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The time is ripe for this fine collection of
essays: Eva Kollisch=s mature self
understanding looks back at growing up Jewish in Austria, refusing
to forget anti-Semitic teachers and schoolmates and reconciling
with those who in that hideous time did as well as they were
able.

Lore Segal, author of Shakespeare=s Kitchen, Other People=s
Houses, Her First American

 


 


This is a wonderful book, beautifully
written. It has more history in it than most historians give us

Grace Paley, author of The Little
Disturbances of Man, Enormous Changes at the Last Minute, Begin
Again: Collected Poems, and numerous other publications.

 


 


Eva Kollisch has given us a profound and
lyrical gift. Born Jewish and outcast, to a privileged creative
family in divided Vienna surrounded by Nazis in a world of hate,
she has written a book of love, introspection, forgiveness, hope.
Filled with the bitter contradictions and beautiful enchantments of
our history and ongoing journey, AThe
Ground Under My Feet@ is a remarkable
prose-poem to life

Blanche Wiesen Cook, John Jay College &
the Graduate Center CUNY, author of Eleanor Roosevelt, vols.I &
II, III forthcoming

 


 


This is a solitary dialogue between a fully
realized self and its tentative first incarnations as child,
adolescent, and young adult. You will want to honor not only the
author who had the wisdom, courage and honesty to reevaluate those
who participated in earlier stages of her life, but also those
among her cast of characters for whom her voice built an enduring
monument.

Laurent Stern, Professor emeritus,
Philosophy, Rutgers University, author of Interpretive
Reasoning
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Preface




In the spring of 1940, my whole family—my
mother, father, my two brothers and I—was reunited on Staten
Island, in the United States. We were among the “lucky ones.” This
is what I have heard all my life and I agree. Still, those early
years growing up in Nazi Austria have left their mark.

Girl in Movement, published in 2000, dealt
with my radical youth inside an American Trotskyist sect, The
Workers Party, which I joined soon after arriving in this country.
The “Movement” was to give me an ideological home in my state of
displacement.

In the present book I return to the theme of
“home” and displacement. Here I am impelled to reexamine certain
events of my life—whether in childhood, middle age, or old
age—where the experience of anti-Semitism or the backwash of
displacement left its scars. I felt the time had come to examine
these scars.

What connects the different pieces in The
Ground Under My Feet—some written long ago, others written in the
past few years— are memories of exclusion and the search for
community. Stories about childhood (so far removed in time) tend to
be fictionalized. Others, in which I attempt once more to penetrate
the troubling, elusive past and consider its impact on my adult
life, are more likely to be personal essays. Though what I have
been trying to evoke really happened, much of it had to be
reinvented to become true.

First person or third, memoir or story—these
are decisions that every writer of autobiographical material has to
make—and the problem becomes exacerbated when one is old and all
one’s past feels like fiction. What has been constant through a
long, full life and its accompanying changes is the mind-set of
“the uprooted one,” which has often felt like my truest self. Yet
lately I feel that it may be time to lay this persona to rest, as I
become more and more aware of my privileged survivor’s life, lived
in relative safety.

Still, it can happen, when I visit my
newfound Austrian friends who had been my classmates as a child,
that I envy them, that they have been able to live in one place
they called “home,” even though that home had at times been
terrible; envy them, that they have been able to speak their mother
tongue all their lives without self-consciousness. Then, for a
moment, their world and mine can split so far apart that even a
china cup brought out of the kitchen cabinet, a cup that once
belonged to a grandmother, has the power to move me and make me
feel like a trespasser.

Most of us who escaped from the Nazis over
sixty years ago began our young lives with trauma. Subsequently we
have had jobs, homes, passports; and we became citizens of the
countries that took us in. Most of us lost family and friends in
the Holocaust and have had to deal with deep-seated grief and
survivors’ guilt. But those of us who are still alive are old now.
We have survived. We are rooted. Still, it can happen in the oddest
moments, but especially when I visit my “mother country,” that the
ground begins to shift under my feet.

I know that the title and sensibility of the
refugee have long since passed to others. Out of barely surmounted
dangers and uncertain hopes, innumerable “foreigners” from
innumerable countries are stitching together their trembling,
juggling, history-scarred selves. I feel I understand this process.
Safely if shakily on the ground, I salute them. And pray that they
too will find a foothold somewhere in this blood-soaked, inhospitable world.
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In the Land of the Absolute




On whether our town in Austria was somewhat
or very anti-Semitic, my family was divided. My parents held
strongly to the former opinion. We children were convinced of the
latter. How can such a cleavage exist in one family exposed to the
same environment? The answer is simple. Adults create their world.
Children find theirs ready-made.

So it is quite possible for enlightened
Jewish grown-ups to have as their friends other enlightened Jewish
grown-ups or other enlightened non-Jewish grown-ups—a Herr
Professor, for instance, a Herr Hofrat—nostalgic for the past and
utterly gemütlich. There were such people. What they were
singularly agreed upon in our little Kulturstadt, Baden bei Wien,
in the early thirties and in the middle thirties and even in the
later thirties, was that anti-Semitism was overrated, that it could
be contained, that it took two to create it.

