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Prologue
The FIRST GLIMPSE
I SAW THE NOTEBOOK FOR THE first time in London in 1940 and was instantly enchanted by the mystery of the story surrounding it. It was wartime, and we were in our flat in Hampstead where we had been living ever since we had escaped from Berlin in 1934. All through the previous night we had suffered a terrifying air raid, which at dawn had left the three of us feeling shaken.
My father had brought the book to the breakfast table, never having mentioned its existence to me before. It was still in its envelope, tied with a green ribbon. He must have decided that now that I had passed my sixteenth birthday, it was time for me to be given some knowledge about the family secret. Perhaps he had waited before explaining the little book’s history to me until he thought I was old enough to be trusted not to tell anyone else. Or maybe the closeness of the bombs the previous night had reminded him of his own mortality, and he didn’t want to risk the secret dying with him. I never knew what caused him to choose that morning to fetch it from wherever he had been hiding it since we’d arrived in London, and to take it from its envelope in front of me.
“What’s that?” I asked as he sat down with us.
“Oh, it’s nothing,” he said, trying to underplay its importance as my mother poured the coffee. “Just a diary.”
“I didn’t know you kept a diary.” I was surprised. In my youthful ignorance I had thought I knew everything about my beloved father.
“Well . . .” He looked uncomfortable for a second, as though he had been caught out not telling the whole truth. Was he having second thoughts about telling me, now that he was sitting beneath my mother’s firm and slightly disapproving gaze? “I don’t keep a diary,” he said with a smile.
“It’s just an old family memento,” Mother said brusquely, clearly coming to his rescue in some way. I don’t know if he had consulted her about telling me that day, or whether he had reached the decision alone, but they exchanged a look that I couldn’t understand and then seemed to come to a decision simultaneously to go ahead with the revelation. My father passed the book to me.
“Be careful, Eve,” he said, as if I were a small clumsy child who might drop and break it. “It’s very old.”
It was heavy for something so small, and as I cradled it in my hands I saw there was a grand family crest of some sort embossed on the silver gilt cover. It felt solid and substantial as I gently ran my thumb over it. I opened the first page and read out loud the elegantly written inscription inside. It was in German.
“The beautiful owner of this book is dearer to me than my life—August your protector.”
I looked up inquiringly, but neither of them said anything, both concentrating on their breakfast.
“Who is this August?” I asked.
They exchanged another nervous glance and then my father seemed to decide to take the plunge.
“He was royal,” he said. “A Prussian prince. He was your great-great-grandfather, Eve.”
“Anna’s grandfather was a royal prince?” I asked after considering the thought for a few moments. I tried to imagine my sweet, arthritis-ridden old grandmother being that closely related to royalty and failed. Princess Anna—it seemed too fantastical to be true.
“He married Emilie Gottschalk, the daughter of a Jewish tailor, and . . . “ My father seemed to be hesitating; was he wishing he had never started the conversation, eager to squash my enthusiastic curiosity? Was it all too embarrassing to talk about?
“We know very little, and it is only word of mouth,” he continued with conviction, then seemed to want to change the subject as quickly as possible, as if I had now been told all I needed to know and there was no point in going any further. “Except that this little notebook is all there is. . . .”
“Why is this all there is?” I stroked the little book again. I wasn’t going to leave it at that. What sixteen-year-old girl would be willing to dismiss the idea that she might be descended from a prince without coming up with a thousand new questions? “What about Anna’s mother? What was her name?”
“Charlotte,” my father said, avoiding my eyes and those of my mother as he continued to eat his breakfast. “She was Prince August’s daughter.”
“Well,” I said, feeling slightly frustrated by how evasive they were both being. “There must be records of her life—”
“Eve.” My father put up his hand to stop me in my tracks. “My mother gave me—”
He stopped speaking for a moment, as if mustering enough strength to keep his emotions under control in front of me, and I immediately felt guilty for having forced him to talk about my grandmother, Anna, like that. Anna was sending us letters intermittently via the Red Cross, which was in itself very worrying, although she professed to be all right. I knew he was partly hoping that if she did get arrested she wouldn’t linger and would leave this earth before her suffering became too great, while the other half struggled with the idea that he might never see her again, would never be able to say good-bye and might never know the truth of what had happened to her in her final days. My own deep-rooted fears for her safety were distressing for me too, as the truth of the desperate situation for all Jews who remained in German-occupied Prague had begun to dawn on all of us.
We weren’t alone in our worries; many Jewish families living in England had had to leave relatives behind for one reason or another when they fled from the murderous hatred that Hitler was spreading throughout mainland Europe. In fact, my family was more fortunate than many because my parents were already well traveled, with many friends in other countries. But Anna had been too old and too slowed by her arthritis to be able to come with my Uncle Freddy, my father’s brother, and his family when they escaped for the last time from Prague to join us in England in 1938. Both Uncle Freddy and my father had had to put the welfare of their wives and children before that of their elderly mother, especially since she insisted that she wanted to stay. They had done the right thing, but that didn’t mean my father wasn’t racked with a painful guilt as a result, tortured by not knowing what had happened or what could be happening in Prague at the very moment that we were sitting round the breakfast table in England. I went back to studying the precious little book in silence for a few moments.
“This little book is all we have,” my father said after a few minutes. “It has been handed down through the generations. It is the only proof we have that Emilie and the prince had a life together and that that is where we came from. When I am no more, this book will be yours to keep and to pass on to the next generation. But you mustn’t do anything about it. Remember, Eve, there is nothing more to find out. Nothing else has been written, nothing else exists, so don’t go looking for it. All we know is what we have learned by word of mouth. Apart from a little portrait of Charlotte’s mother, Emilie, which your Uncle Freddy has, this book is all that exists from that time. I wanted you to know that you have blue blood flowing in your veins, that is all. Just be content with that.”
In all my innocence I couldn’t immediately accept what he was saying, but I knew enough not to press him anymore and I was privileged to think that I had been chosen to be the keeper of such a precious and mysterious heirloom, to be the one to pass the secrets on to the next generation of our family. I adored my father above anything else, but he was sensitive and a man whose word I respected. If he didn’t want me to go looking for any more information about our family’s past, then I would not question his wishes any further. My father passed the pocket-sized notebook to my mother, who promptly put it back into the old yellowing envelope it had come from and slipped the green ribbon over it. Then she left the room. We met again a few minutes later in the kitchen where I was washing up the breakfast things.
Caressing my hair, Mother quietly whispered in my ear, “The king wouldn’t allow it, but August went against his wishes and married Emilie anyway.”
The events of my childhood in Berlin had taught me just how dangerous it could be to be related to the wrong people or to anger those who held the power of life and death in their hands. To be considered to have the wrong blood flowing in your veins could mean instant arrest and who knew what fate after that. No Jewish family living in Europe during those times wanted to draw attention to themselves in any way at all. The secret to survival was to be as discreet and inoffensive as possible. Going around claiming to be directly descended from one of the wealthiest and most powerful royal families in all history, as I later found out they were, was likely to annoy more people than it would enchant or intrigue, but I still ached to find out more about what sounded like a real-life fairy tale.
My father must have chosen me to give the book to because he knew that I would be captivated by the romance of the story and believed that I would pass the story on to any children I might have, just as he was passing it on to me. He must have believed that the precious book would be in safe and loving hands with me, and I still to this day feel touched and honored to have been chosen to carry the secret on for the next generation. Sitting at the breakfast table that day, however, I had no idea just what an extraordinary journey that little keepsake would eventually take me on, a journey back in time, across closed and dangerous borders, to uncover secrets that had been carefully hidden and closely guarded for over a century.
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GOOD-BYE BERLIN—HELLO HAMPSTEAD
MOST OF THE EARLY YEARS of my life were spent in the political turmoil of Berlin. I was born on my father’s birthday, June 26, 1924. My mother went into labor in a state of shock, having been informed by her sister, Fridl, that the Berlin evening paper had announced my father had been fatally injured that day in a car accident.
In fact, my father was not dead, but instead was fighting for his life in a convent in the middle of nowhere. He had been traveling on business from our home in Breslau, which was then in Germany but is now in Poland, when his car was forced off the road by a heavily laden hay wagon steered by a woman in a red headscarf. Startled by the unexpected sound of an engine, the carthorse had reared up. My father loved driving his new Buick 24-54, so he was at the wheel despite the fact that he had his chauffeur with him. He swerved to avoid the flailing hooves and the car rolled off the road into a ditch, ending up on its side. The chauffeur was thrown clear, but my father was trapped inside with a fractured skull and a broken arm and leg.
Clambering to his feet, the chauffeur waved down the next car to pass by, but the driver refused to take “a dying man.” The next vehicle to pass was a truck loaded with bricks, and the driver agreed to take my unconscious father to a nearby convent in the hope that the nuns could save him. Having no option the chauffeur accepted the offer and the nuns took my father in, in the true Christian spirit. Somehow, the news reached the ears of a journalist in Berlin, who decided to print the piece as news without further verification.
Father stayed under the tender care of the nuns for five days before he was finally judged strong enough to be transferred to Breslau Hospital, where my mother and I were still patients after my apparently difficult and traumatic arrival.
Things would have been so different if he had died that night on the road, or later in the peace of the convent. If he had passed away that night, his mother, Anna, would never have been able to give him the notebook, which would later come to me. It would instead have gone to my Uncle Freddy for safekeeping, with our family’s mysterious past remaining a secret.
After my dramatic entry into the world, my first few years were stable and pleasant. As a small child I lived in central Berlin with my family all around me. We lived close to my grandparents and to my Uncle Freddy and his family. Freddy and my father were very close, and looked similar too, although Freddy was heavier set and taller than his brother.
My parents, Hans and Margarethe Jaretzki, had married in 1917 after my father, a German soldier, was invalided back from the Russian Front during the First World War. My paternal grandfather, Samuel Jaretzki, was a tough, disciplined man, a highly respected stockbroker who was the longest-serving member of the Berlin Stock Exchange and didn’t want my father to marry my mother, although I have no idea why. My father, however, as quietly determined as ever, simply packed his bags and left home. His mother, Anna, went searching for him and eventually tracked him down in a small hotel. Using all her quiet charm she persuaded her son to come home and she persuaded his father to relent. As a result of her efforts to broker a peace between father and son, my parents’ marriage took place.
Hans was an architect, one of a dynasty of Jaretzki architects. Eight of them had practiced in Berlin. Very sadly, after a long and distinguished career the last remaining of these, Frank Jarrett, died in California in 2009, aged ninety-eight. His son, Norman, carries on the family tradition. Some of their buildings exist today, despite nearly 80 percent of Berlin having been destroyed during the Second World War first by Allied bombs and later by the Russian tanks as they invaded, forcing Hitler’s final line of defense to capitulate and surrender. After Hans was injured in 1917, the German army ordered him in his capacity as an architect and engineer to build munitions factories on the Polish border, and so my parents moved to East Prussia.
My father was a gentle man, soft-spoken and thoughtful, different from my mother and always keen to avoid personal conflict or confrontation. My mother was dark-haired, petite and attractive, and my father was slightly built and fair.
Two years after they were married, they had my brother, Claude, who took after my mother in many ways. I was born five years later and I was much more like Father. Claude grew to be quite tall and handsome, and because of their similar personalities he got on very well with our mother. But Grandmother Anna made no secret of the fact that she adored me, and I adored her in return. She indulged me at every opportunity and took a keen interest in my schooling and progress. She used to buy me some special little chocolate figures, and I remember at one time I had a very strict governess, Fraulein Mueller, who snatched the treasured figures away when I wouldn’t eat my dinner, and she never returned them. I still regret losing them to this day.
They were happy times for the whole family, and I still remember scenes from those days as vividly as if they were yesterday: playing with my friend Lottie Schulz, walking an old lady’s dog for her, wrapping up pfennig coins in newspaper, then throwing them to the organ grinder and his performing monkey from our first-floor balcony. The man doffed his hat as the monkey picked the coins up before the pair waved their good-byes. We lived very comfortably, and my mother had the help of both a maid and live-in nanny. I had no inkling at that stage of what terrible times lay ahead.
Anti-Semitism had been endemic in those parts of Europe for centuries, but as a child I was blissfully unaware of that fact, shielded as I was by my loving family. To begin with, I was not aware that the hatred of the Jews was becoming deeper and darker with every passing year. Eventually, however, the truth was inescapable. We stayed in Germany until the spring of 1934, long enough for me to learn the shocking lesson that we were not welcome there, although at the age of nine I was finding it hard to come to terms with why that might be.
I remember Hitler coming to power and wearing my “Ja for Hitler” sticker with the same enthusiasm as all the other children I knew. The Brownshirts, a paramilitary wing of the Nazi Party renowned for its violent methods, were often outside the school after that, menacingly checking that we were displaying our stickers prominently. I was nine years old when I huddled beside the wireless listening to Hitler’s victory speech, unnerved by the somber mood of the adults all around me and finding it hard to really understand why their fears were so great. We could hear the euphoria of the crowds on the streets outside, but inside everyone’s spirits were brought low with feelings of dread because they had already started to hear rumors and stories about what was happening to Jews in other parts of the country.
At eight o’clock one morning at school we were all assembled in the classroom when we heard an unusual noise. It sounded like the clumping of approaching boots. The door opened and we saw that our teacher had been transformed overnight. The small and usually sober-suited Herr Kähne looked taller and prouder in jackboots and a brown Nazi uniform emblazoned with a swastika armband.
“From now on,” he announced loudly, “we no longer pray to God. We pray to Adolf Hitler.”
As I walked home I noticed that the grocer and baker’s shops that we used nearly every day to buy our supplies had been boarded up and the word “JUDE” had been daubed across the boards in large, angry letters. It was an ugly, threatening sight, and my disquiet grew when I found my mother crying as I reached her at the street corner.
“Terrible things are happening,” she said, hurrying me back home without elaborating.
Now, of course, I know that the first pogrom against the Jews had already started as Hitler fed the wave of euphoria sweeping through the hearts and minds of young Germans everywhere, but at that moment I was still too young to know about any of that. It was hard for me to understand why everyone else in Germany seemed to be so excited by what was happening when my family and their friends were all so sad and fearful.
Back at school, there was always a squabble now for one of us to have the honor of carrying the huge Nazi flag at the head of the class on our weekly walks through the “Grunewald,” the local wood across the road. One day I insisted it was my turn and pushed eagerly to the front of the class with my hand up. Herr Kähne seemed reluctant but eventually handed it to me, still not quite brainwashed enough to blame a child in his care for belonging to the wrong religion. I had no idea of the significance of my actions as I proudly marched away holding the swastika standard of my class, wanting to belong and to be part of the excitement.
The first time I heard the voices of the Hitler Youth singing the Nazi anthem to the drumbeat of their jackboots, they were marching through the city, thousands of them in a sea of brown uniforms. I was out in the street with my friend Lottie. We ran to the front of the crowd to watch and wave, smiling at them happily as they passed. Women were pouring out of their front doors, feting and kissing the boy soldiers and filling their water bottles for them. Seeing this show of military might seemed to fill all the onlookers with excitement and anticipation and I found myself infected along with everyone else, completely ignorant of what it was I was cheering for.
But every day things kept happening that puzzled me. Lottie’s brother, Hermann, for instance, was so influenced by all the propaganda that he reported his father to the local Hitler Youth Group leader, denouncing him for speaking against Hitler at home. His father duly received a visit from a Gestapo officer, which effectively silenced him on that subject from then on. Hermann was not unusual in believing that this was the right way to behave, that loyalty to the Führer was far and away more important than loyalty to your own family. I couldn’t imagine any circumstances where I would ever dream for even a moment of getting any member of my family into trouble with the authorities, least of all my beloved father.
“The man is insane,” my father would insist over and over again whenever the name of Adolf Hitler came up. “I will not live in a country led by a murderer.”
My mother accepted that Father was right and that it would soon be too dangerous to remain in Germany, but before we could move they needed to establish where we could go that would be safe. It was through Sir Eric Phipps, the British ambassador, whose residence he had designed and built in the Berlin suburb of Wannsee, that my father was able to seek the help that he needed from Frank Foley, the British Passport Control officer stationed in Berlin. Foley, it was recently revealed, was working undercover as Britain’s chief spymaster in Europe, saving more than ten thousand Jews from certain death by flouting both British and German laws.
My father left first. When my mother received word that he had reached England she joined him, giving up our home and leaving me to stay with her sister, Aunt Fridl, and sending Claude to friends in Silesia.
My father was well-known as a Bauhaus architect and a leading light of the modernist Bauhaus design movement, which had started in Germany after the First World War. (Even though so much of Berlin was destroyed quite a few of his buildings have survived and are now officially protected by preservation orders.) However, in November 1933 the Nazis threw him out of the Association of German Architects (BDA). By this time Reg Calendar, one of Frank Foley’s close aides, had arranged for my father to receive a permanent working visa in England, without which he would have been deported back to Germany like so many others. Reg and my father became friends and I remember him visiting our flat with his family. By early 1934 my parents were making the necessary arrangements for our arrival in England as a family.
My parents were hoping we would be able to move to the North London suburb of Hampstead. Quite a number of German Jewish families, film actors, directors, musicians and academics had settled there. With its hilly terrain and spectacular views of the city, it became a thriving, cosmopolitan artistic hub. None of my family were practicing Jews and my father did not go to synagogue, although he did subsequently design one of the largest in Britain, in Edgware, North London. He had built several synagogues in Berlin and had received awards for them.
I was nine years old and was devastated by their departure and by the thought of having to leave the home I loved. Above all, I missed my father terribly and was constantly writing him notes on any bits of paper I could find. Terrified I would never see him again and distraught by all the changes that were going on in my life, I was hardly eating and was losing weight at an alarming rate. With my brother also a long way away, I felt very lost and lonely.
Anti-Semitism was becoming more open and violent every day, even in the little school where I had always been so happy. One day I was singled out and cornered by a group of boys who ripped my glasses off and beat me for no other reason than that I was Jewish and they had learned that they must hate me and there would be no repercussions for any harm they might decide to do to me.
My friend Lottie’s mother sent some honey cakes to the house for me one day, but my aunt’s cook confiscated them before I could take even one bite, fearing that they might have been laced with poison. All Jews were becoming paranoid, and for good reason. We could not be sure who our friends were anymore, or who had had their heads turned or who would decide to denounce us in order to save their own skins.
Uniformed Nazis arrived at my aunt’s flat, barging their way into the kitchen one lunchtime on “eintopf Tag” (one-pot day), when we had all been told we were only allowed one simple stew—and we had to pay the price of the big meal that we had apparently saved to the country’s war chest. They would come checking regularly that our family meal was being confined to one pot as instructed and then demand a considerable sum of money that they said we would have saved with this action—all for “The Führer’s Charity.” They could take whatever they wanted from us and there was nothing we could do. There was no one we could turn to for justice or protection.
In the spring of 1934 my mother appeared back in Berlin announcing that everything was arranged and that she was going to be taking me and Claude to England with her to join our father. I was traumatized at the thought of my life in Berlin coming to such an abrupt end, but excited at the same time to think I would be seeing my darling father again, and relieved to think we would be going somewhere safe and far away from the threatening Brownshirts. The hardest part was being separated from my best friend, Lottie, but during a tearful farewell we both swore we would keep on writing to one another forever.
The journey across to England was frightening and overwhelming. There were soldiers and police everywhere, and we expected to be stopped and arrested every time anyone looked at us as we headed to Holland and the port of Hook van Holland, where we would board our boat. When we finally reached the gray, misty English Channel, seasickness had consumed me. The weather was stormy and the boat rolled and tossed violently on the giant waves. As we lined up to leave the train at Liverpool Street in London, a surge of sickness hit me again, partly due also to my mother’s insistence that I should start living like a little English girl and breakfast on kippers on the way over. The last thing your stomach wants in a situation like that is an unfamiliar and aromatic smoked fish.
My father was waiting for us anxiously on the station platform, and I fell into his arms as he gathered me up in a giant hug. Being with him made me feel like all my troubles were over and that I would be able to bear being parted from Berlin and Lottie after all. With him there to guide us, the bustle of the station and the foreign voices all around didn’t seem so overwhelming. My father strode to the taxi rank and instructed the cabbie to take us to a boardinghouse in Fairfax Road, Hampstead, where my parents had been staying during the previous months. The taxi was open-sided and driven by a red-faced man in a flat cap. It seemed like a very British experience, and I was grateful for the flow of fresh air to blow away the last lingering flavors of breakfast, despite the biting cold.
When we reached the house, I was surprised to find that it was filled with German doctors who worked at the German hospital in London. I was put straight into a big Victorian bedstead with sheets and blankets, another new experience for a child used to an eiderdown and a feather bed, but a great deal more pleasant than the kipper experience. There was an open fireplace in the room, and from the chimney I could hear the contented sound of pigeons softly cooing on the roof as I began to slip into an exhausted sleep. It was a sound I had never heard before. I felt so safe knowing I had been reunited with my father.
The next morning at breakfast we shared our table with a tortoise, which was happily munching away at some lettuce leaves while its owner, an English lady, sipped her coffee as though the tortoise was the most normal thing in the world.
“The English are great animal lovers,” my father explained when he saw my astonished and delighted face.
The next problem was finding a school that could accommodate a child who couldn’t speak a word of English, but eventually Kingsley School in Belsize Park, near Hampstead, agreed to accept me. Although it was a relief to be away from the brown uniforms and jackboots, I felt very homesick for my life in Berlin and for Lottie, who had shared so much of my life until then, but I didn’t complain. I knew that we had had no option, and I would never have questioned my parents’ decisions anyway; children didn’t do that sort of thing in those days.
Being thrown in the deep end, I picked up English surprisingly quickly and felt a warm glow of pride when a teacher said in front of the whole class that if she didn’t know it was me, she would have thought it was a little English girl reading her essay out loud. As my confidence grew I became a little bit cheeky and was banned from German classes for laughing at the red-haired Miss Jones’s German accent. Never allowed to attend her class again, I was sent to study Latin instead.
Lottie kept writing to me just as she promised she would, keeping the memories of Berlin alive, telling me how much she missed me and filling me in on everything I was missing. The moment her letters arrived I would rip them open and devour every word, feeling a mixture of excitement at her news and sadness at the reminder of everything I had left behind. Some of it was puzzling. She told me, for instance, that her “best hour at school” was on Saturdays when she learned “all about Hitler.” Another letter told of her “joy” at having “danced for Hitler.” It was 1936, and the occasion was the Olympic Games. I showed the letters to my father in the hope that he would explain why Lottie wasn’t as frightened of Hitler as we had been. His face became grave as he read. Alarmed by her tone, he forbade me from writing to her any more. It didn’t occur to me to disobey any direct order he gave me, but it made me deeply miserable because Lottie’s letters kept coming, each one expressing greater degrees of puzzlement and hurt at my sudden and unexplained silence. My father’s decision, however, would eventually prove to be more than wise.
Meanwhile, my grandmother, Anna, was living in Czechoslovakia with her other son, my father’s brother Freddy. Uncle Freddy had left Berlin back in 1923, during the great depression after the First World War, and before Hitler’s reign of terror was beginning to take hold. Uncle Freddy had been offered a new job in Brno, Czechoslovakia, working for Himmelreich & Zwicker, a large textile manufacturer, as their export director. By 1933 he had joined Victoria Assurance in Reichenberg, near Prague, as managing director. My grandfather, Samuel, died suddenly around that time, at the age of seventy-two, from an undiagnosed twisted bowel, leaving Granny Anna a widow at sixty-eight. Influenced by my father’s plans to leave, she too must have decided that Berlin was becoming too dangerous because she went to live with Freddy and his family in Reichenberg in 1932. It was while she was there that I went with my brother Claude to visit her for the last time. I was eight years old by then, and Claude was thirteen. I spent many hours with her in her room during the two or three weeks we were there. We talked about the family and the future, and she would read me poetry. I had an autograph book, which I asked her to sign. She took it from me with a smile and sat down to write:
When once you are a grandmamma, and sit in the rocking chair with Grandpapa and dream of your joyful childhood days, remember your Oma Annchen.
I can still clearly remember saying good-bye to her at the Prague railway station after that visit. I wanted to stay wrapped in her loving arms forever, but eventually Claude had to take me by the hand and lead me to the departing train, otherwise it would have rolled away without us. I wouldn’t have minded missing the train at the time so that I could stay with Anna a little longer, but I knew in my heart that that would not be possible. I turned to wave to her all the way down the platform and then leaned out the window once we had boarded and were pulling away, craning my neck for one last look at her small figure disappearing into the distance as the steam from the engine settled on the platform between us.
My grandmother and I were very similar in appearance. And we were alike in other ways as well. She used to say that she saw her young self in me, maybe because we were both very sensitive and thoughtful, and we both liked writing poetry. I have older cousins who say they too can see the physical likeness now that I have reached the age that we all remember Granny Anna being.
At the time we left she still had Uncle Freddy and his family with her, although I knew that my cousin, his daughter, Marlies, didn’t love her like I did. Soon, however, they would be gone too and she would be completely on her own. It was memories like those that were feeding the nightmares I suffered from on our nights in the bomb shelter in Hampstead, as the war we had been escaping from finally came to London.
As late as 1937 my father and mother decided we should return to Europe to visit Anna back in Reichenberg because they were becoming increasingly concerned about her health. I had recently received a worrying letter from her (in German):
My Beloved Evchen,
Again a year has vanished without my being able to embrace you, my loved ones. Two and a half years you have been away from me. Good health and all good wishes for 1937. Your old Oma is not well health wise. In thought a very heartfelt New Year.
When they told me about the trip, I was beside myself with excitement at the thought of seeing her after being so long apart. England was still at peace in 1937, and the four of us traveled first to Muhren in Switzerland. Our parents must have been talking to other people along the way who had more firsthand experience of what was going on in Czechoslovakia, or perhaps they were reading things in the papers that worried them, because they changed their minds at the last moment and left Claude and me in a hotel in Muhren and went on without us. This was deeply upsetting for me after having built up my hopes of seeing Anna again.
I think that going back was a big decision even for them, but they played down their concerns about Anna so I wouldn’t be frightened any more than I already was. In fact, at that stage I was more disappointed than frightened, having been so looking forward to seeing my grandmother again and still not fully realizing the scale of any possible danger to any of us. My sadness at being left behind was lifted slightly on the morning that I came down to breakfast in the hotel and found my idol, the dancer and film star Fred Astaire, sitting at the next table, but even that dreamlike encounter couldn’t lift my spirits for long.
Anna was being very well looked after by Freddy, and Czechoslovakia was still a safe haven, being so far away from the tyranny inside Germany. We returned to England, but I had not been able to see my granny again. The situation in Europe deteriorated after that, especially when Hitler was allowed to march into and annex Austria without a fight. From then on we followed the news of the apparently unstoppable march of the German army on the radio and in the newspapers. Opinion in England at that time was divided between those who believed that declaring war on Germany was our only hope of stopping their territorial ambitions and those who thought we should go for appeasement and do everything we could to avoid starting another war like the First World War, which had wiped out almost an entire generation of young men. My parents firmly believed that, however terrible war might be, Hitler could only be stopped by force and that sooner or later England would have to join in to protect itself from being invaded as well.
For my mother the move to England had meant making huge adjustments to her status and lifestyle. To begin with, she had no help in the house at all and found it hard to have to do everything for herself. My father, on the other hand, was just as comfortable in London as he had been in Berlin. He made friends with interesting people, like the famous filmmaker Alexander Korda and his brother. He had even got to know the Elgar family when he bought Sir Edward’s derelict Netherall Gardens home in 1935 from his daughter not long after the great composer had died, planning to rebuild it and then sell it. The house was just around the corner from where we were then living in a ground floor flat at 51 Fitzjohn’s Avenue. While clearing out the attic, my father found an old and very valuable violin. It was an emotional episode for the Elgar family when my father arranged for it to be reunited with his daughter.
My father was endlessly intrigued by the English, and they in turn seemed to be intrigued by him. His positive attitude to our new homeland rubbed off on me.
“The English policeman,” he told me soon after we arrived, “is your best friend. Not like a German policeman.”
I decided he was right when on my way to school I first saw a London “‘bobby” at the end of Fitzjohn’s Avenue, holding the hands of two schoolchildren whom he was helping to cross the road. From that moment on I never felt frightened or insecure in England, even with the Nazi threat building up just across the Channel, but I often thought about my grandmother and wondered what terrible fate might have befallen her.
Certain that war would inevitably be coming to Britain, as early as 1936 my father had reinforced the wine cellar of the new Elgar house and transformed it into an air-raid shelter, thinking that would add to its sales appeal. He had already knocked down the original house, rebuilding it together with three other houses on the huge site. When he showed the house, a year or so later, to the famous music hall star Bud Flanagan (the other half of double act of Flanagan and Allen), Flanagan saw the air-raid shelter and promptly stormed out with his wife, accusing my father of being a warmonger. In fact, it was a blessing in disguise that the sale fell through, because when the air raids did start we were able to walk the few steps around the corner and stay safely in the cellar of our own house instead of having to sleep crammed in with the hundreds of poor folk seeking shelter on Hampstead’s underground station platforms, reputed to be the deepest underground shaft in London.
When the headmistress announced that Kingsley School was moving out of London in 1939 to the safety of rural Cornwall, I absolutely refused to go with them. There was no way I was willing to be separated from my parents again. It was bad enough being separated from Granny Anna and worrying every day about what could have happened to her: I couldn’t imagine what it must have been like to be in that same situation with my entire family. I would have preferred to die with them in an air raid, if that was what was meant to be, than to be left alone in the world. My memory of being in Berlin on my own, not knowing where they were or what was happening to them, was still vivid and frightening. It made me all the more aware of how acutely my father and Uncle Freddy must be suffering from being unable to look after their own mother when she was living in such a dangerous place during such a cruel time. I prayed that I would never have to face a similar dilemma to the one forced on them when they had to leave her behind in Prague.
When I turned sixteen in 1940, I became a legal adult, which meant there was a possibility I would be interned on the Isle of Man as an enemy alien, an even more terrifying prospect than being evacuated to Cornwall. Just in time, however, the law changed and I was told I had to apply for an “alien’s book” instead. This entailed my making an appearance on my birthday at Bow Street Magistrates Court in Covent Garden so I could be cleared of any suspicion that I might be a foreign agent. I was flanked by two huge policemen as I entered the courtroom as a possible spy, while my father waited nervously outside on a bench, my protector as always.
“Did you belong to the Hitler Youth?” the magistrate asked.
“No,” I replied, indignant at the very thought but trying not to show it.
“Are you in touch with anyone in Germany?” he went on.
“No,” I answered truthfully, silently thanking God that my father had had the foresight to ban me from writing any more letters to Lottie.
When my father was called into the courtroom, the only question the magistrate had for him was ironic.
“Does she ever need a good spanking?” he inquired.
My father responded with a polite and relieved show of amusement, and at the end of the hearing the Court granted me my alien’s book and spared me the horror of an internment camp.
Once I had got used to the idea of its existence, I didn’t think a great deal more about the mysterious pocket notebook over the following years. There were so many other things to occupy the mind of a young woman growing up in London at the time. I liked the idea that we had such a romantic tale in our past, but once I had thought about it I could see the sense of my father’s warnings about keeping it a secret and not asking any more questions. How would it have sounded if I started telling my friends that I was descended from a Prussian prince? At best it would have sounded like the foolish fantasies of a romantic young girl; at worst it would have sounded boastful. And how could I have proved my story to any doubters anyway?
He was right, I decided. It was better to simply forget about it and get on with our lives in Hampstead, where we enjoyed as good a life as was possible in the austere days of the war.
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GRANNY ANNA—No NEWS from PRAGUE
IN 1938, WHEN THE GERMAN ARMY invaded the Sudetenland, where the small town of Reichenberg was situated, Uncle Freddy fled to Prague with Granny Anna, his wife Lotte, and his daughter, my cousin, Marlies. But it wasn’t long before the German troops were pouring into that city too. Uncle Freddy told me that, when he witnessed the soldiers arriving in the Wenceslas Platz, he knew that if they were to avoid capture the family would have to immediately flee the country. But he also realized they would have to leave without Anna, because of her frail condition. By that stage it was no longer possible for a Jewish family to travel across the borders openly, and Freddy was forced to flee with Lotte and Marlies on foot, using a secret escape route over the border into Italy. They then journeyed on to join us in London, where they settled. When they arrived without Granny Anna, I was devastated. I had been so sure they would bring her with them, and I could hardly bear the thought of her being the only one of the family left behind.
By 1940, although we barely dared to talk about it, I shared my father’s fears and sadness about Granny Anna. I had such wonderful memories of her, which were being kept vividly alive by the letters and cards she had been writing to me from Czechoslovakia. They were full of love but gave no clues as to what the future might hold for her now the Germans were occupying Prague and Uncle Freddy was in London with us.
I still treasure them to this day.
To my beloved Evchen,
I send you the heartiest wishes, my most beloved child. I send you in spirit a thousand heartfelt kisses, enclosed so that my little grandchild shall be forever happy and shall stay healthy in body and soul and that in life her choices will always be right. That she remain her parents’ great delight and that God graciously guide the ways of her life so that we will soon meet in peace again before your Oma must leave this earth.
In another she wrote:
My beloved Evchen, how much I would like to see you again my beloved child, and Claude. I cannot describe the longing I have for you.
After the German invasion in 1938, her letters began to arrive through the Red Cross and not the normal mail. They still gave us no clues about what might really be happening to her or what terrors she might be enduring. She wouldn’t have wanted to burden anyone else with her worries anyway, particularly not her granddaughter.
I was told that Anna had been quite adamant about not escaping with Uncle Freddy and his family, insisting that she was too old and arthritic to make the trip and that she would only be a liability to them. Uncle Freddy had eventually given in, seeing that he had no choice and hoping that an old lady living on her own in a city as big as Prague would not attract the Nazis’s attention. She hardly ever went out any more anyway, he reasoned, so how would they even know she was there? With any luck she would be able to live out her days in peace and comfort if he could find her somewhere pleasant to live.
Whatever happened, he knew he had to save his wife and child before it was too late, even if it meant he had to leave his mother to take her chances. Before he set out for Italy he searched for an apartment for her in a good area of the city. A man called Dr. Borakova had agreed to take her in as a tenant in his attic flat in the Praha 6 district, an affluent area where most of the foreign embassies were located. If she was going to be safe anywhere, Uncle Freddy decided, Praha 6 would be the place. He left her with as much money as he could find, and their final good-byes must have been heartbreaking, neither knowing if they would ever see each other alive again. I thought of my own separation from Anna, which was profound, as if part of my very being had just disappeared.
Without any warning, after June 1942, there were no more letters. As each day passed I became increasingly frozen with fear and more inconsolable. We were left with nothing but silence, which made space for the darkest imaginings to invade our thoughts and dreams. We all pretended to hope for a while that it was just the war interrupting the postal services, including the Red Cross’s. But in our hearts I think we realized something much worse had probably befallen her, although none of us wanted to put our fears into words and risk making them feel more real. I didn’t know what to do. I felt so helpless and wanted to talk to my father or my mother but I knew I couldn’t. It wouldn’t have been any use anyway because they didn’t know any more than I did.
Although I was fearful for Anna and her fate, I was also consoled because I knew my father felt the same way. He must have been tortured all through this very difficult time, just as I was. I knew that he worried about her every minute of every hour of every day, wondering if she was alive or dead, or fearing that she might at any moment be arrested by the Nazis or suffering unknown horrors in Auschwitz. Even when her letters and postcards had been arriving, they were taking so long to reach us it was impossible to tell if something awful had happened to her in the meantime. Part of my father must have desperately wanted to hear her voice and see her face again, while the other part must have been thankful that we were all safe in England. Such thoughts must have made him feel like he was being torn in two by his conflicting loyalties to his mother and his past, and his responsibility to my mother and me and our lives in war-torn London.
