
 
[image: I Seek a Kind Person by Julian Borger. The cover design features a piece of torn newspaper with a small, square photograph of the author’s father, Robert Borger, as a child.]



   
About the Author

Julian Borger is the Guardian’s World Affairs Editor, based in Washington. He covered the Bosnian war for the BBC and the Guardian and returned to the Balkans to report on the Kosovo conflict in 1999. He has also served as the Guardian’s Middle East correspondent and its Washington Bureau Chief.

Borger was part of the Guardian team that won the 2014 Pulitzer Prize for public service journalism, for its coverage of the Snowden files on mass surveillance. He was also in the team awarded the 2013 Investigative Reporters and Editors (IRE) medal and the Paul Foot Special Investigation Award in the UK. He won the One World Media Press Award in 2016 for a feature story on the investigation of war crimes in Syria.



   
Also by Julian Borger:

The Butcher’s Trail




I SEEK A KIND PERSON

My Father, Seven Children and the Adverts that Helped Them Escape the Holocaust

JULIAN BORGER

 

 

 

 

[image: John Murray logo.]

www.johnmurraypress.co.uk




First published in Great Britain in 2024 by John Murray (Publishers)

Copyright © Julian Borger 2024

The right of Julian Borger to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

Cover image of Robert Borger Copyright © Benjamin Borger

Cover image of paper Copyright © Shutterstock.com

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

ebook ISBN 9781399803328

Hardback ISBN 9781399803304

Trade Paperback ISBN 9781399806732

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.johnmurraypress.co.uk

John Murray Press, part of Hodder & Stoughton Limited

An Hachette UK company




For our mum, Wyn, who held us together
when everything fell apart.
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Dramatis Personae

The Borgers

Robert Borger, ‘Bobby’, the author’s father, advertised on 3 August 1938 as ‘an intelligent Boy, aged 11, Viennese of good family’.

Leo Borger, Robert’s father, owned a shop in Vienna selling radios and musical instruments. A committed Social Democrat, he had fought for the empire in the First World War and hoped that his service would protect his family.

Erna Borger, ‘Omi’, née Barbak, Robert’s mother, who kept the accounts at the shop. Her father’s family had come to Vienna from Galicia, now western Ukraine.

Malvine Schickler, ‘Malci’, née Borger, Robert’s aunt, a devoted Communist, who left the Jewish faith and the family business to marry a fellow party member from Galicia and take over the care of his two young children.

Mordechaj Schickler, ‘Motti’, Malci’s stepson, Robert’s cousin. He was an infant when his mother was committed to a psychiatric hospital, and his father remarried. Like his parents he became a loyal Communist. In his teens he took his mother’s family name, Sorger.

Valerie Borger, ‘Vally’, née Kohn, Leo’s second wife and Robert’s stepmother, also a refugee from Vienna, whose mother and first husband had been killed in the Holocaust.  

The Children in the Adverts

George Mandler, born Georg, the son of a successful leather merchant in Vienna. Living a little more than a kilometre from Robert Borger, he was advertised on 28 July 1938 as a fourteen-year-old boy ‘out of grammar school … with knowledge of English’.

Gertrude Batscha, ‘Gerti’, was fourteen when she was advertised on 29 July 1938 as the only daughter of a Jewish merchant: ‘well-mannered, able to help in any household work’. In later life in Israel, she became Yehudith Segal. 

Alice Hess, the fourteen-year-old daughter of Josefine and Béla Hess, who ran a printing business in Vienna. The advert for Alice appeared directly below Robert Borger’s, and described her as ‘well educated, Jewess: very fond of children: good sewing, household help.’ Her married name was Schoen.

Siegfried and Paula Neumann’s father had already been killed in Dachau when sixteen-year-old Siegfried placed an ad for himself on 10 October 1938, declaring he would be ‘so glad to become an Apprentice or Au Pair’. Their story was told by his sister, Paula, in a handwritten memoir.

Gertrude Langer was fourteen when her advert appeared under those of Robert Borger and Alice Hess on 3 August 1938, asking: ‘Will a Philanthropist take a much-gifted Girl … as foster-child?’ Her father Karl was a Viennese lawyer who hid his neighbours from the Nazis but refused to hide himself. 

