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Prologue

Growing Up with Kurt

Hampshire, England, Christmas 2016

I arrive at the small shabby cottage where my father lives. The twilight has drained the colour from the small garden, though I am glad not to be able to see it properly. Once beautifully tended by my mother Mary, it has become overgrown since her death eleven months earlier.

My father, Kurt Schindler, sits in near darkness, shuffling through papers on his lap. He is scribbling on various sheets – loopy, indecipherable scrawls. I turn on the lamp, but it sheds little light on what he is doing. His behaviour and character are obsessive; this scene an echo of so many others over the years when, in a less demented state, he showed me documents and sought my approval on this or that matter. He wanted discussion, but not dissent.

I stay little more than an hour. I cannot wait to get away; it is too painful. It is also the last time I see him.

[image: clip0001]

I only remember Kurt holding down a job once, briefly in the early 1970s. He hated being told what to do, and so he preferred to work for himself. He set up and ran multiple commodity trading companies, importing nuts, herbs, vitamin C supplements, jam and alcohol, and then reselling them, often at a loss. He had scant regard for the basics of accounting or regular commerce. Frequently, he would fail to pay his suppliers, instead using whatever he earned from the resale to fend off – or pursue – litigation against those he believed had wronged him.

When Kurt’s companies collapsed, as they inevitably did, engulfed in debt and litigation, he sought the help of lawyers and even psychiatrists to get himself out of the financial and legal mess in which he found himself. Like a compulsive gambler, he always promised never to trade again, but invariably he did, claiming he had no choice.

In one unusually perceptive moment, he admitted that he liked ‘living on the edge’. For him, the fact that his wife and children had to live there with him was simply how it was. As a father, Kurt failed to provide even the most basic stability, and so we, his family, lurched between extremes. At times, we lived in expensive houses, rode in BMWs, attended upmarket private schools and stayed in fancy hotels; at others, we lived on our wits, dodging debt collectors, facing eviction, and in due course fleeing abroad. Often, those extremes coexisted. As a child, it was both exhilarating and bewildering.

In the early 1970s, my younger sister Sophie and I were often left alone for days at a time in our mews house in Kensington, while our parents drove around London visiting lawyers. We grew to fear the visits of the bailiff. I distinctly remember, when I was about ten, hiding in the house as someone banged away on our front door. We had strict instructions not to open it when we were alone, so Sophie and I lay quietly on the wooden floor upstairs, trying not to breathe too loudly.

I inched forward to the top of the spiral staircase and leaned my head over the edge of the first step so that I could see through the open tread of the steps down to the front door below. The metal flap on the letter box rattled impatiently. I held my breath. And then, in a moment of acute embarrassment, my eyes met another’s eyes peering through. The figure outside was squatting down. He seemed as shocked to see a young girl’s face hanging upside down above him as I was to see his, and he left hurriedly. On this occasion, he had failed in his mission to serve legal documents on my father. Bailiff 0 – Schindlers 1. Another delay in some never-ending case that I never fully grasped.

Then my father’s luck ran out. It happened on the morning of 28 February 1973, when he was dropping us off at our Kensington primary school. I remember the moment as two plainclothes police officers stepped forward and asked Kurt to come with them. Sophie and I were hurried into school as he was led away, under arrest.

My godmother put up money for his bail, and Kurt was released shortly afterwards. Our lives were then defined by his predicament. When the fraud officers visited to search the house, I was ill in bed with flu. They insisted on looking under my dark red satin quilt to check if he had hidden any papers there. He had not, for planning of any sort was not his strong point. Instead, in the commotion, I bit on the thermometer I had in my mouth, and was struck by the beauty of the tiny silver beads of mercury as they chased each other down the seams of the quilt.

At school, I remained a quiet, unobtrusive child, albeit one slightly prone to crying. A concerned French teacher once asked if everything was all right at home. I assured her it was – and made sure never to cry again at school. Shame prevented me from confiding in her. I trusted no one.

