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Nancy Kohner was a respected health writer. She was born in Bradford in 1950. Her father, Rudolph, was a Jewish refugee from pre-war Czechoslovakia who married a local girl, Olive. My Father’s Roses is the result of decades of work by Nancy researching family diaries and letters and piecing together her family history. Nancy died of cancer in 2006, aged 55 just as she was finishing this book. Her daughter Bridget, a historian and archivist for the Wiener Library, completed the manuscript after her mother’s death and now provides the link between the past and the present. Bridget lives in London.
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Foreword and Acknowledgements

I have been waiting to write this book for most of my life. Since it is a family history and I did not intend to include myself in it, I may have sensed its prospect even as a child. As a teenager, I waited with cheerful optimism. In my twenties, I began to research, to read, converse, discuss, debate. I began to bore my friends.

When my children were born, motherhood made me less certain. And as my uncertainty about my purpose grew, so my possibilities decreased. I had no spare time, but in any case, I no longer knew what or why I was writing.

When my father died, grief made me frantic to write and unable to lift my pen. Instead, I spent time with my father’s brother’s wife, Edith Kohner, who talked to me about my father, his family and the past. She opened box after box of jumbled letters, diaries and photographs, and although I was hampered by the old script and my limited knowledge of the languages used, I began to sort and catalogue them and familiarise myself with their dates and origins. I added them to some documents that had turned up after my father’s death. I recorded lengthy conversations with Edith, who was sympathetic and generous. A clumsy understanding began to grow.

A friend, Alix Henley, hearing of the collection of letters and my desire to have them translated, put me in touch with Peter Heller through her mother, Lotte. Lotte and Peter had been colleagues at the Foreign Office, and before that, Peter had worked for the BBC and, during the war, for the Monitoring Service.

I spoke to Peter on the phone and we arranged to meet. I think we were both a little wary. I was about to show a stranger some very personal documents that contained … I knew not what. He had been warm and interested on the phone, but I wasn’t sure whether I would be able to back-track if, when I met him, I felt that he was not the right person for the task. Peter, for his part, must surely have wondered whether this was a sufficiently professional undertaking.

When we met, my misgivings were overcome. The coincidences were extraordinary. Peter had grown up not far from my father’s home and had lived and worked in Bohemia. Like my uncle, he had been a law student in Prague. He was steeped in the same culture and was expert in all the necessary languages – not just German and Czech but even the particular form of shorthand used in some of the letters and diaries. He could read the handwriting, which for me was, and still is, indecipherable. He knew the geography and the social and political history; he knew the music and the literature; he knew about the schooling, the humour, the clothes, the food … all the minutiae of my family’s life in Bohemia. He was also the child of a Jewish mother and, like my father and uncle, he had made a lucky escape in 1939.

But what convinced me that Peter was the right translator for the job was not so much all of this (although it was astonishing good fortune) but the fact that, even at that first meeting, I knew that he understood an enterprise that as yet I hardly understood myself, and that he would support me in it.

Peter has translated many hundreds of my family’s letters and diary entries: it has been a Herculean labour, stretching over many years. He has done it with meticulous care, great good humour, and not a single complaint. He has never imposed his own ideas but has supported mine, at the same time gently offering me the advice that only someone with such a vast store of experience and expertise could offer. And he has produced something more than mere translations, for he has peppered his typescripts with his own explanatory remarks and illuminating comments, and in this way has added immeasurably to my understanding and knowledge.

Gradually we became friends as well as collaborators. We travelled to Prague together and I learnt a little more about Peter’s own life. It was typical of his professionalism that, although he had his own stories to tell, he never muddled his own history with the one he was making accessible to me.

I owe an enormous debt of thanks to Peter, and both my family and I also owe thanks to Jill, his wife, who has unfailingly supported him – and me and my children too.
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Once Peter’s translations made the letters and diaries readable, I had to re-think what they meant and what could be done with them. More time passed. I was now clear about the personal meaning of the material, but uncertain about its public significance. I showed a few of the letters to one or two friends. One Sunday, Andrea Levy, to whom I had lent one of the files of letters, rang me unexpectedly and asked if she could come over to see me straight away. An hour or so later, she walked into the house, sat down at my kitchen table, and spoke to me about how much the letters had excited her. I shall always be grateful for her spontaneous, convincing affirmation that the letters had meaning and value beyond the purely personal.

But it was only when I could free myself of other work, reassess my response to my father’s death, and allow myself to write not just for my family, the archive, and a wider audience but for myself as well, that I could begin to write, and write freely.

