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Dedication

To Anthony and Tamara

To Sam, Aron and Isaac 

And to Nicky, of course




Epigraph

I’m prepared to forget, as long as everyone else remembers.

–Alfred Wiener
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Introduction

Truth lies at the feet of Liberty.

When I’m in New York, I always stay in Midtown, picking a hotel a block or two away from where my grandfather lived during the war, when he was working for British intelligence and the American government. On the second or third day of my visit, I’ll get on the subway at Grand Central and 42nd Street and travel for fifteen minutes or so down to Bowling Green. From there, it’s a short walk to the Staten Island Ferry terminal.

Before long, I am seeing what my mother saw as she came up on deck on the Red Cross ship that bore her to safety. I’m experiencing the moment she described shortly afterwards in a school essay, taking among her earliest, erratically spelled, but still remarkably confident, steps in English. ‘The very first of America that I saw were some huge skyscrapers in New York, the next thing was the Statue of Liberty which welcome the newcommers, when I saw this beautiful symbol I felt that I was realy in “the Land of the Free and the Home of the Brave”.’

Yet moving though this always is, it’s not actually why I make the pilgrimage. I go because this is where the truth lies. I go because this is where Auntie Ruth threw my grandfather’s medals into the water.

[image: Image Missing]

In the autumn of 2012, we tidied the lounge, hired a party tent from some people we found on the internet, and asked a man from that place round the corner to supply some food. And then we held a party for my fiftieth birthday.

On the guest list were the people who mattered most to me. My family, of course. And some friends from work. But most of the crowd were from the group my wife Nicky calls ‘Everyone’. People she got to know when she was in the sixth form, and who became my friends because my sister was part of ‘Everyone’ too. That’s how Nicky and I met. Through Tamara.

There were differences between us all, naturally. But what was the same about us was more important. We were living happy, stable, safe, reasonably prosperous lives in the suburbs. We were also mostly Jews, many of us members of families who had been here for no more than two generations.

When she was young, my sister was startled to be asked by another child she met at a swimming gala: ‘Where does your Mum come from?’ It had never occurred to Tamara that our mother had a foreign accent. Or that anyone else might notice we didn’t ‘come’ from Hendon. And if you asked most of my birthday guests where they came from, they might have said, ‘London’, or, ‘just north of London’. But most of them didn’t really ‘come’ from there at all.

So I thought this was the right audience for what I had to say.

We cut the cake that had been ordered by Nicky from the baker on the High Street, and which featured a marzipan representation of me sitting on a sofa with a can of Diet Coke while watching television. And then I gave a short speech to thank everyone for being there.

I told Nicky I loved her; my friends and family how much they meant to me; said how grateful I was for my presents; and then added this:

I’m grateful for one other thing. By the time they were my age, my parents and my grandparents had lost everything they had. Their country, their home, their property. They’d been forced to start again in a foreign land and a foreign language.

We live here in peace and we don’t stay up at night fearing we will be woken by a knock on the door. We don’t fear our children will be sent to fight in a faraway war. We don’t fear arrest or exile.

So here’s to the Sunrise Cafe in North Harrow and the tube station and Brent Cross Shopping Centre and the local dry cleaner’s. Here’s to all of us who love this country and its small ideas and don’t want it swept away in a fit of popular enthusiasm or revolutionary zeal.

Here’s to the places that took in my family and yours. Here’s to the suburbs and all of you who live in them.

I don’t think, if I was having this birthday party now, that I’d make the same speech.

It’s not that I believe we’re on the verge of social collapse. But the last decade – uncomfortable as it is to admit – has dented my confidence. There are too many places in the world where such a collapse has already happened and too many people who’ve been its victims. Something about the confidence I showed that night seems to me like smugness now. The idea that the value of liberal democracy, and law, and liberty, and tolerance, is a lesson that has been learned and can’t be unlearned seems hopelessly overoptimistic.

What happened to my parents isn’t about to happen to me. It isn’t about to happen to my children. But could it? It could. Absolutely, it could.
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So I think it’s time that I told the story of my Mum and my Dad and their parents. To describe what happened to them; why it happened; and why it matters.

My parents – Mirjam[1] and Ludwik[2] – didn’t wallow in their experiences, but nor were they secretive about them. I could ask them whatever I liked, and I did. At the same time, my mother, in particular, took the view that she had suffered so we didn’t have to.

Shortly before Mum died, a book was published called Survivor, which features pictures by the photographer Harry Borden of people who had lived through the Holocaust. The pictures are accompanied by short handwritten notes by the portrait subjects. One of the photographs is of my mother standing at the door of our dining room. The note on the opposite page in Mum’s big neat lettering reads: ‘I think of myself as a person, a wife and mother first, and a survivor last.’

And she was true to this, always remaining on top of what had happened rather than letting what had happened get on top of her.

When, in 1985, Ronald Reagan planned a presidential visit to the Bitburg cemetery in West Germany, a controversy arose because SS officers were buried there. Sitting in my bedroom, I heard on the radio that it had been decided that Reagan would deal with the fuss by also visiting the site where the Bergen-Belsen concentration camp had been. I went downstairs to the kitchen, where Mum was doing some washing up. Excitedly I told her: ‘Mum, President Reagan’s going to Belsen.’ Without turning round, she calmly replied: ‘So what? I’ve been.’

My father was also capable of gentle humour about what he had suffered. So much so, that occasionally I mistook his jokes for reality. Had he and my grandmother really bribed a Soviet train guard with a bottle of scent called ‘The Breath of Stalin’? In the stories they told us when we were young, their Russian captors were always portrayed as bungling bureaucrats and fools, unable to cope with my grandmother’s defiance. Is that truly what happened?

