

Franci Rabinek Epstein



FRANCI’S WAR

A TRUE STORY

AFTERWORD BY HELEN EPSTEIN

[image: Penguin Books]




To Helen, Tommy, and David 
In memory of their grandparents




[image: ]



[image: Penguin walking logo]

1

It was a hot day in the first week of September 1942, and the Industrial Palace of Prague was teeming with people. Most were lying or sitting on the loose straw on the floor; others were wandering around in a stunned daze. Gone were the shiny displays of Czechoslovak industry that had given the place the air of a happy carnival.

I had often come to the Industrial Palace when I was a child and my father’s electro-technical firm, Korálek & Rabinek, had a booth.fn1 It had always been a treat. I returned home with free samples, balloons, and stacks of glossy catalogs. This time I would not return home because the Industrial Palace had been converted to the assembly point for the deportation of undesirables, i.e., Jews, by edict of the Nuremberg race laws.

None of us should have been surprised. The trap had been closing for three years by then, but the systematic humiliation and brainwashing had been gradual and only partially successful. Our humanity was still intact. Our situation had somehow not fully registered until now. It was quite a shock to be suddenly treated like so much cattle.

I was twenty-two and lying with my head in my mother’s lap in a sort of stupor. I had just had a tonsillectomy. I had not eaten for a few days and was having trouble breathing the air that was filled with straw dust. My mother kept stroking my hair and trying to make me drink a little water. My father was walking around from one acquaintance to another, hoping to find out what was in store for us. Groups of SS men were storming in and out, yelling orders and rounding up groups of Jewish men to clean the latrines. They made a point of picking out the most distinguished-looking older men in the crowd, the men wearing glasses. My father was one of them.

When they told me in the hospital that my parents and I had been called up for a transport, the nurse, who was a friend of ours, said We can get you out of it because of the surgery. I thought this over for a few minutes and then said I’m not letting them go alone. They’re too old and they don’t have anybody else. My mother was sixty and my father was sixty-five. I couldn’t visualize those two people going alone anywhere. And there was a little egotistical motivation too. My husband was already gone. I would have been left all alone. Besides, by September 1942 I was so fed up with all the restrictions in Prague that I thought any change of scene would be a relief, no matter what was waiting on the other end. I was always like that, unfortunately.
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Hitler invaded Czechoslovakia on March 15, 1939, a bit over two weeks after I turned nineteen. My interest in politics was nonexistent, and I was only vaguely aware that all four of my grandparents were Jewish. A year earlier, I had become the owner of my mother’s haute couture business. I was carefree, slightly spoiled, and mainly interested in dancing, my business, flirting, and skiing, in that order.

My father, Emil Rabinek, was born a Jew in Vienna in 1878. He was the youngest son in a family of Austrian civil servants and a firm believer in assimilation. At the age of twenty, he had converted to Catholicism in order to circumvent the numerus clausus—the Jewish quota—at the University of Berlin. Emil Rabinek had fought with the Austrian army during the First World War without much enthusiasm, and welcomed the formation of the Czechoslovak Republic in 1918. He had lived in Prague for many years. While he remained—emotionally and culturally—an Austrian, he saw the establishment of the Czechoslovak Republic as a new experiment in social democracy, a sort of Switzerland in the heart of Europe with equal rights for all minorities. He chose to be a Czechoslovak citizen.

The next twenty years justified his choice. My father lived as a member of the German-speaking community of Prague, patronizing German clubs, theaters, and concert halls. One of his favorite statements was I am a Czechoslovak citizen of German nationality. He never learned proper Czech. Our extensive library was almost entirely German, with translations from French, English, and Russian literature. He led me to admire everything German or, at least, filtered through the German language. There was not one Czech book in the house until I was in my teens and began to buy them for myself.

Though my father had had plenty of warning about Nazism, he dismissed the news that came from Germany as propaganda. He believed in German decency, justice, honor, and civilization. He was also absolutely certain that Czechoslovakia was a strong country, its sovereignty guaranteed by its French and British allies. Not even the occupation of Austria in March 1938 had shaken his convictions, and he considered his cousins who had fled Vienna to be cowards. His eldest sister, Gisela Rabinek Kremer, and some of her children had remained there. That gave him further evidence that it was a mistake to panic and run.

