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			Dedication

			To my remarkable darling mother – Edie – who never, ever let her past determine her future.

			And my dear Uncle Heini, who kept finding himself caught up in the historical events of the last century – but always on the wrong side.

		

		
			Mischling (plural: Mischlinge)

			A German word meaning ‘mongrel’, ‘half-breed’, ‘mutt’. Used in Nazi Germany to legally define not dogs but people of mixed Jewish and Aryan ancestry.

			A Mischling of the first degree (Mischling ersten Grades), or half-Jew, was a person with two Jewish grandparents who did not belong to the Jewish religion or who was not married to a Jew. A Mischling of the second degree (Mischling zweiten Grades) was someone with one Jewish grandparent or an Aryan married to a Jew.

			In 1939, 72,000 first-degree Mischlinge and 39,000 second-degree Mischlinge were still living in Germany.

			The Mischlinge issue was very important to Adolf Hitler. The policy in Germany was to assimilate second-degree Mischlinge into the Aryan nation while first-degree Mischlinge were to be considered like Jews.

			Adapted from the Holocaust Resource Center: www.yadvashem.org

		

		
			Introduction

			First, a confession. Despite spending a lifetime as a journalist on several national newspapers and then editing magazines like OK!, I’d no idea of the incredible story hidden within my own family. My mum and uncle’s dramatic and deeply moving story was almost never told – and I certainly never heard it – because they found their past too full of horror and pain to talk about.

			That was until the day I discovered my uncle’s memoir, a yellowing manuscript hidden away in a box in my mum’s home in Norfolk, where it had lain unopened and unread for decades. What I discovered was one of the great untold stories of the Holocaust. The story of an innocent brother and sister is also the story of many Mischlinge, a word I’d never even heard of.

			The Nazis took the word Mischlinge to legally define persons with both Jewish and Aryan ancestry. In a new decree, part of the Nuremberg Race Laws that came into effect in 1935, it was applied to thousands of men, women and children across Europe. As my mum Edie and Uncle Heini were to find out, being labelled a Mischling led to exclusion, persecution, hard labour and the threat of death.

			Mischlinge are the Holocaust victims you and I have never heard of, condemned not for their religious beliefs but for the religion of their grandparents.

			The revelations began one rainy day when my mum, then in her final years, showed me where she kept her will in the safe box she’d stashed away with other important documents in the back of her wardrobe. When we found the locked black metal box, I opened it and found a fat brown envelope on the top, well sealed with the letter ‘H’ scrawled on the front.

			‘What’s this?’ I asked.

			‘That’s your Uncle Heini’s memoir,’ she replied, casually. ‘I’ve never read it because I know it will be painful. I know it because I was there too.’

			‘May I look?’ I asked Mum, and when she nodded, I opened the envelope and read the first page, headed ‘Quite an Adventure’. It began:

			I have often rejected the idea of telling the story of a part of my life which thanks to the insane political ideas of the time took an unusual course …

			As I scanned the manuscript, even with my limited German, it was clear that here was a searing eyewitness account of a working-class family who lived under Hitler’s nose in Berlin, some of them for the duration of the Second World War.

			I was overwhelmed with curiosity and desperate to know more. Mum had told me when I was a child that she’d been born in Berlin and that my dad, a British soldier she met there soon after VE Day, had ‘rescued her’, marrying her and bringing her back to his home in London. But she’d never given me, or indeed anyone else, much detail about her first 18 years in Berlin, although when I was a little older she’d explained simply, ‘My life really began when I met your dad, and I decided long ago that all our happiness depended on looking forward not back.’

			I asked Mum if I might have her brother’s memoir translated, as my German was not good enough to really understand it all. I was very proud of her response.

			‘Yes,’ she said, ‘it deserves to be read. I think it cost him a lot to write it. And perhaps the time has come for me to tell you all that I witnessed too. I think it’s a story that should be told.’

			While Heini’s lengthy memoir was sent off for translation, Mum and I sat down in front of the fire in her cosy bungalow on the Norfolk coast, and over many mugs of tea I gently questioned her about the experiences she’d buried in her mind and not revisited for 50 years.

			My mum Edie and her brother Heinz – or Heini, as she called him – were born in central Berlin, innocent children of just five and nine years old when Hitler came to power in 1933. They were raised as Christians but condemned as Jews – branded as Mischlinge for the ‘crime’ of having two Jewish grandparents.

			Incredibly, my mum survived in the capital of the Third Reich throughout the whole of the Second World War while others in her family were imprisoned, tortured and murdered, with many simply disappearing off the face of the earth. What follows is their true story.