My parents’ approach meant that little about their stories was withheld from me. But it did still leave a mystery of its own. Why were they like this? How had they managed to emerge from such trauma and be so normal?

Why weren’t they angrier? More hostile? When my father, lecturing in East Germany, was told it was election day, how could he smile and reply: ‘If it’s all right with you, I won’t stay up for the results’? Why did they bring their children up like they did?

I am only just beginning to understand this as an adult would understand it. Because when you are young, you don’t ask all that many questions about your parents. They just are.
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I see entirely why my sister had been startled to hear someone describing the way our mother talked as being in some way foreign. The slight note of Dutch (or was it German?) in her perfect English, that sort of gentle intonation, wasn’t that just the way Mums spoke?

And yes, my father could be a little formal. He’d wear a jacket at the weekend, and straighten his tie to answer the telephone. When on holiday in the United States with my uncle, who lived there, they all agreed to eat in a Denny’s roadside diner. My uncle, wearing fairly casual clothes, proposed that they quickly get changed before dinner. When they met later, Ted had changed into a tracksuit, while my father had changed from his customary jacket and tie into an even more formal business suit. Even on the beach, Dad would remain fully clothed, making the concession only of wearing an anorak and hiking boots.

His formality was never coldness to anybody, least of all to his children. And he never minded being teased, since he was able to laugh at himself. He admitted that when he was young, he had been the most solemn of his peers; a girl once asked to sit on his lap, he got up and gave her his seat. But he claimed with some justice that, as he got older, others gradually overtook him in solemnity, until in his old age he was the life and soul of the party, while everyone else only wanted to talk about their latest hospital procedure.

Qualities I now understand were really just his prewar Polishness we put down to his general mild eccentricity. In other words to the same bundle of idiosyncrasies that also meant that he would absentmindedly put on the coffee maker in the morning without emptying it first, so that it would spill everywhere. And then get up the next morning and do exactly the same again. The eccentricity that meant that if you asked him a question while walking, he would stop to ponder his answer, requiring two of us to stand behind him and push before we could get going again.

Even as children, we did realise that Dad was unusually preoccupied with intellectual matters. More so than other Dads. He was, after all, a university professor, and a pioneer in his field of measurement engineering. But learning was more than his career, it was his essence. He would raise questions of philosophy or politics at breakfast, and then at supper he would respond to the points you had made, having in the meantime consulted some printed authority in his large library. For his birthdays we would buy him encyclopedias – of mechanics, or ancient civilisations, or political thought – and he would read them like novels, progressing from A to Z.

His stock of knowledge was consequently vast. When a newspaper quiz asked for the date of the construction of London’s Admiralty Arch, he calculated the answer by recalling the entire Latin inscription off by heart. Then he translated the Latin and gave me the date. When Dad died, one of his grandchildren observed that ‘now we will have to use Google’.

He also spoke nine languages. As a child I didn’t reflect on how he had acquired them. I rather embarrassed myself once, enthusiastically telling a political delegation from Russia that my father spoke Russian. When they equally enthusiastically asked how he had learned, I had to explain that he picked it up from those who had imprisoned him.

Yet there were gaps. He had thousands of books, but only six records (and one of those was a Sooty and Sweep show, so I’m pretty sure it was mine). He had no interest in organised sports or in any kind of celebrity, even those from his own era. It wasn’t that he was contemptuous of popular culture, it was just that it was a bit of a blank.

I can see now the obvious reason for this. He had never really been a teenager, spending almost all those years struggling to survive and establish himself in a new country. When I asked him which football team he supported, he pretended that he followed Pipidówka United and had been checking on their progress. It was only many years later that I realised that Pipidówka was a Polish joke denoting a generic and undistinguished small town.

There was, by the way, one exception to his indifference to pop culture. He liked to watch really terrible television. He would ask Mum whether she minded him leaving the kitchen table before everyone had finished supper so that he wouldn’t miss the beginning of Kojak, a programme featuring a bald detective who sucked a lollipop. I once came into the lounge to find him watching the denouement of an episode of Quincy, M.E. in which there had been a murder perpetrated by poisoning the snacks on a luxury yacht. The cry, ‘Find me every tortilla chip on this boat’, became a family joke. As did Dad’s enjoyment of John Wayne films. He liked dramas in which good confronts evil, and good prevails. Of course he did.

And then there was Granny. During my childhood, before going to Hendon Central underground station and journeying on the Northern Line to City University every morning, Dad would drop in on his mother Lusia,[3] who lived around the corner. Since they had first acquired a permanent home on the Hendon Way in the late 1940s, neither Dad nor Lusia had moved more than 300 metres from it or from each other. We all, my mother and my siblings, accepted this close relationship, and this aversion to moving, for what it was, without spending undue time pondering its origin. Dad’s close relationship had become my Mum’s and then ours.

After Dad went to work, my grandmother would set off to shop at the local Express Dairy and the butcher’s, dressed immaculately in white gloves, a beautiful cloth coat and a smart hat. The incongruity was to us a source of amusement, but also a little pride. She was known by every shopkeeper as the Lady of Hendon Central.

To her grandchildren she was endlessly indulgent, but we were aware of her frankness and toughness too. Once, when I was canvassing the local streets in an election campaign, a fellow activist related to me that he had just met a lady who wouldn’t vote for us because of our candidate’s ‘stupid hairstyle’. I knew immediately, and without further inquiry, that the lady had been Granny. She had many friends and would talk to them happily on the phone, mostly in Polish, but if they bored her she would put the phone receiver down on the table, and go and make herself a cup of coffee while they nattered on. She was entirely unconcerned that they might notice she wasn’t there.