It was this reasoning that caused assimilated
Jews, like my parents, to look askance at the fair-sized
Polish-Jewish community that inhabited our town. They were relative
newcomers to Austria, their residence dating back no further than
the First World War. A wall, as insurmountable as that of
anti-Semitism, separated our style of life from theirs. They were
mostly shopkeepers, artisans, poor folk.

They ate kosher, spoke Yiddish among
themselves, distrusted all Gentiles and, only to a somewhat lesser
degree, Jews who were not observant. That my mother wore a dirndl,
the Austrian national costume, was as incomprehensible to them as
their loud voices and gesticulating hands and elbows were
intolerable to her. They were always regarded with anxiety. Did
their presence in our town contribute to, did it raise the
temperature of anti-Semitic feeling? Even non-Zionists grew
rhapsodic about the Jewish homeland when it was a question of one
of the Polish families emigrating there.

There were two synagogues in our town, the
Conservative, to which almost everybody belonged, and in the rear
of the courtyard, in a little room, the Orthodox. This was for the
polnische. When the service in our synagogue got too boring, we
children used to sneak out and peer through the window at the
doings of the Orthodox. They were dancing inside, their beards
shaking, their taleisim flapping like laundry in the wind. They
seemed to be enjoying themselves. They were Hasidim. If they were
rather noisy and overbearing in their manners (as my parents
regretfully pointed out), that didn't make us appreciate them any
less. To us they seemed uninhibited and alive. We felt a keen
interest in them and a sense of kinship. Our manners weren't
irreproachable either.

I am not trying to suggest that because of
our sympathy with the Polish Jews, we were superior to our parents,
though at that time I did often take such a view. It's just that,
as children, we had no vested interests. We had nothing to protect,
no values to uphold. Things came into our field of vision unlabeled
and uninterpreted, like the famous Ding an sich, which philosophers
say does not exist.

We went to a Volksschule (elementary school)
in which my brothers and I were practically the only Jews. The
teachers could be divided into four categories: (1) nice, (2)
sadists, pure and simple, (3) anti-Semitic sadists, (4)
anti-Semitic nonsadists. Our parents, whether to keep us from
excessive self-pity or because they were genuinely blind to these
distinctions, saw the matter differently. For them there were only
two categories, good teachers and bad; and granted that the latter
type prevailed, this was hardly, they thought, a condition unique
to our school or our childhood.

Every morning began with the recitation of
the Lord's Prayer and Hail Mary. We had to stand up with the others
but, of course, without participating. While their hands were
folded, ours hung to our sides. Bleeding Jesus, affixed to the
front wall, presided over the assembly. I had ample time to observe
him while they went through their prayers. It seemed to me that
because I had studied his expression and the location of his wounds
so many times, I knew him better than they, and this knowledge was
somehow reciprocated. But one day a teacher severely reprimanded me
for staring at the image. He interrupted the service to give a
little improvised lecture about the role of the Jews during Jesus'
life and ended with a hysterical denunciation of the part they had
played during his crucifixion. I more than half expected Jesus to
come down from the cross in order to protest that he too was a Jew.
But he didn't, and I didn't have the nerve to speak for him. The
matter was dropped, and I suspended all further communication with
the man on the cross.

At the Volksschule we each had some friends
and some enemies. Walking to and from school, through the
Helenenstrasse or taking the short cut through the fields and
vineyards, was always a test of nerve. If we met our friends, all
was well and good for that morning or that afternoon, but if we met
the enemies, it was not. We had the choice of fight or run. Often
we didn’t have that choice.

A locksmith in our neighborhood once told my
mother that he had watched me (and I think my brother Steve was
with me on that occasion) in a fight against a whole gang of
children. He said that she should be proud of how brave we had
been. But I don't remember that we were brave. If you are going to
get beaten up anyway, you try to get in a few punches or kicks or a
well-aimed projectile of spit. In a fight, especially, the old
dictum is true: “It is better to give than to receive.” But we were
always outnumbered. To the tune of

 


Jud, Jud, spuck in Hut

Sag der Mutter, das ist gut

(Jew, Jew, spit in your hat

Tell your mother that’s okay)

 


we were chased and, more often than not,
knocked down. My most humiliating memory is how a bit of spit that
I tried to aim at a boy who was pinning me down fell right back
into my own face. But why didn’t that locksmith intervene? My
mother said it was a fight between children. Yes, but there were so
many against us. Even now I am still puzzled by that overly
judicious man.

I must add, to our shame and perhaps their
credit, that both parties in this war were corruptible. Sometimes
we were able to buy off our enemies with something tempting from
our lunch bag, or with money when we were lucky enough to have
it.

The problem of our Jewish identity never
troubled us. We received only the minimum of religious instruction,
and there was little in the way we lived that could give us a sense
of Jewish tradition. We knew, of course, that Spinoza had been a
Jew, and Heine, and Jesus. But essentially a Jew to us was someone
who got beaten up. He got beaten up because he was “different.” He
was “different” because he got beaten up regularly. He was a Jew
because he got beaten up.