There were, in addition, financial considerations. In February 1920, when I was born, my father had been a rich man—co-owner of a shipyard and an electro-technical wholesale house. Following the American Crash of 1929 and the depression years, his wealth had shrunk. We still had our beautiful apartment, with all its books and paintings, and were living very comfortably. But by the time the Germans occupied Czechoslovakia, our income came mostly from my mother’s and my haute couture business, which, in earlier years, he had considered the caprice of a liberated career woman. Now, my father kept busy as its bookkeeper. Business was good, but most of our capital was tied up in it, and not readily available to convert into foreign currency on the black market. My father often said At our age we are not emigrating without capital.

Unbeknownst to me and in spite of all his brave talk, my father was writing letters to his cousin in England with the purpose of getting me out of the country. Nothing ever came of it, and only twenty-five years later did I learn from this guilt-ridden relative how my father had pleaded with him to do something, anything, to save me. He must have done it under pressure from my mother, who felt that a major catastrophe had befallen the Czech nation in general and our family in particular.

My mother, Josefa “Pepi” Sachsel, spoke excellent Czech and had a very deep allegiance to the Czech people, although she, too, was born in Vienna. Both her parents had died when she was nine, and in 1891, she and her two older brothers were taken in by Aunt Rosa, her father’s sister, and moved to the Czech town of Kolín.

Rosalia Sachsel Lustfeld, according to my mother, was desperately poor and deeply pious. A regular at Kolín’s synagogue, she preferred to discuss the Talmud with itinerant Chasidim to running her used clothing store. The brothers soon ran away: Emil Sachsel joined the Austro-Hungarian Navy and eventually settled in Bratislava; Rudolf Sachsel became a peddler and eventually a rich wholesaler in Prague. Pepi, being a girl and only nine, remained in Kolín, learned Czech, attended grammar school, and was stuck with Aunt Rosa’s overpowering love, religious fervor, and rigidity. This combination of traits managed, over the years, to sour my mother’s connection to observant Judaism and turn her into an agnostic.

The Hilsner Affair was also a factor. In 1899, when Pepi was seventeen, a Czech Catholic seamstress was found dead in a pool of blood during Passover. A Jewish vagrant named Leopold Hilsner was the chief suspect and accused of ritual murder. My mother told me there had been pogroms all over the country, including in Kolín. And another factor that soured her on Judaism: her first love had been a wealthy Jewish boy in Kolín, and his parents had shipped him out of the country to prevent him from marrying a poor orphan.

Aunt Rosa had taught her niece how to assess used clothing and how to sew. At twenty, Pepi followed her brothers’ lead and left Kolín. She moved in with her brother Rudolf in Prague and found a job at one of the city’s best-known dress shops, Moritz Schiller. Within two years, she became its directrice and buyer. My mother had no wish to marry, but to allay Aunt Rosa’s fears for her virtue in the big city, she married a former Kolín schoolmate, and became Mrs. Oskar Weigert.

During that first decade of the twentieth century, Pepi traveled to Paris every year and became a sophisticated businesswoman. But her marriage was miserably unhappy because Oskar had syphilis, then an incurable disease. In 1908, she had a nervous breakdown. Her boss conferred with Aunt Rosa and Pepi’s prosperous brothers, and they were able to get her marriage annulled on the grounds that it was never consummated. Josefa Weigert moved into a boardinghouse, where she met electrical engineer Emil Rabinek. After a decade-long affair, and the death of Aunt Rosa and his mother, Fanny Rabinek, they married in December 1918.

Emil Rabinek did not object to Pepi’s career, but did not want her to work for anyone else. So she opened her own haute couture house, Salon Weigert, in a space adjoining their apartment on 53 Spálená in Prague. My mother was equally at home with Czech and German clients, perhaps leaning a little more to the Czech side. Many of them adored her and were often friends as well as customers. She had excellent relations with her Czech employees. I was born in February 1920, and as I grew up, she balanced my father’s Germanophilia quite nicely.