My friends supported me. It is useful to have a ready-assembled group of English literature graduates to hand, and my fellow students of thirty-five years before all rallied round with their very varied, sometimes conflicting, always stimulating commentaries. They have made the writing a pleasure – and also greatly improved it. Jenny Cuffe’s praise, criticism, practical wisdom and above all her enthusiasm, Kate Jameson’s clarity and stern encouragement, and Felicity Rosslyn’s impressive knowledge and sensitive insights have sustained me through every uncertainty. They have all given up days of their time to read my drafts, and despite what surely must have been strong temptation, they have never once told me to stop talking and either get on with it or give up. My dear friend Ali Leftwich has similarly encouraged and reassured me, and I have depended on her steadiness and understanding. Having a very different background herself, she has been able to tell me what it is like to read this kind of personal history without any contextual knowledge, and has pulled me up when I have assumed too much. Ruth Bender-Atik, burdened by being one of my few Jewish friends, has endured many a conversation revealing my ignorance of Judaism outside my own cultural inheritance. She too has read and commented, and her different perspective has been welcome.

My cousin, Billy Kohner, as the son of one of the main protagonists, Franz Kohner, has had most reason to interfere – and has not done so. He has been supportive from the start and I thank him especially for that. It has been a particular pleasure to share memories of our similar upbringings. Our fathers had much in common, and that is a delight – and a source of amusement – to us both.

Many of my friends (Celia Fisher, Isabel Jameson, Avril Maddrell, Gill Mallinson, Lesley Moreland, Jake Phelan and Jill Russell) have generously given their time to read and talk to me about the book.

During the course of my research, I came across a number of people who were helpful beyond what was required of them: Peter Brod, Jiři Fiedler, Martin Gutzer, Ron Herrmann and Keiren Phelan.

Another contact came about by chance. One evening, my phone rang and a female voice I did not know asked for me by name. When I identified myself, she explained that she had come across the name of Kohner in a list of Jewish inhabitants of a Czech town called Podersam. Could I be any relation? I confirmed that I was, and asked her for her own story. Her name, she said, was Carol Noble, but her father’s original name (he had come out of Czechoslovakia on a Kinder-transport), and therefore her grandfather’s, was Löbl. On the other side, her grandmother’s family was called Mühlstein. Both were Podersam families.

It so happened that the name of Mühlstein featured in one of my father’s often repeated favourite stories. I asked her if she was a relative of Walter Mühlstein’s, and she said he was her great-uncle. ‘I can tell you, then,’ I said, ‘that your great-uncle used to throw dried horse shit at my father.’ Maybe it wasn’t quite the connection she had been hoping for, but this was the beginning of a great collaboration. We were both seeking the same information; we both wanted to learn about the community in which our families had lived. Some years later, we travelled to Prague, Podersam, Saaz and Theresienstadt (Terezin) together, and without Carol’s energy and tenacity, I would not have managed to acquire the information I did from the Czech museums and archives.
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The greatest pleasure has been to work with my daughter, Bridget McGing, and to her I owe the greatest thanks. There is no task she hasn’t shared with me and made a delight. Together, we’ve pored over documents and photographs, organised and re-organised them, read, re-read and discussed them, and transferred them painstakingly to albums and to the screen. We’ve travelled together and penetrated the mysteries of the Czech archives, wandered through museums, and sat on the dark, deserted platforms of railway stations whose names we could not pronounce. As a historian, her knowledge and skills have been invaluable, and her perspective has been a foil and sometimes (though not without argument) a corrective. Above all, she has made writing this seem both important and possible, and I have been able to accept her optimism because she also knows how hard writing is.

NHK

February 2006

Picture acknowledgements

The majority of photographs are from the author’s collection. Additional sources: p. 100, postcard of the Ringplatz and p. 102, Podersam synagogue, both from the photo archive at Podbořany Town Hall; p. 263, extract from the Gedenkbuch für die Stadt Podersam, from the Státní Okresní Archiv, Louny; p. 215, photograph of the invasion of Podersam, printed in Podbořany: Dějiny města a okolních obcí, Smetana, Jan, (Podbořany, 2001).


Prologue by Bridget McGing
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I grew up with an archive of epic proportions. In fact, ‘with’ is not quite the right word. I grew up in an archive. My childhood home was filled with a general miscellany of objects brought out of Czechoslovakia in 1939. The linen was on the bed, the glass on the sideboard, the china in the dresser. I played from the sheet music, ate with the cutlery and walked on the rugs. Thanks to the many photographs, I grew up (quite literally) surrounded by members of the family. Franzi, Berta and Rudi kept watch over the hall, a young Opapa guarded my mother’s bedside table, while an older one kept a watchful eye over her desk, and Omama sat on the sideboard – keeping track of all our comings and goings. The past was simply an integral part of my childhood. There was never one particular point of discovery, no moment when I became aware of my family’s history and understood it. Instead, I grew up alongside it, with full knowledge of everything that had happened, encouraged to speak about it freely and passionately.