			I recognised it was a brave decision of mum to sit down with me and reveal for the first time what I felt sure were the terrible things that she’d witnessed and might have happened to her. I had no doubt that to reawaken these memories and speak of them now, even to me, her daughter, would come at great cost to her. But she’d agreed to it and I wanted to hear her account before I read Uncle Heini’s.

			When the translated memoir arrived, it was nothing short of a revelation. And the fact it arrived in instalments added to its thriller-like quality. Would my uncle survive the cruelty and the disasters that befell him, I wondered? I could hardly wait for each chapter to arrive at my doorstep. Heini confided at the start that even writing about what had happened was painful – he’d previously never shared the story with anyone. As I read his words, what struck me most was that he reported what he’d seen and experienced without an ounce of self-pity. It was riveting.

			From childhood to manhood, here was an eyewitness accounts of events, from singing at the Berlin Olympics, to his arrest by the Gestapo, detention in labour and concentration camps, torture and escape attempts, alongside the unexpected kindnesses he’d received. How would it end? I was gripped.

			Like a tragic, poignant version of Forrest Gump, Heini, my mum and the whole Bernstein family seemed to be involved in some of the major events of the century, before, during and after the Second World War, in Berlin, London and across the world. Some survived – and some were not so lucky.

			What unfolded was the everyday life of working-class Berliners, a mixed family of Jews and Christians, who, without the money or contacts to leave, were forced to remain in the city of their birth, even when it removed the rights as citizens of many of them, condemned them to death and was the epicentre of the greatest war the world had seen.

			Heini and Edie are pretty young things throughout much of the action: my mum a shy, naive teenager, my uncle a resourceful young lad with Hollywood good looks, determined to look after her. It’s a real-life story that moves out of Berlin across Europe to London and beyond, through the horrors of the Holocaust, with light and shade, death and romance. There’s also a touch of mystery, as some events and outcomes remain unknown, thanks to the Nazis’ destruction of records at the end of the war in a bid to avoid prosecution as war criminals.

			Neither Heini nor Edie are alive to see their stories combined on the page, but both very much wanted them to be known. Their story opens with the day the secret police knocked on the door of their family home and Edie – my mum – learnt the meaning of the word Mischling for the very first time.

		

		
			1

			Berlin, 1935: The Knock

			The first sign of trouble appeared one early autumn evening in 1935 when antisemitism came knocking on the door of the Bernstein family’s tenement flat in central Berlin. Erna, a petite woman and mother to three youngsters, was up to her elbows in flour as she made dumplings for supper, so she called out to her youngest daughter Edie to answer the door.

			‘Tell them we have a couple of extra eggs to swap,’ she called out.

			Neighbours were always popping in and out of the flats, sharing hard-earned food or exchanging clothes their own children had outgrown. Theirs was a poor neighbourhood in Berlin-Mitte near Alexanderplatz, where Heini and Edie had grown up playing ball and marbles in the cobbled backyard with other kids from the same block.

			Edie reached up and opened the flat’s front door to find two men in uniform.

			‘Go get your mother!’ one of them shouted.

			Eight-year-old Edie had no idea who they were, but she knew these men weren’t any of their neighbours, so she did what they said.

			‘Stay here,’ Erna told Edie, who had heard the gruff command. ‘Start making the dumplings.’

			As Erna came out of the kitchen, wiping her hands on her apron, her expression did not betray the pounding of her heart when she recognised them as Gestapo officers.

			‘How can I help you, officers?’ she smiled, looking up at the unsmiling pair.

			‘We’re here to help you,’ said the taller of the two. ‘Just tell us that you will divorce your husband and we will take him away right now. Your divorce will be issued in a matter of days, and your life and those of your two Mischlinge children will be considerably better.’

			The word Mischlinge cut through Erna like a knife. She’d only recently learnt of the cruel name invented by the Nazis to brand those with Jewish as well as Aryan blood, comparing them to animals – mongrels, half-breeds. And now they were using that word to describe her children.

			Erna might have been small in stature at five foot three, but she was by no means lacking in courage and conviction.

			‘Thank you,’ she said, with as much politeness as she could muster to the man towering over her. ‘But I don’t want to divorce my husband.’

			‘Madam,’ said the other Gestapo officer. ‘You are a Christian. Why would you want to live with a filthy Jew? We will give you a few days to reconsider, and then we will be back.’ And with that they turned and left.

			Erna had heard rumours of these Gestapo visits and that some Christian wives and husbands had actually given up their Jewish spouses for divorce Nazi-style, simply allowing them to be taken away to make life easier for themselves. She, however, had no intention of doing that. Her husband Sigi could be trying at times, but she loved him despite his faults. She closed the door and leant against it for a minute until she heard their footsteps fading away down the central stair block as they left the building. Composing herself, she went back into the kitchen.