I said that we had friends and enemies. But
things weren't always so clear-cut. There were also some children
who would be our friends for some days or weeks and then they
suddenly would snub us. They would play with us, but when one of
their Jew-hating friends came along they would suddenly grow
ashamed and pretend that they didn't know us. We hated ourselves
for trusting them again and again. But pride was something that we
could afford only to a limited degree.

There was a boy named Vicki who moved to our
town when I was about nine years old and my brother Steve eleven.
Vicki was a little older than my brother and about two heads
taller. He was a very attractive boy with black hair and black
eyes, colors that I loved because they stood for something subtly
subversive. He became Steve's best friend. Steve helped him with
his homework, and Vicki protected Steve. Many children were envious
because Vicki had joined our gang. They couldn't understand why he
wanted to associate with us and tried to lure him to their side by
appealing to his anti-Semitism. But Vicki made it very clear with
words and fists that he didn't care whether we were Jews or
“Mohammedans.” After we knew him, our life changed.

There was a mystery surrounding Vicki's
father. Vicki used to beat up anyone who made disparaging remarks
about this absent member of his family. One day he told us, under
oath of secrecy, that his father was in jail for being a Communist.
He added that he was one too, and couldn't wait for the day when
there would be a revolution in Germany and Austria. My parents, far
from radical themselves, had the greatest sympathy for this fierce
little rebel. But they cautioned him against such wild talk.

Nevertheless, when we played war, which we
did frequently, using my father's old army weapons, held over from
his service in World War I, Vicki always wanted to be the German
general. (Maybe German rather than Austrian because Germans were
the more efficient fighters.) Steve was permitted to be a German
lieutenant, and the other children had to be English or French
because they always lost in the wars we played. But when there were
no other children, Steve had to be the foreigner and lose the war.
Once Steve challenged this preordained arrangement in which he was
invariably killed or taken prisoner at the end. This made Vicki
very angry. He announced that he would always be the German when
there were only the two of them playing, because he was the
stronger and besides he was German, well, Austrian, and my brother
a Jew. I thought this was only reasonable, but Steve became very
sad. He went to his room and locked himself in, sobbing that he
never wanted to see Vicki again. A few days later they had a
reconciliation. They seemed to love each other even more after
that—only Steve never again proposed himself for the role of the
German general.

I mentioned that Steve used to help Vicki
with his homework. Steve was the prize pupil in his class and got
A's in all his subjects. He didn't want to get straight A's. The
other children used to call him “teacher's pet” and “smart Jew
bastard,” so Steve tried very hard for B's and C's. But no matter
how hard he tried, the teachers still gave him A's. Steve was
convinced they did it out of anti-Semitism. I tried to console him
by telling him that I got mostly B’s or C's and I was called a
“lazy Jew.” No matter what you did you were always called a Jew for
it. My father said we shouldn't mind that we were Jews and it was
just a name like any other. But then he didn't have to go to our
school every day.

The school I went to after the Volksschule
had a very different atmosphere. It was an all-girls school, the
Lyzeum. Nobody called me a Jew there, and I didn't have any more
fights on my hands; so at first it seemed like paradise. But after
a while I realized that there were girls who would associate with
me and others who wouldn't. There were girls who were friendly with
me in school but never came to my house, nor I to theirs; others
who were not so friendly in school who did visit me at my house;
others who never talked to me at all. I interpreted these shades
and gradations in terms of anti-Semitism. My mother saw in it
nothing but an expression of personal preferences and cautioned me
against becoming a “professional Jew.” “You are as good as they
are,” she used to say, “and you are just the same as they.” It is
true that my brothers and I were blond and blue- or hazel-eyed. But
that surface resemblance only added to our sense of being
hopelessly different on the inside.

There were two girls in my class who
fascinated me. One was tall and blond and languid, the other
somewhat smaller and brunette and lively, both daughters of highly
placed Austrian army officers with a “von” between their first and
last names. These two were always together and treated everyone
else with polite indifference, me neither more nor less than the
others. They were adored by the teachers and admired by everyone
else in class, not only because we were all in some way infatuated
with aristocracy but because they really did have an extraordinary
poise and arrogance and charm.

I had one Jewish classmate by the name of
Gusti. She was short, chubby, precocious, unathletic, far too
well-behaved, a Musterkind (model child). She was always prepared,
her hand waved eagerly in the air as soon as a question was asked,
but she was conspicuously ignored by some of the teachers. I was
embarrassed for her because of her apologetic little smile and her
need for approval. She reminded me of a Steh-auf Männchen (stand-up
little man), a little rubber doll that you could push down and that
would always bounce back, smiling. Maybe I should have admired that
quality. But as I saw her then, I thought she was too pathetic. I
used to look at her and wonder what we had in common, why we were
both Jews. Wasn't there a misunderstanding somewhere? I tried to
find some basis of rapport with her but couldn't. Finally, feeling
giddy with treachery and relief, I gave myself permission to look
down on her as much as many of the other girls and some of the
teachers did. In retrospect I don't doubt that my decision to avert
my eyes from Gusti was partly an attempt to win through this
disclaimer a greater intimacy with my other classmates.