My own allegiance was entirely with the Czechoslovak Republic. I was, after all, a child of the Republic, only two years younger than the state itself. I considered myself a Czechoslovak citizen. My parents tried to bring me up as a citizen of the world. German was spoken at home, Czech was spoken everywhere else, and I was sent to Prague’s French school, baptized a Catholic, and attended church and confession. I knew I had Jewish family members because I visited Aunt Rosa’s grave in the Jewish cemetery once a year with Mutti (my mother). But religion did not interest me very much. By the time I was thirteen, I began to question Catholic dogma and soon afterward asked my father to have my papers changed to read “without religious affiliation.”

Those were the kind of Jews I and my parents were when the Germans occupied Prague on March 15, 1939.
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In April, a tall, sandy-haired man with a Prussian crew cut had appeared at our door and identified himself politely as the commissar appointed by the Reichsprotektor to “aryanize” our Jewish business. After inspecting our records and watching how the workroom operated, he must have come to the realization that our salon was entirely dependent on the taste and work of its owners and their relationship to its customers—not a potential gold mine for him. Hinting broadly that his wife needed new clothes, he advised us off the record to sell the business pro forma to one of our employees and perhaps stay on as hired help. After he left, Mutti and I went into the workroom to discuss the situation with our staff. Our seamstresses and one tailor were all under thirty, and our belief in their loyalty was so strong that it never occurred to us to worry about a possible leak to the authorities about the proposition we were about to make to them.

They did not seem to be surprised. This sort of thing was going on all over Prague, but somehow none of us had expected it so soon. A lively discussion began about who should become the pro forma owner. We decided to sleep on it. My parents had misgivings about putting our livelihood into the hands of an employee—no matter how loyal—while I thought the idea simple and brilliant. Actually, we had no choice. We could close the business completely, but that would entail living on our savings for an unforeseeable length of time and also deprive more than a dozen people of their jobs.

The next day Marie, who had been working for us the longest, offered to be part of the transaction. A secret contract was drawn up by a reliable attorney and member of the Czech underground who had arranged more than one similar transfer. Marie and I would draw the same salary and divide the profit in half. To make the transaction plausible, the lawyer made a loan to Marie, enabling her to buy the business from us. We repaid him. The contract was buried on the grounds of the attorney’s country house. A sign painter changed the names over our entrance door.

After this, life went on more or less unchanged, except that the staff began to call Marie “Miss Marie,” instead of by her first name. Our customers, including the German customers, accepted the situation without much comment. Some inquired discreetly whether my mother was getting her fair share.

Then the systematic harassment of the Czechs in general and the Jews in particular began. First came the definition of who was considered a Jew: anyone with at least two Jewish grandparents. I discovered that I had four. Then Jews were barred from public places, and signs to that effect were put up at all restaurants, coffeehouses, playgrounds, swimming pools, theaters, concert halls, etc.: JEWS UNWANTED. Only the river was still accessible to us.

Jews were dismissed from all the universities; Jewish doctors were allowed to treat only Jews, and their offices were confiscated one by one. Eventually all Jewish-owned businesses were aryanized and the National Bar Association disbarred all Jewish lawyers. But some Czech organizations and businesses procrastinated. The Czech Philharmonic resisted the longest, almost one year. The national gymnastic association, Sokol, complied, but a large number of regional groups let it be known privately that its Jewish members were as welcome as before.

We were ordered to wear a yellow star with the word JUDE in the middle. This had to be sewn on the left side of every outer garment, over the heart. Anyone circumventing this order was subject to immediate arrest. My father and I considered this the ultimate insult; Mutti accepted it much more philosophically, maybe as a punishment for our disregard of our ancestry.

Next came the confiscation of all jewelry, which had to be brought to appointed places in person. Then radios. Then Jews were only allowed to ride in the last car of the tram and only allowed to sit in the event that no Aryan was standing. The following year, only Jews who worked and had a special pass could ride the tram. The ones who did not have a pass had to walk everywhere.