			Edie, who had heard every word, saw just how shaken her mother was. Even at the tender age of eight, she knew that being Jewish put you in danger and meant restrictions and even threats to your life, but hearing herself and her brother called Mischlinge, as if they were dogs, really hurt.

			The whole family had seen and heard the Nazi celebration of Hitler’s election victory in the same year that Edie had started at her local primary school. A noisy torchlit procession of brown-shirted stormtroopers brandishing their red, white and black swastika flags, banging drums and singing martial songs, had marched through the cobbled streets below their flat. Some of their friends and neighbours had joined in from the sidelines, waving the same flags as the procession marched close to their building. It was when the chants of ‘Deutschland erwacht, kommen die Juden’ (Germany awakens, the Jews are coming) started up that her father had slammed the windows shut.

			Since that night, Erna had become increasingly aware of antisemitism. Hitler lost no time in acting on the threats he’d set out a decade earlier in his book Mein Kampf. It seemed that he blamed all Jews for Germany’s economic downturn, even though they accounted for less than 1 per cent of the population of the whole of Germany at the time. Just weeks after being voted in, the new government began passing the first of almost 2,000 laws depriving Jews of citizenship and access to many professions, and banning them from public places.

			Hitler wanted all Jews expelled from the country, and by imposing a compulsory national census, with every family member obliged to reveal their religion, alongside their full address, the Nazis soon knew who and where to target. This is how the Gestapo had known exactly who was living in Erna’s little flat. And since that knock on the door, not only did she need to worry about Sigi being targeted as a Jew, but also that their children, who had been branded as Mischlinge, were now also in danger. When the Gestapo men had spat out the words Jude and Mischlinge, the insults marked her husband and her children as different to herself, something she’d never previously felt, filling her with fear and foreboding.

			Erna was a mother first and foremost. Warm and gentle in temperament, she liked nothing more than cooking and pottering around at home, fussing over her playful son and pretty daughter, who were only four years different in age. Heini, the older of the two, had his father’s olive skin and deep brown eyes, and a warm engaging manner. He was the more outgoing, made friends easily and was always on the look-out for adventure, somehow always charming himself out of the scrapes he got himself into. Resourceful and caring, he was keen to play a part in providing for a few little extras for him and his sister in what was an impoverished household. Edie loved to watch her brother’s clever tricks bear fruit – like the bent spoon he attached to a long piece of firewood and then used as a fishing tool to scoop out small coins that had slipped through the grills over street drains. He used all the pfennig and groschen coins he recovered to buy treats like chocolate, liquorice and jelly snakes, which they ate together.

			Little Edie was a shyer character. She adored and looked up to her handsome brother and enjoyed their jolly outings around the city together, but was more often found curled up inside reading a book or head down working on her homework, which she enjoyed.

			Their father Sigi, a rather slight figure who could never be described as handsome, had a pensive, austere manner and was something of an introvert. Even with his family he was cool and undemonstrative, leaving the kids mostly to his wife, whom he relied upon for everything. His small pleasures when he had the funds were watching his football team Hertha Berlin and smoking the occasional cigar while reading the newspaper in his chair.

			Edie didn’t know quite what to make of her family ‘being Jewish’ and her label as a Mischling. She wasn’t really clear what either of those words meant. She definitely didn’t feel different to her mother – her family were all the same to her. Somebody had said Bernstein was a Jewish name, but she’d never seen or heard anything about Jewish beliefs at home, or any other religion for that matter. The most Christian thing the Bernsteins did was to put up a Christmas tree each year, a much-loved annual ritual, but none of them ever set foot in either a church or synagogue.

			Later, when Edie asked Heini what it all meant, her brother explained that new laws had made mixed marriages between Aryans and Jews an act of racial shame, and told her all about being a Mischling ersten Grades or a Mischling zweiten Grades. Being a Mischling meant you weren’t equal to other Germans. It meant you only partly belonged to the German race and nation, you couldn’t go to certain schools, universities, even go to parks and cinemas or enter certain professions – many places and activities were off-limits.

			Erna’s listing of Heini and Edie as ‘no religion’ on the census had proved to offer no protection. The Nazi regime’s twisted ideology cared only what religion your ancestors were. Now these two children, having never been brought up as Jews, knowing nothing about the religion, were deemed Jewish and denied the rights of other Germans even though they had been born in the capital.

