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Part I



1929 – 1942




Chapter One

Why Did I Call it a Delayed Life?

My life is not real life. It is something before the beginning of ‘real life’, a kind of preface to the narrative. It’s not yet what counts, merely a rehearsal. And someone is watching from behind, or perhaps from above, and passing judgement. There is a being that controls and judges my behaviour. Perhaps it is not out there but inside me. Could it be my mother? Or my grandmother? Or more something internal … my Id? I have no idea. But it is constantly present, holding an invisible mirror in front of me.

I can feel its approval or disapproval, the latter making me squirm inwardly, trying to suppress the nagging conscience, or finding excuses for myself, although the negative feeling is extremely tenacious and cannot be shooed away. I make an effort to find reasons for having done or said what my controller finds unsatisfactory, but at the same time I know that I am only trying to justify my wrongdoing.

I don’t yet know how this connects to me perceiving my life as being delayed. As long as I can remember I have been more focused on tomorrow than aware about what I am experiencing at that particular moment. Even now when I am at a concert, my thoughts are on the return journey and on tomorrow’s schedule, and not on the music I came to listen to. When I eat, my mind is on washing the dishes, and when I lie down I’m already planning what I must do when I get up. It’s never on the here and now, and I sense that I’m missing the enjoyment of the present. There is too much control: never letting go; never totally relaxing. There’s always the presence of ‘The Watcher’, forever passing judgement.

It must have been at a very early age that I began to delay my life. It was a way of indefinite postponement, a deferred satisfaction. How did I ‘delay’? I accepted the bitter fact that I would not get what I wanted, certainly not soon and probably never. I told myself I must wait patiently; perhaps fulfilment will come later. Or never. I thought that maybe if I put my hope on hold and didn’t think of it, one day it may turn out right.

In some deep place I keep believing that the circle will come round and things will rearrange themselves in their proper sequence, that everything will resume its normal place; I just have to delay.

But in some strange way, these delayed passages of my life – these empty spaces – have created gaps, so that the mosaic of my life has blind spots where the picture is left unfinished.

There are so many of these gaps. How shall I fill them? Time is running out; who knows how long I have left to live. Already I am the grandmother of four grandchildren and four great grandchildren. Most of the people from my earlier years are no longer alive and cannot answer my questions. I shall try to gather the fragments and write them down; perhaps a blueprint will emerge that might fill the blank spaces of the mosaic …




Chapter Two

Childhood

My earliest recollections emerge from the empty nothingness, which precedes conscious memory. They resemble a picture flickering for an instant on the screen and disappearing again into darkness. Yet each of these fleeting pictures is suffused with emotion.

I have been placed on the baby scales on the table covered with a white oilcloth, in the doctor’s surgery. I am naked and the metal is hard and cold on my back. I may be two or two and a half years old. Mother and the doctor in a white coat are standing over me. I am not frightened because they smile.

Dr Desensy-Bill was our paediatrician. I remember later visits, when she put her palm on my chest, tapped it with her middle finger and then listened, pressing her ear on my skin. Her surgery was connected to the private quarters by a brown, leather-padded door with brass buttons.

Sometimes Mother stayed to talk to the doctor, and I was sent through the thick door – which, although heavy, moved easily and noiselessly – to play with her daughter Lucy. Lucy was about my age, but I didn’t take to her; she was boring.

Another memory. It is night and I am standing on my bed, crying and terrified. I must be still very small, as I am holding the cot’s protective-netting bar with both hands. Mother and Mitzi, our household help, are with me, trying to calm me. But I cannot be pacified, because just a moment ago a hand had come through the wall and wanted to grab me. Mother lifts me out of the cot and takes me to the other side of the wall, which is the bathroom, to show me there is no hole in the wall. Both she and Mitzi are telling me that no hand can reach through a solid wall. But they don’t know; they haven’t seen the hand. I have. When I stop crying, they put me back to bed, believing that I have been convinced. They cover me and turn off the light. Yet the terror remains and for many weeks afterwards I can only fall asleep when the cot is pushed away from the wall.

From the darkness of unknowing, another scene emerges. It is most disturbing. I am in the bathtub and Mother is sitting on the rim. Suddenly I see tears flowing silently from her eyes. Mother is weeping soundlessly. It frightens me and I start crying too. ‘What have I done?’ I ask, ‘What have I done?’ but she only shakes her head and doesn’t answer. I don’t know why Mother cried. Had someone hurt her? Was it my fault? Did I misbehave? I have no clue, no idea. Even now, as I recall the event, I feel sorrow, guilt and pain.

My mother’s maiden name was Elisabeth ‘Liesl’ Adler. She had a brother named Hugo, who was ten years older. Their mother died when Liesl was a baby and her father, a judge, married again. Mother told me that her stepmother was fair and conscientious, but lacked warmth and motherly love. I don’t remember Grandfather Adler; he died soon after I was born. Hugo also became a judge. He married but didn’t have children. I only saw him twice in my life.


[image: ]
Wilhelm Adler with his daughter Elisabeth Adler-Polach

Mother and I stopped over in Brno for two or three days on our way to our vacation in the Tatra Mountains, when I was about six or seven. I remember vividly two scenes from that visit. Mother broke into tears when we entered Uncle Hugo’s flat. It was the same flat where Mother had grown up; when she had married, Hugo had remained living there. The same furniture was still there, which brought back old memories.

The other scene I remember was from court. Hugo, wearing the violet judge’s cape, presided over a trial, while we sat at the back of the courtroom. When it was over, Mother commented that it was quiet and unexciting, and Hugo replied: ‘I don’t do divorces; that’s why my trials are boring.’

My parents moved from their native Brno to Prague soon after they married. They rented a little flat on the ground floor of a villa. There was a garden with a lawn, flowerbeds and gooseberry bushes around the fence. I was allowed to pick the berries, but didn’t like them because they were hairy and sour. Mr Hackenberg, the owner, was a friend and party colleague of my Grandfather Johann.

The Hackenbergs had a huge German Shepherd called Putzi, who was so gentle that he let me ride on his back. A snapshot shows me naked, aged about two, standing next to the dog, and we are both the same height.