There were certainly some Czechs who sympathized with the Germans and who were quite happy about the persecution of the Jews. But most of the Czechs I came into contact with resented these edicts. Some made a point of giving up their seat in the tram to let a Jewish woman sit down. These well-meant gestures led to embarrassing situations at times. Prague was full of Germans in civilian clothes. There were altercations in trams or buses that ended in fistfights if only Czechs were involved, but could get much more unpleasant if a German was present. Meanwhile, the oppressed tried to fight back as best as they could. Uninsured jewelry got stashed away with Aryan friends. Large radios were moved to the homes of non-Jewish neighbors and friends, and smaller, older ones were turned in instead. Many a yellow star was hidden on the street by a strategically carried book or handbag, or often not worn at all.

I did that for a long time and, as an added precaution, decided to get a nose job. My father and some of my Jewish friends had always teased me about having a so-called Jewish nose. I was an avid moviegoer and the prohibition on Jews attending cinemas was one of the hardest for me to bear. If my nose were a different shape and I didn’t wear a star, I reasoned, I could pass without much risk. I had the operation and wound up, after four weeks of headaches, looking like my mother with her straight, slightly turned-up nose, but never actually got to go to the movies because she got hysterical every time I even mentioned the idea.
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In June 1939, my parents and I were arrested by the Gestapo—because of my boyfriend’s mother’s jewelry. My boyfriend was Pepik “Joe” Solar. His mother had stashed some of her jewelry with a Major Z., who had been Joe’s commander in the Czechoslovak Army. Because they were looking for Joe, they arrested us.

This was my first contact with the Gestapo. They arrested my parents first without telling them the charges, and me a few hours later, when I returned home from an errand. They interrogated us separately for twelve hours, with my parents totally unaware of what this was all about. Compared to what would happen later in the war, I was not mistreated during those long hours. I was even offered chocolate and cigarettes, alternating with threats of shooting me or my parents if I didn’t talk. That night, I was put in a car with my parents and two Gestapo men. We were taken to Pankrác prison and lined up, facing the wall, with some fifty other people.

My parents were on either side of me. Behind our backs, a few guards were marching up and down. After a while, my father turned toward me with a questioning look. Instantly, he was knocked down by a guard, his glasses flying off his face. I bent down automatically to help him up, but a shouted order stopped me, and I realized that it was better to keep still. By midnight we were all led off to different cells. I was put in with two middle-aged ladies to whom I announced that this was all some terrible mistake and that, clearly, I would be going home in the morning. One of them seemed to find my announcement very amusing, while the other just waved her hand, too depressed to argue with me.

The first woman was named Marianne Golz. She was very attractive, with flaming red hair and the self-assurance of an actress, which it turned out she had been. The second was Ludmila, the wife of a high officer in the Czechoslovak Army and a functionary of Sokol, who had fled the country to join the free Czech soldiers abroad. Ludmila had been imprisoned for the previous three months and repeatedly questioned about the network that enabled Czech men such as her husband to slip out of the country under the noses of the Germans.

My two cellmates could not have been more different from each other. Where one was flamboyant and witty, the other was dignified and quiet. Where one’s moral attitudes seemed to be at least questionable, the other had been married for twenty-five years to the same husband with rocklike love and devotion. These involuntary roommates had more in common than I at first understood. They both were instantly protective of me and took it upon themselves to give me an elementary education in the ground rules of German detention.

The first rule of the game seemed to be not to let your interrogators know anything they did not already know. Never admit anything, they told me, especially not the truth. Never volunteer information, no matter what the promise of reward.

To my nineteen-year-old eyes, Marianne seemed like an adventuress and demi-mondaine with great sensitivity and compassion for others, an enormously courageous daredevil. Ludmila’s courage manifested itself more in quiet passive resistance to her captors. I believe that neither of them ever implicated another person during the entire time they were detained. I learned that Marianne was an early anti-Nazi and a Christian who had been married to a Jewish journalist in Vienna. He had fled Austria in March 1938. Marianne had stayed behind in Vienna, obtained a quick divorce on racial grounds, and went to work to help her friends.