When we went on holiday, Granny would often come too. My sister recalls one country walk – Dad with his tie, Granny with her hat – when a cow started towards the family. Granny stepped forward and hit it on the nose with her handbag until it changed course. It took Tamara rather by surprise, but it is less surprising once you know a bit more about Lusia.

I think this setup – my cerebral father; his mother, the Lady of Hendon Central, living round the corner; the Polish talk and Polish food; the absence of a wider family living nearby – might have felt, might indeed have been, quite an odd one if it hadn’t been for my mother.

My father was professionally successful, and not in the slightest insular. He had worked in the coal mines and the laboratory as well as the lecture room, and was popular with his colleagues in these varied places, whatever their background. Yet it was Mum, I think, who was most responsible for anchoring our family in modern Britain, seeing ourselves as part of something new rather than as the last stranded remnant of a dying continental Jewish culture.

In some ways, my mother was very conventional. She saw it as her job to keep the household running and support my father in his career. She did almost all the cooking, and prided herself on being able to lay her hands on a protractor or a missing sock or last-minute fancy dress when a panicking child was about to leave for school or a party. (‘A green camel suit? Sure. One hump or two?’ was her joke on these occasions.) She did the driving as well, as Dad was too absentminded to be trusted with a car. She was almost always there at teatime and available to assist with homework.

Yet this is very far from a full description of who she was, and the impact she made upon her children. After starting as an industrial chemist (whenever I said that an item had the aroma of real leather, she would remind me that she used to create fake-leather smells for a living) she became a maths teacher. She took maths very seriously. Sometimes we would spend forty-five minutes at dinner working out how many cans of drink you could fit in a fridge of a particular cubic volume. Despite my father’s expertise in measurement, it was Mum who initiated such conversations. I recall that while they were both quite irritated that people do not appreciate that centimetres are not a proper measurement according to the International System of Units (or perhaps that they did not appreciate that they are, I forget), Mum’s indignation was greater.

Her scientific training was accompanied by an open mind. She was excited by the modern world, young people, new technologies. She would buy new gadgets because she enjoyed reading the instructions and finding out how they worked. She had me take her to a pop concert to see what it was like and, when she was seventy-four years old, asked me to go with her to see Chelsea play West Ham United because she had never been to a professional football match. In the last year of her life, when she couldn’t get out much any more, she would ring me up and ask me to challenge some political opinion she’d picked up in the newspapers, so that she wouldn’t succumb to lazy prejudice. She also deliberately selected books that argued against positions that she held, or that might be held by people of her age.

Perhaps her most striking feature was her sense of proportion. She would never allow herself to have a petty row with the neighbours, or resign from the synagogue council, or disapprove of one of her children’s choice of partner. She accepted the eccentricities of others with the words, ‘We all have our own meshugas’, a Yiddish word for craziness. It was, to her, out of the question that one member of the family would fall out with another, and it was made clear to all of us that saying – thinking, in fact – disobliging things about a relative was unacceptable.

This was allied to her sense of humour. Her favourite joke was ‘Apart from that, Mrs Lincoln, how did you enjoy the theatre?’ as it expressed perfectly what she found ridiculous. She thought it absurd as well as tragic that people would try to outbid each other when relating their wartime suffering. ‘It’s not a competition,’ she would say. This is one of the reasons she didn’t talk about the Holocaust unless she was asked to. The other is that she worried she might bore people. Before giving one of her first talks on the subject, she asked me whether she should mention having known Anne Frank, and having seen her in Belsen. ‘Do you think they’d be interested in that?’

So my mother set the tone for our home, inventing a family life and happy childhood that she hadn’t herself been able to enjoy. She adored my father, but there was no sense that he ruled. She made sure Dad never took himself too seriously, should he ever be tempted to do so. And he had the same respect for her. When, in their later years, they served together as chairs of a voluntary association, my father said to the members: ‘You will find that Mirjam is the lion, and I only provide the roar.’

Even our Jewish life, which as children we ascribed to my father’s strong intellectual interest in Judaic studies (in retirement he studied at a rabbinical school and wrote a doctoral thesis on the progressive rabbinate of Warsaw), I can see now was at least equally my mother’s creation.

A belief in the value of belonging was the core of her Judaism. When asked if the Holocaust had shaken her faith, she always replied that it hadn’t, because she didn’t believe in the sort of supernatural God who would intervene in the world anyway. ‘People have to intervene in the world,’ she said. But this didn’t make her any less Jewish.

The centre of our family life was the Friday evening meal in my parents’ dining room in Hendon. Even as adults with children of our own, we very rarely missed it, and while Lusia was alive she was always there too. My father would work his way round the table blessing his children and grandchildren, before we cut the plaited loaves of challah, and then would come, inevitably, my mother’s chicken soup with matzo balls and a main course which might be goulash, or another dish with a continental influence. Mum found it hard work, but also profoundly worthwhile. She certainly saw it as a triumph over Hitler; while Lusia and my Dad felt it a restoration of the Finkelstein family after the catastrophe that had almost destroyed it.
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This, then, is how we were brought up, my older brother Anthony, my younger sister Tamara and me. A Hendon childhood, buying records in Hounsom’s on the Watford Way and stationery in Batty’s nearby; playing tennis and mini golf in Shirehall Park; going camping with the 7th Hendon Scout Troop; holidaying in British seaside towns and in cottages on windy moors; learning about British kings and queens; having Mum read us stories about Paddington and Winnie-the-Pooh.

My parents had a full social life, but also a simple one – once a week or so, a couple of friends round for dinner or cake. The company they most enjoyed was each other’s. An evening in, eating (inexplicably) boiled eggs in tinned curry sauce with rice; a morning trip in the car to the coffee bar attached to the local supermarket. Suburban life.