A memory comes back to me: Mr Hackenberg and my mother are sitting on a bench in the garden, while I am playing in the sandbox. I am digging with my bare hands, making a tunnel. Suddenly a horrifying, pink, slimy thing comes wriggling out of the hole towards me. I scream in terror and run into my mother’s protective arms. When she understands what had frightened me, she bursts out laughing. Mr Hackenberg also laughs. I feel ashamed, humiliated. How can they laugh when I was so frightened? My mother has formed a league with Mr Hackenberg and they mock me. She has let me down, betrayed me. How was I to know it was only an innocent earthworm? It was the first time in my life I had seen such a horrible creature.

I was about three or four when we moved to another flat in Prague-Holešovice, and our household help, Mitzi, left us at that time. Nowadays only the rich have a live-in maid, but in pre-war Europe it was common practice. The young daughters of poor villagers came to the city to find employment, learn how to cook, learn good manners and, if lucky, to find a husband. They would occupy a tiny room provided for the servant in almost every flat, receive a small wage, a free afternoon and one free evening a week. Often they did not stay long with the family, either because they were too slow, or were caught stealing, some became pregnant and had to be dismissed.

My mother was proud that the reason our Mitzi left us was because she was getting married. Her husband-to-be was a cobbler who had a shop round the corner on the main street, near the number six tram stop. Soon after she got married, Mitzi invited me for a Sunday breakfast. I was allowed to go alone; on Sunday morning the street was deserted, and I was very proud to walk unaccompanied. Mitzi and her husband lived behind the shop in a room that smelled of glue and leather. The shop was closed and Mitzi made me feel like an honoured guest. She served me a big slice of her Gugelhupf, the same as my mother used to bake, but hers tasted more festive, somehow. I was very happy and proud to be treated as an adult.

There were more such breakfasts, but they became rarer, and, after some time, Mitzi and her cobbler moved away; I think he had to close the shop because it didn’t provide them enough of a living. We never heard from Mitzi again.

While Mitzi was still with us, my mother and I went for a holiday to her native village. It was in the German-speaking region called Böhmerwald, also known as the Bohemian Forest. For a few days Mitzi stayed there with us, then she went back to Prague to oversee the housepainters, who were redecorating the flat during our absence. I remember it because when we came home, there was a smell of fresh paint and newly waxed floors.

There was a shallow river behind the farmhouse where we lodged. Another memory surfaces, of me, and several local children, standing knee-deep in the stream. The cascading water was crystal clear and we were collecting gold. Yes, genuine gold. The grains were no bigger than poppy seeds but they shone amongst the pebbles in the transparent water.

We held them in our palms and let the sun play on them. It was very exciting. Today when I see a film about the gold rush, I smile and remember how I too was a gold digger once upon a time.



It was in that village where I first learned about death.

There was a road running along the foot of the hill on the opposite bank of the river. A horse was lying on the road, its head and neck hanging over the sloping incline. Behind the horse was an overturned cart. The horse didn’t move. I stood, watching, for a long time, waiting for the horse to get up. Several people stood around. They too waited. But the horse didn’t move and I began to realise the frightening, terrible fact that the animal would never rise again … that it was dead. I was very disturbed and scared. Yet as with other discoveries made later in life, it was not as if I was encountering a new phenomenon, but rather as if some knowledge, which had lain dormant within me, emerged into the light of consciousness. As Plato wrote: ‘Much of our knowledge is inherent in the psyche in latent form.’ It was the first intimation that the world was not such a bright and happy place, as it had been up to that point.

My next encounter with death occurred a few years later, when I was eight years old. One morning, near the school, I saw a bunch of children pressed to the fence that enclosed the schoolyard. Behind the fence was a steep slope and at the bottom there was the railway. There, on the tracks, lay a figure: someone dead, looking more like a heap of clothes than a body. The children were staring down, hushed and immobile. It was a moment of profound sadness. I knew it was a suicide; someone, who no longer wanted to live, had jumped under a train. The place is forever associated in my memory with tragedy. Even when, after almost 60 years, I stood again near my old school, I was drawn to the same spot at the fence, as if the pitiful figure were still lying there.



A frequent visitor to our home was Aunt Lori (Grandmother’s distant relative), whom I liked very much. She always brought me nice presents. She herself was not married and had no children, but she just knew what would please a little girl.

Once she brought me a stuffed toy dachshund. I called it Waldi. It was black, velvety soft and cuddly and had a red leather collar and leash. I would ‘walk’ it behind me as I saw people do with real dogs.

One day I was sitting with my dog in front of our building on a little stool, when I needed to go upstairs. I tied the leash to the cellar window grille and told Waldi to be good and wait for me. I used to see dogs tied to a post in front of shops, waiting for their masters.

When I returned, the dog was gone. I was terribly unhappy. I couldn’t grasp that someone was so bad and cruel that they would take my dog and that I would never see Waldi again. I cried bitterly with pain and disappointment.



While Mitzi came from the German-speaking border area, our second maid Maria was from a Czech village. My parents had been educated in the German language, as were most Jews in Brno of those times. They spoke Czech well enough, but my perfectionist father did not want me to pick up his occasional inaccuracies. So it was decided to engage a Czech girl, from whom I would learn the native accent.

I passed Maria on the stairs the day she came to introduce herself. She was flying downstairs with her open coat fluttering behind. Our eyes met and I fell in love with her. I didn’t know she was coming from our flat, but when she came back after a few days to live with us, I was very happy. She could have been about sixteen, very pretty and full of life and laughter. She was also fond of me, and I liked going for walks with her better than with my parents. I remember her telling me of her former employers, who were very stern with her. She pointed out their house to me and told me about the dictatorial Mrs Brod. I imagined her as the witch stepmother from Snow White.

Maria and I became conspirators. My mother would never buy me coloured lemonade or popsicles from street vendors, but Maria herself was crazy about them and sometimes treated us both, paying with her own money and swearing me to secrecy.

