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A Journey of a Bouncing Czech
Chapter I
I have 49 photo albums, some small ones, some medium size, most of them huge tomes, which used to fit several vacations plus a couple of birthdays. Even with the digital photography available now, I still sit in Blacks Cameras after every vacation and spend hundreds of dollars to have prints made – that is for the event of my retirement when I will, as my mother used to, go through them one by one and reminisce.
Occasionally my friends want to peruse these and I am more than happy to oblige. The other day, a relatively new acquaintance of mine remarked how happy and smiling I always looked and what an enchanting life I must have had. Well, she was right in a way, since pretty well most of our photographs were taken at Christmas parties, lighting birthday candles, hugging friends, or casually leaning over the railing of a cruise ship in a bikini with blue water or palm trees in the background. And this is truly how I would prefer to remember my life, in blissful forgetfulness of other realities.
We came across a particular picture of me, which struck my friends’ curiosity. I am sitting at a fountain in front of Buckingham Palace in London. I am 21 years-old, wearing, totally inappropriately, a pale blue brocade skirt suit and white high-heeled shoes. It is 10 a.m. and I am about to witness the changing of the guard. At this precise point I was a happy young woman who had arrived four days prior from Prague to spend the next 14 days with her Uncle Walter and Auntie Rosie.
The date was August 21st 1968. That day my life changed forever.
That morning I was sitting in their spacious kitchen in a huge apartment so much more luxurious than the one I shared with my grandparents and my mother in Prague. The TV was on, broadcasting the BBC news. This did not particularly interest me since my knowledge of English consisted of a few basic sentences. I always loved languages, but because my mother taught English and German as a second job, the last person who wanted to learn anything from her was this bratty kid.
I took French in high school; Russian was compulsory anyway and German I already knew from home from my grandparents. This way, I thought in the infinite wisdom of youth, my mother wouldn’t be able to check on my homework and criticize my possible errors, as a typical teacher would. I was wrong – my mother, as usual, was way ahead of me and started to take French lessons to keep up with me.
At this point, my “Uncle Walter” (the expression uncle and aunt is used in many European countries for elderly acquaintances not related to the family, it just makes everything a little easier than calling them Mr. and Mrs. So and so,) walked in excitedly. He had been listening to the news in another room and came in to tell me that Czechoslovakia had been occupied by the Soviet Army. Being a typical product of a socialist system and brainwashed for all 12 years of my schooling, I answered with cool assurance that these were the manoeuvres of the Warsaw pact, that we have these friendly armies of our sister states in our territory every summer about this time. He just shrugged his shoulders and walked out.
That same evening, my uncle and aunt took me to a prom concert at Royal Albert Hall to hear David and Igor Oistrach play. That alone would have made for one of life’s unique experiences. We were seated in the loge – of course I had no notion how expensive this was. One of the few advantages of living in a socialist state was that culture was extremely inexpensive in order to make it available to every factory worker. Therefore I had been lucky since my very early childhood to visit every theatre, ballet or concert performance available, mostly with my mother, sometimes with my grandparents and often with my school.
In Central Europe, regardless of the political system of that era, we always dressed up for just about anything. I had beautiful clothes, made periodically by various seamstresses in the area. There was not much to buy in the shops after the war and it was also unthinkable even for less fortunate people to wear something off the rack.
Furthermore, I had attended, again as most generations before me, three years of ballroom dance classes and for those my mother arranged to have several ball gowns made for me. It seemed totally necessary to us to have a couple of them packed into my luggage together with a couple of chic business suits and a couple of little dresses (should I be meeting the queen, perhaps.).No casual clothes of any sort, after all - I was going to London and for that I needed all my finery.
So, here I sat, in a pale blue mid-calf Swiss lace gown in the loge, totally shocked and surprised watching the British youth below lying about on blankets wearing whatever must have fallen out of their closets. I did not understand the word “prom”, or promenade meant this was a casual occasion for the Brits.
I had already felt many glances upon me, mostly from elderly Jewish ladies who turned out to be acquaintances of my aunt and uncle’s. I was still wallowing in my blessed ignorance. Then the old ladies came over to hug me and they appeared to have been crying over me. All I could get from it was that I was a poor homeless child with no country to go back to. The realization that I already knew this but had chosen to ignore it that very morning suddenly hit me like a ton of bricks. Here I was standing like a pale blue fairy princess without a castle to go back to. Was that really true?
My mind rushed back to the night of August the 16th, the night before I left for London.
I was standing at the bottom of Wenceslas Square, my Wenceslas Square to make this perfectly clear. It was a five-minute walk from my home. It was a centre of all sorts of activities, hotels, cafes, cinemas, bars in the, so-called New Town (only in respect to the Old Town -- a few hundred years its senior). We used to walk just about anywhere from my home, it was so central, so close to everything that mattered. We could even walk to the Castle, to the various beautiful hills of Prague. We could sit in one of the cafes on the river, or simply stroll around. The streetcars were right there and trolley buses as well.
The night of the16th, my friends took me to Hotel Savarin for a few glasses of wine. We used to go there for dinners, dancing, or for a few drinks, often running into my mother and her friends. From there we strolled toward our homes. It was one of those perfect summer nights; the lights of the National Museum on top of the square were beaming in the darkness. One of my ex-classmates leaned over and said to me, “By tomorrow this time you will be in London and maybe you will stay there forever.” I turned sharply to him and said with total conviction: “I am already living in the most beautiful city in the world, why on earth would I want to stay somewhere else?”
The following day my mother took me to the downtown air terminal. She was apprehensive, yet excited for me. She always wanted me to travel, but it was always difficult under the socialist regime. I had flown to Yugoslavia the previous year with 20 colleagues from Czechoslovak Television, but this was only the second flight of my life and the very first one to a Western Country. When I walked up on to the first step of the bus, I apparently turned back to my mother with a wave and said to her “I’ll see you one day, somehow, somewhere.”
She later told me those words stayed in her mind forever...
But at this point she was not too worried. The year was 1968 and after 20 seemingly hopeless years when my country was thrown into a goodie-bag with the other Eastern European countries and pushed behind the Iron Curtain, when just about anybody gave up on freedom or what was left of it after 1948, the Prague Spring arrived. Every day the streets were full of young people, especially toward the evenings. People were jumping up on orange crates, benches or chairs and speaking like nobody had dared to speak for a long time. At least, not in my lifetime. This was what freedom tasted like, we all thought. And suddenly it was so simple. Everybody just said what they wanted to say. And people listened and people were suddenly happy. We didn’t have any more money overnight but I cannot remember anybody complaining about that. We could say pretty well what we wanted and nobody got arrested. And, oh yes, we had a new president - Alexander Dubcek, a Slovak man who seemed to have appeared from nowhere, but very quickly gained the confidence of the nation. He was our hope.
The older generation was not necessarily so enthusiastic. They were full of hope, but more than that, they were scared beyond belief. They had experienced things like this before. And then something always happened. For hundreds of years my country has been beaten up by somebody bigger, stronger, pushier. The Germans, the Nazis, the Communists, the Soviets have always made sure we did not get too big for our boots. People like my grandparents who were Jewish on top of this, were used to double whammies. I remember that spring of ’68, arguing with my grandmother to have faith -- that the time had come to have a new hope. No, my generation was not going to bend the way they used to. And my grandmother, a concentration camp survivor, kept saying, “Please God, let there not be a Jewish president, so the rest of us don’t have to pay for it.”
I was working for Czechoslovak Television at that time. It was the second job I got after a relatively cushy but boring job at Artia, a publishing company, conveniently located at the bottom of the street I lived on, thus I was able to go home to Grandma for lunch every day and since my grandma’s most heartfelt wish was to fatten me up, she made sure to cook all my favourites. Much to her chagrin, neither my mother nor I were very big eaters. My mother, I think, actually detested food in general and had a very hard time finishing a full meal, while I had enough stamina to swallow whatever food she put in front of me, mostly to get grandma of my back and also from a deep-felt pity for her efforts. As much as I was not a big eater, there were few recipes my grandma took to her grave that I could never find anywhere else in the world: Her fruit dumplings, big and fluffy like clouds, her cheese cake, so firm, yet crisp, and the best of all her poppyseed cake, baked and sliced in the middle with chocolate cream on the inside and chocolate sauce on top. It was just as well that she died with her recipes, since both my mother and I became diabetics later on – an inheritance from both her father and my father as well.
Well, as I mentioned before, my life at Artia could have only been described as boring, working first in a small department, which exported food labels to neighbouring countries. Nothing could have been farther from the mind of a recent high school graduate who was thinking of this as just a temporary step before she was ready to take another step toward be accepted to the university. I did however, transfer to a much more interesting department after a few months, where the export of art books was the business of the day, where my colleagues were a lot of fun and they mostly regarded me as a cute little blonde, always anxious to please, even make coffee and bring the mail. As I was always a very restless soul, sitting on the same chair eight hours a day filling out invoices, was not what I was planning to do for the rest of my life.
But, before I go any further, let’s see where it all started – my life that is….
I was born in March 1947, barely two years after World War II. My grandparents on my mother’s side – the only ones I had, came from very different backgrounds. The only thing they had in common was the fact they were both Jewish. My grandmother came from a small town called Roudnice, the very same place where, as the lore teaches us, the great-great-great grandfather of the Czechs, whose name – guess what, was Czech.
After some schlep from the East he had apparently separated from his two brothers – Russ, yes – the grandpa of the Russians and Lech, grandpa of the Poles. So grandpa Czech came upon this cute hill, got tired, put down his very long walking stick and said to his clan, “That’s it, this land looks fertile and I ain’t goin’ any farther.” So, give or take a few hundred years later, my grandma was born to, what I gather was an elderly childless (well, childless until then) couple who had no other relatives in this world. Since my grandma was probably quite a handful for them by the age of 15, they shipped her to a finishing school for young maidens from good families, where she spent three years being educated in the art of sewing, cooking, regular school subjects as well as German and English. (German was wildly spoken in the border areas, referred to as Sudetenland.) So, here was my grandma, very pretty as the sepia pictures from that era tell me, with reddish-blond hair and perfect posture, which she kept till the day she died.
One day, just shortly after her 18th birthday and upon completing finishing school, she walked into a pastry shop and there was an elegant and handsome officer of the Austro-Hungarian army (at this point, however Czechoslovakia had been established by President Masaryk). It was love at first sight and what made this event even more exciting was the fact the young man was sporting a prosthetic arm covered in a fine kid-skin glove – hence a hero from World War I.
I must admit so many years later, that I was so very proud of my grandfather’s terrible handicap and for one was very fascinated by the endless stories my grandfather exchanged with a few of his buddies, explaining over and over again how the bullet had gone through his upper arm, how the field surgeons (they sounded more like butchers to me) had to amputate right then and there with a bit of help from some locally- produced slivovitz. However, they were not able to dislodge the bullet from my grandfather’s torso, where it landed happily -- fortunately, not causing any more harm. I, for one was always under the impression that grandpa stayed and fought in the fields of Bosnia-Herzegovina for years and years, and was disappointed to find that the total length of time he spent fighting the war was just three weeks.
Well, there was a very rewarding benefit to a little school child. I had an edge; I had something special at home nobody else in my class could compete with. When grandpa took his daily after-lunch nap and took his “arm” off, I brought my little friends in, tiptoed into the bedroom and proudly pointed to the arm-prosthesis with its several leather straps and covered in a single leather glove slung over the arm-chair next to him! My friends were in awe -- they had nothing on me that could have even vaguely competed with this!
* * * * *
My Grandfather
It turned out my grandfather came from the German-speaking region, my great-grandparents originally hailed from Bavaria, but nobody at this point remembered what made them leave those fertile lands to exchange them for the Czech version. Again, with some exaggeration I understood they purchased a huge farm and an inn; these had shrunk quite a bit by the time I came to visit the area about 80 years later. My grandfather was one five boys and lost his mother after the fifth was delivered. My great-grandfather did not waste a moment and married a widow with two young daughters. Obviously, he was a very diligent man, since he accomplished all this and managed to provide higher education to most of his children before he succumbed to diabetes by the time he reached 36 years of age. My grandfather finished what would have been called a business college in today’s terms in the neighbouring town of Pilsen (Plzen in Czech) – yes, you got it – that’s where the beer comes from.
He then went on to become a bank assistant and eventually after several promotions in the hierarchy of that era, he became a bank manager in the small–this time German speaking town of Most (meaning Bridge in English). Truth be told, he could not have conducted business in Czech, which he never ceased to attack to reach perfection, which several tutors my grandma hired for him had tried to teach him and which, finally, my grandpa, learned to write to perfection (with his left hand, of course), but his spoken Czech remained so pathetic, that I was forever too embarrassed to let him speak in front of my buddies (even though I had the fake arm to make up for it). My poor grandma, in the meantime and with great ease, had mastered a fluent German.
My grandparents married the same year they met and exactly a year later, my mother was born. Her name was Charlotte as this was the year after the new Czechoslovak Republic was born under the new presidency of Thomas Garigue Masaryk, a man, whose name till this day is spoken with utmost respect. His middle name, Garigue, was the last name of his American born wife, Charlotte Garigue and Thomas Masaryk proved to be such a modern, progressive man for his era he actually took his wife’s last name as his middle name. Thus my mother, born just after this event in 1919, was called Charlotte.
I think the first 15 to 20 years must have been quite lovely for my family...
I listened endlessly to my grandmother’s description of their social life. They were well off; there was music, opera, concerts. My grandma had “jour” on Tuesdays for the ladies and my mother, who was a very athletic little girl played every sport possible. She skied (this is a very mountainous region covered in snow for several months in the winter) and she was a particularly good tennis player. My mother actually beat the woman champion of her day, when my mother turned 13. My wild guess was that the poor lady was not taking the game very seriously playing with just a child.
My grandfather always loved horses. Because he could not ride, having the handicap of one missing arm, he wanted my mother to make up for it. All along, I suspect, he wanted my mother and then later on me, to be boys. Never did he say this to anybody, but he always encouraged us to wear pants and in my mother’s case bought her a pair of beautiful riding breeches. The riding boots were to follow; he had already had them made by the local shoemaker. My mother was beaming with anticipation. Then, suddenly, my grandfather changed his mind. He realized this was a small mining town. Half of the children she went to school with were children of poor miners. They were lucky enough to have one pair of leather shoes. He stopped the process, took my mother’s boots back and that was the end of her riding. Yes, he was a very strict man, my grandpa, but always a man of principle.
My mother was very fortunate to have a Czech-speaking mother, who taught her a fluent Czech and was very particular that it should be a grammatically perfect Czech. Other than the maids and the cooks of the house my mother would have had very little exposure to it. The only schools in her town were German-speaking, they had a few hours of Czech tuition, but that would not have been sufficient. It was my grandmother, who kept up the culture, who embroidered tablecloths with Czech national motifs, who knew all the old Czech songs, who draw lovely Czech motifs on every piece of paper she could find.
* * * * *
Before the War
I suppose my mother’s life would have been just like any average, upper middle class girl’s from that era. She finished high school and prior to that, she actually got her English certificate, as my grandparents wisely anticipated this to be more important for her future than her final grades in geometry. In her late teens she also started to date a nice young German man by the name of Harald , who was a couple of years her senior and was preparing to study medicine and to marry my mother sometime in the future.
Unfortunately, their fate, as well as the fates of millions of others, came to an abrupt halt in the fall of 1938. My mother, apparently always way ahead of her age, went to Harald and asked him to leave her. She knew she spared him the embarrassment of having to abandon his Jewish girlfriend. They all celebrated their graduation together: The Jewish, Czech and German kids together. Up to that point, there was no animosity – they were just kids growing up together.
That was the last time they were all together, before the army of Nazi Germany occupied Sudetenland.
My dear, dear grandfather understood the danger, but did not quite grasp the extent of it at this point. He sent my mother first to Prague to study at the Business academy, then, a few months later my grandmother, with their personal belongings followed. He, the banker, the person, who handled the miners’ wages, had to distribute the last ones personally, as he trusted no one else with this task. He never thought the Germans would hurt him; after all, did he not speak the language as his mother tongue? Well, he was fortunate at this point. He accomplished his task and followed my grandmother to Prague.
In Prague they found a very small, but brand new apartment in the “New city.” They had to abandon the old luxurious apartment where my mother played tennis in the corridor and had a grand piano in the sitting room for a tiny one bedroom, living room, kitchen etc. apartment, but they were safe – for now.
I will not go into the horrors of the Second World War as I, for one, am in no way qualified and secondly, volumes have been written on that subject. I must also explain, that when it all ended, my mother and my grandparents as well as the few remaining friends who came back alive, had only spoken in hushed voices in front of this little child. It took my mother several years before she slowly started to explain and always felt there was so much more she could not let pass her lips and I was afraid to ask. I did find out, piece by piece that my mother and my grandparents were taken to the fortress of Teresinstadt – or Terezin in Czech (an excellent source for more detailed information would be one of the books by my dear friend Vera Schiff, “Terezin, the town Hitler gave to the Jews”). My grandparents were relatively lucky – they stayed together the whole time in Terezin, thanks to the fact that my grandfather was a World War I hero (there you go, the missing arm was good for something), but my mother, being young and strong was selected first for manual labour in a munition factory Oederan in Poland – she used to tell me with so much pride how she and her friends would purposely put through as many ill-fitting bullets as possible--their only way to sabotage the German army. After a few weeks she was shipped to the ultimate destination known world-wide as Auschwitz. Well, all I can say is, thank goodness, my mother survived this hell. Auschwitz was liberated in the last days of the war and my mother managed to return to Terezin. As she walked up to my grandmother, her own mother did not recognize her. With her hair shorn and wearing an unrecognizable rag, a pair of size 42 shoes she had stolen from a dead soldier in the field, she shuffled back to Terezin. Of course, she was totally starved and here my great-uncle Robert (my grandpa’s brother) appeared, victoriously brandishing a bowl of “soup.” Of course, my poor ravenous mother gulped it down – and that was what almost killed her! It was way too much for her poor little body. Thank goodness my grandmother was there to nurse her back to health.
* * * * *
My Father
And then, yes, of course, I had a father, even though for the first several years of my childhood I was not quite sure whether I was an exception to that rule, but then, when I was about six years-old, my mother took me for “one of those walks” on a Sunday. On Sundays my mother had an unfortunate habit of waking me up even sooner than usual -way too early with an overly-cheerful “Rise and shine!” getting me dressed in something far more athletic than my taste had required (oh yes, I was, even at that early age, far too fashion and proportion conscious). On this Sunday we started a brisk walk to the appropriate street car which took us to the very end of the world, or so the world as it was perceived by this child. Then we continued on foot as fast as my little feet could catch up with her to the highest hill available, the farthest forest to cross and I knew that my poor mother was going to deal with yet another difficult issue. (I think I was about 10 when she decided to inform me about the facts of life and before she started her first introductory sentence, I asked “O.K. mommy, what can I explain to you?”)
So, this time, the very long explanation came. My parents met in an office they both worked in at the beginning of the war in Prague. My father, a young engineer and an architect, left Czechoslovakia after spending the first several years of his career running a company making marble door-frames, entrances to passages in several cities in Czechoslovakia. It came to me as quite a surprise many years later that one of my favourite passages in Prague, one I used to go through on most days on my way from school and also where one of my classmates lived, was entirely designed and built by my father’s company. However, at this point in his life, he became very restless and curious about the goings- on in Palestine, where quite a number of European Jews had started to move. He immediately got a job as an engineer. One of the very few things I have inherited from him is an album of various structures, bridges and factories he had a hand in building. He met a young Sabra, a girl from a Polish-Jewish family, whom he married and with whom he had a son. They named named him Richard (They called him Risha.) Unfortunately, for reasons rather unknown, I am only guessing, perhaps it was the climate of the Middle East that my father could not bear and possibly he was missing the culture he was brought up in – unbelievably, my father chose the unfortunate time of the year 1938 to return with his wife and 13-year-old Richard to Czechoslovakia. At this point, he also became a colleague of my mother’s and a friend. To the best of my knowledge, my parents were just that then – a couple of friends.
I think you can see where I am going with this. The transports to the concentration camps began...
* * * * *
My Parents’ Reunion
When my mother came back from the camps in 1945, she met Leo, my father, again. He was a broken man, who had survived pretty well the worst hardships one can imagine. He had lost his parents almost at the beginning, and his two brothers fairly quickly thereafter, as well as his young wife and his 13-year-old son. He lost numerous relatives, pretty well everybody from the Bachner family that he knew of. He was broken physically and I am sure, to a great extent mentally, knowing he was suddenly alone in this world.
I can barely imagine what the circumstances of my parents’ marrying were -- of course, they looked happy and smiling in their wedding pictures as all the other happy couples in this world usually do, with my beaming grandparents in the background, my auntie Lisa, who also came back from the camps as the only survivor of that part of the family (She also lost her parents and her brother – she still lives in Montreal and is my one and only blood relative from the Epstein side.). I would like to think that my parents loved each other at that point, but, I am quite certain they mostly found comfort in each other. It must have been quite difficult for the two of them -- my perpetually bubbly mother of 27 and my perpetually serious father of 41, who was now even more serious than ever.
