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To my brother, Heinz, who died so young. He showed me how dear and how close a sibling can be. I have never ceased missing him.

Eva Schloss

In celebration of my son, Bobby Powers, and father, Raymond Krahe. Although they died in 1986, we remain connected in infinite ways … ways as brilliant as the colours of autumn, ways that inspire my storytelling.

Barbara Powers
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Introduction

As I look back more than sixty years to the early part of my life, the pictures in my memory are crystal clear. Many reveal happy faces: my family gathered around the supper table; my friends in a game of rounders on a summer’s afternoon; my father in the mountains; my brother, Heinz, with a paintbrush in his hands; and grandfather at the piano with me on his lap. I can see flowers in our garden, presents on my birthday and new shoes for my growing feet. I hear laughter, wonderful music and my mother’s comforting words.

The past also reveals events that are hard to believe, yet all are true. My family lived during the Second World War, caught in the Nazi march across Europe. While I was a young child, I witnessed terrible destruction and cruelty. Unfortunately, millions of other children and families suffered as well. My mother and I were among the few who survived. My father and only brother were not.

This is the story of my family, an account of the events that tore us from our home in Austria and filled the world with terror and suffering. It is also a remembrance of my father’s wisdom and zest for life, my mother’s positive outlook in every circumstance and my brother’s artistic gifts, evidenced in the paintings and poetry he left behind. They have sustained me through the worst of times, even when we were separated.

I hope through this book you will be moved to share kindness and tolerance with others; appreciate your parents, brothers, sisters and extended family, realizing that your time together is precious; develop your talents to make the world a better place; appreciate the freedom that was won for you through great sacrifice; and value each day.


1.

Born into a Loving Family

Our parents always told us that their marriage was made in heaven. Elfriede Markovits, our cheerful and beautiful mother, whom we called Mutti, made a lovely bride in her long, flowing, white gown, her soft, gentle face glowing with happiness. Her groom was Erich Geiringer, a handsome young businessman with deep blue eyes and an inviting smile. He looked quite polished in his smart wedding suit, but everyone easily sensed his warmth and charm.

During their first years together they didn’t have a care in the world. Life was exciting and free from worry. They lived in Vienna, Austria, an important and beautiful city on the majestic Danube River, at the foot of the Wiener Wald (the Vienna Woods). Adorned with Renaissance and baroque architecture, imperial palaces with formal gardens, famous art museums, exquisite theatres and opera houses, Vienna provided endless cultural and social events.

Erich and Elfriede, Fritzi for short, and their many friends planned fun outings to the mountains, lakes and the heart of the city. They enjoyed working hard at making a home and building a future. And they dreamed of having children who could share in their happiness.

In 1926 the Geiringers welcomed their first child, Heinz Felix. Mutti and Pappy described him as a sweet and easygoing baby, yet Heinz wore a studious look even at a young age. Pappy said that his piercing eyes often caused them to wonder what he was thinking.

Heinz didn’t get upset easily, but at age three he had an experience which clearly had a lasting effect on him. Mutti and Pappy had sent him to stay with our grandparents without any explanation. Although he loved to stay with Grandfather Rudolf and Grandmother Helen, he must have wondered where his Mutti and Pappy had gone. In his absence, on 11 May 1929, I was born. Of course, I had no awareness of Heinz’s trauma, but I was told later that it caused him to stutter. This frustrated him greatly, but for me it was a reminder that we were meant to be together.

On my first birthday Pappy gathered us for a photograph. I cuddled in Mutti’s arms, looking directly at the camera with wide and curious eyes. Heinz stood close by Mutti’s side with his little hands crossed on her lap, while Mutti radiated a look of contentment and joy. Pappy adjusted Heinz’s collar and tie, then stepped back, paused to gaze at his beautiful family with pride and exhilaration and snapped the shutter. A precious moment was captured for posterity.

Like Mutti and Pappy, Heinz and I adored each other. We made a unique pair: Heinz, clever and sensitive, and me, practical and daring. Our interests and ambitions were poles apart, but we had a similar thirst for adventure and found ways to make learning fun. Heinz found excitement in books, while I craved the thrill of new experiences. We challenged our parents in different ways but admired and appreciated them just the same.

Unlike Heinz, I didn’t grow at a normal pace and Mutti and Pappy always worried about my weight.

‘You are far too skinny,’ Mutti said, placing an extra helping of potatoes and vegetables on my plate. She insisted that I eat red cabbage, spinach and a varied diet that didn’t include any of the foods I liked. I ate my meals very slowly and had to sit at the table until every last morsel was gone. As a result, I sat for what seemed like hours, convinced that these demands were completely unreasonable for a perfectly healthy and energetic girl like me.

Heinz rescued me from boredom by whispering promises in my ear. ‘I’ll tell you some good stories tonight,’ he said, going on about the book he had been reading. ‘Remember how Winnetou is going to talk to the Indian chief about going on a hunt with Old Shatterhand? Well, wait until you hear what happens.’

The time passed quickly as pictures of the story played in my mind’s eye. Then, later that night, I listened happily as Heinz retold all of my favourite stories.

Despite the special meals, I didn’t grow any faster. Mutti took me to a doctor twice a week for treatments to improve my appetite. The nurse gave me a pair of dark glasses to wear which I thought were stupid, but Heinz said I looked like a glamorous film star in them. Then I had to sit under a special ultraviolet lamp that shone on my face and had a very strong smell of disinfectant that I detested.