Our flat had two large rooms and a small one. The small room was mine and the others were my parents’ bedroom and the living room with the round dining table in the middle. Our Maria, therefore, spent her nights on a folding bed in the kitchen, which she pulled upright every morning and hid beneath a curtain. She had a private wardrobe for herself in the kitchen with a full-length mirror inside. She used to stand behind the open door when she dressed, before going out on her weekly free afternoon.

Once I sneaked behind her and saw her breasts. ‘Your brunslíky are bigger than my mother’s,’ I said. She burst out laughing and, when she repeated it to my mother, she too joined in the merriment. Brunslíky was a meaningless word, which I must have invented or jumbled from another, but since then it became our family’s official term for that part of the female anatomy.

Maria’s work wasn’t hard: the parquet floors were covered with carpets that had to be vacuumed; once in a while the double-glazed windows needed washing; the stone floor in the kitchen needed to be polished. One of the features that astonished visitors to our house was the automated laundry in the basement. Since there were about 16 flats in each of the two wings of the Electric House, we had to book our washing day in advance at the janitor’s.

I loved to accompany Maria as she took the two large baskets full of washing down in the lift. The air in the basement was dry and warm, and smelled of soap and cleanness. The two huge drums of the washing machines rotated with a low hum. There were hot-air drying cabins. I liked to hear the bell that announced the end of drying, and then Maria would roll out the pulleys, take down the starched sheets and run them through the ironing press. A few hours later we ascended to the fourth floor, with the beautifully folded and scented linen.



I used to wake up at the sound of the coffee grinder. Mother bought 100 grams of freshly roasted coffee every week. I also drank coffee for breakfast, but it was one-part coffee and three-parts milk. Maria would shake the pillows and quilts, and place them into the open window for airing. When Mother and I went shopping, we would go to the butcher first and buy the meat for dinner, then to the dairy shop for milk and butter. I always begged Mother to take me to Pilař’s Sweet Shop, but this happened only rarely because we had to economise. The shop was carpeted from wall to wall and smelled marvellously of vanilla and chocolate. I knew I could choose two pieces; usually I picked an Indianer-krapfen with a chocolate base and one meringue, both filled with whipped cream. Mr Pilař had a brown triangular cloth bag with a white spout at the end, from which he squeezed a spiral of fresh cream. He placed the two delicate pieces on a cardboard plate and wrapped them carefully so as not to crush them. Mother let me carry the parcel, but I was allowed to eat them only after dinner because they would spoil my appetite.

I was a picky eater. What I disliked I just wouldn’t eat and because I was thin the family was eager to get something wholesome into me. I became nauseous when the tiniest bit of the milk skin floated on top of my coffee. The meat had to be absolutely lean without a trace of fat; otherwise I left the whole meal on the plate, even after Mother had removed the repulsive bit. She tried several educational methods, telling me that millions of children all over the world were hungry and would be happy to get such nice food as I did. She invited a friend for dinner, so I should see how other children eat properly. Every day I had to swallow a spoonful of the awfully smelling cod liver oil to prevent me getting the rickets. Nothing helped. In the end Mother gave up and cooked for me separately, spaghetti with Parmesan cheese or Schnitzel with French fries.

Once my parents had a bright idea. The youth movement of the Social Democrats was sending its members’ children on a winter vacation to the Iser Mountains. It was meant for children of school age, while I was only five and still in kindergarten. But one of the accompanying adults was Giesl, a friend and upstairs neighbour of ours, so I was accepted and put under her special care. All the children were older than me, but I didn’t mind. We went sledging and skiing and also had fun playing games in the rustic hostel, where we lodged.

The staff must have been forewarned about my food problem.

I can still see myself sitting in the dining room, with a plate in front of me of something unidentifiable and suspicious on it. I didn’t touch it. Nobody got angry and I was allowed to leave the table with the others. But at the next meal everyone got a different dish while on my plate was the thing I had left at noon. Again I didn’t touch it.

The next day we dressed warmly and went on an outing to the woods. We walked through high snow and came to a little brook, all frozen over with only a narrow opening in the middle, where we could see the cascading water. There was a wooden plank across the brook with a handrail on one side. We started crossing it one by one, when suddenly my memory goes blank.

I woke up in a big strange bed, covered by a huge eiderdown. Several adults were standing around, with Giesl bending over me. I didn’t understand what was going on. Later the children told me excitedly that I fainted near the brook and was carried back unconscious. They gave me tea and good things to eat; I had become the centre of everyone’s attention.

For the rest of the wonderful holiday no one tried to make me eat what I didn’t like. My eating problem remained as before.



When we returned from shopping, Mother and Maria would start cooking. Today I cannot understand what the two of them did in the kitchen for at least two hours every morning. There were always several pots steaming on the electric stove, both women with their aprons and flushed faces stirring, chopping or peeling. Sometimes they made noodles, the dough rolled out into thin sheets that were put to dry on white tablecloths on every table and bed all over the flat. Later they cut them into thin noodles for soup, broader ones and also little squares for the wonderful Schinkenfleckerln. Mother used to make a dish from the broad noodles, sprinkled with sugar and poppy seed or cinnamon.

In summer Mother made preserves and jams for the winter. Apricots, strawberries or cherries were cooked with sugar and then put in glass jars with tight lids. The jars in turn were placed in an enormous pot with a thermometer in the middle. When they cooled, Mother wrote the dates on stickers and stored the jars in rows on the shelves in the pantry. In autumn, when the plums were ripe, she made a marvellous black jam called powidel, which was used as filling in dumplings or in the buchty, a kind of baked pocket, so beloved by the Czechs.

On washing day, dinner was simple. Often it was Wurstgoulash, made of potatoes and cubes of salami with gravy. But the most common meal was stew, which my father was especially fond of. Mother always saved a portion for him and in the evening he would dip pieces of bread in to mop up the gravy. What I loved best was the dessert Mother sometimes made for Sunday, especially when Father’s younger brother, Ernst-Benjamin, came for dinner. It was called Dukatenbuchteln, small square yeast cakes covered with a hot, delicious, sweet vanilla sauce.

The meals were served on the green oval table in my little room. The kitchen was too narrow for a table and chairs. It was most uncommon to have the servant share the table with the family, but when Maria brought the soup tureen, she would sit down and eat with us. My parents, being socialists, believed in doing away with class distinctions. Maria was an employee, but never treated as an inferior.

