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Music Was Our Food

On Alice’s third day in Theresienstadt, she was told to play a recital the following week. “But I need to practice,” she responded.

“Can you imagine,” Alice says today, “they said I would be allowed to rehearse only one hour each day before I went to my assigned work?” Alice’s first job was in the laundry. Eventually she was ordered to split mica chips for war ­production—­hard and dangerous work for a pianist’s hands.

The next morning Alice found the room where she had been assigned the 9:00–10:00 A.M. practice slot. With no time to waste she began to practice her Chopin études, only to find that the pedal did not work and several keys stuck repeatedly. Refusing to be defeated, she quickly adapted to the piano’s limitations and began to play with abandon, losing herself in the music. “At least I was making music and that always made me happy,” she says when she considers the circumstances. Practicing with her eyes closed, she was so engrossed in the melody of the étude in ­A-­flat Major that she did not hear the door open or footsteps crossing the floor. When Alice paused for a moment, a familiar voice said, “Very impressive, Alice, and on that ­broken-­down old piano.” It was Hans Krása, a handsome, bon vivant composer whom Alice had known in Prague. In the months since they had last met, he had become older and thinner. “I’m so glad you are still here. Are you all right?” Alice was unable to hide her tears. Everywhere, every day, since she had arrived in Theresienstadt, she had been searching for her mother, asking everyone if they had seen her, even though Alice knew the awful truth. Krása had known her mother and recognized Alice as a major pianist. Though he had no answers for her, Krása responded with Czech humor. “Well, I must apologize that I cannot invite you to my castle. But may I listen to you practice?”


On June 10, 1940, the Gestapo took control of Terezín, a small town one hour’s drive from Prague, immediately turning the immense brick-­walled eighteenth-­century garrison town into a ghetto and the adjacent smaller fort into their prison for political enemies. By the end of that year they had forced all the Czech residents of the town to evacuate their homes and had dispatched a shipment of young and strong Jewish men to transform the buildings into a concentration camp.

Identified by its German name, Theresienstadt, it was conceived by Hitler as a “model” camp and officially established on November 24, 1941. Cunningly organized by Rein­hard Heydrich and Adolf Eichmann to deflect and hide the truth of the Nazis’ mass murders of Europe’s Jews, it was advertised as a spa town, where Jews could be resettled to comfortably live out the war. As part of the ruse, it was the only camp where Jews could apply for admission and special privileges, and pay their own travel expenses; they could ­even—­for a very high ­price—­request a view of either a peaceful lake or a beautiful mountain from their new home. These were just added ploys for the Nazis to confiscate people’s money, jewels, and property before killing them.

Still living in Prague, Alice and Leopold began to hear the rumors of death, diseases, lack of sanitation, and contaminated water there. And after the first transports of human cargo from Theresienstadt to the East, the truth behind the rumors began to emerge: in place of pleasant apartments, Czechoslovak Jewish citizens—­including musicians, writers, scientists, and teachers—­were being herded together into airless rooms without privacy, sanitary facilities, or food. Theresienstadt was both a ghetto and a concentration camp.

Most of the prisoners were crowded into either large military barracks or the small houses that the former citizens of the town had built to shelter single families. Some of the new arrivals were crammed into larger buildings that had once been offices or schools. One of the biggest problems in the beginning was the lack of toilets. People waited in long lines, and toilet paper was forbidden for Jews. Not even sick children or the elderly were allowed to go to the front of the line.

So many of the Jews whom the Prague Jewish Council—­under the strict supervision of Nazi ­officers—­had sent to Theresienstadt were musicians, artists, and writers that, as soon as they arrived in Theresienstadt, they began organizing musical activities secretly, in spite of the fact that any type of music making had initially been strictly prohibited. Many of the musicians had cleverly smuggled their instruments into the camp. In order to hide his cello one artist completely dismantled it, buried the parts in his clothes, and then glued the pieces together again in a men’s barrack. Although the artists were careful to stage their improvised concerts clandestinely in basements or attics, they would be discovered. To their surprise, however, the artists were not met with punishment but ordered to perform more frequently.

The Nazis understood that adding musical and artistic events to their spa setting could be a huge publicity stunt to prove to the outside world that all was well with the Jews. Thus they ordered the prisoners to form a Freizeitgestaltung, or Free Time Committee, to organize concerts, lectures, and other events. Hans Krása was named head of the musical section. Crudely printed posters appeared in barracks to advertise the programs. Because of the overwhelming response, tickets—free, because prisoners had no money—were distributed to control admittance. Even music critics were encouraged to write reviews. So many musicians were among the prisoners sent to Theresienstadt that for a short time four symphony orchestras could play simultaneously. Theresienstadt was the only place in occupied Europe where jazz was performed—­the Nazis called it “degenerate music” and had banned it not only because it was American but also because it was played by blacks and Jews.