But then a very curious thing happened. The
day before the Nazis marched into Austria (or was it the morning of
that fatal day?) Gusti and I were dismissed early from class. The
other girls had to stay behind. We met outside the door, and though
we hardly understood what everything was all about, we fell into
each other's arms and cried. Suddenly the door opened and the two
girls, von S. and von E., marched out. When they saw Gusti and me
embrace, they came over and put their arms around us too. “Heil
Österreich!” they said.

We went out together into the street. In
those moments, and those moments only, our little town was divided
between Nazis and the Vaterländische (Austrian Nationalist Party).
Whenever people met they raised their arm and shouted either “Heil
Hitler!” or “Heil Österreich!” This seemed to us a very exciting
game and we decided to join in it. We separated into two couples,
Gusti and I together, and von S. and von E. together. We walked
round and round the block on which our school was located, and
whenever we met we raised our arm and shouted “Heil Österreich!” It
was exhilarating. We felt we were doing something heroic and
dangerous. Finally, a man who had been watching us for some time
came over and told us that we had better stop this and go home.
“You will get into trouble,” he said. He looked very grave. This
frightened us more than we liked to admit. We all realized at the
same moment that it was time for lunch. Von S. and von E. shook our
hands with great warmth, we said “Heil Österreich!” once more, and
went home.

After that our lives changed greatly. We
finished out the school term, but socially we were completely
isolated. Von S. and von E. were the only ones who still talked to
me occasionally—and once von S. actually
stood with me and Gusti in the courtyard—an act of solidarity for
which she would later be severely reprimanded by the new Nazi
principal. Gusti and I were thrown together whether we liked it or
not. My brothers too lost all their friends. Only Vicki continued
to come and see us, secretly after dark, at least during the first
few weeks. He told us that he hated the Nazis. Most of the other
boys we knew had already joined the Hitler Youth. For some obscure
reason, nobody of the old enemy gang attacked us that spring.
(Perhaps the violence in the air was now too great for the old
style of battle and still too new and terrifying for something
different.) One day Vicki came over, in tears. He said that his
mother forbade him to come to our house any longer; it was too
dangerous. Since his father was a Communist, they were already
under suspicion. We had matured during the last few months and we
understood. We made plans to send for Vicki from America if we ever
got there ourselves. Everybody, even my parents and our faithful
Hungarian maid, cried bitterly when he left.

 


That summer it was still possible to take
trips to the surrounding countryside. My family went for a hike in
the mountains. It was very peaceful and we played with a few
country children who didn't know anything about us and were too
innocent to suspect. My parents were great nature lovers. They
identified with the Austrian landscape; these mountains and lakes
were to them the most beautiful thing in the world. They still
hadn't grasped the significance of the last few months. My mother
considered herself a better Austrian than all those people who had
joined the Nazis. How could this country that she loved so much not
want her anymore? They were making plans to emigrate, but all the
while they still had the fleeting hope that what had happened was
only a passing nightmare, from which they would wake up one day,
desirable Austrians once more. I remember my mother scanning the
view from a mountaintop and saying, “Thank God, the sky is not
political.” Her words filled me with sadness, but instead of
bursting into tears I started to giggle. “Respect your mother's
sentiments,” my father screamed at me, “even if you are too dumb to
understand them.”

He was unfair to me; I did understand. But I
didn't want to, and as time went by I wanted to less and less. My
older brother agreed with me. Peter was too young to have any
opinions. We started to despise all that patriotism and nature
worship and sentimentality. We hated Austria because it hated us.
And our parents began to strike us as both unrealistic and
unreal.

Soon after that day in the mountains, my
mother was summoned to scrub the floor of our synagogue before it
would be turned into a stable for horses. This had become a local
pastime; every day a handful of Jewish women were rounded up by
their Nazi neighbors to provide this spectacle. It was considered
great fun to see these middle-class ladies, most of whom used to
have Gentile maids in the old days, on their hands and knees. When
the SA (storm troopers) came to call for my mother, my mother was
ready, with a new pail and brush. She put on a Red Cross pin that
she had earned as a volunteer nurse during World War I. She was
taken to scrub, wearing that pin, with her bucket slung over her
arm, flanked by two storm troopers. When she returned several hours
later, she was pleased with herself. She told us that she had
scrubbed harder than any of the other Jewish women, to show the
goyim that she was not afraid to get her hands dirty. And when it
was all over, an SA man of her acquaintance had complimented her on
her cooperative behavior and called her a “good sport.” There had
been no trouble about that pin. Wearing it, she told us, had made
her feel that only she among her persecutors (and the always
increasing number of Nazis in our neighborhood) had remained a real
(i.e., a “civilized”) Austrian.

My older brother and I winced when we heard
this story. We had become very close during that year and found
some comfort in sharing with each other our frustration and rage.
We saw how brave she was and high-spirited, and how she had acted
from her own point of view with dignity. But to us it seemed all
wrong, hopelessly wrong; we couldn't exactly tell how or why, we
just felt like slashing the air and screaming.

