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For my mother without whom this story would not exist. And for Erich Korte, a man of patience and wisdom, enhanced by an infinite sense of wonder. My friend, my mentor, and my stability during parts of this story; may you rest in peace.
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    For my mother without whom this story would not exist. And for Erich Korte, aman of patience and widsom, enhanced by an infinite sense of wonder. My friend, my mentor, and my stability during parts of this story; may you rest in peace.

      

    

My Life With an Enigma

“No matter how hard a writer strives to get the details right, a memoir is always just one of many different true stories that can be told about the same events.”

Lad Tobin; The Permission Slip, published in The Sun, November 2015



Introduction

The story that follows is one that I cannot tell without weaving myself into it. The prodding of countless friends—both hers and mine—has produced this, my best effort to tell the story of my mother’s life. Yramiris. Iramiris, Yry, Yri, Iri, Eirie. She had as many personas as she had names; being my mother was one persona and, of course, the most important one to me. The pronunciation and the spelling of her name vexed friends and acquaintances throughout her life. Rather than fighting the inevitable, my mother embraced her many identities and even added to her mystique by occasionally writing under noms de plume like Ruth and Patricia and perhaps others of which I am yet unaware. She was not just an unusual person, she was elusive. Her flair for the dramatic, paired with a fear of intimacy and exposure, resulted in a wake of similar, but never matching stories of her past. I studied letters, journals, and diaries from her childhood and youth, I coughed up memories of things she’d told me, I milked the stories she had told various friends. Rarely did these stories match in their entirety, but there was always a thread that tied them together. It is that thread of her being that I hope to capture.

Memory itself is ephemeral. And when we doctor our stories to fit predefined mores of society, it is easy to inhabit those stories as our own truths. The lines between truth and fiction are a murky pudding. In trying to make sense of my mother’s pudding I’m sure I’ve gotten some things wrong. But hopefully I have captured the complex nature that drew people to shake their heads in wonder and sometimes in disapproval, but to love her just the same.



Part I; I am the Queen of England!


“A true story, a story based on real life, can never be written completely, anymore than an entire river can be carried in your hand.” Ann Patchett



Plastic slats block all but pinholes of yellow spring glow. I perch in a Forest Service-green plastic chair pulled up to the left side of the hospital bed that sprouts a daunting array of wires, cords, tubes, buttons, and geegaws. My Tandy rides the table of my knees. 

“Are you sure you don’t want me to crack the blinds just a bit?”

“No. Hurts my eyes.” The voice is almost unrecognizable—flat and grumpy.

Grasping at something to break the emptiness, my mind rumbles for a question to prime the pump. “So Mom, tell me about the trip to America. What was that like? Was it frightening or exciting?”

After a too-long pause, the diminished form answers with little enthusiasm.

April 1991 was an awkward time for my mother and me. No—it was an awkward time for me; it was an agonizing time for Mother. All her life Mom had relied on self-diagnosis accompanied by the talismans of vitamins, minerals, enzymes, and determination in lieu of doctors and hospitals. Ten days earlier she’d called me in Boise to ask for my help—a first. Now, sitting beside her hospital bed in Fort Collins, I felt responsible for the heaviness of time. The following day she was scheduled for a surgical procedure that would enable long-term kidney dialysis. She’d been putting this off for several years. As a means of filling long, empty hours of doing nothing, I mined Mother’s memories. Through the years, I’d overheard many intriguing family tales, but I’d only listened to the exciting parts and retained none of the important details nor the threads that connected the stories. Perhaps now, with nothing to sidetrack me, I could record them. Balancing the laptop on my knees, I coaxed her. She was tired and lethargic, but grateful to have a distraction. Her voice was hollow and lifeless, devoid of her characteristic flamboyance. At times, some vision would breathe a half-hearted grin into her voice:

“Yah. I wasn’t quite eleven yet. It was Oct 25, 1924 ... "

