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What People Are Saying About


Thread of Life


I started reading your book yesterday morning and finished it this afternoon! I found it fascinating. It is a fine work … The book is rich in social observation. I shall long cherish your reflections on memory and history.


Harvey Gillman, author of A Light That Is Shining, A Minority of One, and Epiphanies


Sober and sobering, Jennifer Kavanagh’s Thread of Life is a thoughtful, serious work of remembrance. The memoir’s canvas is large, embracing multiple themes — music, Jewishness, mothers, home and place — as well as historical context both micro and macro. A widely researched work, it considers family fortunes, some tragic, with devotion and also detachment.


Elsbeth Lindner, former CEO of The Women’s Press and author of The Meeting


I have always been convinced that memoirs, true stories, are more fascinating and enthralling than fiction books. The story of two ladies, mother and daughter, their lives in Russia, Latvia, Switzerland, Egypt and England in the 20th century absorbed me into this page-turner brilliantly written by Jennifer Kavanagh, their granddaughter and daughter respectively. I could not stop from following the threads of many lives until I got to the last page of the book and exclaimed: спасибо [thank you] — it is a fascinating book. I regret I could not listen to that lullaby in Russian that Dora had sung to Genia.


Sergei Nikitin, author of Friends and Comrades
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For Sophie, who was born just as the idea for this began to form.


I ka wā ma mua, ka wā ma hope. (Hawaian)


We’re walking backward into the future.


If you look deeply into the palm of your hand you will see your parents and all generations of your ancestors. All of them are alive in this moment. Each is present in your body. You are the continuation of each of those people … The thread of life has never been interrupted from time without beginning until now. Previous generations … are present in your hand at this moment. (Thich Nhat Hanh, Present Moment, Wonderful Moment. Berkeley, California: Parallax Press, 1990. pp 13–14.)
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Preface


September 2022, Regent’s Park, London


It was time for the annual open-air sculpture exhibition. I stood in front of one exhibit: a panel inscribed in large letters with “Some unnecessary words”, and chuckled.


“Funny,” I said to the young woman standing next to me.


But she didn’t understand. She was from Ukraine, and she spoke Russian.


With her few words of English and my few words remembered from school Russian, we managed to communicate. I told her that my mother was Russian, my grandfather (probably) from Ukraine.


Her face lit up. “Town?”


But I didn’t know — we’ve never known.


She told me she talks to her mother on the phone, and scrolled down her phone past pictures of Putin to show a picture of an explosion.


My hand on my heart, I expressed my sorrow.


We gazed at each other then, realising we had said all that was possible, we said goodbye. She opened her arms and embraced me.


Six months before this meeting, and a few months after I started work on this book, the Russian army invaded Ukraine. The day after the invasion, behind me as I walked along a London street, were two young women talking Russian. Not an easy time to be Russian; not a time, indeed, where I feel comfortable admitting my Russian ancestry. But thousands of Russians in many Russian cities are protesting against the war, and being arrested. Courage, indeed. Reminders of Prague in 1968 when the Soviet tanks rolled in — and of the courage of many other protestors. Warmongering governments are not always supported by their citizens. Nonetheless, it gave me pause, and I stopped working on the book for a while, to be clearer about the context in which I was writing.


Threads


Margate, February 2022. An unexpectedly balmy day by the sea. I was there with a friend to visit the Turner Contemporary Gallery, where her daughter was exhibiting two pieces of artwork. It was a large exhibition, full of paintings and other art of varying quality. Suddenly, as I wandered through the rooms, I was arrested by an artwork by Barbarita Marks called “Threads”. Two Singer sewing machines. A piece of cloth with large stitches linking printed portraits of a Jewish grandmother, and those of her daughter and granddaughters. The artist writes:


This installation searches for connection. My mother, Bina Korngold fled from Vienna in 1939, to escape the Nazis. As soon as she was able to speak English, she gave up speaking German forever as a private stand against the killing of her parents Markus and Bruche Korngold.


Threads uses the politics of repair, stitching time, placing images of our mother, my sister, Gita and I, close to those of our lost Viennese grandparents.


Different names, different nationalities, but it was a visible representation of the theme of this book. An extraordinary piece of synchronicity that I take to be significant.









Part I


Dora and Genia









Introduction


Whether called faith, destiny, or the hand of God,


slender threads are at work bringing coherence and


continuity to our lives. Over time they weave a remarkable tapestry.


(Robert A. Johnson, quoted in Anders).