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MEETING EMILIE
I WOKE UP ON THE MORNING of May 1, 1945, switched on the wireless radio in my room as usual and heard the unbelievable news that Hitler was dead. At that moment, as the news sank in, I felt a deep emotional bond with the people of Britain, from Winston Churchill and the king all the way to our neighbors in Hampstead. I felt that I was finally free and the Nazi terror had been destroyed for good, leaving the world a safer and happier place. As far back as I could remember, the horrible, threatening figure of Adolf Hitler had darkened my life. Now suddenly that darkness was lifted.
Since 1940 I had been working in the Medici Gallery on Grafton Street, just off Bond Street. I had been in charge of their mail-order business, which included supplying the royal family at Buckingham Palace, in particular the old Queen Mary. As well as meeting members of the European royal families, I also got to meet other famous people, such as Winston Churchill’s wife, Clemmie, and the Hollywood star Danny Kaye. I loved the work, and the only difficult part of it was having to make my way home alone each evening in the blackout.
My relationship with my mother had matured steadily as I had grown up and we had become ever closer, with her treating me as an equal rather than as a child. It seemed to me that her character had changed completely once she had grown into English life, and when she no longer had the responsibility and worry of bringing up children. We were becoming more like sisters as the years passed.
My brother, Claude, was away in the army, stationed somewhere out in the country, when my father had told me about the notebook in 1940. Soon he would become a captain in the Royal Engineers and would be sent on active duty to India, where he remained for the rest of the war. He had studied architecture, following in the footsteps of our distinguished father, and had narrowly missed being interned for the duration of the war as an enemy alien. After the war he followed the family tradition by becoming an architect, and in 1950 he emigrated to Toronto, Canada, with his new wife, Inge. There he later contributed extensively to the building of the city.
By 1950 I had already been married for two years. I met Ken Haas for the first time at my cousin Freddy’s twenty-first birthday party in North London in 1946. Ken had also fled from Germany before the war, just as we had, so we shared many of the same experiences. A powerfully built and athletic man, not tall, but tough both physically and in spirit, he had impressed me immediately. He was thirty-eight and I was twenty-one, and I was instantly captivated by his forthright, spontaneous manner. He worked for a family firm of goldbeaters, George M. Whiley, in the West End of London, which made stamping foils. He was a good businessman, and as their export director he built the company up over the years, eventually moving it into impressive factory grounds in the northwest London suburb of Ruislip.
It was love at first sight and I married Ken in 1948, embarking on a long and happy partnership of more than forty years and producing three healthy sons, Anthony, Timothy and David. Ken was loving and devoted, and you certainly could never grow bored in his company. Because of his job he was away traveling, sometimes up to five to six months of every year, which I found hard, but in a way perhaps it strengthened our relationship even more. Bringing up three young boys, often on my own, there was little or no time to worry my head with romantic notions about who my ancestors might or might not have been: my attention was fully occupied in dealing with the complications of each day as they came, and planning for our family’s future.
In 1955 tragedy struck my family again. My father, a heavy smoker, was diagnosed with cancer. He was just sixty-five, and it seemed too early to lose him. But lose him we did when he died nine months later, in March 1956. I was devastated by his loss but was far from being the only one. He was a greatly loved public figure and many mourned his passing. Our local paper, the Hampstead & Highgate Express, announced his passing with a prominent article that noted the time and place of his funeral. It never occurred to any of us that by doing that they were also advertising the fact that my parents’ flat would be empty for at least a couple of hours while we attended the service. This allowed plenty of time for thieves to break in and turn out every drawer and cabinet in their search for hidden booty.
Invading the privacy of a family just as they are at their most vulnerable with grief is the cruelest thing. We walked in from the funeral service, my Uncle Freddy carrying the urn containing my father’s ashes, just wanting to find some peace in which to compose ourselves after the ordeal, only to be confronted with a scene of total devastation. My mother’s look of horror at this invasion of her life, just when she had to get used to the idea of living alone, was heartbreaking.
Believing she might need someone there to support her, I followed my mother as she ran through to the bedroom, assuming she wanted to check on some piece of family jewelry that might hold special sentimental value to her. But she seemed to have only one thing in mind as she ignored the clothes and other belongings strewn over the floor and headed for the dressing table. Rummaging through the debris, she picked up a white envelope tied up with the green ribbon that I instantly recognized as being the one that held the notebook—the same envelope from which my father had removed it the morning he had shown it to me sixteen years earlier.
“Thank God,” she said, holding it to her heart as if that were the only possession that mattered to her in the whole apartment, a last precious piece of my father that she could still cling to now that she no longer had the man himself. Seeing the passion with which she hugged that elegant little book to her heart rekindled the curiosity I had felt as a young girl when my father first dangled that tempting snippet of a story in front of me. I wondered if she might be willing to pass the book on to me now that my father had gone. He had, after all, said that it would be mine.
“Mother,” I ventured cautiously, “Father said I—”
“He also said not to go looking, Eve,” she interrupted, obviously guessing exactly what I was about to say. Then she quickly composed herself, realizing that she had allowed me to see too clearly how important the book was to her.
“But I—”
“It’s just a notebook,” she said, swiftly pushing the envelope back into its hiding place.
“Mother, please. I’m not a child any more. Why do you keep the book hidden away? What are you afraid of ?”
“I’m afraid of you making a fool of yourself, poking around for answers that can’t be found. The story ended with your grandmother. Come on, let’s go back to the others.”
Realizing this was not the moment to press her, I immediately fell silent, but our voices must have carried further than I thought, because a little while later, once we had cleared up the worst of the mess from the robbery, my Uncle Freddy took me to one side and whispered out of my mother’s earshot.
“Come round to my house tomorrow and I’ll show you something.”
That night I stayed with my mother in the flat, not wanting to leave her on her own after a day of so much emotional turmoil. It would be terrible for her to be lying awake on her own, listening to every sound, wondering if the thieves were returning, thinking about my father and the years that now stretched ahead without him. I wanted her to know that I would always be there for her when she needed me. The following day, unable to suppress my curiosity a moment longer, I took a train to Norbury in South London to visit Uncle Freddy.
“This is what I wanted to show you,” he said, once he was certain I was comfortable, almost nonchalantly handing me a miniature painting of a pretty, auburn-haired young girl. She was wearing a formal red dress that showed off her shoulders despite an attempt by the artist to hide them with an artfully placed gossamer-like white shawl. “This is Emilie,” he said. What a profound moment it was for me after so many years of allowing myself to indulge briefly in occasional romantic daydreams of her, before forcing myself to push those thoughts from my mind lest they encouraged me to make a stand and try to get to the bottom of my family mystery. As I stared at the picture, mesmerized by her beauty, it felt as if Emilie were beckoning me into her life. Her soulful eyes looked directly at me from the tiny picture frame, a slight smile playing on her delicate lips, giving her an innocent, questioning look.
“That’s her,” he said, seeing my gaze locking on to Emilie’s face.
I could never have imagined what a powerful effect that tiny portrait would have on me. In that instant I knew that this girl wouldn’t be easy to let go of, not easy at all. My thoughts drifted from Uncle Freddy’s conversation, but after a few moments my attention returned to the room and I became aware of what he was telling me.
“This is Emilie Gottschalk. She was your great-great-grandmother, the one to whom Prince August wrote the dedication in the notebook that your mother has.”
I remembered my father mentioning that his brother had a portrait of Emilie, but actually seeing this pretty little face peeking out at me suddenly revived all the curiosity I had felt as a young girl when he first told me the story.
“What do we know about her?” I asked, hypnotized by the sight of this young woman who was my direct ancestor and who had lived at the very heart of the Prussian Court at a time when it was central to European history.
“All we know is that she was young when she met the prince, only fifteen years old. He on the other hand was in his fifties by then and was already an enormously wealthy, powerful and famous man. Despite the age gap it was a great love match. They stayed together for eleven years until he died. We believe she was the daughter of a Jewish tailor, and we know that she and the prince had a daughter, Charlotte, who was my mother’s mother. Your father and I knew our grandmother Charlotte in our childhood, and she used to tell us things, dropping tiny hints that we never really understood. But that is all we know, and it is just not possible to find out any more.”
It sounded like the perfect fairy tale, the simple young tailor’s daughter who captured the heart of a great prince, like a sort of Prussian Pygmalion, but I couldn’t understand why everyone in the family kept stressing that these few facts were all that was known about the story. Surely a real-life fairy tale like this would have been talked about and written about in court papers of the time, and in history books ever since.
“Is that really all we know?” I asked, still without taking my eyes off her young face.
“We do have this,” he went on, passing me an elderly sepia photograph of another woman, middle-aged and stately, dressed like Queen Victoria. “This is Charlotte, Emilie’s daughter, and Anna’s mother. She was my grandmother and your great-grandmother.”
I felt a catch in my throat as I tried to speak, remembering my grandmother again, who I had last seen waving to me and my brother on that railway platform in Prague. The photograph seemed to revive all the nightmares and fears I had hidden in the back of my mind.
Uncle Freddy was gazing at the picture with the same intensity that I was. “Charlotte once said to your father, when he was still quite small, ‘I am really a Duchess, you know, and I only ever travel anywhere first class.’ And we both heard her talk about memories from when she was very little, when she told us she used to play wild games on the floor of a grand room somewhere in Berlin, with her father who was ‘a great prince.’ She kept saying that ‘her whole life had changed completely’ when she was five, but that was all she would ever tell us. If we tried to question her any further she would fall silent, almost as though, even as an older woman, she was still very reluctant to say more, or as if she didn’t really know herself what had happened between her parents when she was a small child.”
I gazed again at the portrait, imagining the young girl sitting for the artist, trying to take in the fact that I was viewing the result of his handiwork more than 140 years after his brushstrokes had dried. I was secretly hoping that if I stared hard enough at her face, Emilie’s spirit might reveal some clues about what had happened to her and her family that could have led to Anna’s final predicament in Prague, whatever that might have been.
“What about the rest of the Gottschalks?” I asked, trying to piece the whole story together and make sense of it. “Where is the family? What about their other descendants?”
“They don’t exist,” Uncle Freddy said. “When Charlotte married, their name completely disappeared.”
“Didn’t anyone think that was a bit strange?”
He shrugged. “There wasn’t much we could do about it. There are no records, no papers. There is just this picture and the notebook my brother received. A lot of Jewish families have disappeared in Europe over the last century for one reason or another.”
I left Uncle Freddy’s house that day feeling inspired. Now I had a clear picture of Emilie in my head, and I knew for certain that she had existed. I also knew that she and Prince August had been devoted to one another and lived together for eleven years until his death. But frustratingly, that was all I knew. It was another unfinished family story, like the mystery of what might have happened to Granny Anna. Again I went back to my normal daily life, allowing the tale of August and Emilie to slip to the back of my mind. If my parents and my uncle all agreed that the story should be allowed to rest, then who was I to argue? I certainly didn’t want to upset my mother by going against her wishes. From time to time I would remember the story, but over the ensuing years I was too busy being a wife and mother to give too much thought to an event that had taken place more than a century before.
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The CALL to ADVENTURE
AFTER MY FATHER DIED, MY MOTHER continued living on her own in the same Fitzjohn’s Avenue flat for another fourteen years. It had been her home for thirty-six years since she had fled Berlin. She was a fighter. Like Anna she suffered from arthritis in her hip. Surgeries had only just started in those days and were not as simple or reliable as they are today, so she limped around slowly, sometimes in great pain. Despite this, she always managed to visit us regularly in Highgate. We celebrated her seventy-seventh birthday on October 4, 1969, and it was a wonderful family occasion. But sadly, it would be her last. Soon a burst ulcer, followed by a stroke, led to a six-month stay in Hampstead’s New End Hospital, where I visited her virtually every day until she died on April 24, 1970. I was forty-six years old when she finally passed away, and her death left a great void in my life.
Before I even opened the front door of the Fitzjohn’s Avenue flat, I knew instinctively that the memories inside could easily swamp me if I let them. But my job that day was to sort out my mother’s possessions in preparation for vacating the flat, and I knew I must stick to it, however hard the task might be. I felt I somehow owed it to both my parents to be stoic, a family tradition.
The moment I stepped over the threshold, I found myself drawn straight to the front room, where we had breakfasted on that day thirty years earlier when my father had revealed our family’s past and where we gathered after his funeral amid the chaos of the burglary. I paused in silent memory and looked around, drinking in the many familiar details of my younger life.
Although I had often asked my mother about the notebook after my father’s death, she had always refused to hand it over. Now I prayed that it was still lying in the cabinet where I last saw her place it after his funeral fourteen years before. I was afraid she might have hidden it somewhere else, hoping perhaps that it would lie undiscovered. Or, worst of all, I feared she might have destroyed it. I pushed such negative thoughts aside, took a deep breath and headed for the bedroom.
The old oak dressing table was still there, in the same place near the window where it had always been. I felt as if I was treading on hallowed ground. Suddenly overwhelmed by the urge to see the book again, I pulled out the first drawer and rummaged a little, but there was nothing. Then the next one. Oh my God! There it was, still in the same yellowing envelope, tied up with the same piece of green ribbon. Thirty years after my father first told me that I would be the next keeper of the family secret, it had finally reached my hands.
Opening the envelope with a slightly shaky hand, I gingerly slid the notebook out, sitting down to read the inscription that the prince had written with the very pencil that still remained attached to the book. At last it had come to me, and the feeling was overpowering. The small book was finally passing on to a new generation just as my father had wanted. I was excited and, above all, I was honored that I had been chosen to become the guardian of this “forbidden fruit,” our mysterious family legacy.
I carefully turned over the pages, studying each one. The words on the inside pages after the prince’s inscription must have been written by Charlotte, Anna’s mother, when she was still probably very young, perhaps during the years just after her life “changed dramatically,” as she had told my father and uncle when they were boys. The childishly written words were still as clear as when I first glimpsed them at the breakfast table with my father, even though they had been scribbled in pencil, the same little metal pencil that I had just pulled out from its place in the spiral spine of the book, its home for over a century. I actually tested it. It still worked after all those years. I put it back and pored over Charlotte’s words again.
“My beloved mother gave me a new dress at Whitsun,” said one note. “This book belonged to my beloved mother,” read another. There were other hurried jottings about appointments and daily chores, some quite lengthy, that gave tiny glimpses into this mysterious and vanished world, written by a little girl who had no idea what life held in store for her or for her future children and grandchildren, a girl who apparently didn’t even fully understand what had happened in her own past. Perhaps she did know and was sworn to secrecy. Or was she hiding some terrible secret?
As I sat there in the silence of the empty flat, surrounded by all the familiar furnishings and belongings that I had known all my life and the smells I had breathed in every day as I grew up, I experienced an overwhelming urge to know more about Emilie and Charlotte. I wanted to find out why they and the rest of the Gottschalk family had been expunged from history, allowed to live on only in the oral stories of our family, as if they were some sort of guilty and dangerous secret from the past. I wanted to meet these two other women who had held this book in their hands and hear their stories, or to at least read them. I wanted to find out how this romantic sounding prince came to be with a Jewish tailor’s daughter.
I took a taxi home that late spring evening, lost in thought. I didn’t speak much of the notebook to Ken when I got in. In fact, I played it down, simply explaining the few details that my father and Uncle Freddy had told me. I could see that he was having trouble taking the whole story in, but he offered to look after the diary for me and put it away in a safe place. I was happy for him to do that because I knew I needed some time to think about what I wanted to do next. Now that I had become the custodian of this extraordinary piece of history, what should my game plan be? The boys would have to be told about the heirloom, just as I had been all those years before, but perhaps not yet.
There seemed to be so many unanswered questions. Why did my mother not let me have the little book while she was alive? She was sitting right there the day my father said he wanted me to have it, so why would she have hesitated for even a second to give it to me once he was gone? I couldn’t understand it. Now she had left us, poor soul, I didn’t feel comfortable with the idea of taking advantage and going against her wishes. And the idea of disobeying my father still seemed out of the question. I struggled to push away the urges I was feeling to do something about the book.
But time marches on once a life has ended and there was so much to do and much to distract me, so again I let the notebook slip to the back of my mind. The pain of my mother’s final battle hurts even today as I think about her and my father and everything they did for Claude and me. If it hadn’t been for Father’s foresight, I wouldn’t be alive today. We would have perished in Europe just like so many millions of other Jews. I still had no way of knowing for sure what had happened to Granny Anna. As far as I knew, she had disappeared without trace, just like Emilie and her Gottschalk family. It was all so very strange and unsettling.
Three years passed, the sadness of loss softened and one day it felt like everything had changed. Having recently retired, Ken was busying himself with consulting work. At sixty he was still fit and healthy and bursting with plans for the future. The boys—Anthony was twenty-three, Timothy was twenty and David thirteen—had their own lives. I had more time on my hands and more space in my mind for old thoughts to rise to the surface. One day I decided to retrieve the notebook from Ken’s cabinet and to seek refuge with it for a few hours, sitting at my bureau in the spare room upstairs. The moment I opened the delicate book and turned over each yellowing page, I felt my grandmother reaching out to me down the years, as if the book were our conduit, our link to one another. It felt as if she were beckoning me to do something. I instinctively knew then that it was time for me to act, to dig deep and excavate our family’s past, but I realized that whatever I did, I wouldn’t be able to do it without the help and support of my family.
Mother had never discussed Anna’s fate with me nor with anybody else as far as I knew. Anna’s Red Cross letters had stopped coming in spring 1942, and that was the last I had heard anything. Had she died in Auschwitz with millions of others? Was she so fragile she didn’t even make it to the camps? We knew that all food was scarce and she had little money. The notebook was safe only because she had passed it to my father before she left Berlin for Czechoslovakia. She could have held on to it like my mother did, and I would not be holding it if she had. I felt like it had come to me for a reason, and I wondered if maybe Anna wanted me to have it eventually. Whatever the truth, I owed it to her to find out what lay behind the fairy tale. My father’s words took on a whole new meaning now. The more I thought about them, the more I felt compelled to find out why nothing was written, why nothing existed, and this little notebook was all I now had to go on.
I felt torn, but unable to talk about my dilemma to anyone. I knew that Ken believed I should obey my father’s wishes and not go hunting for more information, and I didn’t feel I could talk to my sons about it without imposing the same strictures on them that my father had placed on me. It was as if the secret could not be passed on to a new generation without the same strings being attached. My thoughts were in turmoil, as I remembered clearly how both my mother and my father had expressly urged me not to look into the family history and how my Uncle Freddy had repeated that there was nothing more to find. I had never considered disobeying any instruction that my father gave me, but they were all gone now, I reasoned, all three of them, just like Anna and Charlotte and Emilie, all of whom must have been instructed to guard the family secrets in just the same way, although I couldn’t imagine why.
Things were different in Europe from the time my father first gave me the warning. I had grown used to living a safe and secure life in London, and I was not afraid of the consequences of lifting a few stones to see what might lie underneath. It didn’t seem possible to me that there wouldn’t be some clues hidden away in files somewhere that would explain what had happened in my family’s past.
More than a century of European history and upheaval had gone by since the events in the little notebook were recorded. What harm could possibly come from trying to uncover a few hidden facts, just for the record? I was a mature woman in my forties, I told myself firmly, and capable of making my own decisions about such things without asking for the permission of my parents. It was the 1970s after all, and we no longer lived in the dangerous times that made them so cautious about everything. We were living in a safe and tolerant country where freedom of information and freedom of speech were prized rights. It was time for these secrets to be uncovered, for a light to be shone onto the lives of the Prussian royal family to see what had led to their creation.
Even though it had shaped my family, I knew absolutely nothing about Prussian history for that period. What sort of life would Emilie have led, having been catapulted right into the heart of a Prussian prince’s exalted royal family at such a young age? And what of her child? I believed that these two women had been ignored and forgotten long enough. I was indignant on their behalf and felt it was my duty to go looking for them and to tell their stories to the world, if the world was interested in listening. Anna, my grandmother, had almost certainly been murdered by the Nazi killing machine and she, as much as her mother and grandmother, deserved to have her family story told. In one of the last letters my granny wrote to me from Prague she had wished that I would be guided to “make the right choices,” and I felt a growing conviction that this was the right choice. I didn’t exactly know what was guiding me to follow this path, but it felt like it was the spirits of Emilie, Charlotte and Anna.
It took me a long time to find the courage to break the news of my decision to Ken. I hoped to be able to convince him that once he had more time on his hands it would be fun for him to join me in the hunt. I told myself it would give him something new to focus on, even though I knew in my heart he was deeply reluctant about going back over his past, including going to Germany. He had been born in Germany and had had a difficult time escaping and getting his family to safety. I knew I would have to work hard to find a way of infecting him with my own enthusiasm for the project.
“That diary that I told you about,” I said, as casually as I could one day. “The one that belonged to my great-great-grandmother that had the inscription from Prince August in the front.”
“Yes,” he said, blissfully unaware of what I was leading up to. “Of course I remember you talking about it. I have it in my cabinet.”
“I’m going to do some research into it.”
“Into what?” Ken asked, more interested in reading his newspaper than in listening to whatever I was trying to tell him. “Your father said it was futile, didn’t he? That there was nothing else there to be found.”
“I’ve made an appointment for us to meet with an expert from Burke’s Peerage,” I confessed, hoping that if I said it fast enough he wouldn’t object. “Tomorrow.”
“What will that achieve?” he asked, finally giving up any hope of reading and lowering his paper to interrogate me more effectively.
“Well,” I said, “they might be able to confirm if it actually is the prince’s handwriting in the inscription. And perhaps they could tell us a bit about his life and even something about Emilie. It seems worth a try.”
“Very well,” he said after a moment’s thought. “I just hope you won’t be disappointed, that’s all.”
I smiled to myself as he disappeared back behind the newspaper. I was sure if I could just find a way of catching his interest he would become as intrigued as I was. He just hadn’t had time to think about it yet. I had called Burke’s Peerage in the first place because I knew they were the world’s greatest heraldic specialists and experts in the European aristocracy. They had been very helpful and given me the name of Jeffrey Finestone. Mustering all my courage, I had then called him.
“I have a diary that once belonged to Prince August of Prussia,” I said, expecting to have to work hard to convince such a distinguished expert to show an interest, “which he has inscribed in his own hand.”
“Prince August?” he said, the immediate excitement in his voice surprising me. “I would love to see that. Do please bring it to show me as soon as possible.”
We made a date to meet in his flat, which was not far from us in Hampstead. When the day came we found he had also invited a colleague, David Williamson, to hear my story. Mr. Williamson was also an expert in Prussian history and handwriting, often appearing on television. He said he would be able to give a second opinion and verify whatever might have been said or seen. Realizing that I was not going to be easily put off from my quest, and probably hoping that the experts would dismiss my foolish fancies so he would be able to resume the peaceful retirement he had been looking forward to, Ken agreed to accompany me to the meeting despite his misgivings.
As soon as we arrived at Mr. Finestone’s elegant flat and were sitting down, he immediately took the notebook. Turning it reverentially over in his hands, he and his colleague squinted at it with barely disguised anticipation.
“Forgive me for being cagey,” he said, “but I have been disappointed so many times before. Would you excuse us for a moment? We just need to check on something.”
The pair disappeared into another room to study the book and confer in private, leaving Ken and me to wait in silence. When they came back in neither man could hide their glee.
“This is quite sensational,” Mr. Finestone bubbled. “We have investigated the handwriting in the inscription. It is indeed his handwriting, and your book would have belonged to him, Prince August of Prussia, a member of the ruling Hohenzollern family and a nephew of Frederick the Great, the famous king. We can be quite certain of that. He would have written the inscription, although the actual signature would have been done by someone else, added by another hand afterwards. Such measures were often taken in those days to disguise and hide the truth of matters. It is this obsession with secrecy and disguise that makes historians’ jobs all the harder, but in the end, of course, all the more fascinating. Do you know much about the prince?”
“I have tried to find out a bit,” I said. But Mr. Finestone wasn’t really listening, eager to show off his own knowledge of the subject.
“He wasn’t just the youngest nephew of Frederick the Great, he is also the forgotten hero of the Napoleonic Wars. He was an immense historical figure of his time, incredibly wealthy and a mighty warrior prince. It would be impossible to overstate how important and influential a man he was, and this is most definitely his handwriting. How on earth did you come to own such a rare gem?”
I explained the family connection and how I had become determined to find out more about Emilie’s life despite my parents’ warnings that I would be wasting my time. Mr. Finestone and Mr. Williamson seemed amazed to learn of the liaison and an unofficial marriage. They didn’t seem to know anything about the prince’s private life or about Emilie’s existence or the fact that they had a child together.
“Well, Mrs. Haas,” Mr. Finestone said when I had finished, “apart from Liechtenstein and the principality of Monaco, I can safely say that you are related to every royal family in Europe. Prince August, you see, was the great-grandson of George I of England. You are also directly descended from Mary Queen of Scots and her son, James I.”
At that moment I froze at this revelation, but I didn’t want to show any of my real feelings. I wondered what Ken, standing next to me, was thinking.
Then in his typical style Ken gave me a playful pinch. “I don’t remember it being in the marriage contract that I was marrying a princess,” he piped up.
“It’s Emilie I’m really interested in finding, Mr. Finestone,” ignoring Ken’s interruption. “And their daughter, Charlotte.”
“Finding out anything about either of them will not be an easy task, Mrs. Haas,” he said, “not easy at all. At the end of August’s life, in the mid-nineteenth century, all evidence of his past completely disappeared in the most mysterious circumstances. And of course now we have the problem of so much of the archive being stored behind the Berlin Wall in the East. It seems incredible that a man who must have had every aspect of his life written about in so much detail should simply disappear from the records, but that is exactly what happened. The East Germans absolutely refuse to cooperate in opening up their files. Historians from all over the world have been trying to find out about him throughout the last hundred years, with no success whatsoever. It is as if there were nothing written about him at all, yet he was one of the greatest Prussians who ever lived. It’s quite possible the records have been destroyed but if there is anything still in existence no one has been able to find it.
“You must go to West Berlin, Mrs. Haas. I urge you to visit the archive in Dahlem and beg them for help. You really must try and find out what happened to your great-great-grandfather and -grandmother. You have an extremely rare piece of history in your possession here. For Prince August, a leading member of the royal Hohenzollern dynasty, to live for eleven years with the daughter of a Jewish tailor simply cannot be explained.”
“It’s really just a family heirloom,” Ken said when Mr. Finestone eventually paused for breath. He was obviously not keen to see me being encouraged to go against my father’s wishes to keep our family secrets low-key and private.
“Oh, it’s much, much more than that, Mr. Haas,” Mr. Finestone assured him. “This book belonged to the warrior prince. He fought and defeated Napoleon and became the wealthiest man in Prussia. Your wife could have the key that unlocks the whole puzzle. A puzzle that has defeated all the most learned historians in the world.”
“If this were my diary,” Mr. Williamson chipped in, “‘I would be attempting to analyze it completely. I would want to find out everything I could about it.”
“You really should make this public,” Mr. Finestone said.
“Absolutely,” his friend agreed. “We would love to be part of it with you. Do please go public.”
“My wife wishes this to be kept private,” Ken jumped in, obviously surprised and realizing for the first time just how significant the little book was. “She doesn’t want the whole world to know her private family business.”
“That’s right,” I assured them all. “It’s only Emilie, my great-great-grandmother who I am really interested in at the moment. I want to find out how she came to be in this position and what happened to her after the Prince died.”
“Indeed. Anti-Semitism was almost official in Berlin at that time,” Mr. Finestone said. “For a Prussian prince to get together with a Jewish girl …”
He petered out, unable to find sufficient words to express the level of his amazement at such a thought.
“Do go to Berlin, Mrs. Haas. I would if it were me. You have an extremely rare piece of history here. This is really exciting. You mustn’t allow it to slip through your fingers.”
I came away from that meeting high on excitement at the possibilities of the adventure I could now see lying ahead of me. To have had the inscription verified as being from the hand of the prince himself was an enormous step forward. It meant that the story my father had told me had not been a mere fairy tale, passed hopefully down the generations. I was genuinely linked to this great historical figure. He was my own blood, and I knew that now there would be nothing that could stop me from continuing my search. It was as if Mr. Finestone and his friend had given me permission to set off on my quest. I put my father’s warnings to the back of my mind, reasoning that he made them because he hadn’t wanted me to make a fool of myself. I told myself that Mr. Finestone and his friend had more than confirmed that I was not foolish and that it was my duty to Anna and to posterity to dig up the past, and if I didn’t do it now it was unlikely that anyone else would, and then the truth might never come to the surface. The notebook was genuine, and it could hold the key to solving a great historical mystery. Without even asking him, I could tell that Ken was not nearly as keen as I was. I suspect that inside he was cursing Mr. Finestone for giving me so much encouragement. I think he could see clearly that there was a frightening possibility this hunt was going to take over our lives and lead us to dangerous places. He had been hoping for a quiet life after decades of hard work, and the last thing he wanted was to stir up trouble for himself and his family.
“You have the diary,” he said when I eventually forced him to tell me what was going through his mind. “Isn’t that enough?”
I knew better than to argue. I needed to save my ammunition for later. My spirits were riding too high for me to be discouraged now, and I told myself I would work out how to bring Ken on board later. I planned to contact every possible expert I could think of to try to discover where this missing information had been buried and how it had all been hushed up so successfully. Who had instructed that Prince August and Emilie should be erased from the history books, and why?
A few days after our visit to his flat, to my sheer delight I received a letter from Mr. Finestone containing a neatly drawn up family tree written in his own hand. I could see my name linked directly to the Prince and Emilie and through them to the English and Prussian royal families. It was then that the penny really dropped. He obviously wanted me to realize just how important an historical item he thought the notebook was, although by then I didn’t need any more encouragement to keep up the hunt. One of the first calls I made as soon as we got home was to the Central Archive in the Dahlem district of West Berlin, just as Mr. Finestone had instructed.
“Prince August of Prussia?” the unemotional voice at the other end of the line said. “No, we have nothing.”
I was surprised he was able to tell me that so easily, without even having to go away and check, so I could only assume he had been asked the same question before and had already searched in vain. I had hit a brick wall, and suddenly I felt lost. But then I quickly reminded myself that Mr. Finestone had warned me that all information about the prince was mysteriously missing. And so this man’s reaction was only to be expected. Mr. Finestone’s excitement had temporarily led me to forget that the hunt for Emilie was not going to be easy; the call to Dahlem immediately set me straight on that. I was obviously going to come up against all the same brick walls that he and the historians before him had encountered.
“The only place where they are likely to have anything,” the bored voice continued, “is in the East, at their Merseburg archive. But the East Germans have helped nobody, and have blocked all attempts from the West to get access to their papers. We know that they have files on the Hohenzollern royal family, but I cannot imagine that they will be willing to open them up for you.”
The Cold War was still at its height in the early 1970s, with everyone in the West living under the two great perceived threats of communism and nuclear war, just as today we are persuaded to live in fear of terrorism and global warming. The very thought of having to have anything to do with the sinister East Germans was particularly chilling for people like Ken and me who had already escaped one totalitarian regime in our lives, but still I seized at this straw. If I didn’t at least try asking the authorities in Merseburg, I would never know for sure what their response would be. With the help of the West German embassy I managed to get a telephone number for the Merseburg Archive and dialed it nervously. It took a few minutes of clicking and buzzing before the line connected and the number rang. It continued to ring for what seemed like forever, and I was on the verge of hanging up and trying again when an ill-tempered voice answered.
“Put your request in writing,” the woman snapped before I started, with my heart in my mouth, to tell her what I was after. Then the phone line went dead. It seemed I had already exhausted her patience by daring to ask for her assistance.
Only momentarily discouraged by her surly response, I sat down and wrote them a letter as the woman had suggested, requesting a meeting and asking for access to their files. Even as I punched the words out on the typewriter, I knew it was a triumph of hope over experience, but I wasn’t about to let a single opportunity pass me by in my search. I mailed the letter and resigned myself to having to wait some time for an answer.
Still unwilling to accept that there really was no information about Prince August anywhere in the Western world, I trawled every library I could find over the following months as I waited for a response from the East. Not even the British Library, which boasts that it has a copy of every book ever printed, was able to turn anything up. Every librarian I recruited to my cause started out fired with enthusiasm and certain they would be able to turn up some clue to move me forward. But they all ended up coming back shaking their heads, as disappointed as I was at their inability to help unearth any more pieces of the puzzle.
“This is astonishing,” the curator of the British Museum said when I showed him the diary. “We would dearly love to exhibit this. Anything at all about Prince August is much sought after. We have been trying for years to find out about him ourselves. Prince August living with a Jewish girl and bearing a child—what a sensation! You have no idea how anti-Semitic Prussia was at that time. It really is an extraordinary story. I wish you the best of luck with your search.”
It was beginning to look like I would need all the luck I could get. I kept in touch with Mr. Finestone for a while, telling him of any progress I might be making, however modest it was, and I was grateful for his continued encouragement and enthusiasm in the face of one disappointment after another. Tragically, he would never finish my journey with me, dying in 1981 when he was probably little more than forty years old. It was a sad time for me. On some days, when I was particularly low, I felt I was in danger of being swallowed up by my own guilty conscience about not following my father’s edict to leave things be. I imagined that I too might be struck down by some invisible force for daring to even think of unraveling the mystery of the missing prince. I forced myself to put such superstitious foolishness from my mind. For I couldn’t afford to let anything discourage me.
There was a small converted summerhouse at the top of our garden, which I took over as my office, sitting in there for hours, plotting and planning. I didn’t care how long it took, I was determined to solve the mystery of my family’s past.
Now that the notebook was with me and I was beginning my search, I yearned to speak to my Uncle Freddy, who had passed away in 1966. But thankfully, he had left Emilie’s miniature portrait in the safe hands of Alice, his second wife. She very kindly lent it to me, and I decided to find an artist to make another copy from the master. My searches led me to John Dudley, an experienced portraitist who took the commission and executed it with such skill that it was hard to know which one was the copy. I returned the original to Alice, feeling thrilled with the result. Now I had my Emilie forever, and I vowed never to let her leave my side. The little portrait became my lucky charm and I took her everywhere with me, occasionally taking a peep at her, if only to give me some inspiration when I needed it.
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RETURN to BERLIN
MY LETTER TO MERSEBURG IN East Germany produced an unsurprising silence, but their lack of courtesy and cooperation only made me more certain that they were the ones who held all the secrets in their vaults. I felt if I could just persuade them to unearth those secrets they would reveal the whole story. The ever-increasing layers of mystery, and the brick walls of silence that I kept coming up against, made me all the more determined to find a way to convince the East Germans to open their archives up to me.
Aware that Ken and the boys may already be growing weary of my obsession—my constant talking about it and my gnawing frustration as I seemed to be going nowhere—I had been staying off the subject as much as possible at home. But the puzzle was still churning around in my brain every waking hour and often in my dreams, the unanswered questions eating away at me. I knew the moment was approaching when I was going to have to win Ken over to my cause and persuade him to come with me to Germany, a place that held a great many mixed memories for both of us.
“Let’s go to visit the archive in Dahlem,” I said breezily over breakfast one morning, hoping that if I talked fast enough he wouldn’t have time to think of all the reasons why he didn’t want to go. “We need to meet these archivists face-to-face if we want to win them to the cause. Then while we are there, perhaps we can go over to the East and visit the archive in Merseburg.”
I hoped I had said that casually enough not to alarm him, but there was no chance of that. If nothing else, I had succeeded in gaining his full attention. It was now 1973, more than three years after my mother had died and the notebook had passed to me. We had been back to Germany a few times since the end of the war, the last time in 1966 when we had taken the children to see my family’s flat in the Berlin suburb of Charlottenburg and my old school, both of which had miraculously survived the bombs and the postwar reconstruction. It had been an emotional experience, bringing back numerous long-buried memories, and I think Ken had hoped that I would accept it as a closure on that part of my life. This time, however, it was different. I was asking him to go into the Communist East in case we had to take on German officialdom there.