			For the Bernsteins to be persecuted as Jews was somewhat ironic, since Erna not being Jewish had already caused Sigi’s Jewish family to cut them off completely. When the 22-year-old Sigi had fallen in love with Erna and told them he planned to marry the petite Berliner, who worked as a seamstress, his father immediately opposed the match because she was from a Christian family, and, despite all of Sigi’s pleading, he couldn’t be persuaded otherwise. While Erna’s widowed mother, Emma, accepted her daughter’s choice, she was not best pleased her 19-year-old daughter was pregnant.

			Robert Bernstein, Sigi’s father, was an Orthodox Jew, deeply religious and observant, who lived according to the many strict laws of the Talmud, one of which stated that Jews had to marry other Jews. Robert would make no exception for his youngest son and told him that if he married Erna, neither he nor Sigi’s mother, brother or sister would come to the wedding, and according to traditional Jewish custom, Sigi would be ‘shunned’ – never again welcome in the family home or spoken to by any of his family. Sigi tried his best to change his father’s mind, even delaying the wedding until Erna was very heavily pregnant, but to no avail.

			So Sigi and Erna’s wedding at the local register office was tinged with sadness, attended by none of his family, just Erna’s mother Emma, her brother Max and a few friends. The wedding feast was no more than a toast at the pub on the corner before returning to Erna’s mother’s flat, where the couple would begin their married life in her spare room. True to his word, Robert and the rest of the family turned their back on Sigi. From the day of his wedding, they never spoke to Sigi and he never again set foot in the family home where he’d grown up. Sigi’s family even ‘sat shiva’ for him, the Jewish ceremony invoked by ‘shunning’, usually reserved for mourning the dead.

			
			[image: A woman with wavy hair sits on the arm of an armchair, smiling. A dark-coated dog is sitting in the armchair, resting its light-coloured paws on the woman’s lap. The woman is wearing a patterned blouse. The setting appears to be indoors with a simple backdrop.]

			Young Erna and her dog Flocky.

			

			So it was that Heini and Edie were now branded as Mischlinge and condemned by the Nazis because of their Jewish grandparents, even though the children had never even met them – because Sigi had married a Christian. When the Bernsteins declared themselves as ‘no religion’ on the census form, it was true.

			When Erna gave birth just a few weeks after her marriage to Sigi, they named their daughter Eva. She had her mother’s pale skin, blue eyes and fair hair, more Aryan than Ashkenazi Jew, as was Sigi’s heritage, and for the first few months of her life she seemed healthy. But, as she grew, Erna noticed various deficiencies in her development that she believed she’d either been born with or which may have been caused by an accidental fall while having her nappy changed. Fortunately, help was on hand as Erna’s mum Emma was a supportive grandmother, providing extra care and showing Eva tender love and affection.

			By the time Heini was born a year after Eva in 1923, Sigi was established as a skilled upholsterer with a good job working at Opel, the car manufacturer, and they could afford to move into a little flat, with a shared indoor toilet, right next door to her mother. Four years later when Edie was born, times had become much tougher, with hyperinflation causing food prices to soar and antisemitic rhetoric dramatically increasing.

			Sigi had once been so lauded for his upholstery skills that Opel offered him a better-paid job in America that he now wished he’d accepted, but he hadn’t been willing to leave Berlin, his mates and his local pub.

			But then came the US economic crash of 1929 that saw American bankers recall their loans, bringing the German economy down with it. As the Great Depression swept across Europe, unemployment soared – and so did antisemitism. Even though only 4 per cent of Berliners were Jewish and most didn’t know anyone Jewish, it was no barrier to their scapegoating. Many Germans who had never practised Judaism soon found themselves caught up at the centre of the Nazi whirlwind of terror. Sigi’s surname – Bernstein – cost him his job and proved a major handicap to him finding another.

			Heini remembers his father often coming home hauling his tool bag, his head hung low after having lost another job. With two children to feed, no savings or family to call upon for support, the children saw their father fall into dark moods when he was out of work, which their mother struggled to contain. Heini and Edie just saw a grumpy dad and a mum under pressure.

			Erna had nearly died giving birth to Edie, her third child by caesarean delivery, and her scars and health were slow to recover. The woman doctor who delivered Edie was so concerned she offered to adopt the baby, as she was childless herself and beguiled by Edie’s unusual dark eyes and skin.

			Erna would have none of it, but she did accept more and more help from her mother to care for Eva, whose special needs were now evident and, with two other children to look after, increasingly challenging. When Sigi couldn’t land another job, Erna found work in her old trade as a seamstress and was mightily relieved when her mother Emma suggested Eva move in permanently with her grandmother next door. The old lady was happy for the company.

