about to be exported.


“You will occasionally be able to glimpse our river through the spaces in the muro, the wall,” continued Tío. “Our river, the Guadalquivir, the big wadi—the only large navigable river in Spain. And that is the Arabic word. The Romans called it the Betis.”


As he slowed down, I was able to make out some graffiti on the wall. I read one line aloud: “Estibadores: Ni un paso atrás.” I tapped Tío’s shoulder: “What does it mean?”


“Estibadores,” he said—“Workers of the docks—dock workers—Not one step back! These workers are very often de huelga—on strike.”


“Ah, bravo!” I exclaimed and then fell silent, not certain of the impression I was making on him and sensing some disapproval from Mama and my sisters. I concentrated on peering out of the auto, and as I did, I noticed that the people of Seville are quite attractive, especially the women. They look more like us than does the typical German. I also saw beautiful posters announcing the springtime Holy Week and Feria (Fair) events all over the city.


After a pause, Tío haltingly broached a subject that seemed to cause him some discomfort. His German was even more difficult to understand than before as he said, “Now, dear sister and nieces, I must ask of you a grand favor. In my family, only my beloved wife, María Dolores, knows about my—our—ascendencia—our origins. None of our children know anything about this. We live in Spain as Catholics, and we belong to the parish of San Cipriano. I pray you that you not mention the word Jew to my children. This is not a thing that I want to associate with my family, sobre todo—especially—during this Holy Week. I hope you know what I mean and that you can understand my … circumstance.”


None of us spoke a word for what felt like several minutes. Though we are not super-pious, what Papa would call frum, this was the first time any of us had been asked to actually deny our heritage. We sat silently, each of us in her own thoughts, and I considered the fact that we would be attempting to observe Passover next week. Then I decided to bargain a bit.


“All right, Tío,” I finally offered, reaching again for his shoulder. “We won’t tell anyone that we are Jewish—as long as you don’t tell anyone that I’m a Communist!”


We all laughed a little, and with that, the ice was broken somewhat. Tío sighed and patted Mama’s hand.


By then we had turned right onto Calle Resolana.


“This street is filled with sunlight, and that is how it received its name,” Tío explained. “You will not recognize it when La Macarena shows herself next week.”


“Julius, do you know the history of every street in Seville?” asked Mama in a somewhat chiding tone.


Tío’s response was to launch into an eloquent description of the street on which the family home is located: “Calle San Luis has also been called Calle Real, or Royal Street, for a good reason. This street was the nerve center, the Cardo Maximus, of Roman times, as well as during the times of the Moros,” he explained. “We are about to pass through the Gate of La Macarena, where kings and queens entered Sevilla.”


As we emerged into the hub of the city, I suddenly felt sheltered within the embrace of the ancient wall.


“We are just passing by the Parroquia—Parish—of San Gil,” Tío continued. “This is a very old church, probably built over a destroyed mezquita—mosque—at the time of the Reconquista, during the reign of Alfonso the Tenth, called El Sabio—The Wise. The church is built in the gótico-mudéjar style, that is, a mixture of Gothic and Mudéjar.”


“What is Mudéjar?” piped up Gerda in a sleepy voice.


“It is a term from an Arabic word that means ‘conquered.’ It refers to the Muslims who lived in the areas newly occupied by Christians.”


“So the Muslims were still permitted to produce their art,” I commented. “Does that mean that the Christians were tolerant of other religions?”


“Well, for a limited time and in a limited way. Muslims were required to pay a fee to the Christian rulers in order to practice their religion. As the Reconquista advanced, religious intolerance grew. Ah, we are about to pass a street where we have one of our cork factories—but see? We have arrived at number forty-two!”


I was amazed to see how briskly Onkel Julius descended from the auto, opened the boot, removed all our luggage, and carried each piece to the polished wooden door, which opened directly onto the street.


Standing in the doorway of the two-story house and smiling at all of us, wearing a white apron with colorfully embroidered flowers, was a woman I assumed was the housemaid. Tío greeted her in quite rapid-fire Spanish. The first thing I noticed was the absence of the “S” sound in the phrase I caught: “Aquí e’tamo’.” Señor Valenzuela had mentioned in one of our Spanish classes that the Andalusian accent typically “eats” the “S,” and now I am glad we attended that one.


The woman, Asun (Asunción), opened her arms and hugged and kissed us all in turn, on both cheeks, as Tío had done. She is small and solidly built, with ivory-pale skin and glossy black hair pulled tightly back into a bun. Without hesitating, she and Tío picked up our luggage, made their way down the hall, and led us up a staircase.


Asun informed us with gestures that our aunt was sleeping. She then directed us to our rooms, which are quite small compared to our bedrooms in Berlin. Each one contains two small beds. Gerda and I are sharing one and Mama is sharing the other with Liese. Our room overlooks a patio, and I opened the window to birds sweeping across the darkening sky, shrieking incomprehensible messages to each other or to some unknown audiences as they passed.


After we had all used the bathroom, a clattering of feet rose from the stairs, and I turned to receive the warm embrace of Cousin María Dolores—she has the same name as her mother—who exclaimed, “Prima Clarita, soy Lolita (Cousin Clarita, I am Lolita)!” Her two children followed closely behind their mother, along with Lolita’s sister, another Clara. Each of them bestowed the double kisses on each of us.


On the way to dinner, I noticed a small room off the hallway filled with books, a world globe, and a desk. I shall have to ask about that!


Tante Lola was waiting for us in the dining room, which extended the full length of the house at the rear, with windows overlooking the patio. Her smile was welcoming as she hugged and kissed us all generously. She is a bit younger than Mama, whose hair is now completely gray. Tante’s light brown hair waves softly around her face and her skin is also very soft. I would like to ask her if she uses any special product for her skin but will need more vocabulary.


Supper, served by Asun, was light: a Spanish omelet (called tortilla Española) made delicious and substantial with potatoes and onions. I was surprised to see the children having a bit of wine, albeit diluted with sparkling flavored water called gaseosa. Gerda and I soon became exhausted practicing our Spanish, while Mama and Liese spoke quietly in German with Tío.


Tomorrow evening, the solemn festivities begin with the Viernes de Dolores (Friday of Sorrows). We will be taking a walk southeastward, to observe the opening procession.







SEVILLE, Friday, 3 April 1925


We breakfasted this morning in an area of the patio covered with a canvas to keep us safe from the light rain. Asun brought us fragrant melon (eaten with knife and fork), sweet rolls, butter, marmalade, and incredibly strong coffee. The hot milk, added to the coffee from a silver pitcher, lingered on my tongue, rich and delicious.


After breakfast, I left the house alone to search for Party headquarters. I walked past Tío’s cork factory and reached the Alameda de Hércules. Its spectacular entryway was flanked by two slim Roman columns topped with statues of Hercules and Julius Caesar, both considered founders of Seville. I imagined that the two were welcoming me to the Alameda, which is planted with white poplar trees (álamos) whose tender new leaves offered some shelter from the rain.


I finally located the office, a storefront marked with a small, hand-lettered sign reading PCA, which I assumed represented something like Partei Comunista Andalucía. I stepped inside and found two middle-aged men seated at a chessboard, cigarettes in hand. I did not wish to interrupt their game but one of the men, brown hair combed straight back, looked up and said, “Buenos días.”