Fred Schwarz, born Manfred, another lawyer’s son who was advertised on 3 September 1938 as a ‘healthy, modest Viennese boy’ aged fifteen. His elder brother, Frits, was not advertised but it was the boys’ close bond that ultimately determined their fate.

Lisbeth Weiss, ‘Lis’, the only child of Wilhelm and Rudolfine, who advertised the eleven-year-old girl on 27 August 1938, as a ‘clever child worthy of support’, promising to ‘join her later’ and pay for her education.
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The original adverts listed in the Manchester Guardian seeking ‘tuition’ for my father and other Viennese children, 3 August 1938.






I feel as though half of me is fighting the other half by trying to forget, rather than remember, and I realise that is probably what I have been doing all my life.

Yehudith Segal (born Gertrude Batscha)   
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My father, Robert Borger, 1966.






Introduction

ON 15 SEPTEMBER 1983, I had a dentist’s appointment. My family had been going to the same man to fix our teeth since childhood and he believed, for reasons I can no longer remember, that anaesthetic should be avoided whenever possible.

Random moments from that Thursday morning have stayed with me: the walk home along our local high road, the dappled light of early autumn, feeling hopeful about life and realising I need never go back to the same dentist. And then I arrived home and opened the front door for the last time that things were just about okay.

My mum was sitting at the kitchen table, looking at me as if she was horrified I had come home. ‘He doesn’t know yet,’ she said, and it took a moment to realise she wasn’t talking to me. She was talking about me. I was the one who didn’t know. In the same instant, I noticed the shadow of a policeman’s uniform in the background.

The policeman was very young, and seemed at a loss over how to behave in front of a distraught woman. Coming to our house must have been one of his first jobs, my mum said, recalling the agony of the occasion years later. It seemed unfair to everyone. He was not nearly old enough for his task: to tell this woman that Robert Borger, her husband and father of her four children, had been found dead that day.

Our dad had taken his life with whisky and painkillers in a lonely room away from home. I only recently found out the mundane details. He had stolen the pills from my grandma’s bedroom. Annie McCulloch, a tiny woman who loved butterscotch sweets, ginger wine and the Queen, had lived with us almost all my life and had died just three months earlier from respiratory complications caused by her modest smoking habit and reliance on coal fires. He must have gone into her room after her body had been removed and taken her prescription tablets. They were called Distalgesic, a brand name for a combination drug which featured in so many suicides it was withdrawn from the UK market twenty years after our dad made such effective use of it.

He had been missing for about a week before his body was found. Our mum, Wyn, had told him she could no longer put up with his behaviour: his moodiness, starting each day with a groan, and the inescapable fact that he had maintained a relationship with another woman despite repeated promises to stop. Mum had said she had had enough. He asked if that was her final word. She said it was and he walked out of the house.

Some hours later she gathered me, my elder sister Charlotte and two younger brothers Hugo and Bias (our abbreviation of Tobias) in the kitchen to try to imagine where he might be.

We probably did not treat the task with its proper urgency, but then we did not know what she knew: he had gone missing ten years earlier, calling home on an icy Christmas morning to tell her he had taken an overdose and was in a telephone box near Uxbridge. She called 999, but there was some difficulty getting an ambulance sent, as it was the height of the turmoil of Ted Heath’s government and the hospital ancillary workers were striking.

Wyn left us at home with grandma and went off looking for him, eventually following his trail to a hospital ward. She got him home, put Christmas dinner on the table and the next day took us out for a walk in the park with friends. Nothing more was ever said about the episode.

This time, there had been no call from a phone box, and she had to try to restrain her growing panic in front of us. My sister Charlotte and I were assigned people to call to enquire whether they had by any chance seen our father. We sat around the kitchen table and tried to think up new possibilities, and none of us came up with the right answer, despite the trail he had laid for us.

Some months earlier, he informed us that he had joined the National Liberal Club in Whitehall, an announcement we had greeted with astonishment and derision. He took our mum to see it and all she could think of was how dreary and stuffy it was. It seemed an absurdly grand and unnecessary thing to do. Members were allowed to stay in its rooms for a reasonable price, but he lived in London, so what was the point?

It had cost money up front that we could hardly afford. I found it funny and irritating without properly considering how sad it was. In retrospect, it was probably part of the staging for his suicide, and no doubt he felt it had a ring to it – ‘he died at his club’. He was trying to depart the world as ‘a man of substance’ at a time when he felt at his most insubstantial.