“Dahlem, okay,” Ken sighed, looking up from the plate of food he had been attacking with gusto. “But Merseburg? Think carefully, Eve. Have you any idea what it was like for me getting my parents out of Germany? Are you really asking me to go back in there again and face another dictatorship?”
I realized just how much I was asking of him by suggesting we go back. Having already escaped from Nazi Germany to London, Ken went back to Frankfurt in 1938 to arrange false papers for his parents. He had previously worked at the Dresdner Bank as their youngest ever foreign exchange dealer, and a bank director agreed to help him with the papers. Ken knew that the man was a leading local Nazi and could well betray him, but was forced to trust him. It was a chance he had to take because there was no alternative. The gods were smiling on Ken, because he managed to obtain the papers for his parents and that night, as he was mailing a letter, an anonymous passing woman warned him that he was in great danger. Miraculously, Ken escaped safely back to England that very night.
“It’s a different world over there now, Ken.” I tried to make light of his worries, although I understood all too well just how much I was asking of him because the idea frightened me as well. The prospect of never being able to find out the truth about August and Emilie, however, was worse. I felt I had to take the risk and, selfishly perhaps, I didn’t want to take it without Ken, my protector, at my side.
“Eve,” he spoke patiently, as if trying to explain to a rather dim child the error of her ways, “the East is a totalitarian regime that tortures spies and incarcerates human beings for no reason. Ring any bells? You were born in East Germany. They could hold you there forever if they chose to. Just the thought of being within their reach is unbearable, don’t you understand that?”
“We’ll take Anthony as security,” I said brightly. “He was born in England.”
I was confident that our eldest son, who was twenty-three, would be up for a bit of an adventure. He had not had to live through the horrors of the war and the Holocaust and consequently had all the confidence of a young citizen of the modern world. He had recently won a short film award at the National Film Theatre and was planning a career in television and films, so I was sure he would be happy to spare us a few days for a mission this interesting. Feeling that the adventure I was determined to embark on might end up becoming all-consuming, I had called our three sons together when I decided to pursue the secrets of the notebook and told them exactly what I was planning to do and why I wanted to do it. It was, after all, their heritage I would be investigating just as much as it was mine. Over the following months they had become almost as excited by the story of Emilie and Prince August as I had. Despite his reservations about the wisdom of the whole venture, I also knew that Ken would be there to support me once he realized I intended to go anyway and that I could not be talked out of it however hard he might try. I knew there was no way he would ever consider letting me go to such a dangerous place on my own.
Sure enough, a few weeks later Ken, Anthony and I arrived in West Berlin. At that time the western half of the city I had known as a child was a tiny, walled-off island of democracy, marooned in the East since the end of the Second World War after the victorious Allies divided the defeated German Empire. West Berlin was accessible only by air and heavily guarded to prevent anyone disenchanted with communism from escaping to the West. It felt so strange to be back among those familiar streets and buildings. Some I could still remember so clearly from my happy early childhood. But now it was unnerving, knowing we were surrounded on all sides by lands that were rigorously policed by a ruthless and all-powerful communist dictatorship. A walk down the Unter den Linden, the beautiful boulevard running up to the Brandenburg Gate, which should have brought back so many pleasant memories, now ended in rolls of barbed wire and the high blank face of the Berlin Wall, which divided the East from West so brutally and symbolically. Everywhere we looked as we stood staring at this monstrosity we saw signs bearing skulls and crossbones predicting instant death for anyone who even thought of crossing over without all the right paperwork and permissions. It almost felt like I was being warned off from going any further with my hunt for the truth, as if the authorities were giving me one last chance to give up, turn back and go home before I had committed myself too deeply, unable to put whatever genie I might be about to unleash back into the bottle.
The director of the archive at Dahlem did not seem as pleased to see us as I was to see him. He reluctantly admitted that he was in charge of the Hohenzollern archive, and gave me the distinct impression that he believed I was just one more in a long line of gold diggers who had been knocking on his door over the years trying to prove their lineage and thus claim some long-lost fortune or title. When he eventually listened to my story, I sensed he was able to feel how passionate I was about the search, and his suspicions seemed to subside a little, but not enough to make me think that he was really on my side. After a while he started to open up a little about the subject of the Hohenzollern family, perhaps secretly pleased to have a captive audience who was so passionate about a subject he had some expertise in.
“If the Prussian kingdom had survived,” he explained, “Prince Louis Ferdinand would now be king.”
“What about Emilie Gottschalk?” I asked, now that I at least had his attention. “What do you know about her?”
“I have never heard of her,” he replied, a little disdainfully. Perhaps he didn’t like having to admit that there might be a hole in his knowledge. Or perhaps he wasn’t interested in any name that didn’t carry a great title with it. “Prince August only had two women in his life,” he added categorically, as if daring us to argue.
Two others? I knew so little about his life that even this snippet of information was news to me. “Who were these two women?” I asked.
“There was Friederike Wichmann, his first wife, who was bestowed with the title Von Waldenberg by the king when she married the prince, and then his second wife, Auguste Arendt, who was titled Von Prillwitz. They were both morganatic marriages because the women were commoners who were given these titles by the king. The prince’s descendants from these two wives are still well respected families living in Berlin and have inherited these titles.”
He made it sound like I was deliberately trying to upset the status quo and cause trouble for August’s established heirs, or that I was trying to muscle my way into high society in some way, but I wasn’t going to let his superior tone put me off now I had come all this way. I pulled out the miniature of Emilie and showed it to him.
“But you have never heard the name of Emilie Gottschalk?” I tried one last time.
“I’m sorry,” he snapped irritably, hardly glancing at the picture. “I can’t help you. Like I told you on the phone, you will need to go to Merseburg in the East. Any surviving papers of the Hohenzollern family will be there. But I wouldn’t bother if I were you because the authorities won’t allow anyone to access them. You need their permission just to go there, let alone have files opened for you. These are dangerous times, particularly if it is information you are looking for.”
I hardly dared to look at Ken as we listened to the director. I knew that these words of warning would reinforce all of Ken’s fears about crossing the border to the East, coming on top of my father’s warnings not to go searching. It was sounding increasingly as if I was embarking on a wild goose chase, but I knew I couldn’t give up and go home now without at least trying to talk the East Germans into helping me. I knew that what this man was saying was true and they would almost certainly turn me away at the door, even if they didn’t arrest me. But in my heart I wanted to believe that there was always a chance that they would want to help me and would agree to open their files to us. I couldn’t abandon Emilie’s memory just because I had come up against a few obstacles. She deserved better than that.
“We have to go to Merseburg now,” I said to Ken and Anthony the moment we were back outside the Dahlem building, trying to sound more confident about the idea than I actually felt.
“Evechen,” Ken said, hardly able to hide his exasperation at my persistence, “it isn’t safe. We can’t visit the East. Come on, let’s go home.”
“The British Embassy will help us,” I said, pretending I hadn’t heard him. “Maybe the consul will see us. Let’s go and ask.”
Probably imagining that the consul might be able to make me come to my senses even if he and my parents couldn’t, Ken agreed reluctantly to come with me to talk to him. The consul listened calmly and politely to what I had to ask. Ken and Anthony remained quietly in the background, allowing me to do all the talking. The consul was obviously intrigued and stared at the notebook intently as he listened, turning the pages thoughtfully, hearing me out to the end.
“The British government has no diplomatic representation in the East,” he reminded me when he realized what I was actually hoping to do next. “I’m very much afraid you cannot go over to the East, Mrs. Haas. You were born in Breslau, in East Prussia, and the authorities over there will be aware of that. They seem to know pretty much everything about anyone who crosses their borders. If they chose they could stop you from leaving. They could arrest you on some trumped-up charge and put you in prison without even informing us. There you would remain and we would be helpless to do anything for you from this side. We probably wouldn’t even know where they had taken you. Besides you can’t just turn up at the archive and expect them to welcome you with a cup of tea. Where is your invitation? Do you have one?”
His tone was so reasonable and his words so final I felt a terrible sinking feeling in my stomach. Maybe I wouldn’t to be able to do this after all. Just when I was about to give up and politely thank him for taking the time to hear me out, I heard my husband’s voice beside me sounding strong and firm, coming to my rescue like the white knight he always was.
“We have a letter,” Ken said, passing a copy of my letter to Merseburg across the desk. I felt a wave of optimism invading my thoughts, and gratitude to Ken for speaking up on my behalf, especially since I knew he was even more anxious than the consul to discourage me from this mission.
“But this is your letter to them requesting an invitation,” the consul said after a quick scan of the letter. “It’s not an invitation.”
“Correct,” Ken nodded, as if that were obvious but irrelevant.
“It’s all far too dangerous,” the consul said, shaking his head and returning the letter. Ken slid it back in his pocket.
I knew that although the consul was duty-bound to say these things to cover himself in case anything went wrong, he couldn’t actually stop me from doing anything I wanted if I wasn’t breaking the law. I was a citizen of a free country and, as long as I was in West Berlin, I was still in a free country. If I wanted to put my life in danger, that was my business and no one else’s. It wouldn’t be that bad, I told myself. I decided I had no option but to continue ignoring everything that had been said to me.
“Well, I would like to give it a try,” I said to the room in general. “So how do we go about it?”
The consul continued to try his best to change my mind, until eventually he realized, as Ken must have done, that there was nothing he could say to deter me. He let out a deep and prolonged sigh, deciding to advise me as well as he could to limit the potential damage. “From the first moment that you enter the East, Mrs. Haas,” he said, “be very, very careful. You must report first to the Reise Bureau on Alexanderplatz, a so-called ‘tourist office’.” If by some miracle they grant you official permission to travel to Merseburg, it is a journey of about forty miles. Even if they do give you permission, it will only be for one day and they will insist that you are back at Checkpoint Charlie, the crossing point for foreigners between East and West Berlin, by 8:00 p.m. sharp on the same day. When you are safely back through to the Western side, report to the French, American or British soldiers on duty and tell them that I must be informed. They will contact us immediately. Be safe and good luck.”
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CROSSING the BORDER
AS WE WALKED OUT OF THE embassy I set a brisk pace, staring straight ahead, hardly daring to catch Ken’s eye. I knew that he had given up hope of dissuading me, and when we got to the car I gave him a big hug and told him how delighted I was for the way he had supported me in the consul’s office, although I knew that didn’t mean he wouldn’t be cross with me for forcing him into this corner with my stubbornness. I knew that, now he had accepted that I was going to go to Merseburg, he would be behind me every inch of the way and I loved him deeply for that. There was no way he would ever have let me go on a mission like that alone.
I also knew that Ken would be the best possible ally to have if we got into any trouble; he had proved that many times in his life. When he finally escaped from Hitler’s Germany, he was on a train with many other Jews also fleeing the regime. The train was stopped before it reached the German border, and the SS came swaggering on board, demanding to see everyone’s papers and ordering all the Jews to disembark. Ken knew that anyone who did so would be taken into custody and that if he allowed that to happen he would never get any more chances to escape. He noticed all the other passengers were humble and polite toward the strutting, bullying young SS officers, and he decided to try a different tactic.
When they burst into his carriage he looked up angrily from his newspaper as if hugely irritated at having his peace and tranquility interrupted. Despite the fact that his heart was thumping with fear, he barked at them aggressively, demanding to know what they meant by disturbing him so rudely, ordering them to leave him alone immediately so that he could continue reading his paper. Taken aback by being confronted by an aggression even greater than their own and brainwashed to obey orders like any good soldiers, the young officers were thrown into confusion and backed away, concentrating their efforts on the many others who were not putting up any sort of fight and were showing the levels of fear and humility that the officers expected.
Ken went back to staring at his paper as the train rumbled on its way across the border to freedom in a carriage with far more empty seats than before. This was exactly the sort of courage and bravado I would need on my side in the task that lay ahead, and I knew I would have to cajole him a little to get him to do what I wanted. It meant so much to me that he was such a great support, even when he thought it went against his better judgment, and I told him so. He wasn’t a man for showing his emotions—like many men of his generation and background he held a lot of it in. I protected my emotions as well, like most people who had lived in Hitler’s Germany, and I had learned to be careful when displaying them in front of Ken. He was a pragmatic man, always believing in the value of facts over feelings. He was the kind of person who believed the business of life was to go forward and to “let sleeping dogs lie” when it came to the past. I understood how difficult it was for him sometimes to accept my point of view and appreciated him all the more for going along with it. Because of the understanding we had for one another, we were always on equal terms, despite his sometimes overly cautious nature. His enthusiasm, once it had been ignited, was immense. He was a man who charged through life, regardless of any obstacles put in his way.
We rose at dawn the next morning, wanting to get as much time as possible on the other side of the wall, and headed for Checkpoint Charlie in a rented Mercedes, with Anthony driving. An American soldier on duty on the western side politely asked us to pull over while he studied our passports. I already felt nervous, frightened we were going to be stopped and sent back before we had even crossed to the other side. After what seemed like an age, the guard handed back the papers and nodded us through. We moved gently across the no-man’s land between East and West toward the next barrier, already noticing that the scenery was changing around us. So many of the buildings were boarded up and falling into disrepair, and road surfaces were cracked and potholed. These streets had once been as much a part of the beautiful, prosperous city I had been brought up in as the ones in the western sector that we were leaving, but it looked like the area had had its heart eaten out and that nobody had cared for it or had the money or will to maintain it.
We crossed the barrier that signaled entry to the East, and almost immediately we were instructed to report on foot to the registration desk in a nearby building. We did this dutifully, without any fuss, and returned to our Mercedes before traveling on to the Reise Bureau, on the Alexander Platz. Our venture could easily fall flat on its face at this point, our fate in the hands of whatever petty official waited inside. We needed a permit to travel to Merseburg and then to return to the West later. Ken, suddenly in his element, took charge, just as I had hoped he would once the chips were down. We parked the car and climbed out, aware already that we were being watched by the armed and unsmiling East German soldiers standing guard all around the area.
“Don’t say anything,” he whispered as we walked into the shabby office. He informed the man behind the desk where we wanted to go as though this was the most normal request in the world and that he had no doubt it would be granted.
“Merseburg?” the arrogant young official looked at us incredulously. “Have you an invitation?”
“Yes, we have.” Ken lied with such confidence he almost convinced me we had. He waved a copy of the letter I had written to the archive, just as he had waved it in front of the consul. “We’re expected,” he said, seeming impatient at being held up even for these few minutes when he had important business to attend to. “It’s all arranged.”
The man glanced at the letter but, unlike the consul, didn’t bother to read it. Maybe Ken’s confident manner was enough to convince him that it was indeed a letter of permission. Without the slightest hint of a smile, he issued the day permit and warned us, just as the consul had, of the danger we would be in if we didn’t comply with the conditions.
“You will be arrested,” he said handing the passports and letter back, “if you are not out of the East by eight o’clock tonight.”
Hardly daring to even look at one another, we took the papers from him and walked briskly outside, still aware of the many sets of eyes following us. We climbed back into the car and drove off before he had a chance to change his mind. My heart was thumping in my ears and I felt uncomfortably conspicuous. The plush Mercedes with its unfamiliar West Berlin number plates looked completely out of place, drawing stares from nearly everyone we passed, some curious and some suspicious or even downright hostile. It seemed endemic, and a part of the character of the East that no one dared to smile. There was no chance that our progress would go unnoticed that day: every official who needed to know would be informed of every move we made.
The bleak landscape continued to unravel along the side of the road as the Mercedes purred past. The city of Merseburg had suffered terribly in the war, losing around 65 percent of its population. It seemed like all the clocks in the East had been stopped thirty years earlier, reinforcing the sinister reputation that the secretive East had in the West. His fingers so tight on the steering wheel his knuckles were turning white, Anthony stuck meticulously to the speed limit; the last thing we wanted to do was give the police any excuse to pull us over and demand to see our paperwork. Any hitch like that could end up delaying us for the whole day or might even precipitate the arrest that the consul had warned us about.
An hour after leaving Checkpoint Charlie, the high white walls of a medieval castle loomed up on the horizon ahead of us.
“That’s the archive,” Ken said, and I felt a knot of excitement tighten inside me. Maybe, just maybe, somewhere behind those forbidding walls rested all the secrets I wanted to gain access to. If August, Emilie and Charlotte’s stories did lie hidden in files somewhere in there, as I suspected they did, all we had to do was persuade the archive’s guards to allow us access. Despite the levels of hostility that had greeted us from the few officials we had dealt with so far, I still felt optimistic that, if we were determined enough, someone might help us. They couldn’t all be embittered, brainwashed, frightened automatons, could they?
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At the CASTLE WALLS
WE DREW UP TO A SMALL outbuilding beside the road, which seemed to be the guardhouse to the castle. I stepped out of the car with Ken, who was exhibiting the same confidence he had shown at the border. Anthony sat impassively in the car, staring straight ahead, his expression carved in stone so we didn’t give anything away.
“What do you want?” a young looking woman asked us from inside the hut. “What have you come for?”
“We have an appointment,” I said.
“Who have you come to see?”
Ken wasn’t saying a word. He replied with a silence, as if angry with the woman for even daring to challenge us, thrusting our British passports toward her as if that should explain everything.
“Oh, I know,” she said, apparently pleased with herself for being able to show off her efficiency and knowledge of the system, “it’s Frau Steglitz you want.”
“Yes,” Ken nodded curtly, as if he had been testing her and was impressed by her response. But he did not then smile politely, as he would have done in a normal, relaxed conversation in England. “That is correct.”
Without hesitating, the woman phoned some unseen authority behind the castle walls to inform them that three British people had arrived at the gates with an appointment to see Frau Steglitz. To our amazement she slammed down the telephone receiver with a curt, “Gut.” (“Good.”)
Ken waved to Anthony to leave the car and join us as the woman showed us through a small side door. I hardly dared breathe for fear of upsetting our good luck.
“‘What next?” I whispered into Ken’s ear once we were inside, but he said nothing.
Another stony-faced official was approaching us. She seemed perplexed, eyeing us up and down.
“Come with me, please,” she said.
The décor was grim and austere. What dark secrets did these plain walls hold? I wondered. The woman marched us into a room then turned to face us.
“My name is Frau Steglitz,” she said. “Now why have you come here?”
She seemed taken aback by our appearance from nowhere, and her attitude was confrontational and far from welcoming. Everything about her, from her short-cropped hair to the way she stood before us with her squared-up shoulders screamed hostility. It was obvious she thought we had ambushed her, had invaded her kingdom. No doubt during the long years of the Cold War she had been given as many reasons to fear the citizens of the West as we had been given to fear the East. And here we were, meeting, but with us having bypassed all the protocols she had been brought up to believe were essential.
“What is your business here?” she snapped.
Ken thrust our passports toward her again, determined not to be intimidated. She glanced at them but didn’t seem as impressed by them as the guard outside had been.
“I sent a letter,” I said, my voice sounding much less certain than Ken’s.
“Eve Haas,” Ken barked by way of an introduction, as if hoping that just mentioning my name should be enough to guarantee her cooperation. “We wrote to you from London.”
“Yes, I know,” she replied without a flicker of an expression. “Follow me.”
Frau Steglitz led us through to another very sparsely furnished room and nodded for us to sit on the rickety-looking wooden visitors’ chairs while she went behind her desk to assume her position of authority, looking like a high school principal who had summoned us to appear to answer for some misbehavior.
“So, you received my letter?” I asked nervously.
“Yes,” she nodded, still giving nothing away.
“What was your reply?” I ventured after a few awkward moments of silence.
“The reply is in the mail,” she said. “You will receive it when you get back to England.”
“We are here now,” I said emphatically, following Ken’s firm lead, feeling I had nothing to lose by pushing my luck. “I am looking for my great-great-grandmother. She had a liaison with Prince August of Prussia, and I want to look her up in the archives.”
“Oh, that is absolutely impossible,” she snapped. “Absolutely no one can enter our archives here. It is not permitted. We receive requests from eminent American professors all the time and we always refuse them. No one can come here from the West to research. It is not allowed.”
The very idea that we would have the nerve even to ask seemed to be beyond her comprehension. Since we were at least inside the castle walls and she didn’t appear to be about to call the guards to have us ejected or arrested, I decided to persevere.
“They lived together for many years and had a baby—”
The mention of the word “baby” seemed to infuriate her and she immediately started shouting.
“A baby?” she boomed, slapping her palms on the desk and making us all jump. “I don’t know why you people in the West are so impressed with babies. People have babies all the time, every minute and second of every day all over the world. Why should you worry about one baby? Just because you once had an empire you think you can study in our archive. Well, it is certainly not possible.”
“How could it be made possible?” Ken asked, apparently not intimidated by her sudden explosion of anger.
“You would have to get permission,” she told him, as if such a possibility were out of the question, and obviously hoping her tone was enough to end the whole stupid conversation. We were clearly annoying her almost beyond endurance.
“How would we get permission?” he asked.
“Oh,” she scoffed, “that would be at the ministry. Anyhow, permission would have to be given personally by the minister himself, and that cannot happen.”
“Where would that ministry be?” Ken asked calmly, like it was the most natural question in the world.
“In Potsdam!” she shouted triumphantly, certain it would finally end the conversation.
“Could you let us have the address, please?” Ken asked firmly.
“You are not allowed to go there. It is seventy kilometers away, and they close at four o’clock, so it will be a complete waste of time anyway.”
Then, as we sat there determined and resolute, Frau Steglitz paused for a second, as if weighing up in her mind whether giving us an address would be to her advantage. Perhaps by getting three troublesome foreigners out of her office she could pass us on for someone else to deal with. Whatever it was, something seemed to occur to her and without a word she stood up and strode from the room. Ken and I exchanged glances but dared not say a word. There was a terrible tension in the air. Had she gone to fetch the guards to have us dealt with? The minutes ticked by as we waited, not knowing what fate now lay in store for us. Ken glanced at his watch but said nothing. It was already two o’clock. It is surprising how the hours ebb away while you wait for permissions to do things.
To our astonishment, she returned five minutes later with an address typed on a very small sheet of paper. We curtly nodded our thanks and shook her hand, behaving as if we considered she had done no more than her duty. Frau Steglitz escorted us out of the building and we left quickly. I could hardly believe our luck. I was overcome with relief. We had taken a decisive step forward.
“Next stop Potsdam, then,” I announced as we climbed back into the car.
Ken was working it out. “Potsdam is seventy kilometers in the opposite direction from Checkpoint Charlie. Even if we manage to get there before the ministry closes, there’s a real chance we wouldn’t make it back in time to meet our deadline.”
But this was such a huge breakthrough I couldn’t bear the thought of turning around and going home, and risking that we would not be allowed back in later. We didn’t have permission from anyone to go there, but then the chances were that we wouldn’t be given permission to come back again either. It seemed like a risk we simply had to take. Taking them by surprise seemed to be working to our advantage so far.
“We’ve got to get there as quickly as possible,” I said before Ken could protest any more about how dangerous it was. “Let’s make a dash for it.”
He stared at me for a few seconds and then turned to Anthony.
“Okay,” he said grimly. “Let’s go to Potsdam.”
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CHARMING the MINISTER
ANTHONY WAS VERY QUIET AS HE drove, concentrating on avoiding the rusty little Trabant cars that veered past us in the opposite direction as their drivers stared open-mouthed at the strange sight of a sleek Mercedes in their midst. I began to think about Emilie and pulled her little portrait out of my handbag. Giving it a fleeting glance, I renewed my promise, that I would find her wherever the past had hidden her, before tucking the portrait away again. We were all looking around for police patrols, afraid that if we were held up now it would surely be the end of our adventure. We were aware that Anthony was exceeding the speed limits, but there were more frightening thoughts than being stopped for speeding, such as missing our chance of reaching the ministry before it closed and arriving late back at Checkpoint Charlie.
“What’s that noise?” I asked when we were about halfway to our destination, picking up a growing droning noise. “It’s right above us. What is it?”
“It’s a helicopter,” Anthony said, glancing in the mirror, his lips tight. “It’s been following us for the last few miles, but I didn’t want to say anything. I was hoping it would go away.”
“Just keep going,” I said before either of the others could protest. “If they were going to stop us, they would have done it by now.”
“They’re just keeping an eye on us to make sure we don’t go anywhere we shouldn’t,” Ken agreed.
The helicopter tracked us for another ten minutes or so before peeling away. Maybe it had decided we were now someone else’s problem. We drove into the built-up outskirts of Potsdam nearly an hour later. Potsdam had once been a famous city, where Prussian kings lived on beautiful lakes in fabulous royal palaces built during the reign of Frederick the Great. It had also been a center for scientific research since the nineteenth century. To our eyes, however, it looked more like a battle zone. It didn’t seem like any of the buildings had been repaired or even given a lick of paint since the end of the war. The walls were still pockmarked with bullet holes and there were bomb craters and piles of sandbags everywhere we looked. All the scarred and shabby buildings were coated in what looked like centuries of coal dust. As we drew close to what we hoped was the address on the piece of paper, we slowed down and three enormous soldiers bearing Kalashnikov rifles appeared from nowhere and headed towards us, shouting orders, forcing us to pull up sharply.
“Vyhodite iz mashiny pozhaluista.”’
“Oh, my God,”’ Ken muttered, “we’ve crossed over into the Russian sector.”
The lead soldier gestured with his gun for Ken to get out of the car before snapping out another order.
“Documents?” Ken asked, reaching gingerly into his pocket for our passports, “Yes, yes.”
Anthony and I waited in the car, watching anxiously as Ken tried to explain what we wanted to the soldiers. We saw him showing them the scrap of paper we had been given by Frau Steglitz and one of them pointing toward a nearby building.
“I won’t be a minute,” Ken called back to us as he walked away.
“Where are you going?” I shouted, alarmed at the thought of our being separated, frightened that by being so impetuous I had put all our lives in danger. What if he disappeared into the building and never emerged again? What would we do then? I wanted to go with him, even though he had ordered me to stay in the car. But he was already climbing the steps in front of the building the soldier had directed him to.
Inside, I found out later, he nearly fell straight into another uncovered bomb crater. The whole area was wrecked. Recovering himself and adjusting his eyes to the gloom, he managed to find an East German soldier he could communicate with. He showed the man the typed address with the same authoritative flourish he had used when producing the fictitious invitation letter.
Anthony and I both breathed a sigh of relief as we saw the two of them emerging back through the door and Ken waved for us to get out of the car and come with them, our every move followed by the suspicious eyes of the Russian guards. The soldier led us a few yards down the street, and another official poked his head out of a cubbyhole in the side of the building as we approached.
“What is your business here?” he demanded angrily.
“We have come to see someone about permission to study at the Merseburg Archive,” Ken said, presenting our passports yet again. No one listening to his firm tone of voice would have guessed how anxious he actually was. We had stepped through a door back into the fearful darkness of Europe in the 1940s and knew that we would be at mercy of the Russians should they discover we were not even allowed to be there.
The man in the cubbyhole seemed used to being ordered around and scuttled away with the passports, leaving us under the watchful stare of the guard with no idea what was going to happen to us next. He returned a few minutes later, but it was impossible to tell from his expression what reaction to our arrival he had received.
“The minister will see you now,” he said.
Ken and I exchanged disbelieving looks. We were shocked. Had we really managed to reach the heart of the government in just one day? We hardly dared to accept what was happening. Things were moving so fast it was unnerving. If Frau Steglitz had been scary, I wondered, what was this man going to be like? We followed our guide up a flight of stairs with a quickening pace. I wondered if the ministry was about to close, since it was now nearly four o’clock.
“Please,” the man said, stopping outside an imposing door, “enter.”
Ken allowed me to go through first, and I stepped cautiously around the corner and straight into another world. I was instantly dazzled by the splendor of the room and didn’t notice the man inside until he spoke.
“Welcome to you,” a friendly voice greeted us. “Please come in and make yourselves comfortable.” This was not what I had expected at all.
The minister was standing next to a great, handsome mahogany desk, which sat in front of a window overlooking a tranquil courtyard garden glowing with the colors of its spring flowers. The atmosphere was calm and the room was warm and welcoming. The minister’s swept-back black hair glistened with Brylcreem, and he beamed as he shook our hands with exaggerated courtesy and invited us to sit down and relax in the splendor of his office.
“What can I do for you?” he inquired, walking back to his chair and sitting down.
It was quite possibly the first smile we had seen since leaving West Berlin, and we probably responded with grateful expressions, despite our puzzlement at the effusiveness of the welcome.
“So,” he beamed, directing his gaze at me, “do tell me, why have you come here, Mrs. Haas?”
“I have written a letter to the archive in Merseburg to ask for their permission to look for my great-great-grandmother,” I explained. “She lived with the Prince August of Prussia for many years.”
“Have you had a reply to your letter?” he asked.
“No.”
“I fear you never will.” He beamed apologetically. He seemed to be saying that he understood completely and shared my frustration, but what could be done in the face of such an inflexible system? “They have been very naughty. Your letter should have been handed to me to deal with, but instead it ended up there,” he said, pointing to his wastepaper basket. At that moment East–West politics meant nothing. It was as if we were both allies in our shared lost cause, two human beings engaging in conversation for no other reason than we seemed to like each other. My guard went down under the full glare of his charm.
“Mr. Haas, please will you write down details of your request for me,” the minister said, and Ken proceeded to write down the details as he was asked.
“Your courtyard is absolutely delightful,” I told him.
He turned to the garden, following my gaze through the window. “Spring is such a lovely time of year, isn’t it?”
Most of the people we had come across so far had concentrated all their attention on Ken rather than me. He was, after all, the senior member of our mission because of his age and gender. But now the minister’s eyes were locked onto me so fiercely it was as if there were no one else in the room. His attentiveness and courtly politeness quite knocked the stuffing out of me. I had been preparing myself to be met by more suspicion and aggression and I was not expecting this flirtation. I felt a surge of relief to be with someone who acted like he was our supporter. It seemed like nothing was going to be too much trouble for this man.
“So, let me get this straight,” he said, leaning forward and furrowing his brow to show just how hard he was concentrating on what I was saying. “You came here all the way from England, through all our border controls, deep into the heart of our country, in order to find your great-great-grandmother?”
“Yes, I did,” I said. “That is why I am here.”
“Incredible. Are you a gardener?” he asked, seeing my eyes flicker once again to the scene outside the window.
“Um, well yes,” I said, a little startled by the sudden change of subject.
He leaned closer toward me, talking to me and ignoring Ken and Anthony completely. They might as well not have been in the room. The minister’s eyes were fixed on mine. I tried to ignore Ken’s growing irritation, and then, just as suddenly, the minister changed the subject again.
“I will help you find your great-great-grandmother, Mrs. Haas. Please let me have the paper, Mr. Haas. In ten days’ time you will receive an official permission to study in our archives. You can be certain of it.”
This man had access to the secrets of my family’s past; perhaps he even held the key to what really happened more than a century ago. I still couldn’t hope to know whether I would ever find Emilie and learn about her life with August, but as we walked out of the minister’s office there was a spring in my step because I felt sure now that Emilie’s spirit truly was willing me on.
A few minutes later we were back outside in the real world, in the grimy, rundown street, picking our way through the potholes and past the Russian soldiers to the waiting car. Had it been a dream? Did it really happen? It didn’t seem possible that the minister’s little oasis was no more than a few meters away, safely hidden behind these shabby walls.
“Don’t think just because he made eyes at you that you will actually receive the permission from him,” Ken muttered as the three of us hurried back to the car. And just as I was thinking I had detected a hint of jealousy in his voice, he added, “Don’t you believe a word of it.”
I pretended to agree, not wanting to seem that I was gullible or had been flattered by the minister’s attentions. But I felt I had to believe it because if I didn’t my search would be at an end. I knew that without the minister’s permission, gaining access to the files that held all the secrets I was so desperately looking for would remain a distant dream. Although I kept quiet in the car as we sped back toward the border, not wanting to seem naïve, I secretly bubbled with optimism. I couldn’t believe how much we had managed to achieve in just one day, and I didn’t want anything to dampen my spirits. It had gone so well we had over an hour to spare before our eight o’clock deadline as Checkpoint Charlie came into sight and I heaved a sigh of relief. I was hankering for the comfort of our hotel room in West Berlin, a warm bath and a well-earned dinner.
“They’re waving me to pull over,” Anthony said as we got closer to the East German guards, and I felt my heart sink again. “They want us to get out.”
We were no longer in the warm, welcoming office of a minister, but rather now standing beside a bleak piece of road having questions fired at us by unsmiling and suspicious soldiers who didn’t seem remotely impressed by our passports or any letters we might have. They questioned us minutely about everything we had done that day and everyone we had seen. If they were impressed by the minister’s name they didn’t show it with even a flicker of their stony expressions. It seemed they wanted to ensure that we didn’t think we were anyone special just because we were driving out of their country in a nice car, having spent the day talking to important people. They certainly wanted to remind us that they were the ones in charge. They were, after all, the ones with the guns and the authority to arrest us if they wanted to.
Eventually, they could think of no more reasons to delay our departure and nodded us through without even a flash of eye contact. As far as they were concerned, we were beneath their contempt. By then we didn’t care what they thought of us, just as long as we were safely back in the West. The moment we drew up at the next barrier, we asked the soldiers to inform the British consul that we had returned. It had been an incredible day, but would we ever be allowed to get any further in our search for the truth?
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The DISAPPEARING PASSPORTS
ALL I THOUGHT ABOUT BACK IN London over the next ten days was whether the minister would keep his word or, as Ken was convinced, I had been bamboozled by his charm and easily made promises. My moods swung wildly between optimism and pessimism. One moment I would be reminding myself how well we had managed in our search so far and seeing no reason why our luck shouldn’t continue; the next moment I would be trying to see any reason at all why the minister or Frau Steglitz or anyone else in the East would bother to give us a second thought once we had left their offices. Despite getting inside the castle walls of the archive, and despite all the minister’s glibly delivered promises, we had still not found out anything about August or Emilie, which was frustrating. But I simply had to keep the faith. He had promised me we would hear in ten days, and as that deadline crept ever closer, the tension became unbearable.
Each morning and afternoon the mailman brought us no news, and by the start of the tenth day I could hardly contain my sense of anticipation. My disappointment when there was yet again no envelope from East Germany to be found on the doormat that morning was hard to bear. Ken, never one to crow when he was proved right, and knowing how sad I was about being let down, said nothing, and I tried to put on a brave face. And then in the second delivery on that tenth day a poor-quality envelope bearing East German stamps flopped through the mail slot onto the hall floor. I could hardly breathe as I opened it, and I had to read the words several times before I could be sure I had understood them correctly.
“What does it say, Mum?” our second son, Timothy, wanted to know. Of my three sons he had become the most infected by my enthusiasm and was almost as anxious as I was to find out the truth about our ancestors.
“I can’t believe it,” I said, reading it through yet again, clamping my hand firmly across my mouth to stop myself shouting for joy.
“What does it say?” He could barely hold back his excitement.
“He has given us unlimited access to the archives. He has given permission for us to stay in East Germany for as long as we need to in order to complete the research. We can travel wherever we want to.”
I rushed to tell Ken, who obviously assumed I had misunderstood the letter and immediately took it from me to read himself.
“This is great news,” he said with a gulp. “Well done. It seems I misjudged the man after all.”
I knew that Ken still had many reservations, and I appreciated how hard it was for him to accept that we would have to spend more time behind the Iron Curtain if we were to have any chance at all of finding Emilie. It was now even harder for him to swallow this prospect, given that the minister’s letter had exceeded even my expectations. We now had permission to stay in East Germany for as long as we liked, and presumably by that the minister meant until I found what I was looking for, my great-great-grandmother, Emilie Gottschalk. Ken was clearly very worried after accepting the idea and thinking further about its ramifications. He knew full well that I wanted to take advantage of every little morsel of opportunity I was offered, following any opening that might help me to reach my goal.