I nodded and replied as well as I could, saying that I was from Berlin and from the Party of Rosa Luxemburg.


“Ah, Rosa Luxemburgo,” he responded. “Bienvenida, camarada—welcome, Comrade.”


They both stood and shook my hand.


Hearing the sound of Rosa’s name pronounced in Spanish, within the sheltering walls of Sevilla, was indeed welcoming. Her name, transformed in that moment, a magic formula, a key that had just opened a door for me. Rosa, now six years dead, returned to life in the warmth of the hands of these two strangers. Her name eliminated the need to explain the reason for my visit, the need to explain myself in a language I have not mastered.


“Please look around,” added the other man, who had dark skin and hair and a generous smile, waving a hand toward the literature placed on shelves and on tables. I did just that, and after leafing through a few pamphlets, I purchased one that depicted Spain, and Andalusia in particular, as a feudal society, thanked the men, and left the building.


As I walked through the Alameda, I repeated to myself in a whisper the word camarada with a new sense of identity.


Nearing Calle San Luis, I became aware of a penetrating, dizzying fragrance that hung over everything, an odor at once of fresh, new life and rotting death. I approached an orange tree and plucked one tiny, waxy white blossom, the apparent source of the scent. A woman—one of the beautiful sevillanas—was passing by, and I asked her to tell me what it was that I held up between my fingers.


Her response sounded like “aassah-áaah,” and I repeated it, trying to imitate her facial expressions as well as the sound. Once back at the house, I presented my version of the word to Tía Lola. She laughed and wrote it out for me: “azahar.” Then Tío beckoned me over and we stepped into his library.


I was delighted to be let into his little sanctuary. “Azahar,” he murmured, and pulled out a bulky dictionary that identified the word, of Arabic origin, to mean both “citrus blossom” and “luck.” I now want to know more about the Arabic presence in this city and in Spain, and I hope the little blossom of azahar will indeed bring me luck.


We soon met all our cousins, as everyone had gathered at the house in preparation for our stroll. The eldest daughter, María Dolores (“Lolita”), whom we met yesterday, is about my age and widowed, with two children, ages nine and eight. They are very well-behaved, and they hugged and kissed all of us again. I am noticing the way people touch each other affectionately and in fact stand close to one another when conversing here, reminding me of Comrade D. I am not at all used to this but am trying to relax and not shrink back when someone touches me.


Carmen, Clara’s twin, is married to Joaquín (who did not come) and they have a six-month-old baby girl (also called María del Carmen) who stayed at home with her nurse. Carmen and Clara look quite a bit like Gerda and me—the same broad forehead and coarse, curly hair, though Carmen apparently gets hers straightened.


We soon became well acquainted with Clara. She is pampered like a child, at the age of twenty-two. She is called “Clarita,” and everything is done for her, though she is apparently perfectly strong and capable. We enjoyed a laugh today comparing the pronunciation of our name in our two languages. She executes the “A” sound with the tongue higher in the back of the mouth than we do, and the “R” with a flip of her tongue at the alveolar ridge, while her attempts at our “R” came out like growling or gargling. Later, I looked in the mirror while practicing the way it feels in my mouth to say my name in Spanish, and then I repeated the Sevillian pronunciation of “azahar” while holding the still-fragrant blossom. It made me feel like a Spanish woman, with a new name and a new vocal apparatus, and actually gave me a sense of freedom.


Gerda is rather blasé about this—her musical studies provide her with a wide palette of sounds, and she says that my name would be pronounced exactly the same in Italian as in Spanish. That may be so, but I am feeling something akin to a chemical change about my body. What I see in the mirror here is not the reflection my mirror in Berlin shows me. My breath quickens at the image of this wide-eyed woman sighing, “azahar.”







SEVILLE, Saturday, 4 April 1925


I have never experienced anything like the events of last night. First, the concept of a religious brotherhood exclusively for Black people (called La Hermandad de los Negritos) struck me as a novelty in a country described as a melting pot by my German guidebook. The explanation that Africans were brought as slaves to Seville by the Portuguese and that the population ultimately “disappeared” makes me wonder how a people could “disappear.”


We all boarded a tram eastward to the Calle de Recaredo (named for a Visigothic king—we can’t escape them even here!) and dismounted near the entrance of the Chapel of the Angels, modestly constructed in Renaissance style. The rain had lessened somewhat, but the paving stones were quite slippery, and we clutched each other’s arms and gripped the children’s hands.


Through the open doors of the church, the glare of enormously tall candles struck me between the eyes. Clouds of incense poured out, and then a threatening blast of organ music was followed by the emergence of figures in white robes and grotesquely pointed hoods, brandishing crosses and standards and shuffling across the wet stones. Mama grabbed my arm and pointed downward. They were barefoot!


“Penitencia (Penance),” explained Tía Lola, who told us that these men were called Nazarenos, named for the town in which Jesus had spent a large part of his life.


After the last white robe had filtered out of the church, we stepped in to view the two figures that would participate in next Thursday’s procession. Most spectacular was the Cristo de la Fundación, a crucifixion sculpted in 1622 by Andrés de Ocampo. This genius must have utilized cadavers as a model for a crucified Christ who continued to suffer in death—the wounds freshly inflicted, the diaphragm lifted for the last, agonized exhalation, the eyes recently closed. The cross was placed atop an elegantly carved platform, called a paso, made of mahogany and crowned with four ornate lanterns. On Holy or Maundy Thursday, the paso will be hoisted and borne on the shoulders of costaleros, volunteers from the community, and carried through the streets of Seville.


We made our way to a side chapel to view Our Lady of the Angels, sculpted in many colors. We approached the canopy that held the statue. Standing before it, surrounded by a multitude of blazing, scented candles, I gazed upon a young mother’s grief, conveyed in wood and paint, including large teardrops and semi-parted lips. Then I looked into her eyes: they were making direct contact with mine. I had somehow been expecting glittering adornments, but I was surprised to see that Our Lady wore a plain, striped head wrap, with shawls draped around her shoulders and hips.


“Why is her clothing so simple?” I asked Tía Lola.


“She is dressed de Hebrea,” she explained—that is, as a Jew.


Tío and I exchanged a sharp look, and I of course said nothing.


I think I am now more able to understand how religious devotion is reinforced, perhaps even created, by these images, which force one to actually make eye contact and to see blood dripping from the wounds of the Divine Being. It helps to combine these experiences with the concept of sacrifice and add the idea of resurrection, but it is the body that closes the circle and guarantees the allegiance.


Mama woke up sneezing this morning. I hope she is not getting ill, as she has a tendency to bronchitis and influenza and has a history of pneumonia. Whenever she sneezes, someone in Tío’s family says, “Jesús.” I suppose that means that they want Jesus to watch over her health.


It was still raining, and I had planned with Cousin Clarita to visit the Reales Alcázares, which falls within walking distance. My guidebook describes the place simply as a “group of palaces surrounded by a wall,” and I needed to see it for myself in order to interpret that description.


Sitting out on the patio under the awning and chatting with Clarita as we waited out the rain, I came to understand her a bit more and started to feel more comfortable conversing.


“So what do you do in Berlin, Prima Clarita?” She used the same diminutive form for me that her family used for her, and I found it very endearing.


“I work as a chemist, and Gerda and I worked as nursing sisters during the war.”


