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The Untold Stories of Leo, Erna and Bobby Borger

WHEN WE WERE growing up in London, our grandmother Erna would occasionally come to lunch on the weekends, bringing with her all the frustrations of an exile and a taste of our past. To us she was Omi (a Viennese variant of granny), a formidable figure, stolid and thickset in heavy cardigan, wool skirt, thick buff tights and boots whatever the season.

On her visits, Omi would typically arrive late and no matter what meal had been planned or prepared, she would insist on making Viennese food from scratch, unpacking her plastic shopping bags on the already set kitchen table.

There she would beat veal fillets into schnitzel with a jagged steel hammer, making the whole kitchen shake. Later on, she would make a chocolate cake assembled from round wafers that came in blue-and-white paper packets.

Young Erna had been a lively and attractive woman, judging by the old photographs, but in Britain she had divorced our grandfather Leo, put on weight and allowed her sense of humour to give way to resentment. She never quite accepted London as her real home.

Despite her limited grasp of English, Omi had found herself a job as a cashier in Lyons’ Corner House on the Strand, a huge West End cafeteria where as children we were taken for an occasional treat, served by ‘nippies’, waitresses in black uniforms and white aprons, so named for the speed at which they moved between tables.

Omi was an exile there, among the grilled gammon, bacon sandwiches and Battenberg cake, all crudely inferior in her eyes to the cafe culture she had left behind. In their last few years in Vienna, the Borger family had finally attained a reasonably comfortable lifestyle in an apartment in an elegant Art Nouveau building with a grand entrance and wrought-iron balustrades. In London’s Swiss Cottage, Omi was consigned to a small boxy flat high up in a modern block on a council estate.

Her visits were a trial for our mum Wyn, and not just because Omi would blatantly ignore her plans for what and when she should eat. She was also well aware that her mother-in-law had made it known to others that our father could have made a better match, to a rich, Jewish girl. Wyn had been born Mabel in a working-class Manchester family, and was stressed enough raising four children while adopting southern vowels and manners to better approximate the sort of wife our father and his mother felt he should have married. Being disrupted and displaced in her own kitchen stretched her to the limits of tolerance.

Our dad Robert would usually absent himself when his mother turned up, withdrawing to his study at the top of the stairs. Omi craved his presence. She was proud of his academic achievements and his respectable university teaching job and clearly found solace chatting to him in German, the sing-song Viennese version of it, an act of intimacy preserved from his youth.

Robert, on the other hand, was irritated by his mother’s lack of education or sophistication, her fixation on food, and the constant reminder that before he was Robert, urbane British university lecturer, he was little Bobby Borger, a nervous refugee boy, an outsider. It was a history he had tried to cauterise.

I find myself straining now to scrutinise these memories for all the clues I had missed when he was alive. I had always assumed that he sounded like a typical Englishman, but friends now say they noticed a tinge of a foreign accent, that precise use of a language that has been carefully learned, rather than simply absorbed from birth.

He did not teach us German. I once found a basic textbook and persuaded him to go through the first chapter with me. I was in my early teens and keen to cultivate whatever trait might set me apart from my peers. I once spelled out the words ‘Republik Österreich’ with stick-on letters on the back of my school tracksuit, which was all the more absurd because I hardly spoke a word of the language. My efforts to enrol him as a teacher quickly petered out. He did not refuse directly but would find other, more pressing, things to do when we were supposed to study, and I did not have the resolve to pursue the issue.

For all our dad’s lack of enthusiasm, Austria and Vienna remained a subtle but constant undertone to our childhood, the faint background radiation of a distant star that had imploded long before we were born.

For the benefit of elderly relatives at family gatherings, my sister Charlotte and I were dressed up to the age of six in lederhosen and grey cardigans with dark green piping. They were the sort of traditional clothes Bobby had grown up wearing for special occasions, but which were prohibited for Jews under Nazi rule.

We grew out of the clothes, and mine were later destroyed in a flood at our mum’s flat, sparing future generations from their chafing awkwardness. Vienna would not be ignored, however. Leo had two Viennese wives. After divorcing Omi in the late 1950s, mostly over the dilemma of whether to return to Austria or not, he married his landlady in Shrewsbury, Valerie Klinger, a widow whose first husband had been murdered in the Holocaust.