Then silence, again. Such a simple answer seemed to suck all the energy out of her. Had she gone to sleep? Was she breathing? Journalists make interviewing look so easy, I thought, as I stared at the lump under the white bedclothes. Desperate to get the memories flowing, I blurted out another question. “What was the voyage like?” God, what a lame question. Without bothering to open her eyes, Mom sucked in stale, medicinal air and began to describe the events that brought her to America. Little by little the story of Mother’s childhood emerged as I sat beside her bed.

~~~
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IT TOOK TEN DAYS FOR the S.S. "Resolute" to cross the Atlantic from Hamburg to New York City. For a child of eleven, the trip was a grand adventure. It was also an opportunity to distance herself from the hubbub and turmoil of a large extended family of aunts and uncles and cousins. For her mother, Norah, the journey was less adventure and a lot more uncertainty and discomfort. Norah had already paid a dear price for falling in love with a German.
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In the beginning
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Lenore Dillon met Herman Paul by chance. They were each strolling one evening with their respective dogs in the town of Manchester, England. Norah was from a well-to-do Catholic family. She had been a naïve and sheltered young woman—"well bred" by the standards of the day. At 17 she had married a "good Catholic man." The marriage was bewildering, unsatisfying, and childless. She struggled for ten years to make the best of it, then came the shocking discovery that her husband had syphilis. That outrage, she felt, released her of any obligation to the man. Her parents understood her desertion, and took her in, but they could do little more for her. She was Catholic and Catholic marriages are forever. 
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Lenore (Norah) Dillon 1907

ONE OF NORAH’S FEW pleasures was going for walks with Jack, her high-stepping terrier, coifed with a silky white mane and a trim little derriere. Captivated by the smart little dog trotting towards him, Herman’s eyes follow the leash upward coming to rest on an attractive, fair-skinned young woman with auburn hair piled in ornate swirls. At five-eight, Herman stood only two inches taller than Norah. His intense blue eyes locked onto her gray eyes with interest. While Jack investigated every inch of Herman’s dog, Herman greeted the woman in front of him and introduced himself. Norah’s heart skipped a beat as she responded to his mellow voice. They continued on their separate trajectories. She looked forward to more encounters with this polite, handsome, dark-haired gentleman with an alluring accent. 

Frederick Herman Paul was a German merchant living and working in England along with his brother, Willy, who was a banker. Herman was a thoughtful man, interested in art, literature, and philosophy. Occasionally he took a turn on stage in an amateur theatre group. Herman and Norah’s visits expanded in frequency and duration. Light bantering morphed into serious, soul-searching explorations. Affection blossomed into love. Officially, marriage was out of the question, but filled with vigor and optimism, they flouted the rules and Norah moved into the house that Herman shared with his brother. 
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Herman and Willy  circ. 1903

THEIR UNION PRODUCED one child. Yramiris was named, she claimed, after an Egyptian mummy that her father had imported to England for his import-export business. And it is here, at the very beginning of her story, that the riddles begin. Upon closer investigation, her given name was Hertha Iramiris Dillon Paul. Hertha, a name my mother detested and refused to acknowledge, is Germanic for the goddess of fertility. But it also implies strength or vigor. The English boy’s name, Irim means bright; its feminized version is Iram. The name Iris implies rainbow or colorful. Were her parents mixing her Germanic-British lineage and imbuing their little girl with strength and a bright, colorful life? If so, they succeeded beyond their wildest imaginings. 
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Yry  circ 1917

YRY WAS BORN INTO A Hadean world of international conflict. Her parents’ union linked two discordant countries and breached the mores of the era. On the day of her birth, Nov 20, 1913, London was in a vortex of volatility. The Ottoman Empire had all but collapsed. Germany was amassing naval power at an alarming rate, which stimulated a similar buildup in England. Each country feared losing control over their respective colonies. Meanwhile tensions were increasing in the Balkans. The world stood at the brink of a black hole.

As Yry was learning to walk, France, Russia, and Britain were learning to use each other as ballast against Germany and her allies. Yry’s mother was English. Her father was German. As she toddled around the house, lurching from chair leg to table leg for stability, she was innocent of the twisted trajectory that lay in store for her and her parents.

Within days of England’s declaration of war against Germany, Parliament passed the Aliens Restriction Act, which required men between the ages of 17 and 55, of German or Austrian nationality, to report to internment camps. Brothers Herman and Willy had no recourse but to comply with the edict. By 1919, 600 camps in the Commonwealth housed up to 32,000 civilian prisoners. The media portrayed Germans as bloody savages and tricky spies in the same way that America would do for Japanese Americans some 20 years later. The wife of a bloody Kraut, Norah became an outcast. With her daughter, she moved into a one-room basement apartment and hoarded her dwindling resources as best she could, while steeling herself for angry epithets when she ventured outside to shop or for arduous journeys to visit her husband.

The brothers spent four years in a tent village that, thanks to incessant rain, became a cesspool. The prisoners were reasonably well-treated. The residents of the camps organized themselves into social hierarchies to provide entertainment and comfort to each other. But the cold and damp conditions leached Willy's strength. Despite Herman’s efforts to hoard extra food and blankets for him, Willy grew so weak that he had to be hospitalized, which inevitably saved his life. 

Detainees were allowed monthly, 15-minute visits by no more than two relatives or friends at a time. The visits were monitored by guards and conversation was limited to English. For those precious few minutes with her husband each month, Norah endured the full-day, round-trip journey by bus and by train, often bringing the baby with her.

With his brother isolated, Herman occupied his time by devouring books as a lifeline to sanity. Though he lacked a college education, intense reading and study expanded his knowledge, perhaps beyond what he might have learned in a University. He spruced up his French, Spanish, English, and Italian, and taught himself Greek, Russian, and Chinese. His literary and acting skills made him a popular attraction at the impromptu performances that the internees presented to pass the time.  

Meanwhile, from the camp hospital, Willy contacted their father who smuggled money to Norah. Yry and her mother spent nights huddled together during blackouts. First they suffered the devasting new technology of bombs dropped from the belly of a Zeppelin, and later from low-flying airplanes whose angry buzzing vibrated windows and dishes, just before their cargo whistled through the air and thudded to their deadly destinations. War noise was forever etched into Yry’s memory, making fireworks an agony in later years.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Germany
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The war ended, but the family’s struggles continued. After release from the camp, the brothers found that their work visas had been revoked, so they were forced to leave England. They sailed first to Holland. From there, Herman arranged passage for his wife and child. Uncle Willy picked up Norah and Yry in Amsterdam and escorted them into northern Germany where he situated them temporarily with relatives while Herman searched for a place to live in Karlsruhe. Failing that, they ended up farther south in Langen with a new batch of relatives. Herman found work at a shellac factory and was quickly promoted to director of that factory. It was late summer of 1919.

Yry's parents took three weeks to rekindle their romance as they searched the cratered countryside for a place for the three of them to live. Yry, not quite six, remained in Langen with the relatives. Till that time, life had consisted of two extremes: wartime chaos or quiet solitude. She’d spent little time with other children. Like any normal five-year-old, she was proud of her growing communication skills and was a good English conversationalist with adults. But in the blink of an eye, she was demoted to the frustrating turf of incomprehension. When she spoke, her cousins gawped and giggled. 

Are they savages, she wondered? They act like hungry dogs roaming the streets. Their table manners are atrocious! 

Initially she shrank into the shadows and refused to acknowledge their silliness. The Dutch and German cousins responded with taunts about her lack of manners and her snootiness. She responded by scurrying under the dining room table. Sheltered by the folds of the tablecloth, and in true British fashion, she crossed her arms and proclaimed, "I am the Queen of England!"  

Over time, the patience and kindness of adult aunts and uncles softened her defiant husk. Curiosity drove her to guess the content of family dinner conversations and she began to pick up bits and pieces of the German language. Whereas her life in London had been one of seclusion and fear, this new life in Germany was full of aunts and uncles and cousins who jabbered, laughed, and pulled pranks on each other. Eventually, Yry learned how to play with her cousins and came to cherish them individually for their unique contributions to the family entertainment.

Herman’s brother-in-law was her favorite uncle. Uncle Philip was a child at heart who entertained the kids with walks and sleigh rides and wild stories. His favorite stories involved der Schwartzmann, the black man, who comes after bad little children. His teasing never frightened Yry. She recognized him for the clown that he was. Besides, der Schwartzmann came for German kids and SHE, after all, was the Queen of England!

Eventually Yry's parents moved to Darmstadt, where they rented two rooms of a large house owned by an elderly bachelor. Their landlord was a scruffy fellow with wild white hair escaping the confines of a well-worn flat cap. Just below the bill of his cap, bristly white eyebrows made a shelf over deep set eyes. His white mustache would have looked dashing if only it had not presided over irregularly-shaved jowls which twitched nervously in tandem with the eyebrows. The old man spent much of his day tramping through the woods behind the house. One day he came home with a canvas pouch filled with mushrooms which he cooked in lard. When he offered Yry a bowl of these morsels from the forest floor, she remembered Uncle Philip’s tales about der Schwartzman. There was something about these mushrooms, offered by a strange, lonely, old man, from a forest with which she was unfamiliar, that gave her pause.

An elderly woman also roomed in the Darmstadt house. This woman’s maid helped Norah with laundry and scouring the always shabby wooden floors. The maid had worked and saved every penny she earned to buy herself a better life. But Germany's post-war economy plunged, taking the woman’s money with it. It was a tragic but common story, and one that Yry remembered and took to heart.

Things were going well for the family now. The next move was to a large two-story house at Ritterstrasse 6, in Mainz, Germany. It was a beautiful, two-story, masonry house. Three broad steps, flanked by concrete wings, opened onto a porch with a swinging bench and chairs. Huge trees with gnarly trunks shaded an expansive lawn. This house came to host many wonderful family gatherings. By this time, Yry's German skills had improved. Her parents had taught her both English and German, as well as arithmetic, and geography. But she had never gone to school and was shy about interacting with other kids. Herman encouraged her to introduce herself to the neighborhood children, but each time she screwed up her nerve to approach a group of kids, they laughed at her English accent. 

Occasionally the family traveled to Bavaria to visit friends who lived in the country just outside of Füssen. The Müllers had a son about Yry’s age. Wide-eyed, she shadowed this tow-headed little boy around the barnyard. She loved visits to the Müllers, and she loved this little boy! During one visit, she flew out of the barn to catch up with him. As she careened around the corner, she lost her footing and down she went, landing on hands and knees in a ripe pile of cow manure, ruining her fancy dress and white stockings. Norah and Herman were not pleased about the long stinky trip back to Mainz with their wild child.

The Treaty of Versailles obligated Germany to pay reparations to the Allied countries for war-related damage and loss. These hefty payments decimated the economy and caused rocketing inflation. In urban areas, food supplies were spotty and unreliable. Fresh vegetables and dairy products were dearest of all. Though she was a spirited child with a curious and quick mind, Yry was thin and pale. It was difficult to get good, healthy food. A week’s worth of earnings barely covered a quart of buttermilk, a rare commodity which Herman hoped would plump up his puny little girl. His sacrifice was met by a long nose and wrinkled lips as she struggled to choke down the detested sour concoction.

Schools were also in disarray. Herman was convinced that no German school could provide an adequate education for his little Girlie, as he’d taken to calling her. He’d hired a few private tutors to supplement the lessons that he and Norah pressed upon her, but it was time for formal education. The French Occupation of Germany had resulted in an influx of French civilians, along with their families. Elite French schools bloomed to educate the children of the occupation. Ever resourceful, Herman finagled to enroll Yry in one of these highly recommended French schools. 

During this period, Herman worked for a German businessman. He and his wife, Elise, had no children of their own. They were frequent dinner guests at the Ritterstrasse house. Elise adored Yry and delighted in plopping onto the floor to play games with her. She sensed loneliness in that house filled with preoccupied and stern parents. Norah was mentally and emotionally exhausted. The war had taken its toll, and she felt the ever-present burden of trying to maintain a household as she felt it should be kept. And, like Yry, she dealt with the isolation that comes with immersion in customs and expectations so different from her own—something that can be exciting, until the longing for family and familiar routine sets in. Aside from overseeing her daughter’s lessons, Norah spent little time with her child; so when Elise offered to take Yry on outings to the park or for walks in the woods, Norah sighed with relief. Yry returned Elise’s admiration with unabashed joy. She loved this beautiful, exuberant woman.