My parents divorced when I was 2 months-old. When my mother was telling me all this on that Sunday “Hill of talks,” she told me basically all she knew, but added the fact that my father re-married a year after that and left for Palestine, which became the State of Israel in 1948.
My mother’s family also wanted to emigrate – somewhere, possibly to Israel, possibly to Montreal, Canada, where one of my great uncles had lived since the 1920s. The reason was that Czechoslovakia had been taken over by the Communist regime in February of 1948. They did not leave the country, they got cold feet. I was 11 months-old, my father was gone with another wife, my mother got a good job and my grandfather, no longer a bank director but a mere clerk, however still a bank employee, somehow decided that handing everything over to “the people” just might work.
My grandfather even became a member of the Communist party – God knows, he was not an opportunist, but really believed this new system was going to be good for everyone, equally. He did not listen to my grandmother and proudly came home with a red Communist identification card. The poor man, he had been through so much and how disappointed he must have been day after day. My grandfather had a cousin, Rudolf Slansky, who had been with the victorious Soviet Army back in 1945. He was treated as a hero. On his 50th birthday he received 50 red roses from the president of the Czechoslovak Republic. The next day he was dragged into the infamous Prague prison of Pankrac and hanged with his 12 equally heroic comrades.
This was a very dark time for my country, my family, for practically everybody around me. Even though I was such a small child, I remember so many details so vividly. Unfortunately, for some reason I remember everything in black and white. There was not much color to anything then. It’s so puzzling to me how much a child can comprehend from small gestures, little coded words and hushed sentences. My grandmother seemed to be scared of everything. She tried to shelter all of us from the realities of life -- as if she could. Poor thing, in this way she probably made it even worse.
My grandparents had a few friends who used to come and visit. My grandmother always managed to entertain, no matter what the cost, meaning she usually pretended to have a gall bladder attack, so her portion, her cookie, her open sandwich could go to a guest. In addition, she always cooked for an imaginary guest, the unexpected widower she would run into in the street and drag upstairs with, “I cooked too much anyway.” The friends of my grandparents were also scared to talk loudly, my grandmother made sure of it – in case there was a neighbor with a drinking glass listening on the other side of the wall and reporting us to the police and more importantly, so I would not hear, so I would never find out about the horrors of the war, about the camps, what the Nazis did, which of their friends were gassed, who survived and how. Of course, there is no better hearing than that of a child. It’s amazing how a child is able to construct the whole story just from fragments of conversation. My grandmother continued to whisper for the rest of her life. Even some 20 years later when she came to Vienna to live with my mother, she still whispered to her coffeehouse friends, looking carefully over her shoulder, just in case somebody might be interested in what my grandma had to say.
After the murder of Slansky, I woke up one night and saw the light on in the bathroom. I tiptoed over. I started to watch my mother, whose bedroom was the couch in our living room, shredding a lot of letters and then taking them to the toilet, setting fire to them and flushing them down. “Mommy, what are you doing?” My mother jumped. “You must never, ever tell anybody what you saw!” There she was at 3 a.m., explaining the facts of life to a 5-year-old. No, this was not about where babies come from, but how we were related to this family, Slansky, truly just a cousin of a cousin, but if “THEY” found out, there could be trouble, jobs could be lost, the police could come and give us a hard time.
That night stayed in my mind forever...
From all those whispers, I also learned German, the language I loathed. Did they not kill most of my relatives, and all those other people? Why do they keep speaking that awful language? I could not understand this, but the absurd reality was that, as I mentioned before, it was my grandfather’s mother tongue, it was the language my mother was educated in and one my grandmother got used to speaking. The fact these people had treated my people so badly seemed an unfortunate twist of history. In my family, therefore, I spoke Czech to everybody, my grandparents amongst themselves, alternatively Czech and German, my mother spoke to my grandpa in German and with me they all spoke Czech only, as I made them believe I did not speak one word of German. Hence I became the perfect spy in my own home pretending total ignorance. My mother, to make a further point, used to say “Think of it as the language of Goethe, Schiller, Beethoven, instead of the language of Hitler”.
Another one of my mother’s favorite adages was “You are a human being as many times as the number of languages you speak”.
* * * * *
Harald & Willie
It came as a great surprise to my family when it turned out I spoke the dreaded German language after all. It all started with a most unexpected letter from Harald to my mother. The year was about 1962, or so I suspect as I had just started high school. Harald, as he wrote, had survived the war. He was a soldier, just a German soldier. He said he never picked up a rifle, never hurt anyone, that he got shot well early on and was shipped back home. After the war he became a doctor, married and had three children and settled in the East German town of Weimar. He said he understood how my mother must feel after everything she had gone through but he very much wanted her to meet his family in Prague. My mother was in an emotional turmoil and discussed the issue at great length with her parents. They all decided that Harald and his family deserved to be at least given a chance, at least for old time’s sake. Innocent, until proven guilty is a very good English law that humanity should live by. They met in the middle of the Charles Bridge in Prague, or so she told me. It must have been an extremely emotional and sensitive moment for the three of them. The friendship was renewed. They talked about the good old times before the world had come crashing down on them and destroyed what used to be a normal life. My mother was very happy to hear that their mutual school chum Willie Partisch was alive and well and living with his family in Leipzig, where he had become a rather famous stage actor. There were no qualms about whether “Uncle Willie” deserved to be seen again. Uncle Willie was unquestionably a hero in my family’s eyes. Even though my mother and my grandparents were walking around with big yellow Stars of David on their coats, Uncle Willie would run up to them and ask if he could come to their home for coffee. Even though my mother begged to be left alone as she knew darn well what the Nazis would do to a fellow German in the company of a Jew, he did not give up. My mother was a school chum and that’s all he cared about.
So, here I was at 15 years-old, having never been out of my country (we were not allowed to travel to the West and there were only a few desirable Eastern European destinations to travel to, but more about that later) and taking a trip with my mother to Weimar. In those days we used to send our luggage ahead, a really old-fashioned European habit when one traveled by rail. It is funny today to think that a week’s trip of 5 hours was such a big deal, but that’s how it was. I have to stress that the silly East Germans had never changed their uniforms since the war including the typical up-turned hats in a drab olive green color. When my mother spotted them first at the border, she started to shake like a leaf. We arrived in Weimar, a beautiful and historic little town, in pouring rain – minus the luggage! We had no clothes to change into for three days and it rained every day.
On the third day we received a very grumpy telephone call that a customs officer from Leipzig was coming in to check our luggage. I often thought of that scene hundreds of times later in life when I dreaded being caught with maybe a bottle of Caribbean rum or an Italian handbag. This was yet another story. This man, obviously pissed off to have to ride a bike from a neighboring town in horrible weather, looking like one of my mother’s tormentors from the camps, was just dying to find something compromising on us. I was clutching an old Kodak camera, probably from the 30s, with a precious roll of film for 12 pictures to be taken at some later point. The bewildered officer yanked it out of my hands, opened it and yanked out the film, of course, destroying it in the process. I screamed, my mother pulled me toward her, terrified – “Don’t say anything!”
This was our introduction to East Germany...
The rest of our stay was pleasant, even though Harald’s mother greeted us kneeling in the doorway and crying, “I swear, we did not know anything!” (about the camps and the gas chambers). Did she or didn’t she? God only knows, God only knows.
The following year I took this trip by myself. I was 16 years-old. My luggage was full of “contraband” goods – children’s’ shoes, men’s white nylon shirts, cotton socks and food. Czechoslovakia was relatively well off, so much better than East Germany. On that note -- we, the people who had the great fortune to be stuck behind the Iron Curtain had to be pretty crafty to make the best of our lives and to obtain goods from neighboring countries. For instance, the Poles used have wonderful “swishy” raincoats, which would pack up easily in a handbag. They only came in navy blue, but were a very hot commodity, if one was able to obtain one. They became almost a status symbol of the era.
I stayed first in Leipzig with Uncle Willie and his wife Lieselotte and their two sons, both my age. They were the warmest, most congenial and loving people one can imagine. They treated me like one of their own. They were ridden with guilt because of the events of the war. Why them? Always the wrong people. Then I continued to Weimar and got a very similar reception from Harald’s family. They introduced me to several young people I had a really great time with. The food was less than plentiful and mostly not very tasty.
A great irony of the Communist system, especially in that country, was that there was really no planned economy. There were no potatoes to be had, but there were tons of strawberries, and champagne flowed freely everywhere I went. It took me years to even be able to look at strawberries and champagne. That however was not their worst problem… There were secret police everywhere. I found my grandmother’s whispering even more widely spread amongst my new friends in East Germany.
I was introduced to a relatively well-to-do dentist’s family whom I stayed with the following year. They too treated me like a princess. There is no point wondering if it was guilt or if they were simply nice people. I sat in their living room one afternoon watching a color TV (!), being awed by the first commercials I had ever seen -- courtesy of West German TV. The dentist and his wife were able to receive a signal from the West and watch this forbidden channel. At this moment, one of my new young friends came to visit. Auntie Gertie, the dentist’s wife, a very brave and tough woman who despised the system and did all she could to fight it, went completely ashen when she realized there was a stranger in the room. He could have reported them and that’s all she could think of at that moment. Fortunately, the young man was a decent person.
* * * * *
My School Years
I have a picture of myself, standing in front my new school (the school is actually 400 years old) after a few reconstructions. I am wearing a red dress (well, the picture is black and white, but I know it was red), long braids with white bows at the ends of them and I am beaming with anticipation. I almost always loved going to school. I acquired three best friends, one of them was the very best and remained so to this day through thick and thin, in spite the fact we were always, and still are like day and night. Alena was athletic, an Olympic quality basketball player, junior badminton champion and just about everything that I was not. I favored music of all sorts, dance of every kind, I skied and played tennis, but that happened rather because of my very athletic mother. The one thing the four of us had in common was that we all came from bourgeois families; really the opposite of what was good for us living under the Communist regime.
Having parents who used to have just about anything in the form of land, a factory, a large house, (at this point nobody had any private property), we were guilty by just by the sheer fact of having a higher education. It made us quite unpopular in the eyes of the mighty party; therefore they blocked us as much as they possibly could from higher education, or in some cases even from a high school education.
We often talk with my Czech friends during my now frequent visits to Prague, about how very fortunate we were, going to precisely that school in that very part of Prague. Not only it was a beautiful school, just around the corner from my home, but our teachers and later our professors somehow managed to remain human in these turbulent times. Of course, they all had to join the Communist Party, just to keep their jobs, but it was widely known who joined as an opportunist and who just needed to make a living.
I was a pretty good student, at the top of my class till I reached high school, when math and physics and chemistry became a bit of a challenge and unless the exam happened to be in one of these subjects, I pretty well looked forward to every school day and seeing my friends.
One of the usual clouds that came over my school years was the dreaded periodic questionnaire asking about the whereabouts or the very existence of my parents. When the line FATHER came up, I was instructed at home to fill in “unknown”. It was far better, or almost an advantage for the school officials to think that I was an illegitimate child instead of confessing that he was living in Israel.
I honestly cannot claim I experienced any anti-Semitism during my school years...
I have to say that the majority of my classmates and teachers treated me very kindly.
As far as actually being actively religious in those days in Czechoslovakia, this is a very tricky subject to discuss and I am sure that many people would not agree with me. As anywhere in the world it depends so much on the exact area, on the education of individuals and neighbourhood one lives in. Officially, there was freedom of religion in my country but it was truly frowned upon and if you knew what was good for you, it was better to stay away. My family, who were always very secular Jews and basically only kept the holidays of Yom Kippur and Roshashanah out of respect for their ancestors and simply, because that’s what they were used to, did not regard this as a huge problem. My grandmother and my mother, when going to the synagogue on those few days of the year, carried their fancy hats in their handbags and sported the much more acceptable headscarf and changed to the more appropriate head covers inside the synagogue. Kosher was not something my grandmother could even relate to. She had a vague knowledge of the no pork allowed rule, however, she waved this away as a totally unpractical law that should have been left back in the heat of the Middle East a long time ago. Well, of course, what else was she going to serve in a country where “pork, sauerkraut and dumplings” were at the top of every decent Czech menu, in Prague, where the world-famous ham comes from and where pork was, even in the worst of times, always available?
My grandmother was a practical and wise woman...
Most of my friends in school, I am guessing, were from what were originally Catholic families, but this also was not often discussed. We have hundreds of churches in Prague and I remember only some of my little friends secretly crossing themselves, when passing in front of them. I felt sorry for them – at least I did not have that problem.
* * * * *
Kid Born Into That Era
There was a great advantage to being a kid born into that era. For one, we did not know any better. We did not remember anything better, and except for the previous generations, I think most of us were quite happy with what we had. My grandfather used to walk angrily through the small apartment like a caged lion complaining about the constant lack of space. My grandmother used to lament about how things were before the war. When my little friends would come over, she would open the door emoting huge apologies for the cramped dwellings we lived in. She served them with every bit of finery retrieved from the pathetic remnants which were returned to us after the war.
My grandparents left a suitcase full of our possessions with a Czech couple, the Hromadas who were left alone during the war, but after 1948 had gradually divided their enormous apartment, furnished mostly in art deco furniture, amongst various Roma families and they themselves were left with one little room at the end of the corridor, having to pass the often inebriated newcomers in order to get to their bedroom. However, Mr. and Mrs. Hromada were decent people and gave my grandparents every stitch and a few bits of porcelain they kept for them.
There was another suitcase, however, which was to be guarded by my Uncle Robert and his new wife Fanny. You see, my Uncle Robert, one of my grandfather’s brothers, divorced his wife just before the war started. They had two small children. He re-married a Czech, non-Jewish girl – Auntie Fannie. I think my family had never forgiven him, not because of the new liaison, but the fact that inevitably his first wife and children perished immediately in the gas chambers, while uncle Robert, thanks to his Arian wife was sheltered until almost the end of the war when he was shipped to the camps, but under much easier conditions (he worked in the kitchen, for God’s sake) and stayed only for three months in Terezin. When my grandparents asked what had happened to the suitcase parked with them (it contained half the cutlery, half the porcelain, a matching carpet and a few other things from the other suitcase), they were told it all had to be sold for bread.
As the inevitable and most unforeseen happens in life, Robert and Fannie happened to live in the beautiful city of Marienbad, one of the most beautiful spa towns of central Europe with endless forests surrounding the town. Once upon a time, it was frequented by the aristocracy and royalty of Europe; in the 50s it was frequented by the working class, sent there by the Communist party and sporting old sweat suits to replace the finery of the gentry. Robert and Fannie lived in a modest apartment, but there certainly was much fresher air than we had in Prague, so they used to invite us to spend some of my school vacations with them. How embarrassed must my mother have been when I picked up the tortoise-handle cutlery and said, “Mommy, this is just like what we have at home and the carpet is just like the one we got back from the Hromadas.” Thank goodness; they didn’t have to sell these items for a loaf of bread after all.
Apartment hunting was a sport my family and I practiced on a lot of Sundays. My grandma was secretly called Sarah Bernhardt by grandpa, for her dramatic outbursts as in, “If I spend any more time in this kitchen, I will go blind.” There was the constant worry of what to do with me as I was growing up and still had my little bed in my grandparents room. This, however, was solved beautifully. There was a little “maid’s room” from before the war, when people still had maids. The room, I am guessing, was about 6’x 3’, and located next to the kitchen and when I sat on my bed, my feet were in the kitchen. However, it was my kingdom, I had my bed separate from the rest of my family, I had my books piled sky-high above me and that’s all I needed. I was able to read with a tiny lamp till the wee hours of the morning or till my mother caught me, which happened frequently. However, my family kept hunting for a larger apartment. We never found one. We always returned back home very happy with what we had. When I compared notes with my old friends from those days after so many years, most of them told me how fortunate I was to have had my own quarters.
* * * * *
All Things Russian
To have the name Natasha was an issue of its own. I have met a lot of people who hate their name. I am not one of them. I always loved my name and think it suits me. And that is in spite of the fact that most people around me hated all things Russian, blindly associating them with the Soviet regime, the Soviet Army, all negative things in their eyes. As my mother used to defend the German language, I defended Russian as being the language of Tchaikovsky, Pushkin, Tolstoy, Chekhov etc. The origin of my name though, was different than anybody realized. It was my father’s dead mother, grandma Nacha (in Yiddish), or Natalia in Polish, whose name I inherited. My father, who wanted to modernize it, changed it to Natasha, which, in fact is a different name, but nobody cared about it, certainly not me.
When we started the 4th grade, the Russian language was incorporated three times a week into our school program and I just thrived. Being basically of a romantic nature, I could envision myself in Tsarist palaces listening to beautiful music, drinking tea from silver samovars and riding in the Troika (a three horse driven carriage). So, I read every piece of Russian literature available to me, even though our school Russian consisted mostly of pathetic proclamations to the success of the October Revolution.
This also made it very difficult for my family as well as others. They never dared say anything against the school system, against the Soviets, the party. Our parents were never quite sure, what we might repeat in school, what might get them into trouble. They could not trust their own children.
I became a young pioneer at the age of ten. These were the “little branches” of the big Communist tree. We wore white shirts, navy skirts (pants for the boys) and bright red scarves for festive occasions and the scarves as such every day for school. I ironed my scarf every night before I went to bed. We stood guard in front of the monuments for fallen Soviet soldiers every May 9th (the Liberation Day of 1945) and instead of the expected 30 minutes, we would bribe each other with a piece of apple in order to stand there longer – rain or shine -- it was such an honor. I once stood there for a solid hour, all the time saluting, of course, trembling in the driving rain, lips purple, but determined, with grandmother running in circles around me with a plastic raincoat, trying to force me to put it on without any success. We walked proudly in 1st of May parades, we sang and danced and performed community service, such as digging potatoes and beetroots in the fields to help the farmers in the fall, usually in miserable weather, very proud to do this for the party. And there was absolutely nothing our parents could do, if they wanted to keep their jobs, and offer us a chance of a higher education.
By the time we reached high school at the age of 15, some of us “more deserving” this honor became the members of “Czechoslovak Youth Union”, where we would get half- way to becoming true blue Communists. However, I do dare to speak for most of my friends from that era that this became a bit of a nuisance, since our young eyes were gradually opened with the goings-on in our State. I remember only donning the newly acquired blue shirt (minus the scarf, thank goodness) a couple of times.
Times were also gradually changing…
The blue shirt issue came up once more, though. At the age of 18 we graduated from high school, the exams of maturity as it’s called in Central Europe. This, for many generations of our families, was a very festive occasion. My mother wore a black dress for this and so did her mother and all the young men wore black suits, white shirts and ties of their era. However, since 1948 everybody’d had to attend the ceremonies in the blue shirts of the Youth Union. Mine, as I mentioned earlier, was a very special school.
We were the only school who addressed their professors “Mr. Professor” instead of Comrade Professor as it was done everywhere else. How we got away with this, God only knows. So, prior to the exams, several of us walked into the principal’s office and simply announced we wished to honor the previous generation by wearing black , but we compromised, wearing white shirts and blouses and black bottoms instead. In my country we have a custom of displaying the photographs of all the graduates from every school in the country in every city in shop windows. My school was the only one and the first one in my city of Prague or anywhere else where the graduating students wore black and white.
* * * * *
Not All Bad
It was not all bad though, and the last impression I would want to give those who are reading these words was that we had a sad youth. Yes, there were some very negative aspects of the system we lived in, but overall, the memories of my youth, my school activities, my hobbies, my friendships and my life in general are some of the happiest of my life.
I had a lot of interests then and I was involved with just about every kind of art imaginable. In school, I’d been involved in the theater since the early age of seven – I was always the youngest of the actors anywhere and for a while there, was totally determined to become an actress (This was strongly supported by my grandmother, who had “almost” acted on the Viennese stage, if my great-grandparents had not stopped her.)
I played the piano, with varying degrees of success; my mother before me was quite an accomplished pianist, and, of course, wanted me to be better. A piano was rented for the sum of 40.00 Czech crowns per month (about $2.00), a seemingly ridiculous sum and my mother had to take on yet another student to be able to afford this. My mother always had a minimum of two jobs, the main one working for a company called Pragoexport and on the side she taught languages – early mornings to her colleagues at work and at night after work at home. I am sure the piano she rented was not worth much and she probably paid off its entire value by the time we all left the country about 15 years later. I was a very enthusiastic player right from the beginning, totally disregarding any basic rules, applying my own rules that louder and faster had to be better than softer and slower.
After trying out a couple of unsuccessful tutors, who were either fired or walked out, my grandma and I found a new professor of music around the corner from where we lived. I found this woman just exactly what I thought God had intended for me. Madame Olga had somehow managed to escape through all the nets of the KGB and its Czech counterparts. She was a Russian émigré, straight from a Harlequin Romance, looking like something from the 19th century. Draped in long satin robes, with jet-black pageboy style hair and the longest lashes imaginable, she found the perfect counterpart in this child already enamoured with all Old Russian paraphernalia. She had two grand pianos, back to back in her large living room and there we joyfully played four-hands of just about anything that was ever composed -- of course, not at all suitable for a child with minimum technique, zero understanding of the music she was playing, but having the time of her life banging out dreadful sounds from a musical instrument.