“Oh my! I had a lot of medical problems when I was born.” She nodded solemnly, her eyes opening wide.


“Not uncommon in twins,” I remarked. “In what order were you born?”


“I was the second baby to be born, and I was much smaller than Carmen. The family hired a nurse just to care for me, and I was always given just a little more of everything.”


“Oh, I see.” I studied her face. “Did you think of yourself as different from your sisters?”


“Ah, yes. In a way I still do. I kept to myself a lot and read a lot.”


“Interesting! What did you like to read?” I leaned forward, eager to hear and understand what she would tell me.


“Well,” she answered, giggling a bit and also leaning closer, “I read a lot of my big brother’s books. He tried to hide them from me. About knights and giants and wolves.”


“Ah!” I laughed. “Did you think you wanted to be one of those things?”


“Yes, I thought I could be all of them!” She pushed back a lock of hair that had fallen across her cheek and said, lowering her voice, “I also drew pictures of myself as a knight, and even as a wolf!”


“Oh! Do you still have those pictures?”


“Ah, no.” Her expression sagged a bit. “I was afraid to show them to anybody and I tore them up. My brother painted pictures de fantasía—but he could do that because he was a boy.”


Had I really just heard what I thought I had? There was something still childlike about my twenty-two-year-old cousin, and I found myself almost lecturing her. “Clarita, dear, who told you that you could not be a … mujer loba (wolf woman)?”


“Nobody told me,” she nodded, solemnly, sitting back against her chair. “I just knew it.”


I do not think any Marxist readings could have come to my aid in those moments. I saw clearly the role of the family—in a sense, my own family!—as an instrument of capitalist society in quenching women’s fires of imagination. And who knows where Church teachings fell in that sphere. But I decided to treat the matter lightly, rather than launching into an annoying lecture.


“Well, I hope that mujer loba is still alive somewhere inside you,” I teased.


Clarita made a mock face of horror, eyebrows raised. “Won’t you be afraid of her?”


I laughed. “I hope not.” I noticed the rain had lightened, and I gestured toward the patio door. “Should we be leaving now?”


Clarita smiled and rose. “Yes, let’s go.”





We have just returned from the Reales Alcázares, and I would like to return there immediately, even live there, of course after emptying it of visitors. But what I am doing instead is staying in alone tonight, sipping a fino sherry from a delicate, hand-cut glass that Tía Lola handed me from her cupboard, and noting my impressions here in my diary about this unforgettable architectonic phenomenon.


The extension of the conglomerate is not merely horizontal or even spatial. It transports one up through time, from a deep space below, offering both dimensions from any one of the locations within the structure. Each of the areas, both tangible (visible) and invisible (disappeared … again, people who disappear!), constitutes a monument to the culture that chose this particular location to express its idea of beauty while proclaiming its power. The “original” structure was supposedly a Roman settlement, but why did the Romans choose this spot? Did Hercules the Phoenician set up camp there, and could one burrow down to view the temple—or fort—for which he selected that place?


The next occupying culture, the Muslims, placed its elegant stamp on the compound, delighting the senses of rulers, visiting dignitaries, and military leaders alike, as well as townsfolk. I purchased this card of the Patio del Yeso (courtyard of plaster), as I think it illustrates the surprise I felt at the discrepancy between the delicate working of the material and the military and political dominance of those who lived within these walls and the ideas that these institutions conjure up.


[image: image]




And when the Spanish Christians moved in to reconquer Spain, rather than destroying the symbols of the vanquished, they emulated the Islamic style known as Mudéjar to build their palaces within the compound, coexisting with the first Gothic palaces installed therein by King Alfonso the Tenth, “El Sabio.” Clarita had brought a Spanish guidebook, and she pointed out two neighboring inscriptions adorning the palace of King Pedro I: one, in Gothic letters, declares, “King Don Pedro, by the grace of God.” The other, in Arabic Kufic script, announces, “Only God is greater.” The occasional Jewish star was also prominent. I was tempted to call Clarita’s attention to that but hesitated—since, according to Tío, she is not aware of her own Jewish heritage.


Even the so-called Catholic Sovereigns, Ferdinand and Isabella, had no qualms about residing within walls designed by Muslims and Jews, despite their battles against the people of these religions and their apparent intolerance for them. But when their grandson, Charles I (Emperor Charles V), moves onto the grounds, we join in a sudden leap to the Renaissance of the West. Without destroying what had been laid down, the horseshoe arches spring open, embracing ancient Rome, while geometrical symmetry is offset by lively tapestries featuring figures of people and animals (depictions forbidden in Islamic art). Statues of gods, of lions, of nymphs and satyrs laugh at the unyielding monotheism of their predecessors—and their successors—and open the world to all possibilities and many deities—even to the ba’alim of Hebrew scriptures (Baal, the god from whom Sevilla itself takes its name!). At the same time—and in the same place—the ceilings cling to the Mudéjar style.


And then—the gardens! Viewing them in the rain from within the palaces and framed by the wrought iron grillwork of the windows (some featured calligraphic representations of Koranic scripture, at the same time graced by Jewish stars), I experienced a feeling similar to the comfort and pleasure caused by the olive groves we saw from our train windows, now enhanced with the music of fountains, the colors of the tiles, and of course, the heart-stimulating scent of azahar.…


I am now imagining myself reclining on a bed covered with embroidered silken cushions. I dwell in each layer of the cultures of Seville. The splash of the rain against my window reprises the music of the days of the ba’alim. I live compatibly with all of the “disappeared” inhabitants of the Alcázar. The thought is making me dizzy—or could it be the fino?







SEVILLE, Domingo de Ramos, 5 April 1925


Today’s plan was to walk to the church of St. John the Baptist and follow the procession of its two pasos to the cathedral and back. The pasos represent “Jesus’s Silence before Herod” followed by that of the Virgin of Bitterness (de la Amargura). Mama has indeed taken ill with a chest cold but insisted on accompanying us.


The church itself is modestly Gothic in appearance and crowned inside by a Mudéjar ceiling (somehow comforting to look at). The building sits atop what was an ancient mosque. I am beginning to expect such contrasts in this city.


The rain stopped for today, fortunately, and the mood of the crowd that clustered around the entrance of the church beginning at around seven o’clock was more animated than that of Friday night. People spoke loudly, and vendors hawked roscos, bagel-shaped pastries fried in orange-infused olive oil and dipped in sugar and cinnamon, and Coca-Cola, and a lemon-flavored beverage on blocks of ice.


At about ten minutes after the hour, the people began to shush each other, a solemn drumbeat issued, and from the church emerged the band, a high cornet squealing a sort of descant above a melody that sounded very exotic. Gerda informed me that the march music was in the Phrygian mode. The chief of the costaleros began bellowing encouraging commands to his burly crew, and then the paso itself came into view, step by rhythmic step, ornately gilded, with equally ornate candelabras illuminating the scene that represented Jesus’s silence in the face of the challenges hurled at him by King Herod. Jesus, dressed in a white tunic with gold embroidery, faced the crowd. At the other extreme of the paso sat the king on his throne. Jesus’s hands were tied before him, and his eyes gazed into a space low on the side, as if wishing to ignore the king’s insults. His face was smoothly youthful despite its curly black beard, and nearly expressionless. Herod’s features, on the other hand, displayed more character, more history, and he was garbed in more exotic robes. On either side of the king, two figures bent toward him, wearing what looked like Arabic headdress and striped tunics. “Lo’ judío’!” burst a child’s voice from the crowd—“The Jews!”—and then I understood who the figures represented and why my Tío had asked us not to reveal our ancestry. I wheeled to face him, and he cast his eyes downward, almost mirroring the expression on Jesus’ face. I wanted to flee the scene, fear gripping my heart, but I forced myself to listen to the music and to follow the procession.