After dinner Maria washed the dishes, and Mother went to lie down on the sofa in the bedroom to smoke a cigarette. I usually knelt near her and begged her to ‘leave a long ash’. She held the cigarette very carefully over the ashtray on her abdomen, not flicking the ash off, letting it grow longer and longer, until it almost burned her fingers. When it finally drooped and fell I always let out a sigh of disappointment.

Mother would rest only for a short while and then we would go to the park. There were two parks near where we lived: one called Stromovka; the other Letná. Letná was a bit further away and smaller, while Stromovka was the former Royal Park, stretching all the way to the Vltava river. There was a kind of bridge, made of a number of flat-bottomed boats tied together, and I loved to walk on it because it rocked gently on the waves. On the other bank was Prague’s zoo. In both parks there were children’s playgrounds with sandpits, but I preferred the Letná, while Mother always wanted to go to the Stromovka. True, in Stromovka there were little ponds with ducks and fluffy ducklings paddling frantically behind their mothers and creating a V on the surface. One could feed them with pieces of stale rolls. There were also a great number of brown squirrels, hopping quite near our feet. For one koruna (the Czech money) Mother sometimes bought peanuts from a man who carried a tray on a strap around his neck, with cone-shaped cups fashioned from newspapers. I was allowed to share the peanuts with the squirrel. It would sit on his hind legs, holding the nut in its tiny paws and nibbling it delicately with its two long front teeth. Sometimes it would scurry away and bury the nut for the winter. I loved to watch the little creatures with their bushy tails, which undulated like a double arch.

Mother liked the Stromovka because of its magnificent garden with rows of roses of all colours and sizes, some almost crawling on the ground, others in garlands, or climbing on trellises, but I was bored with them. I wanted to go to the Letná, where I knew several children and where a man sold balloons. Mother sometimes gave in and bought me a balloon. Once, as I was transferring it to my other hand, it escaped and flew into the sky. I was expecting it to come down again, as did everything else one threw upwards, and was distraught, to the point of tears, when my new balloon was lost.

The children who played in the Letná Park were well dressed; some were accompanied by governesses with dark-blue veils hanging down their backs. A few owned shiny metal scooters – or corquinets in Hebrew – with rubber tyres, while mine was the cheap wooden kind with bumpy wheels. My mother had won it at the Konsum where she did her shopping. Here and there I would be able to borrow such a marvel, especially from a little girl with corkscrew curls like those of Shirley Temple. She let me have two runs on the downhill path, which was the best, because I could just stand and steer as the scooter rolled by itself and I didn’t have to propel it with my foot.

But often it was Maria who took me to the park, when Mother had other engagements. It was more fun. Maria didn’t seem to educate me; she was like a big child herself.

On the way to the Stromovka we often saw ‘Handless Frantík’: an amputee who made a living by demonstrating his skill, writing on a typewriter with the toes of his feet. Sitting on his low-wheel wagon, he was a familiar sight on the streets of Prague, and people would gather round him and throw coins in his hat. But the sight of suffering people or animals always caused me pangs of pity.

Once, as Maria and I were walking back from the park, we met a woman with a girl about my age, whose arm was in a plaster cast. It seemed as if the girl’s arm ended at her elbow and the white thing was attached to the stump, instead of her hand. I had never seen such a thing before, and, horrified, I asked what it was. In a flash of inspiration, Maria said, ‘This happened to the girl because she picked her nose.’ I was terrified. I knew I had this ugly habit. I used to try hard not to do it, but could not overcome the urge; my finger just went to my nostril against my will. But after that day, I at least managed to do it only when I thought no one could see me.



When I was small I was not aware of class distinctions. The families I knew lived much like ours. We were what is commonly considered middle class, but Father’s salary wasn’t large, and so we had to calculate expenses carefully. For example, my parents put aside a certain sum for the whole year to pay for our summer vacation.

Later, in first grade, I met a rich boy. His name was Fredy Petschek. Fredy was brought to school every morning by a chauffeur-driven car, and at noon the automobile was waiting for him again in front of the entrance. He lived in a large villa with a park, surrounded by a high wall. His father owned coal mines and banks. One bank was in a huge palace in the centre of town; it later became notorious, when the German occupiers turned it into their Gestapo headquarters.

Fredy’s mother was a fine lady, whom we sometimes saw in the car. I overheard some adults saying she was so afraid of microbes that, when she went to buy dress material, she always took a servant along to feel the fabrics, lest she caught some infection.

Little Fredy was a thin child, who held his head a bit sideways. He usually forgot to remove the satchel with his sandwich from around his neck and wore it there all morning. The children in class often mocked him; he had a funny walk with his knees close together. But somehow he didn’t notice or care, as if he were absent-minded. He was a habitual nose picker. Once, we first graders were told to give each other small gifts; I don’t remember on what occasion. One of the boys gave Fredy a large box. We all watched eagerly to see the big gift. As he unwrapped it he found a smaller box and another smaller again until in the last one he discovered the tiny present. It was a toothpick with a cotton wool tip. ‘It is to help you pick your nose,’ the little joker said, explaining his gift.

The story about Fredy Petschek doesn’t end here. When I was in the United States a few years ago, say in 2010, I met a lady named Nancy Petschek. She must be a member of that family, I thought. I asked her if she was related to Fredy Petschek. She thought for a while and then said: ‘That could be Uncle Alfred.’ Funny! I thought. Little Fredy now Uncle Alfred! ‘I will ask him if he went to the same school as you,’ she said. But unfortunately, before she had a chance to do so, Uncle Alfred Petschek died.

Another rich child was my classmate Annemarie Brösslerová. On her birthday there was a party with wonderful sweets and ice cream, and each of us little girls got a present. The party was presided over by a governess and when we asked where her mother was, Annemarie said she was somewhere at home. That surprised me, but Annemarie told us that they had eight rooms and she often didn’t know in which of them her mother was at the moment.