Vally was the longest-lived of that generation and the most forceful personality. Her theatrically Viennese rendition of the English language worked its way so far into our brains that decades after her death, we cannot help but switch into her accent to pronounce certain phrases and place names, using its lyrical cadence and abrupt consonants. She never mastered the softness of the English ‘W’.

Much of my time in Shrewsbury with Leo and Vally was spent in the lean-to shed my grandfather had erected on the side of their bungalow, improvised from glass doors which he had bolted together and corrugated clear plastic for a roof. Inside, we pored over his stamp collection, which told the story of the Austro-Hungarian empire and its conquered provinces. The central character in that philatelic tale was the heavily whiskered Emperor, Franz Joseph, the last giant of the Habsburg line and revered protector of the Jews. His glowering face and mutton-chop sideburns were on every page.

Vienna would also infiltrate its way into our picnics and packed lunches, in the form of Liptauer, a blend of cream cheese and herbs or paprika, and the mix of nuts, raisins and chocolate we knew as Studentenfutter, Student Fodder.

Leo’s sister, Malci, our great-aunt and the last surviving relative in Vienna, would send us Manner hazelnut wafer biscuits wrapped in foil and distinctive pink packaging, as well as Mozartkugeln, chocolate-covered marzipan balls in gold foil bearing an image of the great composer. She sent extra consignments during the strikes, three-day weeks and Winter of Discontent of 1970s Britain.

If our Viennese past gave a faint but distinct tint to our lives, the Jewish side of our heritage was all but invisible. In the eternal trade-off between cultural identity and assimilation, the Borger family, for generations, had bet on blending in.

Mendl Borger, my great-great-grandfather, came from a small town called Neu Raussnitz, or Rousínov in Moravia, today’s Czech Republic, which had been home to a Jewish community since the fifteenth century. I know almost nothing about him, other than that, in the mid-nineteenth century, he married a Jew with a gentile name, Marie Schlesinger, and together in April 1860 they had a son whom they named Johann, the least Jewish moniker imaginable. They clearly saw a future for him far away from the shtetls of the Czech-speaking provinces, in the embrace of the imperial metropolis.

A Jewish-American historian, Harry Zohn, described the story of Vienna and its Jews as ‘the most tragically unrequited love in world history’, and as unrequited love stories go, it is surely the longest. Jews have lived in Vienna since its origins, though not continually. Over the centuries the community was wiped out three times. The first recorded mention of the town of Wenia was in 881. In 966, less than ninety years later, a town document refers to ‘Jews and other legitimate merchants’. In 1194, the local lord, Duke Leopold V, made a Jew called Shlom the master of his mint, though that only lasted a year before Shlom and his whole family were murdered by crusaders on their way east.

That would be the pattern for ever after: a foothold, then achievement and recognition, followed by shockingly violent retribution. It would be the recurring motif of Jewish existence. By the mid-nineteenth century, when my forebears were longing for Vienna, the city’s masters had already twice obliterated its Jewish community.

By the fourteenth century, Vienna had the biggest Jewish population in the Germanic world and was a rabbinical centre of learning. This was the first Viennese ‘paradise’, and it lasted until 1420, when a wealthy Jew was accused of buying up communion wafers so they could be desecrated, one of a long ludicrous catalogue of crimes Jews would be accused of over the centuries. The archduke of Austria at the time, Albrecht V, ordered the arrest of rich Jews, to whom he happened to be personally indebted for the financing of his military campaigns. These wealthy merchants were tortured until they revealed where they hid their money. The rest were told to convert or face death or expulsion. Many were put on rafts without oars and pushed into the currents of the Danube. Jewish children were taken from their parents and forcibly baptised.

Hundreds took their own lives and by the end of a year-long pogrom, a population of 1,600 had been reduced to 212 Jews, 92 men and 120 women who had refused to convert. They were rounded up and burned alive in a mass execution. The obliteration of the community is known as the Wiener Gesera, the Viennese Decree, after the order that began it and the title of a chronicle of the massacre.

The synagogue on Judenplatz, the site of the first ghetto, was dismantled and its stones used in expanding the University of Vienna, but if you walk downstairs at the Jewish Museum that stands there now, you can see the foundations, the deepest of the three buried layers of Jewish life, sediment of the city’s trauma, each stratum covered in ash.