My most grateful listener was my grandpa. He was the only one in my family who had absolutely no musical ear; he also had started to lose his hearing. All he cared about was to hear his beloved granddaughter play. So, he would sit there and listen for hours to anything I played. Dear, dear Grandpa.
Unfortunately, this blessed era of my musical history came to a very abrupt end, when my ever so watchful mother became a bit suspicious of my incredible enthusiasm for more frequent lessons and walked in on the mischievous duo of teacher and student and informed the two of us that she was not paying another crown for this kind of teaching. My freedom was over. My mother hired a new teacher from the conservatory of music. That was the end of banging Beethoven out on the grand piano -- there was NO piano. My little pianino got locked up with the key taken away. My nails got cut so short, you could see no white. And I was allowed to practice – on the coffee table. Yes, the coffee table. For six months, no less. Only when my new teacher was happy with my finger positions did she let me back on the piano, very slowly, scales only – for weeks, then Bach, Etudes only. I hated that witch, at least, in the beginning. But then, suddenly I started to play quite well and I also started to love Bach… I continued playing, mostly for my family and friends and whoever was kind enough to listen, but mostly for myself. To do better than that I would have had to practice a lot more, but the piano was not my only love.
* * * * *
The Singing
My singing “career” started, I believe, very early on, probably soon after I stated to talk – in our bathtub. As the building was not built very soundproof and there were also little windows in the bathrooms into the backyard, I used to spend a considerable amount of time in the bath tub exchanging arias with my friend Marcelka, who lived two floors above. Unfortunately for our neighbors, she also shared my interest in being a piano virtuoso, so I think only thanks to the fact that the Czech people are a music- loving folk, we were tolerated until we grew up. Of course, yet another family consortium took place (that would have been my grandparents and my mother, the same people, who passed judgement on whether or not I should be allowed to wear a bra at the age of 11, when my ample bosom appeared, rather embarrassingly, in a school photo shoot, much to the delighted giggles of the boys) and a decision was made, that I should be given formal singing lessons at the Musical School of Prague.
I was about 13 then and, thank goodness for my bosom, or else I would have totally disappeared next to my new professor of music, Prof. Brozova – the wife of a famous composer. The woman, whose dimensions must have at some point filled the better half of the National Theatre of Prague resided in one of the almost totally unheated rooms at the Musical School, which served for a couple of centuries as a Nunnery. The poor nuns must have suffered from arthritis, to say the least, but such was their choice. First of all, I had to pass a test as Prof. Brozova was very hesitant to start teaching a child already too mature to start from scratch. I have not mentioned that I had the same approach to singing as I had to piano to start with – pop music was my favourite, operettas by Lehar next and just about anything else, serious or fun, as long as I could be heard from far, far away - I had no scruples of any sort, just a lot of enthusiasm. This was déjà vu for me, as once again, I was shoved into a very small square box and not only had to start by singing boring scales, I was also forbidden to speak anywhere at all with the exception of school, and then only when I was asked by a teacher to respond. Practice time, you guessed it, was supposed to be three hours a day (she dismissed my piano lessons, my dance lessons, my school, and the rest of my life in general as unimportant). I continued with this lovely, but rather demanding lady for a couple of terms and, without much hesitation decided not to become an opera diva.
* * * * *
The Dancing Years
But my biggest, earliest and everlasting passion became dancing. My earliest memory of my first dance performance was from Marienbad. As I mentioned earlier on, this is a beautiful spa, where the spa clients/patients if you will, come to take the waters to fix just about anything from a liver problem to arthritis to obesity, all of that, or so the legend goes, miraculously disappears after a couple of weeks of walking up and down the Colonnade and sipping from little cups. To add to the general mood and wellbeing, there is a Spa Orchestra playing unchallenging rhythms, the likes of Strauss, or a little classical music at times. Apparently at some point, my family lost me. I was two years-old and, of course, the apple of all of their six eyes. A frantic search began and, as I can only imagine, they must have felt terribly guilty for lettting me slip out of their hands. However, after a few desperate moments a strange man appeared to tell everybody about this cute little girl dancing alone in front of the orchestra! Well, of course, that was me. And from then on, I danced everywhere.
I was enrolled in rhythmic gymnastics, or as it’s known, Estonian gymnastics and that was the most wonderful exercise I believe till this day, anybody of any age can have. It contained ballet, gymnastics and jazz dance, a bit of everything. I started when I was about seven and continued pretty well with some necessary intermissions until I left the country.
However, in the meantime, the most beautiful era of my teenage life and especially in my dancing life started when I turned 15 and began Ballroom Dance classes. Ballroom dancing has a very long history dating back several generations. It progressed, of course, as time went by, as the fashions changed, as the style of dancing changed, and it miraculously survived pretty well throughout every political system. What has not changed through the centuries, and thankfully so, is what it has given to all those hundreds of thousands of young people (girls start at 15 and the boys at 16), grace, elegance, manners and, of course, mainly the ability to dance anytime, anywhere in the world. When I watch the ballroom dancing of this era, it leaves me breathless – how I admire these new dancers, they are truly Olympic athletes. We had a lot more subdued lessons, we danced the waltz, the polka, rumba, cha-cha, samba, jive, the twist had just come into fashion, but we were never allowed to step out of the routine, or else we would have been evicted. I had three years of tuition. By the second year I joined the ballroom dance club.
We practiced almost every afternoon after school, on Saturdays in winter we had two ballroom performances. We would bus from one part of Prague to another to perform. We had TV performances; I lived, breathed and ate dancing. My feet were a sorry sight. The heels of the other dancers would crush each other’s toes. My feet were constantly bruised and swollen and a doctor told me if I didn’t rest, I would never dance again. But I did and my feet survived. Youth is a miraculous time of life.
When I think of the dancing years, which were also my high-school years; the dancing, more than anything stands out. I loved my school, the very building, my friends and most of the subjects, languages, geography and history. I read everything available to me including that section in every parent’s library tucked behind the library available to me – the forbidden books and the forbidden books of my friends’ parents. My mother belonged to the Academy of Sciences, because she was a teacher and was able to use their library, I managed to read just about anything “non-scientific” I could sneak through with her library card.
But I mostly danced...
I managed to succeed throughout my high school years without touching too many books; in those days I had a perfect memory. I had no time to study, as I had to dance. I parroted just about anything when I was called to the black board. Unfortunately, I could not do this in chemistry, higher physics, or trigonometry. My mother, quite fortunately, understood as she had the same preferences when she was my age. She figured I would continue in a more academic field anyway. But my mother (remember the locked up piano?) expected me to graduate with flying colors. And so, about four weeks before my high school graduation, my mommy walked into the practise session for our next performance. We were four couples. I had the same partner, Vladimir, for a couple of years. We hardly knew each other, but our feet were very intimate. That’s all that mattered. My mother spoke briefly to my dance master. She explained that I now had to study for my finals. The dance master was livid, my partner in tears and I was devastated. This was not the first time and by no means was it the last time my mother crushed my world and upset me.
But every time my mother made me mad, I thought of the following story:
When I was about ten years-old, I fell terribly ill. It was in the midst of a hard winter. It was also in the midst of the darkest decade of the Communist era. I must have had some kind of stomach flu with high fevers. My tiny little body lost even more weight. I was never a big eater, at least when I was a child However, I always loved apples, and still do, beyond anything else. To most average people that might seem a very attainable food preference. My mother sat on the edge of my bed. It was very late at night and pitch black outside. She asked me if there is anything I would like to eat. I will hate myself for this for the rest of my life, because I said “An apple.” I remember my mother getting up from my bed, putting all her heavy clothes on, walking out into the dark cold streets. She returned after a couple of hours – empty-handed. We lived, as I mentioned, right in the center of Prague, the lively center of Prague. That’s where the big international hotels were. That was the only place where my mother could hope to find an apple on one of those reception counters, where only foreigners had the good fortune to obtain a piece of fruit – any fruit. That’s where my mother was going to bribe a receptionist to sell her an apple for a sick child. I will never forget her face when she returned home and had to show me her empty hands. I have told this story dozens of times to young people in England, in Canada, any time I see a young person pushing her plate away, throwing part of a sandwich into a waste basket and I know it’s so unbelievable to them on so many levels.
So, I graduated with all As and a C in math, but I was happy. I had always been a realist as to what I could do. I was very proud of my language skills, my Czech literature, Russian, French – I passed all with flying colours. I had no expectation from myself in mathematics. Unfortunately, my father would not have been proud – but I did not know this at the time. I remember walking out of the school with my friends and stating, “I bet you that was the happiest era of our lives.” How eerily wise I was at 18;
God only knows how I knew that….
* * * * *
Thursdays in the Factory
We had to earn our education in the Communist system. We were reminded on a daily basis that there were workers and farmers out there who had to slave so we spoiled brats could go to school. Mind you, this was not the opinion of our team of high school professors; they simply had to oblige the protocol requested of them in order to keep their jobs.
Different schools were blessed by different factories assigned to them. Since I went to a school right in the heart of Prague, the nearest factory was about one hour away by street car. Work started at 6 a.m.
My best friend, Misha and I traveled together and since a fashion statement was of the utmost importance under any conditions, we would get up at 4 a.m. - this was, of course, in the middle of winter -- tease our hair as high as the fashion dictated, spray it, cover it with a little flimsy nylon scarf, put on all the necessary makeup and off we’d go. We had to wear overalls for this event and underneath we usually donned something totally inappropriate and certainly not warm enough for the task at hand.
Upon our arrival we were required to spend several hours at something we were absolutely not qualified for, wading in heavy shoes the whole time, which scuffed our feet but served the purpose of preventing our slipping in the oil the factory floors were soaked in.
I must say the workers were very good to us, I think they felt sorry for a bunch of city kids who had to justify their education in this way. They were also very eager to talk to us about the current theatrical or musical performances we went to see and the books we read. There was not much of a cultural difference between them and us. One must also remember, many of them were victims of political persecution.
Being 15 or 16 years old, of course, we could not help the occasional mischief, even if it was quite tame by today’s young people’s standards. As I mentioned before, my friend, Misha and I were always as fashionable as possible, but there was never enough to choose from in the shops in those days. The choice of shoes was the worst, even though before the war, Czechoslovakia had a very well-developed shoe and textile industry (we used to export fabrics to England, where they would be stamped and exported further). Thomas Bata, as a matter of fact, came from my country. White boots were very much en vogue that particular year and both Misha and I were given a pair each by our mothers for Christmas. Well, we should have been happy with that. However, one day, we were assigned a task at the factory to paint some kind of a huge machine red. We were each given a bucket with red lacquer and a brush. A few minutes into the painting, Misha and I exchanged glances – we looked at our white boots and the buckets of paint. We decided that many girls in Prague had white boots that year but we had never seen anybody wearing red ones -- hence, we were going to be the first ones! We proceeded. As you can imagine, our mothers were less than pleased with us. My mother, of course, immediately realized what I had done and that the red lacquer was not going to stay on the leather too long. She simply said “ Well, you’ll wear them like this no matter what.” So I did and they peeled and peeled.
I mentioned my dance classes earlier, those were also the most intensive years for dancing and one of the evenings always fell on the same Thursday as “factory day.” I would arrive at home in the afternoon stinking to high heaven. My grandma would strip off my overalls right in the doorway and I would jump into the bath tub and soak for an hour, then put on my beautiful gown, my elbow-length white kid leather gloves and forget about the day.
Misha and I had another friend, Jana, an incredibly gifted, talented and intelligent girl way above the norm for the rest of the class. She spoke many languages and was brilliant in math, physics, and chemistry, everything she touched. Unfortunately, Jana was also physically handicapped. I understand she had a bad fall as a child and at some point, stopped growing and developed a hunchback. She was always excused from gym or any sports. This, however, at least saved her from the factory activity. She was assigned to work for the same factory’s offices right in the centre of Prague, in the engineering branch. Of course, the engineers there were very kind to her; she only had to do some filing and would be sent home shortly after lunch. This sounded like a dream to Misha and me and we bugged Jana for two years to put in a good word for us. Finally, the third year we got in! It was so wonderful, literally five minutes from our homes, we could wear our street clothes, we were given a delicious lunch and the work was the easiest imaginable.
In the fall, we were often asked to participate in “voluntary” excursions to the countryside, called a “brigade” (voluntary was applied to anything anytime one was asked to do something without pay for the country), where we would dig up potatoes or beet-roots or just about labor that kids could be used for. In summer, there were hops “brigades”- after all I am from the country where beer is king (everybody knows “Pilsner” which comes from Plzen and Budweiser which comes from Budejovice). But, as I always try to be objective, I do not regret that part of my experience. Later in life I was often, grateful that there is very little in this life I would not do; I could always think of some harder work I have already done – this was not all bad for one’s future.
* * * * *
The Boys
My loves and temporary crushes were few, beginning, when I turned four, with five year-old Charlie down the street. Thanks to Charlie, I ate semolina porridge, as each spoon had the potential to gain a handful of his affection, or so my grandma assured me.
There was Milos, in grammar school, a handsome 13-year-old, two years my senior.
He was a bow-legged kid, whose perpetual smile and the ability to play soccer, were his contribution to fame amongst “women”, while his academic knowledge was somewhat questionable. I became a desperate little thief, as we often changed classes and I would inevitably inherit his bench in the chemistry lab or the physics room and find his chewed up pencil or plastic ruler. These would become my little trophies; I would cherish them for many moons to come.
When I reached high school, there was always a young man somewhere in the background and I almost always met them while dancing at one of the balls or five o’clock teas. The boys from my school were of no interest to me as I almost always preferred somewhat older men, but many of them were friends. Somehow I always preferred the friendship of boys in those days, even though I had several good girlfriends. My male friends were there to protect me, to chaperon me, and, if the date was disappointing, to take me home. This also gave my mother some sort of assurance of my safety. This trend pretty well continued wherever I lived and to this day I still believe it’s absolutely possible to have a great friendship with the opposite sex without any intimate involvement.
As I mentioned before, during my dancing years, I often did not much care about anything but how well the man I was with was able to dance; all else was really not that important, since we could not talk anyway. After I left high school, I joined a dance club, which was immediately attached to the same ballroom dance facility, a beautiful neo-classical building a few block from my home where I spent most Sunday afternoons .
At some point, I met Zdenek, a good-looking young man, but basically, that’s all I knew about him. We danced everywhere together; sometimes he would take me to the nightclubs downtown for some more after-midnight dancing. I had absolutely no romantic interest in him and assumed he felt the same. This just goes to show how little I really knew about men. Zdenek had enlisted in the army, as we still had conscription in those days and with tears in his eyes, he came to tell me that he would be gone for two years. Other than losing a dance partner, I was actually fine with that. However, as he kissed me good-bye, he announced that if I had any intentions of cheating on him, he would use his service revolver and end his life -- and with that sentence, he was gone… Having no previous idea how he felt about me, this announcement left me speechless and wondering how to handle this situation. This was followed by daily letters and poems from the army post where he was based with further threats of suicide if I should be seen with somebody else -- he actually managed to send his friends to my home periodically to ring a doorbell, just to say, “Hi.” I was desperately scared of what was going to happen. My mother, however, came to my rescue and told me to write him an honest letter and assured me that his threats were just empty words. She was right. He was very upset, but he got over it. However, I had to promise him that I would go dancing with him from time to time when he came home on leave. Lo and behold, a couple of months later there he was. Reluctantly I went, prepared for a boring afternoon. It’s funny how life works out. At some point that afternoon, I got up from the table for no reason I can remember and turned sharply across the huge ballroom filled with scores of young dancers and right at the opposite end I felt a handsome young man staring at me in such a way, I could not avert my eyes. Very quickly, he made his way through the dancing crowd a came to ask me for a dance. I told him I was with someone else, fearing how Zdenek would react; the young man went to ask Zdenek’s permission. Poor Zdenek could only nod his head.
Eduard was the name of my new acquaintance, and I started to call him Eddie. This was a whirlwind romance. We spent every living, breathing moment together. He worked till four in the afternoon and would immediately come to my home, often clutching a little bouquet of flowers in his hand. My family loved him, my grandparents and my mother alike.
Soon after, I was invited to his parents’ home. The suburb of Bohnice where they lived was originally a charming little village outside of Prague, but many people had built spacious villas there at the beginning of the 20th century. Sadly, Bohnice is known for the largest mental health facility in Prague, thus earning the typical Czech adage, “I’ll end up in Bohnice”, meaning, “I will go crazy.” Eddie’s parents and sister took a liking to me immediately; there was nothing they would not do for me. My family was invited to Bohnice and things could not have looked better for the two of us. I spent most weekends at their place. In the evenings during the week, Eddie ate at my home. We enjoyed the theater and concerts, and on Saturdays he would drive me home.
His family had a lovely cottage in the mountains, where we went skiing, being chaperoned by my mother and Eddie’s father (this truly was a cover-up for the sake of his mother and my grandparents). Life was sweet. Eddie asked me to marry him after a relatively short time. I was 19 and he was 24 years-old.
And then one thing after another went wrong...
After a joyous winter, death came into my life. A classmate of mine, a beautiful young man was driving his motorcycle, with an armful of flowers for his flu–ridden girlfriend, had an accident and was killed on the spot. That was horrible funeral number one.
Shortly after that, another young classmate, also 18 years-old, the most gifted of all of us (we called him Einstein), died of leukemia. It was so hard for people my age to understand how somebody can just suddenly be gone. That was horrible funeral number two. The worst or at least, the worst for me at that time was the death of our beloved dance master Jan Pavlik. He died so many years after the war from a skull fracture inflected by the Nazis. Pavlik, at the point of his death, was 44 years-old, handsome, talented, loved by all the girls and admired by the boys. He was revered by thousands of his former students who stood sobbing in front of the funeral hall. And I thought that broke my heart. That was funeral number three and all within a month of each other. And then one afternoon, my mother called me at work and told me to come home immediately – my grandpa had had a stroke. They took him to the hospital, he lived another week, he died at age 71.
I always wondered why could not cry. I think I had used up all the tears for one spring.
My grandma was very angry with me because I could not cry. I loved my grandpa so much; he had been a father to me all those years. But I could not cry, moreover, I knew I had to take over. Both my grandma and my mom became incapacitated. My grandpa was a God to them; my grandma was married to him for 49 years. They were devastated beyond belief. Thank God, I had Eddie on my side. We organized the funeral, sent out the obituary notices, collected Grandpa’s clothes (for reasons unknown, since he was cremated anyway). All of this was very difficult for a 19-year-old and a 24-year-old who’d never had any association with death before. I don’t think my grandma ever totally recovered from losing her husband, even though she lived for another 20 years.
And that was funeral number four.
And shortly after that, everything else went wrong...
First of all, as I mentioned in the very beginning, I had a job with an export publishing company. This involved entertaining our foreign customers whom we invited to theatres, concerts, dinners. I could never be left for a minute with a foreigner, as I was a non-Communist and a woman and the companies of that era would never allow an individual any private contact with a person from a Western country. Even my mother, who after so many years, had lots of business friends from other countries, could not even accept an invitation for a cup of coffee when she ran into them on the streets of Prague. But Eddie would have none of this. He became extremely and obsessively jealous. I did not know what to do, but I loved him so much, I started to look for another job, something, where I would be “out of danger.”
But that was not all. We started to discuss where to live after the wedding. There was not much to choose from at the best of times. There was no building going on and certainly not in the centre of Prague. Eddie’s father, who was an engineer, suggested he could build another floor on top of their family house and we all could live happily ever after. I was game for whatever as long as we were together. I was a girl, who never had to walk more than five minutes to school or to work, but I was ready to take a bus and a streetcar twice a day to and from Bohnice. This is where my resolute mother stepped in. She wouldn’t hear of it. She was hoping Eddie and I would eventually go back to school, that our cultural life would continue. There was no way we could do this from Bohnice.
A terrible fight between my mother and his father ensued. Words full of hate were spoken, with pride hurt on both sides. Sound familiar? Eddie and I were literally torn away from one another. One afternoon, in the park, we were told to say good-bye. And the worst and most ridiculous part was that we had enough respect for our parents that we let them do this to us. I will always remember that night and the nights that followed, crying and sobbing, not knowing which day it was. My mother tried to console me, but she could not. The wise woman she was said to me, “I prefer for you to hate me than to be sorry later”.
It took me many years to realize how right she was – at least, this time around…
* * * * *
After the Break-up
I can barely recall the next several months. I think, often in life, God or nature or my specific personality were kind to me in that I forgot or diminished places, events and people that affected me in a negative way. I went to work every day, I had a bunch of lovely colleagues who understood a 19-year-old with a broken heart and they tried to console me as best as they could.