I envied Annemarie – not for the many rooms or the books and toys she had, but because she had an older brother. Amongst my close childhood friends, she was the only one who had a sibling. The others – Raja, Gerta and Anita – all came from one-child families like myself. Annemarie’s brother was handsome; he collected stamps and rode a bicycle. I admired him so much! I wished I had such a big brother.

Poor Annemarie. When the Germans started to deport the Jews, she and her family were sent to the Łódź Ghetto in one of the first transports from Prague. I never heard of her again. Before their departure I came to say goodbye to her, and she pointed to her books, which I used to borrow from her, and said: ‘Take as many as you like. They will all be left behind.’

I picked one I had read several times, a silly and sentimental girls’ romance. But as I was taking it I already knew that soon I too would leave it behind, together with my own books and toys, when our turn came to be deported.




Chapter Three

Anita
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Anita Steiner

We had not lived long in the Electric House when one day I saw a big moving van in front of the entrance. Workmen were carrying furniture into the building, directed by a lady. When she saw me, she asked me if I lived here, what my name was and how old I was. Then she said that she also had a girl my age and we must become friends.

Anita became my friend for many years, although our relationship was a strange and uneven one. Anita was much taller than me, even though she was only six months older. It was always she who decided what we would play and sometimes she had queer ideas.

The Steiners lived on the second floor, two storeys below us. Anita’s mother, Hilde, was fond of me and used to call me Shpuntl, a funny term of endearment for small beings. It was convenient that they lived in the same building; my other friends, Gerta and Raja, with whom I preferred to play, lived a few streets away.

Anita planned a grand project: we would prepare a puppet theatre show. She owned a collapsible stage with a curtain in front and various backdrop sceneries, a wood, a room in a castle with a throne for the king, a village street. There were plenty of puppets on strings: a witch, a beautiful maiden, a clown, a knight, a queen and a king. Anita decided that we must paint another scenery on cardboard for her show. What the story was I never learned. She changed her mind every few days and each time we began to make a new set. For weeks we were busy painting, sewing clothes for the puppets and preparing the stage. The show never materialised. When I asked her what the play was about, she just changed the subject. Anita was the leader and I the reluctant but obedient follower.

One day she made up her mind that I must stay with her overnight. She didn’t ask permission and said it has to be kept secret; otherwise the mothers wouldn’t allow it. She brought pillows and blankets into her room and spread them on the floor. Then she locked the door. When bedtime arrived, Maria came to fetch me, but Anita whispered that we should pretend to be asleep and not answer. Maria knocked on the door, then Anita’s mother joined her and when that didn’t help, they called my mother. I felt terrible, I had no desire to sleep on the hard floor in Anita’s room, and on my part there just was no reason to behave so obstreperously. But I obeyed Anita’s instructions and remained quiet. In the end the three women somehow managed to enter the room and Anita got into a fit of rage. I was led home, up the two floors, feeling guilt and shame, because I myself couldn’t explain why we did it.

Yet apart from her strange conceptions of games, Anita was a loyal friend. She proved it later during the German occupation, when we already had to wear the yellow Star of David with the word Jude, and the Arian population was forbidden to have any contact with Jews. Since her father was a German and her mother Jewish, the parents thought it expedient to have Anita join the organisation BDM – Bund Deutscher Mädel … the League of German Girls – a section of the Hitler Youth. Mr Steiner belonged to the three-million-strong German minority that had lived for centuries in Bohemia – a historical region in the present-day Czech Republic – most of them in the border area, the Sudeten. He worked in a bank and, as far as I know, was not politically engaged.

Anita often came to visit me in our cramped one room, where we lived before our deportation. She told me about the activities at the BDM meetings, which resembled those of scouts. She always brought something that we Jews no longer could buy, such as a piece of fresh fruit or some honey.

When I came back from the camps after the war, I visited Anita several times. She told me how her mother was deported to Terezín during the last months of the occupation and her father, being the spouse of a Jewess, was interned in a labour camp. Anita was left alone in Prague and was extremely worried about her parents. When I visited her in July 1945, both parents were back and Anita was solicitous of them like a mother-hen. Mrs Steiner saw that I had nothing to wear, having just returned from Bergen-Belsen, and she gave me a pair of stockings and a few other things she could spare.

One day I arrived to find the door of their apartment sealed by the police. I had no idea what had happened and went downstairs to the janitor; perhaps he could explain.

‘Don’t you see,’ he said. ‘They were Germans and they escaped before they would be expelled by the government.’

The entire German minority of Czechoslovakia was expulsed to Germany a few months after the end of the war. The Steiners, however, would not have been amongst them, since they themselves had been persecuted by the Germans. Nevertheless, Anita vanished from my life, and I never heard from her again.




Chapter Four

Gerta

Of all my friends, my truly close one was Gerta Altschul.

I envied Gerta too. She didn’t have a brother, but she owned two skating dresses, which her mother had prepared for the day when she would be proficient enough to dance on ice. Both dresses had tiny skirts, which swirled prettily when she pirouetted; one was made of dark-blue velvet, the other wine-coloured.

We used to go skating together to the Winter Stadium, a few tram stops away from our street. I was obliged to wear thick trousers over my woollen underwear, a knitted cap and fur-lined gloves, which became caked with a crust of ice from the many falls. Gerta wasn’t allowed to wear her flimsy dresses. She too was swathed like me in warm clothes, but hers were more elegant than mine.

Gerta took figure-skating lessons to become a second Sonja Henie, whom her mother admired. In the meantime, we put on the velvet dresses at her home, where we played almost every afternoon and danced on our tiptoes, humming waltzes in lieu of real music. Neither her family nor mine owned a radio or a gramophone. We sometimes also played in my home, but I liked it better to go to hers. Gerta’s mother understood little girls’ desires for fancy clothes, ribbons, shawls and high-heeled shoes. And I loved the snack she used to make for us: a small bowl of home-made cottage cheese sprinkled with salt.

Gerta’s father was Jewish, but her mother was not. At the time it was of no consequence, but later, when the Germans persecuted Jews, Gerta was spared because children of mixed marriages who were not registered as Jews were not deported. Her father, however, died in the Little Fortress of Theresienstadt.