~~~
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HUDDLED BESIDE MOTHER’S hospital bed with the laptop’s cursor blinking, her voice grew momentarily animated as she described the day she learned to ride Elise’s beautiful bicycle. 

~~~
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I was dying to ride that bike. Finally, one sunny afternoon Elise took me out with the bike and coached me. She was patient and calm with me and soon I got the hang of it. I was on top of the world, sailing up and down the street with Elise clapping and cheering. We were having so much fun that we completely lost track of time. When Elise noticed how the late afternoon sun had lengthened the shadows, she was mortified because she hadn't yet done the marketing for supper. How on earth could she explain to her husband that she'd been so busy playing with a child that she had neglected to prepare his meal?  


AT THAT TIME ELISE had an ice cellar to keep a few perishables cool. But even so, food was scarce, and marketing was a daily chore. Women queued up at the Marktplatz with ever larger fists full of cash and high hopes of purchasing fresh eggs, milk, and meat, if any were to be had. Some women with access to a patch of dirt tended vegetable gardens; others relied on vegetable stalls. Limited amounts of these items could be found, and each, only at the appropriate merchant's shop or stall in the Marktplatz. Farmers market days were limited to one or two per week. Business hours were strictly limited. Transportation was limited to foot, bicycle, or streetcar. Bread was made at home. Elise had prepared a loaf that morning and left it to rise on the banked oven while she frolicked with Yry. But her cantankerous stove needed careful stoking and plenty of time to coax into the proper temperature to bake the bread. At that late hour of the afternoon it would be difficult to scrounge up anything fresh to prepare for dinner, so Elise’s panic was legitimate.

Normally Elise accompanied Yry on the trolley all the way back to Ritterstrasse. But that day she was so distressed by the late hour that she gratefully accepted Yry's assurances that she could ride the trolley home by herself.  


After all, I was feeling confident and grown up after mastering that big bike. I knew the way home by heart. What on earth could go wrong? But time seemed to have declared war on me that day. As I arrived at the station, the trolley was just pulling out. The next trolley wouldn’t arrive for another 20 minutes. It was growing dark and my father’s predictable tongue-lashing echoed in my head. Well, for Pete's sake, I knew the way home! I had two good legs! I would walk! 


So off she went, with a bounce in her step, buoyed by her success on the bike and Elise’s abundant encouragement and confidence in her. 


After about five minutes, a French soldier approached and very politely asked, in German, how to get to the Marktplatz. Naturally, I responded in German. Then he grabbed my hand and pleaded, ‘Come, dear, show me, please.’ His uniform frightened me. Although I went to a French school and spoke some French, France was the occupying power in Germany. We never knew quite what to expect from them. It was nearly dark, and I couldn’t get a good look at his eyes. My stomach lurched and saliva pooled in my mouth as he pulled me back in the direction from which I’d just come. I needed to get home before it was completely dark or Father would hit the roof. But here I was, being pulled in the opposite direction. 

Without releasing his grip on my hand, a piece of candy magically appeared in his other hand. He seemed too eager. Something just felt wrong. Struggling to free my hand, I murmured, in French now, ‘Aucuns merci vous. Je ne peux pas. J'ai besoin d'obtenir aller.’ No thank you, I can’t. I must be going.  


Yry was really frightened. Good manners had been drilled in—children must always be polite to adults. He wore the uniform of authority. What to do?  She stopped short of physically resisting him. That was just not done.


The man dragged me along till we got to a barracks building where he stopped and jiggled the door, but it was locked. He jerked me further down the street to an apartment building with a courtyard. The next thing I knew he’d pushed me into a really dark corner and his hands began sliding over my clothes, looking for a way in or under. He pressed his rough face down against mine. He reeked of rancid fat and ashtrays. I forced down bile that bubbled up the back of my throat, and began struggling in earnest. I screamed and kicked at him, jerking and pulling to free my hands, as by now he had both of them in one of his hands. I heard the buttons on my blouse hit the cobblestones. Time that a few minutes before had been fleeing like a runaway horse now stalled like a bicycle on a steep hill. His free hand plunged under my skirt and slithered up the inside of my thigh and his German dissolved into French. ‘Fermer! Chienne’ Shut up! Bitch! This really infuriated me, and I screamed all the louder and fought like a wild Indian.


One bit of providence prevailed that day; a German man appeared at one of the apartment windows above the courtyard and inquired about the ruckus. The distracted soldier momentarily loosened his grip on the hellion writhing in his hands, allowing her to slip loose and dash back towards the trolley line. Adrenaline-powered, she leaped onto a moving trolley headed in the direction of home. The trolley slowed at the base of a hill near her house before heading off in another direction. She jumped off at this point and trudged slowly up the hill in the dark. Her stomach churning and her knees knocking. Her heart had slowed to half of its earlier pace, but it still ticked hard against her chest. She stood at the steps for a minute to settle her nerves, then quietly crept in the back door, hoping to avoid the immediate wrath of her father.

Disappearing into her bedroom, she changed her torn clothes, combed her hair, and vigorously scrubbed her hands and face before she came to the dinner table where she sat, stunned and subdued. Her mother was out that evening. Her father's anger at her tardiness was tempered by the recognition that something wasn’t right with his little Girlie. He questioned her throughout the meal. She picked at her food and evaded his questions, but eventually it all spilled out.

Her father’s reaction tripled her anxiety. His initial outburst was followed by a spanking, which may have been a first, as his voice and penetrating gaze had always been enough to discipline his daughter.

“What a foolish ninny you are! If you’d spoken English to him, he’d have left you alone!” 

While German speaking citizens were bullied and abused by their former war adversaries, the French occupiers treated the British with the respect due their esteemed allies. 

After the spanking and the lecture, the maid was ordered to draw a scalding hot bath for Yry, as if this could cleanse her ... of what, she was unsure. Was it her evil or the soldier’s that her father hoped to expunge? During this time alone with Yry, maid Marie tried to soothe the sobbing child. She quietly explained, as best she could, the implications of the attack. This was Yry’s sole birds and bees talk. From then on Yry spoke only English on those rare occasions that speaking to strangers was unavoidable.

Yry’s humiliation was not complete. The following day her father hauled her off to the family doctor who assured Herman that there was no permanent damage from the attack. However, he had noted the unmistakable symptoms of acute anemia. Again, Germany’s post-war conditions influenced Yry's life. The good, nutritious dairy products so vital to a growing child were unavailable. Even Herman's forced buttermilk regimen was not enough to counteract the poor diet. Herman arranged for her to stay at a children’s health sanitarium in Arosa, Switzerland. It was March of 1924.