From a very young age I saw this family inheritance as something special and exclusive, magical even. My mother’s passion for it was infectious and I willingly joined in. I remember sitting with her on the floor of her office, documents spread out around us, meticulously dating, identifying and ordering, gradually transforming the hoard into an archive. I remember poring over photographs and negatives with a magnifying glass, carefully scanning and preserving the increasingly familiar images. I remember our many travels – gathering information, quarelling with archivists, discovering buildings, records and stories.

I remember arguing, although arguing is not quite the right word. The beautiful and totally illegible handwriting of my ancestors was always hotly contested – that’s a ‘u’, no, it’s definitely an ‘a’, or is it an ‘o’? The photos were another source of intense debate – is that Opapa in the back row? Or a stranger? Is that taken in the Garten? Or is it in Saaz? When my mother started writing the book, these debates become more frequent. My mother was an English graduate, I am a history graduate, and two disciplines did not always coexist happily – my mother enjoyed creating stories, painting pictures with words, I was more concerned with historical accuracy. ‘You can’t assume that letter was from Berta.’ ‘How do you know that Omama cooked that?’ Always eager to deliver that sharp kick to bring my mother back to unsentimental reality.

I vividly remember laughing: at the hats that Valerie wore, at the mandatory dog that would turn up in every other photograph, at Heinrich’s pompous and patronising letters, at Rudi and Franzi’s tendency to take their tops off at every opportunity. I remember laughing at my obsession with Onkel Edward, at our attempts at pronouncing Czech, and at our pitiful struggles to cook dumplings. And I remember how laughing could so easily turn to hysterics when standing on Czech railway platforms in the middle of nowhere.

But I also remember crying. My mother never attempted to hide the tragedy of our family’s past and she never felt ashamed of expressing that sadness. In fact, my mother’s propensity to cry – at the reading of Omama’s last letters, at the recordings of Opapa playing the violin, at the site of the train station at Terezin – taught me more about my past than any research could. Such willingness to share emotions and instincts so openly and candidly is not a trait often found in this area of family history, and it is one that I am profoundly grateful for. She enabled me to feel a natural continuity and connection with my heritage – a connection I know she had not received so straightforwardly from her father, and that she had struggled to create for herself.

So although this book was only written two years ago, I feel I have lived with it all my life. When I was small I would listen to my mother talk about it with her friends, explaining how the letters and diaries she had inherited could tell her family’s story in their own words. As I grew up and started to read the letters myself, I too could see the potential, and I began to share her enthusiasm for the project. But her other work made even beginning the book an impossible task, and I could sense her frustration as countless other Holocaust memoirs and stories were published while hers remained unstarted.

In my first year at university she wrote a chapter. It was not a long chapter, and she was not happy with it, but they were words on paper, a beginning. I loved them, I read them to anybody I could make sit still for long enough, willing or otherwise. It was a chapter about her father, and it was the first time I had seen her memories of him written down. I tried to encourage her to write more. But in my second year of university my mother was diagnosed with cancer, and we embarked on a seemingly endless run of hospital appointments and treatments. I spent much of that year rushing between home and university (often with books and a half-completed essay in my bag) to try and help her through the worst times. She was on her own, and she was scared. And the book disappeared from view at the very time when it felt most urgent.

The diagnosis that the cancer was terminal came just half an hour after I emerged from my last exam in my final year. From that June in 2005, until her death in March 2006, my mother wrote constantly. In the very worst circumstances, and in increasing pain, she wrote 75,000 words, finally fulfilling her ambition and completing the long-awaited book. She would sit in armchairs, in bed, in hospital waiting rooms – writing, reading, deleting, re-writing, moving, editing. It was a labour of love in the very truest sense of the words, and she died only one week after finishing it. It was an incredible achievement, and one I still find difficult to comprehend. It was not how she wanted to write it, and it was not the book she had imagined it would be, but she had written it.

If it was not the way my mother was expecting to write the book, it certainly wasn’t the way I was planning to spend my first year out of university. I had hopes of continuing my studies, of pursuing my own project on the past. But all such hopes were abruptly suspended during one phone call to my mother on a sunny day in June. So I put my life on hold, and focused on the year ahead. As my mother’s carer, I concentrated on making the last months of her life as bearable as they could be. With my brother and sister I fed, washed, dressed, drugged and entertained her. I cleaned the house, walked the dogs, cooked the food and collected prescriptions. I walked with her, slowly supporting the daily progress from the bed to the chair, from the chair to the garden, from the garden to the bed. I made endless notes – which drugs to take when, what food she wanted (what food she didn’t), who to call for help. I arranged visits from her friends, and postponed them when she couldn’t see them. I argued with people who weren’t being helpful, and I thanked those who were.

