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For Marta.

And for every voice that sang in the dark.

 


 

"We have always been invisible. Even our suffering was invisible."

 

— Ferdinand Vásquez-Dorn, Geneva, 1994
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Author's Note

 

My grandmother kept a photograph on the mantelpiece in her apartment near Carouge, on the south side of Geneva. It was a small photograph, brown at the edges the way photographs become when the decades get at them, mounted in a plain wooden frame she had painted white herself because she liked things to be clean. The photograph showed four young people standing in front of a white building somewhere in Central Europe, the kind of building that might have been a hotel or a restaurant or a prosperous private home, and three of the four were holding instruments. The fourth, a young woman in a dark coat, was shielding her eyes from the sun and laughing at something outside the frame.

I was six years old the first time I asked about the photograph. My grandmother looked at it for a moment before answering. Then she said: "Those are the Accordion Soldiers." She said nothing more. I was six and did not press her.

I was forty-three before I understood what she had meant.

This book is the product of seventeen years of research and of one extraordinary afternoon in Geneva in the autumn of 1994, when my great-uncle Ferdinand Emilio Vásquez-Dorn, eighty-five years old, with a right hand that had healed crookedly after a bullet wound fifty years before, sat down across a kitchen table from me and talked for five hours without stopping about what his family had done during the Second World War.

He had never spoken of it before. Not to my grandmother. Not to his brother. Not to the handful of former colleagues who had tried, over the decades, to reach him. He had carried it the way men of his generation carried impossible things: silently, without apparent effort, as though the silence itself were a form of strength.

My grandmother was Marta Vásquez-Dorn, née Kovács, who had married my great-uncle Luca Vásquez-Dorn in the winter of 1939, and who had died of a stroke in 1991, three years before I sat down with Ferdi. She had been the singer. She had also been the bravest of them, though she never would have said so herself.

The troupe I describe in these pages consisted of five people, reduced by one act of deliberate cruelty to four. They were Ferdinand (Ferdi) Vásquez-Dorn, accordionist; Luca Vásquez-Dorn, violinist; Marta Vásquez-Dorn, vocalist; Yael Fekete, cimbalom player; and, in the early years, Emilio Vásquez-Dorn, patriarch and occasional guitarist. Together they crossed some of the most dangerous terrain in Europe between 1939 and 1943, performed for audiences ranging from Wehrmacht divisional commanders to Polish underground fighters, and passed photographic intelligence to the British Special Operations Executive through a network of contacts that ran from Belgrade to Istanbul to London.

The SOE files concerning the operation they code-named ACCORDION were partially declassified in 1986 and became fully accessible at the National Archives in Kew in 1994. The archivist who first flagged the file to me was Dr. Sarah Lindqvist of the University of Stockholm, whose own research into Roma intelligence networks in occupied Europe had led her to the same corridor of documents two years earlier. Her work, Invisible Witnesses: Roma Civilian Intelligence in the Second World War (Lindqvist, 2001), provided the scholarly foundation on which much of this narrative rests. Any errors in the historical reconstruction are mine alone.

The Romani people suffered enormously during the Second World War. Historians estimate that between 500,000 and 1.5 million Romani men, women, and children were killed during the Nazi genocide known in Romani as the Porajmos, meaning "the devouring." Their stories have been slower to enter public consciousness than those of other victim groups, partly because of lower rates of documentation, partly because of the ongoing marginalization of Romani people in European society, and partly because, as Ferdi himself put it with a characteristic directness: "We have always been invisible. Even our suffering was invisible."

I have tried, in these pages, to make them visible.

The core events of this book are documented in the ACCORDION files and in the testimony of the surviving participants. The interior lives of the characters, the specific dialogue, the private moments of doubt and grief and fierce stubborn joy, are my reconstruction, based on Ferdi's five-hour account, on Marta's private letters which I discovered among my grandmother's effects, on the letters Luca wrote to his children after emigrating to New York, and on the handful of secondary accounts I have been able to assemble. I have tried to be faithful to the spirit of what happened and to the character of the people it happened to.