Jews were outcasts from Vienna for two centuries after the Wiener Gesera, but eventually the Habsburgs, who had taken over Austria as well as the throne of the Holy Roman Empire, needed money to fund their battles with religious and political rivals in what became known as the Thirty Years War. So wealthy Jews prepared to loan funds to the throne were grudgingly allowed back in. A small ghetto of some five hundred families grew up in the seventeenth century, on an islet in the Danube. It was called Im Werd, old German for island.

In a world of kingdoms, empires and absolute rule, Jewish survival was ultimately the style choice of each individual ruler, who could simply change their mind or just die, ushering in a successor whose views on the matter could be entirely different.

In 1658, Leopold I, a socially cold but religiously fanatical teenager who had been raised for the priesthood by Jesuits, became emperor. He married Margarita Teresa, a Spanish princess who was both his first cousin and his niece. When their first son did not survive infancy, it was blamed on the Jews, who were also held responsible for a fire at the palace not long after.

Leopold banished them from the city. Im Werd was renamed Leopoldstadt in honour of the emperor, and the Great Synagogue at the heart of the community was pulled down and rebuilt as Leopold’s Church. There is still a stone plaque above the church entrance, noting in Latin that it had been built on the site of a ‘Synagogæ Perversa’, although what seems particularly perverse is that a few centuries later, many assimilationist Jewish families would call their children Leopold or, in our own grandpa’s case, Leo. Such was the yearning to belong.

After the Leopold pogrom, the cycle of tolerance and annihilation began again. Christians were reluctant to shoulder the city’s entire tax burden so wealthy Jews were allowed back in if they paid a special levy. But they remained aliens, governed by different laws. By the middle of the nineteenth century, Austria was the only major Western power to retain medieval restrictions on its Jewish population.

In 1848, the year of European revolutions, the roulette wheel of imperial lineage was spun again, and another teenager inherited the throne, Franz Joseph; but this time Vienna’s Jews could count themselves lucky. The new emperor was arguably the first Habsburg ruler not to have been antisemitic to his bones.

Under his reign, a new constitution established that legal rights were not dependent on religion. Jews were allowed to live anywhere and own their homes. The emperor appears to have been genuinely annoyed when Jews were passed over for promotion in the army, and he used his power to try, albeit unsuccessfully, to stop a blatant antisemite, Karl Lueger, becoming mayor of Vienna.

‘In this vast empire, everything stood firmly and immovably in its appointed place, and at its head was the aged emperor,’ Stefan Zweig wrote in his paean to Vienna, The World of Yesterday, completed shortly before Zweig took his life in Brazilian exile in 1942.

No wonder Franz Joseph was such a hero to my grandparents and their generation, who displayed the emperor’s jowly face as an icon in their homes. No wonder his birthday was added to the calendar of festivals in Vienna’s synagogues. He presided over a blossoming of Jewish life. The community in Vienna exploded from 6,000 in 1860 to 150,000 at the beginning of the twentieth century. It was a city bursting with talent and possibilities, the dazzling hub of an empire of fifty million people and eleven nationalities. Each member of Franz Joseph’s cabinet owned twenty uniforms for the plethora of ceremonies they would be required to attend among the empire’s ethnic groups. The emperor himself had two hundred uniforms, as befitted the omnipotent ruler of so many peoples.

It was a place where Jews could get on in society. They represented a tenth of the Viennese population but over sixty per cent of its lawyers, and more than half of its dentists and doctors. Jews owned nearly a quarter of all businesses. The emphasis on learning, thrift and hard work, which had made them rabbis and merchants in the villages and shtetls of east Europe, made them bourgeois in Vienna. This was the city to which our great-grandfather Johann migrated from Rousínov in the last years of the nineteenth century, in the wake of a construction boom. The emperor had ordered the rebuilding of Vienna on a grand scale, befitting the capital of a glittering empire. The medieval walls around the old city were torn down and replaced with a magnificent, curving, tree-lined boulevard, the Ringstrasse.

On arrival, Johann was classified by the tireless Austrian bureaucracy as a Kaufman, a merchant, just like his father, Mendl, and once he had set himself up, he married upwards to a woman from a more established Viennese family. Her name was Hermine Dörfler, and the couple were married in the city’s Tempelgasse synagogue in 1896.