The artists took their performances just as seriously as if they were on the world stage. Not only were they trying to inspire their prisoner audiences but the musicians were playing for one another. Alice says, “As our situation became more difficult, we tried even harder to reach for perfection, for the meaning in the music. Music was our way of remembering our inner selves, our values.”

After the war Edith ­Steiner-­Kraus was offended when questioned about the quality of the performances in Theresienstadt. “You are no doubt speaking about precise rhythm, intonation, balance, diction. . . . The superficial nature of your question troubles me ­terribly—­as if any of that mattered. Don’t you understand? We had returned to the source of the music. . . . I don’t understand why people, when they talk about Theresienstadt, mention those elements that you ask about. You’ll never understand, or get close, to what music truly meant to each of us as a sustaining power and as a way of using our skills to inspire, beyond criticism, beyond any superficial evaluation. We were music.”

While performing, the prisoners could nearly forget their hunger and their surroundings. Besides the terror of finding their names on a deportation list to the East, the fear of dying of starvation, typhus, and other diseases had become a reality. Medicine was forbidden for Jews. Hundreds of bodies were carted off daily. Between those who were sent on to



























Coda

Alice Today

“The life of one that laboureth and is contented shall be made sweet.”

—Ecclesiastes

For the last two or three years Alice had ended her phone calls with me, “Come soon to London,” and a touch of her Czech humor: “You never know if I will be here.” On Thanksgiving 2010, I scrambled to put the obligatory turkey and potatoes into the oven for our annual celebratory dinner before leaving for the airport. It was the first time in my life that I had abandoned my daughter on our favorite holiday. Family and friends arrived as I finished packing. With an admonition to remember to baste the bird, I ran out the door barely in time to catch the afternoon flight. It was scheduled to arrive at 6:15 the next morning, November 26, Alice’s 107th birthday.



On the morning of her birthday, Alice awoke early to brilliant fall sunlight. The London sky was a shimmering clarity of blue, unusual at that time of year. It reminded her of the light in Kafka’s ­steel-­blue eyes and his ways of understanding how to find the bright side of everything. At 8:30 she began her day earlier than usual, practicing a Bach invention. An hour later she had to stop to attend to preparations for guests who were certain to arrive. No celebration had been planned, no invitations had been issued, and no cake had been ordered, but Alice knew that countless friends, acquaintances, strangers, and family members would be dropping by. As she had nothing else to serve, she arranged on platters all of the chocolates from two boxes that she had received as early birthday gifts. After placing one dish at a time on the tray table in front of her chair, Alice wrapped a colorful scarf around her shoulders and fastened a single strand of small ivory beads around her neck. She unlocked the door to her apartment and propped it open in anticipation.

One of the first to arrive was her elder grandson, David, whose smile matched the mood of the day. David needed to rush off to his office, but Alice was clearly thrilled to see him even for a few minutes. They blew kisses to one another across the room. Alice’s friend Sonia Lovett, with permission from Alice, had discreetly set up a camera to record the special day and brought birthday wishes from her father. A cellist in the famous Amadeus Quartet, Sonia’s father first got to know Alice in London, but his ­father—­also a cellist—­had been a close friend of Alice’s in Israel.

By 10:00 A.M., Zdenka had swept in on the arm of a younger man with the ­longest-­stemmed red roses Alice had ever seen, and with blossoms so large that at first Alice thought Zdenka had brought paper flowers. She could not stop talking about them and wanted to know where they were grown. She was also interested in learning more about Zdenka’s friend Tomas Schrecker, who was visiting from Australia. He had been a child on one of the Winton Kindertransports in 1938 that took Jewish children from Prague to live with foster families in ­En­gland.

One by one Alice’s friends and acquaintances continued to pour into her tiny apartment. As Zdenka said a hurried goodbye, Christopher Nupen, a film director, and his wife arrived with two young pianists, both foreign students at the Royal Academy. The small room was now overflowing. Conversation was constantly interrupted by the many telephone calls from ­well-­wishers around the world. “Hello,” Alice would answer in ­En­glish. Then, with her face breaking into a smile as she recognized the voice, Alice would continue in the language of the caller. The morning ended with the students performing duets on Alice’s somewhat out-­of-­tune piano. In spite of all the attention, Alice said farewell to her visitors so she could quietly eat her lunch, delivered, as usual, from meals on wheels, and then rest.