She smuggled their money and jewelry into Switzerland, while carrying on an affair with an SS officer in Vienna. This affair allowed her to cover her tracks and make a fair number of useful connections in the high echelons of the SS, in and out of Austria. It had all worked beautifully until the day when the gentleman was transferred to more important duties. At that point, Marianne prudently decided to move her activities to Prague. Here, she became involved with the Czech Resistance. Unfortunately, one arrest had led to another, someone talked too much, and Marianne wound up as Ludmila’s cellmate. Despite all her connections to the SS, she was unable to get word out that she was being held in Pankrác prison.

Fascinated by Marianne’s stories and personality, I listened closely to what she reported about the experience of the Jews in Austria and the methods used by the Nazis. We had plenty of time and nothing else to do since day after day went by without any of us being called in for questioning. Marianne explained to me the mechanics of the system of confiscation, humiliation, and—finally—deportations, which had already started in Vienna.

Marianne did not know where exactly these people had been taken, but she did know that the weight of their luggage was limited to fifty kilos, and that everything else one owned had to stay behind. She tried to convince me to try to escape if and when I got out of this prison. She did convince me that it was foolish for my family to remain in an apartment adjoining the business where I was employed, not only because of the risk to Marie but because our apartment was large and modern, and would be confiscated sooner or later. We would then be forced into one room in another “Jewish apartment.”

All this useful information was spiced with quite incredible stories from her life, some of which caused acute embarrassment to Ludmila, who did not consider them fit for my nineteen-year-old ears. But the two women adamantly agreed that the Nazis were monsters who had to be fought on every level. I began to believe every word they said. Every day, I looked for my mother during the twenty-minute exercise march in the prison yard, but never saw her.

Two weeks later I was called for interrogation and released half an hour later. Much later I would learn that Marianne was released a few weeks after me, when one of her SS friends returned from a trip and did not find her home, but rearrested in 1943, when her luck ran out. She was beheaded in Pankrác prison that year. I never learned what happened to Ludmila.
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I came home to our empty apartment. My first stop was my father’s desk. I opened the top drawer, and found—to my horror—a list of my mother’s jewelry with Major Z.’s address. I also found a suspicious-looking vial without a label that contained little pills. Then the doorbell rang and I stuck it into my pocket. It was my boyfriend Joe, who filled me in on what had happened while I was in prison.

Joe had contacted a Czech lawyer with access to the Gestapo to find out why we had been arrested. He learned that his brother Paul was suspected of dealing in foreign currency and that two Gestapo agents had searched his apartment. There, they found a slip of paper with Major Z.’s name and address, and notes about jewelry, and locked the brother’s family up. Then they interrogated Paul’s mother and asked about Joe’s whereabouts. She told them that Joe was probably visiting his girlfriend—i.e., me. They arrested us, confronted Major Z., and let him go with an admonition to stop being a Jew-lover. We were released from Pankrác for the sum of twenty thousand Czech crowns, a ransom delivered in a plain envelope, stuck into a copy of Mein Kampf. My parents were indeed released a few hours after me.

Each of us reacted to that first imprisonment in a different way. My father was furious at my boyfriend, and ranted about keeping lists that implicated uninvolved others. He stopped only when I produced the list I had found in his desk. Joe drew the conclusion that the Germans could be bought and that his newly found connection to the Gestapo might prove useful in the future. Mutti was happy to see me all in one piece, and ready to forgive everything and everybody.

I told them what I had heard from my cellmate Marianne. They listened but considered me naive: Marianne might have been an agent provocateur put in with us to acquire information. Nonetheless, I insisted on discussing her suggestion that we give up our large, centrally located Prague apartment, move the business to a separate location, and look for smaller, less attractive living quarters that would not invite German requisition. My idea was to move to the suburbs, far from the center of town, where raids and other surprises were less likely. It took months to convince my parents, but I stood my ground and we eventually did just that.

When the Second World War officially began on September 1, 1939, my father retreated into a dreamworld of his own, never doubting an Allied victory. He walked six miles every day to listen to the broadcasts of the BBC in the home of one of our employees where our radio was parked. He had maps all over the house with flags pinned into position where the Germans claimed to be and where the BBC said they were. The situation looked bleak, but once the war started, my father’s optimism soared sky-high. That Christmas, Joe gave me a puppy. Tommy soon became the center of my family’s attention, and a faithful companion during my father’s news-gathering walks.