They were relatively old at the time: he was thirty-six and she was thirty, and the one thing I know for sure about their marriage was that it was filled with grief. Hermine would give birth to five children, all given typical Viennese gentile names, of whom only two survived into adulthood: my grandpa Leo and his sister Malvine, Malci. Another sister, Marianne, died at the age of three, and a second brother, Emil, only survived until the age of eight before succumbing to tuberculous meningitis. It seems likely that tuberculosis killed Marianne too. It was endemic at the time and Austria had the highest rate of infant deaths in Western Europe. A third brother, Eugen, survived to the age of seventeen, dying of tuberculosis in 1921 just as he was starting out as a trainee mechanic. The existence of these three lost children was a complete surprise to me when I came across them in the Austrian archives. As I was discovering, the painful and the perished had been comprehensively edited out of our family story, replaced mostly by silence.

The two surviving children, Leo and Malci, both went to trade school, where it is fair to say that Leo did not shine. A school report dated 14 February 1914 records that he scored ‘satisfactory’ grades in arithmetic and trade, but only just ‘sufficient’ in double-entry bookkeeping, geography and civic studies.

Four months later, all of that would be irrelevant, and the only skills you needed would be those that could keep you alive under fire. On 28 June, in the centre of Sarajevo, another student from the Austro-Hungarian empire, nineteen-year-old Bosnian Serb, Gavrilo Princip, shot the heir to the imperial throne, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, and his wife Sophie, and triggered the First World War.

My grandpa Leo went straight from trade school to the army and was posted to a howitzer battery on the eastern front fighting the Russians in what is now Ukraine. His photographs show a crashed allied biplane, fortifications constructed of huge tree trunks, Leo visiting a comrade in hospital and working a field telephone in a private’s uniform and a peaked cap, a slim, youthful version of the man I had known.

The war radicalised young people like my grandfather. The camaraderie of the trenches, the realisation that your chances of survival were directly related to your wealth and status, and the sense among those who emerged alive that they were entitled to something better, sent a wave of revolution across Europe and through the Borger family.

Previous generations had remained formally within the Jewish community, registering the births of their children with the rabbis. My grandpa Leo and his sister Malci dispensed with such lip service to tradition. Malci left the Israelitische Kultusgemeinde (IKG), the Jewish Community of Vienna, in 1922, when she was twenty-two. Leo, given the Hebrew name Shmuel Lev at circumcision, followed his little sister five years later, opting out of the community just two weeks after my father was born. Robert’s birth in 1927 was therefore not recorded by the IKG, and Leo no doubt hoped that anyone who came along later, scouring the records for Jews, would not be able to find his son.

Leo and Malci’s departure was not uncommon. Half the Viennese Jews who left the faith converted to Catholicism, and a quarter became Protestants. Malci and Leo declared themselves without religion, konfessionslos, and instead identified themselves through their politics. Malci became a committed communist and kept that faith until the end of her life. Leo became a Social Democrat, a more moderate take on Marxist doctrine but one to which he was no less committed. Political beliefs were not held lightly in a time and place where a leftist affiliation could get you imprisoned or killed.

Six years after leaving, however, Leo returned to the Jewish fold, officially converting back to the faith in 1933, just after the Nazis took power in Berlin. Perhaps this seemingly counterintuitive move had a certain logic. Opting out of Judaism would not spare you from persecution. The Nazis did not care what you believed, or whether you had made some solemn renunciation of faith. They had deemed Jews to be a race, not just the followers of a religion, and so there was no escape. It was not anti-Judaism but antisemitism. You cannot convert the blood in your veins.

Returning to Judaism in such circumstances was an act of both resignation and of defiance. It was not an act of faith in God. I do not know if Leo ever visited a synagogue after his arrival in Britain. When he died in 1972, the memorial service was held in a chapel at the crematorium at the end of the road he lived on, because it was the most convenient option. It was performed by an Anglican priest who had only met the deceased a couple of times and whose eulogy made it embarrassingly clear that he knew little of Leo’s life story.