I should mention that my attempt to get into a University after I left high school failed thanks to several factors. Even though I wanted to study, in order of preference, Philology or Philosophy, these were long study years and I wished to be a burden to my mother’s pocket no longer. Therefore, I applied to the University of the 17th of November, a University that specialized in languages for interpreters and translators. The studies lasted only four years, which would have been ideal, but classes consisted of only about 20 privileged students. I took my admission exams in French and German. I immediately noticed that all the other students were from previous posts at Embassies and Consulates and these people were in their 30s and over with a lot of experience in the language – and, of course, they were members of the Communist party. I was, what a surprise, told how well I performed for my age and it was suggested that I try again next year.
So, with that knowledge I went to work for Artia and this is where I was working when I broke up with Eddie. However, never for one second did I think I would have to give up on my studies forever. At Artia I made a very special friend, her name was Doris. She and her husband, Joe became like second parents to me. Their love was one of those loves made in heaven – in this particular case in the concentration camp Terezin, where they got married at a very tender age. They remained loyal friends to me and much later to my husband up until their deaths in the USA.
It was Doris who kept my courage up, who had a shoulder for me to cry on when I could not cry on my mother’s – or so I thought at the time. However, as I mentioned before, Eddie was extremely jealous of the “dangers” I was exposed to at work, so wheels were set into motion at that time for me to get another job and so, the following spring, when there was really no issue anymore, I was called to Czechoslovak Television for an interview. A miracle of miracles occurred and I was hired as an assistant to the Vice-President of Czechoslovak Television. All of 20 years-old, with little experience, I was the very youngest employee in a five-story building. Right from the beginning, I loved my job. I loved my co-workers; it was just pure fun to be at work, even though we all worked extremely long hours. My boss was a true old Communist, the original kind from the idealistic 20s. He was a true-blue Russophile; he loved the Russians for what he, also somewhat naively, believed they were. He used to spend several weeks in Russia every year and Siberia was his favorite place to visit. He would return to our offices in Prague full of fascinating hunting stories and stories of fascinating people.
These stories were even more interesting to listen to while feasting on Siberian liquor (90 proof) and Beluga caviar.
I only had one little problem. I was not a member of the Communist party and, at that point, I was the only one. My boss called me to the office and very nicely asked me when I would care to join. I answered that I was too young to make such a serious decision and needed some time to think about that. I got asked a couple more times, but fate, as usual took care of this dilemma.
* * * * *
May 1st 1967
May Day was celebrated as in many other countries in the world as the workers’ day. The Communists turned it up another notch. In spite of that, as children we enjoyed marching and singing in the parades. As we were growing up, we started to resent it for the simple reason that the May Day Parade was forced down our throats as was everything else. But that May Day was somewhat different. Things just started to ease up a bit in Czechoslovakia, even within Czechoslovak Television, which was a highly political aspect of the media and especially its head office, which I was working for. I did not actually have to attend the celebrations. Many people just went because they were used to it all their lives or simply for the fun of it.
I was still in a very somber mood from the previous months. My mother just tip-toed around me. She pointed out the beautiful weather to me, the lovely new navy blue suit I just had made with the new shorter skirt and the longer double-breasted jacket in the style of the late 60s. She said, “Why don’t you go, and if you hate it, just come back?” Poor thing, she still felt so guilty about Eddie. Begrudgingly I went and found a number of my colleagues, already waiting in one of the big squares to join the parade.
I ran into this man I vaguely knew from the TV building. I used to run into him sometimes in the mornings on the stairs, running errands for my boss. I was always running errands and I enjoyed it. This man always looked very serious. I could not help noticing he was very handsome, with pitch black hair, perfectly shaven, immaculately tailored clothes, the finest silk ties and a lovely leather briefcase. This man, as I heard, ran the TV commercials department. All the people in his area, other than his elderly secretary were men. Most of these men tried to pick me up, make a pass, or whatever it took to pick up the youngest blonde on the block. They were of absolutely no interest to me, besides I was still sulking about Eddie. My colleagues told me that this man never dated women he worked with, but that he had a lot of girlfriends from the outside. I remember thinking, “He is way too good looking for me anyway and he looks so very conceited.” And suddenly this man stood in front of me, introducing himself as Lubosh. He was not very chatty. He simply explained he was supposed to pick up his little four year-old son, Tobias from his mother’s so that he could carry him in the parade, but the child got sick at the last minute and could not go.
Lubosh would not have gone to the parade under normal circumstances; he was the only other non-party member in that building and the only other person who managed to escape to constant pestering. Fortunately, at this point he was so successful, professionally that nobody dared to touch him. God only knew what would happen in the future. We started to march slowly past the beautiful quays of the river Vltava, stopping and standing, waiting for the rest of the throng to join us. It was such a lovely May Day. I can’t remember what we talked about, because I think I was quite nervous. He was quite different from the other young men I knew, and so much more mature. By noontime, we reached the corner where our national pride, the National Theater of Prague stands. To this day, when I look at that gorgeous building, I think of those who sacrificed everything for it. The theatre was built in the early 1800s, but was completely burned out shortly thereafter. Donations poured in from everywhere in the Czech lands, donations from ordinary people, even poor farmers and the National Theatre was built again – this time even more beautiful, more ornate with gold tips and swirls and statues upon its roof. So, here we stood, suddenly Lubosh grabbed my hand and said “You must be starving -- there is a lovely café across the road.” And before I could even give it a second thought we were sitting at the Art Deco “Slavia” café having lunch.
He was extremely formal and he kept addressing me Miss Bachner (that was my maiden name). It was not up to me to change that, normally it was the young man who would have asked my permission to address me by my first name and then it would have been a matter of course to accept. For some reason I was tired of this formality and told him to call me Natasha. He became very serious and told me we needed to drink to this under more formal circumstances (Much later on I found out he was just teasing me to embarrass me.) He confessed that he was 33 years-old (an old man!) That was an age group I certainly never dated! However, as we parted, he kissed my hand and asked if I would have a glass of wine with him that afternoon… I flew home in such high spirits that my family had not seen the likes of in a long time. I muttered something like, “I think I might marry this guy one day.” I suppose I was joking then, or perhaps… We met that afternoon and had that glass of wine and then many more. Something neither of us had any intention of starting, started anyway.
He had absolutely no interest in marrying now or perhaps ever. He had just finished one marriage and felt he was not very good at it. He was truly married to his work and career and felt that’s just the kind of guy he was. His marriage fell apart mostly because of his work. He spent most of the week in Brno, where he was born and where at that point, he ran the local TV headquarters, flying home for the weekends to see his wife and child. He did that for four years – not a good base for a marriage. By the time he managed to get a permanent transfer to Prague, the marriage was over; it simply and peacefully dissipated… Marriage was also not the first and foremost thing on my mind at this point and I could see very well that Lubosh needed his freedom; I just really wanted to spend as much time with him as possible. Working in the same building as he did was more of a hindrance than a convenience. Neither of us wanted to become victims of gossip
* * * * *
Trip to Yugoslavia
I still think of the year 1967 and the few months after as one of the most pleasant times in my life. I was just over 20 by then, I loved my job, my colleagues, my boss, and I was fascinated by the comings and goings of the people around me and had started to date Lubosh quite a bit. I think we were very good for each other at that point in time, without much commitment, but knowing we were becoming very important to each other.
Going back to the everlasting question “To be or not to be a Communist”, I managed to avoid any heavier political involvement in school and then later at work by turning to cultural matters. I have written a diary every day of my life since I was a very small girl and I now so wish, as in fact the only items I wish had been saved for me were some of those books. However, this ability to record events also enabled me to become the school’s chronicler. Having the ability write and to be otherwise culturally involved, I took on all kinds of cultural events at the school, which included theatre, concert, opera outings, all of which I organized.
And then my two dear friends from high school, Misha and Ivana, returned from a short sojourn with their parents to the lovely island of Korcula, which is located south of the city of Split on the coast of Dalmatia. The two girls had just entered their first year of medical school, but they came back completely smitten with two brothers they had desperately fallen in love with. As it turned out, the love interests of these promising medics were both fishermen. That’s right. When I questioned my friends as to how they were planning to fit this little detail into their lives, the girls found this to be no problem at all. They were going to follow their loves to their prospective homes on the island and hook fishing nets for them, or whatever needed to be done. There was no way in the world these girls would listen to rhyme or reason. And this was where I was supposed to have come in. Save everything. Make sure the boys are in place and waiting as long as necessary, or till the girls got away.
I am still laughing so many years later and more so, thinking about my own participation...
* * * * *
A Major Decision
A major decision had been made. I was to organize a trip for my colleagues at work and take them ALL to Yugoslavia. This would turn into a perfect cover operation, where I could become a postillion d’amour for my friends and at the same time provide an “exotic vacation” for my colleagues and myself as well. It was much easier said than done. In 1967 Yugoslavia was the freest of Eastern European countries, however, many restrictions applied, especially monetary ones. It took me a couple of months to befriend a friend of a friend in Belgrade, who happened to have a daughter my age and to start a correspondence with her. It took some time after that to obtain a fake invitation from her parents to visit them in Belgrade. Both parties naturally knew we would never see each other – all I needed was a letter assuring the Czechoslovak visa office I would be taken care of and would only need the obligatory assigned sum of about $8.00 for the two- week stay. After that, of course, I needed real money to pay for the hotel, food and whatever one needed to actually have a vacation. Even though my wages at the TV headquarters were quite meager, I could easily afford most things as I had room and board at home and even though I used to give money to Grandma for this, I found out later that she never used this money and saved every penny for me.
At this point, my very creative mother entered the scene. She arranged, through one of her foreign customers, for me to obtain some dinars (Yugoslavian currency at that time, later on converted into 1:1000.) The intention was to stuff a few bank notes into my underwear and smuggle them through the border to be used later. However, to our great horror, the money was delivered to us the evening before – in a huge pile of brand new crisp dinar notes. What was I to do with these? Fortunately, my mother always had an answer to every dilemma. Quickly she ran into a drug store and purchased a large cylinder of talcum powder. These cylinders were made of a rather heavy stock of paper and by simply twisting off the top, she poured the powder out, rolled the bank notes as tightly as she could and covered them with the remaining powder.
Off I went, my first flight with excited colleagues, who, I am sure, went through a similar preparation experience – but we would not have dared to share this with one another. Upon our arrival in Split, I managed to hire an old woman with a cart, who also had suitable inexpensive lodgings for the 20 of us. I will never forget that poor woman’s face, when she opened the bathroom door on me. Every inch of the bathroom was covered in white powder – after all, I had to pay for the room!
* * * * *
Korcula
Korcula is such a lovely island, one of several charming islands including Hvar, Brat and many others. I saw it again just a couple of years ago after we had traveled to so many, many destinations, especially in that area. Usually, after such a length of time, there is not much charm left in the tourist-exploited world, but I could still see why I fell in love with that particular island.
But here I was with a very special task. I was on a mission for my friends and the actual vacation was secondary at this point. My two girlfriends specifically asked me not to check into the hotel with my TV group, but to stay in the same fisherman’s house they and their parents stayed. I had to meet Mate and Ivica, the young love targets of Misha and Ivana. So, I did as I was told. The rest of the group checked into a hotel in Vela Luka, where I also took my meals. But I stayed at the fisherman’s house. This was by all means an excellent choice.
The Branic family treated me like a queen. This was the first time I had come across Yugoslavian hospitality. I come from a Central European country where people are much more reserved. This was all very new to an impressionable 20-year-old. Even though I would arrive in the evenings quite well fed after my hotel meals, the women of the household would wait for me with baskets of fresh grapes, figs and oranges and I would be asked to sit down at the table with the men only and share their evening meal. What stunned me more than anything was the fact the women, including quite an old grandmother would stand behind our chairs and no matter how much I begged them to sit down, they would stand there politely for hours till I finished the conversation with the men!
It didn’t take too long before two attractive young men walked in. Of course, I guessed immediately I was looking at Mate and Ivica. After brief introductions I told them I brought best regards from Misha and Ivana. I was met with two totally blank faces. After a couple of minutes of shrugging shoulders, they inquired about the time of the year, the month, the country and just about every detail about my friends. They truly had no idea. Only later on did I realize the tourist groups changed on a weekly basis and there were so many, many pretty girls from every country, the two poor men must have had such a hard time remembering them all. Of course, that was not easy to explain to my friends back home upon my return.
The rest of my stay was more than enjoyable. This was my first time in a southern country and my first time at sea. As it so happened, the three most important men on the island were often guests at Branic house – the local doctor, dentist and veterinarian used to gather there in the evenings for a glass of Prosek (young wine of the season) and discuss politics. I was so politically unaware of the Yugoslavian situation. They all seemed to get along so well. Milos, the veterinarian would later explain to me that, in his belief, this relative peace between the Croats and the Serbs would last only as long as Josip Tito lived.
Many, many years later, his words rang in my ears after so much blood had been spilled in that area...
In the days that followed, Milos would drive me around the island. I met such lovely people, they all stood outside of their houses offering us food, fruit, drinks and we always had to accept so as not to offend. We would go dancing in the evenings; everybody seemed to be so content with their lives. I came back to Prague enriched by a unique experience and memories that would stay with me for many years to come.
* * * * *
Back in Prague in 1967
Here I was back again at my TV job. Work was very hectic, sometimes till late at night. Lubosh came back after two months in England. He had been sent to Bournmouth by Czechoslovak Television to learn how the Brits make TV commercials and to improve his English. He came back full of enthusiasm and immediately put his newly acquired knowledge to use. The format of our TV commercials started to change.
We dated, I suppose, in a very unconventional way. He certainly was not a run-of-the- mill guy. What I really appreciated was that he had no streak of jealousy in him; there was no sign of possessiveness. He would call me at the end of the day and we would go to a lovely restaurant. He would take me to his favourite Chinese restaurant, the first one ever in Prague, the most expensive and with an authentic Chinese cook – a really big deal in those days. I invited Lubosh to my home at one point to introduce him to Mom and Grandma. They liked him just fine, my grandma thought he was just the right fine gentleman as he conversed so smoothly, dressed so well and his manners were impeccable. My mother, of course, was somehow suspicious of all this perfection and was wondering what must lie beneath of all that. I was, of course, quite used to my mother’s skepticism in the boyfriend department by now and paid little or no attention to her remarks.
Lubosh was also able to rent a new apartment that year. After he divorced his wife and moved permanently back to Prague, he was renting here and there, but nothing was quite right. Ironically, he was earning a lot of money, but, as I mentioned earlier, apartments were hard to come by. Finally the right place, location and suitable type of apartment materialized and thanks to the fact he had so many friends in the movie industry (he was a film producer at the Barrandov Studios in Prague as well as a short-film producer prior to his TV career), they were able to totally gut the apartment and re-build it according to his design and color preferences.
Lubosh, who has always been an avid cook, often used to cook for me and that was also one of the first times I started to use chopsticks, as Szechwan food was then his culinary preference. How and why his cooking actually started was a mixture of circumstances.
Lubosh’s parents owned a small cosmetics factory and an adjacent drug store prior to the war in Brno, the capital of Moravia. In 1948, his father was forced to hand his property over to the new Communist regime and basically had to start from scratch. Father Oldrich was an astute man who always found one way or another to support his family. There was no work too hard or too challenging for him. At one point during the war, he actually purchased a loom and made fabrics for the family in addition to carpets and whatever else he could produce. So, about when Lubosh turned 17, just fresh out of chemistry school, he had the same dilemma as so many other bourgeois children – how to be accepted into a university. It was obvious this was going to be a long and challenging process, so, at this point, father Oldrich and son Lubosh decided to join a team of men with a similar history, just as unacceptable to the regime, and go and work in the forests digging for mineral samples. As the work crew was usually gone most of the day and somebody had to tend the camp and look after the cooking, Lubosh was the one who took on the task. The food varied depending on the “catch of the day”. Sometimes the men would come back with a deer or a rabbit they had shot and young Lubosh had to use his limited skills and fruitful imagination to produce a good meal. And that’s how Lubosh started cooking and continued forever and ever. When he finally managed to get into the Film Academy, he cooked for himself and his friends and by the time I met him it was all about Szechwan cooking. It was certainly a more innovative attraction for his girlfriends than viewing a collection of butterflies.
* * * * *
Prague Spring 1968
As I mentioned in the very beginning of my story, the spring of 1968 became a pivotal part not only in my life, or even a particular part of my nation, but without any doubt one of the most significant eras of Czechoslovak history. Being a 21-year-old and living and working in the center of Prague meant to be actively involved with the everyday happenings which were taking place. The year leading up to the spring of 1968 already felt freer, the invisible reins feeling looser. We got a new president, Slovak-born Alexander Dubcek. He was so different from those who had headed the country in the previous 20 years. People, that is mostly young people, students but also workers were gathering in smaller groups, literally picking up orange crates to stand on and talk about what we wanted. “Socialism with a human face” was a slogan in those days. What it really meant was more openness, freedom and most importantly freedom of the press and the media in general. There was a lot of confusion, of course. To watch some of the Communists of an opportunistic mind was almost funny as it is with any sudden political change. The old people were warier. I remember coming home from one of the meetings, racing into kitchen and telling my grandma about all the great things that were happening. The first thing my grandma said was “God willingly, they won’t elect a Jew.” and the second “Be careful what you wish for.” All of that I dismissed in my mind as an old person’s skepticism. And my mother said, “The Soviets will never let this happen.”
And so, we started to enjoy an era of blessed ignorance...
Suddenly, after all these years, we could travel, get a passport, and get a visa to just about any country in the West. Just about everybody with a friend or relative in a Western country decided to go and visit them. Of course, we still couldn’t get Western currency (there was still a limit of three pounds sterling – about $8.00 per person), but we all somehow managed, we were used to doing things the hard way.
My family had a few relatives and friends overseas, mostly those who had escaped Hitler before the war. As everything was bit more of a challenge in my family because my mother had always been employed by an export company, in the twisted world of communism she was not allowed to have any contact whatsoever with any of them, or else she would have lost her job. My grandparents, however, could write and so could I. Of course, these were ridiculous, meaningless letters pertaining to the weather or the state of my current marks in school. A special branch of the police naturally opened these letters, periodically and sometimes they even forgot to seal them back up. But at least, there was some contact. There were also occasional care packages sent to us with used clothes – those we had tailored by skilful seamstresses, occasionally we got a bit of money - my uncle in Montreal used to send CA$10.00 for Christmas, which my grandmother traded in the shop for foreigners for a box of cocoa, a jar of Nescafe and two packages of Knorr chicken soup. This was all very much appreciated.
The finest of parcels used to arrive from Uncle Walter from London. It all started with my grandfather before the war. As I mentioned earlier, he was a banker in the city of Most. My grandfather was a rather prominent person in that city and, of course, as a banker he always needed well-tailored clothes. He found such a tailor, Mr.Kohn, and was more than satisfied with his services. Mr. Kohn, however, was already an elderly man and pretty soon he brought in his son Walter, to follow in his footsteps. Young Walter must have also been an excellent tailor, as my grandfather was so impressed with his skills; he started to take him on his business trips around the region and introduced him to his fellow bankers around the area. Pretty soon young Walter started to make a very comfortable living. In 1938, Walter and his new bride decided to skip Hitler’s option and fortunately for them, they ended up in London. After the war, Walter contacted my grandparents and told them he had opened several boutiques with fine knitwear and that he was doing very well indeed. He expressed his gratitude to my grandfather and my family in general and mentioned how much they would love for us, or me, many years later, to visit them in London. This, of course, was impossible for a very long time. In the meantime we would periodically receive lovely packages of the finest of European sweaters, dresses or yardage of the finest of wools (usually covered in sugar or salt to make them look old, yet easily cleaned). And I wrote letter after letter thanking them all – my mother could only dictate to me what to say.
Now that the borders were opened, my mother and grandma looked at me – “Do you want to go and see Uncle Walter?” Of course, I jumped up and down with joy – what an opportunity! I remember my office at the TV headquarters was almost empty that summer, as they all were traveling somewhere that they could not have gone before.
Lubosh, in the meantime left for a few weeks for Bulgaria, just to rest and soak up some sun. I remember talking to him the last night before he left. That was also the night Cornelius Johannes Spaans came over with the money.
* * * * *
Cornel
As I was talking to Lubosh on the phone saying our good-byes, I heard a very deep male voice in our living room. My mother, once again, came through with yet another difficult task. As I have mentioned before she was not allowed, or at least not openly allowed, to fraternize with her foreign trade customers. However, this and many other rules were not always observed and my mother managed to maintain at least some kind of friendship with a select few she could trust. One of them was a Dutch gentleman by the name of Cornelius Spaans. In those days, anybody coming from a Western country was relatively rich and it took us all some time to realize that a lot of this wealth existed in our eyes only. The very fact these people could travel freely was something unattainable to us. Cornel Spaans was working for a Dutch-Canadian company in London, but as it was revealed to me much later, he was receiving a rather meager salary and from this he had to pay his room and board wherever he traveled. As he had to stay in Prague for a couple of weeks, he asked my mother if she could find him an accommodation cheaper than a hotel room. By a total fluke, somebody was renting a room in our building, so Cornel was able to move in.