In the beginning of 1940, with the war going into high gear, my boyfriend became deeply involved with the Resistance’s clandestine smuggling of former Czechoslovak servicemen out of the country to enable them to join the anti-Nazi military effort abroad. Joe had been discharged from the army only a short time before the occupation. While serving, he had been a happy-go-lucky guy, never taking the army very seriously. After the German occupation, his attitude had changed completely. He felt guilty sending other men off, and by the end of April, he had decided to join the growing units of volunteers.

The exit route had been tested many times before and was considered fairly safe. A patriotic ranger led groups of five to ten men through the woods across the border to Hungary. From there they made their way to Yugoslavia and eventually to Palestine and England, where a Czechoslovak government-in-exile had been formed. There was a long and tearful leave-taking at our house, with even my father moved to sniffles, and Joe left without forgetting to arrange for two baskets of flowers to be delivered the following day for Mutti and me.

After three days without news we were convinced that he had made it safely and felt happy and proud. Then, when I returned home from work a week later, Mutti told me that I had a visitor in the dining room. There was Joe, with a week-old beard, smelling of sweat and manure, a picture of utter misery. Something had gone wrong and his group had been intercepted by a German patrol. Some were caught, some were shot, but Joe and a buddy had escaped and made their way back to Prague on foot, getting rides and food from sympathetic farmers. They had covered about four hundred miles over back roads and fields. There was no way of knowing whether the Germans were looking for them, and it was dangerous to stay at his mother’s or even my house. He was even dangerous to the Resistance.

For the next few weeks he disappeared into different mountain cabins owned by his friends, constantly changing his location. Before he left, we decided to get married. I felt terribly sorry for Joe, and also, he now seemed something of a hero to me. I had always liked him for his marvelous sense of humor. No matter how bad things looked, he could always make me laugh. He was my favorite playmate. Besides, Jews now had a curfew of eight p.m., and my parents and the puppy were just not enough company for the twenty-year-old woman I now was.
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When I broke the news to my parents, my father flew into a rage, accusing Joe of stealing me away from him. Mutti, on the other hand, liked the idea of our getting married, thinking it was good for me to be with another young person in this difficult time. After Joe came out of hiding and returned to Prague, we finally decided to move out of the center of Prague. Our landlord was delighted: this enabled him to rent our apartment quietly to new Czech tenants.

We found a tiny place—just two rooms and a kitchen, with no central heating—on the outskirts of the city next to the film studios in Barrandov. It was far away from everything, but there were fields and woods to walk in. It would not have been bad for a young couple by themselves, but we moved there with my parents so as to avoid requisitioning too much space. Some of our furniture was sold, and the rest crammed into this new apartment. The business was moved to a new location in the center of Prague.

On August 20, 1940, we got married. Jewish marriages were no longer permitted in Prague’s beautiful City Hall—only in a small district hall on the outskirts of the city. We were not allowed to ride in taxis anymore, and I refused to go on the tram with the enormous bouquet of white roses that Joe presented me. The problem was solved by asking one of our young apprentices to carry it for me in a shopping bag.

In consideration of the times, I had decided to get married in a simple black dress, but I had an unbelievably silly pale-blue hat that I carried in a paper bag and only put on for the photographer in the waiting room. The little district office was crowded with my staff and friends, and afterward we had a luncheon at Père Louis, a restaurant we had visited regularly during our courtship and whose owner circumvented the anti-Jewish laws simply by closing “for illness.”

Our four-day honeymoon took place in Zlín, an ugly, industrial town and home to the Baťa works, simply because this was the only hotel in the country that still admitted Jewish guests. Even there we had to eat in our room because the dining room was off-limits. After those four days, our honeymoon and our privacy were over. We returned to my family’s small apartment in Prague, where I was still considered “the child” and my husband was treated like an adopted sibling.

By then, I was the only wage earner in the family. Our former employee Marie had undergone a subtle change over the course of the year. Being the owner of a thriving business had given her a status she had previously only dreamed of. Incessant anti-Semitic propaganda by the occupying forces had given this simple girl an idea of the risks she was taking by continuing to employ my
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