When I interviewed my mother, she was in her mid-nineties. She was old. What she saw, heard, remembered, was patchy; like her failing macula, the centre of the picture was sometimes a black hole. Not “sans teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans everything” but getting that way. I too am growing old. But I am determined to fill in that black hole, to reclaim what can be found of my past, the generations that went to inform, to form, my life. Through genes and memory we are one with those who have gone before, and those who are to come. Indigenous cultures have long pointed the way to what some would consider our responsibility to the legacy of our forebears. The truth, the reality, of my ancestors’ lives, which have gone on to inform mine, has been revealed over a long lifetime, in fits and starts, in vivid scenes, filling in just one corner of the whole jigsaw. When I have been ready to see them.


Genealogy has traditionally been traced in the male line: the women’s stories are often lost. Jewish identity is matrilinear: it passes through the female line, so it would seem entirely appropriate that the tracing of the threads in this Jewish story be largely through the women. Three generations of women: my grandmother, my mother, and myself. Many others will appear, but I have not wanted to take the story into the next, living, generation. Their stories will be their own. This is about two Russian women: Dora and her daughter, Evgenia (Genia), whose lives spanned the period from the end of the nineteenth century till the second decade of the twenty-first, and encompassed wars and revolution, capture and escape, the Holocaust. And their legacy to me.


This is a story not just of a family but of a momentous century, seen through the prism of their lives, in Russia, Latvia, Switzerland, Egypt and England. War and peace. But both the century and their individual lives also brought beauty and music, romantic tales and devotion. This is a story with gaps: gaps in time, gaps in knowledge and, no doubt, in understanding. There are holes where facts should be, and even in factual accounts there is a lack of consistency in the versions told of the same events. Even the “facts” often seem to lack certainty When the factual information is lacking, conjecture has to take its place.


History and Memory


The former chief rabbi of the UK, Jonathan Sacks, has written often on this subject:


There is a profound difference between history and memory. History is His Story — an event that happened sometime else to someone else. Memory is my story — something that happened to me and is part of who I am.


And again:


Memory is about identity. It is the story of which I am a part. That story may be ancient. In the case of Passover it is very ancient indeed. But I am part of it. That is what identity is — being part of a continuing narrative, one of whose characters I am. History answers the question, “What happened?” Memory answers the question, “Who am I?”


Memory is my story, the past that made me who I am, of whose legacy I am the guardian for the sake of generations yet to come. Without memory, there is no identity, and without identity, we are mere dust on the surface of infinity. https://www.rabbisacks.org/archive


As well as History and Memory, maybe we need to consider My Story and Her Story.


Commenting on these pieces by Sacks, Maggy Whitehouse, an independent practising minister and specialist in Judaeo-Christian mysticism, says: “I’d add that Her Story is frequently referred to as Heresy — which, in the original Greek was a neutral term that signified merely the holding of a particular set of philosophical opinions. It only later came to be interpreted as ‘opposition to Church doctrine’. My Story transformed through healing is ‘Mystery’ unless we let it degenerate into ‘My-Sob-Story’ which is when we embrace ‘woundology’ — the adopting of unhappiness or dis-ease as part of our identity.”


This book brings the interweaving of history and memory, the general and the particular, the global with the tiny details of family life, the sweep of the overview and the focus of the microscope. To some extent, that must be true of all biographies, but is perhaps especially so when historical events are brought into such sharp focus by what is happening in the present moment. To view this broader perspective, we need to don varifocal lenses. There will be some History — necessary facts to set the context but the bulk will be Her Story, with a more personal, intuitive and spiritual dimension: one that is largely told through the stories of the women. This is the oral tradition of history, fluid enough to update with every generation. Most of all, there is Memory: My Story and a part of who I am. I was not brought up a Jew, so find I am only now learning the deeper truths of what it means to be one.


* * *


At the heart of this book is the figure of Dora, Dorotea, “gift of God”, my maternal grandmother. My mother spoke about her often, and said that not a day passed when she did not think of Dora, and pray for her, for Dora’s brother, her beloved uncle Sasha, and their mother.


I remember my mother, who was slender and elegant, and she always used to have a flower stuck in her waist. In her very tiny waist. I wish you could have known her: she loved music, literature and was such a gentle person.


And that is how Dora appears in the tiny gold-framed photo that I have: a Chekhovian figure in a long white dress, a flower at her wasp waist, a broad-brimmed hat. I never met her, but, through my mother’s memories and heart-felt love, in some sense, I feel I know her. Dora has always been a presence in my life.


My mother too was elegant — and very beautiful, with pale skin and long very dark hair. When she was young she wore it in plaits or in waves down her back. Later, she boasted that in her youth her hair was so long that she could sit on it. A large studio photo taken in the 1940s, when my mother was twenty-seven, and displayed for many years in a silver frame in my parents’ London sitting room, shows a classic beauty, highlighted in a fashionable, and becoming, half shadow.


By the time she was forty, that dark hair had become a very dramatic white — a family trait that we have all to some degree inherited. My mother was always elegant, chic, even into old age, wearing sheer stockings, rings on her slender fingers, and a touch of lipstick.