When the SA came to our house in the middle
of the night to search for “Jewish books” and for arms, Steve and I
experienced that similar mixture of perplexity and gnashing of
teeth. We all had to get dressed and accompany the neighborhood
Brownshirt hoodlums to headquarters. At the headquarters there were
stacks of Old Testaments and Hebrew prayer books on one table, and
on another a handful of obsolete rifles and pistols, similar to the
ones we had played war with. Several other Jewish families stood
around in clusters, looking sleepy and frightened. When it was my
father's turn to come before the SA captain, he respectfully called
attention to the fact that he had been an officer in World War I.
He requested that a description of his medals be put in his
dossier. My parents were treated correctly and we were permitted to
leave before any of the others. My father thought he had handled
himself well. My brother and I felt both relieved and
nauseated.

Yet when it came to keeping one's composure,
my parents certainly did better than I. While my father was being
interrogated, an SA man approached me and asked if I knew Hebrew. I
said yes, so he produced a prayer book and ordered me to read to
him. I became so terrified that I instantly forgot what little
Hebrew I knew. I made some sounds in a language that wasn't a
language at all, hoping that it would pass for Hebrew. Evidently it
did. He seemed satisfied with the examination.

This humiliating experience haunted me for
days and I could not even in my fantasies redress the balance of my
failure. Suppose I hadn't forgotten Hebrew, would that have been
any better? Could I delude myself by thinking that I had spoken
fake Hebrew in order to mock them? I knew better than that. To
refuse to read, on pain of death, that would have been the right
thing to do. But even as I thought this and had visions of my whole
family being dragged off to concentration camps because of my
defiance, I knew that such a gesture would have been both
unthinkable and stupid. The realization that there are problems
that have no solution filled me with dismay. And for a while I
relented and looked at my parents and others like them with greater
understanding. It was my brother Steve who hit upon the fantasy
that righted all wrongs. He said we should have taken the rifles
and guns that were piled up on one of the tables and shot down
every SA man in the place. Obviously, he was right. It was such a
relief to think there was, after all, a right action that my sense
of hopelessness vanished, and with it the newfound tolerance for my
parents.

Steve's trial came a few weeks later, but it
was of a different order. One day he met Vicki on the street
accompanied by another boy. They were both wearing the Hitler
Jugend uniform. Vicki looked the other way when he saw my brother.
When Steve came home after this encounter he was badly shaken. As
always when he was very unhappy, he locked himself in his room. No
one was allowed to enter except me. But there were no words with
which to console him. He brooded in dry-eyed bitterness while I sat
silently at his side. The question that troubled us both—whether we
were absolutely certain that we would have refused to join the
Hitler Jugend (the Nazi youth organization for boys) and the girls’
equivalent, the Bund deutscher Mädchen, if we hadn't been Jews—kept
us from feeling indignation. Only self-pity remained, that awful
sense of wondering, “Why had it happened to us, just to us?”

It is true that these months of isolation
also strengthened us. More and more we looked at our Jewishness as
having a significance beyond all accident. Whereas before, the
feeling “Why was it our tough luck to be born a Jew?” was always
somewhere present, we now began to revel in our uniqueness. If they
called us Jews, that was enough to make us so. We retroactively
rejoined the “chosen people,” and developed the pride that comes
from assenting to what is, in any case, unalterable.

In the fall of that year I went to live in a
Jewish boarding school in Vienna. I had never been away from home
before, and when I first saw the tiny, paved courtyard that
encircled the somber-looking building, my country heart sank.
Inside, the corridors were dark and long, the furniture and
linoleum-covered floors gave off a smell of disinfectant. I was
about to wish that my mother hadn't brought me here when the door
of the waiting room opened slightly. A girl of about my age stuck
in her head, smiled, waved to me, and disappeared. Shortly after
that the director entered and welcomed me to the school. Then I was
introduced to the pupils, who met me with so much warmth and
friendly curiosity that my gloomy feelings of a few moments ago
vanished. I was impatient for my mother to leave so that I could
start feeling I was a member of the school.

The experience of boarding school marked a
turning point for me. I came into a rich inheritance of friends and
like-minded spirits, and I discovered how good life can be when
you're not an outsider. While my parents were busy seeking
affidavits and visas to get us out of the country, my own personal
migration seemed already consummated; as far as I was concerned, I
had arrived.

The sophistication of some of my newfound
friends amazed me. Having grown up in the big city among more of
their own kind gave them a degree of self-confidence that I hadn't
thought was possible for a Jew. Girls of thirteen, fourteen, and
fifteen, they already had decided opinions about politics (there
were Communists, Socialists, Zionists), literature, and love. Most
of them had arrived at their sense of Jewish identity sooner and
less painfully than I. We were an intense little community, and
though there were the usual cliques, and “best friends,” and
rivalries, these were overshadowed by an acute awareness of the
times we were living in. The worst enmities had something of the
character of make-believe. We had whipped ourselves up to such a
pitch of hysteria, exaltation, and heroic imaginings, and we were
so sure that we would have been willing to die for each other at
the drop of a hat, that our violent but short-lived quarrels seemed
to us luxuries, quick trips back into childhood; we felt like Joan
of Arc on a holiday.