When this didn’t help, Pappy took me to a mountain resort called Semmering, about an hour’s train ride from our home. He chattered non-stop the entire trip in his nervousness about leaving me in a strange place. I stayed in a children’s home with other children needing treatment, and the nurses and doctors who were taking care of us. Every evening a nurse came in with a bottle of cod liver oil. When I saw her approaching my stomach immediately tightened. She poured out a full tablespoon. ‘Now, Evi, it’s not that bad,’ she said.

I pressed my lips closed while she tried to cajole me, ultimately warning me of the consequences for my lack of cooperation. Finally I swallowed the cod liver oil and got sick. The nurse became very cross.

After this ordeal all the children had to have a cup of cocoa that was very hot and had a skin on top. This made me sick as well, so the nurse called my parents and said the children’s home didn’t think that I would benefit from this treatment. Pappy came to fetch me back, and in due time I grew.

Pappy had boundless energy like me, which resulted in high expectations of his children.

‘You must never be afraid,’ he said to us at a very young age.

Once he placed me up high on a wardrobe, stood back, held out his arms and invited me to jump. My brow tightened and the tears started to pool in my eyes. Pappy looked back at me with a knowing smile. In that instant his strength seemed to wash over me and my fears disappeared. I leaped into his arms with all the trust in the world, and when he caught me we laughed with joy.

Pappy didn’t hesitate to give Heinz and me new challenges, assuming that we would learn to rely on our own instincts and strengths to pull through. Mutti was mortified the day he tossed me into a large swimming pool eight feet deep. She flapped her hands anxiously, calling out a string of warnings while I moved with ease, like a giant sea turtle. When Pappy retrieved me I asked for more.

Heinz sat off to the side and shook his head, saying repeatedly, ‘No thank you, Pappy,’ every time Pappy glanced his way.

I worshipped Pappy and tried to be just like him. He often took us all hiking on day trips in the foothills of the Alps. Pappy gave Heinz and me our own backpacks to carry, filled with snacks for energy and extra clothes for protection. We played ‘follow the leader’ through the rough mountain terrain, usually with Pappy or me at the helm. I didn’t complain when my feet got tired, but instead asked Pappy if I could go barefoot. He readily approved with a few words of caution. Surprisingly, the sharp rocks didn’t hurt my tender soles. Instead, I rather enjoyed feeling the texture of the earth.

Pappy found pockets of white edelweiss tucked in the high rocks. ‘Look, a precious treasure,’ he called out. ‘We must have a closer look.’

He anchored a rope, then demonstrated how we could climb up by pulling ourselves up the cliffs. It looked easy as he lifted his own weight with strong hands and arms and a wide smile on his face. Then Pappy challenged us to give it a try.

Before Mutti and Heinz even had a chance to decline I jumped up shouting, ‘Can I go first?’ Pappy agreed since no one else showed an interest in participating.

‘Be careful,’ Mutti called out a thousand times. Then she waited anxiously for us to climb back down, while Heinz read a few more pages in his latest favourite book. Pappy and I returned victorious, having also discovered patches of the red and pink Alpine rose. I chattered on and on about it the entire trip home.

On longer holidays we travelled further and stayed overnight at country inns filled with quaint, wooden handmade furniture. I thought that the stuffed heads of wild boars mounted on the walls looked fascinating and I gave each one a name. Heinz laughed when he found out. In the evenings the local farmers gathered to play their accordions and dance. We wore the Tyrolean costumes Mutti had bought for each of us. I felt as if we belonged, especially when we joined in the clapping. My heart beat fast when I heard the first notes of my favourite dance. The men kicked up their legs, clapping over and under and around each other, even pretending to smack one another. Heinz and I laughed until we cried.

‘I love Austria,’ I said to Mutti and Pappy later that night before drifting off to sleep. ‘Me too,’ Heinz said.

In 1933 Heinz contracted a terrible illness. No one knew what caused his sudden fever, and no matter what Mutti did it wouldn’t subside. Heinz lay in his bed for hours, sleeping or staring into space. I tried making up stories like he did for me, but he seemed lost in another world, not caring about anything, not even his books.

At long last Mutti and Pappy found a specialist who explained that Heinz’s tonsils had been very infected and poison had entered his bloodstream. They arranged to have his tonsils removed, and finally he began to recover. However, the sickness affected his eyesight, and although he visited many specialists and hospitals, he eventually became blind in one eye.

The whole shocking ordeal concerned all of us. Mutti and Pappy felt helpless watching Heinz suffer and worried frantically that an accident would cause him to lose the sight in his other eye. Heinz also constantly feared becoming totally blind, which would leave him unable to read.

All the while I missed my brother. I just wanted him to act like himself. When at last he felt like talking and doing ordinary things again, I could hardly leave his side.

While I continued to love challenges, Heinz remained cautious and timid.

‘Heinz must learn to face his fears,’ Pappy insisted.

This statement resulted in arguments with Mutti. She glanced at Heinz with a mother’s heart and found it hard to agree that he should be expected to act contrary to his gentle nature. At the same time, she understood Pappy’s concerns. He wanted his son to toughen up so that he would be able to endure life’s difficulties.

Ultimately, Mutti supported Pappy and encouraged Heinz to become more active and try out new things. She also looked out for my best interests. I was expected to spend time reading each day, look presentable with my hair brushed and my clothes neat, act politely and be well-mannered, especially at the supper table. Heinz and I listened to constant reminders about how to hold our cutlery properly. This often led to pouting and complaints, but years later I appreciated the high standards that our parents set.

Heinz read voraciously. He travelled everywhere in the stories of Jules Verne: under the sea, to the centre of the earth, to the moon and around the world. He encountered cannibals and sea monsters, sunless seas and regions of eternal snows. I often tried to get his attention when he was reading, but his
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