Since there don’t seem to be any coincidences in this life, this happened the precise week I was about to leave for London. Even though I had been invited by Uncle Walter, I did not want to travel with the usual $8.00 in my pocket, so my mother asked Cornel if he would be willing to exchange some money for me and hence that precise moment he came to our apartment to deliver the huge sum (no sarcasm intended - it was a huge sum for me at that time) of 20 English pounds ($50.00). I remember that took more than one month of my salary, but I was so happy to have it and expected to do great things with it. Much later I realized Cornel cheated himself in the exchange process . He was such a nice, kind man, good-looking, in his early forties. He seemed very sad for his age and very serious. When he shook my hand, he assured me if there was anything I might need while staying in London, I should contact him. I thanked him politely and thought nothing more of it or him, or for quite some time.
* * * * *
London
It’s interesting what stays in your mind after so many years. First impressions can be totally misleading and it’s true, one should not judge by them. But who is to know what is important in the long run? My first memory of London was the arrival in my Uncle Walter’s, very luxurious car, or so it seemed at the time, in front of one of his shops on Brompton Road . It was one block over from Harrod’s department store. That meant nothing to me at the time.
The Kenetta store was a gleaming white store on the corner of Brompton Road and Beauchamp Place (pronounced in English or French style, depending on how cosmopolitan the person saying it wanted to be regarded). I saw a single little jersey knit dress at the side of the window with a price tag of 21 guineas. A quick little calculation told me that was much more than the 20 English pounds I had in my wallet to cover my expenses for two weeks. For many different reasons that amount stuck in my mind as some kind of a measure as to the value of things around me.
When we arrived at their home in St. John’s Wood, I appreciated the loveliness of the Victorian building, but I was totally awe-struck by the fact that all the corridors were carpeted in expensive-looking Persian rugs and what never ceased to amaze me then and for the rest of my London days, was that nobody took their shoes off when they entered. (At some point later on, when I shared a flat with a bunch of English girls, I got a surprise visit from Prague, which was announced by my roommates telling me I had some weird guys who left their shoes outside, waiting for me.) The flat Uncle Walter and Auntie Rosie shared seemed very luxurious, elegantly appointed and enormous, at least by my standards after what I had left in Prague. That part was not so hard to take, I have always found it much easier to get used to better things in life than to have to reduce one’s standards – but, then, who wouldn’t? My newly acquired “uncle and aunt” seemed to be more than pleased to have me -- at least at that point.
There was another family member, their son Eric, slightly older than I. He was a tall, generally miserable-looking fellow, a captain in the British Army, trying to make it to the top as fast as possible. He did not appear to be pleased to have me hanging around, just to add to the list of his grievances with this world and, specifically, with his parents.
Eric Kohn hated his parents. Their Czech/German accent did not make a young British army officer proud, their references to all things Jewish was certainly not something he wanted to flaunt in front of his British Army buddies. His parents were a definite handicap in his eyes. Having him around the dinner table was not pleasant for any of us. I, who could barely understand any of the English spoken, could just sense the body language.
I was assigned a little chambermaid’s room next to the kitchen (so I could feel at home, I presume) and that’s all I remember from the first four days of my stay in London. Then, the 21st of August arrived. the BBC news, the Oistrach concert and, without any warning my world suddenly and totally changed.
I was no longer on a two-week vacation, or was I? What was happening, what was going on? Walter and Rosie tried to help – sort of. They told me I could stay with them as long as I wanted to and I think they meant it at that point. I had no intentions of staying any longer than the planned two weeks. It was difficult to find out what was really happening at home. The news was sporadic and I had to depend mainly on Walter’s translations. Of course, his leaving Czechoslovakia 30 years prior made him somewhat biased in the first place and it was his nature to react negatively and to sneer against another political system. I was in a real turmoil as to what to believe or not. My lack of English did not help much (I wished I had taken my mother’s English lessons a little more seriously.) Then I went to sit in front of the Czechoslovak embassy with hundreds of other young people, students, all these other Czechoslovaks caught in the euphoria of their first opportunity to travel to the West. The news was sporadic. New of Soviet troops in tanks shooting their way through Prague… Was that another piece of a British propaganda?
It started to feel awfully real...
* * * * *
The Fateful Misunderstanding
Suddenly, I thought of Cornel, that nice Dutchman who had changed the money for me in Prague and told me he would help me if I needed him. How did he know?
He called me, drove to London the same night and took me to dinner. We talked about all the options. There weren’t many. He told me to stay put in London for a few weeks, till the situation boiled over, or, at least, became clearer so as not to expose myself to any danger. I would have none of this. My mom and grandma would be worried sick and how about my work, the work I loved, my career? It was no longer possible to use to phones or cable to reach Prague, but Cornel remembered, there was still telex communication from Copenhagen to Prague and my mother still had her job and access to the telex system. Yes, but what was I going to tell my mother? Certainly the secret police, or the Russians, or God knows who took over again, would read this telex.
“Tell your mother,” Cornel said, “I have a cold and I need about four weeks to cure it. Your mother will understand.”
Cornel sent me to his company – a Canadian-Dutch company he worked for, importing pearl products, but more about that later. They welcomed me with open arms; they were so sorry about what was happening in my country and really, really wanted to help me. They took me to their secretary right away and asked her to do whatever I needed her to do. I stood over the young woman, who was about my age and I said as clearly as possible, “Address this to Mrs. Charlotte Bachner, Pragoexport, Prague. Mommy, I have a cold and would like to take four weeks to cure it. Love, Natasha.”
A few days passed, I don’t know how many, I think just a few, it didn’t really matter. And then, one night at 1 a.m. the phone rang, my heart started to pound, I felt this was not going to be something I wanted to hear. They pulled me out of bed – “It’s your mother calling you from Vienna!” My mother was quite brief. The call, made from a phone booth in the middle of Vienna must have cost her a fortune to start with. She sounded so very tired. She told me to stay put for now, not to go anywhere. I cried, “Mommy, all I want is to come home to you – did you come to fetch me? I have to go back to work.” My mother responded, “You have no boss, he got arrested and you have no office -- it is now full of bullet holes, because that’s one of the first places the Russians went to.” My poor boss – he loved the Russians so much. Then I said, “Did you not receive my telex – I told you I was curing a cold for four weeks, did you not understand this?” My mother went still. “No.” she said, “The telex stated, should Natasha come home or not?” The darn secretary had screwed up my life for good – or had she?
It turned out my mother’s departure was a very dramatic one. First of all she had to leave Grandma behind, my poor grandma who had just lost her husband two years prior to that. My grandma, who just lived for my mother and me, now she was all alone with no idea if and when she was going to see us again… My mother also had a boyfriend of some 20 years, one of those pathetic little office affairs. He was, of course, married, with a sick wife he could not leave. Jan was his name, a pleasant enough fellow, very intelligent, well mannered, but I had no love for him as, in the simplicity of youth I felt he should either leave his wife or leave my mother – be a man. Well, my mother left him in fear she would never see me again. That’s what a mother’s love is all about. She left with one suitcase of, God only knows what she threw in that fateful night. She had no passport of course, she had some ridiculous documents. She left on a midnight train from Prague to Vienna with hundreds of other desperate people.
Fortunately, there was such chaos at the border and the border guards were still on our side. The Russians somehow did not realize that such a small country had such curvy borders and they were not organized enough to guard them. Actually and ironically, the borders stayed open for another year till September 15th 1969.
* * * * *
The Days After the Call
So, that was that - three women, three generations in three different countries. My mother, in her blessed ignorance thought I was very well looked after in the bosom of the Kohn family. Well, I was–sort of. The Kohns offered me a job in their Knightsbridge Brompton Road store. It was, actually, Uncle Walter’s devilish little scheme, as it turned out. I was to get seven English pounds ($17.00) a week plus room and board at their place. That was not so bad and for the first few months I actually managed to save most of the money for later on, which was one of the smartest things I have ever done. But, Uncle Walter warned me, should I ever decide to move away from them, he would still only pay me my original wage. The man grew dangerously fond of me and figured, I would never have the guts to move out, because I would starve to death in London. He also got into the habit of coming into my room to say goodnight. One night he tried to kiss me goodnight and I ducked, the next night I slapped him and he did not take that very well.
In the meantime, I worked in their charming, beautiful store with about five other ladies. Only the manageress, an elderly lady, was English-born, the rest were a mixed bag of immigrants, who all had a story of their own survival at some point or another and all treated me kindly as they knew whom I had to put up with at home and what kind of circumstances I had been thrown into. The store carried beautiful knitwear lines from England, Scotland, France, Italy and Israel with the finest cashmeres and silks and yardage to match on the street level and the cheaper Shetlands and merinos on the basement level. I had never sold anything in my life. To be a salesperson in central Europe meant to be an uneducated girl with no ambitions, who could barely manage basic skills and usually had a salary to match.
I was planning, after returning from my London vacation, to apply to the Faculty of Journalism. I’d had talks with the dean of that faculty, as he used to frequently visit our office at the TV headquarters. And here I was, folding sweaters, hour after hour every day. But I figured it was just something to do and earn a few pounds till I get back on my feet. The idea of actually spending my life in retail would have been laughable to me.
I had tremendous moral support, especially from my newly found friend Annette, a Dutch girl the same age as I was. She was in very similar situation to mine. Annette was in London by choice, she could have gone back to Amsterdam anytime. But, in the meantime, she lived on these meager wages, barely having enough to eat. Annette was so skinny; she always shivered with cold and was always scheming about how to obtain something to eat. In the meantime, she taught me English. As with most Dutch people, she spoke a few languages very well and as we both spoke German, she was able to explain the English language to me on the basis of German. Somehow it worked. There was so much I was grateful to Annette for as well as for her teaching me to survive what I didn’t think I could.
At home – a loose term for Uncle Walter’s home, things were getting pretty tense. For one thing, they wanted to marry me off to just about anybody. I was reminded that I was an impoverished, homeless, stateless little girl who ought to be grateful for whatever was offered to me and should there be such a fine gentleman of whatever age who would have me, I should be so lucky. Of course I refused any of that. I felt as if I had been thrown into a cage with the keys thrown away. In the meantime, the Kohns had many lavish parties in their apartment where I was presented as a little gem in the latest couture piece from their shop, which was briskly taken away from me after the party. It was a good thing I had my clothes from home with me. It was also a good thing I still had the 20 pounds I had bought from Cornel in Prague.
My mother left Prague for Vienna practically penniless. She was able to find employment practically the next day with a business friend, but she had to start from scratch and rent an apartment, so I sent her ten pounds. The other ten pounds bought me a red winter coat, as I had come to London – of course with a suitcase of, summer clothes.
* * * * *
The Letter From Paris
And then one night, Walter and Rosie picked me up from work. They handed me a letter. The letter had a French postmark. I sat in the back seat of the car. I started to read very quickly, barely believing the content. It was from Lubosh -- he was on his way to London. I jumped so high, I hit my head so hard that I was seeing stars for a while.
In this letter, Lubosh was telling me what had happened to him on the 21st of August, how he had returned from Bulgaria the night before, still in the euphoria of a southern vacation and a little drunk from the plane; how he was woken up early the next morning by the roaring motors of the Soviet aircraft, how he had put the radio on and they were just playing the Czechoslovak national anthem and how he realized we were being occupied and how he, that very moment stood there in tears and swore not to stay any longer than necessary. Later on, when we actually met again, he explained how, in the following month, he and his colleagues had still managed to shoot the last TV shows from the safe haven of factories, where the workers would help them out, sheltering the camera equipment and the TV crews, so they could broadcast till the last bitter moment when the Soviets totally cut them off. Anyway, the point of the writing was that he had gone to visit my grandmother and asked her if she had any messages for me and then he’d gone to the airport in 86 degree heat in a navy blue shearling coat the furrier quickly made for him (Little did he know at the time how handy this coat would become.) He flew to London via Paris, where he stopped to see a friend and the next thing I knew he was on the phone with me.
It felt as if all the weight from my body had been lifted. OK, I was going to be safe from now on. Somehow, I thought, Lubosh was going to make everything all right again. Just the fact that he was going to be with me, was wonderful. For at least a couple of minutes I was totally thrilled.
And then the questions came from Uncle Walter – “Who is this man? What does he want? What is his profession? Does he have money?” and, of course, “Is he Jewish?” First of all, Lubosh was a bit luckier than I. He had some of his mother’s family close to London, in Harrow, Middlesex. It was his father’s cousin and her husband’s family, nice people. They treated Lubosh just fine and looked after him well for the first month until he found a job and a room – but more about that later. But, in the meantime, Lubosh was summoned to Uncle Walter’s house for a little interrogation. Very blunt questions were asked as to his employment and monetary status (the fact that Lubosh had just come in as a refugee was lost on Walter), and as to his religion, he was simply unacceptable.
After Lubosh left the house, I was told in no uncertain terms, that as long as I chose to date him, I would still be welcome to stay in the apartment and work at the store, but I was not to partake of any food in the house, that was going to be my problem. Of course, I, who had no idea what hunger felt like and I figured, I was never a big eater. Furthermore, I hated English food anyway and I certainly was not willing to give Lubosh up, I cheerfully accepted the challenge.
So, I planned my food very carefully -- oranges were six pence apiece as were two apples. A Nestle’s chocolate bar was also a sixpence. The ladies at work were most kind, Miss Louise, a hefty German lady brought me assorted baked goods and Miss Sahner, an Orthodox-Jewish lady brought me just about anything she could produce. However, I started to realize I was thinking about food more and more.
I saw Lubosh most nights, but his search for work started to worry the two of us. They were not hiring at the BBC and besides, his English, frankly, was less than perfect. We were always invited to parties, but all the dear English people would offer us was Scotch whisky and we so wanted to eat. Furthermore, Lubosh started to feel awkward using his cousin’s hospitality so he accepted a job with Foyles (the largest bookstore in the world – at least, at the time), where he was paid nine pounds a week. With that money he rented one little room above an Italian restaurant in the Covent Garden area. He shared a bathroom with just about every waiter who worked in the restaurant. Needless to say, he did not have much money left for food either.
His only source of heat and his only cooking source was a little three-ring heater. Most evenings during the week I would stop by Lillys and buy one plain yogurt and one package of Knorr soup. As we had no dishes of any sort, we would share the small yogurt and then “cook” the soup in the yogurt cup. On Saturdays, though, we had a feast. We would buy a hunk of cheese, a loaf of bread and a bottle of wine. We would sit on his bed and talk about what we used to eat back home and what we would have one day again – soon.
One night I arrived back “home,” walking quietly through the wonderful-smelling kitchen on my way to my little room and I spotted a huge cake under a glass dome on the kitchen counter. My growling stomach ordered me to pick up a knife and chop off a slab of it. But I spotted a sign that stopped me in my tracks “Hands off – this is for the maid.” The dome was methodically scotch-taped to the base. They knew, of course, how hungry I would have been and they were right.
* * * * *
Search for a Job
In the following couple of months we composed letters to various TV stations around the world for Lubo. As much as it was breaking my heart just to think he would have to leave again, I knew that a man had to do what a man had to do. At any rate, it was much too early in the game to give up and he had so much to offer, or so we thought. He was 34 years old, had so much experience and had been so very successful – in Czechoslovakia. The pickings were very slim in London. At some point, we had a visitor from Czechoslovak television. That is, Lubosh had such a visitor. His top boss came to “pick him up.” He actually flew to London in the fall of 1968. He would have guaranteed us safe passage back with our jobs waiting for us if we had returned. Of course, we refused. I am still astonished by that after all these years. Lubosh then applied for jobs within his industry in the English speaking countries – The USA, Canada, Australia, and South Africa. We scrapped South Africa pretty quickly, as their apartheid business troubled us a lot. The Australians were very nice and very open – Lubosh decided that was a bit too far after all – one makes a stupid judgement sometimes. Lubosh went for an interview at the American Embassy. They were interested in him, but only on their terms. They were as rude as hell. We were Europeans and not used to that tone of voice. Lubosh certainly was not, so he slammed the door on them and left. That, as it turned out, was a grave mistake, as he would have made it at some point in Hollywood, or so I am pretty sure. But the Canadians were so open, so sweet, so understanding and courteous. Lubosh came “home” full of hope. Then an actual offer came from CFTO in Toronto, a producer’s job of a sort. Lubosh was quite happy; I was happy for him, but devastated on the inside. He was too scared to take me with him to a place he knew nothing about, with no guarantee of a livelihood.
In the meantime, I received a letter from my FATHER after all this time had passed. Yes, from my father. When he’d heard the news about the occupation of Czechoslovakia, he wondered what had happened to me, wrote to our old address where my grandma still lived and she forwarded the letter to me. That was quite a shock and a surprise after a 21-year absence! I suddenly had a father. I started to receive one lengthy letter after another, written in immaculate script in various languages – Czech, English, German, French, all of them letter perfect and he expected me to answer each one just exactly the same way. Considering the 21-year break in communications, it was a bit odd for him to expect much of anything from me, but the more I got to know my father through these letters, the less surprised I was. It was obvious to me he was quite thrilled to find me and to find out I had grown up quite well and was, at least in my opinion, a daughter he could be proud of. He told me he had married a Czech lady in 1948 (I knew this already) and together they had emigrated to Israel. This was the second time around for him. Her name was Vilma and she converted to Judaism for him.
At that point in time and in retrospect, the most important thing my father did for me was to let me know that he had a cousin, actually two cousins - a brother and a sister and their families who lived in London. So, suddenly I had relatives! Next thing I knew I got a call from Auntie Fritzi. She was a cousin of my father’s who was married to a once very wealthy gentleman from an old family from Karlsbad and they had a son Ralph, who happened to be my age. After the shabby treatment and abuse I was receiving at the Kohn’s home, I felt like Alice in Wonderland. Fritzi’s family was by no means rich. They owned a modest three-story building on Fordwych Ave. most of which they rented to tenants. Fritzi’s husband, Robert had retired a long time ago and Fritzi, herself suffered from the aftermath of polio she had contracted just after Ralph was born.
But the amazing thing about Auntie Fritzi was she was the first positive thinker I had ever met. She always managed with what little she had and she managed beautifully. To this day I cannot figure out how she always managed to have wonderful food on the table, not just for her family, but also for everybody who dropped by. Now that Auntie Fritzi had discovered me I was invited every Sunday for lunch with the family, this being followed by tea for several assorted ladies from her social circle. The timing couldn’t have been more perfect for me as there was, once again a “new Grandma” behind me with a ladle of something delicious trying to throw it on my plate again and again. This was followed by fabulous European pastries and cookies later the same afternoon and the rest were sent home with me.
At this point, Lubosh’s departure was drawing closer. He knew he could not take me with him but he also knew I was not safe at the Kohn’s house and that I could not possibly stay there forever. So, we searched frantically through the various ads for flat-sharing and ended up with what was a great deal for that time and place - five pounds per week, sharing two bedrooms with three roommates, with a spacious living/dining room area, small bathroom and a tiny kitchen, all on two floors in a walk-up on Balcomb St. – right in the center of London. So, I was out of the Kohn’s residence. Now I had two pounds left per week for bus fare, food and cigarettes. Thank Goodness I had saved a little every week the four previous months! Even so, it was very, very tough, but I was determined to manage and besides, I had no other option.
Lubosh left for Toronto on January 20th 1969. I cried and I cried and then I cried some more. We promised each other to write frequently, but he also made me promise not be tied down to him. He knew what he was saying – I gradually found out. I was so young, so inexperienced, he knew I had to meet a few people before I could make a serious commitment. And we kept writing back and forth, back and forth. The little blue airmail letters would go on for years to come. We were as honest with each other as possible. We both knew that fidelity would have been ridiculous to ask of each other at this point, besides we had no idea if and when we’d see each other again. The most important issue right now was survival.
When I told Walter and Rosie I was moving out, he reminded me once again, he was not going to pay me a penny more for my work and I didn’t blink an eye. I am sure he expected me to balk at some point.
However, very shortly after that, at one of my Auntie Fritzi’s favorite tea parties, I met a charming, elderly Viennese, Jewish lady who became very interested in my persona. I am sure my Auntie Fritzi had a hand in this. Mrs. Heller was her name and she asked me what I did for a living and how much I was paid. She was shocked to hear that I was living on seven pounds a week and offered to pay me twelve pounds to come and work for her at Liberty’s of Regent St. in their downstairs art gallery/gift shop. Well, that was right up my alley! Just the job I wanted! Enough of stupid sweaters and Uncle Walter! I felt like the luckiest girl in the world.
I had one last encounter with Uncle Walter and that was when I went to tell him I was leaving to take another job. He actually became furious and threw my last salary (which, in England in those days was paid in cash in little square brown envelopes) at my feet. I later deeply regretted picking it up. I have, as one can imagine, met hundreds, probably thousands of people in my later life, some better, some worse. Never have I found anybody as despicable as Uncle Walter.
* * * * *
The Move to Balcombe St.