After more than two decades lecturing in psychology at Brunel University, he had seemed likely to inherit the chair and finally become a professor, a position that must have seemed preordained in his teenage years when he shocked everyone with his precocious academic achievements. At the last moment, however, he was passed over and Brunel chose a younger psychologist from another university who had written popularly accessible books and frequently appeared on television.

My father had told me he blamed himself for mentioning this man’s name to someone in the university administration, and wondered whether, if he had kept his mouth shut, they might have forgotten to ask this outsider to apply. He sank into gloom.

I was twenty-two at that time. I had left university and was working at an adventure playground in Fulham for the summer. One sunny day he turned up unannounced and sat at a picnic table watching the kids on the climbing frames. I did not know what to make of it, as I had never known this methodical man to spring surprises. Most evenings, I would go to his study, and he would set aside his work and we would play chess on a makeshift desk he had fashioned from a sheet of plywood and a single metal leg on a hinge that balanced on the armrests of his chair. He was far from emotionally expressive, and to the extent that we had a bond, it was forged in these games: the careful placing of chess pieces and occasional comments on the wisdom or otherwise of the move.

Turning up in Fulham that day, he seemed to have shrunk. We sat and talked for a while at a picnic table but about nothing of consequence. All the questions I had for him would only come to me much later.

In his suicide note he left for us four children, he said he could not see another ‘tolerable way out’, and that he was sure it would be better for us in the long run to have a dead father than a ‘lonely and depressed old man’.

I kept the note, in his neat, even handwriting, in a file of old documents, where it remained unopened for decades. I had to force myself to read it again, so I could write this chapter.

‘To be pathetic is the ultimate sin,’ he wrote. It is a line that to this day sets my mind racing to list all the sins that are so very much worse. He wondered if he had loved us in the wrong way and whether he had tried to compensate for his own shortcomings through us, a reference to his ceaseless goading over academic achievement.

‘Apart from that, there is no moral,’ he said.

There were other envelopes he left behind, including a separate note for our mother, which was pointed and recriminatory. There were bank statements underlining our precarious financial state. There were no savings.

A few envelopes were addressed to him but had remained unopened. Inside, my mum found pictures of a small fair-haired boy. We had a half-brother. His name was Alex and Robert had refused to have anything to do with him, cutting off relations with Alex’s mother, the woman with whom he had had an affair for more than a decade, after she had insisted on having the child. It still astonishes me that our mum continued to function at all, but she called us together, and insisted we meet Alex who, she pointed out, bore no blame for the collapse of our world. So not long afterwards, we picked him up from his mother’s flat and took him to London Zoo. He was a self-assured four-year-old with very clear views on what he wanted to do and what animals he wished to see. We, his four half-siblings, were willing to be guided by him, wandering around the cages and enclosures staring at the animals, uneasy and overwhelmed by the sheer weight of all the things we had just discovered.

My brothers and sister spent the weeks following our dad’s suicide struggling with the impossible task of comforting our mum and thinking up ways to distract her. At one point, Bias rowed her in circles around the Serpentine in Hyde Park.

I was going around town doing the practical things, relieved to be out of the house. The bureaucracy of untimely death kept me moving, filling forms and answering questions.

Besides the suitcase of clothes and formalities at the club, there was a car to be extricated from the police pound, and a body to identify. I volunteered to do all of it.

Westminster Public Mortuary on Horseferry Road is round the corner from the Houses of Parliament. As I remember it, you had to go up some stairs to a sort of gallery where there was a long thin window. I was asked if I was ready and a curtain on the far side was pulled back, and there he was lying on a gurney some three metres away, obviously him but at the same time utterly unrecognisable with all life extinguished.

I was numbed by the experience but later thought I had been luckier than my siblings. It is surely better to see the dead one last time, before they disappear forever.

The next job was to pick up his suitcase from the Liberal Club, where I was met by the housekeeper who had found him. She was a short woman with a Spanish or Portuguese accent. She took me to the room in which he had died and on the way up in the vintage wooden lift, she began to cry. Fumbling for something to say, I could only apologise.

The hardest task was making calls to family and friends to tell them the news. My sister and I had our own lists. I still have a vivid mental image of the piece of paper with scrawled names lying on the blue carpet by the phone. With each call, I was afraid people would ask what had driven my father to abandon us all, but no one did.