~~~
[image: image]


AFTER HEARING THIS story, several pieces of my mother’s puzzle cha-chinged into place for me. It had infuriated me when she insisted that I enroll in Spanish rather than French in the seventh grade. Her argument—that Spanish would serve me better than French in the western United States—was sound, but not good enough for me. And for a person who abhorred racism, she was blind to her own prejudice against anything French, be it French food, the French language, or French people. I was ashamed for the times I had rolled my eyes at Mother’s veiled references to a “nasty French soldier.” I had suspected her of über dramatics, as if she’d had to fight off the entire male race single-handedly. Now I understood that this episode with the French soldier was a rightfully defining moment that left my mother with a fear of strangers and a lifetime phobia. And also, I know that women suffered deeply, the penetrating gaze and lewd comments of unleashed males before the enlightenment of the women’s movement infiltrated the public conscience of North America and Europe during the later third of the twentieth century. I was too little, too ignorant, and too caught up in my own childhood anguishes to recognize the ugliness that women endured when unaccompanied by a male companion.
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Switzerland
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The untrammeled pastoral villages of Switzerland were the best places for western Europeans to physically recover from the ravages of WWI. The crisp, clean, high altitude was thought to be especially good for tubercular patients. Switzerland’s neutrality during the war had saved the countryside from bombings that decimated farm country in other parts of Europe. The comparative abundance of fresh dairy products lured wealthy Germans, French, and Austrians seeking to restore vigor and calm nerves. Arosa had served as a leading health resort or sanitarium since the 1880’s. 

On the heels of the most frightening event in her life, Yry’s things were suddenly packed and she was sent away. There was no explanation for her banishment. Not until she was much older did she understand the ramifications of anemia. Instead, this seemed like a steroidal version of standing in the corner. She had been a bad girl. Her father was disappointed in her.

At age ten Yry was completely alone in yet another foreign environment. A stash of letters that she wrote to her parents and to her Granny in Darmstadt reveal a devoted and lonely child. She wrote faithfully to each parent at least once a month in a labored childhood scrawl on lined, baby-blue note paper. Most letters were written in English, but some were written in German and an occasional French word testified to her diligence in learning that language as well. In each letter she asked about her "Birdie" and her "Pussy," as well as maid Marie and her friend Elise. She begged for pictures of her pets or postcards from home. Her letters were signed "Girlie" or infrequently, her given, but detested, name of Hertha.