			The Gestapo’s knock, the following year, was a wake-up call for Erna. It was not just Heini and Edie that were under threat as Mischlinge; Hitler had declared the physically and mentally ill unfit to live. Did they know about Eva? When they had completed the census in 1933, Eva was registered as living next door with her Christian grandmother, and her increasingly obvious disability had gone unnoticed and undeclared. Now there were reports of the compulsory sterilisation of disabled young women, so Eva too was at risk. Erna was shocked when she heard of one Mischling mother who had been ordered to take her disabled daughter for compulsory sterilisation. The woman told the Gestapo officer that her daughter was baptised and should be exempt, only to be told, ‘When you pour water over a dog, it’s still a dog,’ and the sterilisation went ahead.

			Erna had also heard stories of many Christian wives who had agreed to the Gestapo’s request to remove their husbands and seen them taken away there and then when the Gestapo visited. A Jewish husband’s unemployment was grounds enough to divorce him, the Gestapo had told Erna that night, but she could scarcely believe it when she heard of more spouses being taken who knew where. Hearing these stories brought her to tears every time.

			Erna’s anxiety since the day of the knock had grown to such an extent that she decided she’d capitalise on the Christian side of the family’s lineage and have Heini and Edie baptised. She wasn’t sure how much it might help them, but what else could she do? The whole country was being Nazified, with 50,000 Berliners joining the party the month after Hitler came to power. Many professions insisted on Nazi Party membership if you wanted to keep your job.

			In the first six years after Hitler came to power, Jews deeply felt the effects of more than 400 new laws affecting their work, play, sickness and health. The more influential and well-connected Jewish families left Germany, among them Albert Einstein and over a dozen future Nobel Prize winners. It was Nazi policy to encourage Jews to leave, but their laws also made it impossible for them to take much of their money or assets with them. Few countries would accept Jews as residents, and those that did stipulated that they needed a wealthy sponsor to be allowed in.

			The Bernsteins weren’t leaders in any fields, they weren’t famous or well connected, they didn’t know anyone in another country and couldn’t afford the fare to get to one, nor, as a rather ordinary, working-class family, were they well informed of the growing threat facing Jews and Mischlinge.

			It even proved impossible for children to escape the hatred and exclusion the regime fostered. Heini saw some of his well-off Jewish schoolfriends and their families leave Germany, but as the teachers at his school joined the Nazi Party and sported the sinister hooked cross on their lapels, that was not an option for him or his sister.

			On the way home from their different schools, Heini had often taken Edie to play around the magical Märchenbrunnen Fairy Tale Fountain, a major attraction in the heart of Berlin, featuring the Brothers Grimm characters of Cinderella and Little Red Riding Hood among others. Now Heini made sure he and his little sister avoided their favourite place, as well as the swimming pool, because of the scary signs saying ‘Jews can’t sit here’ or ‘Jews not wanted’ that had sprung up all over the place. Now they had to take a longer, roundabout way home.

			But a treat for the children emerged from an unexpected direction. Sigi’s father Robert wrote out of the blue to invite his grandchildren to join him for the traditional Jewish family celebration of Friday-night supper. While he made it clear he hadn’t changed his mind about Sigi and his marriage to a Christian woman, he wrote that he wanted to get to know his grandchildren. Not one to hold grudges, instead of turning her back on her hostile in-laws, Erna welcomed the invitation. With money tight at home and food limited, she was grateful that her children would now be eating at least one proper supper each week. She saw them off in their best clothes and told them, ‘Don’t be greedy, but do eat as much as you can.’

			Edie recalls, ‘Dad took us across town to an imposing street called Schönhauser Allee, in a much smarter part of the city where our grandparents lived. The street was grand and the entrance imposing, so I was a little scared. When grandfather Robert opened the door, his round face lit up with pleasure – he was short, and he hugged me and kissed me on the nose. He ushered Heini and me in, and we were so wide-eyed and entranced at this grander place as we stepped inside, we hardly noticed that grandfather simply said “Guten Tag” and shut the front door in our father’s face.’

			The celebratory Friday-night supper soon became a weekly treat for the children. Robert, a charismatic and loving man, always squeezed Edie and kissed her on the nose, then bear-hugged his grandson, making the children feel welcome and accepted. And there was more family for them to get to know: Sigi’s stepmother Tinchen; Lottie, his unmarried sister; and Georg, his elder brother, his wife Susi and their daughter Anita, who was close to Edie in age. The two families lived in a large corner property in spacious apartments side by side with the tailoring businesses they ran, where they employed around 20 people making coats, skirts, suits and blouses for women.