We finally reached the cathedral, which I shall try to describe at length another day, but then we returned directly home, as it was already eleven at night, and the procession seemed likely to continue until two in the morning. The children were exhausted, and Mama was coughing and running a slight fever.







SEVILLE, Monday, 6 April 1925


Tío’s downcast eyes hovered all night over my uneasy sleep, and as soon as possible this morning, I headed for his little study. He was seated at his desk with a large volume open before him but stood when I tapped on the doorframe and opened his arms to me.


“Klärele, up so early!”


“Yes, Onkel.” I took a chair and pulled it up to sit near his desk as he sat down again, clasped his hands on the desktop, and leaned over slightly to look deeply into my face. His smile exuded sweetness, and his balding head reflected the innocence of a baby. Mindful of his cautionary words in the auto on our way here, I began, uncertain of what his response would be but encouraged by the kindness he radiated—


“I was wondering if you realize that Pesach begins this Wednesday night.” I hesitated. “We usually do something at home.”


He lowered his head, then reached a hand out to grasp mine. “Frankly, Klara, it has been many years since I have marked the—holidays. Nevertheless”—his face brightened—“I think I can show you some Jewish sites that you will be able to connect with.”


“I will be happy with anything you care to show us,” I replied, relieved, and I squeezed his hand gratefully. “I also have not been very observant since I have become more involved in Party matters, but I think that Gerda and Liese, and especially Mama, would be very touched.”


“I understand.” Tío gazed for a moment off into the distance. “Well,” he finally said, “I think I might be able to please all of you.”


“Ah, lovely.” I could not imagine what he meant, but I had decided to accept his response, no matter what. My heart warmed with gratitude.


“We will meet here on Wednesday at around seven o’clock,” he said. “Let us hope for dry weather.”







SEVILLE, Tuesday, 7 April 1925


This morning, Mama woke with a noisy cough and was very congested. I worry about her since she tries to take part in everything, and then her health suffers.


When Liese told Asun, with expressive gestures and sounds, that Mama had been coughing all night, Asun said, “Hay que pone’le lo baho!”


We looked quizzically at Tío, who interpreted: “Los vahos. Steam treatment! We have everything here.”


“Except eucalyptus leaves!” offered Asun.


“Eucalyptus?” I echoed. “In Seville?”


“Get your coat. We’re going to the street.”


Once we were out the door, Asun took my arm and steered me up Calle San Luis to the Plaza Pumarejo. People of all ages sat on the sidewalk behind lines of baskets of herbs. Signs announced remedies for everything from acne to impotencia, and under “Para la tos”—“for cough”—I spotted a basket of aromatic eucalyptus leaves.


As we walked back to the house with our purchases, I was able to talk to Asun a bit about her life. She seems like a very strong woman, confident in herself and her role in the family. She made an effort to speak slowly and clearly to me. What I understood is that she has been working for the family for over twenty years, since the girls were little. There was also a boy, Julio, who died just three years ago, in circumstances that I simply did not understand. Asun told me that he was a skilled painter. Now I am curious to see his work and understand that this must be the brother Clarita described as painting pictures “de fantasía.”


I tried to ask Asun about her working conditions. When I asked if she was connected to other domestic workers, she smiled, patted my shoulder, and said something like, “God willing, that will happen someday.”


As soon as we returned home, Asun set to boil a liter of water, peeled and chopped two onions and added them to the pot, dropped in two spoonfuls of honey, and finished by shaking in about a hundred grams of the eucalyptus leaves. Then she lowered the flame but didn’t cover the pot and invited Mama to sit in the kitchen while the potion was simmering. Mama entertained herself looking at the delightful animal image tiles—which, Asun explained, had been made in Triana, across the river.


After about half an hour, Asun turned off the fire and let the mixture cool a bit; then she brought a towel and made a sort of tent over the pot, which she placed on the table. She motioned for Mama to lean forward and then covered her head with the towel. “Re’pire de’pasio,” she commanded, and modeled deep, slow breathing.


After about ten minutes, Mama was breathing more easily and said she wanted to go back to bed. Asun strained the infusion into a cup and instructed Mama to take sips of it throughout the day. She awoke in the afternoon, feeling much better. I have never seen a quicker-acting medication than this simple remedy.







SEVILLE, Wednesday, April 8 1925


Mama was still coughing this morning, though her fever had subsided. She insisted that she felt well enough in the afternoon to gather with us in the small front room to await Onkel Julius, whom we could hear talking to Asun behind the closed kitchen door. Soon, he strode down the hallway and into the front room, smiling and carrying a large woven shopping bag.


“We will take the car,” he announced, with no more explanation. The Hispano-Suiza was parked in front of the house, and he maneuvered it until we were heading down Calle San Luis, toward the Alcázar.


As he drove southward, Tío began to hold forth in a way that has by now become familiar: “I assume you know about the Reconquista.”


We all murmured some sort of assent, anticipating his explanation.


“The Christian king Fernando III, now called ‘El Santo,’ entered Seville with his army at the end of the year 1248, after a prolonged siege. He was recognized as the new ruler and was offered two keys to the city by his new subjects, one key from each group. Who do you think they were?”


“The Jews?”


“The Moors?”


“The Visigoths?”


“The Phoenicians?”


We were now making our way down a fairly broad and straight avenue called San José.


“Ha.” Tío chuckled. “Not many visigodos and especially no fenicios lived here then. It was Jews and Muslims who lived within the walled enclaves. The keys that are held today in the Tesoro of the cathedral represent these two communities. The king invited descendants of Jews who had fled the invasion of the Almohades a century earlier and taken refuge in Toledo to return. Oh, the Almohades were fierce and religiously intolerant warriors. They were magnificent builders, responsible for the Gold Tower and la Giralda, among others, but they wanted no Jews in this city.”


“That is a familiar situation for us,” Liese said. “We have just come from people like that in Germany.”


“Nihil novi sub sole,” Tío said. “So Fernando settled more Jews in Seville, to serve him and prop up his regime. His son, Alfonso, ‘El Sabio,’ was even more supportive of the Jews.”


“Where were the Jews settled?”


Tío stopped the car and turned to face us. “Right here. We are now within the area inhabited by the Jews of Seville, called the Aljama.”


We all gasped and looked out of the window but saw nothing remarkable—no plaques, no walls, just a rather ordinary-looking, smallish church.


“When the Christian conquerors entered Sevilla in 1284, one of the city’s many mosques stood on this spot,” Tío explained. “Three of these mosques were converted to synagogues when Alfonso assumed the throne. All three monotheistic religions have worshipped in the spot we are looking at now. The relationship between Christians and Jews looked promising, but toward the end of the next century, Christians began to envy the financial power of the Jews.”


I felt compelled to interrupt: “Onkel, did the Christians not think of money as something dirty, which is why they restricted the Jews to financial roles in their governments? So now they become enraged when Jews control the purses?”