Moving into an apartment with three strange girls was quite a loaded experience for me. I had never shared a space with anybody before and now I had all these new young people with me. That was a refreshing change after the Kohn family but it also included daily surprises. These girls, at least in the beginning, were all Jewish and all British. When one would leave they would advertise for another in the Jewish Chronicle (a London newspaper). I was not used to such segregation, but that was OK. They all appeared rich to me, after all, I had close to nothing. They all had tons of friends and ever-changing boyfriends. It seemed to me, though, they were making up for lost time at home. Where I came from, sex was not such a big deal, but it certainly was not executed as sport. Here, everybody was on the pill, but heaven forbid their parents should know – this was the promiscuous 60s and later the 70s. This also did not apply to one particular religion. It seemed to me the more restricted the girls were in their homes, the wilder they got once they had their freedom. Gradually we acquired girls from other countries, which was very fascinating for me.
One of the most amazing experiences of that time was when a girl by the name of Edna, who was Jewish-Iranian from Tehran moved in with tons of beautifying equipment. She spent the majority of her day applying her makeup. She used to rise at noon, spend a couple of hours getting ready and then leave by taxi for the Hilton Hotel for tea. Later on she’d meet her numerous friends and stay till the early hours of the morning. Edna was either unable to, or never had to so much as boil water or do simple ironing or anything, for that matter. We had constant problems putting out fires after her. She was, however, a lovely person and was surrounded by a horde of interesting friends, whom I very much enjoyed meeting. One sunny Saturday afternoon Edna asked me to join her at the Hilton for tea and was going to hail a cab. I suggested we take the bus, as she had never done that before. She was very scared at first, but when I took her up on top of the double-decker, she was jumping up and down with excitement like a small child - she would never have had the courage before. About a year later, Edna was summoned back to Tehran to get married and we heard that marriage turned out well. In the meantime, her brother, David started to “court me”, so I gave it a try, but there was such a cultural difference between us, I was not willing to give up my freedom to be surrounded by Persian carpets.
One of the people around me I remember particularly fondly was a man by the name of David Goldstrom. He actually lived in the Kohn’s building and I met him the day after I moved to London. David was charming, good-hearted and extremely successful in the TV business and I am sure he went a long way. David became one of my dear friends, who stuck by me all those years, no matter what trouble or heartache I was going through at that particular point, he was always very quietly there.
As poor as I was, I was happy to have my Prague wardrobe with me, as everybody not only admired the clothes I designed myself (at the time I just called it doodling, I would have been far too modest to call these sketches designs), but the girls borrowed from me whenever they ran out of their own clothes, or simply wanted a change of style. This scenario has repeated for all of my life.
I should have mentioned my first Christmas, but in order to do that, I have to flip back a page to my mother’s, who had, in a very short time, managed to establish herself in a job very similar to the one she’d had in Prague, this time working for an Austrian export company, Felix-Austria. They were Austria’s greatest exporters of canned food. She had also moved into a modest apartment in a pretty good area of Vienna. In the meantime, her Prague boyfriend Jan, picked up his courage after all, left his wife and joined my mother in Vienna. He also got a job almost immediately. Things were looking pretty good for them and they had a lot to be thankful for. So, my mother sent me an airline ticket to Vienna for Christmas. How she managed that so fast, God only knows. It was a modest Christmas, but at least the three of us were together in the same place. Jan gave me a 50 shilling coin for Christmas. It was worth about $5.00, but that was quite a bit for a recent emigrant. One night we went to “Grunzing”, (a jolly place with lots of restaurants and music and fun to be had) for dinner. There was a wonderful accordion player –I have always appreciated good music of any sort, and as was the local habit, I got up, spat on the 50 shilling coin and slapped it on the musician’s forehead. My mother and Jan were totally shocked – I had wasted so much money on such frivolity! But I was happy, now the 50 shillings had bought me what I really wanted and made that strange musician happy.
* * * * *
Liberty
Once I started to work for Liberty of Regent St., things in general became much better. I liked everybody I worked with; my manager Mrs. Heller, so Viennese and cultured, made me feel very appreciated and I felt really close to her, her right arm, Mrs. Bume, who had lost everybody in the concentration camps and was always very somber, and “young Felice”, as she was referred to, but who was actually about 40 years-old, an ex-ballerina from Vienna who would do her plies in the back of the gallery. I joined her enthusiastically at every opportunity.
At Liberty’s I also met someone who became one of my best friends at that time, a girl the same age, as I was, with same background, also from Prague. Her name was Lucy and she was the daughter of a well-known Czechoslovak film producer. When I met her, her life was relatively fortunate, as she had just recently married a man not much older than herself. His name was Tim and he was the great-grandson of the English poet Timothy Wordsworth. Lucy and Tim were the kind of couple people would turn their heads after, as they were strikingly beautiful, tall, blond, elegant and obviously so much in love. They were as poor as church mice and lived in a basement apartment, which was barely heated, common in London apartments of that era. As Tim was studying, Lucy had to bring home the bread. She was, by nature already very slim and as she had to support two people on the salary of twelve pounds a week, as did I. Food was hard to come by.
I have been very fortunate in most of the years that have followed, to have the best foods available, but never will I forget the smell and taste of Mrs. Millers hamburgers. Even though I have abstained from meat now for almost 30 years, I still drool when I think about those hamburgers. That was what Lucy and I treated ourselves to several times a week - that and a cup of hot chocolate for two shillings was the highlight of our working days.
Then, the most unthinkable thing happened. The only luxury Lucy’s husband, Tim had was an old red MG sports car. He was driving back from Scotland in that car and ended up in a terrible crash. He was found dead on the spot. Tim was 21 years-old. Terrible months followed for Lucy. She spent most of the time semi-conscious. The person who saved her was Tim’s best friend Martin, who nursed her like a baby day after day. He fed her, changed her, bathed her, she was completely helpless. Martin literally saved her life. When I finally saw her up and walking, she looked like a living skeleton.
A few months later she announced she was going to marry Martin. I think Martin had always been in love with Lucy, she probably married him as he was the closest person to Tim and, possibly, out of gratitude. They had three little girls together. About twelve years later Lucy developed a rapidly spreading breast cancer. She had a mastectomy, followed by chemotherapy and radiation, but it was too late. Lucy died at the age of 38.
Back to my days on Balcombe Street. After the Iranian crowd had dispersed, they were followed by the South Africans. We got two new roommates almost simultaneously, Genia and Penny. Penny was a pretty little blond from Cape Town, full of mischief, very bright, the kind of girl who got every man and every job. She used to apply for jobs she had no notion about and always got what she wanted. This I envied her, as I felt very limited with the kind of English I spoke in those days. Penny, as it so happened, had exactly the same figure as I, and as money was never plentiful for any of us (most of these girls and especially the South African ones came from very well-to-do families, but they were not as spoiled as today’s generation, it was assumed they would look after themselves), we decided to buy a little wardrobe for ourselves – mix and match, all brown pieces from the Way In department at Selfridges and we would then have so many more pieces to chose from for half the cost to each of us. Of course, this did not work for too long, since Penny was terribly messy and by the time I wanted to wear something, that particular piece would certainly have mayonnaise on it. Genia was quite a different person, almost the opposite, I would say. Clothes and looks made little difference to her. She would come down in her pink robe, rollers and bunny slippers, not a trace of make-up and sit in the living room amongst a lot of young men and the rest of us all dressed as well as we could. I always admired the fact that she was actually able to do that. Genia, as with most of the South Africans I met, came from a very sheltered environment, as if the realities of life had passed them by.
That spring of ’69 I came across a very tempting ad in the newspaper offering a return trip to Paris for three nights for 24 pounds, flight, hotel and breakfast included. Of course, I did not have the money. For Genia it was a pittance. I decided as I have many times later in life, that I would somehow find the money. The following day I was picked up at Liberty’s by some reporter from German Television and offered a paid interview about recent emigrants. I cheerfully accepted. The pay was 24 pounds. We flew on some contraption, from World War I, I believe. The plane had wooden benches instead of seats. I did not care, I loved it. Genia was sick with fear before we took off, so I poured all the available Scotch into her. We landed and were taken to a charming little pension off the Champs Elyssee. I was in seventh heaven; Genia hated it, of course. They served us a huge pot of chocolate and bread for breakfast and that was very fine with me. We went to Galleries Lafayette, I bought a huge round loaf of bread, just like the kind we used to have at home – and three pairs of shoes… Genia went to Charles Jourdan and bought a fabulous pair of black patent leather pumps, which, by the time we came back, she was not able to wear and which I inherited. We visited the Louvre, went to see “Borsalino”, sipped espresso and I drank some cheap, but delicious French wine and had a ball. My poor, dear Genia did not have a very good time.
* * * * *
Australian Pearl
As much as I enjoyed my work at Liberty’s and meeting some very interesting people and artists who would bring in their collections, I knew I did not want to continue in a retail environment much longer. I also needed to improve my financial situation, somewhat. Having pretty clothes was the least of my concerns as we had to wear the Liberty uniform – a grey skirt or a pinafore dress, with one of the ugly Liberty print blouses underneath. There was nothing more unappealing I could have worn in those days, being pale, undernourished and usually shivering. The following year they changed the dress code to black, much to most of the staff’s appreciation. I don’t know where I got the nerve, but one day I went down to Wallis’s dress shop on Oxford St. and purchased a smart black fine wool crepe pantsuit. I must say I felt pretty smashing in the most expensive garment I had purchased since my arrival and which set me back a whole week’s pay. In my general excitement I completely forgot about the fact that we were not allowed to wear pants of any sort. My colleagues looked at me with a mixture of admiration and envy at my looks and chutzpah. It did not take too long for Miss Stafford from the personnel department to come huffing and puffing and pushing her 200 lb frame down the stairs to look at me. She raised her bushy eyebrows and I expected something dreadful to happen. However, after a pregnant pause she announced that I looked, “Bloody smashing!” and “From now on everybody is allowed to wear pants to work as long as they looked as smart as Natasha’s.” So, here I had broken a long-standing British tradition. However, as I mentioned, I was looking for another job, just about any job, as long as it was in an office, at least in part, to end my mother’s nagging.
There came, once again, dear Cornel, always happy to do things for me. I should mention that he was never far from me and I knew he cared for me an awful lot, took me for fabulous dinners, and flew me to Amsterdam a few times where he always showed me a wonderful time. Thanks to him I visited most of the art exhibits there were from Rijk’s Museum to Van Gogh, ate herring on the Dutch coast in charming old seaside restaurants and generally had a good time. In England he lived on the river Thames, close to Windsor and took me on many interesting trips through the countryside
I knew he had a deeper interest in me than just being a casual boyfriend, but there was more than a 20-year difference between us and he carried a lot of old baggage from his old bitter divorce – besides, Lubosh was permanently implanted in my brain for the long run. It was Cornel, however, who found a job for me on Old Holborn with the Australian Pearl Company. This was a very old company dealing, as the title specifies, primarily with pearls, mostly from Queensland, but also with diamonds, which at times I had drawers full of. Little did I care about any of these in those days, they were nothing but shiny trinkets to me – the company was very safe with me indeed. I was, unfortunately, in a bit of an awkward situation, an irony, really. It was only thanks to the fact that Cornel, who worked for a competitor to Australian Pearl was able to introduce me to these people that I had a job. On the other hand I had to promise not to have any social contact with him and I told them this would be difficult to accomplish, but that I would try and limit my contact.
That summer of ’69, my mother and Jan wanted me to come to Vienna and to join them on a little vacation to Klagenfurt, which is located between lakes Klopeinersee and Wortersee in Austria, on the border with Slovenia. Cornel offered to drive me. It was my first chance to travel through that part of Western Europe and I remember the ride through Belgium most of all. We played little games, guessing if the next town or restaurant was more French or Flemish speaking, so that we could use the appropriate language without being thrown out. Neither of us was particularly fond of the idea of traveling through Western Germany, as Cornel as a Dutch man did not have fond memories from World War II, but we were in and out of that country in a day or so. When we arrived in Klagenfurt, we spent several days with my mother and Jan and everything seemed pretty good for the four of us
* * * * *
Jan’s Departure
And then Sept.15th 1969 arrived...
Up to this point, the people of Czechoslovakia had relative freedom in crossing their borders. As I mentioned before, the first year was somewhat chaotic. About 180,000 Czechs and Slovaks had supposedly left in that period. Czechoslovakia had lost a lot of its top-notch artists, writers, filmmakers and musicians, but it also lost people who had been politically involved and knew what was going to happen next. Most people left via Austria or Germany and later continued to a lot of the Western European countries, but a huge majority went on to the US, Canada and Australia. It was relatively easy that year to obtain a passport or some other travel document. Then the border was closed. There was a very short warning for those who had changed their minds; this was going to be their last chance to be taken back without repercussions.
Two days prior to this, my mother’s boyfriend Jan was fired from his job in Vienna. He was 55 years-old and got cold feet and thought he would never find another job again. He left Vienna for Prague that same night. I always felt he was a cowardly man and Cornel felt the same way. My mother called me late that night in London and was inconsolable. She would have worked for the two of them till he got on his feet again, but he could not bear the thought. I am not sure if my mother ever got over this. I know those two started to see each other many, many years later when the border was opened again and they both were able to travel. But it was too late, he was too old and a just a few years later, he died of cancer.
This was also the first Christmas my mother came to visit me in London. The girls in my flat greeted her with open arms. I had suggested to my mother quite some time before that she should move to London since she would have easily found a job, what with her knowledge of languages and general office administration, but she thought it wiser to stay in Vienna. She also had to solve the problem with my grandmother, who was still living by herself in Prague and was constantly wondering how this was going to end. My grandmother eventually managed to join my mother in Vienna and went to live with her - she was at this point the only one in my family to be legally out of the country and on a legal document. This was a time of great upheaval around me. The situation in the flat was in constant turmoil. Not all of it was bad, I was quite fascinated by the various people around me, but sometimes, a roommate decided to leave quickly and had to be replaced with whomever we could find. Occasionally, friends of friends arrived and took refuge on our living room floor. I was not too happy having to clean up after so many, as a lot of the girls were quite spoiled from living at home and that left Annette and me to do the house chores. Yes, Annette, whom I previously worked with, shared our flat for a few months. She was dating a very distinguished, elderly English lawyer who was crazy about her, but something had always stopped her from marrying him.
Eventually, Annette returned back home to Amsterdam where she met a lovely man her age. His name was Puck and a few months later they announced they were getting married in Haarlem, so I went over with a huge down duvet in my arms to represent the Balcombe St. gang. It was Cornel who drove me there and we joined in a lovely Dutch wedding.
Back in London, so much had happened. I was dating a young man from South Africa who was a manager of a rock ’n roll band. It was a passionate affair where we saw each other mostly after concerts and at odd hours of the night. I knew very well for a long time this was not for me, but it was very hard to break up. There were a lot of drugs around, which scared me to death as I could see what they did to people all around me. There were drugs at every party, but fortunately I could not afford them, nor did I have any desire to. Steve was very much a part of this scene and so we broke up. The week of the breakup I lost my job. My boss found out I had kept my friendship with Cornel, who represented major competition to his company and I had to choose. There was no way I was going to give up on my good-old buddy who had always been there for me. That same week I came home to my three flatmates who had all decided to return home to whichever country they each came from to get married. So, here I was with no work, no boyfriend and no roommates, just like that.
* * * * *
Father in Reality
As I sat there feeling totally abandoned, I was thinking of my options. Starting all over seemed impossible because, in the first place, I could neither afford to live in the flat, nor could I take over the lease, as I did not have my British citizenship yet. I didn’t even have enough money to put down for all of it as I was jobless. I knew I could always go and live with my mother in Vienna, but that would have been admitting total defeat, which was never an option. Suddenly, my father came to my mind. In many of the letters he had sent me, he mentioned he hoped to meet me one day. He also mentioned I should phone him, if I ever needed something urgently. This seemed urgent enough, so, I phoned him to tell him that I was now free to see him. Much to my disappointment, he sounded a little annoyed that I used the phone instead of writing to him. I guess, after 24 years, what was another couple of weeks for the mail to reach him? Yet he promised to make the travel arrangements for me.
Then I received a phone call from my Uncle Joe. Uncle Joe was dear Auntie Fritzi’s brother; he was a dentist with a wife and no children. Uncle Joe fixed my teeth a couple of times and also once gave me one pound for Easter to go and buy myself an Easter egg – I guess he had no idea what would be an appropriate gift for a young woman my age. To offset the personality and stinginess of my Uncle Joe and Auntie Hilda, they also had a brother living in Brazil. Uncle Harry and his wife, Kate had lived with their family in Sao Paulo since the end of the war. It was a good thing this whole branch of the family had escaped Hitler’s claws right before the war and they all left for England. Uncle Harry and Auntie Kate, however, decided to continue farther. When they came to London to visit, they were like a ray of sunshine for me. They took me everywhere. Unlike Joe, they were generous, fun, great to be with and most importantly, they gave me so much encouragement for my future, I felt like a new-born woman each time they left.
But it was Uncle Joe who had called me and told me to visit them sometime after my phone conversation with my father. My father had instructed Joe to arrange a ship ticket for me to leave from Le Havre. I was devastated. It had never occurred to me that I would be going by ship and deep inside I was worried how I would sustain myself on such a trip. In my ignorance I had no idea that I would be fed on the ship which was included in the price of the ticket! So I pled with my uncle to ask my father for an airline ticket… So, I waited. But, in the meantime I had to make some quick money. There was no way I was arriving in Israel with empty pockets.
I immediately got a sales job at Wallis’s on Oxford St. I was quite well-paid, actually and I was making extra money on spiffs, (commission). I worked right through lunch till late in the evening and when I finally gave my notice four weeks later, announcing that I was going to see my father in Israel, I had enough money to buy myself a little wardrobe and to provide enough pocket money to see me through.
It was the middle of May of 1971 when I arrived in Haifa, already very warm by English standards, and I was welcomed upon my arrival by a very handsome-looking Israeli man, probably in his 40s and for a second there I daydreamed this was my father. I could not have been more wrong. Moshe was my father’s chauffeur, who ran errands for my father and that day he was commissioned to pick me up. Moshe was fun, laughing, talking, animated and he put me into a mood of hopeful anticipation. Once we arrived at my father’s home, the mood turned very somber very quickly. My father was a broken man. He was only 67 years-old, but looked a lot older. He sat in a wheelchair or a chair in his office most of the time and worked on his mathematical and architectural endeavors.
My father, as I mentioned earlier, came back from the concentration camps with numerous diseases and never really regained his health. The climate in Israel did not help much, he was, I gathered sensitive to the heat and did not have much strength to cope with it. After he had retired from the University of Jerusalem, he mostly stayed at home. He also suffered more and more from a lack of balance, ever since a Nazi had hit him over the head and eventually, he had totally lost confidence in walking even a short distance. It was only thanks to his wife Vilma, the woman he married after he and my mother divorced, who took care of him day after day, cooked his favourite foods and made sure all his needs were taken care of, that he was still alive at all. Vilma was also the one who took motherly care of me and made my stay as pleasant as she could.
I think my father was very happy I had come and slowly, day by day, he started to get used to having a young person around him. It was difficult for him to suddenly have a grown up daughter like me; he tried to treat me like a child - would not let me out of his sight. He hoped to teach me, in the three weeks I was planning to stay with him, everything he ever knew about mathematics and Hebrew! I was, in the meantime, dying to get out of there, go to the sea, visit some sites in Israel, I was not terribly keen on sitting day after day in my father’s dark office, with blinds pulled down avoiding the hot Israeli sun. Gradually I persuaded my father to let me take the bus to the beach. He only trusted me with a few agurot (small Israeli change) to pay for my bus fare there and back. It was ridiculous but I was a guest in his house. Once I got to the beach, I ran around like a bird who had found its wings. Kiriat Motzkin, where my father lived, is about 10 minutes ride from Haifa and just a few minutes away from the beach. The area is probably much more built up by now, but at that time, the place was almost empty. I ran into a young man a couple of years older than I. It was so great to meet somebody else from my generation to start with. He worked for a local bank, but this was his day off. It became a little “beach affair”, at least, that’s all I thought about it. We both were having a good time.
At some point, my father asked me, if there was anybody in my life I was planning to marry. Without having to think about it much, I simply answered “The only man I ever want to marry is Lubosh. If he asks me to join him in Canada, I will go – if not, I won’t get married.” This was something I had decided in my mind a long time ago, I did not dwell on that thought; I just simply knew. My father objected to the fact that Lubosh is not Jewish, but I just pointed to Vilma, who was probably the best wife anybody could have asked for. My father quickly responded, “She is different from everybody else”. Then, after I had met the young man on the beach, my father, of course, asked whom I was seeing and I told him. He wanted to know the young man’s name and I answered “Naftaly.” My father was horrified –“But this is a Sephardic name.” Yes, Naphtaly’s family were Turkish Jews. “But, we are Ashkenzim!”, my father roared. I was appalled – I did not know there was a difference - or that it mattered after all these years…
In spite of my father’s objections I went to visit Naphtaly’s mother for lunch. The lady gave me such an incredible reception as I have never experienced. The food she had laid out for me was so delicious and so plentiful; I could not believe she went to all that trouble just for me. As I gradually put the pieces together – as my father was shocked to have a daughter dating a Sephardic man, so would Naphtaly’s mother have been happy to have an Ahkenazi daughter-in-law.