For my part, I made up my mind that I would leave no stone unturned. The minister was giving us everything I had asked for. But I wondered what Frau Steglitz would be thinking when she learned the results of our forbidden foray to Potsdam, after we had so relentlessly pushed her into giving us the address. I felt buoyed because, despite all the grave advice she and others had handed out to me, my dogged determination and stubbornness had borne fruit so spectacularly. Yet again I found myself wondering if any of our good luck could be Emilie’s doing?
I knew Ken was doing the whole thing for me, and by not trying to talk me out of it anymore he was showing me just how courageous he was. I understood that I was asking a lot of him, but my urge to learn about my family’s hidden past had become overpowering. The verbal legacy I had inherited was driving me on, and I truly thought that Ken would agree with me that it had all been worth it once we had achieved our objective and returned home safely. I set about making the preparations to return to Merseburg.
A week later Ken and I were crossing the border at Checkpoint Charlie once more, armed with our golden letter from the minister and this time without Anthony as our chaperone. In an attempt to ease Ken’s fears, I had agreed to stay for just a week and had promised him that if we hadn’t found my great-great-grandparents in that time I would still return to the West with him without making any sort of fuss. I was feeling so optimistic at that stage that I was sure a week would be enough for the archive to reveal its secrets.
The British consul in West Berlin had been as amazed by our success with the minister as Ken and I had been. It was hard to imagine why the authorities in the East were suddenly opening their arms to us, especially when the archivist in Dahlem had been so defensive and uncooperative and when even distinguished professors had been denied access. I was just grateful and excited that they had agreed and eager to the point of impatience to start work.
But even with the minister’s letter in Ken’s pocket, our experiences with the surly border guards before meant we still expected that the bureaucrats and functionaries lower down the chain of command were likely to continue to give us a hard time. Our assumptions proved correct. The guards at the border were just as suspicious and aggressive as they had been before. Eventually, however, they had no choice but to let us pass.
As soon as we walked through the doors of our hotel in Halle, we were hit by the spartan and gloomy atmosphere of the place, which was built in the typically featureless communist style. Halle was a town conveniently situated around twenty minutes drive away from the Merseburg Archive. We were greeted by a receptionist hardly less demanding than the border guards had just been. She insisted that we instantly hand over our passports, practically snatching them from our hands before immediately disappearing into another room with them.
We stood waiting for a while, expecting them to be returned once the details had been checked, but nothing happened for twenty minutes. Uncomfortable at suddenly being behind the Iron Curtain without any identification papers, Ken decided to pull some rank and waved the minister’s letter at another receptionist. The letter was snatched from his hand and followed the passports through a door and into oblivion.
Eventually, the first receptionist returned and we asked for our passports back.
“We need to keep your passports,” she said, seeming surprised to find us still standing there. “They are going to the police.”
“But we have all the necessary permissions from the minister to be here,” I protested. “We need to have our papers for identification. Why can’t we have them back? What is the problem?”
“You must stay inside the hotel,” she said, ignoring my questions. “When the passports are returned, then you can go outside. Not before.”
We tried pleading, but she seemed not to be able to hear us anymore. It was as if we were invisible and inaudible as she went back to her paperwork, indicating that our conversation with her was over. Nothing we could say would make any difference. Our instructions were clear, even if the reasons for them were not. We were restricted to staying within the walls of that depressing hotel until we were told we could leave, and we had no way of getting in touch with our friend the minister to appeal for help. The thought of going outside and being stopped by the police, without having any papers to show who we were, was even less attractive than remaining imprisoned in the hotel. In fact, we might as well have been arrested for all the freedom we now had. Without our passports, we couldn’t even return to the West to wait in comfort while things were sorted out by the police. I could tell that this was fueling all of Ken’s worst fears, but he didn’t say anything.
I was desperate to get to work in the archives but there was nothing to do but sit around the hotel room and wait, having no idea what was going on behind the scenes and watching the hours tick away, eating into my precious week. The waiting did nothing to calm Ken’s discomfort at being virtual prisoners in a totalitarian country. Was anyone actually looking into our case, or had the passports merely been tossed onto a pile on someone’s desk along with a hundred other pending jobs? There was no way for us to know. If that was the case, how long would it be before our passports reached the top of the pile?
The rest of our first day dragged past impossibly slowly. Every time we went to the reception desk to inquire how much longer it would be, they shrugged and went back to whatever they were doing without bothering to answer. It was of no consequence to them how angry we might become. The afternoon came and went, and we were forced to eat a tasteless supper and go to bed with no idea if we would be able to get started on our quest the next morning or whether we would be left sitting in the hotel again.
The following day was exactly the same. It was like living in a terrible gray vacuum, with no distractions from the frustration and boredom. With nothing else to do, we spent endless hours watching whatever was happening in the hotel, which wasn’t much. There was a fresh-faced young boy working as a waiter in the dining room, and I found myself speculating on what his life must be like in such an oppressive, humorless world. He told us his name was Victor and seemed pleased to have someone different to talk to. We told him a little of our problem.
“Frustrating, isn’t it?” he said. “Be grateful you don’t live here. Do you want to hear a joke?”
“You’re allowed jokes in this country?” Ken asked.
“Of course,” he grinned mischievously. “Forbidden ones like this one. A Russian man is lining up for bread. The line stretches for miles. He turns to his friend and says, ‘I can’t stand this any more. I’m going off to kill President Brezhnev!’ And he walks away in anger. A while later he comes back. ‘What happened?’ asks the friend. ‘Arghh, the line to kill Brezhnev was even longer,’ he says.”
As he finished the joke, we both laughed and then noticed that the manager was looking disapprovingly in our direction. Laughter was unusual in that hotel and apparently not encouraged. Victor saw the look on his boss’s face too and realized he had overstepped the mark. He hurried away, muttering about an important job that needed doing.
On the third day of having nothing to do we decided that we no longer had anything to lose by making a fuss. If we didn’t do something, we were in danger of losing our minds and we might end up reaching the end of the week without ever having stepped out of the hotel. Taking deep breaths, we marched together to reception as a united front. The girl looked up at us with the usual expressionless eyes and held out two passports and the minister’s letter.
“Here are your passports,” she said. “You may now leave the hotel. We are sorry for the delay.”
We were so relieved our gratitude for this small favor was almost pathetic, and she shot us a contemptuous look before very deliberately going back to her work, as if to let us know we had been dismissed. We hurried away, anxious both to get to work and to avoid annoying her any further. It doesn’t take long for any authoritarian regime to break a person’s spirit if it is determined enough to do so. We walked straight out to the car and set out for the archives, preparing ourselves to do battle next with the terrifying Frau Steglitz.
“Be very careful, Evi,” Ken warned as we approached the castle. “Remember, we need to have this woman on our side if we want to be shown anything at all. If she decides to deny that there are any files on Prince August it will be impossible for us to prove otherwise.”
I knew he was right. If she told us there was nothing in the files for us to see, we would be left once again staring at the walls with nothing to do for the rest of the week. We had to find a way of involving Frau Steglitz in the excitement of the hunt, so she would become as enthusiastic in the chase for the truth as we were.
Frau Steglitz came out immediately to greet us when she heard that we had arrived. Amazingly, the gorgon we had met on our previous visit had been replaced by an entirely different woman. Her face wreathed in smiles, she seemed genuinely pleased and excited to see us again. All the aggression and defensiveness had vanished. Was it the minister’s letter? Had it given her permission to become a human being and to actually enjoy her job? Presumably, she had become an archivist because she was interested in history and in research, and we were offering her a wonderful opportunity to indulge herself in both. It seemed like our luck had returned to us along with our passports, at least for a while.
“I hope you are enjoying your stay with us,” she beamed, sounding so genuinely concerned that we didn’t have the heart to tell her what a living hell the previous three days of boredom and uncertainty had been. “Now, I would like to introduce you to our archivist, Herr Waldmann. He will be looking after you while you are studying with us.”
She showed us into a spacious, sparsely furnished reading room with well-worn wooden floors and tables. The most noticeable thing about it was the deadly silence that hung in the air. A couple of other people were already leafing soundlessly through piles of documents, but they didn’t even look up from their studies as we came in. Frau Steglitz settled us down at a round desk in a sectioned-off area before going off to find Herr Waldmann. I suddenly felt nervous again, but for different reasons this time. After all this effort, what if there still was nothing to find? What if it had all just been a stupid fantasy and my father had been right all along? I wasn’t sure how I would cope with the disappointment if that turned out to be the case. But, I told myself, there was nothing I could do about that now. I had set my course, and I had to just sail ahead and hope for the best.
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The OPENING of the ARCHIVES
HERR WALDMANN WAS A MAN IN his forties, neatly dressed and immaculately polite. He seemed genuinely interested to meet us, although a little reserved, which I could understand given his position and situation. It was becoming increasingly obvious to me that anyone who dealt with Westerners had to be careful to avoid accusations of being too friendly. After introducing himself, Herr Waldmann politely left us. I pondered the situation for a moment, having returned to my mother country now governed by another dictatorship that kept its citizens in check with daily threats and punitive restrictions. Nothing seemed to have changed. It all felt so perverse.
I understood that we couldn’t expect the process we had set off to be an instant one, where files and documents would be immediately accessible. We could only hope for the best, putting ourselves in the hands of Herr Waldmann. He was a nice enough man, but Ken brought me back into the real world when he whispered, “We will only be seeing whatever they allow us to see.”
We were still at the mercy of a totalitarian regime, but, whatever might be going on behind closed doors, I was prepared to wait for as long it would take to uncover the evidence I needed. Whether it would be minutes or hours didn’t matter to me. I was used to waiting and this was the one place on earth, it seemed to me, that could hold the answers to all the questions that had been taunting me for so long. I was sure that with Ken at my side we would stay put until my task was complete.
About twenty minutes later, Herr Waldmann reappeared in the reading room, bearing a pile of bulky files that all looked ancient and shabby. Instead of placing the heavy load on the desk before us, as I was expecting, he stood there for a moment.
He then announced with obvious relish. “You are the first people to see these papers. Nobody has seen these files in one hundred and thirty years.”
With that he placed his load reverently down onto the desk, and, stepping back, he lifted his arm and gestured proudly to the dusty pile.
“They belonged to the King of Prussia and his family, the Hohenzollern, the rulers of the Prussian kingdom, before the formation of Germany.”
“What are they all about?” I asked, a little daunted by the size of the pile, knowing that if I kept my word to Ken, we now only had four days left to study them. Even from a cursory glance, I could see that much of the language was archaic and difficult, and the writing dense and hard to decipher. Each page would take a lot of time to study if we hoped to find every clue that might be hidden within the closely packed lines.
“Here you will find the life of our Prince August of Prussia,” Herr Waldmann said.
In those few words, he had thrown the world at my feet. My Prince August, my great-great-grandfather was lying on the table in front of me. Whatever was I going to find out now?
“Why on earth has nobody seen them in one hundred and thirty years?” I asked Ken, for some reason expecting him to be able to give me an answer, putting everything right in an instant and solving the mystery. I always had such confidence in his wisdom.
“How should I know, Eve?” came the reply I should have expected.
With a courteous little bow, Herr Waldmann backed out of the room, leaving us with the files. With bated breath, I gingerly picked up the top ones. There was no doubting how old they were, and some of them were in such poor condition, crisp and yellow with age, that I was frightened they were going to crumble to dust in my hands. Tense with excitement I started to turn over the pages on the top of the pile, almost immediately jumping back with surprise.
“Diaries and notes written in August’s own hand, Ken,” I exclaimed, hardly able to contain myself. There in front of me was the handwriting of August, just like it was in the front of the notebook, telling me so many details about his life.
Ken’s knowledge of old German was far more extensive than mine. My father had insisted that we continue speaking German at home all those years ago, which had meant I never lost my mother tongue and could still speak German fluently. But I felt more secure in Ken’s hands when it came to the more difficult Gothic German. I waited impatiently for him to tell me what he was discovering.
“These are meticulously maintained,” he said, admiringly. “August talks about his private and his military life.”
Ken thumbed further through the pile.
“There are letters, household accounts for his palaces and historical and military records,” he enthused.
I was thrilled to see so much material existed, and there was more to come. I could see that the quantity of it all meant that we were never going to get through all these records in the few days we had left but I couldn’t bring myself to even think of asking Ken to extend our stay after all the promises I had made to him.
To have got this far was an amazing achievement. I was staring at files that had been hidden away for 130 years. Was I about to finally prove my father wrong? What was I going to find out about August? Would my journey back to the 1800s reveal anything about my family or about why they, and Prince August, had been so effectively expunged from historical records? Taking a deep breath I pulled my thoughts back under control and started turning the pages.
“It’s mostly in Gothic German, not just his diaries,” I said quietly, not wanting to disturb any of our neighbors at the other tables for fear of being thrown back out on the street before I had even started my quest. “This is not going to be easy.”
“Heads down then,” Ken said, and we both set about reading.
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MY GREAT-GREAT-GRANDFATHER—
PRINCE AUGUST of PRUSSIA
AS THE HOURS TICKED SILENTLY BY and we grew more used to both the writing and the old-fashioned use of language, we became absorbed in the words that were crammed into every page, transported back to a time when Napoleon had elevated himself to Emperor of France and King of the Italians. As I sifted through the documents, I realized the magnitude of what was happening to me.
Prince August was not just my own flesh and blood and a royal prince who met and fell in love with a Jewish girl, he also was turning out to be the defender of the realm against Napoleon as he rampaged across Europe, wreaking havoc and threatening all the monarchies. It was a startling discovery.
The Hohenzollern monarchs ruled the Prussian Empire, the capital of a group of states that were eventually to become Germany. The mighty European empires of the day were the Prussians, the Austrians, the English and the Russians, and war seemed to be the natural and constant threat between all of them. There was so much information to absorb and understand, it was hard to know where to start.
Every so often one of the archive staff would kindly bring us a hot drink, or one of us would have to visit the washroom, but there were no other distractions. We became so absorbed we didn’t even think to eat until we arrived back at the hotel that evening, exhausted and excited by our discoveries, itching to get back and find out more.
The first day seemed to merge into the second, with very little sleep during the night as my head throbbed with the excitement of what I had discovered. When we rolled back into the archive as it opened the next morning, I quickly returned to evaluating the man who, twenty-five years after his battles with Napoleon, would be Emilie’s partner. Would August be suitable for her? He was certainly eligible. I had been dreaming of him as a dashing, handsome prince, and it felt as though I was embarking on a courtship myself, albeit a most unusual one.
The family appeared to be grooming the young August, bringing him up and training him to be a soldier and a leader. He was already a major by the time he reached twenty-one in 1800, and by 1804 he was already commanding a battalion of grenadiers. The achievements of Prussia under Frederick the Great, August’s uncle, had earned it a fearsome reputation. Well defended, its military superiority allowed it at least some respite from the struggles that were going on around it, but that would not last for long. The Prussian king, Frederick William III, was uncertain how to deal with Napoleon’s aggression, trying at first to appease him. Young August, on the other hand, was lobbying heavily for the Prussians to stand up to Napoleon before it was too late. There were documents in the files that were loaded with famous signatures backing up August’s case to the king for fighting rather than appeasing. Suddenly, I found myself there, right back in my Berlin as it stood under threat. I was willing August on, fearing for his safety. He was absorbing me completely. The French had grown enormously in strength, and August was telling everyone that if the Prussians didn’t strike quickly, they could soon be overwhelmed by this newly superior force. Even the queen, an influential figure, called for an end to the never-ending balls and festivities of the royal court. The very survival of Prussia was at stake, and the empire needed to take up arms to protect itself.
“Look at this,” I hissed to Ken, sliding a document across to him. It showed that August and his elder brother, Louis Ferdinand, had had enough of Frederick William’s indecision and inaction and went to meet him in Breslau in East Prussia (the city where I was born, no less!). “They are presenting him with a petition, an ultimatum, forcing him to fight Napoleon, can you believe it?”
I wondered how much Emilie knew about all of this history when she met August later. Was she seduced by his power and his courage in the way that I was being seduced as I read about it? By the time they met he had already lived a full and colorful life, the same life that I was reading about now. How would that have made her feel? Would she have been as consumed as I was? As I read, I kept hoping for a clue as to what might lie in the future for the prince, but there was nothing in these papers that helped me, or dropped any hints that would lead me to what I was looking for—Emilie Gottschalk.
It was still only 1805. The tsar of Russia finally persuaded Frederick William to join the Austro-Russian Alliance against France, and the Prussian army was being mobilized. I was on the front line, witnessing a first-hand account of the events that I knew from all the history lessons of my childhood would shape Europe for the next hundred years. The alliance against Napoleon was sealed with a ceremonial handshake beside the grave of Frederick the Great, and Prince August had finally got his wish. We read pages and handwritten diary excerpts that took us back into the heat of the battles that were raging. Even though there was still no sign of Emilie, I was intoxicated by this vivid account of huge historical events that was unfolding before my very own eyes.
I had to pinch myself to remember that Prince August wasn’t just a great historical figure, but that he was the future partner of Emilie, my great-great-grandmother. I wanted to know more personal details about him. Was he honorable? Was he a ladies’ man who stole hearts and then broke them? There were so many unanswered questions. If he was so powerful, how was it possible that he could just disappear from history without leaving a trace? And what happened to Charlotte, the daughter that we believed Emilie had borne him? My father and Uncle Freddy had both been certain that he and Emilie spent the last eleven years of his life happily together, but where was the proof? Where was the documentation?
I feared the worst as I read about Louis Ferdinand, August’s glamorous and famously extravagant older brother. He was marching toward the battlefield at Saalfield to confront the French on his white charger, Slop. I felt that I was hearing the news as it was happening. Ken glanced up, concerned by the look on my face.
“What’s up?” he asked as my hand covered my mouth. Louis Ferdinand had been struck down in battle.
“Napoleon has killed Louis Ferdinand,” I exclaimed, louder than I meant to, making other heads rise up from their studies around the room and prompting someone to shush me.
“What year?” Ken whispered back.
“1806.”
“So,” he said, doing a quick calculation in his head, “August would have been twenty-seven years old when his brother died.”
He was reading and translating with me now, equally excited. The death of such a famous and revered soldier had had a terrible effect on the morale of the entire Prussian army. It seemed like a fearful precursor of what might happen next. There were reports of how the news had moved the whole army to tears.
“Good God! They brought Slop to August with his brother’s blood still on the saddle,” Ken said. “Look at this: August is giving a rousing speech to the troops about the destiny of Prussia lying in his hands. He’s climbed back into Slop’s saddle and has set off into battle to avenge his brother’s death. August is rousing his troops before he leads them into battle. ‘Today, I also have another sacred duty to fulfill, to avenge my brother, who died gloriously for our beloved Fatherland. Grenadiers and artillerists, swear to me that you will always follow me, and be assured that I shall always lead you along the path of honor and glory.”
As I listened to Ken translating in a hoarse whisper, nervous of disturbing the other readers, I was right by August’s side, taking on his struggles against Napoleon. I could hear the cheers of the soldiers, all of them inspired to have a leader who was willing to risk his life alongside them. I imagined how resplendent he would have looked in his shako, with its Prussian eagles and gold chains that shone like the polished buttons on his dark blue coat. What an awesome sight: August holding a gleaming saber above his head as he galloped into battle on his dead brother’s great white charger, hungry for revenge and victory.
Then there was the terrifying picture, the horror of the battlefields, as August led from the front in yet another charge, with dead bodies lying all around and the smell of smoke and gunpowder hanging in the air. My ancestor was ready to die for Prussia; he was a brave fighter indeed. He truly had made a difference to history, and I felt proud and deeply moved.
But victory was not yet within August’s grasp. The Prussian army was being led by the Duke of Brunswick. Disaster struck when the duke was shot in the head during the battle of Jena-Auerstedt a few days after the death of Louis Ferdinand, leaving him blinded and unconscious. The duke later died of his wounds. Ken and I had come to Merseburg to discover Emilie, yet now I found myself in the middle of a bitter war with Napoleon, embedded in hand-to-hand fighting, hoping against hope that my great-great-grandfather would successfully beat off the aggressor whose relentless onslaught on Prussia was costing countless lives. The king was not competent to take over the leadership of the troops, and so the courageous Prussian generals battled on for as long as they could on their own, until eventually the might of the French proved too much for them and they were driven back. August managed to rally his grenadiers for one last charge to cover the retreating soldiers, but he was unable to rally them for a return to battle. It was a mighty and gallant effort. At the mercy of these horrendous conditions, August was finally defeated in the mud and the chaos at Prenzlau. When the news of the defeat reached the royal family, the queen immediately packed up and fled Berlin, further undermining the confidence of the Prussian people. It was beginning to look as if the previously all-powerful Prussian Empire of Frederick the Great had finally met its match.
August’s account was as gripping as in any movie. In the end, despite his ferocity and determination, he was captured and very lucky not to have been killed in the battle. The victors immediately robbed August of his Order of the Black Eagle and his pocket watch, though both were returned when the French realized who he was. But they insisted August pay for the return of Slop, who was running around in a blind, riderless panic in the marshlands where August’s battalion had finally become bogged down.
Very soon, the king had fled the country and Napoleon was sitting in Frederick the Great’s magnificent Charlottenburg Palace in Berlin, having marched triumphantly through the Brandenburg Gate. The descriptions painted a vivid picture of just how violent and bloody hand-to-hand warfare was in those days. To thrive in such a ferocious and frightening arena, Prince August had to have been a man of great physical strength as well as courage. His capture was a massive coup for Napoleon.
This most valuable prisoner, caked in mud and disheveled, was brought before Napoleon. With one boot missing, having been left behind stuck in the muddy marshes, a defiant Prince August stood face to face with his archenemy, who had been waiting for him in Frederick the Great’s rooms. The victor and the vanquished squared up to one another—what a sight that must have been, the tall Prussian and diminutive Corsican. August stubbornly refused to answer any questions put to him. Despite whatever he might feel about the Prussian prince as an enemy, Napoleon later professed himself greatly impressed with the dignity and fearsome loyalty that August showed in that moment of defeat. Realizing that the prince was an immensely popular figure, Napoleon spared his life, putting him under house arrest in Berlin instead. Napoleon had already been to visit August’s parents at the Bellevue Palace, since August’s father was known to be still strongly in favor of an alliance between France and Prussia. Napoleon was willing to allow August to return to the family home as long as he kept the nighttime curfew imposed on him.
August, however, was not so easily controlled and would steal out at night to rally his men and raise an army. Napoleon learned of this and on Christmas night in 1806 August was awakened roughly by French officers who spirited him out of Prussia to the castle prison of Nancy in France. Uhde, his faithful secretary, and his adjutant, Clausewitz, were taken with him. August requested that his mother be informed of what was happening and she was awakened to see the distressing sight of her son being escorted from the palace.
Napoleon accused August of plotting against him with other Prussian officers but again spared his life. I was later to find out the depth of Napoleon’s respect for this strong-willed young Prussian soldier, who was not prepared to sit quietly for long when his beloved country was under occupation by an enemy force.
I was beginning to wonder how Ken and I would ever be able to get through all the notes and documents that were now stacked in front of us in the time we had left, but I was loathe to skip through any of the densely written texts in case I missed some vital fact or admission.
Eventually, as peace became a possibility, Napoleon allowed August to socialize freely, and the young ladies of Nancy flocked to meet the handsome and dashing young prince. Nancy became a life of balls and parties, and the prince danced the nights away, much to the disapproval of his friend and adjutant, the sober Clausewitz. August was just as interested in helping some of the other five thousand Prussian prisoners of war in the town who were not enjoying the same freedoms as him. He tried to ensure that they were fed and treated fairly, while at the same time secretly preparing them for the moment when they would be able to regroup and become an army once more. The suspicious Napoleon, however, once again heard of August’s plans and ordered that he be moved to another castle at Soissons. Being a prince made imprisonment a very different experience, and August and Clausewitz still had the freedom to work together a great deal, drawing up a plan for reforming the Prussian army once a peace deal with France could finally be worked out.
On their release in 1807, after the signing of the Paris Peace Treaty, while August and Clausewitz waited for their passports to be returned, they received an invitation from the writer and socialite, Madame de Stael, to stay at the Château Coppet in neutral Switzerland, by Lake Geneva. As an arch-dissident she too had been exiled by Napoleon. At Coppet, August’s passion exploded when he met Juliette Récamier, one of the great French beauties of her time. August and Juliette fell instantly in love and vowed that they would marry. Napoleon too had designs on Juliette, but she had already rebuffed him. So the prince was now Napoleon’s rival in love as well as war, a cocktail with potentially fatal consequences.
Later, when reading some of the letters between August and Juliette, I learned that Juliette had second thoughts, and I could see that the power of his love for Juliette was leaving August devastated. It was a shock to suddenly see the human side of the great warrior prince, to see that he was as vulnerable to the pangs of unrequited love as anyone else. Time and again he made appointments with Juliette that she never kept. Her responses to his letters showed she had ended their affair and would not return his great passion. But I could see from his writings just how deeply August could fall in love. It would be a pattern of behavior that he would always follow, I thought, remembering Uncle Freddy telling me that the prince had been devoted to Emilie for the last eleven years of his life.
On his return to Berlin in 1808, August was promoted to brigadier-general and inspector general of the whole Prussian artillery. Despite the edicts of the Paris Peace Treaty, he devised a plan with his generals to rebuild his army by recruiting and training forty thousand men and then sending them home before secretly recruiting another forty thousand to repeat the exercise. The treaty forbade Prussia’s army from exceeding forty thousand men. Month by month they were training a large proportion of the male population of the Prussian empire in readiness for a return to war. August had studied the French army carefully, analyzing the secrets of their success, and was applying the same rules to his own army. Without the French realizing what was happening, a formidable modern army was building up under their noses.
In 1812, Napoleon undertook his ill-judged invasion of Russia with a massive force of nearly six hundred thousand men. However, his army was poorly equipped for the kind of campaign waged by the Russians, and with supplies scarce it suffered huge losses from starvation and disease. At the Battle of Borodino, Napoleon won a bloody and pyrrhic victory. He briefly occupied Moscow, which had been abandoned by its inhabitants, but was forced to withdraw by the Russian army and the advancing winter. Many more soldiers died in the extremely harsh conditions on the retreat. By the end of the campaign, only 110,000 men made it back to French soil. However, the following year, the indefatigable Napoleon regrouped and stormed back with a decisive victory at the Battle of Dresden in August 1813. Yet the coveted prize of Berlin remained beyond his grasp. When the Prussians pushed the French back to the outskirts of Leipzig, a huge allied force confronted him. Combined, the French and allied forces numbered six hundred thousand men, and the Battle of Leipzig, beginning on October 16, 1813, was to be the biggest battle that Europe ever witnessed prior to the First World War.
August described Napoleon as “that little Corsican” and it was obvious that the two hated each other deeply. As chief of the Prussian artillery, August led the charge and was instrumental in Napoleon’s rout. Leipzig proved to be a major turning point in the war and led to Napoleon’s ultimate defeat. I felt a great sense of pride as I read that August was one of the first Prussians to be awarded the Iron Cross for his bravery and heroism.
The victorious leaders, the Russian tsar, the emperor of Austria and the Prussian king, rewarded August by giving him the largest captured French cannon, known as “Le Drôle,” as a token of their gratitude and admiration. A jubilant August transported the cannon back with him to Berlin, where it had pride of place in front of his Bellevue Palace, and it remained there for 132 years. Ken and I were to discover later, when we were guests of the German government during a private tour of the Bellevue Palace, that at the end of the Second World War General Charles de Gaulle arrived personally in a truck and had the cannon removed and taken back to Paris, where it has remained ever since.
His defeat at Waterloo was not the end for Napoleon. He was still refusing to give in, merely retreating back behind his own borders to regroup yet again. The Prussian king then appointed August his commander in France, ordering him to invade and capture Napoleon. In bloody hand-to-hand battles, August seized all the French fortress towns one by one, and the French army, devastated by his relentless onslaught, finally called for a truce.
All through the day Herr Waldmann kept returning to see how we were getting on, and each time he would proudly bring another pile of papers for us. I now felt I had truly got to know the man who was destined to meet and fall in love with Emilie. My father would have been amazed to learn that his daughter, the young girl whom he had trusted with the verbal family inheritance, was now opening up the dungeons of history. But would I ever be allowed to find Emilie herself? By the end of the day we felt that August had introduced us to every member of his illustrious family, but still there was no mention of Emilie or of anyone with the family name of Gottschalk. I had read about the prince’s first two morganatic marriages, to his first wife Friederike, whom he divorced, and his second wife, Auguste, but nothing after that. We found a note about Auguste dying of cancer in Italy in 1833, which would have left the prince a widower soon after meeting Emilie, and we could find a reference to Eduard, the son of his first wife. That left ten years after Auguste’s death when he could have been married to Emilie before he himself died in 1843, which pretty much fits the story that had been passed down through our family. But if that was so and the family story was all true, why weren’t Emilie and their daughter Charlotte recorded anywhere?
When Ken and I finally looked up from our studies, it dawned on us that we were the only ones left in the reading room. It seemed we had become so absorbed in the stories of Prince August we hadn’t even noticed everyone else leaving and going home. Reluctantly, we tore ourselves away from the Hohenzollern family and made our way back to the dreary surroundings of the hotel. Although the day had been fascinating, by the time we got back to the hotel we realized that we were no closer to finding Emilie. But there was always tomorrow.
Victor, our friendly young waiter at the hotel, was eager to chat when we got down for breakfast the next morning. “I really want to travel,” he whispered as he served us, his eyes darting around the room nervously. “We only get to go to the Black Sea a few weeks each year for our holidays, but I want to get to the West.”
“Listen, Victor,” I said, wanting to encourage him in his enthusiasm but anxious to change the subject before he started asking us to smuggle him out of the country or something else that would get us into trouble with the authorities just when we had managed to get into their good graces. “I love this salami. Is there any chance you could find me one to take back to England with me?”
“Oh yes, of course,” he said with a grin, happy to be able to do something to please us. “I will have it for you tomorrow.”
“Victor!” The manager’s voice cut across the hushed atmosphere of the room, and Victor scurried away, looking guilty. He didn’t speak to us, or even look at us, again as we ate our breakfast and talked about everything we had discovered the day before. Ken was now as obsessed with finding out what had happened to August, Emilie and Charlotte as I was, and we kept going over all the possible scenarios, none of which quite seemed to fit the few facts we had gathered so far.
As soon as we had finished our breakfast, we left Victor clearing the table with his eyes still discreetly averted and drove to the archive. Herr Waldmann was waiting, happily holding another mountain of files for us. By now he seemed more anxious than ever for us to find what we were looking for and just as excited as we were by the chase. After only two days, the three of us had already established our routine of working, and Ken and I settled down quickly to our reading. After a few minutes I picked up a scrap of paper that didn’t look like anything special. I stared at it for a moment, trying to work out what it was. Then I saw the name and my heart jumped.
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GOTTSCHALK
“GOTTSCHALK!” I EXCLAIMED, MAKING KEN JUMP and the other readers look up disapprovingly. “I’ve found the name. This is a bill from August’s tailor and his name is Gottschalk. Surely this must be the link. There’s even an original piece of red velvet attached as a sample of a cloak he had made for Friederike, August’s first wife. My father had said that Emilie’s father was a tailor.”
I stroked the soft velvet, which had been lying in among these papers for a century and a half but still looked as good as new, and tried to imagine the dress that it would have been made into. Emilie was wearing a beautiful red dress in the portrait that Uncle Freddy had showed me, although it wasn’t possible to tell what material it was made from. Had Gottschalk the tailor made that one too? I wondered. If the dress was for August’s first wife, that would have meant that the prince knew Gottschalk when Emilie was no more than a child, maybe before she was even born. That thought raised more questions than answers.
“So, August had a Jewish tailor,” Ken said, taking the fragile piece of paper from me and squinting at it closely.
“Now we’ve found the Gottschalks,” I said, “but where is Emilie?”
“At least we know that her father was probably August’s tailor,” Ken replied. “Or she must have been related to him in some way. She could have been a niece or a sister, I suppose. Just knowing who the family is is a big step forward. It’s all beginning to make a little more sense.”
“I so much want to find her name recorded somewhere,” I sighed. “Why isn’t it here? I want to see their two names together in ink, to know that their relationship existed and to know why Charlotte, their child, had told my father and Uncle Freddy that her whole life had suddenly changed when she was around five years old.”
Momentarily buoyed by our find, we went back to our labors with even more enthusiasm, immersing ourselves in every minute detail of August’s life. By studying his household accounts we were able to visit his palaces at Bellevue, Prillwitz and Wilhelmstrasse 65 and see exactly how they were run. Not surprisingly, he had a considerable retinue of staff around him. As well as his master of household, he employed three adjutants and two secretaries, two valets and a personal physician. There were two cooks, a butler and a pastry cook. There were servants who were solely in charge of the silver plate and equerries to look after other precious objects, plus the appropriate numbers of lackeys, coachmen, scullery maids, stewards, chambermaids, outriders, stable boys, kitchen boys and gardeners at each establishment—the lists of staff and possessions appeared to go on forever.
The reams of detailed entries bore witness to just how rich the prince was and also revealed what lavish parties he threw for the European royalty and nobility of the day. I even discovered one extraordinary note telling of an argument August had had with his French chef, La Notte, concerning the number of pheasants required for a particular dinner party. La Notte was making it clear to the prince in no uncertain terms that he couldn’t possibly make the numbers required in so short a time, and it seemed that for once August had met his match. It also seemed August was a man who took all his pleasures very seriously, including his eating. But with all these minute details in front of me, it was incomprehensible that a man who had had virtually every move he ever made chronicled and archived could disappear as completely as he had from the history books. Why had all this material been hidden away for so long?
He was obviously a great patron too. We learned that August had hired the famous architect and designer Karl Schinkel to redesign and expand the Wilhelmstrasse Palace for his personal comfort. The descriptions and drawings left no doubt as to just how magnificent a palace this would have been. Wilhelmstrasse 65 was a two-story building, nineteen window-axes wide, and long enough to dominate the street. A ramp with a wrought-iron railing led up to the higher central section and two lofty archways in the side wings led to the courtyards, which were enclosed by smaller wings housing servants, kitchens and stables. Between the wings lay a splendid garden.
Every detail of the building and decorating work on the palace, as well as details of work done on other palaces, lay in the files that we were now plowing through. Considering how little information had been available about this prince when I first set out on the hunt, I now felt like I was drowning in all the events and color of August’s life. I felt intoxicated as I worked frantically to read and understand everything that was being put in front of me, trying to sort out the nuggets that would add to my picture of his eventual life with my great-great-grandmother from all the chaff of irrelevant detail that surrounded them. It was as if the identity of the prince himself were beginning to seep into my soul, and it felt almost like I was falling in love with him, with all his grand, extravagant gestures coupled with the way he meticulously planned every detail of his life.
August had so much power and wealth, always an explosive combination, which gave him an authority that must at times have intimidated the crown. The king was an absolute ruler, but a man like August, with such a revered war record, would have ruffled more than a few feathers.
Records showed that the prince was also a great lover of art and sculpture. The elaborate ballroom at Wilhelmstrasse was a testament to just how high his position in European society must have been. It is hard to imagine that there could have been a more magnificent room anywhere at the time.
Then, when I least expected it, all that I had hoped for, everything I had been imagining became possible. While I was immersed in August’s hectic life through his diaries, bills and household accounts, Herr Waldmann appeared behind me so unexpectedly that I sat up with a jerk as he placed another large file on the table before me. I will never forget the feeling that swept over me as I realized what it was.
At first glance, it looked very much like so many of the other files we had already investigated, bulky with documents. I opened it and my heart leaped.
“I can’t believe my eyes,” I blurted out.
“What is it?” Ken asked, startled by my shout.