But there had once been a life elsewhere, tranquillity in different suburbs, childhood literature in other languages, and kings and queens who ruled foreign lands and not ours. This is the story of how that life was destroyed and how it came to be remade.

This is a story of love and murder. A story of how the great forces of history crashed down in a terrible wave on two happy families; of how it tossed them and turned them, and finally returned what was left to dry land. It’s a story of brilliant ingenuity, great bravery and almost unbelievable coincidences.

It’s a story of secret archives and freezing wastelands; of forgery and theft; concentration camps and the Gulag. Of evil and the consequences of evil. And of freedom, and freedom’s reward.

It’s the story of how my family took a journey which ended happily in Hendon, eating crusty bread rolls with butter in the Tesco café near the M1, but on the way took a detour through hell.




PART ONE

BEFORE




MUM




Alfred and Grete

On a March weekend in 1920, a car flying a diplomatic flag set off towards the Reich Chancellery in Berlin for a meeting with the Chancellor of Germany. Only the man heading to the meeting wasn’t a diplomat, no meeting had been scheduled, and the Chancellor of Germany wasn’t really Chancellor, he just said that he was.

In the turbulent hours before this strange incident, there had been a coup in Berlin. As columns of troopers wearing jackboots, and helmets with swastikas on them took over government buildings, the Cabinet fled, leaving in convoy for Dresden. In their place was installed an administration headed by a portly, bull-necked, shaven-headed man called Wolfgang Kapp, the head of the Fatherland Party and the creature of militant right-wing soldiers.

The causes of the coup were various, the programme of the plotters confused, but Alfred Wiener, my maternal grandfather, was certain the takeover could only mean trouble. The men taking over were exactly the sort he’d been warning people about ever since he came back from the war. Extreme, in the grip of conspiracy theories about the betrayal of Germany, and, worst of all from Alfred’s point of view, convinced that the Jews were at the root of the country’s troubles.

So, he reasoned, he’d have to do something about it. He persuaded a friend – he was very good at persuading people – to lend him his diplomatic car, drove straight through the armed ranks of the rebels and stopped at the Reich Chancellery. Then he got out, demanded to see Kapp, somehow succeeded in doing so, and remonstrated with him about antisemitism.

In the circumstances, Alfred was perhaps fortunate that within a couple of days the putsch had collapsed, with Kapp fleeing in a taxi with a knotted sheet containing his belongings secured to its roof. If the plotters had succeeded, it’s unlikely Alfred would have survived very long.

The confrontation with Kapp was classic Alfred behaviour. It was physically brave, almost foolhardy; it was clear-sighted, understanding the threat the extremists posed to Germany’s Jews; it was prescient, seeing before others did what might lie ahead for Jews; it took personal responsibility for the fate of his fellow Jews; and it represented his almost limitless faith, his almost boundless optimism, that rational argument and insisting on the truth could change things.

These characteristics were responsible for taking him in his life and career from triumph to disaster before triumph again. They were to be praised as the qualities of a great man and criticised as the beliefs and behaviour of a naif. They saw him rise to become one of the leaders of German Jewry and to hold that position through the tumultuous twenties and into the thirties as the Nazi threat grew. And he took them with him into exile when a meeting with Hermann Göring and its menacing aftermath made it obvious he would have to leave Germany.
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At the end of 1918, Alfred Wiener had returned to Berlin after more than three years of fighting in the war, to the realisation that his battles were just beginning.

He had responded to his army call-up in April 1915 without the slightest hesitation or reservation. He felt a strong sense of national attachment and duty, a view reinforced among many German Jews by a desire for the defeat of Russia, the country of barbaric pogroms. He had fought on both the Western and Eastern Fronts, waged war with heavy artillery and armoured vehicles, acted as an interpreter in the German-Turkish campaign, and edited the army newspaper in Jerusalem and Damascus. And he had almost died. A severe bout of dysentery came close to ending his campaign, and his life, at the beginning of 1917. For his gallantry he was awarded two medals – the Iron Cross (second class) and the Iron Crescent. Both these accolades were solid rather than spectacular, but Alfred was proud of his service.

There were lots of things people said about Alfred – that he was humorous, that he was bookish, that he was bald from a young age, that he made friends easily, that he was hard working, that he was opinionated; after his death, newspapers were full of attempts to capture his looks and his personality and what made him so beguiling. But if he were asked, he would have wanted any description to start with the fact that he was German.

He was born in 1885 in Potsdam, and one of his closest associates, the great sociologist Eva Reichmann, remarked after his death that:

When he pronounced the very name ‘Potsdam’ you could hear in his sonorous voice the distant echo of a clarion call. He loved Potsdam and was imbued with its historical tradition. Up to his last years, he used to meet some of his former classmates once a year; so convinced was he of the mysterious ‘spirit of Potsdam’ as he conceived it, that when I once asked him if he was not afraid that there might be Nazis among the old boys, he replied without hesitation, as if stating an indisputable maxim: ‘Of course not, they are from the Potsdam Gymnasium.’

He maintained throughout his life, this strong feeling of belonging to his country and his culture. This romantic idea of his nation made what happened to him – his exile, the loss of his nationality, the way the Holocaust engulfed his family, the destruction of the liberal values he associated with his country’s better nature – a particularly poignant tragedy.

But Alfred was, of course, a particular sort of German. He was a German Jew, words he thought went together naturally. When he was three, Alfred had moved to Bentschen, a small market town near the Polish border, where his father had established a haberdashery. It was in these years, before returning to Potsdam when he was twelve, that Alfred’s rather singular Judaism took shape.