Robert shared his father’s secular outlook on life and social democratic politics, but in most other ways they were unalike. Leo found peace in the routine of a factory job and walks in the hills on weekends. Robert was an academic Wunderkind who never found a way of feeling at ease in his own skin. The refugee’s curse is to be from two places and none at the same time. Accepting that paradox is often the key to finding contentment, and I do not think my father ever did.

His roots in Britain were shallow but tenacious, and he had to strain to grip the earth under his feet. When the time came for Robert to name his children, he followed family tradition in following no tradition at all, looking instead to the prevailing establishment for inspiration. We were given names that, by design, could only be English, and which suggested a certain status in society, a down payment on the rank and income we were expected to achieve in later life. My full name is Julian Matthew Sebastian. Some of the middle names bestowed on my siblings were Rupert, Makepeace, Augustine and Josephine.

They were a constant source of irritation and ridicule in my youth but now at least I can look on them as part of a broader pattern, the continuation of the eager but ultimately abortive efforts of assimilationist Viennese Jews like the Borgers to burrow deep into Austrian society over generations. The posh names were a learned reflex, meant as armour and camouflage in a new host nation. They made an ill-fitting inherited suit, fleetingly fashionable in their day but already fey and pretentious by the time I was in my teens.

There were costs to choosing assimilation over identity. I grew up feeling that I did not entirely belong even in the neighbourhood where I spent the first eighteen years of my life. Part of me always felt that we were somehow pretending, and that underlying unease drove me abroad at the earliest opportunity. It was as if we had painted layer after layer of tasteful off-white over the top of something garish, more visceral and unsettling, and I was unsure what to do about it other than to leave.

‘The past is never dead. It is not even past,’ says Gavin Stevens, the Mississippi lawyer in William Faulkner’s Requiem for a Nun. He is talking about a crime but also about the history of the American South, which seethes relentlessly under the surface of daily life, like Europe’s past. The fictional Stevens would have known that, having studied at Heidelberg University.

Another Mississippi author, Greg Iles, writing nearly half a century
later, elaborated on Faulkner's theme.

‘All of us labour in webs spun long before we were born, webs of heredity and environment, of desire and consequence, of history and eternity,’ Iles wrote in  The Quiet Game. ‘The quotidian demands of life distract from this resonance of images and events, but some of us feel it always.’

I felt I was one of those people. Like an over-sensitivity to light or smell, the sense of an unspoken history would impinge on my daily peace of mind, and sometimes the past would come roaring to the surface of its own accord, churned up by sickness and death.

When Omi suffered a stroke in 1975, she was taken to the Jewish Home and Hospital in Tottenham, a red-brick Edwardian establishment founded in the late nineteenth century as the Home and Hospital for Jewish Incurables, a title which was shortened in the 1960s to make it sound less terminally dispiriting. It was a gloomy and cavernous place, with long linoleum corridors smelling of disinfectant. We would visit on weekends and sit alongside Omi for an hour or so, though it felt much longer. The stroke had stripped away her grasp of English, and she would only murmur to our dad in German. 

She had been born Erna Barbak in 1901, the daughter of Markus Barbak, a merchant from the small Galician town of Mykulyntsi, now in western Ukraine, and his Czech-born wife, Regina Dubsky. Her parents had met in Vienna, where Markus had set up as a general trader, and they had three other children: Nelly who only lived six months, Marianne who was born in 1918, and Fritz, the only son and pride of the family. 

Fritz played football professionally for Hakoah Vienna, a Jewish team that took on the world in the 1920s and beat it. The team’s name was Hebrew for ‘The Strength’, a purposeful attempt to embody the spirit of Muskeljudentum, ‘muscular Judaism’, that was popular for a while in Zionist circles. The club won the Austrian championship in 1925, an achievement all the more remarkable in light of the constant antisemitic attacks and abuse the players suffered. They had to be accompanied by a team of bodyguards, led by Jewish boxers. 

Hakoah went on to beat the best teams in Europe, including the leading Czech champions, Slavia Prague, Poland’s Polonia Warsaw, and the top Hungarian team, Ferencváros. In 1923, Hakoah thrashed West Ham United 5–1 in the season the London team reached the FA Cup final. A Munich-based sports paper, Fussball, declared in 1924: ‘Hakoah has helped to do away with the fairy tale about the physical inferiority of Jews.’ The club achieved these results by approaching the game professionally. It paid its players above the going rate, and it brought in gentile as well as Jewish coaches. Some were imported from England, where the most advanced tactics were practised at the time.