The afternoon saw another round of guests. Geneviève arrived from Paris, and soon after, Anita stopped by, bringing a present of warm slippers that Alice could step into without bending over, the way she had done with difficulty to tie her sneakers. Talk was intimate and quiet, mostly about music. When it turned to the difficulty of explaining to today’s youth the feeling so many had for great music a half century earlier, Alice was quick to remind them of something Kafka had written: “Our art consists of being dazzled by the Truth.” But Kafka did not ­really know anything about music, the group agreed. “Yes,” Alice countered, smiling, “but he understood our respect for the music. How often Kafka said, ‘Writing is a kind of prayer.’ Listening to music, playing concerts, even practicing is a kind of prayer.”

The large decorated chocolate cake Sonia managed to find in a nearby bakery was Alice’s favorite, and after successfully blowing out her many candles, Alice ate the first piece. Later in the afternoon Alice greeted another crowd: an elderly couple, survivors, accompanied by their children, who wanted to honor Alice; a composer friend; and Alice’s neighbor Valerie Reuben. As the room was crowded, several people waited patiently outside in the hall for a chance to speak to Alice. Jacqueline Danson had ­driven more than one hundred kilometers from her home in Hampshire to bring her mother, Ruth, to see Alice. Later Jackie would comment that Alice’s “unsullied sweetness” was as heartening as ever. Since her earliest childhood, Ruth Boronow Danson has known and loved Alice. Like Anita, she had grown up in Breslau, where her mother, Kaethe, was a piano teacher. Ruth’s father, the late Dr. Ernst Boronow, a ­well-­known dentist and intellectual, sponsored Alice’s concerts there. Through his profound love of music Ernst became one of Alice’s closest friends. Arrested on Kris­tallnacht, he was imprisoned in Buchenwald for a short time and released. Dr. Boronow lost no time fleeing to En­gland in March 1939 with his family. Alice reconnected with Ernst and his children when she visited London in the 1960s.

Ruth clearly remembers being taken to Alice’s Breslau concert in 1927. Jackie said that when her “Opa” (grandfather) was listening to Alice practice or even to a phonograph recording or radio broadcast, “entering the room felt like walking into a synagogue or church.”

At a quarter after four, the Czech ambassador to Britain, Michael Žantovský, arrived with his wife and an enormous, elegant arrangement of pink and white flowers. The ambassador tried to make a formal presentation, but Alice repeatedly interrupted him. In a decidedly Alice moment, full of mischief and humor, she said that she was more interested in understanding how genes work than in getting awards. Žantovský then tried using musical terms to describe how two genes might accidentally meet, intertwine, and finally end their game by becoming one entirely new melody, and he began his speech anew: “As the permanent representative of the Czech Republic, I have come today on behalf of my government to—” only to be interrupted again by Alice, who was unsatisfied with his layman’s explanation. “Doesn’t anyone in this room understand genes? I know that when my husband and I made a baby, that child inherited our musical talents through our genes. But how? I want to know how genes work and why they sometimes don’t work.”

“Alice,” Ambassador Žantovský said, stroking the back of her hand, “please let me make my presentation, and I promise that I will bring a great Czech geneticist to visit you who can answer all of your questions. Now can I present the award?” Incorrigible, Alice looked at the ambassador and asked, “Who made you do this?” Always the consummate diplomat, he answered, “Alice, this award is a gift to you from my government. Now please do not interrupt, let me make my presentation so that I will not lose my job.” Both of them laughed, and Alice finally allowed the ambassador to deliver his brief speech before the small group of friends standing in the little room.

The award was the Czech Ministry of Culture’s 2010 Artis Bohemiae Amicis medal for promotion of Czech culture abroad. In his speech Ambassador Žantovský mentioned that his grandmother had also been a prisoner in Theresienstadt and that just maybe she had heard Alice’s concerts in the camp. He also explained that before being posted to London he had served as the Czech ambassador to Israel. At last he opened the box containing an impressive brass plaque engraved with a citation to Alice. 

Once again the candles were lit and everyone sang “Happy Birthday” in a cacophony of Czech, Hebrew, German, and ­En­glish. Alice was beginning to tire from the day’s excitement.



The experience of the Holocaust has affected each survivor and family differently. Elie Wiesel has spent his life thinking about the total madness he witnessed day in, day out, the evil that destroyed his family and millions of the Jewish people. He has argued with God and concluded, “God is the silence of God.” Alice agrees with Wiesel, and with Einstein, who said that he believed in “Spinoza’s God who reveals himself in the orderly harmony of what exists, not in a God who concerns himself with the fates and actions of human beings.” Alice talks of the end of her life and the realization that she, as well as all of us, is a minuscule particle in the infinity of God or what we call the universe. Alice is confident when she says, “I have lived in music, I will die in music,” which is her mortal way of connecting to infinity.