“Yes, I suppose that is a valid explanation,” he responded. “At any rate, what happened was that in 1391, a fanatical archdeacon, Ferrán Martínez, bellowed from the pulpit that his parishioners should kill every Jew within sight, destroy or occupy their homes, and confiscate all religious articles and send them to the Church. The king tried to stop these pogroms, but they spread like disease among the Christian population and infected all of Spain. I think the Christians believed they would be assigned a higher berth in heaven for every Jew they murdered or forced to convert.”


“Gottenyu!” exclaimed Mama, coughing a few times. “That is why we want to observe Pesach: to keep the Angel of Death from returning to Seville.”


Tío fell silent as he turned into increasingly narrow and uneven streets, negotiating ever-sharper turns, and finally parked the auto by a tree-lined plaza that featured a cross of delicate grillwork.


“We can get out now,” he declared.


I wondered if this was some sort of cruel trick: nothing there in that large space except for that cross.


“This place also has a Christian title: La Plaza de Santa Cruz,” Tío said. “But it was the location of the largest synagogue of Seville. We don’t know its name, nor do we know the name of the mosque that it replaced. After the pogroms of 1391, the synagogue was transformed into a church. But the church was destroyed, by the French, in 1811. Of course, there were no longer Jews here by then. They and their crypto-Jewish and converso descendants had been expelled by los Reyes Católicos—the so-called Catholic Sovereigns—in 1492.”


We all stood facing some benches, away from the cross, in silence, pondering Tío’s words. Behind the benches, the fragrance of azahar drifted from the few orange trees.


“What we are standing on now, is the solar. We cannot actually set foot directly on any other Jewish site in Seville.”


The solar. At first, I was not entirely sure of the meaning as Tío pronounced the word. But then I recalled having seen the word in the guidebooks. It means the soil, the foundation, the earth, but also the antecedents, the lineage, the heritage. Home. Die heimat. Standing there, I experienced a sensation similar to what I had felt in the Alcázar. Surging up through my feet and my legs pulsed the sanctity for which this location had been chosen. A sanctity recognized and shared by those early inhabitants—who knows how many millennia ago—even before Jews or Muslims reached Spain. It flowed up through my spine to my heart and my throat. But then, through this deep connection, I found myself witnessing the ripping away of our solar—the clubbings, the stabbings, the insults shouted by the intolerant, ignorant, misguided, murderous mobs. Sorrow overtook me, and the chaos of the past overwhelmed me, and I began to sob.


Awareness of anyone else vanished until Tío gently took my arm and we all moved to sit on the benches beneath the orange trees.


He began to pull things out of the shopping bag. First a plain white cloth that he placed on the bench, next a round brass plate, then a package wrapped in a large white napkin, which, when he unwrapped it, I realized was round, flat bread.


We all gasped, and I began to laugh, though tears still fell from my eyes. “Matzot!”


“Well, almost,” Tío chortled. “Pan ácimo—unleavened bread, baked today by Asun. We call it “pan de Jesús,” and of course you all know that the bread taken as the host replicates the matzot that Jesus consumed with his disciples—at a Passover Seder.”


Soon on the platter there appeared the other elements of the ritual: a hard-cooked egg, a roasted lamb bone, chopped dates with nuts, a few sprigs of parsley, and some dark green leaves I understood to represent maror (bitter herbs).


“I did not bring saltwater,” Tío admitted apologetically. “But I think Klara has provided that with her authentic tears.” He smiled, put his arm around my shoulders, and gave me a squeeze. Then he pulled out a gaseosa bottle filled with water, a bottle of red wine, and six simple glasses, each wrapped in a dish towel. The sixth glass was, of course, for Elijah, the Prophet. Would he show himself in Seville? Whose door would be open to him? Would he bring the Messiah?


“How about candles, Julius? Did you bring them?” asked Mama.


“I was afraid that would call undue attention to us,” Tío said softly, looking around, even though there was no one about, and I don’t think anyone would have understood what he was saying in any event—his German mixed with Spanish and Yiddish phrases. It made me realize that even there, atop our ancestral solar, in the twentieth century, we were not safe. “To the average Christian sevillano passerby, we are just people having a picnic in a plaza. But lacking the candles, let us pour the first cup of wine.”


He poured the wine into each of our glasses, including Elijah’s. Mama murmured the blessing over the wine, and I realized that Onkel was to be a sort of spectator at this ritual. He had provided this experience for us as his guests and as his family, but no longer as his people. It was we four women who were to enact this, our ancestral ritual. I wondered, Is my uncle now an outsider? Or is he an ambassador, sent by Elijah, to watch over us?


Onkel poured out a splash of the water for each of us to wash our hands. But it was Mama who gently touched my tear-streaked cheek with the parsley—the karpas—and Liese who broke the middle matzo in two and scurried furtively into the bushes to hide the broken half.


Then Tío’s question responded to my doubts: “Gerdele, will you please ask di fir kashes?”


“But Onkel,” Gerda protested, “I am the youngest daughter—the four questions are asked by the youngest son—”


“Gerda, you are the youngest person here,” I insisted. “This is our solar. It is our day.”


She nodded, gently cleared her throat, and began intoning the chant timidly, finally rising to full voice only when it was clear that we were truly alone.


With the final phrase, “we all recline,” we made an effort to lean back on the hard benches.


“Let’s now recite the ten plagues,” I suggested, and dipped a finger into my wineglass to begin: “Dam,” I pronounced, spilling the drop of symbolic blood to the ground. As we alternated, naming the plagues and sprinkling the drops onto the ground, Tío remained silent and did not spill any of his wine. I am sure that some of us were wishing for our enemies to be visited by one, or even all, of the plagues. God knows I was. Was Tío also wishing it? Perhaps not. Did he forgive?


With the mention of the tenth plague, the death of the first-born son, he uttered a low moan. Oy, his first-born! I remembered. He died just three years ago. Julio. Did the Angel of Death take the son, mistaking him for the father with the same name? I knew I could not ask Onkel about this.


It began to get dark, and the air thickened with the threat of a light drizzle. We helped Tío replace all of the items in the bag.


“Who will find the afikomen—the hidden matzo?” asked Gerda.


“Some hungry creature, I hope,” Tío said. “We will bring the rest of the bread home for tonight.”


Does it matter if an animal eats the Passover matzo? Is that the meaning of “let all who are hungry.…”? Was this matzo just a piece of flatbread, baked by a Christian woman in her kitchen? Does matzo acquire meaning solely for the one who consumes it?


I think this holiday will never be the same to me again. No one uttered, “Next year in Jerusalem”—at least, not aloud. I had actually felt that I was in my own Jerusalem for a few moments.


Back home on Calle San Luis, we each ate a piece of matzo at the end of the evening meal. Tía Lola complimented Asun on the bread. I wondered if she knew what it meant to us—to her husband. And if the act of taking communion would change for him after this night, so different from all others.








SEVILLE, Friday, 10 April 1925



This day has shown me the strength of the religion of today’s Seville. It actually began in the first, dark hours of the day, which the locals call “la madrugá,” or the dawning. Tío and Tía had reserved seats for us all in a large plaza at the top of Calle Sierpes, called Campana. Around midnight, we dressed warmly—trousers and woolen overcoats, hats and scarves—and joined the throngs of people who were already on the street, heading toward Campana. Asun had prepared a warming, tasty batch of pavías de bacalao—codfish pieces dipped in batter and deep-fried in that wonderfully rich and tangy olive oil, all packed tightly in a lightweight metal container called an hucha.