The school was run by two harassed,
courageous, middle-aged women who tried to provide us with a sense
of continuity in the midst of constant and often terrifying change.
Every few weeks a girl was leaving for Palestine, or America, or
China. Sometimes a father, an uncle, or an older brother was
arrested and sent to a concentration camp. These leave-takings,
from girls one had just gotten to know, were heartbreaking. We
developed a frantic awareness of time. Every moment was precious.
The knowledge that we would all soon be parted from each other gave
to that period in boarding school the intensity and exhilaration of
a boat voyage. We weren't always going around feeling sorry for
ourselves and being tragic. But in some obscure way we were almost
grateful to the Nazis for having rescued us from an uneventful
childhood and plunged us among absolutes.

Studying in such an atmosphere was almost
impossible. The teachers demanded very little from us, but it was
in everyone's interest to adhere to a semblance of routine. We went
to class and produced a token amount of work. We all knew that it
was a school on top of an earthquake, but we had the decency not to
say so, especially not to our teachers.

It was comforting to be scolded for some
minor infraction. We felt, of course, that such flaws as we had
didn't amount to anything when weighed on the scale of history or
eternity (our points of reference), but we were grateful to our
Frau Doktors for pretending that this wasn't so.

But were they pretending? We were never
really sure of this. One day I remember the director of the school
becoming terribly upset over the theft of some sheets and
silverware, committed by a maid who had quit her job. We thought
this was funny. We developed toward our elders a kind of arrogant
protectiveness, as if they were the children and we the grown-ups.
But there were many times we just found them incomprehensible, and
hated them for their failure to understand.

A few times the SA came in the middle of the
night to search the school for hidden “arms and jewels.” We had to
get up and stand at attention in our nightgowns, while the SA
rummaged among our things. Nothing terrible ever happened.
Sometimes an SA man would take a dress or a piece of costume
jewelry that he liked, probably for his own daughter. But after
these visitations we were in an uproar.

We were served hot chocolate to calm us down,
but sleep was unthinkable. After the teachers had gone to bed, we
sat up the rest of the night talking compulsively. Every
humiliation that we received had to be purged through an equivalent
fantasy. We cursed the passivity of our elders. We devised seven
different types of solutions to the “Jewish question.” Since my
mind was accustomed to guns and bombs (having grown up among boys
and war play), my contributions always called for a lot of blood. I
was given the name of terrorist, a title that filled me with great
pride. Suddenly I found that I had a political identity.

What we actually did to fight the Nazis,
besides talking, wasn't much. Spit on a swastika once in a while,
when no one was looking. Sit on a park bench in the Prater that
said, “Jews not allowed.” (For all these actions, one could, of
course, have been arrested. Our teachers were horrified when they
learned of them.) My younger brother, who went to a Jewish boarding
school for boys, was in some gang fights with Hitler Jugend boys.
Steve, who was already too old to go to school—he was over
fourteen—sat at home, brooding and shooting Nazis in his
dreams.

Finally our time came to leave Austria. My
brothers and I were to go to England on a Kindertransport
(children's transport); my parents expected to—and did—depart, each
separately, several months later, for America. My brothers were
completely happy at the prospect of leaving. I was not. In the taxi
that was taking me to the railroad station, I started to cry. One
of my teachers, who was accompanying me, poked me with her elbow
and said I should be ashamed to be crying; I was lucky to get out.
My mother assumed that my sorrow was caused by the prospect of
separation, and by the fact that I was leaving beautiful Vienna,
which I had come to love in spite of everything. I nodded in
agreement. What she assumed was partly true. But most of all I was
heartbroken because I was leaving behind those girls who had become
my home and my family; and because I was going out again into a
situation where, I thought, I would be a stranger and alone.

I met some of my friends again in England and
later in America. At first it was always wonderful to see them, but
as time went by something curiously disappointing entered these
attempts to renew old friendships. We were like battle comrades
trying to recapture the same dangers and heights of devotion that
we had shared in the past. After a while we found that we couldn't.
Normalcy had made us less avid and more critical of each other.

Even that last bond, the generational
conflict with our parents, started to wear thin. We still raged
against them and dissociated ourselves from their weaknesses and
their failures. We imagined that we had learned something and
understood something that they would never know and we could never
forget. But immersed as we were again in our private concerns, in
our problems with school and work and love, we no longer had the
same arrogance about this conviction. And it was no longer
sufficient to provide us with a meaning or an image of ourselves in
our daily lives. Sometimes we even asked ourselves how we would
have acted as grown-ups in their place. Nothing seemed as clear-cut
anymore, nothing as self-evidently good or evil, as in the days of
our childhood. We too had already entered the world of vested
interests, values, and gradations. We had grown up.

 


NOTE: To see my parents at their most tragic
and most sublime, their portraits undistorted by childhood needs
and adolescent interpretations and misinterpretations, see excerpts
from their letters during the crucial months of August to October
1939 in the Appendix.

 


 


 



Betrayal

 


The child Lisa must have been maybe six or
seven when Fräuli came to them in 1932, a thin, starved-looking
woman from Bohemia, her arms hard as rolling pins, her scalp
showing pink through the hair cruelly put up with curling irons;
her features were sharp and burning, like those of a wolf.