Bentschen, Alfred later recalled, ‘had a nice synagogue, which was beautifully renewed and solemnly inaugurated with the help of my blessed father during the years when I lived there’, but ‘Jewish life was expressed by the so-called modern part of the community, who did not visit the place of worship, except on high festival days’.

Alfred’s Judaism would always remain an idiosyncratic mixture of the modern and the orthodox. He was a religious traditionalist who did not keep the dietary laws or often go to the synagogue. His commitment was a serious one – he studied at the Academy for the Science of Judaism in Berlin and at one point planned to become a rabbi – but at its heart was Jewish learning and belonging rather than observance. At home, the family would always have a Sabbath meal on a Friday evening, but the food would not necessarily be kosher. He took a close interest in the Jewish education of his children, ensuring that they received special tuition, but he would stay at home when they went to services.

Alfred was not a conventional person, in many ways. The depth and intensity of his intellectual interests was unusual. A friend said of him, years later, that ‘he was driven by a veritable awe for the power, almost the magic, of the printed word; anything printed was to him sacred, and the waste paper basket was sparingly used’. He was ‘pre-occupied with books, of which he knew well nigh all there is to be known’.

In his early twenties, he had spent time travelling and studying in Egypt, Syria and Palestine, and fallen in love with the Middle East, returning to Germany to write a doctoral thesis on Arabic stories of relief from hardship. At my parents’ wedding, a couple of sentences in to the standard speech of the father of the bride, he noticed his friend, the Hebrew Bible scholar Paul Kahle, among the guests. He switched to the subject of Egyptology and remained there for the rest of his address.

Yet although all this may not have been common, it was not unique. Alfred belonged to a small but recognisable group, the German Jewish intellectuals – the philosophers and lawyers and doctors and physicists and psychoanalysts – that Hitler would seek to destroy, and largely succeed in destroying. And this group was part of the larger Jewish middle class, who, having finally been granted citizenship as the first half of the nineteenth century advanced, wanted to realise the promise of civic and social emancipation that had been made to them.

The Jews of Germany had moved into the big cities, established themselves as the creators and consumers of culture and art, built businesses and educated their children as professionals, and become well-represented in the ranks of the wealthiest and most cultivated members of Berlin society. All this was progress, and now before them was the prospect of the full social and civic equality, the full acceptance, that still eluded them.

On his return from military service, Alfred saw less reason for optimism. For all the comradeship he had enjoyed during the war, and his fondness for the veterans with whom he had shared tanks and trenches, he realised what defeat had done to his fellow soldiers, how it had embittered them, spurred them to search for someone to blame. And he could see that the future for German Jews might not be acceptance as equals, it might be intimidation and death. The struggle against this would be his new battle.

‘A mighty antisemitic storm has broken over us, a storm that has not come about according to the laws of physics, but rather by means of unlimited funds in the hands of skilfully led organizations, which have stimulated and promoted it and are zealously seeking to further it,’ read the opening words of Prelude to Pogroms?, the tract he published in 1919 as his first major contribution to the fight.

It was, scholars agree, an uncannily farsighted publication, seeing the disaster to come before almost anyone else did. It gives Alfred good claim to be the first person in Europe to sound the alarm.

Even twenty years later, there were many people who did not appreciate the seriousness of antisemitism in Germany and what it might mean. Yet only a few months after the First World War Armistice, this was Alfred’s warning:

It may be that our ‘decent antisemites’ disdain to solve the Jewish problem with shotguns and cudgels, but what does that matter to the ‘men of action’ who state more or less openly in leaflets – and quite fearlessly at secret meetings – that they envy the Poles and Romanians their pogroms, and who work systematically to imitate them in our dear fatherland? This is why we describe the antisemitic rabble-rousing of our day as agitation for pogroms.

He noted the signs. The speakers on the streets talking of ‘the desirability of plundering Jewish businesses, of murder and manslaughter’; the leaflets in which ‘we Jews are once again being burdened with the accusation of ritual murder for the purpose of manufacturing goat sausages’ and which warn against ‘sexual intercourse with Jews and other roundheads’; the campaigns to boycott Jewish shops; the public letters that announce that the Jews deserve death; the public promises that ‘we will shortly free ourselves, completely and mercilessly, from these bloodsuckers, the Jews’. And he noted behind it all, the money financing antisemitic militia and the targeting of workers’ councils by paid agitators.

Is this, he asked, ‘the thanks of the fatherland to the thousands upon thousands of Jewish soldiers who shed their life’s blood for us all, without considering religion or origins, and who are now beneath cemetery lawns’? He resists adding, as he might have done, how near he came to lying beneath the cemetery lawn himself.

And he finished with an appeal to the decent Germans, whom all his life he believed he lived among, to see what was happening and to act.

The morality of any decent human being demands that the good be encouraged and the evil resisted. Anyone who does not wish to see the blood of citizens flowing in the streets, or that history should report bestial murders and violence to our descendants must be prepared to fight pogrom antisemitism. Antisemitic rabble-rousing is the precursor of anarchy.

But good was not encouraged, and evil was not resisted, and history did indeed report bestial murders and violence to Alfred’s descendants.
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Underneath the words Prelude to Pogroms?, the title page of Alfred’s publication featured a subtitle, Facts for Thoughtful People. It was always his approach to try to dispel lies and misunderstandings with truth, carefully taking apart the arguments and slanders of his opponents. Yet his writing was often passionate, and deeply personal. This reflected his political commitment to liberal ideas, his belief in the emancipated German Jew, but also something else – a concern for his own security and that of his family.

Alfred Wiener’s struggle was not just for the advancement of civil rights, or, as he saw it, the protection of civilisation against barbarism, it was also a much simpler one. It was a struggle to be allowed to live in peace with his books and his research and his scholarly debates with his friends. To live in peace with his wife and his children.