The call I left until last was Nancy Bingley, whom we all knew as Nans, the Welsh foster mother who had brought my father along the journey from boy to man, from when he first arrived as a Jewish refugee from Nazi Austria. She had been a kind, calm, grandmotherly presence in our lives.

Nans answered the phone, as people did in those days, by reciting her number, and I delivered my prepared script. On the other end of the line, there was an intake of breath, a pause and then Nans said firmly: ‘Robert was the Nazis’ last victim. They got to him in the end.’

For the first few moments, the words buzzed in the plastic phone and I had nothing to say. She had delivered them with the resigned conviction of someone stating the obvious, but I had no idea what she was talking about. This was 1983 after all, forty-five years after my dad fled Vienna. We had all assumed he had been dragged down by more immediate concerns, a sense of turmoil, failure and disappointment in his personal life and career. His single-page suicide note to us said nothing of Hitler and the Nazis, but seemed preoccupied with whose account of events we, his children, would believe after his death: his or our mum’s. We did not care. We did not even know there were competing accounts to be told and we certainly did not want to hear them.

Nans had a broader view of the life that had just ended. She had met our dad when he was a terrified eleven-year-old refugee newly arrived in Britain, and she had never lost sight of the fearful boy curled up inside the ageing man.

By the time Robert had met our mum in the mid-1950s, when they were both young teachers, that boy had already been tidied away. He did not discuss his childhood, and neither did his parents, Leo and Erna. Wyn learned not to even ask.

To them, he was Bobby, a fact I found somehow shocking. We had never heard him called anything other than Robert, and it would have been unthinkably cheeky to address this serious, melancholic man by such a whimsical nickname. Evidently there was a lot we did not know about our father, and that sense of having lived with a stranger only grew in the months after his death.

I had no way of knowing whether Nans’ instinctive response was right. We grew up aware of the bare skeleton of my father’s story: he had escaped Vienna when he was eleven, seven months after Hitler carried out his Anschluss (the annexation of Austria); Erna had secured a visa as a maid so was able to accompany him on the train and the ferry but was not allowed to live with him in Britain; Leo had escaped later, in March 1939, and soon after found a job as a factory worker in Shrewsbury. Although his parents had managed to reach safety, they were not allowed by the conditions of their visas to live with him, and so Nans and her husband Reg Bingley took Robert in during the war at their home in Caernarfon, Wales.

Beyond that summary, everything was opaque. It was a handful of details that told us what happened, but not how it happened and how it felt. Neither he nor my grandparents spoke about their Viennese past, save for the occasional passing remark. My fitful attempts to dig deeper were gently rebuffed and another woolly layer of reticence was wrapped around whatever was left unsaid. And then our father had cut off any possibility of further conversation the day he walked out of the house forever.

In time, his suicide fossilised from an emotion into a fact, buried thinly by the passage of time but still hard and jagged. Some six years after his death, I was taken by surprise by my boss at the time, a BBC editor who prided himself on his blunt inquisitiveness, when he questioned me about my parents in front of my colleagues. I was flustered and found myself unable to tell the truth. I should have waved away the question and claimed my right to privacy, but instead I found myself making up a story about a violent death by mugging, adding the anxiety of being unmasked as a liar to the shame and grief over a loss I had locked away without comprehending it.

And alongside all that, I took what Nans had told me, her calm certainty about what our father’s death meant, and packed it away without exploring it, like an inherited book put away on a shelf unread.

It would no doubt have remained there forever if it had not been for a chance exchange which set in train a sequence of discoveries, not just about my father and his family, but about scores of other children who had fled Vienna at the same time.

In December 2020, I was writing a story about the blanket deportation of West African asylum seekers, particularly Cameroonians, in the dying months of Donald Trump’s turbulent administration. I began corresponding with a retired law professor called Ruth Hargrove, who was trying to stop the deportations of some of the Cameroonians on the grounds that they were quite possibly being sent to their deaths in the midst of a brutal civil conflict.

On 28 December, Ruth wrote to me: ‘We keep living the same trauma. My father escaped from Vienna in 1938, just after the Gestapo took over. My mother’s family escaped the pogroms of Odessa in 1906 … My parents’ wounds never healed.’

I wrote back immediately to point out the coincidence of our fathers’ backgrounds, and we exchanged notes about it, each email a mix of what we knew about our families’ experiences under the Nazis and the latest news about her African clients.