Alice is able to leave the past behind; she draws her strength from living in the present. After the Velvet Revolution of 1989, when the Communist government of Czechoslovakia was overthrown and Václav Havel became the country’s first free president, unrestricted travel became possible there. The former prisoners of Theresienstadt began to organize and hold memorial ceremonies in the camp. Year after year, hundreds of survivors would gather for reunions in Theresienstadt; performances of Brundibár and Verdi’s Requiem were reconstructed in the old horse stadium. Alice has never attended. She has never wanted to return to the country of her birth. The Czechs have yet to restore her citizenship. Her passport reflects her Israeli citizenship, and she holds permanent residency in Great Britain. This is Alice’s present.

Still, the award from the Czech ministry has meaning for her and elicits beautiful memories of “the way it was.” How proud her mother would have been of the government’s formal recognition of her daughter.



Alice came into my life at a time when I needed her inspiration and was most open to learning from her. My vision was not what it used to be. The brightest day looked hazy. And then I bumped into an accidental miracle, or at least the event had a miraculous effect on me. I was making a documentary about Alice, who at the time was only 103. We had spent the majority of the afternoon filming, and later in a restaurant I could not find my glasses to read the menu. Assuming they had fallen off my head in Alice’s tiny apartment, I asked a young assistant, Sean, to retrieve them. Returning ­empty-­handed, Sean reported that the glasses were nowhere to be found and that I must have lost them elsewhere.

Alice was waiting at the door when I arrived to interview her the next day. Smiling broadly, she said, “I found your glasses this morning.” As she handed them to me, she mentioned that she had also found one of the lenses, which had fallen out.

I could hardly believe that Alice’s ancient eyes were far more acute than mine or even Sean’s. I realized then that this was not about just a pair of glasses and the ability to see well or even to see at all.

Alice’s vision has enabled me to face the greatest test of my life, the illness of my only child. It was a shock that has forced me to face the limits of existence and to find strength and calmness in Alice’s example. Her ability to accept reality, not to allow anger or frustration to dominate even a few moments of her time, to garner the courage to trust her own instincts rather than depend on the approval of others, and to hold fast to hope continue to work inside me. And yes, there is Alice’s laughter, effervescent laughter every day. Long before ­modern-­day explorations of the healing possibilities of laughter, Alice understood the immense health benefits that laughing induces, how when we laugh the body takes in more oxygen. Her laughter is a blessing that has made me, and so many others, feel better; her influence has led me to a more peaceful life, clearer vision, and contentment and gratitude for life itself.

The morning after the birthday celebration when I stop in, Alice is standing in front of her windowsill, which is lined with a few small ­plants—­gifts from strangers. As she gazes outward, she catches glimpses of the late fall colors and the eternally green ivy, bits of the natural world that are so much a part of her. “Look, how beautiful. Nature,” she tells me. Quoting her own translation of Spinoza, Alice says, “We are nature. God is nature.” She pauses to reflect. “Impossible to believe, I am one hundred and seven years old. You know that I am very independent and have the freedom to think for myself. I am so happy that I woke up today.”



As I write this, Alice ­Herz-­Sommer has just celebrated her 108th birthday. She continues to practice and polish her repertoire with miraculous concentration, always searching for that elusive perfection. One of her visitors recently asked her why she still spends so much time practicing the same pieces. Folding her arms, she looked him straight in the face. “I am an artist. Some days I admire myself. Not bad, I think. But the longer I work, the more I learn that I am only a beginner. No matter how well I know a work of Beethoven, for example, I can always go deeper, and then deeper still. One of the rewards of being a musician is that it is possible to practice the same piece of music and discover new meaning without boredom for at least a hundred years. I study the language of music with the same fervor that scholars reexamine the holy scriptures. The artist’s job is never done. It is the same with life. We can only strive ­towards rightness. As with music, I search for meaning. I practice life.”

Stefan Zweig marveled that, during the first half of the twentieth century, man realized the impossible of yesterday: conquest of the air, radio transmission of the human word, the splitting of the atom, the curing of the most hideous diseases. He wrote, “Not until our time has mankind as a whole behaved so infernally, and never before has it accomplished so much that is godlike.” Zweig continued, “Our greatest debt of gratitude is to those who in these inhuman times confirm the human in us.” As a witness to the twentieth century, Alice has lived through the extraordinary cultural and scientific accomplishments Zweig chronicled; she experienced the highest rewards civilization has to ­offer—­the power of music, literature, art, technological innovation, science, and philosophy to bring out the best in our humanity—­and she survived the greatest degradation of the human spirit the Western world has known. And yet, in immersing herself in art while remaining closely connected to the world around her, to her music, and to what Kafka called that something “indestructible” deep within her being, Alice has found lasting happiness—­which for all of us may be the ultimate source of eternal youth.
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