Because although he may have encountered hatred on returning from the Front, he also found love. And in the summer of 1921 my grandparents were married.

Alfred had been introduced to his future wife by one of his army friends, Jan Abraham, who had asked him to his home and to meet the woman, Gertrud Saulmann, whom Jan was courting. Trude’s younger sister Margarete was there, and soon she and Alfred were together.

In certain superficial respects, Alfred and Grete appeared incongruous. She was almost exactly ten years younger than him, and a fair bit taller (Grete was nearly six foot while Alfred was more like five foot seven). Intellectually and culturally, however, they were very well-suited indeed.

Born in Hamburg in 1895, the daughter of a factory owner and businessman, Grete had soon shown her academic ability, mastering four languages before the war interrupted her education. She had then spent the years between 1914 and 1917 in her home city, working for the Red Cross at the railway station as troops set off for war and the wounded came home. Later, she started on the sort of work in which she engaged for the rest of her life, helping families made destitute by conflict. As a volunteer for Hamburg War Aid, Grete helped run kitchens supplying cheap food, and a central warehouse which redistributed donated items – clothes, shoes and household goods. It served as rehearsal for the days when she would herself be a refugee, helping others in the same position.

In 1917, she had resumed her education, studying economics in Bonn, Berlin and Freiburg, and eventually achieving a PhD. It was a rare distinction for a woman in the early 1920s, and made her an ideal partner for Alfred, sharing his scholastic inclination and quite possibly surpassing his academic ability. She went on to be the secretary of the professional association of women economists in Germany, to attend the congress of the German Women’s Associations, and to write articles and papers reviewing Nazi economics.

The subject of Grete’s PhD was the thinking of a group of extreme German free marketeers who had formed their own political party in the late nineteenth century. She contrasted their libertarianism with the work of English classical economists. Grete argued that the extremists had distorted economics for their ideological purposes. And this was also her attack on national socialist economics. Grete’s preference, in other words, was for rigorous and evidence-based thinking that rejected extremes – an intellectual approach that was similar to Alfred’s.

Two other things helped cement Grete and Alfred’s partnership. The first is that Alfred’s army friend Jan married Grete’s sister Trude. The two sisters were born less than ten months apart and were exceptionally close. The four of them – Jan and Trude, Alfred and Grete – lived almost as a unit, and when one couple moved home, the other would move nearby. The second is that the Wieners shared a strong commitment to Judaism and a determination to maintain proud German and Jewish identities, without compromising either. Grete was less inclined to orthodoxy than Alfred, but more observant. In this respect, they balanced each other perfectly.

Grete and Alfred’s marriage may have been a partnership, but it wasn’t entirely one of equals. Both the age gap and traditional views of the role of men and women saw to that. Grete shared the burden of Alfred’s work and supported his ideals and causes, but as his aide and his secretary. And as the couple began to have children, it was Grete who would do most of the child rearing and the housework. And the cooking. My mother used to say that her father couldn’t even boil an egg, and when I laughed, she assured me that ‘no, seriously, he could not’.

The pair had their first child quite quickly. An only son, named Carl after Alfred’s father, was born in 1922, but tragically died following a burst appendix, aged five. The first to survive childhood, Ruth, was not born until 1927, with a younger sister, Eva, following in 1930. Consequently, the girls did not remember much of their home and life in the Charlottenburg district of Berlin, where Grete and Alfred had settled, but which they had to leave in 1934.

Save for a few fragments: that they lived in an apartment and not on the ground floor; that they would take trips to the beach, including one when Ruth almost drowned and Alfred had to rescue her from the sea while fully clothed; that (inevitably) Jan and Trude, and in time their son Fritz, lived nearby; that the Wiener home was full of heavy continental furniture and even more full of books; and that the typical pose of their father was in his study chair, smoking a cigar, surrounded by pieces of paper.

That’s when he was there at all. For the other thing the girls remembered was how much their father was away. They were enjoying an ordinary middle-class family life, but Alfred spent most of his time out in the world protecting this life rather than living it.
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A huge mass meeting to brand the ritual murder accusation against Jews as a libel was held last night at Würzburg. The meeting was called under the auspices of the Central Union [Association] of German Citizens of the Jewish Faith.

Alfred Wiener, leader of the Union, Mayor Löffler, and the Rev. Winkelmann, Evangelical pastor, spoke on the falsity of the libel and the outrages perpetrated in spreading it. Herr Holz, editor of the anti-Semitic journal, Der Stürmer, a member of the National Socialist party, was given the floor to state the case for the anti-Semites.

Several hundred Hitlerites who crowded into the hall, apparently not to seek enlightenment but to cause trouble, raised a tumult, compelling the police to close the meeting.

In 1919, Alfred had gone to work for the largest and most influential organisation representing Jewish interests in Germany, and within a few years became one of its leaders, as General Secretary. It meant a life of constant argument, turbulent meetings and some personal danger. The meeting in Würzburg – away from his family, arguing directly with the enemy, trying to hold back lies with truth – was typical of many of his nights in the 1920s.

Alfred’s employer, the Centralverein deutscher Staatsbürger jüdischen Glaubens (usually referred to as the CV by Germans, and, in English, as the Central Association of German Citizens of the Jewish Faith), calculated that by the time Hitler came to power, its followers numbered three quarters of the 600,000 Jews living in Germany. With sixty members of staff based in Berlin, and a similar number in regional offices all over the country, the CV was one of the few organisations to span the whole of the country’s Jewish community, a community which was religiously and politically disparate. As the 1920s progressed, the need for such breadth became increasingly apparent.