Vendredi le 11 April 1924

My dear daddy.

I hope you are getting on well.

I am not pleased that you do not visit me.

Many grettings to Lang.

Much much love from your much loving, girlie.



Herman, a self-taught linguist, placed great emphasis on languages. He spent freely for tutors to assist Yry with her language skills. Even in Arosa, he paid extra for a tutor to hone her German. He often inquired about her French lessons. She usually ignored those questions. Fulfilling his role as an authoritarian disciplinarian, his letters stuck to preachy warnings and advice to work and study harder. The only scraps of warmth came from the few letters her mother wrote, but often Norah only penned a few sentences written in the margins of Herman’s letters.  

The Swiss landscape soothed Yry’s soul. Arosa is a tiny village nestled in a valley shadowed by a chain of ancient peaks, the largest thrusting to over 8,000 feet. The region is a mixture of calendar-green alpine pastures, forests, glacial lakes, and foothills that decorate the feet of the icy alps. The nascent ski industry was born here. Yry had traveled around southern Germany with her parents, vacationing in Bavaria and in the Black Forest, but she had never spent extended time in such grandiose mountains as these.

The brilliance of Arosa lifted her spirits. Linen-clean air tickled Yry’s nose hairs and planted the seed for a lifelong reverence of nature. Sunshine glinted off dazzling peaks set against a bluer than blue sky. On some days, magnificent clouds thundered up around the peaks, ballooning and shape-shifting, omens of storms that would soon unleash more snow on the valley. The school was administered by nuns. The other children that shared her fate ranged in age from five to fourteen. Two or three kids were assigned to each bedroom. No lit candles were allowed in the rooms at night. The frail children needed plenty of rest. Long, sunny afternoons lying on the sun decks were prescribed, as well as sleigh rides, tobogganing, and ice skating—and with arrival of spring— brisk hikes. 

She was unfazed by the incredible cold of Arosa. It was a different flavor of cold than what she'd experienced before. She knew it was very cold because her breath hung in foggy puffs, and ice crystals floated in the air. This was a crisp, dry cold that nipped exposed skin but failed to penetrate deep into the bones like the damp, foggy cold she had known in Germany and England. This cold was fun! It transformed the world into a magical dreamscape dotted with white, pillows where rocks had been. Instead of looking barren and naked, the trees and bushes sported diamond-studded coats of frost. Water froze in its tracks; trapped waterfalls formed fanciful ice statues that stood in awkward arabesques, waiting for spring to breathe life into them.

Easter eased in a slow transformation. Frozen brooks began to trickle icy-cold water. Waterfalls danced to life, still decked in fanciful trimmings of glassy rock jewelry and hoar hair. Tiny rivulets of water descended from the peaks above, gathering force as they approached the green pastures below. In protected nooks the sun kissed tender buds of early crocuses; they responded with masses of color to announce spring. The cheerful chirping and twittering of songbirds broke winter’s silence, as they preened their feathers in golden rays of sun. In Arosa, children shed layers of protective clothing as their hikes ranged further. 

It was good for Yry to be in the company of children. One friend was a little girl called Frieda, who came from the nearby village of Chur. Several years younger than Yry, Frieda shadowed her with the awe that younger children often have of older kids. Frieda begged to wear the chic new sunglasses Norah had sent from Mainz. Imitation being the highest compliment, Yry complied with a smile and then discovered the downside of having small disciples. With the sunglasses perched precariously on her nose, Frieda pirouetted with joyous abandon, sending the glasses sailing off her tiny face. Staring at the stone patio where shattered bits of her prized possession glinted in the sunlight, Yry turned away to shield the disappointed child from her fury and disappointment.

Dressed in her black habit, the school’s piano teacher resembled a mortician rather than a musician. Piano would not become one of Yry’s best talents. It was difficult to corral her thoughts from the sounds of nature just outside the door. She enjoyed singing in the choir more than practicing the piano.

Every child was expected to eat each nutritious morsel on his or her plate. This was challenging. Yry's first experience with the exotic treat of fresh pineapple left an indelible impression. The fruit’s benign color and interesting appearance in the bowl belied its strong, pungence and stringy texture. Anticipating juicy sweetness, she wrapped her lips around a big piece and nearly gagged. Puddings were served frequently, often garnished with a generous splash of cinnamon, which she hated. But she stuffed them down to avoid the wrath of the nuns. 

Each week the doctor arrived to examine the children and determine who was eating properly and who was being too fussy. Weekly he pronounced small improvements in Yry's blood counts and weight. Impatient to return home, she wrote glowing reports about her progress and the doctor's encouragements. After eight months in Arosa, she finally received word that Daddy would be coming to bring her home to Mainz and Mamma, and Pussy, and Birdie. She was on cloud nine. 



Part II; America here we come!

Yry had gained weight and her cheeks were rosy. Everyone commented on how wonderful she looked. But her elation at being home was dampened when she discovered that the concept of home was about to shift again. One week after returning from Switzerland, Yry and her mother were scheduled to leave Germany for the United States! She tried to recall just where, on the big, colorful globe at school, she had seen this country called America. Or was it called the United States? This was as perplexing as the Netherlands, also known as Holland, where the Dutch lived. 

The massive task of moving the household across the Atlantic Ocean usurped her homecoming. Norah was in a tizzy over packing and preparations. Many wistful goodbyes loomed. They took a train to Darmstadt to say goodbye to Granny and all the aunts, uncles, and cousins whom Yry had come to love. Surely the full ramifications of this event failed to sink in. How wrenching would her goodbyes have been if she’d known how many years it would be and what they'd each have to endure before they saw each other again? She wrote a letter to her aunt and uncle in Holland because there wasn’t time to visit them.