Admittedly, Great Uncle Fritz joined the team on the downside of this glittering trajectory, after a US tour of the ‘Invincible Jews’ during which some of the leading players were feted in the White House by President Calvin Coolidge, and poached by soccer teams in New York, one of the many false starts football would have in America. The departure of some of the top players provided an opportunity for Fritz, but the team did not recover. The club never won the Austrian championship again and spent the remainder of its existence struggling with relegation, not always successfully. Fritz was given mixed reviews in the Viennese press. One commentator suggested he had been a fast and effective winger for Slovan and had suffered by being made to play in too many different positions by Hakoah. Others suggested he was better suited to assisting goals rather than scoring them himself. 


[image: Photo of the Hakoah Wien football team on a football pitch. Eight men are standing with their arms round each other's shoulders while three more are sitting on the grass in front of them.]
The celebrated Hakoah Wien football team, 1928. My great-uncle, Fritz Barbak, is standing third from the left. Team captain, Max Scheuer, standing second from the right, was later killed in Auschwitz. Ignaz Feldmann, sitting on the left, survived Auschwitz and helped to save the lives of other inmates.



Fritz died in 1935 of a heart attack brought on by pneumonia. The eulogy in the Vienna Sporttagblatt journal praised him as a veteran who had shown ‘loyalty in the trenches’ of the first division. My grandparents would certainly have been at the funeral; my eight-year-old father too, gathered alongside officials from Hakoah and the players’ union. But in later life, he never mentioned Fritz’s exploits. I grew up playing and watching football never knowing there was a star player in my family. Perhaps he was embarrassed that Fritz had played for an all-Jewish team. The whole subject of Judaism itself made my father uneasy, a tic that took tangible form at the Jewish Home and Hospital in Tottenham, where Omi spent her last years, where he would mutter under his breath contemptuously at the sight of the black-coated Hasidic men who ran the institution.

Our great-aunt Malci died in 1994, as old as the twentieth century itself, leaving behind the distinctly Austrian legacy of gold Franz Joseph ducats in a Viennese safe deposit box. The instructions for recovering the cache, in Malci’s spidery handwriting, brought us back to Vienna and seemed as elaborate and intriguing as any treasure map.

Four years later, our step-grandmother, Vally, the last survivor of the Vienna generation, finally passed away in a Shrewsbury hospice. Alone in the family, she had observed the Jewish high holidays, and kept a prayer book, which she had annotated with the date of her father’s death in the Jewish calendar, 27 Nisan.

At her funeral, we said Kaddish and played a recording of Leonard Bernstein’s Chichester Psalms. I was supposed to make a speech based on notes I had made about her life from our conversations, about her rushed escape from Vienna leaving her mother and first husband behind, but to my astonishment, I found I could hardly finish my short eulogy in the crematorium. Some hand reached out from the remote past and squeezed my throat, and I had to force my way to the end before sitting down in embarrassment.

We may want to let go of history, but that doesn’t necessarily mean history is finished with us. I was not witness to the events I was trying to describe. On the contrary, I had led a secure and comfortable life in leafy west London. I just intended to state the facts of Vally’s life and let them speak for themselves, so my physical response to my own words astounded me. In the past few years, evidence has emerged for epigenetics, the route by which our environment and experience, particularly trauma, can work its way into our DNA, changing the way genes are expressed. One study observed that the children of Holocaust survivors produced less cortisol and were therefore more prone to PTSD.

So maybe man hands on misery to man after all, though the reality is not entirely bleak, or we would all be wrecks. Trauma does not change our genes, but alters their expression, and that can be reversed. Being able to talk about the past, and reimagine it, seems like a worthwhile first step. 