“It’s Emilie. It must be her. Please, please let it be her. “
In front of me I read: “The Prince August of Prussia and his years with Emilie von Ostrowska.”
“But she’s not called Gottschalk,” I said to Ken. “She’s not the tailor’s daughter. She’s a von Ostrowska. She’s a titled lady.”
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FINDING EMILIE
I COULD FEEL THE TENSION AND emotion building inside my head. There were some markings on the outside cover with a number. The names of August and Emilie were written inside, together in the same sentence at last, just as I had been dreaming about for so long. Ken clasped my hand. He could see that I was confused and peered into the file with me, looking back over a hundred years.
“This must be your Emilie, Evi. Prince August died in 1843, and your father definitely said that she spent the last eleven years of his life with him. Here is the evidence. That’s all you need.”
He ran his finger over the dates—“1832–1843”—written under their names. I was beginning to feel overcome with relief, but I still couldn’t understand why it said Emilie’s family name was von Ostrowska and not Gottschalk. Then I had an idea.
“Was this the new name she was given by the king when she married August? After all, she was Jewish. She must have changed her name to be accepted into high society.”
Ken remained silent, clearly as perplexed as I was. I could hear my father’s voice in my head, and I felt sure he was experiencing all these emotions through my eyes. Despite the fact that he had told me not to go looking, I was sure he would be happy at this discovery, that he would be proud of me and what I had achieved.
“Now I’ve found her,” I said. “I’ve really found my Emilie. I am so excited, Ken.”
For those few moments I wanted to forget the confusion about the different names and relish the discovery for a little while longer. I wanted to shout my joy from the rooftops. It was all true, she did exist, and this file might now tell me the whole story. I could hear my heart thumping.
“Frau von Ostrowska,” August had written on two different files.
“Ken,” I said, grabbing his arm in excitement, “Ken, this is the proof he married Emilie, look at these.”
I was trying to imagine the scene as I read, transporting myself back in time. I knew how anti-Semitic the Prussian Empire was, so I could picture exactly how degrading the king would have found it for one of his close relatives to be consorting with a girl who was not only a commoner and the daughter of a tailor, but a Jew as well. Yet it looked as if Emilie had been awarded a title to disguise her humble origins. What would August have had to do to persuade the king to make such a concession?
We knew from the papers that covered court politics that the king would definitely have taken advice from Furst Wittgenstein, his right-hand man and a great influence on all the decisions taken at court. Wittgenstein was famous for his anti-Semitic views, as I would find out later, and would almost certainly have been against the idea of any union. Was the king rewarding August for his valiant services in defeating Napoleon? I recalled my mother telling me that morning in 1940 in our kitchen that August went ahead and married Emilie without the king’s permission. Was it just that August was such an unconquerable man, and such a dominant character, that not even his monarch had a hold over him?
We had already discovered that August was an outspoken supporter of the Jews even before he met Emilie Gottschalk. His earlier papers had told us the story of a Jewish soldier called Meno Burg who had been refused entry into all the other Prussian regiments, rejected because he refused to swear allegiance on a Bible. August was determined to have this man in the artillery, knowing what a good officer he was, so he got him to swear his allegiance over the barrel of a gun, using the Old Testament and with a rabbi present. This had been a real revelation and an insight that reflected well on August’s character and sense of justice. It seemed he was a beacon for the Jews, standing up to anti-Semitism at a time when Jews were unwelcome in the army. I read how August revealed how much he hated prejudice and that he later asked the king to allow Burg to be promoted to become one of Prussia’s first Jewish majors. August eventually went on to promote Burg to become the head of the military academy in Berlin.
Even the king, in line with the generally anti-Semitic feelings that were prevalent in Prussia at the time, was against it, but August was in such an invincible position because of his victories that the king was forced to give in to the request.
“It looks like August was already building up enemies at court by then,” Ken said when he read the story. “Maybe this is why the king ordered that all these papers be locked away after August’s death and insisted that his name should be erased from the history books. Furst Wittgenstein was the king’s most trusted adviser at the time, and he would never have favored a Jew in that anti-Semitic climate. He would have hated Burg and would have disapproved of August’s championing such a man.”
It would have been an even greater risk for a member of the royal family as senior as the prince was, to start an open relationship with a Jewish girl, but it was typical of everything we had found out about him so far that he would see no reason why he shouldn’t please himself in such a choice.
“August was not a man who would have had to plead with the king for this kind of favor,” Ken said. “But he would also have been in a strong position because of his popularity with his soldiers and his successes on the battlefield. But then again he had so much trouble persuading them to allow him to promote Meno Burg, it seems incredible that he managed to persuade them to ennoble a humble Jewish tailor’s daughter.”
We were going round and round with our speculations. I opened the file and began to read. For a few moments I couldn’t understand what I was being told. It was a completely different story from the one we had constructed in our heads since finding out that August’s tailor was called Gottschalk.
Everything about Emilie was still shrouded in mystery. Ostrowska wasn’t an awarded title as we had assumed, it was her family name. How was that possible? I read on, hungry for answers. Emilie’s father, it seemed, wasn’t a Jewish tailor at all, nor was he called Gottschalk. Emilie’s real father, the records told us, was Major Adam von Ostrowski (male members of the family ended the name with an “i,” while the females changed it to “a”), a well-connected Polish aristocrat. He was a senior army figure who had formerly been in the Prince von Orien Regiment and was one of the king’s trusted majors. His son Hermann, Emilie’s brother, was also a high-ranking officer in the king’s army.
Having been told Emilie was from a humble Jewish family, we had gone on to make a string of assumptions that we could now see were entirely wrong. This was a family of considerable influence and consequence, so why had Emilie ended up becoming the Hohenzollern secret? Why had she been erased from history like this, leaving barely a trace? All our theories about it being due to anti-Semitism appeared to have been a long way wide of the mark. Something else must have happened to relegate her historical oblivion.
Emilie von Ostrowska’s mother, we would later discover, had passed away when Emilie was still a small child, so she would probably have been closer to her father than most girls of that age and class. She might well have been known personally to the king, because of the rank and status of her father and brother. So how had it come about that Emilie’s true origins had been so carefully hidden? And how had August and Emilie’s daughter, Charlotte, come to bear the name of Gottschalk when none of them had anything to do with the Gottschalk family? There was of course the connection between August and Isadore Gottschalk, since we knew that Isadore was the prince’s tailor. Both Uncle Freddy and my father had been certain that Emilie’s father was a Jewish tailor, and they had told me so. This new information, however, suggested they were wrong, and that had made the puzzle even greater. I realized that I was nowhere nearer to solving it than I had been the day I arrived in Merseburg.
“So, Emilie wasn’t Jewish at all,” Ken said as I relayed the story to him in whispers. “That means Charlotte wasn’t either.”
Both of us were thinking the same thing. This meant that Charlotte’s daughter, my grandmother Anna who had almost certainly died at the hands of the Nazis, couldn’t have been Jewish either.
“No,” I said, as I was trying to piece it all together at the same time as he was. “And yet the Nazis caused Anna’s death,” Ken said. “And if they did, then they killed a direct descendant of the Prussian royal family, a historical family that Hitler had the greatest respect for. He actually claimed that he modeled himself on Frederick the Great. The king’s picture was hanging in Hitler’s bunker when he finally committed suicide. So why would the Nazi high command have allowed that to happen to Anna? How could such a tragedy have come about? Why would she not have told them who she was in order to save herself?”
“Because the Nazis believed she was a Gottschalk and so did she,” I said, thinking out loud. “Just as we did. They thought she was Jewish, and she didn’t believe she had the evidence to prove otherwise. Just like my father. Anna may have always believed the story about her grandmother being a Gottschalk before she married the prince.”
I noticed my hands were shaking slightly, making the ancient sheets of paper rattle a little in my fingers. Why had my father and all those who had come before him insisted that Emilie was known as a Gottschalk? And where was Emilie’s daughter Charlotte going to fit into this story? She was now the missing link between Emilie and Anna, the daughter of one and mother of the other. What had happened to create the terrible situation that probably ended my grandmother’s life so tragically and unnecessarily?
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GOING to the BALL
WE WERE AGAIN GETTING NOWHERE WITH our questions, and, only too aware of how little time we had left in the archive, we put aside our speculations for the moment and went back to reading. I was excited to have discovered that Emilie von Ostrowska was in fact my great-great-grandmother, and I was now being whisked back more than a century to the actual scene where the incredible love story between Emilie and August started.
Berlin must have been full of stories about the balls that August threw, with much gossiping about the daughters of officers and the pretty girls from Berlin he invited. He was the first to introduce the waltz to Berlin and would invite members of the public in to watch the dancing.
La Notte, his famous chef, was reported to lay on sumptuous buffets for the guests. I imagined myself being there. It was 1832 and I was in the prince’s grand ballroom, at one of his most lavish balls. I had now actually arrived at the place and time where they met, there at the heart of Berlin’s social scene, in the fabulous Wilhelmstrasse Palace designed by the famous architect and painter, Karl Schinkel. I was meeting the young Fraulein Ostrowska for the first time.
It may well have been the first high society event that Emilie had ever attended, and we knew from having read so much about August’s domestic arrangements that it would have been a dazzling affair. The grand staircase would have been lavishly decorated with flowers, and white silk blinds would have been lowered in front of the mighty windows. There would have been three sparkling crystal chandeliers hanging from the ceiling, their light multiplied by the mirrors on the walls in between the lapis lazuli pillars. The side walls of the room were lined with crimson sofas, and two open mahogany doors would have displayed the great dining room where fleets of servants put their finishing touches to the small round tables where the guests would later be taking supper, the violet tones of the walls set off by the white of the tables and chairs. More tables and sideboards had been set up in adjoining rooms to ensure that everyone could be seated. They would all be laid out with silver from the royal plate room as well as with a hundred of August’s own silver plates; the Blue Room, its walls covered in luminous silk interwoven with small yellow stars, its sofas and chairs upholstered in white silk, and the State Room with its crimson damask walls and heavy white curtains.
I imagined the crowds of partygoers as they strolled from room to room, drinking in the intricate decorative details. One room was dominated by a life-sized portrait of a woman we had already read about, the famous beauty, Juliette Récamier, one of the few women who had been able to hold the prince’s affections for many years, despite rejecting him as a lover. Most of the sophisticated crowd would have heard the rumors and smiled discreetly to one another when they saw the portrait.
It would have been hard for any young girl to resist being swept off her feet by the attentions of such a famous man in such glamorous surroundings. Prince August was not only one of the wealthiest men ever to have lived in Europe, he was also a war hero and a larger-than-life character. It would be the equivalent these days of one of Hollywood’s most famous and established stars setting his sights on a star-struck young actress attending her first adult party.
I could imagine all too clearly how worried Major Ostrowski must have been when watching his beautiful daughter happily dancing the night away with a handsome prince, a powerful and celebrated man in his early fifties who had already been married twice. By all accounts August’s interest in Emilie was matched by her interest in him, so her father would have been able to see that August was clearly sweeping the young girl off her feet. In Major Ostrowski’s eyes, Emilie would still have been little more than a child, and yet he would suddenly have been forced to see her as a woman who could turn the head of a dangerous and exciting man, a man who could demand whatever he wanted. Was the major wishing he hadn’t allowed Emilie to attend the ball that night? If I had been him, I couldn’t say now, with my hand on my heart, that that thought wouldn’t have been foremost in my mind.
I could also imagine the king’s great displeasure with the idea of his major’s daughter being seduced by a man whose personal lifestyle he did not approve, however much he might admire his skills as a soldier and leader.
Perhaps if she had had a mother to go to for advice, Emilie would have been persuaded to be more circumspect about giving away her love, and her life, to a man with August’s long and colorful history. It is unlikely however, that her father, a military man, could easily have known how to find the words to advise a fifteen-year-old daughter on such delicate and private matters involving a Hohenzollern prince.
As we learned more, Ken and I soon realized that Emilie had lost her heart almost the first moment the prince asked her to dance that night in Berlin by the light of thousands of flickering candles. It was also obvious that for different reasons August was just as smitten with Emilie as she was with him. He was a lover of all the good things in life, including beautiful women, which was another reason why he was not liked by the more conservative members of the royal court, like Furst Wittgenstein. It seemed that the moment he set eyes on Emilie, August was unable to stop himself from pursuing her, even though he must have known from the beginning that a liaison with a man like himself was likely to be fraught with complications for a young girl.
But he was a man used to getting exactly what he wanted whenever he wanted it, and there didn’t seem to be much time between that first meeting and the moment when August and Emilie had set the whole of Berlin talking about their relationship. News traveled fast in those days and gossip was always rife, especially about the royal family. After lengthy negotiations with Major Ostrowski, Prince August announced to the world that he was going to marry Emilie.
The records contained an account by Prince Wilhelm, the son of King Frederick Wilhelm III, that told us that on the day the betrothal was announced Emilie emerged from her home in a beautiful white dress with a garland of lilies in her hair, looking every inch a princess. She was carried to August in the golden coach he had sent to collect her. A small crowd of onlookers had gathered outside his house in Jaegerstrasse, a normally private and secluded residence, to witness her arrival. It must have seemed that Emilie was going to live a life straight out of a fairy tale.
I still couldn’t understand why such a romantic and dramatic story had been buried so deeply in the vaults at Merseburg and only whispered about in our own family. Surely it must have been widely talked and written about by commentators at the time? The one last thing I had to do that night was to tell the boys that we had found Emilie. Phoning from the East was very difficult, so I proudly put the news down on a postcard. I knew just how excited they would be.
I thought about my granny Anna, as I often did. Her terrible fate, it seemed, had been sealed that wedding day in nineteenth-century Prussia. But did she ever know the true identity of her grandmother, Emilie? She couldn’t have, since my father and Uncle Freddy didn’t seem to know either. I shuddered, because it had become clear to me that, for reasons I did not fully understand yet, there was no way Anna could have saved herself when the Nazis finally came for her.
Seeing that I was upset by the pictures in my imagination, Ken gently took my arm and signaled that it was time for us to leave for the night.
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The ASSASSIN in the PALACE and the DISAPPEARANCE of VICTOR
PRINCE AUGUST WAS AN INTELLIGENT MAN, and the more I read about him the more I realized that there were many sides to his character. A man of principle, he had proved his friendship to the Jews by championing Meno Burg. He was also a maverick reformer, Prussia’s “new broom” in many ways. Unlike any other member of the royal family, August entertained new ideas and held great hope for the future. I could see why Emilie would have been attracted to a man with such buccaneering qualities, someone who was quite prepared to thumb his nose at authority and go against convention when he believed it was the right thing to do.
It was hardly surprising that a man like August had enemies, maybe even deliberately creating them if he felt strongly about something. After all, he lived in a society where power and control meant everything. Through her innocence and the deep love that had ensnared her, Emilie had stumbled into a situation that she could never have been able to predict. The prince, however, would have known only too well what dangers lay ahead, and from the moment they vowed to spend the rest of their lives together, he seemed to become almost paranoid about his young wife’s safety.
“I can understand it to a point, Ken,” I said, thinking aloud. “Emilie is the love of his life and therefore very precious to him, and if he was this great visionary who was never afraid to stand up and be counted, there could well have been enemies who would have harbored thoughts of getting to him by harming her.”
Emilie’s sister, Helena, accompanied her whenever August went away to fulfill his military duties, which I realized from reading his journals, took him often around the Prussian Empire. But even when he was with Emilie, August would be watching over her safety constantly, sending his aides out to check the gardens before even allowing Emilie to go outside for a walk. All visitors, if uninvited, were summarily turned away from the house without being allowed to see her, particularly whenever she was staying in his palace in Prillwitz.
Who, I wondered, would have been the main suspects behind these threats to August and Emilie? My suspicions pointed me to the monarch himself, King Frederick William III.
“Emilie was obviously a problem for the king,” I told Ken, thinking out loud over supper as I often did. “We can see from the records that she was never mentioned at any of the events that Prince August was reported to have attended. My mother told me that the marriage was morganatic after my father first showed me the notebook, so could there have been a connection to that? I think I know why she lived in the grand apartment August had acquired for them as a private residence in Jaegerstrasse. Why was she treated differently from his first two wives? It all suggests that August must have married Emilie without the king’s permission, that the union was taboo. But why on earth would that be?”
I had been wrestling with the discovery that Emilie was Major Adam von Ostrowski’s daughter and trying to get used to the fact that the family folklore was wrong. I had now accepted that my great-great-grandmother was Emilie von Ostrowska and that she was not Jewish. And even if theirs was a forbidden love, as it seemed to be, it was obvious that my golden couple were not prepared to give each other up, no matter how much their enemies tried to intimidate them. But while August was not afraid to stand up to any amount of danger when it came to his own safety, it seemed he was acutely aware of just how vulnerable his young wife was in the long months he was away from her.
August’s closest and most trusted aide was his secretary and privy councillor, Uhde. The prince insisted that Uhde be at Emilie’s side at all times when he wasn’t able to be there himself, especially when she traveled to the Prillwitz Palace, where he seemed to believe the threats to her life were the most perilous. The palace, in an area where much hunting went on, was about a hundred kilometers from Berlin in the middle of nowhere and very isolated.
The archives gave a startling insight into just how concerned the prince was as he oversaw every move his young wife made. I could clearly see that August was Emilie’s protector, and he was acting out the promise he had made to her when he wrote those words in the notebook that had been passed down to me.
When the doctor suggested that Emilie needed to travel to a spa for her health, the prince proposed she should go to Interlaken, which would involve crossing several frontiers. He could not accompany her himself and ordered Uhde to travel with her, her sister and their servants. So worried was he about her vulnerability, August wrote a list of instructions for the journey that stretched to an extraordinary twenty pages. As I read through them, I felt moved by the fact that he was so loving and cared so much about her. But at the same time I could imagine how overwhelmed and confined she must have felt at times by the intense love of this man who wanted to protect every minute detail of her life, even from a distance.
“Someone should be at the side of a young lady like Frau von Ostrowska, to whom His Royal Highness is very tenderly attached,” the document announced. “Someone who pays attention to all that is required for her physical and moral well-being, someone who will make sure that, with regard to the high costs of such a journey, money is spent economically.”
The prince then launched into details about exactly what should happen regarding Emilie’s medical care should she fall ill on the journey, and financial details of the money to be taken and how the accounts should be kept.
“In order to safeguard the passports and money for the journey while the party is staying in inns,” the prince continued, “they should be carried in a strongbox which is to be fixed to the floor in the different rooms they occupy by means of a screw inside the box.”
The coach, harnessed with four post horses, which were to be changed at every staging post, was to leave as early as possible each morning, but never in the dark, and under no circumstances were the guards to leave it unattended. The post horses were to be paid for in Prussian currency, and the coach was to be greased at least three times per day and driven slowly on stony roads. Emilie was to decide how long they should travel each day, and a comfortable break was to be arranged during the midday heat. Bad roads and areas in which “cholera, brigands, floods or other hazardous circumstances” might be expected were to be avoided as far as possible. Uhde was to examine inns and private quarters to make sure they were clean and orderly before Emilie entered them. Finally, the prince gave the official travel companion a special duty:
If anything that might be damaging to Frau von Ostrowska’s reputation or that might possibly offend against outward propriety should at any time occur or seem about to occur, Uhde should raise the strongest objections and do his utmost to see to it that his counsel be followed in order to deflect the threat, whether past or present.
Besides all this, Uhde also had to make sure that Emilie neither paid nor received any visits and did not participate in public events at the spas, except where it was unavoidable. She was only to “visit such public places in which a young lady may respectably appear,” and where possible she was to avoid making acquaintances, especially among “younger people.”
It seems likely that the prince, being aware of just how wide the age gap was between them, felt jealous of the thought of Emilie in the company of men younger and perhaps more handsome than himself. He suggested that should she feel the need for company, then Uhde should be the one to provide it. Uhde was also charged with the task of writing weekly reports over the course of the journey. If he could not find the time, he should ask Emilie to do this for him. Apparently, judging from these instructions, there was no doubt in the prince’s mind that their union put Emilie’s life in danger.
Because Emilie wasn’t Jewish, as we had originally assumed, it was hard to see why anyone apart from her own family and the king would object so vehemently to the relationship, let alone want to attack or kill her. Unless of course their marriage posed some sort of threat to the crown and to the succession, a situation well documented at the time among the royal families of Europe, whose infighting was legendary when it came to a quest for power. Was this the reason August might have assumed that the royal establishment was anxious to get rid of her?
Every time we found an answer to one question, two new ones seemed to spring up in its place. There was no option but to keep reading and hope that we would find more clues as we plowed through the endless documents. A few hours later, I received my next shock.
“Oh, my God,” I exclaimed out loud, trying to read on and talk at the same time in my excitement. “They tried to poison Emilie. It’s all here. Someone slipped methylated spirits into her wine glass while August was away and she was holidaying at the Prillwitz Palace.”
August’s fears that Prillwitz carried more dangers to his young bride than the other palaces had been proved right. It was a terrifying moment, and I became desperately concerned as I read that the staff called out August’s personal doctor, a Dr. Barez, to tend to her, while the prince himself rushed back from a troop inspection the moment he heard the news. I was turning the pages with frantic speed, desperate to find out if she would survive, fearing that I was about to lose her, and when she was still so young. I could imagine how agonizing that trip home must have been for August; he would have been beside himself, his worst fears having come true. Not knowing if she would be dead before he got there or whether he would be there in time to tell her how much he loved her before she faded, every hour must have felt like an age.
I was so relieved I almost cheered out loud when I found reports that she had survived and was already regaining her strength by the time her husband’s carriage rattled through the gates of Prillwitz. By that stage, she and August had been together for six years, which appeared to prove that their relationship was about more than mere mutual infatuation. Perhaps that was why the attempt had been made on her life. Was it possible that their enemies had assumed at first the relationship wouldn’t last and had now decided they had to take other measures to end it? Was it possible that she had fallen pregnant with Charlotte? And that word of her pregnancy led to the attempt on her life? The dates could easily fit. Thinking about Charlotte made me wonder why they hadn’t had any children already. Ken was quite dogmatic when I wondered out loud.
“I am not surprised that they held off from having any children,” he said. “It’s obvious that they had enough on their plate as it was. And if they were to bring a child into the world, what kind of danger would it find itself in? It seems unlikely that they would want to do that.”
But bring a child into the world they did, because it couldn’t have been long after the attempt on Emilie’s life that my great-grandmother, Charlotte, was born, in what must have been very dangerous circumstances. Was the birth planned? We knew that August was a fearless operator who courted danger, if for no other reason than to prove his strength by repelling any attempt to damage him. He had proved that when facing Napoleon. But things were different this time because it wasn’t just his life at stake, but the lives of his wife and new baby.
“August must have prevented Emilie from becoming pregnant until then, Ken,” I observed. “Six years is a long time, their love was deep, and the urge to produce a child between them must have been very powerful.”
However much August might have wanted to stay with Emilie and protect her after the ordeal of her poisoning, his duties made it impossible, and it wasn’t long before another attempt was made on Emilie’s life. While August was away again on a ship near Turkey, Emilie and Uhde were attacked when traveling back to Berlin from Prillwitz. A graphic account in the archive told of the horses of their coach rearing up noisily as the driver desperately whipped them forward to make his escape from the attackers. My heart was in my mouth as I followed the account. I felt like I was living through the terrifying ordeal myself, hardly able to breathe until I saw confirmation that she had somehow managed to survive.
By the end of yet another day of burrowing in the archives, we had discovered more about my family than I had ever dreamed possible when I first set out on the search, which left me elated. But at the same time we had a hundred new questions as well, and I wanted to keep working until I had answered every one of them. If the archive hadn’t been closing for the night, I don’t know if Ken would have been able to tear me away from that desk until I eventually fell asleep over the files. As it was, I had no choice but to leave with everyone else, my mind still buzzing from everything I was learning.
When Ken and I got back to the hotel, we found a different waiter at our table in the dining room.
“Where’s Victor?” I asked the new man. “Isn’t he working this evening?”
“Victor no longer works here,” he said, avoiding my eyes, obviously not wanting to elaborate any more than that.
“They’re watching us,” Ken said quietly as the waiter walked away from the table.
I was too taken up with all my own thoughts about the day’s findings to give his suggestion any serious consideration. Knowing how nervous he was about being behind the Iron Curtain, I thought he was probably imagining it. All through the meal, I chattered excitedly on about August and Emilie and all the possible scenarios that might have led to what eventually befell poor Anna. If he was still thinking about the missing Victor, Ken did a good job of hiding it, seeming just as fascinated as I was by my family’s past trials and tribulations. After dinner we went up to our room, exhausted from our long day’s work and found that someone had hung a small chimney-sweep doll on the wall.
“Oh look, Ken,” I said innocently. “How sweet. I hear they’re meant to bring good luck.”
“Are they now?” Ken said as he went over and peered at the ornament without touching it. Turning back to me he put his finger to his lips, and I watched as he picked up a piece of paper and wrote a single word on it. “Bug.”
“You think so?” I said, wondering if perhaps he was being a little paranoid when everything seemed to be going so well and everyone was being so helpful.
Ken then blurted out loudly, in a puzzling change of subject. “It’s not like home, is it? I haven’t seen a single piece of fruit the whole time I’ve been here.”
He put his finger to his lips again to stop me asking what on earth he was talking about, and we went to bed without saying anything else that was likely to cause us any problems. Although his suspicions were making me uncomfortable, it wasn’t long before I drifted back to the mysteries of Emilie and her disappearing daughter, Charlotte. That night there had been nothing for us to do apart from mull over whatever we had discovered that day, trying out possible different explanations on one another, trying to imagine what it must have been like to be in August and Emilie’s position.
Despite his inability to resist every pretty face that came along, there was no doubt of the strength of the bond of love that existed between them. Emilie was obviously willing to put her life in the most immediate danger to remain with August. She could easily have left him at any stage but never did. Had she come from a poorer background, had she been the daughter of an impoverished tailor as we had first assumed, then we might have suspected she was willing to put up with the danger to win the security and privileges of great wealth. But now we knew she came from a secure and wealthy background, it seemed unlikely that whatever August could offer her would have been enough to make the risks and sacrifices worthwhile. Had she married a nobleman of her own rank, she would have been able to live a completely open and carefree life, able to move freely about in society with all the money she could have wanted—but without any of the worries of assassination or of making enemies at court. The only possible explanation for them having been together for so many years was that she was as deeply in love with him as he was with her.
But where were the birth and life of Charlotte recorded? How were we going to find out what happened to my great-grandmother that changed her life so radically when she was five years old, as she had told my father and uncle? My thoughts were still spinning in circles when I eventually succumbed to sleep.
The following morning, when we went down to breakfast Ken grinned triumphantly as we walked into the dining room and saw small bowls of fruit sitting on some of the tables. Coincidence or not, the experience was unnerving.
“You see?” he hissed smugly. “They were listening. We can’t be complacent, Eve, or forget for one moment where we are.”
There was nothing I could say. He had proved his point. I could tell that he was growing increasingly nervous about being in a totalitarian country and was anxious to get me back to the safety of the West as quickly as possible. I, on the other hand, was now so hooked on the story of Emilie and August that I wanted to stay until I had drained every last piece of information from the files. But the events at our hotel were concerning me. Although I played it down with Ken, the bug in our room made me realize that it was time for us to leave. This was indeed a dangerous place, and it wouldn’t be right or fair to ask him to extend our stay.
The following morning Ken and I were back at our table in the reading room as soon as the archives opened their doors, not wanting to miss a single moment of the little time we had left. I was beginning to find the name of August’s doctor cropping up more often in the papers I was studying. However, it was no longer Emilie who was causing the doctor concern. Dr. Barez wrote that he was worried about the prince’s “wheezing.” The prince was a man in his sixties by then, who had led a full and active life. It was likely that he made great demands of his body and few concessions to the passing years.
I wondered what remedies they had in the middle of the nineteenth century for breathing problems; probably not that many. The doctor wanted August to rest and stop traveling as much, but he reported that August was having none of it, and was becoming impatient with the very idea of not fulfilling all his duties as normal. If that was what was going to be the death of him, he told the doctor, then so be it. It was easy to imagine August taking such a position, that he would scoff at anything he thought smacked of softness or defeatism. August had convinced me that he would fight on until the day he dropped. He was a lover and liver of life, and it also occurred to me that the man that I had got to know so well over the previous few days had almost certainly convinced himself that he was invincible. He could probably never imagine that dying was an option. Perhaps that was how he managed to survive Napoleon’s relentless pursuit of victory on the battlefield. Against all the odds, he had survived everything that the French had thrown at him. Maybe as he brushed aside all the advice he was being given by Dr. Barez, he simply imagined himself as the young and virile twenty-seven-year-old officer that he once was, carrying out his duties for his beloved Prussia.
It was at this point that I came upon a document that took me completely by surprise and filled me with both sadness and foreboding. On the morning of July 19, 1843, Prince August died.
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The DEATH of the PRINCE
I TOOK IT VERY BADLY. I had to admit to Ken, I was as shaken learning of August’s death more than 130 years earlier as I would have been to hear that a close living relative had suddenly left us. Although it was history that I was reading, I felt much more than a mere stab of grief for my great-great-grandfather and a terrible sympathy for the vulnerable young widow he was leaving behind. August had invaded my life. My relationship with him had developed at an alarming rate, having started like a blind date the day I entered the archive at Merseburg.
I learned from the official papers describing the event that the prince had been preparing to inspect his troops after raising himself from a troubled night’s sleep, and his heart simply gave out under the strain. Dr. Barez carried out an autopsy to establish the cause of death and found that all the prince’s organs were sound. His body was still unusually strong and muscular, and his brown hair showed hardly a streak of white in it. But there were accumulations of phlegm in his lungs and respiratory passages that indicated pneumonia, which had finally interfered with his breathing. I felt his loss very deeply, that August had been cheated of his old age in the same way my father had.
“What about poor Emilie?” I whispered to Ken. “Where is she? How will she cope without him there to protect her? How do you suppose she got to hear about his death?”
Diving back into the files we found the answer. Emilie had been waiting in the spa town of Marienbad for August to join her for a break. It must have seemed like a safe place for her to be, because Uhde was not with her. So it was he who arrived in the carriage that she had expected would be bringing August to spend a few happy days with her. Emilie guessed something serious must have happened the moment she saw Uhde stepping off the coach alone, his face grave at the prospect of breaking the tragic news to her. It must have been the most terrible shock for her.
A harrowing, vacant feeling came over me. I couldn’t quite grasp what had happened. My heart ached for Emilie. She hadn’t been with August when he died, and in the commentary I found in the files she did not attend his funeral either.
“Ken, if Emilie was not allowed to accompany August at official functions,” I said, “she must have been barred from the funeral as well.”
I could imagine just how devastating that must have been for her. The man for whom she had given up her whole life had gone, leaving her with their young daughter, Charlotte. I so much wanted to comfort her, to hold her as tightly as I could, and tell her how deeply I felt her loss. I imagined the inconsolable, lonely figure wrapping herself up to escape prying eyes, ostracized by the king and presumably by the whole family, silently watching the grand procession from the side of the road. I could feel her desolation, so vulnerable standing in the rain as the coffin passed her by, carrying the man she had loved for eleven years, frightened of what would become of her and Charlotte, while the ruthless and powerful Hohenzollern family, who had never accepted her, paraded past in all their pomp and finery.
According to the official accounts in the files, the coffin’s journey back to Berlin took a stately two days, and the rain poured down relentlessly, making the torches smoky and buffeting the flags of the deputations who gathered in the towns along the way, soaking the uniforms of the garrison who had come to pay their last respects. At the Stralau Gate the commander of Berlin met the funeral procession, which then proceeded to the Bellevue Palace with full military honors, where the coffin was placed on the catafalque. Ten days later, on a warm summer’s day, the solemn internment took place in a building called the Dome. Once again the impressive procession made its way through the streets; eight horses draped in black pulling the hearse. As principal mourner, August’s nephew, Prince Wilhelm Radziwill, followed the hearse in front of the princes of the royal family.
During the service in the Dome the court preacher, Dr. Ehrenberg, gave the funeral oration and praised August’s brilliant deeds in battle, his devotion to duty, his straightforwardness and his care for his family.
“His faults did not escape rebuke,” Ehrenberg continued, “and seldom did rebuke try a man more harshly than the man who ever impounded for himself anything which he desired.”
The thunder of the cannon and the salvos of the infantry completely drowned the blessing of the body, and the bells tolled as the mourners left the church. Meno Burg, whose destiny August had done so much to shape, said that “in him I have lost a father.” The Jews of Berlin mourned the loss of their “dear friend.” The coffin was then lowered into the vault next to his parents and brothers.
The king later issued a sharp rebuke to Dr. Ehrenberg for daring to speak publicly in such a way about a member of the royal family, although it is certain that the king and the rest of the family would have privately agreed with the preacher’s words. August has indeed “impounded anything which he desired,” whether it was great palaces or beautiful young women. The preacher responded that, because of his personal devotion to the prince, he had meant by his words “judge not, that ye be not judged,” and the matter was allowed discreetly to drop. Berliners in the street were quoted as saying that St. Peter would need to bring the eleven thousand virgins to a place of safety before he should risk opening the gate of heaven to the prince. His reputation as a womanizer must have been widespread, but it seems it did nothing to diminish his popularity.
The full extent of August’s wealth, stated in the papers as being between eight and ten million taler, shocked the public, and it was widely written that he had been the wealthiest man in Prussia.
It is hard to imagine how anyone could have been so unkind to Emilie, who seemed such a kind and caring soul. There seemed no doubt that August was the love of her life, but he was also her protector, and now he was gone. She still had an ally in Uhde, of course, and she still had her father’s protection to fall back on should she need it, but she also had some powerful enemies at the royal court, particularly Prince Wittgenstein, who had never forgiven August for promoting Meno Burg to become one of Prussia’s first Jewish majors. And it seemed likely that King Frederick William IV, who had ascended the throne only three years earlier despite being well into his forties, was probably not feeling entirely secure about the position and saw Emilie as a threat. Perhaps August’s surviving family from his first two wives had also conspired against her together with the king, a prudent, conservative man, although not as reactionary as his father. The king and the prince had clashed, in fact, and August had never been particularly close to any of the king’s family. It was only August’s duty to be present on all official occasions such as parades, receptions, inaugurations and reviews that kept him in constant touch with the king’s court.
It became obvious as we read on that things very quickly deteriorated for Emilie the moment she was widowed. Upon his death, August’s own royal court, consisting of his servants, friends and courtiers, was taken over by Eduard von Waldenburg, the son of his first wife. Emilie, it seemed, was cast out into the social wilderness.
As if all that wasn’t enough for the poor young woman to have to contend with, we then discovered that her father, who was well over seventy years old and had been growing frail for some time, suddenly dropped dead of a heart attack. By now Emilie must have been shattered by events, fate having conspired so cruelly against her. The collapse of her whole world was complete when, as we found out in another document, Uhde also died a few weeks later. During her years with August, she had been allowed no other friends or allies, so now there was no one left who could help or advise her on how best to negotiate with the royal family and the prince’s court. She was left completely alone with Charlotte and unprotected in a dangerous world, knowing from past experience that there were powerful people who wished her dead so profoundly that they had already shown themselves to be willing to commission people to murder her.
When I found a note describing how August loved to romp around, “playing games with his children” it reminded me of how my father and Uncle Freddy had said that their grandmother, Charlotte, had told them how much her father, “the Prince,” enjoyed playing rough games with her on the floor of their Berlin apartment. Charlotte had also told them that she was really a “duchess” who rode only in “first-class carriages.” She had said that she was about five years old when her whole life had changed. I did some calculations and worked out that when August died in 1843, Emilie’s child would have been about five years old, so the dates fit. I knew from my father that Charlotte had died in 1906, when she was in her late sixties. But I was still unable to find any record of Charlotte in the files, or any details of what might have happened that changed her life so radically that she was still able to remember it when she was an older woman and a grandmother. Though I now had so much wonderful detail about August and Emilie’s lives together, I was completely bewildered by the absence of any mention of their mystery child.