I wanted to be like Gerta in many respects. Not only did she learn figure skating, she also learned English with a lady who took her for walks in the park – Letná, of course – and talked to her only in English. When we met she wouldn’t stop but walked on, conversing with her teacher.

Gerta and I decided to look like sisters. Her mother suggested to mine that her seamstress make identical dresses for us girls. I felt that my mother was not enthusiastic – perhaps she didn’t share Mrs Altschul’s taste – but she agreed. We each got two dresses, one of which I especially loved. It was made of fire-engine red, soft woollen fabric, with a tight bodice, a wide skirt and a white lace collar. What my mother couldn’t understand was, why did such a warm dress have short sleeves: for summer too warm; for winter impractical. We also went together to the Bata shoe shop, where we got the same shoes, two pairs of them. Two pairs of shoes at once! I was so impressed by the unheard of extravagance that I never forgot it. But it didn’t happen again; my sensible mother was unwilling to discard two pairs of shoes at once, which of course I had outgrown in less than a year.

We girls wanted our parents to become as good friends as we were. The Altschuls were more than ready, and invited my parents to celebrate Sylvester Eve at their home. Gerta and I prepared the entertainment. We were about eight years old. We rehearsed a ballet and after the festive meal that Gerta’s mother prepared, we performed it, clad in Gerta’s skating dresses, accompanied by our own singing. The parents sat around the table and clapped, we bowed low and threw kisses like real ballerinas. Afterwards, Mr Altschul, who was a travelling salesman, told a few jokes, one of which was disgusting. It had to do with a man who slept in a strange house and didn’t find the toilet, etc. The mothers were conversing together, but my father sat woodenly, and I sensed his uneasiness in this incompatible company. Midnight came at last, we cheered the New Year, and went home to my parents’ relief. But I knew that the party had not been a success.

Every year in March, on St Mathias’ Day, there is a fair in Prague, called Matějská Pout’. It used to be held on a huge circular plot in Dejvice, one of the suburbs of the city. Maria and I went there by streetcar, and even from afar we could hear the loud music. There were carousels with white horses standing on their hind legs, swings with boat-shaped cradles in which one could sit, but the more courageous youngsters stood and made the boat swing sky high, so that their bodies became horizontal. There were shooting booths, where one could win a stuffed animal or a plaster figure of Amor with red lips and blue wings, pushcarts with pink sugar foam or tough and sticky Turkish delight. However, most interesting of all was the tall carousel, with the seats hanging on chains.

The first round started slowly, the chairs swinging gently to and fro, but with each revolution the speed increased and we were pushed outward by the centrifugal force and I felt my stomach heave. My fear turned to constricting terror and then to a state of abandonment. When we came to a halt, I slid from the metal seat on wobbling legs and tried to overcome my nausea. But I must have been so pale that Maria comforted me by saying: ‘This carousel is not as pleasant as I thought; we won’t ride it again.’ I protested, because somehow I had enjoyed the scare; it had given me a sensual feeling in my underbelly.



My father’s name was Hans – in Czech Hanuš, or Jan. He was well-proportioned, medium height, with straight shoulders and lean body. He had short, wavy dark hair, a Jewish nose and grey-green eyes, the same as mine, which Mother used to call ‘Daddy’s eyes’. He was always carefully dressed, his fingernails perfectly clean, and when he took off his clothes at bedtime, he folded everything neatly on a chair. He removed the keys, pocket comb and wallet, and placed them on the table. In the wardrobe there were the starched detachable collars, arranged in the same order as the stack of ironed shirts. The collar was changed daily and the shirt every second day. I see my father standing in front of the mirror, deciding which tie would match the colour of the shirt and putting a clean handkerchief in his breast pocket. The bed is still unmade, because only after breakfast would Maria enter the bedroom and air the quilts and pillows in the open window. When I returned from kindergarten, and later from school, the bed would be smooth and tidy, covered with the beige bedspread, and the bedroom would smell cool and fresh.

One day Mother and I went to see where Father was working. We took the tram to the outskirts of the city. There, on the slope over the Vltava, stood the impressive Social Security Institute, a huge building with a large cupola in the middle. Inside the grand entrance hall were two marvellous lifts without doors, moving slowly, one upwards and the other down, without stopping. Mother said they were called Paternoster (the first words of the Catholic prayer), because people were afraid to ride in them and prayed to God for safety. I was scared too and asked her anxiously what would happen if we didn’t get off on the top floor; would the lift turn over and go downwards head first?

I was immensely impressed with Father’s office, and proud that he was such an important man. He was Dr Hans Polach, a doctor of law. At the Social Security Institute, he defended the workers’ interests, a task which was in keeping with his political views. He had done training at the law office of Dr Ludwig Czech, who later became Minister of Welfare in the Czechoslovak government. He had already decided then not to go into private practice, because it might have obligated him to defend criminals, knowing they were guilty, something his conscience couldn’t bear. And so he chose to become a salaried state employee, and never grew wealthy, like many other Jewish lawyers.

Not far from Father’s office, on the banks of the Vltava, was a bathing area, where we often went swimming in summer. Mother and I arrived by tram and Father would join us in the afternoon after work. There were lawns and changing cabins and wooden jetties, from which the swimmers could jump into the river. For children and non-swimmers there were floating enclosures, with a boardwalk and railing around. The lifeguard was also the swimming teacher. He held a long pole with a rope over the railing and the learner was hooked to it with a canvas belt around his middle. The guard chanted, ‘And one and two, and one and two’, while the spluttering victim tried to move his arms and legs in rhythm.

When we had changed into our swimsuits – woollen, of course, because synthetic fabrics had not yet been invented – Mother would rub our backs and shoulders with cocoa butter, the suntan lotion of those times. It looked like a big cube of brown soap and had a very distinctive smell, which I remember to this day. Mother and Father usually swam to the opposite bank and back again, while I played in the shallow pool.

It was there where I – at the age of three or four – first became aware of my nakedness, like Adam and Eve after the Fall. Mother had taken off my clothes to put on my bathing suit, and suddenly I felt that my ‘popo’ was exposed. Ashamed, I quickly sat down on the blanket and covered my crotch with my hands. I had made one of those inevitable transitions from innocence to knowledge. Since that day I did not let Mother undress me in public.