The day after Vally’s funeral, I picked up a cardboard box of Leo’s things that she had kept for me. Among the stamp albums and old banknotes, there were tiny black-and-white photographs of Leo in the trenches on the eastern front in the First World War, along with a medal that looked like an iron cross. ‘Grati, Princeps et Patria, Carolos Imp et Rex’ (Thanks, Sovereign and Fatherland, Karl, Emperor and King), it said on the front, and ‘Vitam et Sanguinem’ (with Life and Blood), the year 1916, and the two crowns of Austria and Hungary. You got one of these medals if you were with a combat unit for over twelve weeks and had been in at least one battle. About 651,000 were manufactured. They were hardly a mark of distinction, but Leo had held on to his nonetheless. For Jewish veterans they were like a covenant in life and blood with their homeland and their rulers. Across the whole sprawling empire, more than 300,000 Jewish men fought for the empire and one in ten of them died, a disproportionately high sacrifice.

Twenty years later, when the Nazis took over Vienna, this was something almost all the children from the Manchester Guardian classified ads had in common: their fathers had believed these zinc crosses would protect them.

There was another manila envelope in Leo’s box containing a clutch of documents, some in the gossamer formal script of imperial Vienna, some from cruder times, signed ‘Heil Hitler!’ Among them was a note asking for the family shop to be spared from vandalism because of Leo’s service record, and a legal document recording the transfer of the family business, a radio and musical instrument shop in Vienna, to an approved Aryan businessman in 1938.

Stuck in a corner of the box was a small, enamelled metal badge showing a red carnation on a black background, the old motif of Austria’s Social Democratic Workers Party, which ran Vienna between the First World War and Austria’s brief civil war in 1934. The city became known as Red Vienna, providing free health care, education for workers and social housing, which gave Leo and his young family shelter when he was unemployed in the late 1920s. The party also provided that elusive thing, a sense of belonging. Members greeted each other with the word Freundschaft! (Friendship).

For many Viennese Jews, it was the ideal vehicle for assimilation. It provided a framework of political, social, cultural and sporting activities in which there was no distinction between Jews and non-Jews. Leo remained a fee-paying member long after he fled Austria, into the mid-1950s, and in the trove he bequeathed me was a little red booklet, recording the receipt of his regular payments with neat rows of coloured stamps. Alongside that were two green-grey passports, made of thin card, which secured Leo and Omi’s passage out of Vienna, imprinted on the front with an eagle clutching a swastika, and inside a big red ‘J’ for Jude, together with stamps recording every bureaucratic requirement for leaving the Reich, crossing Europe and entering Britain.

Bound to the passports with a rubber band was a slightly smaller booklet, this one dove grey and printed in English: Leo’s enemy alien certificate which he was obliged to carry with him at all times in wartime Britain. It recorded the official assurance that he would not be interned and, a few pages later, it noted the fact that that promise had been broken, and he was incarcerated as an enemy alien on the Isle of Man in 1941. An entry on the next page marked the point the following year, after his release, when he was sufficiently trusted by His Majesty’s Government to be allowed possession of a bicycle.

The significance of this and Leo’s other relics has become clearer to me over time, but when I first picked up that cardboard box, they were simply curiosities. I had little context in which to place them, so I had no grasp of the story they told. They were dots I was incapable of joining, so I kept them in their box, and took them with me as talismans as I moved from one foreign correspondent’s posting to another, from Bosnia to Jerusalem to Washington, back to Britain and then Washington again.

That is how my relationship with my familial past remained, an unpacked box among my luggage, until that day in a Virginia car park when I received the email about my father’s advertisement, which led me to take another look at the traces of our family’s past, and the stories of other Viennese Jews; those who fled and survived, and those who remained and perished.

Their ads in the Manchester Guardian were like telegrams from another age: urgent and compressed, with no room for detail. They were abbreviations of other lives, which started off running parallel to our father’s before spinning off in different directions. Coming across the adverts sent me back to Leo’s box and all the other fragments of the Viennese past, and I began to reassemble them into a story that made sense of what happened to my family.
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George and the Unbearable Longing for Vienna

THE ADVERTISEMENTS FOR Viennese Jewish children in the Manchester Guardian in 1938 sat alongside listings for the day’s radio programmes, the crossword, appeals from the Royal Air Force for prospective pilots and all sorts of competing sales pitches for houses, stamps, musical instruments and financial services.

The children’s adverts looked like all the others, but came from another world. They were appeals from frantic parents trying to save their sons and daughters, all within the space of an epigram. It was impossible to read them without needing to know how these stories unfolded. What happened next and were these children saved?