~~
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I HAVE OFTEN WONDERED at my grandfather’s prescience in moving his family across the ocean to America in 1924. Tucking WWI into the past, feelings of hope and harmony surfaced in many parts of the world. Germany, however, struggled with the burdens engendered by the Treaty of Versailles. A lack of foreign investment crumpled the German economy and created factory closures and rampant unemployment. I suspect Herman was uneasy about the emergence of dictators like Mussolini and Lenin. Adolph Hitler had been sponging up support for his National Socialist German Worker's Party from which the Nazi Party emerged. Acts of violence were common, often led by Brownshirts, precursors to Storm Troopers or Sturm Abteilung, (SA). Social and racial upheaval in the Balkans alarmed Herman because of the mixed ethnicity of his own family. Also, the loss of his British visa after World War I, broke the link to his wife’s homeland. Perhaps, his entrepreneurial spirit chafed in a mundane factory management position. Whatever the reason, my grandfather made the leap while his brother, Willy, remained in Germany. In doing so, Herman may have saved more than his immediate family.

Herman’s transition from employee to private businessman is also a mystery. Mother never filled in details about her father’s activities. Her parents probably refrained from discussing business in front of her and, as a child, she probably had little interest. When I probed for details late in her life, she commented quite simply, “My fatheh was frequently away from home. His business trips took him to many exotic places. I rarely knew where he was, but letters would arrive from India, Egypt, Italy, and Africa.” This casual acceptance of a father’s absence may be normal for a period during which unpleasantness went unacknowledged. An old photo album from 1923 and '24 contains images of a dapper looking man called Fred (or Oscar) Lang in India. In some photos he wears a uniform, and in others he’s dressed as a civilian. I suspect he was a business associate. A man called Walter Weiss also showed up in India and in New York. 

And forever in the background of her memory lurks the image of Adolph Levi. In photo albums he is sometimes identified as Levi Paul or Levi Kracoph. Much to Yry’s disdain, she was expected to address this man as “Uncle” Adolph. Herman’s friendship with Adolph Levi is documented in a formal studio photograph taken in 1903 with Adolph posed between brothers Herman, 21, and Willy, 18. Mother muttered that Adolph and her father had sworn a blood oath to each other. Was she serious? Isn’t that something ten-year-old Boy Scouts do when they run out of explosives to play with? I struggle to imagine my stern grandfather swearing a blood oath to anyone. Why would he do that? What on earth could compel him to such an agreement? He treated family with the utmost responsibility. I would consider such an oath superfluous in the larger context of my grandfather’s character. It was “Uncle” Adolph who accompanied my grandmother and Mother across the ocean in 1924. Why wasn’t Herman with them? 

If Mother had qualms about leaving family, friends, and home, she kept them to herself. Instead, she capitalized on the adventure at hand. From her hospital bed some 67 years later, she recalled the excitement.


I loved the adventure. I explored all the nooks and crannies of the ship. I spent as much time on deck as possible. There were a bunch of games I had never played before. And a wonderful swimming pool which fascinated me. I asked the crew all sorts of questions. They responded kindly. Occasionally I’d get a special tour. Below deck, everyone was sick. It smelled bad down there. It was dark and nasty. I tried to get Mother to join me in games upstairs but usually she just lay on her bunk feeling and looking green.


Mother paused, gathering the past ... and her breath.


Thank God I had my cat. Poor Pussy. She was sentenced to her tiny cage. But I lugged it around with me. I wanted to show her the sights. Poor thing almost missed the boat. 


Another pause. Her sentences were truncated and uncharacteristically flat, with long pauses between them, as if the simple task of talking zapped all her strength.


We were in Hamburg. Waiting for our departure. I opened her cage to show her the fancy cars. And the people all dressed to the nines. Pussy wasn’t impressed. The bedlam scared the bejeezus out of her.


Now that’s a bit more like the mother I know, I thought as my fingers raced across the keys to record her memories.


When she saw that door open, she dashed for freedom. She disappeared under the nearby trolley. There were some warehouses on the other side of the trolley. I pulled mother with me and ran over there. We started knocking on doors. Mother was beside herself. She chastised me for my stupidity. WE WILL NOT MISS OUR BOAT for the sake of your cat! Finally, time was up. Mother insisted that we return to the dock. I begged her to try just one more door. There, unbelievably, we found poor Pussy huddled into a tiny ball in a dark corner of the attic. 
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New York City, 1924
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On October 14, a formal dinner awaited first-class passengers of the S.S. “Resolute” to commemorate the next morning's arrival in New York Harbor. The embossed invitation with Yry's name on it made her feel important and grown up. The weather was good and the ocean calm. Norah looked beautiful in her fancy dress. With Uncle Adolph escorting them, they appeared to be a normal family. Yry was surprised to realize just how many people had been hiding out below deck. Now, with the lengthy trip nearly over, many new faces ventured forward and even mustered smiles and hearty appetites. The menu included delicacies like caviar, turtle soup, salmon cutlets, filet mignon, and artichokes. Remembering the awful soups in Arosa, Yry declined the turtle soup. She’d had few encounters with fish, so she felt quite adventuresome when she ordered the salmon. She found the artichokes rather strange, but bathed in butter they were quite bearable.

Due to Norah's English citizenship, Yry’s visitor's pass, and Adolph’s well-worn American visa, they avoided the chaos of Ellis Island. Uncle Adolph’s previous visits to the states made him the perfect escort. As soon as they debarked the ship he hustled them through throngs of people and ushered them down narrow corridors that ran between enormous buildings. Yry's neck twisted this way and that, gaping at the buildings that blocked out the sun. It wasn't that she'd never been in a big city before, but this was New York! This was America! Excitement thrummed around her, as horns honked impatiently, streetcars screeched, and elbows flailed. Disentangled from the crowd, Adolph flagged down a taxi that whisked them to their first residence, Hotel Majestic, near Riverside Drive. They carried light satchels with overnight necessities. The remainder of their luggage was delivered the following day.

They ate their first American Thanksgiving meal at the hotel and Yry celebrated her eleventh birthday there. Pussy once again dashed for freedom by jumping out the open hotel window. She landed feet first on the canvass awning jutting over the window below them. Yry and Norah had to introduce themselves to the occupants of the rooms on that floor and beseech them to allow Yry to enter their room with a tin of tuna to entice the cat back to civilization.  

Just before Christmas in 1924, the three, Norah, Yry, and Adolph moved to a newly constructed house in New Rochelle, an upper-class suburb of New York City, located on the northern shore of Long Island Sound. Meanwhile, Herman was still traveling, probably in India.