Father loved books, he read ancient Greek and Latin classics, German and French literature, but most of all he was fond of history and geography. He spent most of his free time reading, sitting on the green sofa under the reading lamp. There was a stillness about him as if he were enclosed in a cocoon of tranquillity. He moved silently, and closed doors noiselessly; no click was heard when he put down the cup on the saucer. With the Atlas of the World on his lap, he travelled with his finger over the continents.

Mother once told me that when they were travelling on their honeymoon in a train across Switzerland and Italy, Father pointed out every mountain they passed, noted its name and height, knew the name and lengths of each river and the number of inhabitants of the cities where they stopped, until she became embarrassed in front of the other passengers, who must have thought him a show-off and a bore.

Father wanted to introduce me to good literature, and when I was about ten years old he decided I could read Ibsen’s Peer Gynt. Of course it was far above my head and didn’t interest me at all. Since then I avoided any book that my father recommended, believing they must all be boring. Thus I owned Selma Lagerlöf’s The Wonderful Adventures of Nils for several years without reading it, because Father said it was a nice story. When I finally opened it one day, having run out of anything to read, I was so captivated that I didn’t put it down until I finished, and then immediately started again from the beginning.

My parents loved music and often went to the opera and to concerts. They both played the piano well enough and sometimes they played four-handed, which I enjoyed. The pieces I liked best, I marked in block letters in the little green music notebook, with lots of spelling mistakes in my pre-school handwriting. My favourites were Schubert’s ‘Serenade’ and a song about a rose, which a naughty boy wanted to pick, but the rose revenged herself and pricked his finger with her thorn.

My father had been a soldier in World War I. He was drafted towards the end of the war, just after his matriculation examinations when he was eighteen. He was wounded on the Italian front. I remember the four depressions, one on each side of his thighs. A single bullet had penetrated both legs, fortunately the first in front of the bone and the second behind the bone. I always begged Father to tell me again how he was rescued.

He was shot just as his unit was retreating and was left behind, lying on the ground bleeding, perhaps mistaken for dead. He must have been unconscious for a long time. When he opened his eyes, he saw two Italian soldiers standing above him. When they noticed that he was alive they made to shoot him. At that moment he remembered his Latin from school and begged, ‘Aqua, aqua.’ The two soldiers took pity on him and gave him water from their canteens.

For many weeks and months his parents had no news about him. He had been taken prisoner of war, lying in a military hospital in Napoli, where he could see Mount Vesuvius from the window. His parents were notified that Hans was missing, but only much later did they get a postcard from him.

I don’t have that particular postcard, but I possess a number of other postcards, which my father wrote from the front to his Uncle Adolf, who was also in the army. They are faded, written in pencil and bear the stamp ‘Feldpost’ with the Kaiser’s portrait. Only years later, when I was a mother myself, could I imagine the terrible anxiety my grandmother and grandfather must have endured, when they did not know if their eldest son was alive or dead.



What a good-looking couple were my parents! A photo of Father in swimming trunks shows his well-proportioned body. Mother was not beautiful, but she had delicate skin, good proportions and shapely legs. Her hair was light brown and she wore it rolled up on her nape, as was the fashion of the time. Her eyes were light blue, her nose perhaps a bit too long. She was painfully aware of her protruding two front teeth, therefore she never smiled on photographs, except for one, when the photographer snapped her unawares.

Father and Mother were good at other sports besides swimming. They went ice skating with me on the Letná, where in winter the tennis courts were turned into ice rinks. Father wore his green knickerbockers, which ended with a buckle under the knee, his Windjacke jacket and woollen gloves. He skated slowly and regularly, with his hands behind his back, around and around the rink. Mother’s ears were covered with a knitted headband. It was more fun when she came along; Father was always too serious and didactic.

Both were also good skiers, but what they especially loved was mountain climbing. In the storeroom in our apartment were shelves with the hobnailed boots, short pickaxes and ropes they used on their climbing expeditions in the Alps or the Dolomites. They did quite strenuous trails with mountain guides. I have some photos showing them suntanned, sitting on a snowy peak in Switzerland, which I found out later was the Matterhorn.
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Hans and Liesl Polach (right) on the Matterhorn, 1933 or 1934

That storeroom, called Kammer, had another purpose. When I misbehaved (to this day I cannot believe I did; in my memory I am an obedient little child …) they locked me up, until I repented and promised to be a good girl. In the dark I would find a hobnailed boot by touch. The inside of the door became pockmarked from the nails up to the height I could reach, as I banged on the door, screaming and howling.

What my wrongdoing was that necessitated such punishment, I don’t recall. Once perhaps it was when I wet the floor in the toilet. I had seen boys peeing standing up and I also wanted to accomplish this feat. Time and again I tried to stand with my legs apart over the bowl, but I was too short and although I pushed my belly as far forward as I could, it still went all on the floor.

I have another recollection concerning the toilet. I was maybe three and a half years old, just graduated from the potty to the adult seat, when one evening I slipped into the bowl and jackknifed with my head touching the knees. I could not free myself. My mother was in the living room, entertaining some friends; I could hear their conversation. I called and called as loudly as I could.

‘Mama,’ I begged when she lifted me out, washed, dried and carried me back to my bed, ‘don’t tell the guests that I fell into the toilet.’

With bated breath I listened to the sounds from the living room. There was silence for a moment and then a loud burst of laughter. I knew she’d told them. Embarrassed, I cried myself to sleep.
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Dita Polach with her parents, 1932

The flat in the Electric House in Prague-Holešovice was our home from 1932 until the Germans evicted us at the beginning of the war in 1939. It was a new building with unheard-of innovations that were the talk of the town. I remember the flat exactly. In the entrance hall there were several doors, the glass door to the living room and plain ones to the bathroom and the utility balcony, which we called ‘gonk’ at the end of which stood the refrigerator, which came with the flat. Refrigerators were still very rare; kitchens had pantries to store food in. And of course one door belonged to the notorious storeroom. From the hall a small corridor led to the kitchen, my nursery and to the toilet. My parents’ bedroom could be reached either through the bathroom, or the living room. The rooms had large double-pane windows with pull-down black blinds called Rollo. The floors were wooden parquet, except for the kitchen, which had a reddish stone floor.