Her name was Louise—Louise Resch—she was a
Kinderfräulein (governess; nanny); the children called her Fräuli.
She was a woman both pitiful and terrifying whom it was best to
heed.

All day their mother had interviewed women
and in the evening she said, "I've picked the best. She loved the
children she was taking care of on her last job. I'm sure she will
love you too."

Now it was two years later. Fräuli counted
fifty strokes on each side as she held Lisa between her thighs and
brushed her hair. Fräuli’s breath was sour, and the stiff brush
made Lisa’s scalp burn and tingle.

"Stand still."

Grown-ups could be so repulsive, Lisa
thought. Take her sewing teacher. Fräulein Schachtner had one
half-closed eye from which some yellowish stuff trickled. Maybe if
Fräulein Schachtner had been nice to her, she wouldn't mind that
dripping eye. But the teacher ripped open every seam that Lisa
sewed. She said, "A monkey can do better than that. A German girl
must learn to sew!"

Why did Fräulein Schachtner say, "A German
girl"? This wasn't Germany, this was Austria.

They sang a song in school about the murdered
chancellor, Dollfuss. “How can a dead man lead us?” Lisa asked her
mother. “It is a metaphor,” her mother said. Then she sighed. “Poor
man. Poor, beloved Austria.”

"Stand still," Fräuli said again.

Lisa was eight now, going on nine. Pepi was
seven; Bruno was ten. Fräuli was in charge of all three Stein
children but she paid attention mostly to Lisa.

Fräuli was in her forties, not married. Often
she got up on the "wrong side of the bed," as she said. That meant,
Watch out! Lisa and her brothers knew better than to get in her way
then. But her mood could change suddenly. The next day she could be
weepy and sentimental. Her weepiness had to do with Jesus, nailed
to the cross, or with her older sister whose husband had died from
cancer, or with her sister's grown-up sons, or with the two little
girls Fräuli had taken care of before she came to the Stein
family.

They were the daughters of a Hungarian count.
When they were sent away to convent school, it almost broke
Fräuli’s heart.

“Perfect posture, golden hair," she would
repeat over and over. It seemed a magic spell. Lisa was blond too.
To please the governess, Lisa had let her hair grow long, like
those Hungarian goodie-goodies. Before Fräuli came, she used to
climb trees in her brother’s shorts and got scratches on her knees.
Now, to win the governess’s approval, she wore neat little
dresses.

But deep down she didn't think she could look
like those little girls. Nor did she smile sweetly all the time,
like the golden-haired princesses in fairy tales. Everybody admired
them. But her hair was stubborn, it stood away from her head in
curls.

"Those little girls were brought up to say,
‘I kiss your hand, Papa, Mama,’ ” the governess said. “I want you
to greet your parents that way too."

"But Mutti and Papa want me to say 'Grüss
Gott!' like our neighbors do.” They had had that discussion
before.

“Those neighbors are country people;
peasants. That’s all right for them. But your parents are educated.
They should expect more from you."

Why did Fräuli, who went to church all the
time, not want to greet people in the name of God? But sometimes
she changed her mind about this. “Grüss Gott is all right I guess.
But not for Jewish people. It’s not their God, is it?”

Sometimes Fräuli said bad things about Lisa's
parents. Her face would twitch. She didn't look at Lisa, she looked
as if she were talking to herself when she said those things. Lisa
didn't look at Fräuli either. She didn't want to understand what
the governess was saying.

Often Fräuli would tell Lisa about her
married sister who lived in Vienna. Fräuli’s sister took in
laundry. She was a saint, slaving to keep her family from
starvation, while others lived in luxury. There was always someone
in that family who had just lost a job or was sick or in an
accident or in jail. Lisa was fascinated by these stories. She
thought she was hearing about "real life."

Fräuli didn't name those "others." They
couldn't be her parents, Lisa thought. Her parents did everything
not to show their wealth or make the neighbors jealous. Just the
opposite. Fräuli sometimes said (and Lisa secretly agreed) that her
parents were geizig (stingy). Still, Fräuli's talk of her sister’s
poverty made Lisa feel bad, as if it were somehow her and her
parents' fault.

 


It was a Monday morning in November. Lisa's
mother popped into the playroom where the children were having
their cocoa and rolls and butter. Fräuli sat with them; her face
looked grim.

"How is everybody this morning?" their mother
asked in a cheerful voice.

"Frost coming in early this fall," Fräuli
said.

Steam rose from the children's mugs. Lisa and
her brothers were wearing two sweaters each.

Their father wouldn't allow a fire to be lit
in the playroom until the afternoon. He wanted the children to be
tough and hardy. Lisa hated him for it.

“My rheumatism is acting up this morning,”
Fräuli said.

Lisa held her breath. What would Mutti
do?

"I'll send Anna in to light the stove right
away," her mother said.

Lisa looked appreciatively at her mother's
deep-set gray eyes and her rich chestnut-colored hair. Her nose was
straight—"a classical profile," her mother called it.

Mutti has such beautiful hair, Lisa thought.
She wanted to touch it, bury her head in it. When Lisa was sick she
was allowed to do just that.

In her clear high voice Mrs. Stein asked if
everybody had done their homework.