My first attempts to track down the children were flailing. I put out appeals on Twitter and in the journal of the Association of Jewish Refugees. They elicited kind responses and other family tales of flight from the Nazis, but no stories connected to the Manchester Guardian ads.

Clearly, if I were to find out what happened to these children, it would be on the basis of the clues in the ads themselves, which in most cases were frustratingly incomplete: usually just the age and gender of the child, a surname or merely initials, and a street address in Vienna of a home that would have been abandoned soon after the advert was placed.

There were a few exceptions in which both a first and second name were provided, and in a small handful of cases, the name given was of the child rather than the parent. In just one instance, that child was easy to find, and by happy coincidence, his life had been comprehensively recorded. It was an early breakthrough and helped to fill many of the gaps in my knowledge of my dad’s formative years.

George Mandler was advertised six days before Robert Borger, on 28 July 1938. He was on the second page of the paper, under a heading that read: ‘Tutors, Governesses &c’ and then a sub-head ‘Situations Wanted’. The ad was the only one in the section. In uncertain English, it asked: ‘Will an English family be kind enough to take au pair my son, aged 14? (out of grammar school) with knowledge of English and to procure him employment? best references. Georg Mandler, 2, Lowengasse, Vienna 3.’

The first Google search result for that name brought up the Wikipedia entry for an Austrian-born American psychologist, George Mandler, a distinguished professor, born on 11 June 1924. It was clearly the boy in the ad with just an added ‘e’ to anglicise his first name. Like my father, he had become a university psychologist, albeit a more celebrated one.

The second Google result was ‘George Mandler – In Memoriam’ on the website of the psychology department of the University of California in San Diego. He had worked there for nearly thirty years, but at the time of his death, in May 2016, he had been living in Hampstead, London.

‘Mandler, who left his native Austria after its annexation by Nazi Germany, made signature contributions to the psychology of memory, consciousness and emotion,’ the obituary read. ‘His decisive influence is felt to this day.’

There was an accompanying portrait of him in pleasant contemplation looking off to the side, with his hands loosely clasped. He had a white goatee, tinted square glasses and grey hair voluminous enough to flop over to one side.

His colleagues, friends and former students had brought out a book in his honour in 1991 called Memories, Thoughts and Emotions. In 2009, the University of Vienna awarded him an honorary doctorate. My immediate thought was that this man, who had emerged from Vienna at the same time and in the same way as my father, had the career that my dad had dreamed of.

The obituary said he had left behind a wife, Jean, an equally distinguished psychologist who had been George’s professional partner for much of his career, and two sons, Peter and Michael.

Both had become senior academics. Peter was a professor of history at Cambridge; Michael was an economics professor at the University of London. I emailed Peter at 11 p.m. on 16 February 2021, explaining what I was trying to do, and attaching the Mandler ad. Might this be his father? His reply came a minute after nine o’clock in the morning in Britain.

‘It is indeed my father,’ he wrote, expressing some astonishment that he, as a historian who spent much of his time searching through newspaper databases, had not come across it before. Peter explained that, in his father’s case, the ad had not ultimately provided the means of escape. George Mandler was sponsored instead by a boarding school and then by a Jewish family in London, but in order to get there, he went through a ‘hair-raising’ trip alone through Germany.

George had written a memoir about it all, first published in 2001, suitably called Interesting Times. Peter sent me a copy, which arrived a week or so later. It was a wonderful read, full of wit and acute introspection. Most importantly from my point of view, it was a detailed telling of a parallel story to my father’s.

George Mandler had spent his childhood about a kilometre from Robert Borger, on the other side of Vienna’s 3rd District, near the Danube Canal. He grew up playing Doppelspitzer (two-touch football) in the local park, where you could buy a classic Viennese pudding on the street, a cone of chestnut puree, Kastanienreis, topped with whipped cream. It was something I recognised as being a taste of my own youth: we would have it at home on special occasions.

The young George Mandler would cheer on the Austrian skaters at international competitions at the city’s ice ring, and in the summer he played in the meadows of the Prater, site of the giant Ferris wheel made famous in The Third Man, my favourite film, set against the backdrop of ravaged, post-war Vienna.

George’s father, Richard, was originally from Slovakia, and had served the empire in the First World War in a
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