Ruth sent me a short reflective essay about the fate of Jews and Cameroonians, in which she quoted Holocaust scholar Yehuda Bauer, who had suggested the addition of three more commandments to the original ten on Moses’ tablet: ‘Thou shalt not be a perpetrator, or a victim and thou shalt never, ever, be a bystander.’

At one point in my email exchange with Ruth, a memory shook loose about something my mother had told me long before, about Leo and Erna advertising their son in the classified ads in the Manchester Guardian, the forerunner of the Guardian, in an attempt to get him out of Nazi-ruled Vienna.

It was something I had meant to look into but had put off, imagining it would mean spending days in the Guardian archive or worse still, turn out not to be true. Over the years, I had stopped thinking about it.

‘What is it with the Manchester Guardian?’ Ruth replied when I mentioned it. ‘That’s how my grandfather got my father out.’

Her grandfather, Oskar Fritsch, had seen an announcement of the engagement of the daughter of a British member of parliament on the society pages, and noticed that this MP was a collector of fire department paraphernalia. So Oskar crossed Vienna, braving Nazi patrols to find some Viennese fireman’s gear and sent it off, with a note saying something like: ‘Congratulations on your daughter’s happy news. Could you possibly save my son?’ In reply, I sent a brief version of my family story and its unhappy ending.

‘I am so deeply sorry about your father. People think that just because our parents got out, they escaped,’ Ruth wrote. ‘My father never recovered from whatever he went through. We didn’t get the diagnosis until he was in his ’80s and was imagining vermin on the kitchen counter, but he was diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) at the same time he received the Alzheimer’s diagnosis.’

Her eighty-eight-year-old father, born Peter Fritsch, would relive the Anschluss in his confusion, switching back to the German he had not spoken for seventy-four years and begging Ruth ‘to save him from the Nazis coming for him’.

Not long after that, he died.

‘The PTSD diagnosis finally gave a name to the unpredictable violence of my childhood,’ she said. ‘Hitler’s gift continues.’

I was struck by the echo of Nans’ words about my own father two decades earlier, with the same message: violence is often just the beginning. The real story of war is also the years and decades that follow, all the days the wounded and bereaved survivors have to struggle through, only to bequeath the anguish to another generation.

On 29 December, I wrote to the Guardian’s archivist, Richard Nelsson, explaining my ‘family lore’ about the Manchester Guardian and Ruth’s account, suggesting that together they could make a story. Richard replied the next day to say he had found something in the archives, an advert from August 1938. ‘Could this be it?’ he asked. His email had an attachment.

I opened it in the car park of a supermarket in northern Virginia. The groceries were in the back and I was about to drive home, but checked my phone first to make sure I was not needed at work. It was a newspaper cutting, a block of six short advertisements under the heading ‘Tuition’, in the slightly uneven and blotchy pre-war typeface of the era, from the Manchester Guardian on 3 August 1938. The middle ad had our name in it.

‘I Seek a kind person who will educate my intelligent Boy, aged 11, Viennese of good family. Borger, 5/12 Hintzerstrasse, Vienna 3.’

I recognised my family’s last address in Vienna from Leo’s documents. There was no doubt the ‘intelligent boy’ was our dad, and that my grandparents had placed the advertisement. I was taken unawares by the emotional force of these words even after so much time – a father and mother’s desperate effort to save their only child by extolling his virtues in a foreign language. I wondered how I would advertise my own son, also an only child. What words would I choose if everything I cared about depended on it? And if I picked the right words and strangers took him in, would I ever see him again?

If I had never been in touch with Ruth, or if she had not mentioned her own father, I would never have thought to mention the advertisement to Richard in the archives. The entire sequence of events was as tenuous as a gust of wind uncovering a long-forgotten artefact.

This was, in a way, our origin story and surely had something to do with the fact that I was here in northern Virginia eighty-three years later, working for the same newspaper. I had after all grown up in a household in which the Guardian was a revered daily presence, and no wonder.

One glance at that old newspaper cutting showed that our family story was one of many. On the day my father was advertised there were six children in the ‘Tuition’ section whose lives needed to be rescued.

‘FERVENT prayer in great distress,’ the top ad declared. ‘Who would give a Home to a grammar school scholar aged 13: healthy, clever, very musical.’ The parents placing the ad identified themselves by the initials FBW, with an apartment on Wiedner Hauptstrasse in Vienna’s 5th District.