August was dead now. He had left us and, although my hurt was profound, I knew I had to regain my composure and accept the truth. It wasn’t going to be easy though, simply to pick up the story again and leave him behind. August was a man who had meant the world to Emilie, and now here I was, all these years later, trying to distance myself from the emotional quagmire that was threatening to devour her. I had to concentrate and finish the job I had come to do. We couldn’t remain in East Germany indefinitely, despite the minister’s generosity. Besides, the walls of the archive felt as though they were closing in on us. As the days had passed, the whole atmosphere felt increasingly asphyxiating. Spending hours on end with our heads buried in papers was as unhealthy as it was intoxicating.
Ken knew the emotions I was going through, and he also knew how to shake me out of it. “Faith moves a mountain,” he said. “We have come here to do a job, Eve, and so far so good.”
In our world we had always made the best of what we had. Our journeys in life had taught us that that was the only way to think and behave, a sort of survival mentality. When the going gets tough, the only way to go forward is to be positive. Whatever the reasons for the terrible situation Emilie was in, and whatever we were going to finally come away with, August had already taught me so much about not only his life but also about mine. Meeting him in those archives was to have a lifelong effect on me.
I was immersed in reading about September 1843, just two months after he died, when I came across a letter that stunned me into silence.
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A HUMBLE PLEA
I WASN’T ABLE TO FIND THE words to attract Ken’s attention. I was internalizing the moment as I imagined the grief-stricken Emilie picking up a quill pen and writing the letter that now lay in front of me. The tip of her quill must have been thick because the ink on the page still retained its dark richness after so many years. The letter was addressed personally to the king of Prussia. My fingers were actually trembling as I lifted it reverently from the file. The writing was stylish and delicate and reminded me so much of Granny Anna’s writing, the grammar perfect. Emilie was pleading with her monarch for mercy.
I humbly ask His Majesty to please allow me to be known as “Frau von Ostrowska” [Mrs.] as I have been known throughout my years with Prince August of Prussia. The granting of this most humble request is of the highest importance to the whole of my future; I acknowledge my youthful guilt, and the great suffering I caused myself during my life with the Prince, because of my love, since inclination and youthful inexperience had decided on the fate of a 15 year-old motherless child. My own instinct is that I should not need to defend myself as I never strayed from the path of virtue; the sole consolation I can find now is in honoring the memory of the man for whom I have sacrificed everything because I have loved him with youthful ecstasy. I fervently hope that through the granting of this request the world will judge me with indulgence.
I understood as I read the letter that if Emilie was not allowed to keep the title of “Frau,” and if she was not allowed to be known as August’s widow, her fall in social status would have been both devastating and dramatic. Emilie’s passion, her whole being, stood naked before my eyes. I knew her, I understood her. I realized how she felt, the loss and the dangers she was facing. I had become Emilie, and I could see myself writing that same letter, waiting anxiously to receive a response. I understood that it was love and not money that drove her heart.
I was finally able to speak to my husband across the oblong desk.
“Ken, I’ve found a vital document. Emilie is pleading with the king. She knows that without his agreement she and Charlotte are in real danger. It’s a desperate letter. She obviously feels terrified and exposed and totally at the king’s mercy. If she cannot continue to be known as the wife of Prince August, her change in status will have a serious effect on Emilie’s life and then on Charlotte’s, I’m sure of it.”
Ken said nothing, simply holding out his hand for the letter and reading it in silence.
As he read, I went back to the file to look for a reply from the king, with my heart in my mouth. Would the king hold out at least some sort of lifeline to her, showing her some kindness in her hour of need? There didn’t seem to be anything. I dug deeper—and then I found what I was looking for.
The document seemed innocuous enough. With very little written on it, it nearly escaped my attention. It was the reply, although not from the king, which must have been what Emilie had hoped for. The short note was a devastating rebuff from Prince Wittgenstein, a reply of enormous significance to the future of the desolate young woman who had written honestly and passionately about how she had “loved August with youthful ecstasy.” The note was written and signed in Wittgenstein’s own hand and was stark in its underlying warning. I could hardly believe the cruelty of its tone. Prince Wittgenstein had written just a few dismissive words in reply to her eloquent plea for mercy.*
Your request remains unconsidered by his Gracious Majesty.
This dismissal of her vital request would have demolished Emilie. It would have signified the imminent collapse of her entire world. The short note confirmed that she was no longer the respectable widow of the prince and would be left with the responsibility to bring up their child alone. Instead, the last vestiges of any connection she might have had with August were severed and destroyed in an instant. After eleven years of living as the wife of a royal prince, she was suddenly cast completely adrift by everyone. I dived back into the papers to try to find out what happened next. What did she do? Where did she go? Who did she turn to for help? And where was Charlotte, her child?
I couldn’t find anything. There was a gaping black hole in the middle of the archive. We had been searching through those files all week, and now our time in East Germany was up. Emilie’s letter to the king was an incredible climax, but it had left us hanging over a cliff of uncertainty. We had managed to find Emilie and get to know how she had met Prince August, and we learned about their life together. But something of enormous significance must have happened after August’s death to result in my poor grandmother’s disappearing during the Holocaust. We had arrived in Merseburg believing that Emilie, and consequently Charlotte, had been Jewish. If anything, the things we had discovered had deepened the mystery surrounding my family rather than shedding any light onto it.
I could hardly bear the thought of walking away before I had managed to read every single document in the files. How I longed to prolong our stay.
“You’ve found your great-great-grandmother now,” Ken reminded me when I said how much I still wanted to know. “That was what you came here to do.”
I weighed up what we had done. Armed with all these documents and the proof that we had discovered, perhaps there was a real chance that we could uncover more evidence from other archives in the West. It did feel that it was time to go, and I nodded my agreement, suppressing any urge to stay longer. We were due to drive back to the West that evening, and the archive would be closing in a couple of hours. I had to find a way of getting longer access to the material so I could study it properly. All through the week of our searching I had been marking documents that I wanted to read in more depth, away from the pressures of the reading room, where I felt we were being watched every moment of every day. I really wanted to copy as much of the material as possible and take it back to the West with me. In part, I wanted to be able to produce it as proof for all the people who had helped me with my research at the beginning, who had faced all the same frustrations that I had faced. But the material also had immense personal value to me and my family. It was evidence that had taken a lifetime to uncover.
“How many documents have I marked?” I asked Herr Waldmann when he came in to inquire if there was anything more he could do for us.
“Two hundred and seventy-five,” he replied without a flicker of emotion crossing his face. He had obviously been keeping a running daily total. “Is there anything else we can do for you, Mrs. Haas?”
“Herr Waldmann,” I put on the sweetest smile I could manage, “you have been so helpful. I really do appreciate all the assistance that you have given to me. This means so much to me. We need to take copies of these marked documents away with us. Can you arrange this?”
“Oh no, Mrs. Haas,” he said without any hesitation. “That won’t be possible.”
His certainty felt like a slap on the face. I was devastated to think that I wasn’t going to be able to take the evidence that I needed to study.
“We may be able to arrange a microfiche to be posted to you,” he went on, obviously able to see my disappointment and immediately reigniting my hopes. “Let me find out.”
I had been pretty sure that he wouldn’t be able to answer this himself, and I was right. He scurried away to find Frau Steglitz. I knew I was pushing my luck, because it was a miracle we had been allowed access to as much material as we had, but I didn’t think we had anything to lose and I really needed to get those copies back to England. This forthright approach to asking for what we wanted had worked for us before, and maybe it would work again. I went back to reading while I waited for him to return.
When the director appeared beside us in the reading room she was wearing the same stern face with which she had greeted us when we had first arrived uninvited. It looked very much as if I were trying her patience by making yet more demands, when the minister had, in her eyes, already been more than generous in his concessions. Unsure how to deal with such a request, she had reverted to the same aggressive persona she had used when we first arrived unannounced on her doorstep.
“You want copies?” she asked, eyebrows arched with incredulity at my nerve in asking for so much. “Impossible.”
My heart sank. Although I had surpassed all my own expectations by being allowed to delve this far into the archives, I didn’t want to have to leave my search now when I was so close to finding out what had happened to Emilie and Charlotte after August’s death. There was still a huge and mysterious gap in my family’s history. If the documents all went back into the archives now, who knew how long it would be before I would be allowed access again, if ever?
“But Frau Steglitz, my whole life is in those files,” I pleaded. “It’s my history and my grandmother’s history, and my children’s. I could never hope to cover it all in a few days. There is so much more I haven’t discovered.”
“We may be able to put it onto a microfiche for you,” she said, seeming to relent surprisingly quickly and reviving my optimism yet again, just as Herr Waldmann had done only minutes earlier. “We’ll send it to you in England. There will of course be a charge.”
I tried not to show how excited I was by this offer. I had already learned that it didn’t pay to seem too thankful for anything she might do for me for fear of embarrassing her. I didn’t care how much it cost. Having got this far, I was willing to pay virtually anything they asked.
“Thank you,” I said, as calmly as I could manage. “That’s kind of you.”
She gave a curt nod, accepting my thanks, and left the room while we tidied up the loose ends with Herr Waldmann. Once he had gone, I picked up another file that was on the desk and began to read it, eager to use every moment we still had to its maximum advantage, and soon became absorbed once more.
“Herr Haas,” a voice said from the doorway, “could you spare us a moment?”
Assuming they were going to ask him for details of where to send the microfiche or how we intended to pay, I didn’t even bother to look up, and just kept reading as Ken went out to speak with whoever had called him, hungry to cover as much material as I possibly could before it was time to leave.
*See replicas of both letters at the end of this book.
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An OFFER to SPY
AFTER TEN MINUTES I REALIZED KEN hadn’t come back and began to wonder what could be keeping him. I continued thumbing through the file for another ten minutes before I could contain my curiosity no longer and went to the door to see if I could find him. Just at that moment he reappeared in the corridor and came toward me, his face ashen.
“Where have you been?” I asked. “Are you all right?”
He said nothing, just taking me by the arm and leading me to the far corner of the room where we had been sitting. He placed his mouth close to my ear, his eyes darting around the room as if terrified of something or someone. Seeing him that badly shaken, I knew it was something serious, and I felt a chill of fear passing through me. Had they changed their minds about giving us the material? Or was it worse than that? Was it possible they weren’t going to allow us to return to the West at all?
“I’ve just had a meeting with Frau Steglitz and some other man from outside the archive,” he whispered. “They’ve asked me to spy for them, and they want my first assignment to be in Washington, when I go there. They say we won’t have to pay anything for the microfiche if we help them. I told them I have no plans to go to Washington, but they refuse to let go. They know everything about my past: which countries I’ve visited, who my business contacts are, everything.”
“What did they want you to get for them in Washington?” I was shocked. It was like a scene from a James Bond movie. If it hadn’t been for the look on his face, I would have thought he was pulling my leg.
“They want me to get them intelligence documents from the space center. I told them I have never had anything to do with the space center and that I couldn’t help them because I wasn’t going there. But they don’t seem to even hear me. They know how much we want these copies, so they think they can make any demands they want. I kept on saying ‘no’ to everything they asked, and they just kept on ignoring me.”
I might have been spending my time over the previous months trying to convince Ken that he was exaggerating when he talked about the perils of East Germany, but even I could see that we were now in considerable danger. Refusing to spy for a totalitarian state when you are inside their borders is a fearful situation. Our fate was completely in their hands. If they chose to arrest us now, there would be nothing we could do and no one we could turn to for protection. There was no question of extending our stay now; we had to get across the border as quickly as possible. I looked up at the clock. It was three.
“We have two hours left,” I said, still thinking about the files that lay unread on the table, their contents unknown to us. “Let’s salvage what we can in case we don’t get another chance, and leave just as we planned to all along.”
Pale and tight-lipped, Ken nodded in agreement, and we sat down to work again as if nothing out of the ordinary had occurred. Even as I strained to follow the words I was reading, I was horribly aware of the minutes ticking away.
I tried to put everything else out of my mind to cram in as much reading as I possibly could before it was too late, concentrating on losing myself in the world of August and Emilie for what I feared might be the last time, desperate to let everything else pass me by. Ken, still visibly shaken, was trying to do the same by my side.
“Herr Haas. Frau Haas.”
Two hours later an unfamiliar voice startled me, and I look around to find a young lady who we had never seen before, beckoning us towards the door.
“The director would like to invite you to take tea with her before you leave.”
Ken and I exchanged nervous looks and stood up, like two naughty schoolchildren. Was this where they were going to make it clear that they had done us a favor and it was now our turn to repay it? Or were they going to tell us that if we didn’t agree to do what they wanted, they would be arresting us? By accepting their hospitality so quickly, had we accidentally signed a pact with the devil, for which we were now going to pay dearly? I remembered how strongly the consul in West Berlin had advised us not to make the trip across the border, warning us that they had no diplomatic relations with the East Germans. His message had been clear enough, that if we got into trouble on the other side of the border, there would be nothing he could do to help us.
Neither of us spoke as we made what felt like a very long walk to the director’s office, both of us having the same thoughts and determined not to allow the fear to show in our faces. Were we going to be driving back across the border or were we going to be looking at the inside of prison cells? Were they going to find a reason to keep us in the East until Ken had agreed to work for them? Would we be trapped in the hotel again, waiting forever for them to agree to give us permission to leave? I was desperately trying to work out what was the most likely outcome of the meeting I was now heading for.
Walking as if we were both on our way to our executions, we followed the young woman into Frau Steglitz’s office, where the director greeted us with another of her beaming smiles, apparently delighted to see us once more. It seemed her anger at my request for copies was forgotten, and likewise Ken’s refusal to spy for them. The speed with which her moods could change was unnerving. It was impossible to even guess what might truly be going on in her mind as she welcomed us in. Herr Waldmann was also in the room, his eyes glued to the floor, looking less than comfortable to be socializing with his boss. There was no sign of the other man whom Ken had met; he had melted away as if he had never been there.
“Come in, come in,” Frau Steglitz greeted us. “Please sit down and join us for tea. I am so glad that your research has gone so well this week.”
It was like she was trying to make normal, polite tea-party conversation. An immaculate tea service had been laid out for us, including a beautiful silver teapot unlike anything I had seen in use in the building all week. Had it not been for Ken’s interview with them a couple of hours before, we would have been under the impression that she considered us to be honored guests and that she was genuinely sad to see us go. But now we knew that nothing was done in that world without an ulterior motive. Our gushing hostess poured the tea as she chatted cheerily.
“Perhaps I was not so friendly when you first came to see me,” she said. “You must understand that we have not met people like you in forty years.”
Determined not to say anything that might lead to another breakdown in communications between us when there was still so much information I needed from the archives, and when we were so anxious to get back to West Berlin, we said nothing about the spying offer they had made to Ken. We concentrated instead on returning her polite teatime conversation, playing the same game as her. As Frau Steglitz chattered away as if we were old friends, I found myself warming to her in a way I hadn’t up till then, even though I knew I couldn’t trust her and that she might turn against us again at any moment. I could more than understand how living under communism had made her react the way she did when we first met. We had been asking her for favors that she could not grant, opening her up to possible reprimands from above. It was no wonder she had been so defensive. We had experienced the same reaction everywhere, from the border guards to the unfortunate Victor, who had been spirited away from our evil influence in the hotel dining room.
The conversation at the tea party remained cordial and superficial until the end, when we finally had to say good-bye and go outside to our car to return to the West.
“Be under no illusions, Evi,” Ken warned when we finally drove away, “we’ve been here long enough.”
Although I was sad to be leaving August and Emilie behind after getting to know them so well, I was relieved in many ways to be heading home. Ken was right, there was always a feeling in the East that things could turn against us at any moment, and we would have had no one to turn to if we were suddenly arrested on some trumped-up charge. Now that we knew what they had been planning, I could see that Ken had been right about their friendliness, that one should always be alert, for their politeness could be a means to an end that only they knew.
The minister had welcomed us on the first day we arrived in their country, when Ken had been so desperately bluffing to hide his fears and to disguise the fact that we had no official permission to be there. Had the minister known that he wanted to recruit Ken as a spy the day we walked into his office? It all seemed too absurd to be true. I fought to dismiss such thoughts and to keep my faith in human nature. I so much wanted things to be as I had always thought them to be. I wanted to believe that the minister was a kind and genuine man who had had a great-great-grandmother just like me; that he had only humanitarian motives for helping me. I kept raking over every detail of our interview with him in my mind. The authorities had had time to check us out after receiving our first letter requesting access to the archives. Had they already known everything about Ken’s business at that stage?
Now that I had some time to think about it, I could see it was possible that the whole day could have been orchestrated by them. Did Frau Steglitz, or someone more senior to whom she had reported, contact the minister when we arrived at Merseburg, and did he then instruct her to give us his address? That would explain why she suddenly produced it after seeming so unhelpful a few minutes before. No, I tried to convince myself, she threw us out because we were bothering her. That’s how it had felt at any rate. But she did warn us that it was forbidden to go to Potsdam, so why then did she give us the address of the ministry? Then there was the helicopter that tracked us along the autobahn. At that stage, they may have suspected that we were spies ourselves and that the whole story about my family was just an invented excuse to get into their archives. Ken had said at the time that he didn’t trust the minister and didn’t believe any of his promises. I couldn’t accept that the minister had been reeling us in from the start. I still believed that he genuinely wanted to help us, because I so much wanted that to be the truth. But was it?
What was certain was that the authorities had allowed us to see enough of the material early in our visit to make sure we would be desperate for more. Then they could put their offer on the table at the very moment when they knew how desperate I was for copies. If they were listening to our conversations at the hotel as well, they would have known exactly how badly I needed to complete my research and how much Ken was willing to put himself out to help me. They had left it until the very last moment to spring their trap. Right then, there was no point in trying to work it all out. Our first priority was to make sure we got back to the West safely.
The border we were heading for this time was in a place called Drewitz, outside Berlin. As we approached, the East German guard waved us away from the other cars and indicated we should stop. It looked like he had been expecting us, and my heartbeat quickened uncomfortably. I took some deep breaths, willing myself to stay calm.
“Austeigen!” (“Get out!”) he yelled angrily.
We obeyed, and several other guards started checking the car from end to end, working their way methodically through what looked like a well-rehearsed routine without saying another word to us. We might as well have been invisible. The original guard who had pulled us over stood with us, staring expressionless the whole time, perhaps hoping we would crack and confess to stealing something from the archive, or perhaps somehow signal they were close to finding what they were looking for in the car. I could feel my heart still thumping, not because I had a guilty conscience. We didn’t even have Victor’s promised salami, let alone any stolen papers, but I was terrified they would find something we knew nothing about. You never know what someone else might have planted on you in a situation like that. The guards appeared so certain that we were trying to hide something it seemed possible they had been tipped off, but whatever it was we knew nothing about it.
What if the authorities had decided they wanted to keep us in the country? It was quite possible that something of value from the archive could have been planted in our car. They would have had plenty of time to do whatever they wanted while we were absorbed in our work in the reading room, or having tea with Frau Steglitz. Maybe that was what the whole tea party charade had been about, a way of ensuring that we did not go back to the car until they had planted whatever they wanted us to be arrested for. My head was spinning as I tried to work out what might be about to happen. If they arrested us for spying or stealing, they could slap us straight into jail and we would have virtually no chance of proving our innocence. As the consul in West Berlin had made very clear, there would be nothing Britain could do to help us if things went wrong on this side of the Wall.
Maybe, I told myself, there was no sinister plot. Maybe they were simply worried we were trying to smuggle out some of the papers from the archive. Probably Frau Steglitz had phoned ahead and told them to check, just in case. Once they realized that we had nothing, they would have to let us pass. We just had to hold our nerve until the search was over. I glanced at Ken and, although he was pale, he was managing to look completely impassive. Apparently satisfied that the car was clean, the guards then turned their attentions to us.
“Open your handbag,” one of them ordered me. I did as he told me and passed it over. He rummaged carelessly around inside and pulled out a photograph. “What’s that?” he demanded.
“It’s an old picture of my mother,” I fired back, staring right into his face. My anger was rising at their rudeness and the invasion of my privacy. A little of my self-confidence was starting to ebb back.
Eventually satisfied that we hadn’t stolen anything, they begrudgingly ordered us back into the car and waved us through. Ken and I exchanged a relieved glance as we drove slowly forward. It seemed we were safe, at least for the moment. Although I still had a long way to go in my quest, I felt a strange sense of euphoria as we passed the West German guards. We had accomplished a great deal over the previous few weeks in the face of odds stacked highly against us.
After a long night’s sleep, we flew back to England, bursting with excitement at the thought of sharing everything we had learned with the boys. When we finally walked through our front door in Highgate, it felt very good to be home, however much I might have wanted to stay on in that reading room in Merseburg until I had extracted every possible drop of information. Now all I had to do was wait patiently to see if the microfiches turned up.
I had played this waiting game before, and I knew just how hard on the nerves it could be, but it was a lot better than being locked up in an East German prison. I felt that I was finally getting closer to Anna. I had promised I would never forget her, and I felt so uplifted by the lengths we had gone to prove it. For a while, I tried to shut Emilie and August and Charlotte out of my mind and think of other things, but it was impossible. I had become so determined to find out what had happened to them that I knew in my heart that if the microfiche didn’t arrive I would have to think of another way to uncover the truth and get the answers that I needed.
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CALLING THEIR BLUFF
I CAREFULLY HID MY ANXIETIES FROM Ken, as I crept into our front room day after day to watch the mailman making his way up the road toward us. Each time he approached our front door, I wrestled with my emotions, wondering whether he would realize my dreams and deliver the treasured prize from Merseburg. After ten days of mail watching, and hiding my disappointment when a letter failed to show up, an envelope from the archive suddenly appeared, just when the minister’s letter dropped on our doorstep. Picking it up off the mat with trepidation, I gave it a surreptitious squeeze, hoping to feel a microfiche inside, but even before I opened it I knew that it was only a letter. Ken was standing beside me as I carefully slit open the envelope, unfolded the letter, and read it out loud:
Your two hundred and seventy-five documents are now ready, and they will be forwarded to you immediately on receipt of the documents from Washington.
There was no invoice. I didn’t know whether to laugh at the ludicrousness of their attempt to recruit Ken for their impossible mission, or to cry at my disappointment at yet another delay in finding out what had happened to my ancestors. It seemed they had decided to ignore Ken’s refusal to be recruited for their secret mission to Washington and intended to continue as if it were going forward.
“This could spell disaster,” I said once I’d had a few minutes for the importance of it to sink in. “They’re trying to trap us, Ken. We have to report it. We should go at once to the Foreign Office and explain what has happened.”
Everyone in authority in those days took the communist threat to the Western way of life very seriously. At that time the Soviet empire was perceived to be a superpower, and no one ever imagined that the whole façade would crumble away to nothing fifteen years later. There were still stories appearing in the papers all the time about agents being murdered all over the world, and John le Carré’s bestselling spy novels were believed to be an accurate picture of the espionage world of the time. Just because we were back in London wouldn’t mean that we were beyond their reach should they decide to come looking for us.
All intelligence matters dealing with Eastern Europe were always treated seriously. The communists were seen then in the same light that terrorists are now. So we had no trouble persuading the person at the Foreign Office who took our call to make an appointment for us to come in for a meeting immediately. In fact, we found ourselves in Whitehall the very next morning. The man we were taken to meet towered over us as he came out to shake hands. I noticed he had the biggest feet and the longest fingers I have ever seen. I would say he was in his mid-forties. He introduced himself as James Howard.
“I’m Head of Station,” he said, once we were sitting down in his office. “Tell me what I can do for you.”
I spun out our story for him as best I could. There was so much to tell, and as I talked I wondered whether my words sounded believable. He listened with rapt attention, absent-mindedly tapping a pencil on his desk as tea was brought in.
Mr. Howard shook his head as I reached the climax of the story. “They are very naughty,” he said, when I finally finished and pulled out the letter we had received the day before. It was as if he were talking about a bunch of schoolboys who had been caught smoking behind the bike sheds. “This is no way to behave. You have been put in danger and in an impossible position. As you know, we have no diplomatic relations with East Germany, so we have to handle things a bit delicately. Do you still need these documents, and do you want to maintain your relationship with the people at the archives?”
“Oh, yes,” I said, very quickly. “I most certainly do. I need those documents, I really do, and I must be able to talk to Herr Waldmann on the phone whenever I need to check something. It will be a complete disaster if I lose my access to them.”
He nodded his understanding. “Leave it to us,” he said. “Don’t worry, we’ll fix it for you.”
We said a big thank-you to the spymaster and took our leave.
“Ken, I am impressed,” I admitted once we were outside. “Should I be? How could they possibly fix it? The East Germans are under no obligation at all. They can deny that the documents even exist, can’t they?”
“These people know exactly what to do, Evi,” he assured me.
“But, we don’t have any diplomatic relations.”
“We have to wait, let them do their work,” he said. “It’s the waiting game again.”
I was relieved to have the Foreign Office involved. Now I felt that we had some protection, although I couldn’t see how the Foreign Office would have much effect if there was no diplomatic contact between the two countries. I had a horrible feeling I was never going to hear another word from Frau Steglitz or Herr Waldmann and that my research might now have come to an end.
We went home, not knowing what was going to happen next, sifting eagerly through the mail each morning and going away disappointed each time. After three weeks, however, another letter with an East German stamp arrived. I opened it and held my breath. It was short and to the point, and there was an invoice attached for around three hundred pounds. I read the brief letter over and over to make sure I had understood it.
On receipt of your payment we shall send your documents.
“Ken, Ken, we’ve done it,” I shouted. “Our man at the ministry is a magician.”
I ran to find Ken, waving the letter excitedly, bumping into Timothy and throwing my arms around him and jumping up and down in my excitement. “They somehow managed it.”
Three hundred pounds was an awful lot of money in those days, but if it produced the documents it would be worth every penny. To send money to East Germany we had to make special arrangements in person with our bank, so we headed off into Hampstead the same day. That night we talked of nothing else, wondering if we had lost our money, since there would have been no way to follow it up.
But fate was on our side once more. The crucial evidence that Ken and I had gathered in East Germany, the microfiche with all of the 275 documents that we had selected, plopped through the mail slot as promised ten days later. As if by magic, all that I had hoped and prayed for was literally delivered to our doorstep. This time we actually went out and bought a bottle of champagne to celebrate. I was ecstatic. Now I could spend as long as I needed studying the papers in my search for the answers, and I could take the evidence to show to the network of historians and experts I had built up in the West since my search first began. Most important, the microfiche that arrived that day spurred me on and made me even more determined to find the missing piece of the jigsaw. I was sure that whatever had happened to Emilie and Charlotte after the king’s refusal to allow Emilie to keep the title “Frau” could help to explain why Granny Anna met the fate she did.
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The PRINCE in ENGLAND
OVER THE FOLLOWING YEARS, THERE WAS seldom a moment when I wasn’t thinking about the stories of August, Emilie, Charlotte and Anna, turning over all the possibilities in my head, trying out different theories and speculations, trying to merge guesswork with the basic historical facts I had been able to put together. I had always been curious about my family’s past, but I had never anticipated how completely the hunt for the truth would take over my thoughts. During the long weeks of waiting for the microfiche, I had been making new contacts wherever I could, calling and writing to museums, archives, antiquarian booksellers and anyone else I could think of who just might have something in their files that would shed even the tiniest bit of light on the mysteries surrounding my ancestors.
All of these paths were leading to dead ends, just as they always had, despite the fact that I managed to infect many of my newfound contacts with my own obsessions and they would go well beyond the call of duty in their attempts to help me.
I thought about my Granny Anna: she was my reason for embarking on this incredible journey of discovery. How clever it was of her, and so selfless, so typical, to hand the small notebook over to my father when she did in 1932, just before she left Berlin for Czechoslovakia. Through that one small action, the book had ended up in my hands. I had managed to find my way around the obstructive East German bureaucracy and past the wishes of an all-powerful nineteenth-century Prussian monarch to dig up facts that they had all wanted buried, so I wasn’t about to give up now, no matter how many new obstacles were placed in my path or how discouraged I might feel some days.
“I just want to uncover the truth,” I would tell Ken whenever he questioned the amount of time I was dedicating to the search. But I still couldn’t find out what had happened to Emilie after August’s death. And their daughter, Charlotte, seemed to be completely invisible still. Resolving the last remaining piece of the puzzle was an uphill struggle. I didn’t know where to go or what to do to find the answers, though I did accept that returning to Merseburg was out of the question. Maybe this final impasse was why my mother and father warned me not to try to find out anything to begin with. Maybe they understood that once I set off down that path, I would become too involved and might well end up bitterly disappointed.
Back in England, I requested permission to search in the Queen’s private archive at Windsor Castle and was graciously given as much access as I needed. There I discovered that August had been a friend of the Duke of Wellington (the Iron Duke), and I found a book of letters from Princess Charlotte, the youngest daughter of the prince regent (the son of George III). The princess wrote about how August had been invited to London with King Frederick William III in 1814 to attend the victory celebrations a year after he had defeated Napoleon at Leipzig. (They didn’t realize that as they celebrated, Napoleon was already hatching his plan to escape from captivity in Elba.)
The papers of the time wrote of how August was revered by the British for his bravery and for masterminding Napoleon’s downfall as inspector general and head of the Prussian artillery. In letters from Wellington to August, which I found at Southampton University, the duke marveled at the loyalty August had inspired in his troops, asking him how he managed it. Although sadly I have not been able to trace August’s reply, it was well documented how much he cared about his men and how well he looked after them. Whenever he went into battle, he always led from the front, putting himself directly in the firing line. His men responded to this by giving him their undying loyalty. He was an heroic figure in every sense of the word, exactly the sort of leader who can inspire other people to achieve great things.
The Iron Duke would later visit Berlin to meet August on his way to the funeral for Alexander I, the tsar of Russia, long after the Napoleonic Wars had ended.
While he was in London, the thirty-six-year-old August took part in the grand parade staged to celebrate Napoleon’s defeat and the return of the French royal family from London to Paris. He also took part in a salute for the tsar of Russia in Hyde Park. He would have been dressed with all his usual splendor for such occasions, and his dashing figure was spotted by Princess Charlotte, who was eighteen at the time and the prince regent’s heir apparent. In one letter, the princess wrote that she thought him by far the most impressive-looking man among the many leaders gathered there.
As the next in line to rule England, Charlotte was not free to love whoever she chose. Her father wanted her to marry William of Orange, the heir to the throne of Holland. It was a match that Charlotte herself was not happy about.
At a state dinner thrown by the prince regent at Carlton House, the princess was determined to make an impression on the glamorous Prussian war hero and appeared in what was described in the records as a “shimmering” dress. August, not surprisingly, was unable to resist the temptation, and the couple began a short, clandestine affair. Charlotte lived in Warwick House, which was right next door to Carlton House. The two of them quietly sidled out of the banqueting hall and conducted their affair in the privacy and comfort of her boudoir. He was at the time separated from his first wife, and things became so intense between him and Charlotte that he even promised to marry her as soon as he was able. From their private correspondence, I had no doubt about their mutual infatuation.
When Charlotte’s father learned of the affair, August left England immediately to avoid a scandal. He returned home, where the Prussian king appointed him as his representative to negotiate on his behalf at the Congress of Vienna, at which various representatives and diplomats were meeting to agree on the future frontiers of Europe—just as Napoleon at the time had escaped from exile on Elba.
While August was in Vienna, Princess Charlotte wrote him of her hopes that he would return to Britain to ask for parliament’s permission to marry her. August, it seemed, was taking advantage of the endless round of society balls and festivities in Vienna and did not hurry back to London as he had apparently promised Charlotte he would, quite possibly because the girl’s father had expressed his disapproval of the match. When he failed to return as she expected, Princess Charlotte was brokenhearted.
The English princess must have been considered a loose cannon by the British establishment, because she was put under house arrest by her unkind father until she agreed to give up all hope of marrying Prince August and instead marry Prince Leopold of Sachsen-Coburg, a Russian general who would later become king of the Belgians. While advantageous to the royal family, it seems unlikely that her marriage was a love match. As if her story wasn’t sad enough, she died soon afterward giving birth to a stillborn child. Life could be hard for even the most well-born and privileged women in those times. The more I read, the more clearly I could picture my swashbuckling and famous great-great-grandfather, and the more sympathy I felt for the many women in the family who had been forced to live in his considerable shadow, particularly Emilie.
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VISITING AUGUST
BY NOW I WAS FEELING AS if I were as deeply within Prince August’s thrall as the women who knew him when he was alive. Everything about him was fascinating, and I was always hungry for more information and more details about his life. I wanted to visit August’s birthplace, which was his father’s summer palace in Friedrichsfelde, in what was now East Germany. I had read in the archives about how the usual tranquility of the palace had been shattered on September 26, 1779, by the christening party thrown for the baby son of Prince Ferdinand and his wife, Princess Anna Elisabeth Louise.
Despite the fact that Prince August was the royal couple’s sixth child, it was inevitable that it would be a grand event. Prince Ferdinand was the younger brother of the king, Friedrich II, Europe’s most famous monarch, better known in history as “Frederick the Great.” Anna Elisabeth Louise was Frederick’s (and Ferdinand’s) niece. Frederick arrived from Sanssoucci Palace in Potsdam for the christening of August riding in his old-fashioned, silver-trimmed coach, drawn by eight horses. The rest of the royal family were already assembled there and waiting for him, including his queen (who remained enormously loyal to him throughout her life, despite the fact that she hardly ever saw him) and the young wife of the heir to the Russian throne, who was also a niece of August’s proud mother.
It must have been a glorious sight to have so many powerful and wealthy European titles in one place, so many of them interlinked by propitious marriages and a network of family ties. The ceremony started, and the newest addition to the family was formally presented to the king, his uncle. August would spend his first five summers and autumns at this palace with his brothers and sisters, until their parents moved to the newly built Bellevue Palace (the present-day office and residence of the German president).
I was curious to see the place that would have had such a formative effect on the person he became.
It was 1985 by the time I finally arrived at the palace, over two hundred years after August had lived there. My years of research meant that I came armed with an enormous fund of knowledge about the life that lay ahead of the tiny baby who had been at the center of that christening and the small child who had subsequently played in the surrounding gardens. By 1985 the bad feelings of the Cold War were starting to improve, but it was still a frightening thought for Ken and me to return to the East and risk rekindling the whole spying affair, even though more than twelve years had passed since our time in Merseburg. We told ourselves that what happened was at the height of the Cold War, a long while ago, and it must now be safer. We made what we felt was a practical decision and brushed any negative thoughts away.
This time we took the subway train, called the S-Bahn, which delivered us to Friedrichstrasse, the border station. There we stepped out and met the border guards again. Past experiences had left their mark on me, and I couldn’t help feeling nervous. By that time the situation between East and West was very different, and we had been told that a thaw had set in. It should have felt less threatening, but those dark memories we had carried over the years still haunted us, and it took all of my self-control not to show them how I felt when I heard their angry voices and saw their cold eyes. We obeyed their orders without question. I was taken into one room by an interrogator while Ken was told to remain outside. I didn’t like being parted from him at all, but I didn’t want to cause any trouble. To my horror, I heard the lock on the door click behind me as I went in. So, this was the result of thawing relations?
Why did they feel the need to lock me in when firing questions at me, unless it was simply to intimidate me? Forcing myself to keep calm, I sat as instructed and answered questions as politely as I could for what seemed like an age. My interrogator wanted to know all about my life, asking searching and intrusive questions about what I planned to do in East Germany that day. My biggest worry was that he would contact someone who would know that Ken had refused to spy for them on our last visit, and that we were on a list somewhere. I tried to quell my fears, but my interrogator was not letting up, so maybe he already knew about us. My imagination was running riot, and I was expecting him to start throwing accusations at me at any moment.