Dora was both a romantic presence and the cause of a terrible sadness that cast a cloud over my mother and our family life. Fifty-seven years alive; seventy-five a shadow. Writing this book is both to mark Dora’s fate and to celebrate her life. And to trace the threads from her to my mother, and to myself, with a forward glance to my granddaughter, Sophie, born as I began to think about this book, in 2020. This book is dedicated to her.


I’ve lived a privileged life. Unlike my mother and grandmother, whose lives were beset with revolution, war, acute danger, narrow escapes, exile, and the Holocaust, I’ve never been faced with danger, never lived through a war.


My father’s family — at least on the male line — is well documented, right back to the Huguenots at the beginning of the eighteenth century. Not so, my mother’s. We know only a little from what she told us, and from a plethora of often unidentifiable photos, letters in several languages, and a few written records. So we are largely reliant on my mother’s memories, and those of the people she entrusted them to. My own is faulty; I was hoping to mine the longer memory of my aunt and that of my cousin, but they both said that my mother’s brother, my uncle Michaïl (Mischa), barely spoke of his mother. Fortunately, my brother Eric, who is eight years older than me, is blessed with a good memory, both of what my mother told him and also of his own childhood in the Second World War.


So, what we learn of this story is seen through the veil of others’ memories, a shifting veil revealing different aspects as it blows in the wind — sometimes different versions of the same event. The same story told by different people in different ways, some of which only emerged in the writing of the book. We are reliant on what and whose stories we choose to remember. The stories we want to tell and to hear. We give our lives form in the way we choose to remember them.


In 2021 I published a book called Let Me Take You by the Hand, an oral history of London’s streets, interviewing and giving voice to some hundreds of people living or working on the streets. Someone asked me: “How do you know if they are telling the truth?” My answer was that I didn’t but that like the rest of us, they have found ways of telling their stories that they can live with. The same can be said of what I’ve been told for this book. As Ariadne Oliver told Hercule Poirot in one of their investigations:


The trouble is when you remember things you don’t always remember them right, do you? … When people remember something and tell you about it — I mean it’s not quite actually what occurred, but it’s what they themselves thought occurred (Christie, 145–46).


My mother used to call herself a citizen of the world, a term which has in some UK quarters recently become a term of disparagement. But, if anyone had the right to that description, it was she. Born in St Petersburg, Russia, she lived there till the age of five, when they moved to Riga in Latvia and, after two years, to Chur, near Zurich in Switzerland, where she did most of her growing up. After a year at the Sorbonne in Paris, she came back to Switzerland where she met and married a Swiss, Felix, and they moved to Cairo, Egypt. After his death in 1941, she met my English father, married him, and came finally to England in 1945. All that by the age of thirty. And, apart from a year in Malaysia, it was in England that she lived until her death, over seventy years later.


We recorded the interview in 2010 in the sitting room of my mother’s London home, a house I grew up in and one she had lived in for over sixty years. That represented a stability that was at odds with the earlier part of her life, which is what we were going to talk about. My mother was born in 1915: during the First World War and in the uneasy period two years before the outbreak of the Russian Revolution. In the interview, we sadly only got as far as about 1922, when she was seven years old, and when she and some of her family arrived in Switzerland, but at least we have some record of her earliest years in Russia and in Riga — or at least what she remembered at the age of 95, or remembered being told. It seems common for people as they age to remember events in their childhood as if there is some concertinaing of memory from the beginning to the end of life. It was indeed extraordinary what she could remember, in a patchy way — sometimes the smallest, most inconsequential matters. For instance, apparently, her father Dmitri liked to wear tight trousers and would get his batman or aide-de-camp to hold them open while he climbed onto a settee and jumped into them.


But my mother barely mentioned her father in the interview, or at any time. She knew little of him: she didn’t even know where he was born. She told me that he had a little property in Ukraine, which was part of the Russian Empire at the time. “I don’t know if he was from there, or from St Petersburg.” There are many Fischbergs in Ukraine, so he could very well have come from there. In the interview, my mother said she thought he had bought the land, but a previous version told to my brother was that he had been gifted it by the Tzar, for services rendered.


And sometimes her memory was faulty, or at least partial. For instance, when I asked her, Were you able to take much with you? her answer was “Nothing. And my mother never got anything back: her lovely piano, beautiful furniture, everything.”


That wasn’t quite true. My uncle Mischa had silver from their Russian life, as did we — a samovar that I remember being in our dining room, though I think my mother later gave it to a friend. And heavy silver cutlery that we think may have been from Dora’s or even her mother’s dowry, and that my brother is using to this day. We also had a Russian silver tea service, which disappeared from our London home.