We found our hard wooden seats and sat down to enjoy the pavías, wrapped in little tissue-like paper napkins. An urgent drumbeat and brassy fanfare issued from a band that made its way into the plaza. The public began shushing each other, and Liese pointed upward to a balcony. There stood a smallish woman of about my age, dressed in black and gesturing toward the paso. The murmuring ceased, leaving only the incessant, now muffled, drumbeat, and the woman’s voice broke out in a tearful “Ay, ay, ay!” in what I now recognized as the Phrygian mode. Her voice embroidered around the tonic and returned to it, only to break off in a sobbing groan.


As she paused, Tío grabbed my arm and whispered, “That’s Pastora Pavón, la Niña de los Peines—the girl of the combs. She is singing a saeta, a type of cante jondo—deep song.”


As Pastora’s song moved upward, through the verses of the mode, her voice pierced the air almost cruelly; then, returning to the tonic, her voice suddenly seemed to come from a different singer, metallic and veiled with softness. She broke again into sobs as she resolved the phrase, at which the whole crowd shouted, “¡Olé!”


Pastora resumed with a slightly different melody, strident now, and I felt the overtones vibrating in my head, chest, and pelvis. I looked over at Gerda, and she was weeping. Then Pastora reverted to the softer voice and ended her saeta, again breaking off at the tonic, and retreated without fanfare through the open door of the balcony. I had an urge to rush into the building, find her, and embrace her in a sort of spiritual sisterhood.


The costaleros hoisted their load once more and continued, pushed along by the blaring trumpets, and we all sighed and waited for the next paso.


At about three in the morning, the plaza became even more packed with townspeople anticipating the entry of the true queen of Seville, whose full name is María Santísima de la Esperanza Macarena. Her followers had accompanied her from her working-class neighborhood for her triumphal passage through the arch that bears her name. The public rose to applaud as the Macarena’s canopy came into view, undulating rhythmically to a brisker march. Past the countless dripping candles and snowy carnations, I could make out her golden crown, encrusted with precious gems, and, with just the right light, her face. Along with the usual tears and furrowed brows, the Macarena’s anonymous seventeenth-century sculptor had imbued her with a strength and a resolve that I imagine mothers of murdered children must summon in order to survive and carry on. Her parted lips revealed her effort to control her breathing, another survival technique.


It was nearing four o’clock by this point, and we all felt stiff and cold, so we willingly headed toward the cathedral. Our guidepost was the Giralda, the tower built by the fierce fundamentalist Almohades that was originally part of the mosque, partly destroyed to accommodate the enormous cathedral. I imagined the tower functioning as the minaret for which it was designed, the call to prayer launched from deep within the muezzin’s body and echoing through the narrow streets. Perhaps it was the hour or the cold, but the sight of the cathedral in its entirety occasioned in me a slight wave of nausea and a chill. The size itself was intimidating and dizzying, and I imagined the process of construction across centuries and styles, and the domination of the building mass itself over the people living in its shadow and beyond.


As we approached an entrance, I saw the horseshoe arch of the doorway, now called the Puerta del Perdón (Gate of Forgiveness). That doorway was part of the original mosque, Tía Lola pointed out, and I was able to mentally block out the toga-clad saints affixed to the walls on either side of the entrance and receive the comfort offered by the graceful shape of the doorway and its delicate carvings, an unexpected contrast to the famously warlike nature of the Almohades.


We passed through the doorway and into what is today called the Patio de los Naranjos, the courtyard of the orange trees. This area was also part of the original mosque, the area in which the faithful made their required ablutions before entering for services. The rains of the night before had lingered on the azahar, which was now releasing its fragrance as the approaching daylight warmed it, causing me to feel grateful that this area had been spared the zeal of the conquering Christian armies.


Once inside the cathedral, I again felt overwhelmed, overwhelmingly separate and different, but I made myself concentrate on the tombs of some of the notables buried there—Christopher Columbus, among others, and the same Pedro I, dubbed both “the Cruel” and “the Just,” whose boastful inscription Clarita and I had seen in the Reales Alcázares.


Finally, I took Liese’s arm, Spanish style, and we all agreed that we were tired and hungry. Tío Julio knew just what we needed, and by six o’clock, we were seated at a lovely, marble-topped counter in the bar El Comercio and dipping freshly fried churros into cups of thick and steaming hot chocolate.


It was a short walk back home, and after we arrived, I asked my uncle to explain the words of the saeta we had just witnessed. His response was a nod and a squeeze of my arm, whereupon I repaired to my room for a refreshing nap. I awoke a few hours later to find a piece of paper laid on my bureau, in his handwriting, which I can now translate:




Lo clavaron con fiereza,


Lo coronaron de espinas;


Sangre mana su cabeza,


Sangran sus ojos y cejas,


Sangran sus sienes divinas.


They nailed him up, savagely.


They crowned him with thorns.


Blood flows from his head,


Blood from eyes and eyebrows,


Blood from his holy temples.










SEVILLE, Easter Sunday, 12 April 1925


Today marks the event that defines the Christian religion: the resurrection of Jesus Christ. To believe in this event is to be a Christian, and to be a Christian is to believe in this event. Tío announced to us yesterday that today’s plan included a bullfight, as well as attending Mass in the morning. We will probably be spending the day packing for tomorrow’s trip back to Berlin, as none of us has the least desire to see a bullfight. Too terrible to contemplate, and I fail to see any connection with the Christian holiday unless it is that of pain, sacrifice, torture, and spilled blood.


I was wondering the whole time we were here, even during our improvised Seder, if Tío would try to convince us to become Catholic. I plan to talk about this to Mama and my sisters. He seemed to me to be quite objective and matter-of-fact as he explained the traditions and beliefs of Holy Week. I’ll admit that I was made sharply aware of my Jewishness, from the moment when Tío imposed his rule of silence and especially when I witnessed and felt in my insides the judgment of the Spanish Catholics toward the Jews as responsible for Jesus’s death. Yes, a slight feeling of guilt, or perhaps only of sorrow, but mostly a desire to refute the false legend. I had an entirely different sensation when seeing tangible evidence of the coexistence between Jews, Muslims, and Christians during Spain’s Middle Ages and feeling the entwined roots of generations coursing up into my body from the solar of what was once the Great Synagogue of Seville. It was as if I could have lived during those times without feeling the stigma of difference I feel here—and in Germany even more. I can change my beliefs, but not my ancestry. I try to imagine what it would feel like to be a part of a nation that would allow me to feel so at home.


To crown our visit to Seville, we all gathered at Restaurant El Cabildo, located near the cathedral. The spot was spectacular—and typical, with its lovely arches and columns and comfortably appointed interior with warm lighting and spacious rooms. Most meaningful to me was an actual section of an Almohade wall forming one side of the dining room in which all fifteen of us (including Baby Carmencita) were seated. I rubbed my hand across its rough, earth-colored surface and tried to inhale and draw into my body some remnant of its builders and of others who had come in contact with the wall. Though I know walls like this were constructed to keep people out, I felt that I was enclosed within it with ancestors I never had but who were accepting me and keeping me safe.