Eventually, he seemed to back off and didn’t appear to make any connection to our past visits. I came out through another exit and Ken was then led in to the room and interrogated behind the same locked doors. After twenty-five minutes we were told we could continue on our journey. As we boarded the U-Bahn, another train, to our final destination outside Berlin, Friedrichsfelde, Ken explained that despite the so-called “thaw” their policy was still one of intimidation and fear.
We walked down a long driveway to reach the palace where August had been born, and as we walked I imagined Frederick the Great riding along this very road in his silver coach to join the christening party. We had no idea what we would find once we went inside the palace.
A small boy was walking with his father in front of us. “Who lives behind that wall, Papa?” he asked, pointing to a high wall that separated August’s old home from the house next door.
“Only idiots, my son,” the man spat contemptuously. “Idiots are living in there.”
The East Germans, it seemed, had turned the neighboring property into a mental institution.
Eventually realizing that they had a place of historical interest on their hands, the authorities had started arranging for guided tours of the former palace, and we duly joined one that was about to be taken inside. The guide was a woman who talked confidently about the history of the house, but when she mentioned the names of the many previous occupants, neither Prince August nor his family were among them. I couldn’t work out whether I thought she was rewriting history under official instruction or if she really didn’t know that they had lived there. I kept quiet until we got upstairs and I managed to get her on her own.
“Which room did Prince Ferdinand, Frederick the Great’s brother, use as his office?” I asked innocently. “And do you know where in the house Prince August was born?”
The poor woman looked panic-stricken for a moment at being asked something unexpected, and then obviously decided there was no option but to come clean.
“Yes, of course,” she said, “Prince August and his family also lived here too.”
She then moved on quickly before I could ask why she had not thought such facts important enough to mention during the tour. We had come all this way to visit August’s family’s former home, only to find that the East German establishment still wanted to forget that Prince August had ever existed. It seemed there would never be an end to the layers of mystery surrounding the family. Much later I discovered that a similar historical erasure had happened at the palace in Prillvitz where Emilie spent much of her time. The building became a hotel, and my son Timothy called the owner to find out if he knew anything about the family’s connection to the building. The owner was thrilled to hear about our family story, because, he said, “Part of the history of this house is a complete mystery to us.” He encouraged Timothy to tell him everything he knew.
“There is a complete blank,” he explained when Timothy had finished, “between the years of 1820 and 1845. There are no records of Prince August having lived here or what went on. I just don’t understand it, because usually records in these parts are detailed and well documented, unless the bombing in the war destroyed them, which is not the case here.”
When Ken and I were on our way back from the house at Friedrichsfelde, we decided the time had finally come for us to visit August himself. To do that we needed to go to the Dome, a cathedral in East Berlin that housed the bodies of the Prussian kings and many other senior members of the Hohenzollern family. It required us to make a special detour and throughout the journey I felt a range of emotions creeping up on me. August’s funeral was foremost in my mind, with images of Emilie having to watch from the sidelines pervading my thoughts again. Traveling around the Eastern Bloc still served as a constant reminder to us how lucky we were to enjoy the freedoms that we took for granted in England, our country of refuge. The Dome was exactly as I had imagined it to be, a majestic and beautifully rounded building befitting the status it had acquired as the final resting place for Prussia’s elite. We discovered that it was being restored and that the coffins of the Prussian kings and their families were on display where they had been safely preserved for so many years.
Standing there, next to the man who had had such a profound effect on my life, was spine-chilling. Nearly fifty years had passed since my father had given me August’s notebook to hold in my hands, and now here I was right next to him, running my hand over what seemed like a well-fashioned oak surface. Inside the coffin was the man who had been part of so many historical events and had influenced so many people’s lives, in Prussia and in Europe during one of its most tumultuous periods: August the defender, who refused to give in to Napoleon’s conquering ambitions. It seemed as if the scandal of August’s last years with Emilie had consigned him to the dustbin of history for over a century. But now my rediscovery of his life meant that history itself had to be rewritten to include events that had been so carefully tucked away from prying eyes, first by the royal establishment and then the communists.
We had read that August had stipulated that he wanted nothing extravagant when he died, that his coffin should be “plain and fashioned from ordinary wood.” Despite this stipulation, it still looked very substantial. There was a golden crown placed at the head, but otherwise it was not overly decorated or showy like the ones belonging to other family members. To be standing so close to this man I felt I had grown to know so much about produced an intense feeling in me, like visiting a dear friend after a long separation.
22
An ALLY in BERLIN
ALTHOUGH THE DIRECTOR OF THE DAHLEM archive in West Berlin had not been very agreeable when I had gone there at the start of my quest in 1973, I decided to go back there a few years later with some of the documents that I now had in my possession. I thought that if I could show him that it was possible to find material, even if it was buried behind the Iron Curtain, he might be inspired to dig a little deeper in his own files. To my delight I discovered that the director I had met previously had retired and been replaced by a gentle man named Dr. Eckart Henning, who responded to my story with all the amazement and enthusiasm I could have hoped for.
“I think they must have a love affair with you to give you access to all this,” he laughed as I spread copies of some of the documents before him. “This is unheard of; we have no record of them doing this for anyone before. Do you have any idea how many Americans come over trying to prove they have a connection to the royal Hohenzollern family, hoping to get some of the status and perhaps even some of the money? They all get turned away at the door, but you they have invited in to their parlor. Do you know anything about the legacy of August’s grandfather, Frederick William I?”
“A little,” I replied.
“Well, Prince August had agreed not to leave any legitimate heirs. At the end of his life, much of his wealth was returned to the crown. It was a stipulation in Frederick William I’s original will that the legacy August received could only be inherited by those who left legitimate heirs.
“I assume you know that we do have some papers here on the Gottschalk family and Prince August?” he asked. “They were apparently hidden in a drawer. We do not know by whom.”
“No,” I said, feeling even more bewildered. Was there no end to the layers of historical subterfuge that my poor family had been subjected to? “Your predecessor told us there was nothing here about Prince August, and certainly not about the Gottschalks. In fact he told me he had never heard of the name. Why would he say that if it wasn’t true?”
“I have no idea, but I will arrange for you to see these papers,” Dr. Henning said helpfully. “Please come with me, I’ll fetch them now.”
He made a call and a few minutes later led Ken and me to a private room, where we found a set of papers laid out before us on a table.
“These are all we have on the Prince August,” he explained before leaving Ken and me to go back to our studies, just as we had done in Merseburg, as hungry as ever for new information.
“This is extraordinary,” I said after a few minutes, waving a piece of paper in the air. “It’s Isadore Gottschalk, August’s tailor again. According to this he sued August in the 1820s. His daughter, Friederike Gottschalk, is accusing August of seducing her. She claims she was visiting the prince to collect a debt owed to her cousin, Goldman, who was an actor. Apparently Louis Ferdinand, August’s brother, borrowed money from the actor just before he was killed at Saalfield in 1806. Friederike went to the Bellevue Palace to see the prince for settlement of his late brother’s debt. It seems her father, Isadore Gottschalk, had been thrown into a debtor’s prison and she needed the money in order to secure a release.”
If a man as well born and wealthy as Louis Ferdinand had borrowed money from a humble actor, it would suggest that Louis Ferdinand was leading a fairly dissolute life. In his own defense, August denied completely the Gottschalk girl’s accusation that he had forced himself on her at the meeting. As evidence in his defense, he was able to prove that she had returned the next day for a second visit. He claimed that when she first came to him, imploring him to honor his late brother’s debt, he had told her to come back the next day to receive some money. He claimed that she then framed him and accused him of seduction in order to create a scandal and fleece him of a great deal more money than his brother’s original debt. If that was the case, then the girl’s plan worked perfectly because, according to the file now in front of me, although the allegation was unproven the king still commanded August to settle his brother’s outstanding debt and to pay a further sum in order to avoid the scandal getting more out of control. Given the prince’s vulnerability because of this and his attraction to the young ladies of Berlin, it is understandable that he was easy prey for such allegations and that the Gottschalk girl might have seen an opportunity to extract money from a man who was well known for his love of life.
Friederike Gottschalk went on to give birth to a daughter who she claimed was the product of the alleged seduction, a mentally handicapped girl called Agnes. August was not willing to accept that the child was his without a fight, and his spies found out that at the same time she was paying him the two visits, she was also frequenting nearby army camps and it was said that she had been sleeping around with the soldiers. It was a story that would have delighted the tabloid editors of today.
August never admitted anything, but there was a record of his making financial provision for Agnes to be looked after for the whole of her life. It would not be unheard of for someone like the prince to help out a man like Isadore Gottschalk out of the goodness of his heart, even if he didn’t have a guilty conscience. The fact was, aside from the accusations that surely must have angered him, it was clear to August that his old tailor was in dire financial straits in a debtors’ prison. It would have been obvious that Isadore couldn’t possibly afford to pay for the upbringing of his daughter’s disabled child. August may simply have felt sorry for him.
This new information was making me even more confused. If the Gottschalks had been angry enough at August to level such accusations at him, how did Emilie’s daughter end up bearing their name? We were gathering more and more pieces to the jigsaw, but still none of them seemed to fit together to create a coherent picture of what might have happened.
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A POISONOUS LEGACY
DESPITE ALL THE HELP WE WERE receiving from Dr. Henning, we were still none the wiser about Charlotte, and, as had happened before, the relationship between the prince and his tailor’s family appeared to be far more complicated than we could have imagined. It sometimes felt like every time we took one step forward we then had to take two back. My spirits would soar with every new bit of information that came my way, and then I would meet another brick wall.
While we were in Berlin, I had been wracking my brains to think where I might be able to find out more about what happened to Emilie and Charlotte in 1843, after August died. It was such a crucial time for all of them, and I was determined to find out more about it. So Ken and I went to another archive to look through the city’s address books from the nineteenth century, the precursors of modern-day telephone books. We were nonchalantly turning the pages, not really sure what we were looking for when a name leaped off the page at us. To my astonishment, listed there for all to see was Emilie, in her married name as “Frau” (Mrs.) von Ostrowska, just as she had described herself in her letter to the king. August had boldly decided that the whole world could know that she was married to him.
This must have been known and addressed during their married years together, just as she had told the king in her letter. Then, tense with excitement, I checked the next edition of the address book, published after August had died. Emilie’s listing was there again, but this time the effect of the Wittgenstein reply to her letter had taken hold and she was now being listed as “Fraulein” (Miss). In those four additional letters her link to August was officially erased forever. Her new status as an unmarried woman with a child was stark, and the ramifications would have been very frightening. Not only would this change have been humiliating, it would have meant that Emilie’s world was falling apart. The change had been made, and she would have had no choice but to accept the consequences. The king’s wishes had been carried out, and Emilie, stripped of her married status, must have found her position impossible.
That would have been the same year that Charlotte told my father and uncle everything in her life “changed completely.” It was hard to believe that any mother would voluntarily give up her only child, especially when she had just been widowed and was feeling very alone and vulnerable. So did that mean the establishment had put pressure on her to give the child away, just as callously as they had taken away her married status?
Whatever the reasons, it seemed that just after losing her husband, her father and her trusted friend, August’s secretary Uhde, Emilie must also have lost her only daughter and her last connection to her beloved husband and partner of eleven years. If that was what happened, then the cruelty of it was unbearable to even think about.
I was still having trouble working out what all this would have meant as far as my great-grandmother, Charlotte, was concerned. Had August secretly hoped to legitimize his descendants by marrying Emilie? Would that have been why the king was angry with them both?
“My great-grandmother just doesn’t seem to exist in the records,” I kept explaining to anyone who would listen. “All we know is that for some reason she was given the name of this Jewish family, Gottschalk, when in fact she was a Hohenzollern princess.”
As soon as we got back to London, we returned once more to studying the documents on the microfiches that Frau Steglitz had sent us, searching for clues that we might now be able to spot, armed with the new information we had unearthed in Berlin. I was still having trouble working out the financial situation within the Hohenzollern family, but I was coming to believe that it would prove to be crucial to solving the mystery. Dr. Henning had explained the whole thing to me in principle, but then I uncovered some letters in an archive that gave an account of an event that had occurred before any of August’s marriages at the turn of the nineteenth century.
Reading the papers, I realized that August’s mother, Princess Ferdinand, had unwittingly caused a problem for her son after Prince Heinrich, August’s uncle and a brother of Frederick the Great, died and left most of his private assets to his favorite nephew, August’s brother Louis Ferdinand. Princess Ferdinand had always adored August to the detriment of her two other sons, even reputedly having him sleep in her room with her when he was a boy. Many believed that it was her preference for him that had given him his over-developed sense of self-esteem and his famous obstinacy. When she was later told of Louis Ferdinand’s death, Princess Ferdinand’s first words were reportedly, “Thank God it wasn’t August.”
Their mother had always been scathing about the louche lifestyle of Louis Ferdinand, and was horrified at the thought of him coming into yet another huge fortune without sharing it with August. So she took the matter to the king, the financially strapped Frederick William III, asking him to intervene on August’s behalf and divide the money equally between the two brothers, so that August received a fair share of this inheritance.
However, when Princess Ferdinand requested the king’s intervention, his Majesty’s advisers went back to Frederick William I’s original bequest to his sons, Heinrich and Ferdinand (August’s father), and determined that the original inheritance consisted of Crown properties and many other assets that should have gone to their other brother, Frederick the Great, who was the new king at the time. As a result of his investigations, the reigning monarch, Frederick William III, saw to it that the entire bequest now fell into dispute. Apparently alarmed by the scale of the Crown’s wealth in the hands of August’s family, the king seized his chance by attempting to claw it back. So he replied to Princess Ferdinand by presenting both August and Louis Ferdinand with an agreement that he insisted the two brothers had to sign. That agreement prevented them from leaving legitimate heirs. The result of this would be that all the disputed assets now in the hands of their father, Ferdinand, would be returned to the Crown once both sons died.
The princess had made a grave error in judgment by bringing the matter to the king’s attention, not having imagined for a second that he would rake up something from so far in the past and try to seize the inheritance for himself. She must have been shocked at the result of her own actions. Had she simply bided her time until Louis Ferdinand’s death, the entire legacy of Frederick William I, a huge fortune, would have ended up with her favorite son’s heirs rather than going back to the Crown after his death. I would imagine August and his brother must have been deeply unhappy with her at the time, but it was too late for them to do anything about it. This whole financial situation must have added to the paranoia that the king and his advisors felt toward Emilie, fearing that if the young widow took her case to the lawyers, Charlotte might well end up with a claim to the Crown’s vast fortunes as well as a claim on succession, particularly if she bore a male heir. It was extraordinary to think that so much rested on the shoulders of one tiny, innocent baby girl. She could have had no idea how many generations of jealousy and ill-feeling between different branches of her famous family stretched back behind her.
So it was that much of the huge fortune that had been kept from Frederick the Great by his father (probably because he disapproved of his son’s homosexuality) finally ended up with August, with the supreme irony that because of his mother’s intervention none of his heirs would benefit.
I had already read about how badly Frederick the Great was treated by his tyrannical father, almost like a slave. It was no wonder, with such a terrible family history, that August had been nervous about what Wittgenstein might do to his bride. I knew August would have been the conservative Wittgenstein’s worst nightmare. The prince was wealthy, directly in line to the throne, popular with an army that had prospered under his modernization, and extremely liberal in his views compared with the king and his close advisors. August’s championing of the Jews horrified Wittgenstein, who was constantly fighting to maintain the iron grip of conservatism on Prussia.
My head had been whirling as I tried to take in all the machinations of this complicated family from which I now knew I had sprung. So many names and so many generations all intermingling, it was hard to get a clear picture beyond the fact that by the time the money reached August, it was a massive fortune, far bigger than the one controlled by the king himself. In those times money meant power, even more directly than it does today, which often led to bitter rivalries springing up within wealthy families and meant that thrones were always vulnerable.
One thing was crystal clear to me at this point. With August’s death, Emilie’s and Charlotte’s lives were in peril. There had already been a serious attempt on Emilie’s life, and with the possibility that Charlotte could make a legitimate claim to the Hohenzollern family fortune—and without August to protect her—her disappearance from historical records was almost inevitable.
The burning question for me remained: what had happened to Emilie and Charlotte?
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FINDING CHARLOTTE
AS THE LEADS KEPT PILING UP, Ken and I were going back to Berlin regularly in our continued search for any possible scraps of information about what had happened to Charlotte. I had found her marriage certificate among my father’s papers when I first set out on my search. She had married a man called Sigmund Baumann, who my Uncle Freddy told me had been her next-door neighbor in Berlin. But I still desperately wanted to find her grave and any information at all about her birth. She was likely born in Prillwitz, because, according to the archives, that was where Emilie had been staying at the time I believed Charlotte was born. I had hoped to be able to find the registration of the birth in that area, but when I contacted the local records office they had no record of either Charlotte von Ostrowska or Charlotte Gottschalk.
Given that we knew more about Charlotte at the end of her life than the beginning, I believed I stood a better chance of finding her grave if I just searched long enough. But there had been two world wars in Europe since her death, and enormous social upheavals, particularly for any family that was believed to be of Jewish descent, so even that was going to be a challenge.
I knew about the big Jewish cemetery in Weissensee, a suburb of East Berlin, and we decided in the mid-1980s to see if Charlotte was buried there. This time we crossed the border in a taxi with no problems. I half expected to be met by yet another dead end once we got there, and when we arrived and saw the size of the place my heart sank. It was a far bigger area than I could ever have imagined, and the graves seemed to stretch to every horizon. We went to see the cemetery’s director and managed to convey the importance of our quest.
“We have many thousands of grave names,” she admitted as she hauled out the records books, “but I will try and find her for you.”
I gave her the name of Charlotte’s husband, Sigmund Baumann, as it was likely the entry would be in his family name, and the dates of her life from 1838 to 1906. I was pretty sure that she had been born in 1838 because of notes that August had left and because of his concerned instructions regarding his young wife while she was at Prillwitz that year. I looked over the woman’s shoulder as she searched through the book. Like so many things German, everything appeared efficiently documented and laid out.
It didn’t take long at all, in fact not more than ten minutes, before Charlotte’s name rose to the surface. She was listed as a Baumann as I had thought. Seeing her name gave me a strange feeling, taking me back to the circumstances of her life and the days and months leading up to her birth.
“Charlotte’s grave is deep inside the cemetery,” the director told us, “I will take you to it.”
It seemed increasingly likely that Emilie and the prince had waited as long as they did to have a child because they realized the danger any baby they produced would be in. Maybe Emilie begged August to allow her this one thing, and he eventually decided to indulge her, knowing how much else she had sacrificed to be there waiting for him whenever he returned home from his army duties. This was purely guesswork, because there were some questions I knew it was unlikely we would ever be able to find the answers to, no matter how long we hunted. Would the gravestone supply me with any information, or was I going to arrive at the grave only to be disappointed once more? After all these years, would the writing on the stone have been eroded away?
As we began our long walk to find Charlotte’s final resting place, I peered at the many headstones we passed, and any hopes that I harbored quickly faded when I saw that many of the inscriptions were no longer legible. Ken was holding my hand as we followed the woman on what seemed like an endless journey to meet Charlotte.
At the time Charlotte was born, succession was a more precarious business than it is today. Early death could strike at any time when kings and princes were as liable as any other soldier to die in battle or of incurable diseases. As we had discovered, they could even be murdered by members of their own family. Thrones were always in danger of being usurped by new family members who felt they had a valid claim. I could understand now that a pregnant Emilie would have been seen as a terrible potential threat by the king and his advisors. Once the baby was born, she too would be in tremendous danger. The fact that Charlotte was allowed to survive and went on to live to the age of sixty-eight was something of a miracle when you considered the forces stacked against her.
“I hope it won’t be long now,” the director said as we walked on and on.
I felt increasingly emotional as we made our way through the rows and rows of headstones in search of this poor woman who had been cut off and rejected by her birth family and forgotten by history. By the time we found her, I wasn’t able to stop the tears from brimming up. I couldn’t believe that we were actually standing in front of Charlotte’s grave and that I was reading the inscription: “CHARLOTTE BAUMANN, BORN GOTTSCHALK,” and the date was still visible. “SEPTEMBER 25TH, 1838.”
“It all fits, Ken,” I said. “The false birth name and the date. Charlotte would have been around five years old when her father died in 1843, just as she always said.”
After so many years of searching and wondering, I had found the final resting place of my great-grandmother, Anna’s mother and Emilie’s lost child, buried next to her husband, Sigmund. How different everything could have been for dear Charlotte.
Ken said nothing, just putting his arm around my shoulders to comfort me as I sobbed partly from sadness at the thought of what she must have gone through as a child, and partly with relief at the fact that I had finally found her. Vandals had split the headstone in two. I couldn’t imagine who would have done such a thing as I knelt down and stroked the broken stone.
“Don’t worry, Charlotte,” I said out loud, “we’ve found you now. I’ll put this right.”
It appeared that Charlotte’s one lucky break was to have been born a girl. Had she been a boy, it seems unlikely that Wittgenstein and his cronies would have taken the risk of sparing her life once the prince, her father and protector, was gone. Charlotte herself must have been confused about exactly what had happened between her parents and the rest of the Hohenzollern family, so it was not surprising that her descendants became even more confused as the stories became distorted from inaccurate retelling. But what exactly did she know, and did she pass on all that she knew? Why was her daughter, Anna, so convinced of her own Jewish background? Was she trying to protect Anna from something in the same way that my father, Hans, had been trying to protect me?
Charlotte had on more than one occasion told her amused grandsons that she really was a duchess, but that didn’t mean that Anna, to whom Charlotte gave birth when she was twenty-six, could have ever realized that she was not Jewish. No doubt she heard her mother’s stories too, but the everyday evidence that she was a Gottschalk descendant as well as a Baumann must have outweighed what must have sounded very much like childhood fantasies on Charlotte’s part. I thought again of my grandmother and how different her final days would have been if fate had dealt the family just a few different cards: if there hadn’t been so many secrets and so much confusion and conspiracy. What a long journey it was from the glittering ballroom where August and Emilie met to whatever terrible place their granddaughter, Anna, had died in.
I later discovered that something extraordinary had happened to the young Charlotte, presumably shortly after she had married her next-door neighbor, Sigmund Baumann. A compelling document had turned up among my father’s papers confirming that Charlotte’s husband had been discharged from the army. Uncle Freddy’s wife, Alice, then revealed to me that my uncle knew Charlotte had written to the king. She would have been just seventeen years old and appealing to the king for her husband’s return from Luxembourg and for his discharge. That must have been December 1855, as that is the date on his discharge papers. Alice could not tell me why Charlotte had made this request. I could not even speculate why she would do this, but as the document reveals, the king complied. Her ability to achieve that suggested that even at that stage there was still some acceptance within the royal household of the connection between the families. Despite everything that had happened, however, it seems that the family did not completely cut Charlotte off and she must have known more about her past than she divulged to her grandchildren.
Although I now knew for sure that Charlotte had been born to August and Emilie while they were married, and I knew where she had ended up, I still had no idea what had happened to her during the years immediately after her father died. What had led to her becoming a Gottschalk rather than a Hohenzollern like her father, or a von Ostrowska like her mother? I knew that August had a personal connection to the Gottschalks through Isadore, his tailor, and through Isadore’s daughter and the scandal that had erupted as a result of her allegations of seduction against him, but that still didn’t explain what had happened regarding Charlotte. Would I ever discover the truth?
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The FINAL PIECE of the PUZZLE
EVEN AFTER FINDING HER GRAVE, I never gave up my searching or my wondering about Charlotte’s early years. In fact, in many ways it increased my feeling that I had a personal obligation to uncover the truth. I felt certain that the answers must be lying somewhere, if I could just find out where. Perseverance had paid off so many times over the years that I couldn’t give up now, that wasn’t an option.
I wasn’t alone in my preoccupations, as I had Dr. Henning in Berlin and his enthusiastic wife, Herzeleide, who was head librarian at the archive in Dahlem. In fact, she and her husband both became close friends during those later years, taking the quest as personally as I did. Herzeleide would pick up information such as postcards, pictures, anything that crossed her path, and send it to me in England. On our many trips to Berlin, Ken and I would go to their apartment for dinner and talk endlessly about our mutual passion.
By now, many years after our memorable week of research together in the East German archives, Herr Waldmann had risen to become its director. The Foreign Office’s intervention in the espionage case had saved the situation, and our relationship had continued uninterrupted. Herr Waldmann was certainly not a man to bear grudges, and I have absolutely no doubt that he had nothing to do with the request for Ken to spy. On several occasions, more than ten years after we had first visited him, he sent me more documents, including a very valuable one, a copy of August’s will, which had not been shown to us when we first visited Merseburg in 1973. It was an extraordinary discovery, full of detail that made for fascinating reading, knowing as we did by then most of the people named in it. This was the final piece of the puzzle.
Emilie, we could now see, had been provided with a substantial pension for life (1,500 taler a year, which was the same allowance she had been receiving while her husband was alive). She had also been left a portrait of herself, painted in 1838 by the court master Paul Mila. At the time, the king was on record as having commissioned separate portraits of the whole family, and a miniature, both in gilded frames. August was probably the one who included her among the family sitters, quite possibly without the king’s knowledge. The miniature was probably produced from that same sitting, as was the custom. This was the same picture that my family had kept safe for more than 170 years. When experts at the National Portrait Gallery examined it, they told me the head was painted by Mila, and the body by a student.
August’s will further stipulated that Emilie was also allowed to keep the silver that was already at her apartment on Jaegerstrasse where she had lived much of the time when he was away—a silver presentation tray and four plain silver candlesticks were also listed. There was no mention in the will of Agnes Gottschalk.
While trying to track down what had happened to Charlotte, I also wanted to trace any living descendants of August and his first two wives. With the help of the great genealogist Arthur Addington, I eventually managed to trace the family of Eduard von Waldenburg, the son of August’s first wife, Friederike von Waldenburg.
When I made contact, I discovered that just a few weeks before I got there Eduard’s grandson, Siegfried, had died; another link with the past severed forever. His widow, Jutta (who had been born as Princess von Alten), however, agreed to meet us. A well-built, Germanic-looking woman with jet-black hair, she seemed wary and suspicious of our motives for seeking her out and reluctant to give anything away. Despite whatever reservations she might have been harboring, however, she sat us down graciously amid the many books, pictures and ornaments she had inherited from her own and her husband’s families, and calmly listened to our story. As I talked, I passed the notebook over to her, and I saw that I had immediately caught her attention as she turned it over in her hands, stroking the gilt cover before opening it up and reading the inscription inside.
“Mein Gott!” she exclaimed, and from that moment she opened up, her story flowing forth like a river. What she told us explained completely why she had been so guarded when we first arrived. She admitted that her late husband, Siegfried, had been one of Hitler’s most admired generals. I was shocked. Our story had started with the battles against Napoleon and now we were hearing about how one of Prince August’s descendants had served the evil man who would drive us out of Germany and who, without a doubt, was responsible for Anna’s death. The family’s path became more perverse with every new twist we uncovered.
Apparently now relaxing in our company, Jutta brought out a secret stack of photographs and proudly laid them out in front of us, pointing out the ones that showed her husband standing beside the Führer in full uniform, like the trusted aide he must have been. It was unsettling to be looking at pictures of a man who had brought so much fear and horror to our own childhoods, who had caused so much death and destruction within our families. And even more unsettling to be talking to someone whose husband had not only been part of Hitler’s inner circle but who had also shared a great-grandfather with Anna, a woman who was almost certainly one of the millions murdered on the orders of the dictator in the picture. As Jutta talked, I couldn’t help remembering the night we listened as a family to Hitler coming to power, the day I proudly and innocently raised the Nazi flag and marched at the head of my class, and the sight of my grandmother’s figure disappearing from my eyes for the last time in the steam on the railway platform in Prague.
Jutta went on to tell us how her son-in-law, a captain in the army named von Wallenberg, had been one of the conspirators involved in the plot to assassinate Hitler with a bomb. I clearly remembered hearing of the incident in London. When the bomb first went off, it was announced on the radio that Hitler had been killed. As soon as they discovered that he had survived, Jutta’s daughter and son-in-law tried to escape from Germany in disguise, but failed. When von Wallenberg was caught, he was executed and hung on a meat hook.
“Nobody around here knows who I am,” Jutta admitted in a whisper, as if she still feared being overheard, even in the privacy of her own apartment. “I tell nothing to anyone, but you are different. I will tell you something I have never told anyone. This little notebook would definitely have belonged to Prince August. It would have been part of a set of his visitors’ books that Siegfried inherited. I recognize it. It is the same design. We buried the whole collection in the woods on our estate in East Prussia when the Russians stormed in at the end of the war. We were fleeing for our lives and only just managed to escape, so we couldn’t take many possessions with us. And of course we were never able to go back for them, because after the war they were on the other side of the wall.”
We had brought a photograph of the notebook with us. “I will gladly sign the back of it,” she said and duly did so, by way of confirming the notebook’s provenance.
“You know,” she said, “August married Friederike morganatically. In Germany at that time, it was just a civil ceremony where the ring was placed on the bride’s other hand.”
That confirmed yet again what we had already discovered about the financial and inheritance agreements within the Hohenzollern family. I felt we were finally beginning to understand the full complexity and danger of the world that poor little Emilie von Ostrowska entered the night that she allowed Prince August to bewitch her at the ball in his palace. Jutta showed us a ribbon that she used to wear to functions, which had a medallion on it bearing a picture of August. It seemed strange to be shown by someone else a picture of a man I had now grown used to thinking of as being my great-great-grandfather. By the time we left Jutta’s home, we had become firm friends and had promised to stay in touch with anything new we might discover.
Despite the inevitable dead-ends that we continued to meet, we had made substantial progress overall. Encouraged by my successes, I delved further to try to find out if there were any descendants of August’s second wife, Auguste, still alive, but all my inquiries led nowhere. After several generations, it was beginning to look as if that strand of August’s family had ended. Then out of the blue, I received a letter from a Mrs. Ritchie, a lady who lived north of London and had heard about my story. Mrs. Ritchie turned out to be a revelation. She was the great-great-granddaughter of Prince August and Auguste von Prillwitz. Ken and I gladly accepted a generous lunch invitation to her home.
When we arrived there, we were met at the door by a charming lady who greeted me with the words, “Hello, cousin.” She took us on a guided tour of the house, introducing me to August’s paintings, which she had inherited from her mother. The dining room had been laid for lunch with the most beautiful silver, and a shiver went down my spine when Mrs. Ritchie told us the prince had once owned it. The silver was part of the same collection that Emilie inherited when her husband died, and we were actually going to eat with it. It gave a tiny, modest hint of the splendor in which our great-great-grandparents must once have lived.
Mrs. Ritchie confirmed that August and Auguste had been morganatically married as well, and that Auguste had developed cancer and died at around the time the prince met young Emilie and fell in love once again.
To be eating lunch surrounded by August’s possessions and hearing stories about the various members of the Prillwitz family who were depicted in the paintings on the walls was a wonderful experience. After spending so many years staring at dry, written accounts and descriptions, Mrs. Ritchie’s home brought the past to life before my eyes.
My searches in Berlin also led me to find descendants of the Ostrowskis, Egbert von Ostrowski, a lawyer and head of the family. He and his petite wife, Hildegard, lived in southern Germany. When I wrote to introduce myself to them, they immediately invited us to their home. When we got there, we found they were a warm and happy couple. Through sharing our mutual family histories we became close friends.
By that time I had managed to find out a little more from the Dahlem archive of what had happened to the tragic Emilie after she was widowed and parted from Charlotte. I could not imagine how she could have ever got together with another man, not to mention falling in love again. Despite that, or maybe because of her vulnerable position, I discovered that she married a Swiss count who owned an estate in West Prussia. As Emilie was on a pension, August’s estate was informed of her change of circumstances in writing.
Given what had happened to her over the previous few years, it seems likely that she was marrying for security rather than love, but whatever the reason, I learned from another archive that she later returned alone to Berlin, which suggests the marriage was not a success. I can’t help wondering whether that might have been because August had been the love of her life and no other man was likely to be able to live up to such a charismatic, powerful and romantic figure. I could certainly understand if that was the case, because I had fallen under his spell myself just by reading about him. The records showed that after leaving the count she returned to her late father’s home in Mohrenstrasse, where she lived with her sister Helena once more, just as she had when they were young girls.
As I grew to know Emilie, I understood that money wasn’t all that important to her, over and above the need to pay her way. She must have been in a very poor state by then, maybe because by marrying the count she had forfeited her right to a royal pension, and perhaps she even lost the will to live. It was heartbreaking for me when I found her death registered in West Berlin in 1865. She was only forty-eight years old and the entry reported that she had fallen ill and died at a local hospital, where she was taken by an “unknown man.” Her death notice registered her as a “divorced woman.” It was such a tragic end for the young girl who had sacrificed everything for the man she loved.
Being separated from her only child must have been a terrible blow for Emilie, and I would imagine that many women would find it hard to be happy ever again after an experience like that. Knowing that as an adult Charlotte definitely talked to my father and uncle about her memories of being with her natural parents when she was very small and of playing with her father on the floor of their apartment, there was no end to my frustration when I could still not find any records of her childhood anywhere. If Anna had ever known any more about her mother’s early years, she certainly didn’t confide it to me or to either of her sons. There was nothing to tell me that Charlotte had ever officially existed apart from her gravestone.
Just as I had with August and Charlotte, I felt I had to make a pilgrimage to Emilie’s place of rest when I discovered she was buried in the Ostrowski family grave in the Alte Friedhof.
“You’re lucky,” Dr. Henning informed me. “It’s the oldest cemetery in Berlin. It will still be there.”
But when we got there, Ken and I discovered to our horror that the cemetery had been dug up six months before to make way for a highway overpass. There was nothing left of the Ostrowski family tomb. It felt like a heartbreakingly desolate end to a sad life.
One day a short while later, Ken and I stopped by the National Galerie while on a visit to Berlin, on the off chance that they might have an oil painting of Prince August. I had been desperate to find a picture of him for a long time. I explained my connection to the man at the gallery.
“We have a Franz Kruger portrait right now down in our cellar,” he said. “It’s just come back from an exhibition.”
I felt my heartbeat quicken as he led us through a maze of corridors and staircases. Ten minutes later we were facing my great-great-grandfather, and I gazed at him in amazement. The handsome hero of our story inspired me, standing there tall and uniformed in front of me, in the Yellow Chamber of his Bellevue Palace. In the background was hanging a portrait of his beloved Juliette Récamier.
Every time I stumbled across a new connection to the prince, it felt like I was seeing an old friend, getting to know him a little bit more with each meeting.
“I have found your Prince August,” my friend, Ernest Lunn, announced happily over the phone to me on another occasion.
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“I have found another portrait of him.”
It turned out that the Wallace Collection, a museum on Manchester Square in London, was displaying a miniature painting of the prince by the French artist Jean-Baptiste Isabey. I immediately went and introduced myself. I met Mr. Larkworthy, who seemed quite captivated by my story and my connection to the miniature. He was very accommodating, saying we could come back to view the miniature in private, and maybe photograph it.
A few days later, armed with a camera, Ken, Anthony and I entered the upstairs room to see August beautifully displayed before us. Without telling me, Mr. Larkworthy had removed the back of the little portrait, and there exposed before us were five locks of August’s hair. It was simply breathtaking. The hair was auburn brown and not black as I had been led to believe. Mr. Larkworthy said that in the many years the little portrait had belonged to the museum it had never been opened up. It had certainly been a day to remember.