In the early part of the decade, Germany had been highly politically unstable, as factions from the left and right tried to seize power and settle their disputes with violence. And that was even before hyperinflation, with its devastating impact on the livelihoods of everyone, the poor, pensioners, small businesses, the middle class. (Grete’s PhD, which was scheduled for publication, was one of the victims. Printers diverted their resources to printing banknotes rather than books.) Even as circumstances began to improve, the atmosphere remained febrile.

And the supposed power of the Jews, the subject of suspicion and prejudice for hundreds of years, provided a convenient explanation for the sorrows of modern Germany.

The CV sought to fight this prejudice in a number of ways: it held hundreds and hundreds of meetings, some of them mass gatherings, others with small groups of intellectuals or business people; it published newspapers and books; it sought to influence the popular press; it built relationships with organisations which could help, as Alfred put it, ‘spread the ideas of tolerance, liberalism and equality of man’; it brought court cases against antisemitism and defended Jews in court; and it lobbied ministers and public officials, providing briefings and assisting legislators willing to defend Jewish rights.

As Alfred later claimed with some justice, the CV understood and fought ‘the danger of racism and Nazism not only for world Jewry but the world itself … when most others, peoples and individuals, still did not want to see the truth and to recognise the steadily growing danger’.

Alfred was heavily involved with all of these activities. He enjoyed public speaking (one newspaper described him as a ‘popular assembly speaker’ who ‘feared neither hecklers nor rioting Nazis’), but devoted just as much time to journalistic tasks. The CV published a weekly newspaper, the CV Zeitung, which in time became the largest Jewish newspaper in Germany, and Alfred served both as its editor-in-chief and a regular contributor. His contributions combined intellectual digression, parish news and accounts of the indignities suffered by Jews at the hands of antisemites.

There is an old Jewish joke, which dates from around this time, about two Jews sitting on a Berlin bench, one reading the Nazi newspaper Der Stürmer and the other reading CV Zeitung. The CV Zeitung reader says to his neighbour, ‘How on earth can you read that Nazi filth?’ and his friend puts down his copy of Der Stürmer and replies, ‘It’s simple. Your newspaper is full of stories of Jews being assaulted, or their rights being under threat, or their businesses being in danger. Mine says the Jews rule the world.’

The Weimar Republic, formed after the First World War, succeeded sporadically in restoring economic stability. It never succeeded in establishing a democratic culture. And the challenge from insurrectionists continued to grow. At the end of 1923, a new extremist leader emerged, when Adolf Hitler was charged with treason for his failed coup d’état, the Beer Hall Putsch. The news coverage provided him with a national platform for the first time. This event made Hitler a household name and marked the beginning of his consolidation of the far right into the Nazi Party.

Despite this, for a period the institutions of government did provide some protection for the Jews. On numerous occasions, the community took to the courts to challenge Nazis and other antisemites, and the CV – and therefore inevitably Alfred – played a central role in some of the most prominent trials of the age.

One of the best publicised was the so-called Talmud Trial, which saw Julius Streicher, the editor of Der Stürmer and perhaps Germany’s most notorious antisemite, sentenced to two months in jail. Alfred’s CV had spent months carefully scanning Streicher’s paper for material that broke German law, and eventually they found enough to be able to convince a court. Der Stürmer had repeatedly misinterpreted or misapplied quotes from the Talmud, the central text of rabbinic Judaism. It had alleged that Jewish teaching encouraged sexual abuse and ritual murder of non-Jews and that Jews were allowed to commit perjury in gentile courts. Such attacks on any religion were against the law.

Challenging lies in this way, using documents and argument to confront the pernicious lies being directed at Jews, doing it publicly, was very much Alfred’s favoured form of anti-Nazi activity. And in spite of their ultimate insufficiency, these efforts were hardly fruitless. Not only were there frequent jail sentences, but the cumulative cost of defending hundreds of cases was a significant burden on the Nazis.

Yet such victories were a mixed blessing, for they could also boost Nazi morale. As Streicher emerged from court, a large and emotional crowd surged forward singing racist songs and shouting ‘Heil’. This response wasn’t unusual. So alarmed was Alfred at this sort of reaction, that, while he strongly supported the legal strategy, he publicly warned his fellow Jews not to take every opportunity to prosecute antisemites, to avoid making them appear victims of a Jewish conspiracy.

These activities understandably were solidly backed by a large majority of Alfred’s fellow Jews. But certainly not all of them.
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There was a fundamental tension in Alfred’s view of the world, one so great that on at least two occasions in his life it drove him to a breakdown.

On the one hand, he was a romantic. His friend Eva Reichmann, who knew him as well as anyone, said that the key to him was his enthusiasm:

Here lay one of the secrets of this active, vital, fulfilled personality, a secret of the magic with which he drew people to himself: he believed he was a cool sceptic, balancing things through a long life of political tactics, but he was an enthusiast. He was an enthusiast in his work, his love for people and books, an enthusiast in life … The core of his being was a friendly serenity of such radiance that it shaped the world in his image. He took notice of setbacks only insofar as he had to withstand them. He did not allow himself to be prostrated by them.

Yet this romanticism had to cohabit with his realism, his growing sense of alarm about the charges faced by Jews.

His speeches attempted to expose the contradictions of antisemites who blamed Jews for capitalism while simultaneously characterising them as communists. He used surveys of service records and casualty numbers to rebut the idea that Jews had not played their full part in the German army during the First World War. And he tried to highlight the absurdity of conspiracy theories, such as the ludicrous idea that even the Kaiser was actually a Jew, as a result of an imaginary affair between his grandmother, Queen Victoria, and her Jewish doctor.