We ordered the oven-roasted leg of baby lamb, called lechal; its pungent, sweet aroma mingled with that of the wall, and its taste suggested a return to the space-time visit I had experienced at the Reales Alcázares and to the sanctity of the Santa Cruz solar that had filled my body.







SEVILLE, Monday, 13 April 1925


We spent most of the morning making final preparations for our return trip. Today was considered a holiday, Lunes de Pascua (Easter Monday), and the pace of life had slowed. Schools and many businesses were closed. I decided to ask Tío Julio’s permission to accompany him on his daily walk, as I wanted to speak to him about something I have been thinking about very strongly, and even dreamt about last night.


I posed the question as we strolled arm in arm toward the Alameda de Hércules:


“Onkel, I know I have not spent a long time in Spain, and I have many things yet to learn, but do you think I would do well in Spain—I mean, to live and work? Are there opportunities for a female scientist who is a Jew, even if a lukewarm Jew, and a Communist?”


“Ach, I think we need a quiet place to sit and talk,” he said and steered me to the nearest bar. (Yes, bars were open today.) We took a seat at a small, tiled corner table and ordered a couple of finos and a dish of olives, the specialty of the house. I purchased a small jar of them to take home, as I don’t think I can bear to return to life in Berlin without these heavenly morsels, and I also want to introduce Papa to this taste of Seville.


“Well, Klara,” resumed Tío, lowering his voice, “science has taken some big steps so far this century. The nation began to examine its conscience and its place in the modern world after the humiliating defeat of 1898, and to look outside the country for models. People even began to study abroad—in Italy, mostly, but also in Switzerland. I used to hear the expression, probably coined by the philosopher Unamuno, ‘Que inventen ellos.…’ How to explain: ‘Let the others invent’—and in fact, since the dictator has taken over, progress in science has indeed slowed a bit, as university posts are handed out to Primo de Rivera’s allies. But I can say that advances are being made in Spain in all fields of science. Professors and scientists are even coming here from America.”


This last sentence was pronounced with pride, and I realized how thoroughly my uncle has adapted to life in Spain, a sort of conversion that is perhaps stronger than his religious beliefs. We proposed a toast—to science—over our first sips of fino.


“Our family’s chemical company and other foreign companies have dominated the industry here for many decades. But this may change as our educational system changes, especially propelled by the Junta para la Ampliación de los Estudios, even though the dictatorship makes efforts to hold on to the status quo.”


“What is this Junta, Tío?” I asked, leaning in toward him to bring myself closer to his knowledge.


“This is a government institution created by royal decree and presided over by the wonderful Dr. Ramón y Cajal since the beginning of the century, to compensate for the lack of progress in the sciences here. And,” he went on, “did you know that before the ‘Royal Goose’ took over in February of 1923, Albert Einstein was awarded a doctorate of science, honoris causa, from the University of Madrid, and that he came here in person to receive it and met with the king and with local scientists?”


I sat back in my seat. “My goodness, I did not know that!” I exclaimed. “But who is this ‘Royal Goose,’ Primo de Rivera?”


“Ha, ha,” he laughed. “Right! That is one of Unamuno’s chosen names for him—which is one of the reasons behind Unamuno’s ‘involuntary leave of absence’ from the University of Salamanca. He seems to have more freedom to think and to write from his exile in France, and the dictator is not spared in his prose or his poetry, nor is the king himself.” He lowered his voice even more. “Halevai”—I love this Yiddish expression, which means something like, “May it be so”—“when the dictator falls, and may it happen soon, Einstein’s ideas, not only about relativity but about pacifism, shall prevail in our country.” He took my hand, and tears welled up in his eyes as he added, “And may you have the courage to help bring us progress and peace.”


I also began to weep, feeling so moved at his recognition of my beliefs and of his acceptance of my life’s mission.


We walked home in silence, and I again clasped my uncle’s arm, feeling love and admiration for him, and a renewed sense of dedication to the possibility of Spain as a location for my life.


Just as I was about to come up to my room, Tío handed me this photograph of him. I shall always treasure it.
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BERLIN, Saturday, 25 April 1925


Home again and anticipating the results of the election. Our train trip back from Spain included an animated conversation. Rain fell heavily on the new crops and made rivers swell, a comforting backdrop that encouraged confidence and privacy.


I put the first question to Mama: “When Onkel was explaining the Holy Week traditions to you, do you think he was trying to get you to convert?”


“Not at all.” Mama placed the magazine she was reading in her lap. “He was as impartial as a paid guide. But later I did ask him what had led him to become a Catholic. He told me that he realized before leaving Kassel for Spain that he was going to be working and living in a Catholic country. He never actually went through conversion but rather began his new life by simply going through the motions.”


“Did you ask him if he misses being a Jew?” asked Liese. “I was not sure if he wanted to participate more in our little Seder in the plaza.”


“Yes, I did, and though he did admit that he missed some aspects of Yiddishkeit, he confessed that he feels safer in Spain as a Christian, even a nominal Christian, than as an admitted Jew.”


“What about you, Mama?” asked Gerda, lowering her voice. “Do you still feel safe as a Jew returning to Germany, now that you have been in Spain? Those horrible pogroms of 1391, incited by an insane demagogue? Couldn’t this happen in Germany?”


“Now Gerda, we have talked about this before,” Mama said adamantly, tipping her head to one side. “We have lived in Germany for centuries. We are Germans first. We speak German—in fact, we speak better German than most Germans. Your father’s work makes him an accepted part of German society. After all, his business makes the uniforms that our troops put on every day, in many lands, even in Africa. Your brother served as a medic in the German Army in that horrible war, and he and Gina have patients among all types of Germans. We make positive contributions to the welfare of the German people.”


“But what about the notices plastered on all the public buildings, especially in the south, and that wild beast, Hitler, and some of the messages around the election that the country would be better without Jews?” Gerda protested.


“People have always said bad things about Jews,” Mama said dismissively, waving a hand in the air and picking up her magazine. “That is never going to change. We go on about our lives in an honest way and we do not let a few crazy people intimidate us.”


“I hope you are right, Mama,” I said. “But this election runoff could point in a dangerous direction.”


“Well, you will do what you need to do, Klärele. We are going to be just fine.”








BERLIN, Tuesday, 28 April 1925



So now I am trying to come to terms with the results of the second election. I am not surprised, but I am disturbed and also hopeful that we can address some of the conflicts within our Party. What is not surprising is the fact that Hindenburg has emerged triumphant, if unwilling, with a bare plurality of votes. Thälmann and the German Communist Party received a mere 6.4 percent, even less than in the first round. I’m sure that many Party members chose to vote socialist this time because of their distaste for Thälmann. This leads me again to speculate that if the KPD had been able to overcome our differences with Marx’s Social Democratic Party and the German Democratic Party, forming a left coalition, we might have been able to put people in power who can truly eliminate class conflict and the cult of personality and instead address the common needs of the working classes. I can only imagine an increase in militarism, and even in imperialism now for Germany, with Hindenburg’s advocacy of Lebensraum.