I grew up knowing almost nothing about this story. My grandfather Luca died in 1978, when I was twenty-three. My grandmother in 1991. What I inherited was a white-framed photograph and a name: the Accordion Soldiers.

It turns out that was enough to start.

 


Prologue

 

There is a word in Romani, diklo, that means the head-covering worn by women, but that has also, over centuries of usage, come to carry a secondary meaning: the thing that is visible, the thing that is shown to the outside world, the surface that the outside world is permitted to see. The diklo is what you present. What is under the diklo is another matter.

The Vásquez-Dorn family lived for five years under occupation, and for all five of those years they wore their diklo with the practiced ease of a people who have been presenting a surface to a suspicious world for six centuries. They were musicians. They traveled. They played. What they also did, underneath the music and behind the smiling competence and the pressed performance clothes and the well-maintained instrument cases, was a different thing entirely, and it is the subject of this book.

I have been asked, by several people who read early drafts of these chapters, whether I believe the music was real or whether it was always cover. The question irritates me slightly, because it proceeds from an assumption that I think is wrong: that the real thing and the cover cannot occupy the same space simultaneously, that a man cannot be genuinely playing his accordion and simultaneously doing something else with it, that performance and purpose are mutually exclusive. Musicians know this is not true. The music was always real. The camera in the case was always real. Both things were true at the same time.

This is, when I think about it, the most Romani thing about the story. The Roma have survived in Europe for six hundred years by being two things at once: visible enough to be hired, invisible enough to be safe. The musicians who entertained the occupiers and the spies who photographed what the occupiers left on their desks were not two different people. They were one family, playing.

I should say something about why I have written this book in the way I have written it: as a narrative, rather than as a conventional history with footnotes on every page and a scholarly apparatus that would satisfy an academic referee. The reason is not that I am uninterested in scholarly standards. The reason is that the people whose story this is were storytellers, and they deserve to have their story told in the form that storytelling takes.

Romani culture is primarily an oral culture. The knowledge of the Romani people is carried in stories, in songs, in the particular way that information passes from person to person in the long chain of a community that has no territory to anchor its memory. The books about the Roma that exist are largely books written by non-Roma, which is not necessarily a disqualification but which does mean that they are looking at the culture from outside it, through the methods and with the assumptions that academic history brings to its subjects.

I am not wholly inside the culture either. My grandmother was Roma, and her sister married into a mixed family. I grew up knowing that I came from somewhere specific, without quite knowing where that specific somewhere was. Finding this story was also, for me, a way of finding that.

What I know about the five people at the center of this narrative: that they were real, that what they did was documented in ways that allowed me to reconstruct it, that they loved each other with the particular fierceness of people who have no safety net except each other, and that they played beautiful music in the middle of a catastrophe and sent what they saw to London in the bottom of an accordion case, and that this is true.

The rest is reconstruction and storytelling, and I have been as honest as I know how to be.

 


CHAPTER 1

The Last Great Season


Ferdi counted the dancers the way a carpenter counts nails: automatically, without thinking about it. There were eleven couples spinning on the floor of Gundel's main dining room, and two more waiting near the fireplace where the lights were low and the air smelled of apple brandy and slow-roasted duck. He had been playing for four hours. His arms did not tire anymore, not since he was a boy learning the instrument in his father's kitchen in a rented room off Váci Street. The accordion had become part of his body, something that breathed when he breathed.

The bride's name was Rivka Goldstein. She was twenty-two years old and she had danced every dance since the ceremony, which was the truest measure of happiness Ferdi knew. Beside him, his brother Luca drew his bow across the strings of his violin in the long sweet phrase that ended the csardas, and Marta, perched on a low chair between them, let the note die before she reached for her wine glass without missing a beat. Yael, on the far side of the small bandstand they had assembled near the entrance to the dining room, played the cimbalom with the concentrated precision she brought to everything, each hammer strike landing exactly where it was supposed to land, nothing early and nothing late.

September in Budapest was the best of all seasons. Ferdi believed this without reservation. The city was still warm but no longer fierce about it





























