All the ads had the same Germanic practice of capitalising nouns, suggesting that people unfamiliar with English had placed them, using dictionaries for guidance.

The ad below my father’s read: ‘I Look for an au pair for my Girl, aged 14, well educated, Jewess: very fond of children: good sewing, household help.’ The family name given was Hess, from Gudrunstrasse in the 10th District.

Below that, someone called Manheim in the 2nd District had written: ‘Two very modest Sisters, aged 14 and 17, Jews, half orphans, well trained, pray to be accepted as foster children.’

Among these appeals from the Nazi Reich, an ‘educated French lady’ had placed an ad offering conversation for ‘pay or exchange’. Below that, the last ad for a Viennese child, the daughter of a Dr Langer: ‘Will a Philanthropist take a much-gifted Girl, 14 years old, daughter of an Austrian Jewish lawyer, as foster-child?’

These were just the advertisements in one section of one day’s edition. There were scores of Jewish children from Vienna being advertised through the pages of the Manchester Guardian. Scrolling through the archives, moving forward in time from 11 March 1938, the date of the Anschluss, I could see the tide of panic gathering pace in the Tuition and Situations Wanted columns as the awful year rolled on.

The initial references to Vienna concerned only tourism and opera, but on 10 May, a Viennese woman called Erna Ball offered herself as a housekeeper, then, a fortnight later, there was an ad placed by Julie Klein, who described herself as a ‘distinguished Viennese lady, Jewish, good appearance, blond, 35’.

On 7 June, the first of the children appeared: Gertrude Mandl, a ‘young Viennese Girl … not Aryan’ who ‘seeks position as Cook Housekeeper’. She was the first of a wave of children which peaked in August, September and October before beginning to peter out in November, when Britain launched the Kindertransport. These organised mass transports of unaccompanied minors from Vienna, Prague and Berlin brought some ten thousand Jewish children to Britain in the months leading up to the outbreak of war.

Before the Kindertransport, however, newspaper ads were one of the very few options available for Jewish parents trying to get their sons and daughters out of Nazi-run Austria. A total of eighty children were advertised in the Manchester Guardian, almost all from Vienna, their virtues described in brief to fit the confined space at the cost of a shilling a line. They had grown up on the same streets at the same time as my father. So what happened to them all? Had they managed to survive or had their parents’ appeals for help gone unheeded?

I set out to trace them. Having stumbled on their names it seemed unthinkable not to try to find out what had happened to them, and if it was too late to track them down in person, to at least find their children, who would presumably be about my age. At the same time I felt compelled to follow my own father’s faded traces, overlooked for so long.

I had no clear preconceptions of where the search would take me, and I would frequently be astonished by the stories that lay behind those three-line ads. The trail led from the hushed Vienna archives to the Shanghai ghetto; to a suspected Bolshevik spy deported from 1920s France only to vanish mysteriously; a secret Austrian cell within the French Resistance and a lapse in judgement that led to its obliteration at the hands of the Gestapo; a US military intelligence unit chasing the remnants of the SS through the German forests and finding a hoard of Nazi cash; a phenomenal Jewish football team which beat the world’s best before being burned off the pages of sporting history in the Holocaust; an astounding tale of love and survival that led through Theresienstadt, Auschwitz-Birkenau and the chaos of the war’s final days. It finally led to a video call to New York in which I got to ask questions of a living witness, questions I should have put to my dad.

The exploratory journey into my own family’s past was like spooling a video ever faster backwards across the generations. Colour turned to black and white, cities gave way to villages, modern roads petered out into rough tracks, leading to younger incarnations of men and women whom I had only known in their last years, and other ancestors I had never met, speaking different languages and leading unrecognisable lives, all blithely unaware of the horrors hurtling towards them.

Hilary Mantel once said that history is ‘what’s left in the sieve when the centuries have run through it’, and that is exactly how it felt researching this book. I spent months sifting through remnants and guessing how they might fit together, what they might tell me about my family, and the ways they shaped me and my generation, the children of survivors, and the way we see the world. They were long dead but not yet departed. Just now and then, they flickered back to life, stepping out of history in their prime, some as heroes, some as victims, all transformed in ways I could not have anticipated.
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