Amongst Kurt’s papers, as I later discovered, was his 1975 Bill of Indictment, which laid bare how he had used multiple companies to purchase commodities. The prosecutor commented that no supplier’s asking price appeared too high for Kurt, but that the goods were invariably acquired on credit. The prosecutor’s implication was clear: Kurt never intended to pay the suppliers. However, I don’t believe that was the case. I think he just never got around to paying them, because some other crisis intervened, and the proceeds he made from sales were set against whichever was the most pressing debt. His fraud was not premeditated. It was a by-product of the chaos of his mind and possibly his history.

When my father’s creditors were asked by the police why they had agreed to supply him with such large shipments of goods on credit, they explained that he had inspired complete confidence through a combination of the sheer size of the orders and his detailed grasp of the international commodity markets. It rang true. I remember him spending hours on the telephone, often sitting on the edge of my parents’ double bed as he cajoled suppliers. He was handsome, charming and utterly persuasive.

The indictment recorded the fact that much of Kurt’s business was also done by telex. I recall the telex machine well. As a small child, I used to sit in the dark grey metallic space underneath it, imagining that it was the opening of a tunnel to a different, magic-al world, where I could roam freely, away from the pressures at home. And I listened to it spew out long rolls of printed paper. It became my special job to destroy the punched telex tape by tearing it into tiny pieces, and I took my role as shredder very seriously. Kurt was always keen on preserving his confidentiality. Indeed, he assumed the house had been bugged by the Fraud Squad and would shush us in dramatic tones if we ever asked questions about what was happening.

After the arrest, Kurt spent two years delaying his trial through a combination of medical certificates and rapid switches of his legal team. It was an impressive performance in procrastination. Incredibly, during this time and right under the noses of the police, he began trading again. He incurred further large debts by importing 10,800 gallons of French and Spanish wine and, of course, failing to pay the supplier.

Inevitably, Kurt ran out of road. In July 1976, London’s hottest summer in 350 years, he finally stood trial for fraud at the Old Bailey, where he was found guilty and sentenced to a five-year prison term for fraudulent trading in the sum of £370,000. The prosecution told the judge that Kurt had not paid any tax or national insurance since arriving in England as a teenager. The judge was clearly horrified and commented: ‘What the heaven is he doing here without putting a stamp on a card or paying a penny in tax?’

One newspaper report gave the impression – mistakenly – that Kurt had come to London especially to commit fraud, taking the opportunity to make a weak joke about ‘Schindler’ rhyming with ‘swindler’. The judge made a criminal bankruptcy order against Kurt and disqualified him from being a director for five years.

A very different world awaited my 51-year-old father as he was taken down from the dock at the Old Bailey. As for his family, we swapped the Kensington mews house, from which we had been evicted, for several months in a squat in Ealing, courtesy of my older sister Caroline. I remember the brown-baked parks and the smell of heat radiating off the tarmac as we packed a borrowed van and drove to the small, terraced house that Caroline and her friends had commandeered.

There, they led a gentle communal and artistic life. They seemed not to mind in the slightest that a single mother with two children had pitched up, with their furniture, and moved into an upstairs room. They were kind and fed us when we had no money whatsoever. I had recently started at my new secondary school, Godolphin and Latymer, but I never breathed a word about my unusual home set-up to any of my classmates. My mother was relieved that Godolphin was not a fee-paying school at the time. Two years after I joined, though, it became a private school.

After several months, we were back in Kensington, but now in a two-bedroom council house. To me, it was a beautiful, airy home. Unusually it was set around open-air gardens several floors up above a local council depot and offices. Above all, I remember the relief of permanence, of finally having a home from which we would not be evicted.

My mother was resourceful and had found work as a secretary in a packaging company. The American owner revelled in her perfect manners and exquisite Received Pronunciation when she answered the telephone. Thrust into single parenthood, Mary rose brilliantly to the challenge of looking after her two daughters. Her earthy sense of humour and love kept us going. But all the while she missed Kurt. For her, life was on hold until he was released from prison.