Sometimes I felt bitter. Watching my friends rush ahead, pursuing jobs and theses and travels, it was easy to feel both left out and left behind. I felt stuck between two starkly contrasting worlds, and at times it made me resent them both. But any bitterness, of course, led swiftly to guilt. How could I possibly think that I should be doing anything other than looking after my mother? I loved my mother, but I also genuinely enjoyed her company. We were friends – the very best of friends. So what on earth was I doing thinking I would rather be somewhere else?

But looking back at that year, through any bitterness or associated guilt, my over-riding emotion is one of simple admiration. My mother made a miserable and frightening year somehow feel special. We sat together in pastel green hospital armchairs, drinking powdered tea from plastic cups and surrounded by drips and machines, and she made it feel special. She did so by remaining unashamedly herself – her brilliant sense of humour, her sharp intellect and her sheer stoicism prevailed. And it was when she was writing that she was most herself. When she wrote she ceased to be a cancer patient, she was, as she had always been, a writer. The book absorbed her into another world, to the point where her laptop and a folder of the family’s letters could provide the same, if not greater relief than the regular doses of morphine. So I simply helped in any way I could. Sometimes she needed documents hunting out, or something researching in the library. Sometimes she needed to talk through the latest chapter, or the one she still wasn’t sure about several chapters back.

Sometimes the help I could provide was purely practical. My mother had been a writer all her adult life, and I was used to her office and desk being part of the house. But now she could no longer sit in her office and substitute desks had to be set up around the house. One in the bedroom, one in the sitting room, one (for particularly fine weather) in the garden. When we had to leave the safety of the house for the regular chemotherapy sessions, the substitute desk would come too. We would arrive at the hospital with several large bags packed with her laptop, letters, draft manuscripts, photographs, documents, pillow, hot water bottle and blanket. We must have looked an odd pair, sitting in the corner of the ward talking through Heinrich’s route to the Garten, or Berta’s orchestra rehearsals in Saaz.

As the year went on my mother’s writing gained momentum. She began to write faster, with a real (and understandable) urgency. She didn’t always need me to discuss the next chapter, and as she needed more and more care, there was not always time for me to do so. I started to have less to do with the content of the book, and more with just making it possible. It wasn’t a role I was used to. Up until that point, my family’s past had been a joint project that my mother and I had shared. But towards the end of 2005 it was clear that our wonderful collaboration was coming to an end, and that I occupied a new position watching from the sidelines. The completion of the book itself could only belong to my mother – she had to finish her book and try to make sense of her relationship with the past. I had a different task ahead. I had to concentrate on the present, and find a way to stay with my mother until the end. I had to hold onto her while I still could, and try to prepare myself for a life without her. That was not something I could do by looking backwards. It was not something that my family’s past would help me with. I had to sit with her, watch her and hold her hand.

Now, two years after her death, I am left having to put down in words my experiences of that year and my feelings towards what remains. To be honest, I no longer know. The wonderfully familiar archive that I have grown up with suddenly feels very different now it is sitting in my kitchen. My mother’s extensive handwritten notes no longer feel like the gems of information they used to, but reminders that she is no longer here. I am wary of research that might uncover information she would have wanted to know, or documents that only she would know where to file. The china, glass, linen and furniture somehow don’t feel the same when squeezed into every corner of my house. The photos seem more remote when there is nobody with whom to laugh about them. Above all, the very size of the archive, the size that originally made it so powerful, seems almost overwhelming now I am left to carry it alone.

And so it is only now that I am aware that the archive and what it represents might, or even could, have a separate meaning for me. And it is only now I realise that this meaning may, by necessity, be different to my mother’s. I feel I am beginning to understanding the concept of ‘responsibility’, or even ‘burden’. Will I ever know as much as my mother? Will I be able to take care of everything as well as she has? Is this even something that I want to do without her? Is that a choice I have? And I know these are feelings my mother would understand, and I know they are feelings she would not want me to have.

This book now joins the archive it originated from, as my mother’s contribution to the inheritance that was so important to her, and I must begin, slowly, to build my own relationship with it all. I am left with what my mother taught me – the discipline of research, the art of writing, the emotion of discovery. She taught me how to respect and to treasure. But most of all she taught me to be proud. Her love of, and commitment to, these characters enabled me to love them in a way their letters, diaries and photographs could never have done on their own. And so my starting point will be this manuscript. What it contains, quite simply, is my mother’s voice.
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