All of this was done calmly, logically and with a hint of the humour which usually characterised Alfred’s discourse. But it is impossible to avoid noticing the frustration and concern he felt. He worked night and day, ignoring his duties at home, to the point that his CV boss Ludwig Holländer would warn him, ‘Don’t work so hard or anti-semitism will come to an end prematurely.’ This turned out to be one thing he didn’t need to worry about.

The contradiction between his optimistic temperament and his appreciation of the danger facing Jews was, however, only one part of the tension he now felt.

The German newspaper Die Welt once wrote that Alfred ‘devoted his energies to the goal of eliminating the mistrust between Germans and Jews’. This, however, represented a misunderstanding. Because Alfred did not see these two things as separate. He was a German Jew, one indivisible concept. And this was at the heart both of his own campaign against antisemitism, and that of the CV. Alfred fought against extremism and antisemitism not just because it would protect Jews, but because it was essential to protect Germany. He had become famous for his proclamation that ‘if there were a Nobel Prize for German sentiments, the German Jews would win it’.

He saw the development of a modern liberal Germany and the development of modern Judaism as dependent on each other, and that an attack on one was an attack on the other. He used to describe fascism as a ‘conspiracy against the Ten Commandments’. He was sure that there were enough Germans who agreed with him to enable calamity to be averted, provided they were properly informed by people secure in their facts and arguments.

But not all Jews accepted these ideas, by any means. He and the CV maintained their position against three different sorts of criticism from other Jews, and while the CV’s view had the adherence of the majority of German Jews, one can feel in some of Alfred’s writing in the 1920s the strain of the disputes within the community.

The least argumentative group of dissenters from the CV view in some ways troubled Alfred the most. Some Jews thought that they could never achieve the full promise of German citizenship if they remained Jews. So they simply gave up their religion quietly and had themselves baptised. It was, at least, understandable. Some antisemites believed you could smell a Jew, and that baptism cleansed them of that smell. But Alfred thought this disastrous and the CV spent a fair amount of its energy trying to make it easier for Jews to maintain their identity and to make Jews conscious of their descent and proud of their past.

Much more vocal critics were the communists. They thought that it was impossible to protect Jews in a capitalist system, and the development of capitalism into fascism they viewed as inevitable. The CV didn’t, the communists argued, comprehend what it was facing.

Understandably, this attack annoyed Alfred and his allies, and they responded sharply. The idea that the tiny German Jewish community – one that was, in any case, markedly politically diverse – could have united behind the labour movement and diverted the course of Germany was fanciful.

However, Alfred’s most time-consuming internal battle was with the third group of critics. It was with the Zionists.

To those already dreaming of a Jewish state in Palestine, the idea that the marriage of Germanness and Jewishness was a stable or sustainable one seemed a hopeless delusion. Jews who imagined that they would one day be accepted as fully German by their fellow citizens were fooling themselves. The only solution to European antisemitism was to leave Europe. The bourgeois existence of Alfred and Grete, with their children in the local kindergarten, Ruth learning to write with the state-approved right hand, Grete helping local charities, enjoying the cafés and walking among the plane trees on the nearby Kurfürstendamm – well, who were they kidding? This was no future for the Jewish people. The future was in a state of their own.

Alfred rejected this view entirely. He was very sympathetic to Jews who wanted to, and did, go and live in Palestine. His years there as a student and as a soldier left him with a romantic attachment to the land and people, and so he well understood the appeal of a Jewish home there. A home that is, but not a state. And, in particular, not a state for German Jews, who already had a state – Germany. Support for the Zionist project, in his view, undermined the central case of the CV, that the country’s Jews were loyal citizens and as German as anyone else.

His approach to making this argument was characteristic – he would challenge myths with truths. He thought Zionist claims about the viability of their proposed state were often mere propaganda. So, in 1926, he set off on a thirty-five-day tour of Palestine, with the aim of studying conditions there and reporting back. Grete came too, as so often his soulmate, his political ally and his secretary.

The result of the trip was a book, published in 1927, A Critical Journey through Palestine. It was Alfred’s most successful publication, reprinted several times and issued in numerous editions, a popularity which indicates that his factual approach was valued, and his sceptical view of the Zionist project fairly widely shared, by his fellow German Jews.

During their journey, Alfred and Grete met with the leaders of the Zionist movement based in Palestine, visited the main settlements, and spoke to as many settlers as they could, with Grete keeping notes of their exchanges and observations.

Alfred was impressed by how friendly his reception had been, Grete with the way every Jew they had met seemed to take an interest in the fortunes of the whole national project and not just in their particular profession or speciality. Yet one other thing struck her:

Almost everyone has their own plan for making the country happy. Far-reaching projects are unrolled the moment the conversational turn allows. There are the shining eyes of the dreamer, yet accompanied by a cool matter of factness, as if the plan were as close to its realisation as today is to tomorrow.

Grete’s observation supplied the core of Alfred’s critique. Zionism seemed to him utopian, and the utopians were overlooking obvious practical problems. Just for a start, Palestinian land, especially cultivatable land, never mind the Jewish share in it, was simply not large enough to absorb the whole of European Jewry. Several pages of A Critical Journey are taken up with maps, charts and tables that contrast the size of Palestine and its Jewish settlements with the size of European nations and their population of Jews. Palestine couldn’t accommodate the sheer number of even just Polish Jews, for instance. ‘The plight of the Jews of the East [of Europe] can essentially only be properly alleviated in the East itself.’

Alfred also wondered if the settlements in Palestine could ever be economically successful. He admits to being uncertain about this. It was obvious to him that the young people were very driven and show a ‘splendid will’, and it would be rash to predict their failure. But he does note, in some detail, the financial problems of various Zionist institutions and their dependence on money from
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