Pepi and Lisa said yes, so as not to
embarrass their mother. Bruno, who was older, just nodded. But they
were all “acting,” Lisa thought. They wanted to show Fräuli that
they were a regular family, like the others. But she and her
brothers knew better.

The other children in the neighborhood had
parents who were strict; if they didn't do their homework they were
beaten. The mother was in the kitchen—she cooked, she sewed; the
father painted the house and raised corn or grapes on his patch of
land. He had his beer in the evenings with his dinner. On Saturdays
he went to the pub or the soccer game. When he came home he often
yelled and broke things. Her father never drank. He could be angry
too but he only yelled, he never hit the children. He went to work
early. His office was in Vienna. Sometimes he spent the night
there.

On Friday afternoons, when he came home from
work, he was usually in a good mood. He pinched the children's
cheeks and brought flowers or chocolates to their mother. In the
evening, her parents would go out to a concert or to see friends.
Most of the week her mother was locked away in her study. She was a
poet. She never yelled at the children. When she talked to Lisa, it
was in a kind and reasonable way—as if they were friends.

Occasionally her mother went away to a music
festival or a conference at which she acted as translator in French
or English. Lisa hated that. She didn’t want the kind of parents
most of the other children had, but being left alone gave Fräuli
too much power: the children had to heed her, or else.

B runo was already in the first grade of the
Realgymnasium; he was a star pupil there. Pepi and Lisa were one
grade apart in elementary school. Their schoolwork consisted mostly
of copying from the textbook into their notebooks. Whether it was
nature studies or history or stories, it was copy, copy, copy. If
the children left out a word, or if their letters climbed over or
under the ruled lines of their notebooks, or if there was an ink
spot or an erasure mark anywhere on the page, they were
punished.

The Helenenschule had four grades, one
teacher for each grade, plus a priest for religious instruction.
The children sat on crude wooden benches, facing the teacher's
podium; on the wall over the blackboard was the crucifix. Children
of farmers, stonemasons, and carpenters, of shopkeepers, doctors,
lawyers, and notaries were all mixed together. Some of the fathers
were unemployed. The children sat side by side but you didn’t have
to be very smart to know who was rich and who was poor.

Fräuli didn't like the Helenenschule any more
than Lisa did but her reason was different: it was a state, not a
private school. But that was just why Mr. and Mrs. Stein had chosen
it; they felt that their children must learn to get along with
everybody, and not expect privileges most others didn't have.

School was a subject of frequent discussion
between Lisa and her mother. Once or twice a week her mother would
pick her up after the gymnastics class or her Hebrew lesson. Lisa
loved those times the best. They walked arm in arm, and her mother
told her stories from plays or operas; sometimes they went for an
ice cream. But often Lisa would spoil their time together by
arguing.

"Why can't I go to a school like the one you
went to when you were little, Mutti?"

Lisa had never forgotten what her mother had
told her; how happy her own school days had been in the
Schwarzwaldschule in Vienna—a progressive school, attended, her
mother said, by the children of free-thinking Jews and
gentiles.

“Things were different in those days," her
mother sighed. "And this is Baden, not Vienna."

"Why can't we move to Vienna?"

“That Vienna is no more.… And you must stop
asking these questions.” Her mother pulled her arm away from Lisa.
"I've told you before. Papa and I decided to live among vintners
and farmers, where life is simple, where there's nature all around
you and the air is pure—”

“And the kids beat you up for being
Jewish.”

Her mother looked pained.

“Don't exaggerate, dear. That happened …
maybe a few times. Just remember that you're as good as any of
those children, so hold your head high—and don't brood about being
different."

Lisa could tell her mother about many
things—like her ambition to become a famous actress or world
traveler. But on the subject of Baden and Jew-hating she could
never make any headway. It was as if she and her mother were living
in different worlds. Lisa felt with some bitterness that only hers
was the real world.

Pepi and Lisa trudged off to school. Their
mother kissed them goodbye. Fräuli gave strict warnings about not
losing gloves and hats. Bruno had run off ahead to meet his friend
Hansl, another neighborhood boy who went to the Gymnasium.

But Pepi and Lisa walked together. Sometimes
they looked behind them to make sure they weren't being followed.
They each took along extra sandwiches with which to appease their
enemies, who were often poor. In the distance they saw three or
four boys of the neighborhood gang approaching. Pepi and Lisa
walked faster. The last few blocks they ran.

The classroom smelled of unwashed bodies. The
windows were shut tight; the little bit of heat that the coal stove
provided had to be preserved. Lisa sat in her seat and blew into
her cupped hands, which were freezing.

Herr Riemer came into the room. He was tall,
thin, with a tiny brown moustache and glasses in steel frames. His
eyes looked steely too. The children stood up. "Grüss Gott!" they
said in chorus. Then came the recitation of the Lord's Prayer and
the Hail Mary. Then the Dollfuss song, "A dead man is leading us."
That was followed by lice inspection. Some of the children had to
come up to the desk and show their heads. Always those who were
poor. Their hair was closely cropped, even the girls. The teacher
peered at their scalp, then sent them back to their seats. Some of
the children snickered—often the better-off children; often the
girls with the long blond hair.
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