On one wall of the entrance hall there was a closet for coats and hats. On the upper shelves, Mother stored all our woollens in summer, pullovers, shawls and mittens, each wrapped separately in newspaper with a few grains of naftalin against moths. I was very excited when they were taken out and aired at the beginning of winter, because I had forgotten them from the previous year and welcomed each cap and sweater like a long-lost friend.

It was the same joy that I felt when I was allowed to wear knee socks on the first warm day in spring. In winter I had worn long thick stockings like all the other children, my warm navy-blue coat and ankle-high boots, and I was elated at the lightness of my bare knees and the ease of movement in my thin shoes.

Oh, for the years of childhood, when there is no awareness of the passing of time, when a day has no end and a summer seems to last forever. What joy to get a new pair of sandals, because the old ones have grown too small. Suddenly my flower-patterned, light dresses appeared in my wardrobe, together with one or two new ones. Mother used to make them herself, often assisted by my grandmother. Then my nursery would be turned into a sewing room and for the next few days, the two women produced not only dresses for me, but also aprons, pyjamas and skirts. Mother cut the fabric from paper patterns and Grandmother stitched the pieces together by hand. I had to stand on a chair and their four hands would pull here, put a pin there and make me lift my arms. They stepped back and told me to turn left and then right and at last pulled the dress slowly over my head, taking care the pins shouldn’t scratch me. The sewing machine stood near the window and Mother sewed on it, moving the pedal with her feet; there was no motor.

Once I asked her to make me a ‘tennis dress’ with a short skirt like those the young ladies who played tennis on the courts of Letná Park wore.

Mother bought the material but it was not completely white; it had coloured stripes and I was disappointed. ‘This isn’t a real tennis dress,’ I complained. But when it was finished I liked it notwithstanding.

One did not buy readymade coats and suits in those years. They were considered to be of low quality and shoddy craftsmanship. One went to a tailor to have the garment made to measure. In our family we had a different procedure.

First a letter was sent to Brno to my uncle, Hans Bass, who had a textile shop and would, of course, give us a discount. A few days later a parcel arrived with samples of the best quality fabrics. Mother, Grandmother and Father (Grandfather would never deign to deal with such mundane matters) sat around the dining room table, rubbing the brown, grey and black samples between their fingers, deciding which was suitable for a new winter coat for Grandfather, a suit for Father or a skirt and jacket for Mother.

When the heavy parcel with the material arrived from Brno, our tailor was summoned. He lived in Pilsen and came by train, bringing a stack of fashion journals. He took the measurements, made notes, sketched the models and went back to Pilsen. He came a second time for the first fitting, full of smiles and politeness, carrying a suitcase. I loved to watch how he drew lines with white chalk directly onto the cloth. Sometimes a second fitting was necessary. And then at last the garments arrived, new and beautiful, meant to last if not a lifetime, at least for many, many seasons.

Ours was a very economical family. Nothing that could still be used was thrown out. Dresses were made for me with large hems to be let out as I grew and shoes were usually one size bigger, so they could be worn next year.

To this day I save remnants of material, bits of wool and scraps of food. It was, and to a degree still is, the custom of Europeans: not to be wasteful. It is part of a tradition and has nothing to do with poverty or affluence. My grandmother was the champion of frugality. She unravelled old sweaters and knitted new ones from the wool she first laundered and stretched, to make it smooth again. She cut spiral strips from old stockings that were beyond mending. With a huge crochet needle she made mats from these strips, quite handsome ones, brown, beige and black, pleasant and springy under the foot. Another habit of hers was to save used matches. She kept a box for them on the rim of her cooking range, using the burnt ones to transfer the flame from one ring to another.

When I was older, Grandmother explained to me the reason for her extreme frugality. They had a son born after my father, Hans, and before my uncle, Ernst-Benjamin. His name was Fritz and he died before I was born. He had to be kept in an institution for the mentally ill. What his ailment was I don’t know. He was hospitalised as a child and from that day Grandmother began saving so that his two brothers would have money for his upkeep, once the parents were dead. Fritz died at the age of twenty, but Grandmother could no longer change the economising ways she had imposed on herself for so many years.

It was so strange that our daughter Michaela also died at the age of twenty. She became ill when she was eight. Her disease was incurable and we were told that she would not live long. No one could predict how long. We started to save strenuously, almost as extremely as my grandmother, to ensure her brothers could afford her care if we died before her.



I loved my grandmother more than anybody else. Even now, almost seventy years after her death, a soothing warmth envelops me when I think of her. She was a small woman with a large nose and warm brown Semitic eyes. She wore dark shapeless clothes that belonged to fashions of long ago. Her grey hair was collected into a bun and fastened with hairpins on the nape of her neck. I think she was never in her life in a hairdresser’s salon. Her own person was of no interest to her; her attention centred entirely on other people. She was the most unselfish person I have ever known and I wish I had inherited this quality from her. I try to be unselfish and struggle against my egotism, but my efforts are conscious, while for Grandmother it was her nature.

She was never angry with me; even when I misbehaved and she scolded me, I felt totally accepted. She would say, ‘Das macht man nicht ’ (you do not do that), and I protested cheekily, ‘Das macht Frau ja.’ (that’s what women do) (It’s a word play on man = anyone, Mann = a man and Frau = a woman).

Grandmother never hugged or kissed
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Johann and Katharina Polach, 1932
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Dita Polach, 1942














EPUB/images/logo_large.png





EPUB/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-regular.otf


EPUB/images/logo_small.png





EPUB/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-bold.otf


EPUB/images/pg51.jpg





EPUB/images/pg56.jpg





EPUB/images/pg42.jpg





EPUB/images/pg44.jpg





EPUB/images/pg8.jpg





EPUB/images/pg27.jpg





EPUB/images/cover.jpg
DITA KRAUS

T T T T T e,

The powerful memoir of
THE LIBRARIAN OF AUSCHWITZ





EPUB/images/penguin_logo.png