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TRACKING DOWN ISADORE and CHARLOTTE
THE MYSTERIOUS GOTTSCHALKS WERE THE ONLY part of the family I still knew very little about, since I hadn’t been able to track down any descendants. In the course of my searching, I came across a book called Jewish Burghers of the City of Berlin by Jacob Jacobson, which confirmed that Isadore Gottschalk had indeed lost his citizenship because of debts and had ended up languishing in a debtors’ prison at one stage of his life. Later in the book, Jacobson wrote that Isadore was released and had his citizenship returned without going into any of the sordid and scandalous details on how that was achieved. So many of the pieces of the story were beginning to fit together, but still no one was able to explain to me what had happened to Charlotte after the prince’s death, or how she had become a Gottschalk. I needed that information to complete the whole picture.
Whenever I visited relatives, I was always asking questions, hoping that I would stumble across some forgotten nugget of information that would lead on to a new strand of investigation. Freddy’s widow, Alice, once suddenly came out with the news that she remembered my uncle had told her that Charlotte had grown up in Hamburg. No one had ever mentioned it before, and it came as a revelation. I wondered if there was any chance that she might have left a trace of herself somewhere in some archives. I had discovered that in those days travelers entering that city, which was situated in an entirely separate state, would have been required to sign an entry book on arrival at the border control. I wondered if we would be able to find any sign of the Gottschalk family’s arrival there from Berlin. I somehow managed to persuade Ken to travel with me to Hamburg, even though he was completely convinced that we wouldn’t find anything.
At the State Archive in Hamburg we requested copies of the entry books for the years after August’s death, and very soon the archivist came back with all the relevant books.
“We’re looking at the years around 1845,” Ken explained, “although it’s pure guesswork.”
We thought that if Charlotte was moving to Hamburg, it could be a year or two after her father’s death. The archivist searched for a while and then found Isadore’s signature, pointing it out to us. “It says he arrived ‘with family,’” I said excitedly.
“Yes, that would mean he had a child with him,” the man confirmed.
Although there were no details of the child’s name, it seemed very likely it was Charlotte. All the facts fit with her story. She would have been about seven, and maybe Isadore was taking her to be raised by his daughter Friederike, who we had discovered from another source had moved to Hamburg with her husband after Agnes was born. Isadore himself would have been elderly by then, and there was no mention in any of the archives of his wife still being alive, so bringing up a child would probably have been a daunting prospect for him.
This trip to Hamburg would have meant Charlotte was breaking her last remaining link to Emilie. She would have had only the notebook to remind her of who her father and mother were and what they had meant to one another. She had written notes in the book about what might well have been her last meeting with Emilie, when she said “my beloved mother gave me a beautiful dress for Whitsun,” and then very tellingly in her own childish scrawl, “this book once belonged to my beloved mother.” There were no further mentions of any meetings with Emilie.
“You are very lucky that they had saved all these records,” the archivist said. “Many archives were destroyed in the war, and very little has survived.”
It was a huge step forward. I had caught a glimpse of young Charlotte Gottschalk for the first time in her life, but that still didn’t tell me how and why she became a Gottschalk in the first place.
When we returned to England, I could see that Ken was exhausted. He believed that after all the years we had been searching we had now found all we were ever likely to find.
“It’s enough,” he would tell me when I would start going over the same ground yet again, trying to see if there was some obvious clue that I was missing. I simply had to get to the bottom of this and was aware that it had become something of an obsession for me. On most days I would be talking to contacts in England and in Germany on the phone or writing them letters, going over and over the same facts like a dog with an old bone just in case it still has a shred of meat clinging to it somewhere.
“Evi,” he said one evening when he found me asleep over a table of papers, “it’s time to let go. It’s time to face facts. There’s nothing there. The king destroyed all the evidence. Do you think he wanted future generations to find proof of Charlotte’s existence? You have done incredibly well to find as much as you have.”
“I need to know, Ken,” I protested, shaking myself awake. “I can’t get it out of my mind.”
“Evi, we have the family to think of, and we can’t have a normal conversation any more. You’re working at this all the time, day and night. Isn’t it about time you gave yourself a rest and started living with your family again? The ones who are actually alive?”
“We’ve only got a little more to do,” I said, realizing he was right but not being able to face the prospect of giving up now, after so many years of searching. “We’ve got to keep going, Ken. I’m sure the end is in sight.”
For the eternally patient and understanding Ken to have finally spoken out so vehemently suggested to me that maybe I had allowed the whole hunt for the truth to take over my life to an unhealthy degree. But there was still that one missing piece in my jigsaw, and if I could just find that I was confident the whole picture would finally come into focus. I was going to have to face the fact that I had become an ancestry addict, always thinking I would be able to give up my habit after one more fix, but never quite able to.
The questions that were tantalizing me now were all connected to how Charlotte had disappeared and suddenly, on her own admission, appeared to start a completely new life at the age of five. How did August and Emilie hide and protect Charlotte from their enemies? Where was she officially registered as a Gottschalk? Where was her birth registered?
For inspiration I re-read Emilie’s pleading letter to the king, written soon after August died and just before her whole world fell apart. I had formed a real and vibrant connection with Emilie, a friendship and an understanding. Poor Emilie, without August and her father, who could she turn to? She must have been in a desperate situation. I was asking her to give me answers about so many things; I needed her to help me solve the puzzle. Emilie was a woman of integrity and apparently a good mother. Surely, I thought, she would have wanted to baptize her first-born child, but would that baptism have been recorded, and where?
I knew that Ken was right, and I made a big effort to ensure that I didn’t neglect him or my sons in the following months, but I can’t say that I ever stopped thinking about this one last puzzle because I didn’t. I had started my searches in Merseburg in 1973 and nearly fourteen years later I was still racking my brain, trying to imagine what those last days together must have been like. During a quiet moment one evening, while Ken was happily reading his book, I was imagining myself in the Berlin flat with Emilie and Charlotte. August was still alive and they were still a family. I allowed my mind to roam around the imaginary room, becoming completely lost in my thoughts. Out of the corner of my eye I spotted a statue of the Madonna on the imaginary sideboard.
“Of course,” I shouted, making Ken jump and snap his book shut, losing his place. “That’s it.”
“What now?” he asked testily.
“It’s been staring at me all the time.”
“What has?”
“Charlotte wasn’t Jewish.”
“Yes, yes, we all know that, Evi.”
“No, don’t you see?” I ignored his irritability, too excited to be able to contain my own excitement. “We’ve been looking in the wrong places. We’ve been looking in the Jewish archives. Emilie would have baptized her baby, I’m sure of that. She was from a Polish Christian family. So there’s only one place Charlotte can be. We need to go back.”
“Not back to the East,” he said, and I could see he was adamant.
“No, not the East,” I said quickly, wanting to reassure him. “Just to Berlin. I need to go back there, Ken. Just one more time. The answer’s there, I can feel it.”
I knew that I was stretching his patience to breaking point, but I also knew that he would ultimately do anything for me when he understood it meant so much. I knew that because he had proved it so often before. I was right, and a few days later we were back on the plane to Berlin for our umpteenth visit since the hunt began. When we landed, we went straight to the Church Registry Archive, hoping against hope that August and Emilie would have registered Charlotte’s baptism. The archivist understood exactly what I was looking for and left us to see whether she could locate the relevant information. She returned within no more than five minutes.
“Another dead end, Ken,” I sighed as I saw her approaching. We were about to thank the lady and say our good-byes when she said, “Here it is, Mrs. Haas.”
“I’m sorry,” I replied. “Here is what?”
“The entry you are looking for.”
No, impossible. The archivist handed the book to us. It couldn’t be. I covered my face with my hands, peering through my fingers, terrified that at any moment I was going to wake up and discover the whole thing was a dream. The year was 1838. I said out loud to Ken, my voice quivering with the effort of holding back some tears: “Charlotte has been registered by August as Dorothee Louise Charlotte, and look at this, August has registered himself as the father, August Gottschalk, a shoemaker’s apprentice, and Emilie as his Polish wife, Dorothee Granzow.”
“We’ve found them. We’ve done it. They hid her from danger and at the same time legitimized her.”
It was all over. We had reached our destination. The archivist stood there bemused as I poured congratulations and gratitude over her. Ken knew exactly how much this discovery would mean to me. We were both ecstatic. This simple little entry would have thrown up a dozen different questions if we had come across it at the beginning of our search, before we had managed to find so many other details about both the Hohenzollern and the Gottschalk families. But because of our research, we already knew that Sophia Dorothea was the name of August’s grandmother—she was also the daughter of England’s King George I—so registering their daughter as Dorothee Louise (“Dorothee” being the German equivalent of Dorothea) and Emilie taking Granzow, a fictitious but Polish-sounding name as her own, clearly referred both to the Hohenzollern connections and her Polish descent. So I was certain that this was Emilie disguising herself but leaving just enough clues for me to find her.
August’s princely pride hadn’t quite allowed him to hide his identity completely either, even at the moment of perpetrating this deception. While he had been willing to pretend to take on the name of Gottschalk to save his daughter’s life, he had still retained his own first name at the last moment. It was typical of August to register a Jewish family name in a church archive, thumbing his nose at the anti-Semitic establishment. At the time of the registration, Emilie and baby Charlotte would have been back in Berlin, ensconced in the flat that August had arranged for them in Jaegerstrasse.
The Berlin registry entry stated that the child was registered on October 28, when the couple came back from Prillwitz and Emilie had recovered from the birth. The date on Charlotte’s gravestone must have been a guess, much as the date on the marriage certificate had been, because Charlotte would not have known her real birth date without access to any of the legitimate records or papers. Everything about Charlotte’s existence—when, where and how she had arrived on this earth—had been based on falsified information.
Suddenly, I had to get used to this whole new situation. As I chattered excitedly away with Ken, I could tell that he had truly believed there was nothing more to find out. In one sense he may have been right, but somehow I still felt that we had not reached the end of our quest. Though we now knew the trail that led from August and Emilie, through Charlotte to her daughter, I did not know the fate of my grandmother, Anna. Therefore my journey would not be over until I had truly discovered the ending of her story.
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The VANISHED PALACE
I COULD NOW BEGIN TO PICTURE much more clearly what must have happened at the start of Charlotte’s life. When they first found out that Emilie was pregnant, the king and Wittgenstein must have been furious, knowing that the rules of the morganatic marriage would have less power over the rights of a hereditary aristocrat like Emilie than they had had over Friederike and Auguste. The prince’s first two wives were only bestowed with titles by the king and thus had no claims to any inheritance. Even though she was so young and innocent, only twenty-one at the time of the conception, a pregnant Emilie posed a greater danger to the massive royal fortunes that had come to lie in her husband’s hands than either of her predecessors, and so did her unborn child, particularly if it turned out to be a boy.
For all we knew, of course, there may have been many other failed attempts on her life that were never documented. Poor Emilie was lucky indeed to have been allowed to live long enough to have her child. The fates, it seemed, were willing our family to survive.
When the child was born and found to be a girl, the couple’s enemies may well have relaxed a little, since it was unusual for a woman to get hold of a European throne, however strong her claim (although, of course, her male heirs could have claims). Such things did in fact happen, and Queen Victoria, a distant relative of both August and the king, had ascended the British throne only the year before. However small the chances, the king and Wittgenstein would still have been wary of the potential threat this baby girl posed.
August already knew about the very real attempts on Emilie’s life, and now he had a child to protect from his political enemies as well. He knew better than anyone that there were plenty of people who would have wanted Charlotte to disappear or meet with a tragic accident, and that there was plenty of money available to pay for such dark deeds without the trail of guilt leading back to the king or to Wittgenstein. His family history was littered with similar ruthless acts when thrones and great fortunes were at stake. The prince must therefore have decided right from the start that Charlotte needed to be given a different identity, even though he and Emilie intended to keep her with them and bring her up themselves. August was preparing a hiding place for her should she need it. To provide that false identity, he turned to the Jewish community, a people he had shown great loyalty to, particularly through his championing of Major Meno Burg.
He must have reasoned that a Jewish family would be guaranteed to be outside the political intrigues of the royal circle, particularly a humble family like the Gottschalks, with whom he already had a connection because of Isadore’s services to his family as a tailor and because of the claims he had fathered Isadore’s grandchild, Agnes. If Charlotte was to take their name legally, the chances of her ever being a threat to the royal family in those anti-Semitic times was almost guaranteed to disappear.
At some stage, August must have gone to see Isadore, with whom he must have patched up his previous difficulties, and suggested they concoct a plan together. August already knew enough about Isadore to judge whether he could trust him with this precious secret. He must have decided that he could. The Gottschalk family was also dependent on him for the continued support of Agnes as well as on his patronage of Isadore’s tailoring services, so it would have been in their interest to do as he asked of them.
Her father’s relatively premature death left little Charlotte in a state of limbo. She was legally registered as a Gottschalk, even though she had quite possibly never met the family personally, having been living with her biological mother and father despite her unusual legal status.
Wittgenstein almost certainly knew about the plan, even if August hadn’t informed him personally. He was good at collecting such information, and he would have taken advantage of the situation. He probably insisted and convinced the king that since Charlotte no longer had her father’s protection, Charlotte must go to live full-time with the Gottschalks. Wittgenstein would have reasoned that once she was accepted as being a Gottschalk, she would no longer be any threat to the king and all the issues and claims would be put to rest forever.
There is no doubt that the Crown provided Isadore Gottschalk with money to care for Charlotte, but it is also likely Isadore was given no choice in the matter. A Jewish family living in anti-Semitic Prussia at that time would not have been in a position to argue with a powerful figure like Prince Wittgenstein. The Gottschalks might even have seen it as an advantage to have a royal baby in the family.
I can only hope that the Gottschalks were kind to the little girl who was foisted on them by people who were in many ways their worst enemies. It must have been an appalling trauma for a little girl to lose her father and grandfather and then almost immediately be removed from her mother and her home and housed with complete strangers. She told her grandsons, my father and his brother, that she was a “duchess” when in reality she was a virtual orphan. Since she left no written memories beyond the pages that I had studied in such detail in her notebook, I have to accept that we will never know any more of the domestic details of how she fared in those early years of her life as a Gottschalk. Anything she eventually told the family apparently came out hesitatingly and cloaked in mystery, so the real story that Charlotte had to tell died with her. When Charlotte played games with her father the prince, she would never have known that her real identity had already been hidden for her own protection; she was far too young. If she knew enough as an adult to write to the king on her husband’s behalf, she must have found out later.
As he had written in the notebook, August was Emilie’s “protector.” With him gone, Emilie was virtually helpless to protect her little daughter or herself. She would have known from her own experiences that the threat of assassination was very real, and she must have felt she was being torn in two. Having lost her beloved husband, her father and her friend, Uhde, she must have wanted to cling to her daughter like never before. At the same time, she would have seen the grave danger to both her and the child if she had tried to fight the establishment and keep Charlotte after receiving Wittgenstein’s curt letter. Whatever the truth of the events that followed, Charlotte had undoubtedly been forced from her mother’s hands. How lonely the future must have looked to Emilie at the moment she lost her royal child to another family, where she would disappear from sight.
Finally, the entire picture was almost in focus. With the help of the letter from Emilie to the king, the falsely registered birth at the church registry, the entry book in Hamburg and the gravestone inscription, I could now trace where Charlotte had been in those early years, and I was now nearly ready to leave these people whom I had spent so many years tracking down and getting to know. Even I could see that there was probably nothing more that I would be able to learn of Emilie and Charlotte. It felt like it was time to leave them to rest in peace, and to do that I wanted to return to the place where the whole story started.
I wanted to find Wilhelmstrasse 65, the palace where August and Emilie met for the first time at the grand ball where they fell instantly in love and set in motion the whole story that would eventually lead to my life and the lives of my three sons. I expected to find that it had been turned into an office block or a hotel, or possibly a shopping arcade, but I hoped I would still be able to see at least some of its former glory.
But when I got to Wilhelmstrasse the palace wasn’t there. Where it should have been, there was just an empty gap in the buildings like an ugly missing tooth. Greatly disappointed to have been cheated of a glimpse of the magnificent building I had read so much about in the archives, my curiosity was piqued once more. What was it that had finally wiped it away? Had it been bombed during the war? What had happened to it? I went to look through the local records and found that August’s sister, Luise, and her husband, Prince Anton Radziwill, sold the palace to the king and the state after August’s death. What they could never have anticipated when they made that decision was the gruesome fate that lay in store for the beautiful building.
Over the following century the anti-Semitism of powerful people such as Wittgenstein grew darker and deeper, taking a firm hold on the hearts and minds of an increasingly angry and embittered people, eventually culminating in the rise of the Nazi Party and the events that led to the deaths of so many millions of Jews from families just like ours. When Adolf Hitler seized power, he requisitioned the palace at Wilhelmstrasse 65 to be part of his infamous chancellery complex. He occupied August’s palace and made it his feared Ministry of Justice. The terrible truth gradually dawned on me as I studied the pictures in the local archives. It was in the very ballroom that August and Emilie met for the first time that Hitler ratified the Final Solution, delivering a signature that led directly to the death of their granddaughter, Anna, my grandmother. Hitler invaded Czechoslovakia 110 years after the lovers’ first dance together.
Hitler was a fanatical admirer of Frederick the Great, and if he had known the full story of Anna’s ancestry and that she was the king’s great niece, surely he would never have sanctioned what happened to her, or would he have? He almost certainly knew that Jutta’s husband, one of his trusted generals, was a descendant of Prince August and admired him for it, but he would have known nothing about Anna and her line. She, like the rest of our family, was just part of a troublesome statistic in need of a solution.
The building that had grown to be one of the most infamous in European history had been symbolically destroyed by the Russians when they marched into Berlin at the end of the Second World War.
The palace may have vanished, but its original owner, the forgotten hero of the Napoleonic Wars, languished in the dungeons of history for far too long, lost to the many generations since his death 176 years ago. But now that the prince’s identity and reputation have been restored, he can take his rightful place as one of Napoleon’s greatest adversaries, whose passionate defense of the monarchies of Europe created a very modern Prussian hero for his time. It gives me great heart that Prince August, my great-great-grandfather, is enjoying a renaissance among so many folk across the world, since my discovery of a life hidden away by a Prussian king long, long ago.
I believed that I understood what had driven Emilie to make the decisions she did on the day she fell in love with the prince. But when she received the letter from Wittgenstein, the decision was made for her. Her beloved child was wrenched from her grasp and lost to the Gottschalks. Emilie was not a person ever to be motivated by the pursuit of power and wealth. I truly think that at that ball in Wilhelmstrasse, when she was still little more than a child, she fell deeply in love with one of the most charismatic men in the world at the time, and he with her. I believe it was love that kept them together against the odds for the next eleven years and led to them defying the king and creating a child of their own.
I understand what it feels like to be in love like that, because I too fell in love with one man and stayed happily married to him for forty-two years, until he died in 1990.
Emilie must have known from the beginning that if she agreed to a relationship with August she would be shunned by the royal court, even though she probably didn’t fully understand the implications at her age. And she would very quickly have been warned that a baby would have been most unwelcome in the royal establishment, but she went ahead with it anyway. It had been a truly great romance.
Shortly before he died, Ken told me he had enjoyed every moment of the hunt for August, Emilie and Charlotte, and that the years we spent working together on the search were the happiest of his life.
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A LETTER FROM the GRAVE
AS I GREW OLDER, I FOUND my thoughts returning more often to the final days and years of the life of my grandmother Anna. Never a day went by when I didn’t think fondly of her. It was only after both my mother and my Uncle Freddy had been dead for more than ten and fifteen years respectively, that Freddy’s widow, Alice, told me in the early 1980s about something that had happened in London a few months after my father’s death in 1956.
“One day your mother’s doorbell rang,” she said. “When she answered it, she found an elderly Czech woman standing on the doorstep, clutching a letter. ‘I am looking for Hans Jaretzki,’ the woman said. ‘My name is Edelstein, and I knew his mother, Anna. She wrote me a letter in 1942, which I thought her family should have.’”
Puzzled and intrigued, my mother invited the woman in and took the letter from her, explaining that my father had died in March. She recognized her mother-in-law’s elegant writing immediately. As she told me the story, Alice gave me the letter, and as I sat reading it a hundred different emotions bubbled up from inside my heart, threatening to stifle me.
Anna had written:
Prague on a Saturday. Most honored and kind Mrs. Edelstein, I am writing these lines in anguish to express my eternal thank-you for what you, honored lady and you sir, have done for me. Tomorrow or Monday I will be taken to Theresienstadt. I cry and I cry bitterly. My heart is so weak that I can hardly walk. Hopefully this will not last much longer. I send my warmest greetings to your dear husband, and to you worthy Mrs. E my embrace in spirit.
Your most esteeming and happy, sad
Frau Jaretzki
It had taken fourteen years for news of Anna’s final days to reach the family, and three months longer than my father had been able to wait. If she was taken away in the summer of 1942, that would have coincided with the time that her letters and postcards stopped arriving. Maybe it was a mercy that my father never had to hear the details of what happened to his mother, that he was still able to cling to the faint hope that she might have been allowed to die in her own apartment with dignity and without suffering. Realizing that her visitor was entirely genuine in her mission, my mother started to ask her questions, and the answers must have rekindled all the fears and horrors that my mother remembered herself from that period, from living in a land where the authorities could do as they wished with you, including putting you to death on no more than a whim.
Mrs. Edelstein told my mother that the fateful day when Anna was “collected” by the soldiers was July 16, 1942, two days short of the anniversary of her grandfather August’s death ninety-nine years before. The words in her letter showed that she had known her days were numbered even before the SS came knocking on her door at the appointed time and bundled her down the stairs from the top-floor flat to the waiting truck outside.
“I learned later,” Mrs. Edelstein continued, “that the truck was driven to the outskirts of Prague, from where your mother-in-law and the other passengers were road-marched nearly thirty kilometers in the summer heat to their destination, Theresienstadt.”
Theresienstadt was a holding station that many thousands of Jews were taken to before they were sent on to Auschwitz and almost certain death. There they were stripped of their possessions and made to sign away any property they might own. In time, it became a scene of mass death like the other camps. My father had always hoped against hope that if his mother had been taken, she would have ended her days there in Theresienstadt and not been transported to Auschwitz, but Mrs. Edelstein did not know what had happened after Anna walked through those gates. She could not tell my mother whether Anna had made her final journey to the most infamous and horrifying death camp of all.
“As my husband Hans is no longer here,” my mother said when her visitor had finished telling her story, “please could you take this letter on to his brother, Freddy.”
Mrs. Edelstein agreed to take the letter to Uncle Freddy personally. Perhaps she felt she wanted to complete the mission herself after safeguarding the letter for so many years. I can only imagine how Uncle Freddy felt when reading it, because he and my mother must have made a pact at that time not to tell anyone else about the letter. It would become yet another secret in a family already burdened with too many, until the day when Alice finally told me of its existence.
As I took in the story that Alice was telling me, I was shocked to be confronted with the image of my old granny I remembered and loved so much waiting to be taken away by the Nazis. But at the same time, I wanted to know more about what happened to her after she wrote the letter, what her final days had been like, even though I suspected that whatever I found out would break my heart.
I still had my childhood autograph book with her little message to me:
When once you are a grandmamma, and sit in the rocking chair with Grandpapa and dream of your joyful childhood days, remember your Oma Annchen.
I wrote several times to the Czech authorities to try to find out the official version of what had happened to her, and in 1984 finally received a reply, nearly thirty years after my father had died not knowing what had happened to his mother and whether she had ended her days in Auschwitz. The communist authorities informed me that Anna was collected and taken to Theresienstadt on July 16, 1942 (five days after she had written the letter), and then, only a few weeks later, on August 12, she died there, apparently from typhus. They even provided me with the number of the transport she had been taken on and the plot number of her grave. It seemed her murder was a small cog in a giant and efficiently run machine. I now knew the ghastly truth about my granny’s end.
The moment I heard the truth, my thoughts went straight to my father and the many years that he had to endure not knowing whether his mother had ended her days in Auschwitz. Even though in our darkest moments we had all imagined Anna having to endure even worse suffering than the scenes that Mrs. Edelstein had described and the Czech authorities had confirmed, it was hard to have the facts finally made real, to have all hope that Anna had died a dignified and comfortable death removed forever.
Soon after Alice told me about the letter, one of my best friends, Hannah Miller, contacted her cousin who lived in Prague and told her the story. Armed with Anna’s address in the Praha 6 district, this cousin went off to visit the house, hardly expecting to meet any of the original family who lived there during Anna’s final days but hoping to find someone who might remember her. Hannah was an actress and broadcaster for the BBC World Service, and lived near Temple Fortune in North London. I would often go to her house, and we would read German books out loud together and discuss my progress with my researches. When Hannah had suggested contacting her cousin, I had accepted the offer gratefully. Now we waited for her to report back, which she did just a few days later.
“I called at the block and rang the bell at street level,” she told us. “A lady in her mid-fifties came down to open the door and incredibly then introduced herself as one of the ‘Barakova sisters,’ the daughters of the doctor whose flat it had been when Anna moved in. Both sisters remained unmarried, still living in the same block they had been brought up in as children. She then proceeded to give a vivid account of that fateful July day. ‘I remember Anna Jaretzki well,’ she said. ‘I remember seeing her being collected by the SS and put on a truck, it was a terrible day. That was the last time we saw her. She had to leave everything behind, only allowed to pack one small bag with her things.’”
So many people during those years, including children like these two girls, had been forced to watch so many horrifying things and had been powerless to do anything to stop them, leaving them with images that would doubtless haunt those children for the rest of their lives. The soldiers had ignored the fact that Anna could hardly walk because of the pain in her tired old joints.
“Some young Jews who had already been loaded into the back of the truck jumped out to help her up when they saw her struggling,” Hannah’s cousin told us, “only to be mocked by the soldiers for their efforts.”
To imagine my poor grandmother Anna struggling to get onto that truck, trying her hardest to do as she was ordered, is still painful for me, even today.
Having the scene painted so clearly for me at last made it all the more poignant knowing what had happened in Anna’s family one hundred years before and how it had come about that she should have ended her days in such a tragic way. The modest, gentle granddaughter of one of the greatest princes in all Europe had ended up dying anonymously in a crowded prison camp because her grandparents had been trying to protect her mother from danger by hiding her identity.
Epilogue
VISITING ANNA
AS I CAME CLOSER MYSELF TO the age she was when I knew her, I felt a growing need to say good-bye to my granny properly, to let her know that her little granddaughter still remembered her and still loved her with all her heart. At the same time I wanted to see if I could come to at least some understanding of how human beings could be so cruel to one another. How could anyone bully to death a defenseless old lady, riddled with arthritis, a woman who had only ever given love to everyone around her? Anna had never made an enemy in the whole of her life, yet these people decided she was their enemy and that she should be robbed and trampled on.
After the Berlin Wall fell in 1989, my son Timothy suggested that he, Ken and I should all travel to Theresienstadt, which was now called Terezin (Ghetto Town). He knew how much I wanted to visit Anna after all the letters she wrote to me expressing her hope that she would see me again. In my mind I was now preparing myself for the possibility that I could make this trip. While I was still getting used to the idea Ken fell ill, and after a lifetime together we were parted when he died on October 12, 1990.
They were of course difficult days for me. I found myself talking to Timothy a great deal about my life and about the stories triggered by the little notebook. Just as we did when Ken was around, Timothy and I often walked together in Kenwood, the magnificent park close to our home, straddling Hampstead and Highgate. There, still trying to make sense of it all, I found myself wondering how much Anna knew about her mother and her grandparents. Had Charlotte confided things to her that she had decided to keep to herself? Believing that Ken had heard all he wanted on the subject, I had bottled up so much over the years, and it all poured out once more as soon as I realized that Timothy, who had been engrossed with his family’s past since a young boy, now also felt the urge to visit Terezin to pay his respects to Anna.
Timothy had come to feel exactly as I did about our family history, and he was as devoted to the story as I had been. When he was at boarding school in the years after the war, his life had been hard because of his German family background. But he countered that by making Germany, Prussia and Europe, and people who made a difference, a main core of his film career, which gave him an ability to understand what life would have been like for August and Emilie. While other members of the family didn’t feel that they could face the emotional pain of a trip to Terezin, Timothy did, and his support was such a great encouragement to me. Just like Ken, he made me feel safe.
It took a little while to arrange everything, but finally the trip was organized for 2005, more than thirty years after I first started out on my adventure through the notebook and into the past. Timothy and I traveled first to Anna’s last home in Prague. It was the first time I had been back to Prague since that moment when I hugged my grandmother for the very last time. The area where my uncle had found the apartment for her was quiet when our hotel driver drew up, the surrounding parkland eerily inviting. As I stood by the entrance to the apartment block, I could imagine how frightening the bustle and noise of German military activity on the streets must have seemed to those living there, none of them knowing what all the changes might mean to their lives or what would be happening to them next.
Despite already feeling deeply emotional as I stared up at the attic window of Anna’s apartment, I didn’t cry. I wanted to be at my best for her, to be as brave and stoic as she had been on that day in 1942. Timothy and I then went on to the Jewish Quarter in an ancient part of the city, where we visited the old synagogue and the thousand-year-old Jewish cemetery. I had once been told that all those who had perished in the Holocaust had had their names painted on the walls of the synagogue. Although I had known the lists would be there, it was a shock to actually see so many tens of thousands of names stretching from floor to ceiling on every side of the room. We stood there motionless and in a daze, having no idea where to even start looking for Anna. There was no one for us to ask for help, just the silent walls with their terrible columns of the dead and murdered seeming to go on and on forever.
Then, for no apparent reason, Timothy’s eye was caught by a single name in one of the corners, as if it were calling out to catch my attention. “Anna Jaretzka, it’s here,” he called out. “I’ve found Anna.” It seemed like a miracle.
There she was with her dates “1864–1942.”
I could find no words to express my feelings at that moment. I was struck dumb. I felt uplifted and very emotional to be there and to be reconnecting with Anna at last.
The following day it took us half an hour to drive from where the German truck would have dropped Anna on the outskirts of the city to the place where she died, and all through the journey I could picture her, a fragile old lady being forced to march in the crushing summer heat. It didn’t seem like much had changed in the surrounding countryside over the previous half century. Elderly farm vehicles and carts were virtually the only traffic, and there were no newly built houses. Just before we reached the dismal ghetto town, we came to an ancient fortress, which the German administration had taken over during those years of occupation. It was August 12, the sixty-third anniversary of Anna’s death.
We had an appointment with the director, inside the fortress. Our driver pulled up at the main entrance, on the other side of a moat bridge, where huge wooden gates barred our way. It was a desolate and godforsaken place.
“We have to be grateful,” Timothy said softly, trying to find some words that might comfort me, “that her suffering didn’t last long, that she died here and wasn’t transported to Auschwitz as your father so feared.”
There was no one around, and we found it impossible to raise anyone from the entry phone on the wall. With nothing to think about except Anna’s final days, we waited about twenty minutes before finally leaving the car and making the rest of our journey on foot. When we were finally ushered in to meet the director, Dr. Jan Munk, a retired university lecturer who was an expert on the history of the period, we found ourselves in a surreal situation, sitting in the former commandant’s office. We took a deep breath and pushed the enormity of the moment to the back of our minds so that we could fortify ourselves for what we were about to hear.
“Your grandmother would have been in a barracks called Hanover,” Dr. Munk explained, “one of the ones for the old people. She came in alone with no family to care for her. At the age of seventy-eight she was bound not to have lasted long. Those who had family to help them tended to live longer, and they were the ones who ended up being transported to Auschwitz.”
Evidence had recently come to light that people like Anna had been asked by the Nazis to sign a contract with the state at the time they were collected, agreeing that in return for looking after them the state would be given all their money, possessions and valuables. According to Dr. Munk, Anna would have been told that she was going to a spa, a sort of retirement home. If she was convinced by such empty promises, the illusion would only have lasted until the moment she arrived at this terrible place.
“What happened to the commandant?” Timothy inquired.
The reply was direct. “They showed him no mercy, of course. He had lived in luxury in this fortress with his family until he was captured after the end of the war and tried by a local court. The man was hanged just outside over there in the courtyard.”
I wanted to know everything, and I asked question after question. It seemed so extraordinary that one harmless old woman would be worth them going to all this trouble. Why would the mighty German military machine have bothered to mark her down and expend valuable time and manpower on picking her up just so that she could die here? What a terrible madness the whole business had been. Although it was an intensely emotional experience, I didn’t actually feel depressed by being there and learning the truth firsthand. If anything I felt energized by having finally got to this place. Individual details, however, could still bring the tears smarting to my eyes. The ashes of the dead, we were told, many thousands, were dumped into the river and caused it to become choked up days before the Allies arrived--despite specific promises by the Nazis that they would never do such a thing.
Before we came, we had asked Dr. Munk if it would be possible for them to make up and erect a memorial stone tablet for Anna. The director was a kind man and had been receptive to the idea after hearing our story. He allowed us to place the tablet in the wall of the columbarium, where the Nazis stored the ashes of the prisoners they cremated. Even though Anna had been buried, because the crematorium wasn’t built until a year after she died, this seemed a fitting place for her to be remembered. The director escorted us there personally, and I unveiled my dedication to my grandmother in a silent ceremony, taking a firm hold of Timothy’s hand for support.
We were then driven to visit the burial ground where Anna’s body would have been dumped into the communal graves. The town, we were told, was now being returned to the original families who had lived there before the war and before their homes had been used as a concentration camp. But all we could see were deserted streets and houses. We entered the open burial ground, walking through a scattering of unmarked stones.
We stopped on the way back at the local school, and the director took us inside. There was a plaque, which said that none of the children from the school during those years had survived; they had all been transported to their deaths.
We returned the following day, still not feeling ready to be finally parted from Anna. This time we went to the Hanover Barracks, Anna’s home for the last three weeks of her life, a desolate, godforsaken building with huge double wooden doors. I now felt fulfilled rather than sad, content that I had done as much as I possibly could.
There had been a walnut tree growing in the middle of the burial ground, which struck me as particularly beautiful and poignant in such a terrible place. The plaque under the tree told us that after the war it was found growing in the Theresienstadt Ghetto, a sapling that had been planted by the same children who had later been taken away to die in Auschwitz. The authorities had moved it to the burial ground and replanted it in order to remind people that, wherever there is death, there is also life.
What was so strange and perhaps ironic about Anna’s fate was that the way her mother Charlotte was hidden within a Jewish family was almost a mirror opposite of the biblical story from Genesis, when the infant Moses was hidden in a basket on the banks of the Nile to protect him from being killed as a Hebrew baby boy on the Pharaoh’s orders, only to be discovered by the Pharaoh’s daughter and brought up as an Egyptian prince. Charlotte, the daughter of a powerful prince, and therefore a princess in her own right, had her ancestry buried and found life with a Jewish family for her protection. As a result, her own daughter Anna was to die in Nazi Europe in what was a kind of reenactment of the Egyptian Holocaust. A further irony was that what had really taken place was also the precise opposite of what my parents had always assumed—that August had entered into a relationship with a woman of humble Jewish origins and that that was the reason why it had been kept secret.
But the final and deepest irony remained that, according to the secrets of the notebook, Anna was the direct descendant of one of the wealthiest and most powerful Prussian princes who ever lived, a member of a family that Hitler himself held in the highest possible regard. Despite all that, she had still been unable to save herself in the face of the deeply ingrained prejudice, cruelty and hatred that had shamed all Europe during those years. It was almost too painful to contemplate.
My grandmother Anna had died for the love of August and Emilie, and I hoped that I had gone some way to repay the love she had lavished on me as a small child. Over the previous thirty-five years, I had learned so much about humanity and about myself. I had made new friends all around the world, including members of my own family whom I had not previously known existed.
When I embarked upon my journey, I could never have known what the past was going to reveal to me. I thank God that at the end of it all I can say that Ken, my family and every one of those wonderful people who have been part of this amazing experience with me can also take credit for helping me to achieve my goal. For we have all of us together given Emilie, Charlotte and Anna back their true identities.
May their souls rest in peace.
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