BERLIN, Saturday, 2 May 1925


I so miss Tío Julio, and I miss being in Spain, especially speaking Spanish and the way people touch each other. Since our return, I have noticed how far apart Germans stand while conversing, compared to Spaniards. I also realize that in Spain, even though my language skills are limited, I found myself saying things that I would hesitate to say in German. I spoke about myself in more personal terms, and addressed others—Clarita or Asun, for example, or even people I didn’t know—in more personal ways than I would in German. That chemical shift I felt in Seville is still with me, and my feeling of difference here in Germany is stronger on return than it was before.








BERLIN, Friday, 30 October 1925



Gerda has thrown herself into her work with the immigrant children at Siegfried Lehmann’s Jüdisches Volksheim. She has returned to her mission of carrying donations through the streets and, since she has let her hair grow out naturally, presents quite a wild spectacle. She has also been devoting herself to teaching her beloved kindergarten group, which five-year-old Putzi has now joined. She sometimes appears to be in a sort of trance, not responding when spoken to and staring into the distance. She even lets Putzi bring our dachshund Lumpi to school and reports that the other children adore him and are learning to bestow tender care on animals. Here is a picture of them in our garden.
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BERLIN, Friday, 15 January 1926



My niece Ellen’s fourth birthday is coming up next month, and I have been asking Artur and Gina to let me have her for the day. I would love to take her to work with me. She is very interested in people and is already beginning to read. A serious child, she knows exactly what she wants and asks a lot of questions. I love to hear her formulate them, though I am not always able to answer her in a satisfactory way.
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BERLIN, Wednesday, 15 December 1926


True, I have not opened my diary for quite some time and have been attending too many meetings to recall or comment upon. The Party purchased a huge building last month just off the “Alex” (Alexanderplatz) to serve as headquarters and has named the building “Karl-Liebknecht-Haus.” The Rote Fahne newspaper will be published here, and offices are still being installed in the building. While it is wonderful to see such a major landmark named for a stellar founder of our Party, one whose voice was raised against war and its capitalist origins, I only wonder why the building was not named for Rosa. When will landmarks be named for women, for Communist women?


Artur and Gina are expecting their third child in May. Gina continues to go to her office and see patients. She is such a strong woman; I have come to admire her. Since returning from Spain, I have been going out to Nowawes and spending time with the little girls: Ellen, who will be five in February, and little Renate Eva, who just turned three this past summer. Ellen explains all of Renate’s needs to me with great authority, and Renate is so adorable that people in the street stop to comment on her beauty. I love hugging and kissing them, another trait that Spain has engendered in me, and they now run to me with open arms when I arrive, shouting, “Tante Klara, Tante Klara!”







NOWAWES, Saturday, 14 May 1927


It’s girl number three! Born two days ago, healthy but very tiny and must spend some days in hospital. They have named her Nora Teja Susanne. Gina had been thinking about giving her baby a Hindi name, and Teja means both “light” and “strength.”


I am staying at their home while Gina and the baby recuperate. They have a nursemaid, but the girls had been asking for me, and I am more than happy to care for them and take them to the park in this lovely spring weather. Artur continues to see patients during his consulting hours, and his home and office addresses are listed in the Nowawes section of the Potsdam directory.


Papa’s business has not been doing very well. For extra income, he and Mama are planning to rent out Liese’s former bedroom to a student, and they have posted notices at the University.








BERLIN, Saturday, 1 October 1927



Our new boarder has moved in. Leo Szilard is a physicist from Budapest, and actually an instructor at the university. He is quite handsome and youthful, with a friendly, jovial nature. He dined with us this evening and mentioned that he is well acquainted with Einstein and is actually collaborating with him on some inventions. Pressed by Papa, he explained that his family changed their surname from Spitz when Mr. Szilard was an infant. He explained the “Name-Magyarization” campaign promoted by the Austro-Hungarian monarchy, in the name of national unity. It seems like a loss to me, especially as it forces people to conform to an official policy. And does it not also stamp Jews as lesser beings—people not qualified to participate in the society at large? How can one be expected to hold allegiance to a society that does not allow one to retain one’s traditional name?


Mama did not join us at table. She has had a head cold for about four days and is reading in her room.







BERLIN, Tuesday, 4 October 1927


Mama is now complaining of sudden chills and chest pain and seems to have influenza. We don’t want to take her out as the weather is unseasonably cold, windy, and rainy. We will have Artur recommend someone to come to the house to look at her.


Tonight at supper, I noticed that Mr. Szilard was looking intently at Gerda across the table. She blushed and looked downward. He stated that he was interested in the arts, but I think it is actually Gerda who is the object of his interest. Gerda appears rather neutral about the attention, and she is certainly not talking to me about it.








BERLIN, Saturday, 8 October 1927



Mama has developed a high fever and stays in bed, taking only tea and thin soup. She is very irritable and wants me to sit by her bed; then she tells me I’m not doing something correctly, or rather that I’m not doing anything correctly. Doctor L. says she should be kept covered and encouraged to sweat and has issued a preliminary diagnosis of pneumonia. So I pull the woolen blanket over Mama, and she throws it off and orders me either to freshen the cool cloth for her forehead or to leave the room. This afternoon I tiptoed in, and she bolted upright and—staring into space and waving her arms—shouted hoarsely, “Get Lumpi off my bed! Get him out!”


I took her hand. “Lumpi is not here, Mama. It’s me, Klara.”


She sank back down and appeared to sleep.







BERLIN, Monday, 17 October 1927


Mama awoke this morning drenched in sweat and demanding coffee, lox, and rye bread. Birgit and I gave her a sponge bath and helped her to put on fresh clothes, and she devoured the food and added generous portions of cream and sugar to the coffee, which she sipped with gusto. Her temperature has dropped, but she still feels too weak to get up. She must have heard us talking about putting her in the hospital, for she keeps repeating, “No one is taking me to any hospital. I’m staying right here.”


Dr. L. believes she has passed the crisis but that she will take quite a while to convalesce.







BERLIN, Monday, 24 October 1927


Today was Artur’s birthday and we all celebrated it together here on Prinzregentenstrasse. Artur brought a bottle of plum schnapps, making Papa very happy. Heinz and Putzi are handsome and well-mannered and very respectful toward Mama, who was up and dressed and beaming at the children, though quite a bit thinner. Artur and Gina’s three girls are wonderful, and Gina is happy to have returned to work. Ellen, the eldest, is very proud of her reading skills and asked permission of Mama to read to her little sisters from our well-worn edition of Der Struwwelpeter (Shaggy Peter). Even baby Nora, only five months old, opened her eyes wide as Ellen declaimed very dramatically and with much expression, and Renate shrieked both with delight and horror at the antics of the bad-mannered children, her blue eyes sparkling. Gerda took a turn reading and even improvised melodies to the verses, and Liese rushed to the piano to accompany her, skillfully creating dissonant harmonies à la Viennoise. This bizarre “opera” set Mama to laughing uproariously, which turned into spasmodic coughing that forced her to return to bed.


Mr. Szilard did not join us, and Gerda did not seem to miss him. After everyone had left, she and I sat in the kitchen, sipping the delicious, aromatic schnapps.


“Klara,” she said after a few moments of silence, “I am thinking about assisting Siegfried Lehmann in his Ben Shemen project, perhaps even moving to Palestine.”


“Oh, really, Gerda?” I was surprised. “So does this mean that you believe that Palestine should be a Jewish homeland?”


“Well, from my work among the Ostjuden, I see the threats to Jewish children in Germany. There is really no future for them here as things stand.”
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