			At first on those visits, Edie was so shy she barely spoke, but both children were immediately fascinated by the unusual clothes, rituals and traditions of the Friday-night Sabbath meal in this strict Orthodox Jewish household. They had never seen any of these things before: from the little tube on the doorway they touched as they entered, to the blessings said over the bread and wine, and the little cap that the men wore on their heads, while their grandfather took his seat at the head of the table and sat with a shawl around his shoulders.

			But, of course, it was the food that Edie and Heini focused on the most. Edie savoured every mouthful. Delicious light chicken soup with little dumplings they called Lokshen and Kneidlach; roast chicken, roast potatoes, vegetables and gravy; and then a sweet dumpling with sugar and raisins, all eaten with an ornate candelabra on the table. It was a feast all right. ‘I was fascinated by my grandfather’s funny little cap,’ Edie recalls, ‘because he was bald and I wondered how he kept it on. And I noticed his wife wore a wig but never knowing anything about being Jewish I didn’t understand the significance of any of these. I just felt their kindness and warmth towards me.’

			And for Edie, the added bonus of a girl to play with – a cousin her own age – came with a mixture of delight and awe. She never forgot that first meeting. ‘Anita was really friendly, pretty and had beautiful clothes. We played in her bedroom, which was decked out with the sort of girly things that I’d never seen before. That first-time visit almost took my breath away when I saw that next to Anita’s bedroom she had an adjoining playroom – a whole extra room of her own fitted out like a little shop. It had a big dresser full of jars with all sorts of real sweets, as well as scales to weigh some of the goodies before we ate them. We had such fun.’

			For both Edie and Heini it was the highlight of their week. It was certainly their biggest meal, but much more than that they enjoyed the loving attention and taste of luxury their grandparents and wider family lavished on them. Theirs were innocent pleasures and they were completely unaware of the difficulties their grandfather was facing in bringing food to the table.

			Despite the Friday-night feast and the comfortable surroundings, life had become increasingly tough for this family of easily identifiable Orthodox Jews. By now the Nazi regime was urging the public to boycott Jewish businesses, actively pursuing their downfall and ruin. Uniformed stormtroopers stood outside Robert’s and other Jewish businesses urging Berliners not to buy from Jews. Their visits were terrifying for the family who lived in the same building as the commercial premises, but even when the stormtroopers left, Robert worried that his suppliers would hear of their visit, turn their backs on him, and then customers would stop coming and he wouldn’t be able to pay his staff or support his family or that of his older son Georg, who ran the blouses part of the business.

			Erna’s mother Emma was also affected by the growing wave of antisemitism in Berlin. The newspapers reported trials of relatives who had been seized because they had Jews or Mischlinge in the family. Frightened for herself and her granddaughter, Emma was gradually distancing herself and Eva from her daughter and the Bernsteins, worried she’d be singled out. She no longer welcomed Erna popping in to visit them both, and asked her to visit less often and after dark.

			Being Christian was no barrier against hardship. The Depression hit everyone, with unemployment spiralling and the cost of food and rent going through the roof, affecting millions. One of those was Max Kosse, Erna’s brother, who lived in the same block with his wife Anne and their two sons Günther and Joachim, youngsters who were occasional playmates of Edie and Heini. Max had been laid off work and, despite months of searching and a willingness to do anything, he just couldn’t find a job. He ran out of money completely and – unable to feed his family – became so depressed and desperate that something in him snapped. In a moment of madness he got involved in one of the riots that broke out on Berlin’s streets and, as windows were smashed and the looting began, he ran into the Leiser shoe shop and tried to steal some cash. Spotted by a policeman, he was shot dead on the spot. He was 27 years old.

			Erna was shocked, devastated at the death of her brother and racked with guilt that her own meagre income had meant she was unable to help him and his family. The children were fond of their uncle and were shaken by what had happened. But things went from bad to worse at home when, paying the price of her surname and marriage to a Jew, Erna too lost her job.

			Edie remembers, ‘The only work Mum could find was poorly paid piece work that meant collecting heavy coats from the manufacturer, lugging them up the stairs to our flat, then spending the day and evening hand-sewing linings in and returning them finished the next day. Mum was still frail and struggled to carry the heavy coats, and although Heini would help her carry them if he was home from school in time, the work didn’t pay much for the time she spent.’

			On top of this, Sigi was losing jobs almost as soon as he secured them, due to the progressively harsher labour laws against Jews. Living as they did in the historic centre of Berlin Mitte, a stone’s throw from the Reichstag, Brandenburg Gate and Unter den Linden, they were right at the epicentre of Nazi hatred. Sigi stuck to the quiet backstreets as much as he could for fear of encountering gangs of young stormtroopers, many of whom were no more than thugs now roaming the streets looking for Jews to attack, incited by the inflammatory speeches of Joseph Goebbels, mayor of Berlin and Hitler’s master of propaganda.