Photo albums from October 1924 through early summer of 1925 document a family threesome of Norah, Uncle Adolph, and Yry. With a bow that resembled a cornette sprouting from her hair, Yry was neatly dressed and looked happy, although her diaries during that time indicate that she hated Uncle Adolph’s constant presence. Norah camouflaged a no longer girlish figure with lovely flowing gowns and dropped-waist dresses. 
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Adolph, Yry, Norah  circ 1925

HERMAN ENTRUSTED TO Uncle Adolph the care of not only his wife and child, but also of funds to purchase land, build a house, and establish a business partnership. It was Uncle Adolph who selected the lot, the builders, and the plans for the home in New Rochelle. The house that Adolph built with Herman’s nest-egg, was an immense two-and-half story stucco with a magnificent garden, a fishpond, a gazebo, and private tennis court. The house at 819 North Avenue was a Cape Code minus the clapboard siding. It was one of the first homes built in a new subdivision called Wykagyl Park. Initially miles of undeveloped woodland surrounded their property.

Though Yry resented Uncle Adolph, she had no complaints about the house. She roamed the woods and dreamed of the Wild West. She was astonished to be given choices about her room decor. Unlike her quarters in Germany, where she'd had to make do with whatever was available during post-war scrounging, Yry got everything she asked for in her new bedroom.

~~~
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WAS THIS, PERHAPS, an attempt by Norah to soften my mother’s dislike for Adolph? I think back to how my mother prepared me for the disruption in our lives when I was 14. I was blindsided when she announced her engagement to Mr. Tracy. Within months, we left our house in town and moved with Mr. Tracy and his 19-year-old daughter into the house on Mom’s ranch. For the first time in my life, I had carte blanche for the décor of my own bedroom. Mirror images? 

~~~
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YRY’S NEW BEDROOM COCOONED her for the next eight years and she loved every aspect of it. Positioned on the top floor, her room was large, but the space was cut by the canted eves of the roof. At the far end of the room, the chimney bisected the wall. The chimney was flanked by two little fan-shaped windows on either side of it. Below each window, a built-in storage bench, covered with pillows, provided a cozy perch from which Yry surveyed the entire valley and noted changes as the neighborhood filled in. She devoured books by authors like Zane Grey and Owen Wister. Those bucolic forested hills behind the house shape-shifted into rugged Rocky Mountains populated by cowboys and Indians and horses.  
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AFTER YEARS OF CHAOS and scrounging Norah was happy. This was the style of life she had been raised to expect. A butler, Cyril, doubled as a chauffeur for their Rickenbacker. They had a full-time maid and a Chinese cook whom Yry never forgave for her awful soups and spinach that tasted like it had gone directly from the ground to the plate. 

Meanwhile, Uncle Adolph was working to launch the New York City base of an import/export business partnership. The details of how this came to be are once again unavailable. But future business partners, brothers Fred and Joe Stein, begin to show up in family photos in the winter of 1925. During that same time, photos of Uncle Adolph appear on nearly every page of the album. He was a pudgy man with a mustache, pipe, and fedora. He proudly escorted Norah and Yry to nearby landmarks. One Saturday, Cyril drove them north to Kensico Reservoir for a picnic outing. They motored across the dam, stopping along the way for photos. Construction on the dam had begun in 1911 and had lasted for nearly four years. Yry was amused that she and the dam were the same age.  

Yry was eager to start school in America, but was blindsided by what the public school system had in store for her in January of 1925. With a cursory glance at her penmanship on the school entrance form, The Roosevelt School principal harrumphed.

“This child’s handwriting is illegible. Why, she can’t even write a proper w!" What might this illustrious principal have said about the Queen Mum’s British handwriting?! Twelve-year-old Yry, already showing signs of puberty, was placed in the third grade. She matched this indignity by getting into her first and only school fight. 

Classes had been in session for two weeks when the teacher stepped out of the classroom momentarily. During her absence, Yry began arguing with another girl over the meaning of a word in their reading exercise. Yry had already developed a scalding low opinion of this girl, with her fiery red hair, fur coat, and outspoken opinions and had dubbed her Miss Prissy. The altercation heated up and, goaded by their classmates, a shoving match ensued. When the teacher returned, the two girls were out of their seats and Miss Prissy was whining and sniffling. Yry stood firm, with her head up, her hands stiffly at her sides, and an impenetrable look on her face. Glancing from one girl to the next, the teacher assumed the bigger, stony-faced girl to be the aggressor in the situation and sent Yry to the principal’s office for a dressing down. 

~~~
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“I’VE HATED REDHEADS ever since that day,” she remarked when she related this story from her hospital bed so many years later. I laughed. First of all, in my very dim memory, Grandma Noni had bright, red hair; and secondly, in the fourth grade, I got into a similar battle with the only redhead in my class. I, too, have fought the urge to summarily dislike redheads. 

~~~
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FOUR MONTHS LATER, Yry had mastered her w’s and proved to the school administrators that, lack of formal education aside, she knew a lot more than they thought she did. She was promoted to the fourth grade. For the remaining two months of that school year she was dumped into a new class with another set of unfamiliar classmates. To her complete bewilderment, her former classmates from the third grade would no longer have anything to do with her. Again, she was the newcomer, the odd one out. The social hierarchy puzzled a child who had spent so much time alone, or with relatives, or at the health sanitarium where children of all ages had no choice but to mingle. The following term she entered the fifth grade. She persevered despite, or maybe because of, social ostracism. The school newspaper, The Roosevelt Bugle, showcased several of her poems and short stories. 

Snowstorms pounded the east coast during their second and third winters in New Rochelle. Photos show piles of snow cleared off the driveway and piled as high as the first story of the house. Yry was enchanted, once again, by the mystical transformation that snow worked on the landscape.

In the summer of 1925, Herman reappears in the photo album, looking pleased with the house and garden. He and Adolph pose together under the gazebo, looking comfortable and relaxed. It confounds that a man would travel the world while delegating the care of his family and finances to another man. Wouldn’t building a new home in a new country have been his primary concern? Why didn’t Adolph travel the world to make business connections? What was going on?