And my mother would tell different people different versions of events. The disappearance of the silver tea set was a case in point: to my daughter, she said she had sold it when times were hard, but my brother remembers clearly the burglary at our London home when it was stolen. As Queen Elizabeth said of her family conversations, “recollections may vary”. There’s a certain competitiveness about what each has been told. It seems important for each of us that we were told the right version. We have the truth. But as increasingly becomes clear, memory is unreliable, and truth elusive. As a friend said, every bit of family folklore probably holds a grain of truth.


Pictures may be worth a thousand words, but that worth is reliant on context. So many of the hundreds of photos that we inherited when my mother died meant little to us. As we went through the old albums, we saw gatherings of friends and portraits of stately middle-aged or elderly gentlemen, presumably relatives — but who were they? My aunt and cousin have photos too, and have no idea whom they depict. Pictures can tell a story, yes, but are not always properly interpreted. My brother sent me a copy of himself as a baby with Dora, who died when he was two — I had not known such a picture existed or even that they had met, and wondered when and where it could have been taken. In Riga? It’s possible. There was a historic visit to Riga when Eric was a baby; maybe then. But my aunt swears that the picture is not of Dora, but of Dora’s sister Becca. Who can tell?


A Rose by any other name


Changes of name have been commonplace throughout history, and often make tracing family difficult. My mother was named Evgenia at birth; in the French-speaking days of her first marriage, she was Eugenie. In England, she became Eugenia — not a version she ever liked.


Dora was short for Dorotea. I am named for her: Dorothy, again a less attractive English version, is my middle name. My brother Eric’s middle name also reflects our parentage — Bernard for our devoutly Jewish great-grandfather.


After my mother’s death, we discovered that my grandfather was Jewish too, his original name was Schmul Moshe, or as it is listed in the Hall of Names in Yad Vashem, Dmitrijs Zāmuels Fisberga. Like many in an antisemitic country, he changed his name to fit in with local names. Eric also changed his name — in this case his surname. His name at birth was his father’s — Weil — and he used it until he was about nine or ten then used his stepfather’s name. When, in 1965, his son was due to be born he felt that the original family name would be more appropriate.









Jerusalem, 1994: The first tug of the thread


In 1994 I went with friends to Israel. My visit to Jerusalem was one that I made alone, as a pilgrimage to what felt to me at that time a holy city, a symbol of the unity of faiths that was becoming central to my own. As so often, my expectations were dashed. I stayed in the Christian quarter of the old city and learned for the first time the extent of the oppression of the Palestinian people, which put into perspective the golden view of Israel with which I’d grown up. The Dome of the Rock and the Al-Aqsa mosque retained an air of sanctity, but much of the city, thronged with tourists, left me cold, and the primary Christian church, the Holy Sepulchre, was for me spiritually void.


To my surprise, it was at the Western (Wailing) Wall that I was forcibly struck, knocked off balance, by grief for Dora, the grandmother I’d never known, and her terrible death. As I saw throngs of people standing, kneeling, praying, and the messages tucked into the crevices of the wall, I found myself praying for her. It was the first time that I felt in my heart the tug of that ancestral thread.


The pain of my grandmother’s death was a constant undercurrent of my childhood, held in my mother’s heart, though never discussed. The Holocaust threw a dark shadow on our lives. It’s something I’ve avoided all my life — I would never read about it, or see a film that dealt with it — till now. It’s taken me all this time to face what it’s meant in the life of my family.









St Petersburg (Petrograd), 1915–20


In March 2022, a month after Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, Alan Little of BBC News gave a valuable insight into Russia and its history. He says he remembers meeting a driver


who could remember, as a boy, seeing German troops on the outskirts of Moscow in the 1940s … “This is how close they came, the Germans.”


Napoleon’s army had gone further the previous century. That experience — that chronic sense of an insecure western frontier — informs the way Russian leaders have thought about their “near abroad”.


The Russian emblem, the double-headed eagle, looks both east and west. History has pulled Russia in opposing directions — democratic nation statehood in one direction, domineering imperial power in the other.


(The double-headed eagle has been used as a motif in many countries, and also by some British families. By an extraordinary coincidence, it is the crest of my father’s family, to be found on the ex libris bookplates in my grandfather’s books.)


Go to St Petersburg and you will see another aspect of this dual character. It is the country’s beautiful bay window on the Gulf of Finland. It is an 18th Century city, facing west. It is the European Enlightenment in architectural form. Under the Tsars it was the imperial capital.


After the Russian Revolution of 1917, the Bolsheviks moved the capital back to Moscow and power retreated behind the high, crenelated walls of the Kremlin. It is the architecture of defensiveness, of suspicion, even fear. When Russian leaders look west from here, they see flat open countryside rolling away to the south and west for hundreds of miles. There are no natural frontiers.
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