			Sigi felt increasingly sad, humiliated and lost. He loved his wife Erna very much, but by marrying her he’d lost his whole family, his home and all he held dear, and he felt it now more than ever. At just 22, the ‘shunning’ by his family had – in one fell swoop – denied him any contact with his father, mother, brother and sister. Every Friday night he took his children to see their grandparents at his old home address, but never being welcomed inside was hard. On the walk home after he returned to collect them following their meal, he’d ask Heini about his father, but his son would mostly enthuse about the food and Edie would chatter about Anita’s playroom, the pathos of the situation completely passing the two youngsters by.

			It was hard for Sigi to cope with the pressures he was under without the support of his family, as well as the friends and places that gave him a sense of belonging. Now he was Jewish in name only, condemned twice over – first by his family, then by his country and countrymen. No wonder he was becoming more withdrawn and silent than usual. So maybe it wasn’t surprising that, when he did find a job and earn some money, he was more often than not found in his local Eckkneipe – the corner pub – taking comfort in drink. The pub was close to their flat, served Berlin’s own Schultheiss beer and became a refuge where Sigi now counted the landlord as one of his few friends. But Erna found Sigi’s liking for his local pub and the publican hard, particularly when payday came round. She feared he’d be buying drinks and not bringing the much-needed money home.

			Edie was horrified when her father returned from the pub one evening in a foul mood. ‘Mum had cooked a white bean stew with bacon and when she put it on the table, Dad burnt his mouth and threw the plate across the floor. He shouted, “I’ve been out to work and all I’ve got to eat is beans and they’re too hot. Couldn’t you have cooled them down?” And then he slapped her across the face. Heini was so upset and leapt to her defence, pulling Dad off her. But he was only about 12, so what could he do?’

			This incident was the beginning of the rift between Heini and his father. And while Erna had empathy for her husband because she knew the scale of his isolation and persecution, Heini was less sympathetic.

			Despite his behaviour at times, Sigi was not an absent or irresponsible man. Swallowing his wounded pride and shame at not being able to feed his family, he went along to the Berlin branch of Jewish Aid, a national charity supporting those who were struggling under Nazi persecution and finding themselves unemployable. Sometimes, when he queued for food handouts, Edie would keep her father company and enjoy a free hot chocolate in an enamel mug, but as more violence erupted on the streets it was thought safer to have parcels discreetly dropped off at their flat. To Erna’s delight they also contained various second-hand clothes she could adapt for them all. These aid parcels were very gratefully received and quickly became essential, keeping the family fed and warm during this increasingly desperate period.

			Being reliant on Jewish charity was an irony not lost on any of the family. And no time was trickier than when Erna put up their Christmas tree, a tradition that Heini and Edie loved, helping their mother decorate it with white candles they clipped to its branches and twists of silver foil. Observing the German tradition of serving a dish of Bunte Teller on 6 December, the children would enjoy the cakes and sweets and then wait eagerly to see if there would be any presents for them beneath the Christmas tree. As resourceful as her son, Erna always found a little something to put under the tree. And on those special days at Christmas, unwrapping their presents, Heini and Edie felt as if they didn’t have a care in the world, deeply appreciative of Erna’s love for them.

			But by celebrating Christmas, the family risked their Jewish Aid parcels being withdrawn. Observant Jewish families were not allowed to celebrate Christmas, so Erna came up with a solution. The little fir tree had to be put somewhere where they could all enjoy it in the evenings, but out of sight of passers-by and in a place from which it could be quickly whisked away if anyone knocked on the door. Heini volunteered for the job of moving the tree and Erna told the children they must deny its existence if anyone asked. When the Jewish charity delivered their next package, the family held their breath as Heini leapt up and put the tree out of sight. They practised getting this manoeuvre down to under a minute, and a small Jewish symbolic candelabra – the Menorah – was found and placed on the kitchen table, so it looked as though they had been celebrating Hanukkah, the Jewish Festival of Light, which fell around the same time as Christmas. These were life-sustaining compromises.

			This moving of the Christmas tree in and out of view would continue for many years, as the family’s constant need to hide one identity or another was not just a tragicomic symbol of their plight but also vitally important to their daily survival. The children were neither Jews nor Christians and, while they had a foot in each camp, they had recently discovered they were not entirely welcome in either.