I also had another contact in Haifa, a brother of my dear friends in London. While Lubosh was still in London, we attended English classes for foreigners and right at the beginning, we befriended another Natasha from Bratislava. She became one of our closest friends and remains so to this day, but shortly after we met her she met a fabulous Israeli man who was actually born in Singapore and came with his very large family to live in Israel. His name was Eli; he became a tennis coach and eventually moved to London, where Natasha and he got married. Eli had a brother named Eddie who lived in Israel in a charming little house on Mount Carmel in Haifa. This was the first “long trip” my father let me take. Eddie and his wife, Suzie instantly became my friends. Eddie would take me on motorcycle rides around Haifa, he accompanied me to a couple of Indian–Israeli parties and Suzie (after much pleading with my father), took me to Jerusalem, where we stayed at the University and I had a great time meeting the local students.
When I came back, my father asked me to bring Naphtaly home for an inspection, or so I gathered. Lo and behold, he took a great liking to Naphtaly. That was a convenient change for me, only little did I realize how quickly they had gotten used to each other. I should also mention, how, with every day that passed and my father’s realization I wouldn’t stay there forever, he tried to entice me to stay in Israel, or more specifically, to stay with him. He promised to pay for my further education. That, I must admit was a tremendous temptation. I knew I would never be able to afford a university education just living on my own. I told my father I wanted to study art history. He would hear nothing of it; he considered that type of education a waste of time. He wanted me to study mathematics, which was never my strong subject. So, we fought and discussed, but to no avail.
Then one afternoon I returned home and there were Naphtaly and my father in a wild discussion in Hebrew, which I understood none of. I asked what they were arguing about and my father said “The crazy man wants 300 people at the wedding.” I asked innocently, ”Who is getting married?” and my father said, “You are...” Well, that was the end of that. I quickly realized that my desperate father, who wanted to keep me there with what ever it took, had now stooped so low as to marry me off to a man he had not approved of the previous week! I was outraged. Of course, my father quickly gave up on that silly idea and Naphtaly was terribly disappointed. I, on the other hand, was very relieved to get my freedom back. I still visited Tel-Aviv for a day with Naphtaly and l liked that city very much. It would have been a compromise for me, a European who loved beaches and modern life, if I ever actually wanted to live in Israel, but it was not a place for me, it just was not. So, I left...
* * * * *
Vienna
My next stop was Vienna, to see my mother and my grandmother. I was not in a good position. I never liked to share bad news with my mother; after all, I was all she had. I did not want to tell her that I actually had nothing left behind in London to go back to. My mom and grandma were, however, happy I did not stay with my father in Israel. They never spoke badly of him, not as so many other “divorced families” do, and my mother did not deter me from going to see him, but she was certainly relieved I did not stay. Of course, they tried everything to keep me in Vienna. I could have found a job there quite easily, especially with my knowledge of English. Vienna would have been a pleasant city to live in, a little reminiscent of Prague, though nowhere as beautiful or as interesting when it came to architecture. Vienna, as opposed to Prague, is a much younger as a city and the style of it is pretty uniform. Whenever I spent time in Vienna, I went to a lot of concerts, galleries, museums, I loved the Belvedere Castle with its art nouveau painters such as Gustav Klimt, and my mother’s and my favourite, the Schloss Schonbrun. I loved the little cafes and restaurants, but Vienna was no Prague. My mom and grandma wanted me to stay with them, but, there was no way – I had outgrown that kind of life a long time ago. My mother presented me with every eligible young men from her social circles, of course I found her options totally laughable. Also, I could not grasp, how my mother and grandma, after surviving Auschwitz, could settle in a country where Hitler was born and which had more Nazis per capita than Germany had. Somehow, my mother did not think of this when she was leaving Prague. She could not bear the thought of living in Germany, but she had no problem with the Austrians who had a history of even greater shame. On that note - one night we were invited to their upstairs neighbors’ for a drink. My mom and grandma looked at my neck, where I wore a little silver Star of David Cornel had given me a couple of years prior. I hadn’t taken it off in years. They asked me if I would, please, do them a favour and take the star off. They were not sure if the neighbors knew we were Jewish and it was better left that way. I, of course, did not take the star off. But if there was a moment of hesitation left in me, whether I would remain in Vienna, this moment made my decision. This was 26 years after the end of World War II.
* * * * *
Return to London
So, I did one of the bravest, or craziest things I had ever done in my life, depending how one looks at it. I went back to London - back to nothing and nobody. The people I knew, I could not possibly ask for help, I was too proud to do that. I stayed at Aunt Fritzi’s for a few days, but could not make use her hospitality much longer. I knew I had to stay independent. Then I went to see Freddie Glucksman. Freddie was a wonderful, quiet, Jewish guy, who had survived Hitler’s Germany and had somehow managed to get out of there right after the war. He must not have been more than 15 years-old. He never talked about it, but we all knew he lived through a lot. He had been our landlord on Balcombe St. and owned three or four Victorian houses, which he rented to groups of girls like ours, or whoever was in the market. He lived right across the street and was also the repairman for whatever broke down. Whether it was electricity, gas, or plumbing, Freddie was always there for us with a smile as a bonus. So, I went to see Freddie. I wondered what had happened to the old apartment. It was still abandoned and full whatever knick-knacks the girls had left behind in boxes, including odd pieces of furniture. One man’s garbage is another man’s treasure. I looked at the old mess longingly, but there was no way for me to move in. Nothing had really changed since I’d left a couple of months ago; I had just put my life on hold. Freddie, the dear man, had a wonderful suggestion for me - he had another flat on another street. I could move in there for as long as I wanted to or till he found somebody to rent it to. There was a tiny little snag - there was no furniture there except for a cot for me to sleep on, a grand piano and, literally, a couple of orange crates. But the rent was fantastic – zero.
So, I stayed there, I can’t really remember for how long, probably a few weeks. Everything went through my mind, perhaps I should have stayed with my father, my mother, and then I quickly realized it was much too early to capitulate. I had a visit from the father of my girlfriend in Prague; he was always a bit of a snob and living in the West for him meant to be filthy rich. He came in, shocked at how I was living, and asked me for a Courvoisier. I thought he was joking. I happened to have a bottle of Scotch, which I had bought at the Duty Free coming back from Vienna. I put this in front of him as well as one orange, as that was all I had. He said to me, ”Is that what you escaped for?” He just didn’t get it.
But nothing lasts forever. I got a job, a very good job at the Performing Rights Society, but more about that later, and almost simultaneously I found a “respectable” roommate, a young British barrister by the name of Maureen Henderson. Maureen, with her position, even though she was just fresh out of law school, was able to rent the Balcombe Street apartment and sign a lease for it. She was also able to find two other young lawyers, Libby and Hilary to share the rent. Life started to look almost perfect.
However, before I could let anybody move in, I had to make the flat presentable. It was not as easy a task as I had imagined. The kitchen was the greatest challenge. I had to start the water heater for which I had to light the pilot light at the top of it. I put a lit a match to it. The heater reacted fast enough - it exploded in my face, knocked me down on the floor and singed my eyebrows and eyelashes. I was lying there for a few minutes, wondering if this was a sign from God to give up. Then my eyes fell on the kitchen stove. I could not remember anybody actually moving the stove and cleaning underneath it during the previous 2 ½ years. And if I hadn’t done it, certainly nobody else had. With some effort, I pulled the stove away. I stared in horror, as the floor was moving. Maybe I screamed, I can’t remember. When I made myself look again, I realized the floor was several inches high with crawling worms. I ran across the street to fetch Freddie. He informed me these creatures were called maggots and that they simply adored the warm environment of the stove and the grease running down from it which kept them well fed. With that bit of information, Freddie handed me a mop and some kind of lye. And I figured he had done enough for me already. So, I gritted my teeth and scrubbed.
Speaking of the Balcombe St. kitchen, I am thinking of another little occurrence there.
At some point when I was working for Australian Pearl I shared an office with a fellow from the East End of London. This guy, as many others of that class whom I had the bad fortune to work with later, had not much time for foreigners of any sort. He had very deeply set prejudices, but most of his ranting and ravings I did not get anyway, because of his heavy Cockney accent. As food was, and still is, most of the time, a subject of my conversation, he must have sensed that I would appreciate something more exciting than my almost daily Spam from the tin and my weekly pork chop. One day he told me a friend of his goes hunting for pigeons. In my naiveté, I did not ask or care what kind of pigeons they were and since he assured me the meat was very delicious I anxiously accepted. So, Peter arrived with two pigeons in a bag and I took on the hideous task of pulling the feathers off one by one, which took me hours and taking the intestines out the way my grandma taught me to clean a chicken. I cooked and roasted the darn things for hours and hours, only to find myself chewing the toughest meat of what I much later suspected to be – a street pigeon from Piccadilly Circus. I was also a favorite customer of the butchers in Soho. From time to time I would buy a chicken, but unlike the English people, who only bought clean chickens with no innards, no necks and, certainly no feet, I took it all - the only thing I wanted to get rid of was the head. When the butchers saw me coming, they would yell at each other, “The European lady is coming!”
* * * * *
Back to Balcombe St.
I felt a lot more settled in the second time around. I had a good relationship with this new lot. They were all lawyers and their friends were lawyers and everybody was so cerebral. Maureen, with whom I shared the bedroom, had a steady boyfriend. They were both from the Lake District, both very responsible, rather conservative young people I could always rely on. Libby was cute as a button, a chipper Welsh girl who very much resembled Liz Taylor in her day and had the same pitch black hair, blueberry eyes and very white skin. Libby also introduced me to a bunch of Welshmen and I became a member of their Welsh club I spent a lot of Saturdays dancing and having a good time, mostly, however, they were such a joy to listen to as their voices had such an incredibly rich quality. And then there was Hilary to whom I think I was probably the closest. She was a tall, blonde, very angular English girl, who had been brought up in India where her father held a high military office.
Hilary was dating a young Pakistani man, who also studied law in London; his name was Imram and he was extremely good-looking. The two of them made such a fabulous-looking couple that everybody had to turn their heads to look at them. I know that Hilary was waiting impatiently for him to ask her to marry him. We were all looking forward to being invited to a big elaborate Anglo-Pakistani wedding. Thanks to Hilary and Imram, I met some of the most fascinating people from various parts of the world. At one point, Imram introduced me to Gerry, a black Trinidadian fellow who was studying criminology in London. I am very happy to have met him and to have spent that particular summer with him - he was the best friend a woman could have asked for, so very cultured, understanding and considerate. One day, Hilary returned home totally grief-stricken – “Imram’s mother is touring Pakistan to find him a bride,” She cried. mI thought she’d lost her mind. “But Imram already has you”, I said, stupidly. I could not understand how these things could still happen in this day and age. These were the 70s and we were all so liberated, but not quite and not every society. My heart broke over those two and I always think and wonder whatever happened to them and if they are happy with whomever they ended up with.
I seemed to have been done with men. With Lubosh, I was exchanging the little blue letters, but I was kind of giving up hope there. I came to a point where I felt it didn’t matter anymore. Then I met Eddie Evans, a Texan writer, who looked like a cowboy, the boots, the hat, the moustache, the leather jacket, the bolo tie at the neck and the whole nine yards. It was a perfect relationship for me at that point; I needed somebody I would not get emotionally involved with. He was basically a lazy, spoiled man from a wealthy Texas family - never earned one cent, but he was fascinating to talk to, had a great sense of humor and took me to see every movie, every bit of theatre or jazz concert there was. He lived directly across the street from me and constantly asked me to move in with him but unfortunately, he was so incredibly messy, I was happy to retire back to my quarters. Then his mom arrived from Texas and put an end to this relationship because, I guess she had better things in mind for her 35 year-old and only heir. And that solved that dilemma…
* * * * *
Holiday in Rimini
I often have to stop and think about my mother and how she always managed with what little she had. She brought my grandma to live with her in Vienna about two years after the occupation of Czechoslovakia. My grandma received a miniscule pension from the Austrians which just about covered a cup of coffee with the ladies in one of the Viennese cafes a couple of times a week. My mother, who had to start from scratch at the age of 50, had to furnish an apartment and take care of Grandma’s needs as well as manage to send me very generous Christmas and birthday checks. She also managed to pay for a couple of our vacations together.
Our summer vacation of ’72 was the last one we were going to spend together alone and in Europe, but we did not know that yet. My mom found a small hotel at the beach resort of Rimini. She sent me a plane ticket, but she herself came by train a day ahead. By the time I reached the hotel, I found my mother washing the windows! She found that the hotel had never cleaned the rooms properly after the painters had left, so she took it upon herself to clean the windows… We spent a lovely time together, visited neighboring Riccione, and, of course, took a trip to Florence. My mother enjoyed it all so much, especially the Uffizi Museum and all the artifacts we managed to take in.
Back in London, I was up to my ears working for the Performing Rights Society. I worked in the film department. My role was to research every bit of music contained in which ever movie I happened to be working on. Depending on the nature of the movie, the work could be very interesting or extremely boring. There was no way of telling in advance how the task was going to develop. There were extremely long rows of very narrow metal drawers with tiny little cue cards on them. Sometimes there were hundreds of versions of the same song performed by various artists. I had to write a long essay-like composition as to the musical contents of each movie. I worked with a mixed bag of people, unfortunately most of the ones I shared an office with disliked me and three other people – my friend Malgosia, who was Polish and, as a leading musicologist, had a top-notch job with the company, Paul, who was Maltese and had a similar job to mine, and a young black man, whose name escapes me, who hailed from Nigeria. This took me a while to grasp, since I had never had any problems or dislike aimed toward me prior to that (other than Peter at Australian Pearl), also I could not see what I had in common with the other three colleagues – till it was explained to me – we were all foreigners! The reason that this was the first experience of that sort for me in England was that prior to this I had always mixed people from higher or middle classes, who were broad-minded and educated. My accent did not bother them, these working class kids, however, some of the people in the office would have nothing to do with us.
One day, however, the company manager came down to inform us they would be opening a computer department. He took us all downstairs to show us some huge boxes. These were the first computers - very scary looking things. The manger announced that whoever would be willing to learn would receive a salary of 30 pounds a week immediately. This was a fortune! It would have been ten pounds more than I was currently earning. But a girl? Operating such a monster? None of us women accepted the offer, though quite a few of the men did. What a huge, huge mistake I made – where could this knowledge have taken me?
Sometime that fall I met Graham. He was also one of Imram’s law friends. Graham was pitiful to look at, really dirt poor, with patches on his frayed English tweed jacket. His car was an old clunker; God only knows what make it was. Fortunately, none of that ever mattered to me. Graham, as it so happened, was one of the smartest and richest men I have ever met. He had a gorgeous apartment in Belgravia, took me to the finest places in London and would have done anything if I had agreed to marry him.
* * * * *
The Phone Call After all Those Years
The phone rang on a Saturday morning at 7 a.m., a little too early for Maureen and me after a night of partying. I was sure it was a wrong number. It was Lubosh. I had not heard his voice in 3 ½ years. It’s weird what goes through one’s mind after that length of time. People did not just call all the way from Canada to England to say, “Hi.” as it’s done these days, besides Lubosh had always hated phone conversations. Even back home he would phone me in the office and barely say five words to me. He is still like that. This is what he said, ”Just wanted to let you know I went to the British Consulate in Vancouver to get some papers for you.” “What for?” I asked, absent-mindedly… “So you can come here to marry me.” he responded, intelligently… “Are you asking me to marry you?” I managed to say, trying to keep composure. “I guess, I am…”he answered. “Then you have to ask my mother for my hand in marriage.”(Did I really say that? Wow, I was so proud of myself…) Then I woke the rest of the girls and we started to celebrate. It did not take much to have a party in those days. But, of course, things would not be quite as easy as that.
When I phoned my mother with the happy news, I received much worse than an icy response. It was more like an ice storm. She was quite specific. “Over my dead body!” she announced, figuring I did not plan to go to that extreme. It sounded eerily familiar, like something right out of the Eddie saga five years prior to that. This time it was very different. I was a woman of 25 now with a few years of hardship under my belt and I knew more than ever that Lubosh was the right one to have waited for. I had given it enough time; it was not a hasty decision this time. And that’s what I told my mother. My grandma, God blesses her soul, was calming my mother down in the background with, “Don’t worry, there is always Uncle Oscar right there, if she has any problems, if she needs anything.” (Uncle Oscar was a brother of my grandfather’s, who had left the country in the 1920s. He lived in Montreal and I was going to Vancouver – a small distance to cross.)
So, I started to put the wheels into motion. I applied for my immigration papers, or rather filled out the ones Lubosh had sent through the consulate. He had now been living in Vancouver for almost four years. His contract with CTV in Toronto had run out and he had gotten another offer from Simon Fraser University in Vancouver. He had shot a movie, “We Are Running Out of Time”, and he received an Etrog award for it. This was an environmental movie, way ahead of its time – as usual, he was always ahead of his time.
However, once that contract finished, Lubosh joined a team of three businessmen to create a new project which seemed very promising. At this point he figured he was settled enough to marry. The next few months were very chaotic, to say the least. I was battling my mother who used every argument imaginable why Lubosh was not the right guy for me. After so many years and now being even older than my mother was then, I can fully understand why she was petrified to let her only daughter go and join a man 13 years her senior, who had a reputation of being a playboy, a very good- looking man with a very short marriage behind him – she simply did not trust him. Lubosh, or rather Lubo, as he started to be called after he had moved to Canada, (his full first name is Lubomir, which means love and peace in most Slavic languages) did the right thing and wrote a very respectful letter to my mother asking for my hand in marriage. He fully understood how my mother felt and just hoped he could dispel her doubts about him.
My friends were mostly very supportive, though somewhat worried for me, going such a long way to marry a guy I had not seen in four years. The guys around me were rather funny. I had one phone call after another with a marriage offer. I had no idea some of them were interested in me; some of them I barely knew and some of them I was stunned would ever want to marry. I guess men usually want what they can’t have. I think the guy who was probably most sincerely upset about losing me, was Graham. Graham, who remained my platonic friend, made no secret of how much I meant to him. He was such an incredible gentleman; he even offered to pay for my voyage to Canada!
I was stunned! Of course I did not accept, but there was one thing I did accept: My Aunt Fritzi gave me her old shipping trunk she had come to England with in 1938. It was just the perfect size to put all, or most of my belongings in, including my wedding gifts. This shipment was paid for and arranged by Graham and I will never forget it. However, by sheer luck I managed to pay him back, and with interest – I hope. Just before I finally left London, my flatmates and my friends threw me a huge good-bye party. It was a sort of bridal/engagement/good-bye party, very simple by today’s standards, but so much fun for me.
Sometime prior to this party Graham had said to me, “If I could ever hope to find a girl like you, or at least somebody who is a bit like you...” Lo and behold (no, there are no coincidences), I received a phone call from a friend of mine in London, who was asking me if I knew of anybody for a friend’s daughter. They knew I always had a lot of young people around me, so I might be of help. And they were right to ask me. The young lady in question was also Czech, about the same age as I was; she looked nothing like me, but had the same accent that I had. She had led a very sheltered life, living with her parents, with not too many opportunities to meet the right men. So I invited Jana and Graham to my last party. I introduced them right in the doorway. They never left each other’s side. I have been told that a few months later they married. Graham became the youngest judge in Britain at the age of 30 and took a position in Hong Kong. That’s where they lived and had two lovely children the last I heard and I hope to God they lived happily ever after.
I went through a bunch of tedious and seemingly ridiculous medical tests, the purpose of which is still a mystery to me even after all these years. It took about four months for them to be put through. The question of my wedding dress came up. As much as I had always been quite a fashionable girl, the actual wedding meant very little to me. I expected for this to be a quick one, two, three at some city hall. Lubo could care even less and at any rate we were of different religions, or rather I was a non-practicing Jew and Lubo, who was born a Catholic, never saw the inside of a church after his baptism. However, the loved ones around me were of a different opinion. To start with, my mom and grandma, of course, wanted us to get married in Vienna. It took some explaining, pointing out the financial nonsense of it all before they gave up. I had a very simple little brown silk dress which I thought would be just fine for just about anywhere where we didn’t know a living soul. But my flatmates thought otherwise. I was going to have a proper wedding gown and Maureen was going to make it. We had a lengthy discussion about what one wears in that very cold country called Canada. I suppose we were imagining Nanuk of the North in sealskins. Little did we know that Vancouver had just about exactly the same climate as England’s. So, Maureen sewed and sewed several layers of cream colored fabric. The upper layer was of basket-weave wool, quite suitable for a spring coat. Underneath that were layers of silk with the bodice re-enforced with some special padding, presumably to keep my chest warm. I designed it myself, as I did with most of my clothes, and as always I chose a Russian empire style with a high collar and lots of little wooden buttons at the back and all the way up the lamb-chop sleeves. This was warm enough for an Arctic wedding in the middle of a blizzard. I still have that dress in our locker for sentimental reasons and just touching it makes me feel hot.