Although socially isolated, Yry loved the freedom of the large house and beautiful garden. She spent solitary hours observing the Teutonic diligence of ants. These weren’t your wimpy little table ants. These were big and they were strong! They tugged objects a hundred times the size of their own bodies towards some mysterious destination. She’d try to divert their attention by blocking their path with a rock or some other object, but they stubbornly returned to their invisible highway. Sometimes she’d toss an ant into the fishpond to see if it could swim and if it could, would it resume its line of travel even in the water? Lucky for the ants, the fish were zoned out in their bleak la-la-land. She took pity on the ants, though, and used twigs to flip their sogginess out of the water just before they sank.

No longer relegated to a quick ride on a borrowed bike, now she had her own beautiful bicycle to ride through the elm- and maple-shaded streets of New Rochelle. It was a pretty town with many ponds and lakes, rolling fairways, flowered lawns, and gentle hills. This new freedom was enchanting, and she thrilled at top-speed flights down the hills. 

For her thirteenth birthday, in 1926, Yry received a shiny new scooter, an early version of today’s Razor. A photo of her standing before the front door in a fur-collared coat and patent leather shoes with her new scooter reveals how much she had matured. The ubiquitous bow overshadowing her head was gone. She posed rather demurely with a sleek, chin-length pageboy.

Leisurely trips to the mountains to escape the blistering summer heat of the city became routine. Rather than whizzing down razor-straight freeways with carefully engineered curves that invite maximum speed, and dashing off the road for quick pit stops spaced to conveniently sate the appetites of both the car and its occupants, 1920s road trips were leisurely and refined. The roads were often dusty and rutted and required cautious negotiation.

Yry described one such trip in her diary. The first stop for tea and fuel was at a little place called "The Oakes" in Fishkill, New York. It was a small house with a large veranda and comfortable tables and chairs for al fresco dining. An hour later they drove onto the ferry at Newburgh and crossed the Hudson River to Highland. In the village of Kingston they stopped again for tea and toast and filled the tank. The first day’s journey ended at a small inn outside of Selkirk, not even 150 miles from home. In the morning they settled around a large pedestal oak table in the dining room and nibbled at toast with creamery butter and homemade blackberry jam, accompanied by eggs, scrambled with fresh shallots and herbs. Norah nursed a cup of English tea while the men downed strong black coffee. Herman and Adolph shared a morning paper while Norah and Yry visited with a pair of lovebirds celebrating their first married holiday.

After breakfast and a casual stroll around the grounds, they loaded up again and headed for Albany, where they stopped to gawk at the Gothic architecture of the Hudson Terminal building as well as the State House, the Capitol, and the Governor's residence. Then, on to Schenectady and Saratoga Springs. Rolling hills and freshwater springs dotted the landscape. Occasionally they’d detour from the main road, lured by the vista promised by a mountaintop. One of these side trips took them to a place called Grant's Cottage. Yry was disappointed to find a plain old house instead of what she pictured as a quaint little stone cottage.

They traveled at this pace for several days, stopping at unadvertised but inviting little places along the way. Yry never failed to gawp at the occasional stable that advertised horseback rides. Her pleas to stop, though, passed through the car as if she were in a parallel universe. At St Hubert, Adolph at last consented to hire a horse and buggy to carry them to Upper Ausable Lakes, which lay nestled in a dense private forest. There, Adolph proudly rowed them out into the lake while Norah worried. They picnicked and swam in the lakes and rested in the shade of the magnificent hardwood trees. Later they explored Hurricane Lodge in the Hurricane Mountains. They marveled at the 450-year-old elm called Caesar, famous for being the oldest tree in New York State. Then, on through Lake Placid and to a place in Blue Ridge called The White House. Mrs. May, the proprietor, was friendly and kind, but not the best cook. Her whole wheat griddle cakes hit the belly like sack of flour dropped from the top of old Caesar.

Blue Ridge was quiet and peaceful. Few tourists came to this spot; it felt like their own private resort. They swam and rowed on the pristine lakes nearby and played badminton on the lawn. After spending two or three nights at the White House they packed up once more and headed home, vowing to return the next year. Their tour took fifteen days.

Family road trips, both near and far, provided entertainment as well as a foundation for understanding their new country and the history of its people. In the large cities of the Northeast, Herman and Norah investigated museums, art galleries, and historic monuments. Yry loved these explorations. Their trips were punctuated with geographic, geological, and historical lessons. They visited Niagara Falls, and often went to New Hampshire, staying at Lake Sunapee or their favorite retreat at Crawford Notch.  

~~~
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WHEN I FOUND REFERENCES to Crawford’s Notch among my mother’s papers and photo albums, I thought of my drive through New Hampshire’s autumn colors. I knew that my mother had loved the countryside of upstate New York, Vermont, and New Hampshire, and I tried to visualize it as she might have seen it. The “Notch” nomenclature fascinated me. A notch is what I have always called a pass, or a saddle, between two mountains. I remember passing by Crawford Notch and Franconia Notch near Mount Washington. Viewed from US Highway 302, Mount Washington looked positively tame the day I drove by. With typical western conceit, I hardly considered those gentle looking old hills of the east coast capable of producing the hardships that my Rocky Mountains are known for. I was shocked to discover Mount Washington’s reputation for erratic and downright deadly weather supersedes that of any of my favorite western mountain ranges. At 231 miles per hour, Mount Washington holds the record for the highest wind speed measured on the earth’s surface. Weather patterns from the Atlantic, the Gulf, and the Pacific Northwest converge above this modest 6,288-foot peak to produce winds of over 100 mph for nearly a third of the year. My mother’s wilderness wasn’t as bucolic as I’d always imagined it.

~~~
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AT HOME, YRY DEVELOPED a few new friendships. Ellen, with her eager and puckish smile, was the dearest. Ellen and Yry tramped through the woods and climbed trees together, egging each other on to new heights. They walked their dogs through rain, snow, or sunshine and spent hours combing each other's hair and trying new styles. Together they dreamed of their futures. How grand life would be! What adventures lay before them! The friendship endured through junior high school and well beyond. 

Yry’s dog, Jeff, was the object of great entertainment. He was a handsome fellow who endured her attempts to teach him circus tricks, bi-monthly baths, and her momentary lapses in patience when he didn’t understand what she expected of him. 

Younger neighbor kids were drawn to Yry and her pets. Sometimes she organized neighborhood “dress up parties.” Rather than the kids dressing up, it was the pets that had to put up with looking foolish. Jeff’s alert ears, sprouting from under bows and hats, gave him a perplexed look in
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