		

		
			2

			Schooldays and the Olympics

			Heini wrote in his memoir, ‘In my 13th year I was being regularly bullied at school because of my Jewish surname, with the silent approval of some of my teachers. I’d grown to be head and shoulders taller than many in my class and I was also the leanest, and that brought me considerable success at several sports. Sport was my passion and, selected to represent the school in a competition, it was a sweet victory when our team won first place. I worked out that it was essential to keep fit and strong to resist the attacks of my classmates, and maybe the only way I would ever win against some of them. Once my sports teacher cheered me by whispering, “You should turn round to see the Germans lagging behind you.” His comment was encouraging, but the physical attacks continued, and although I fought back as best I could, I wasn’t always successful.’

			It was baffling to many that Hitler was still permitted to stage the Olympic Games in Berlin in 1936, as he’d already brought in all manner of new laws against Jews since coming to power three years earlier and even opened detention camps that were known about in Britain, Europe and the US. There was a threatened boycott in Europe and the US, with the Americans proposing that the Games be moved to Rome, but the sophisticated Nazi propaganda machine skilfully duped diplomatic visitors to Berlin, hiding the full extent of Hitler’s persecution of the Jews.

			For Heini and many ordinary Berliners it was a time of huge excitement and anticipation that the Olympics was coming. Heini could hardly believe it when he was told his school choir would be performing on the steps of the new stadium at the grand opening ceremony. He and his friends were distracted by the Olympic preparations being made right on their doorstep, and they sneaked down after school choir rehearsals to watch the large-scale building work that was going on nearby. Hitler began by demolishing the city’s Jewish market, which had thrived on the same site for many years. The Scheunenviertel market – based in tightly packed wooden sheds – traded all kinds of goods and was run by Orthodox Jews in their traditional headgear and long black coats. Now the sheds were being demolished to make way for the Olympic Stadium, a two-pronged attack by the authorities – both a strike at the Jews and the building of a huge Nazi showcase for Hitler’s speeches.

			The Olympic site, near Alexanderplatz, was a prohibited area, entirely fenced off and with only those allocated a special identity card allowed in. It was regularly patrolled by uniformed military police units known as ‘chained dogs’, on account of a gorget hung around their necks and the fact they roamed the whole site looking for intruders. But these ‘dogs’ did not deter the teenage Heini, who found a hole in the fence that he and his friends could wiggle through. Heini and his friends felt united in this daring escapade – their secret peek at all that was new and exciting in their city, each boy imagining himself alongside the international athletes, sprinting to victory on the track. They cheered each other on as they collected their imaginary medals. Heini made sure they didn’t get carried away and that they all left the prohibited area before the next ‘chained dogs’ patrol. So the young Berliners saw close up the building of the iconic stadium, as money was poured in to the impressive 100,000-capacity arena, while Berlin’s townhall, the Rotes Rathaus, was given a facelift and lit up with red spotlights in readiness for visitors from around the world.

			As the summer opening approached, a jubilant Hitler prepared to host international athletic teams and businesses, and planned what was to be the first global televised broadcasts of the Games. He called a complete halt to his purge on the Jews in a bid to charm foreign investors and visitors, who would bring substantial revenue to the city and help promote his ‘new Germany’. To fool the new visitors all antisemitic campaigns were paused, while posters and signs forbidding Jews to be in public places were removed. It was an unexpected and welcome respite for Jewish Berliners.

			Heini enjoyed every second of the rehearsals at the stadium as the builders finished their work. On 1 August 1936 the Opening Ceremony was said by all who saw it, including Heini, to be spellbinding. Heini couldn’t believe he was there, on the steps of the Olympic Stadium, standing next to school friends and foes singing his heart out for a country that was against his whole family. Richard Strauss conducted the Berlin Philharmonic and a 1,000-strong choir dressed in white sang for Germany. For Heini the highlight of the mesmerising spectacle was not the sight of the great and the famous onlookers in the stands, but the carefully rehearsed display by a vast number of girls in matching outfits performing gymnastics on the Mayfield that looked, he described ‘like undulating waves on a cornfield – that no one who saw it could ever forget’.

			The atmosphere in the city was heady as the Games proved a success at home and abroad. Many of the diplomats, politicians, writers and athletes who came to Berlin that summer saw none of its dark side. Not everything could be hidden, though, and not everyone’s antisemitism could be controlled. One US athlete recorded that, moments after the Games finished, he saw signs around the city of ‘Juden verboten’, while the London Evening Post reported a chant doing the rounds in Berlin: ‘When the Olympic Games are done, then with the Jews we’ll have some fun’.

			For the Bernstein family, the summer of 1936 was the best of times before the worst of times. It was as if the family had some sort of premonition that this time was precious. While the sun was out and the summer days felt
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