* * * * *
Waiting in Vienna
I gave my notice at work. Thanks to the nature of my work, I was able to stretch my last assignment to the three months I needed. I must have been working on some epic movie to be able to do that. When I went to see my boss to give him my notice, he expressed how sorry he was and that he was just about to give me a raise. What a pity. I have to make a general comment: It was always nice to work for English people. They were fair and appreciative of work well-done. I miss the English in so many ways, especially in the workplace. Now, I started to work on my resume and letters for job applications. My flatmates helped me in their English way. They loved my “continental” handwriting, which was so much neater than the square script of the English schools and they figured that alone should get me a lot of jobs. Lubo, in the meantime tore out several pages from the Vancouver Yellow Pages, everything that had to do with the media, radio, TV, newspapers, and I wrote tons of lovely letters humbly asking for the opportunity to be hired perhaps on a trial basis to prove myself worthy of their employment. How little did I know about the North American mentality! Little did I know I should have been self-assured and a lot more forceful, but that was not how I was brought up and it certainly was not the English way. Needless to say, I received very few replies, mostly stating I should reapply again when I had some Canadian experience. At this point I was still sitting in London.
Lubo was also having a hard time finding the right place for us to get married. When I described my wedding gown, he realized it deserved something more than a City Hall registry office, which was on the same corridor as the offices of Deaths and Venereal Diseases. So, he went on a quest to find a more appropriate establishment. Eventually he found a registry office, which belonged to a local Indian Reserve. As I found out later, the particular band of Indians that owned this piece of territory was quite a wealthy one and they occupied a very nice part of Northern Vancouver. The city official who was about to undertake the task of marrying us was very honored and flattered to be chosen, but more about that later.
Having finalized my affairs in London, I went to spend the last couple of weeks with my mom and grandma in Vienna. However, weeks turned into months of waiting and there was no point checking with my people in London as I was simply told repeatedly to wait. At this point I became totally convinced that some horrible, mysterious disease had been discovered on my X-rays and that I was never to see Canada or Lubo again. In the meantime, my desperate mother continued in her tirades about the playboy I was about to throw my life away with. She had somehow inconceivably found a picture of Lubo I must have passed onto her. In this picture Lubo was about 18 years-old, he was reclining on an armchair in a black satin smoking jacket, puffing on a pipe. His black hair was slicked back with some pomade and he looked generally sleazy. Many years later when Lubo got to see it, he laughed his head off and told me how his father had taken this picture as a joke. However, this was a dangerous tool in my mother’s hands who found the picture to be perfect proof of what kind of a sleaze-bag I was about to marry and did not miss an opportunity to wave it under my nose… To make the waiting situation more awkward, Cornel, who was also notified about my upcoming nuptials, jumped on a plane and hurried to Vienna. He arrived like something out of a bad Hollywood movie with a huge bouquet of tulips, after all, he was a Dutchman and this was his trademark. My mother was just thrilled to see him at the hour of 12:00 or rather, exactly where she wanted him, when she wanted him. I am sure she had a hand in his sudden arrival.
My mother adored Cornel - he was everything a mother would want - somebody reliable, respectable and really closer to her age and interests than mine, but that was of no consequence to her. What my mother did not know was that Cornel was a heavy drinker, a quiet, sad drinker. He never caused any trouble, but he was also very depressing to be around. When in England, he drank Scotch and in Holland he patriotically drank Jeneva (made of juniper, and the actual ancestor of gin), steadily and for hours. I think he had been depressed ever since his divorce and since he had to leave his son with his wife with only bi-weekly visits. He was not a man to take things lightly, so he drank – at least that was my assumption of the situation. Cornel took me out for dinner and tried to persuade me not to marry Lubo but to marry him instead. It was too late, much too late for that. When I went back to Europe with Lubo a couple of years later, we wanted to visit Cornel, Lubo very much wanted to meet the man who was so good to me. But Cornel chickened out and he let me know he was not well. We spent three days in Amsterdam without seeing him. About five years after that, my mother, who had kept in constant contact with Cornel, let me know he’d died, after a lengthy stay in a hospital, of liver disease. I would have been a very young widow.
My mother also produced my going away present. I am still hoping after all these years that the horror did not show on my face. My mother, as well as my flatmates must have thought I was going to live in an igloo as she presented me with a fur coat made of some poor diseased animal, or several, for that matter. I am a short person of 5’3” and this piece of couture was cut horizontally from top to bottom in 2” wide strips of alternating fur and leather. It was the most hideous thing I had ever laid my eyes on, but I knew it must have cost my mother an arm and leg and I had to take it with me. However, since I do not give up so easily on most things, upon my short return to London I saw a lovely suede coat with a big fox collar in an nearby boutique, neatly cut to fit my small figure in a honey colour which always suited me, so I offered my coat to the shopkeeper in exchange. She was shocked at first that I would even suggest this, then must have figured out the fur was worth more money and we shook hands on the deal. To this day I have no idea who made a better deal, but we were both happy in the end.
My grandma was quietly happy about the upcoming marriage. I was, after all, on the shady side of 25. She had met Lubo and liked him and figured I could do a lot worse at my age. She was a pragmatic woman. She was very sorry she wouldn’t see me getting married, but she understood the financial dilemma. She had only one request: I had to wear a hat of some sort; otherwise I would not look respectable in the wedding pictures. I did not want a hat on account of my very long hair, I was just not comfortable with the idea, but I did consider having a few silk floral petals sewn together in natural shades to go with my dress. My grandma promptly grabbed me and took me to the most expensive part of Vienna. She had always had great taste, but at this point she totally forgot she no longer had any money to go with it. We went to the most exquisite milliner on Ringstrasse. I described the object in question and the staff hurried in a few minutes later with the very headpiece I had in mind. Grandma and I gasped in delight and I asked, “How much is it?” They named an exorbitant price, but, my grandma nodded simultaneously, “We’ll think about it.” and dragged me into the street. I said, “Grandma, you know we can’t afford this.” and Grandma responded. “But these people don’t have to know that.” Such were things in those days. So, I ended up with something almost as nice-looking, but much cheaper, which I carted back to London in a humongous hatbox, which was to be one of my pieces of carry-on luggage. But nothing in my life should be so boringly simple.
I arrived at Heathrow, decked out in new everything, the most uncomfortable new pair of the highest boots with the highest heels to wear on a 13-hour flight to Vancouver, with the tightest skirt of fine wool to match, topped with the warmest sweater which, of course was of the same shade as the rest. However, the ticketing agent reminded me, I could only take one piece of carry-on luggage, so here I had a dilemma between the carry-on case with all my cosmetics or the silly floral head-piece. Practicality, of course, won and I stuffed the headpiece into the small suitcase. I think it happened about eight hours into the flight when somebody noticed a little emerald green trickle coming from under my seat. Upon further examination it was established it was coming from my hand luggage. When the kind people from the airline came to assist this horrified passenger, there were bits and pieces of all that’s dear and embarrassingly intimate to me, floating down the aisle in a stream of Boots Drug Store shampoo, an extra-large bottle of which had broken somewhere midflight… The airline personnel kindly scooped all that mess into a great big black economy-sized plastic garbage bag. And that’s how I have arrived at the Vancouver airport, sweating in my ridiculously warm clothes, totally uncomfortable boots and dragging a gigantic black garbage bag behind me.
And that’s how I met my fiancée after four years....
Lubo, my darling Lubo, well, I almost didn’t recognize him. The neatly dressed man with always the cleanest of shaves and hair cuts appeared in what I thought was a terribly shabby brown corduroy coat His beautiful black, wavy hair was now shoulder-length and he was sporting a droopy, Fu-Manchu, very sad-looking moustache. To look at him I thought, “No wonder he sent for me, he is desperate!” He was nothing of the sort. This was 1973 Vancouver, Simon Fraser University. Everybody looked like that. Even though I had just come from London, the heart of hippydom, this was quite the different crowd Lubo was mixing with.
* * * * *
Vancouver
Vancouver represented a whole mixed bag of new feelings. Of course, to finally be with Lubo felt like something right out of a fairy tale. My prince was real and happy to see me - to say the least. We had 4 years of catching up to do. When he brought me home to his lovely apartment on Nelson Street, I was totally awed. I had just left a crowded old London apartment with the most basic of furniture and appliances, a place heated by storage heaters (better than a lot of other people had), a place I was cold in most of the year, where I sat around in corduroy pants and sweaters to keep me from shivering. Lubo’s apartment was in a brand-new Arthur Erickson building on top of a hill with a gorgeous view. The floor was covered wall to wall in white shag carpeting - a West Coast fashion of that era - and I was able to run around all day, wearing just a little T-shirt. That alone was heaven. As for furniture, there was hardly any. Lubo was still a bit uncertain where he was going to end up permanently, so he left all his good furniture in Toronto, some of which, he sold. He also knew at this I point I was going to want to choose the furniture with him. Fortunately, and I cannot stress this enough, I had never realized we had almost the identical taste. Oh boy is that ever important. At least, to us it always was. We both had very modern taste in furniture, we liked clean and simple lines, which was not all that easy to find those days. At any rate, at this point, all Lubo had was an orange and pine kitchen set, a futon in the living room and a water bed in the bedroom - and, of course, a perfectly furnished kitchen. I had forgotten what a great cook he was. All I could cook was every kind of Indian curry. I think that was just what Lubo was hoping for – he would not have handled competition in the kitchen terribly well.
It was raining cats and dogs and I soon found out was the norm for Vancouver. I was used to some rain in London, but that was more of a drizzle. Here we were talking about a serious downpour for days and days at a time. Lubo’s office was just down the road on Burrard St., so I went to hang around there for a bit, but I was not used to doing nothing not even for a day. That felt very strange. I had nobody to call. Then my trunk arrived from England. We went to pick it up from the docks in the driving rain. Everything looked so depressing. I asked where to go and look at the shops – we were right downtown. Lubo said, “Go to the Hudson’s Bay Company, that’s the biggest store here.” I was back in five minutes flat. “You must be kidding.” I said. “They have four identical coats on the same rack - who is going buy one?” “That’s Canada.” Lubo said.
I remembered back home in Prague all those years ago, I went to a fashion show and bought a lovely winter coat there. A couple of weeks later I saw a lady on the street in a coat made from the same fabric. I never wore my coat again. And that was a Communist country… Now, I came from London to boot, so what little I came to Vancouver with, was greatly admired. Women stopped me on the street for the simplest of things, asking me where I had bought this, that and the other. There was only one street with nicer boutiques, it was called Robson Strasse, because most of the merchants were German as were the coffee shops, it was a little oasis of Europe, even though a tiny one.
The third day I decided I had to get a job. It was, after all, the longest time I had not worked. Lubo seemed to be making a fortune – at least by my standards. Boy was I ever modest after those five years in England. I thought we were loaded. Of course, I did not come empty-handed. I had $100.00 saved up and opened my own savings account. Things were good. I started to look around for a job. None of the ones I sent out my resumes for materialized. So, I started systematically. I walked down the rainy streets of Vancouver and walked into every shop, gallery and office, offering my services. One day I was intrigued by a charming Far Eastern shop with antiques and such. An elderly Persian man invited me in. He suggested I should come with him to the back of the store for a “discussion”. I refused. Then he offered to pay me $1.00 per day. I politely refused, but, I figured, that was, at least an offer. A couple of days later I walked into a very interesting gallery featuring metal sculptures. I loved this kind of thing. The owner was a young Englishman who told me he was closing the gallery in about three weeks and would pay me a straight commission on every piece I sold. I accepted and sold every piece. This was probably one of the most profitable retail jobs I ever had. I walked out with a lot of money in my pocket and I also met a lot of interesting people. One of the customers I met turned out to be a neighbor of ours who lived in the penthouse apartment - his name was Jim Jackson. This, as it turned out later, became a happy coincidence.
* * * * *
The Wedding Preparations
Oh, I almost forgot - then we had to get married. As I mentioned earlier, we had to go through all the different formalities for me to get into the country. And that’s what the dress and the floral petals were for. Speaking of which, Lubo took one look at the head-dress in question and sternly announced that I had to make a decision between the petals and him. I don’t think he has ever spoken to me like that since - perhaps because I never again contemplated floral petals in my hair. The petals got tossed, Lubo stayed. When I think of today’s weddings with the months and sometimes years leading up to them, our wedding would seem somehow ridiculous or, perhaps shocking. Fortunately, as Lubo and I had faced much more basic problems in the previous years, ours was going to be just a formality. Nevertheless, we wanted to make the best of it. For starters, we needed a best man and a maid of honor. Lubo had only one very good friend (he knew a lot of people at the University, but these were rather drinking buddies, most of whom scattered when they heard about his upcoming marriage) and I, of course, knew no one at all. Imrich had been Lubo’s best friend from the very beginning in Vancouver; he too had been in the TV business back home, but in Bratislava, the capital of Slovakia. Imrich was nine years younger than Lubo and far more out – going. The two guys had a jolly good time before my arrival in Vancouver. I have always given credit to Imrich in that he did not resent my arrival on the scene and simply became a friend to the two of us. Imrich was also a fantastic photographer and promised to take all the wedding pictures for us. That, by itself would have been of great help and saved us a lot of money. For a maid of honor, or rather a matron of honor I picked Lubo’s secretary, Joan who happened to be just the right kind of girl to fulfill this function. Joan was from Ireland, a lovely, intelligent, soft-spoken person - I was very lucky to find her on such short notice. Our wedding was planned for 2 p.m. on February 9th 1973. At 12 p.m. I was sitting at the hairdressers on Robsonstrasse, struggling with my long, disobedient hair. My biggest problem at that moment was how to keep a few waves in it considering the frequent rainy weather. Then Lubo, whose office was just around the corner, charged in. He looked quite disturbed. He announced we had NO best man. As it turned out, Imrich, who was, at the time, a heavy drinker, but not a drinker who would pass out after a few drinks, but rather a drinker, who could carry on for days before the alcohol would take real effect, had himself a kind of a one-man stag party to celebrate his best buddy’s wedding the night before, to bury the endless nights of gallivanting around Vancouver and, I guess, as he tried to explain later, to drink to our health… And this was the state the cops found him in, sitting in his car in a bed of pansies in Stanley Park. They took him to the hospital where he was diagnosed with heavy alcohol poisoning.
Thus, two hours before our wedding, we had no best man and no photographer. Well, Lubo had to ask somebody, anybody, so he got one of his colleagues, Al, an Israeli guy to stand in. Al was, however, no photographer of any sort, so we just brought our old Minolta and asked Joan and Al to take as many pictures as possible.
The little registry office was, actually quite nicely decorated. We did not expect so much for a $10.00 marriage license. I looked very bride-like clutching three cream orchids and Lubo very smashing in his one and only black pinstripe suit and bow tie. I was pretty nervous and I repeated the prescribed final vows, by saying, “…my awful wedded husband.” We kissed, we laughed and we walked out into the rain. That night we had a wedding dinner in a French restaurant, as in those days in Vancouver, if one wanted to eat decent food, it had to be French, pretty well always the same menu - French onion soup, escargots, salad Nicoise, filet mignon, that kind of thing - pretty boring by today’s standards. We had eight guests, all from Lubo’s office. We danced and I was dying of heat. The dress Maureen had made for me in London became totally unbearable, which explains why in all the pictures from that evening I was red as a beet.
However, this was not quite enough fun for us, so on the spur of the moment we organized a proper party for the following night in our apartment. This time, Lubo invited everybody he knew from the University and we had a proper - well, not so proper, wedding party. But the best was yet to come. At that time there was a charming little restaurant in Vancouver called, “Chez Victor”. The place had three or four tables. Victor would go shopping in the morning depending on how many guests he was expecting and only bought what the guests requested. Lubo had another colleague at work, a very eccentric American by the name of Dave, a huge man with a hilarious laugh, a poker player, a bon-vivant. He told us to be ready that Sunday morning for a surprise. He arrived that morning in a black satin cape lined in red, a lacquered cane in hand and a picnic basket full of champagne. He drove us in one his huge American cars to “Chez Victor”. There, Victor awaited us with a bucket of Beluga caviar. We had caviar omelettes; we had caviar and more caviar and champagne. We had a wonderful wedding. It was impromptu, it cost us almost nothing, we were together and we were grateful to have all this after all these years.
* * * * *
Making Friends
I slowly started to make friends. I was craving friends. It was the one thing I missed desperately after London, where I was always surrounded by, if anything, far too many people. I was missing Europeans of any sort and there were days I had to remind myself I had come here to marry Lubo. But this situation did not last long. One of the first phone calls I received was from Alena Schultz who was a fellow ex-student of Lubo’s from his Film Academy days in Prague. Alena sounded sincerely enthusiastic about my very existence and she became and still is one of the best friends I could have ever asked for. Alena had personality plus, she was a fiercely independent woman, exactly Lubo’s age.
In addition to her academic knowledge, she had been a famous fashion model back in Prague throughout the 50s and 60s. Her first marriage to a rather well-known but eccentric man much older than she ended and she was left with a son, Martin. She’d handled the 1968 Russian occupation in her formidable style. She emigrated. She did not escape. She loaded up her little Fiat several times with antiques, paintings and precious carpets and crossed the border into Germany, from where she shipped the whole lot to Canada. Even though she had almost always struggled financially in the following years, she had always kept her family heirlooms. She always was and still is a statuesque, imposingly elegant woman who would turn heads wherever she walked. There is so much about Alena I could tell, it would fill a book by itself, but one thing in particular always stuck in my mind: Alena had a famous hairdresser in Prague, who looked after her on a weekly basis even during her student years. She never ever washed her own hair. So, when she arrived in Vancouver, she realized she could not live without Karl, her hairdresser. She managed to move him and his whole family to Vancouver. He had continued to do her hair up to fairly recently - he just turned 89. His daughter has since taken over for him and so, dear Alena has never changed her hairdressing salon. One day, maybe I will write that book. But, what stands out more than anything is our lasting friendship.
At this point I also accepted a new job in a rather lovely boutique called Brigitte Mode on Robson Strasse. The owners were a German couple just slightly older than I – Rosita and Peter, they were chic, with-it, hardworking and really appreciated having me around. I had very similar taste to theirs and selling to the Vancouver clientele in those days was quite easy as they were not spoiled by either selection of goods or good service. I was paid reasonably well, worked with pleasant people and had no qualms about the job. The only thing I found very disturbing was that Peter used to fire the worst performer every Saturday and give the best performer $5.00 extra, so I used to give up my Saturday sales to whoever the poor girl was. I thought this elimination method was a bit harsh.
Since I always have to go back to my financial situation, I have to say, I felt very rich in those days. Lubo was making plenty to cover the rent and started a healthy savings and from my $90.00 a week, I bought more than we needed and I managed to dress quite well. It used to thrill me to no end that I could fill up a supermarket cart to the very top for $20.00 with meats and vegetables and everything we needed for a week and would still have so much left over…After the hungry London years, I thought I was in heaven! We were also able to start buying household items but it was so very difficult. The taste levels found in the stores were dismal. In order to buy anything without little floral patterns, we had to go to Rosenthal to get a nice modern simple pattern. So we bought one plate, or one cup and saucer per pay check. The same applied to cutlery - everything had ugly swirl patterns on it, so we saved up for a set of Rosenthal stainless steel we have to this day. The color choices were also pathetic – most home appliances came in avocado, or a mustard colour. But these were good problems to have.
Imrich was ridden with guilt for not attending our wedding and mostly for the fact he had not taken pictures of us. We told him he could make up for this by taking pictures in our apartment. That was actually a pretty good idea, since our apartment was bright and sunny, it was already March by then and I donned a pretty long white summer dress trimmed with red ribbons, something I had brought with me from London. Imrich took dozens of pictures and we were happy they came out so well and sent them, of course to all our loved ones. My mother and grandmother were delighted to see we looked so well and happy together, I am sure this must have eased their worries a lot. From my father, however, I got a terrible letter. As I was reading his very wordy letter, it took me a while to realize what he was driving at. Then, in total disbelief, I gasped.
This is what happened:
At some point before I came to Vancouver, Lubo had met a married couple who went to live in Mexico. As so many people did in that era, they went to “find themselves” and spent a couple of years traveling around Mexico. Upon their return and hearing about our getting married, they came to visit us with a typical Mexican wedding gift – a small wooden cross crudely carved and attached to a big necklace, or a stylized rosary made of tiny little coconuts. These dear people had no idea I was Jewish, nor did that matter to me as we all regarded the gift for what it was – a piece of Mexican folk art. We hung it on the wall and that was the end of it. Unfortunately, the cross appeared in the pictures in the background behind us. My father has never forgiven me for this. This was the last letter I ever received from him. He died a year later suddenly at the age of 69. It took two weeks to find out about his passing from his wife, who sent me a letter to let me know. This was not the first or the last time we found out about a loved one dying via a letter.
A year after Lubo left England for Canada, I received a call from his cousin in Middlesex. She had been notified by Lubo’s father that his mother had died of cancer at the age of 67. It was up to me to let Lubo know – by another letter. These things are unthinkable today, when everybody is just a quick phone call away. When I heard about my father’s death, I was so upset, so mad at everything that preceded it and the very fact that I had so much to tell him, so much to ask him, so much to discuss with him. I was mostly upset I did not get the education he could have given me. This was so very unfair….
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