Every other week, we visited my father in prison. Sometimes we took Kurt’s mother Edith with us. Edith lived in a nursing home in Harrow on the Hill. She spoke with a strong Germanic accent and her world revolved around her only son. Edith found it difficult and upsetting seeing Kurt incarcerated. Our prison visits were time-pressured and tense. Other families spent their time chatting and laughing; there was intimacy, even a hint of sexuality when warders turned a blind eye and girlfriends sat on their deprived boyfriends’ knees. But Kurt always had an agenda and a long list of tasks for my mother. They were written in ballpoint pen on his arm.

We heard about prison life. Kurt’s designated jobs included sewing children’s hand-painted dolls and painting garden gnomes, tasks that irritated him and for which he was entirely unsuited. He told us that when he fell out with one fellow inmate, he painted the man’s glasses black. The work paid him a small amount each week, which he was allowed to spend on phone calls, letters and chocolate. Occasionally, when we visited, he bought Kit Kats for me and Sophie. A rare treat.

Nothing about his prison time – served in Brixton, Wandsworth, Maidstone and finally Ford Open Prison – taught Kurt anything. I do not recall a single moment of reflection. Instead, he acquired more resentments. Unexpectedly, he emerged from Ford with a hatred of BBC Radio 4; it had been piped into the rooms of its white-collar inmates at 6 a.m. every day to wake them up. He did have a good stock of anecdotes, though, especially about the rakish, aristocratic inmates of Ford, with whom he had played Scrabble and chess. But there was no insight, no self-knowledge. My mother – kind, loving and optimistic – persisted in believing that once released from prison, Kurt would be able to provide stability for his family, despite all evidence to the contrary.

I was fourteen when Kurt was finally released. He disliked our new council house and looked down on our working-class neighbours. Perhaps in an attempt to prove he was special, better than those around him, he boasted endlessly about the famous people to whom he said we were related. He claimed kinship with the rich, the celebrated and the successful. His own failures as a man, a father and a businessman were refracted through the success and wealth of others.

Whenever he was brought face to face with his own problems, they were always someone else’s fault; he was a child of the war and that accounted for everything that went wrong. He talked in dark terms of being ‘pursued’ by his creditors. Those that tried to help inevitably ‘double-crossed’ him.

On his release, Kurt made Mary give up her job and we lived on benefits. My father was restless and argued relentlessly with my mother. He hated the council house. He felt confined, trapped and angry – let down by an England that had rejected and incarcerated him. Even if he had wanted to get a job, it would not have been easy as a man in his mid-fifties with a prison record.

At night, I would lie in the top bunk in the bedroom I shared with Sophie and wrap my pillow around my ears to drown out the shouting. Things deteriorated. The doctor prescribed anti-depressants for Kurt, but they disagreed with him. He had psychotic episodes; occasionally, he was violent towards my mother. At other times, he thought he was a dog and took to barking in the hall.

After several miserable months in London, my father fled to Austria, his birthplace and the land of his early childhood. Kurt had a toehold there, in the shape of a half-built house in Trins, a remote Tyrolean village near the Austro–Italian border. He and Mary had commissioned the house when I was a toddler and they had experimented with living in Austria before the birth of my sister Sophie.

Leaving us with my mother in London, Kurt camped out there, hiring local builders to make the place habitable. I would visit in the school holidays, before returning to my real life in London. In the summer of 1979, I arrived in Trins as usual and Kurt announced, ‘I have found a place for you at the best school in Innsbruck. You will start in September. Sophie will go to the local school for the moment.’
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The author, aged three, walking up the road to the house in Trins

 

Kurt had grand plans. He wanted a fresh start back in his ‘beautiful Tyrol’, which for him was now less hostile than the England that had imprisoned him. ‘But you will learn to ski,’ he countered, when I protested at the sudden unheaval to my teenage life.

I was appalled. I loved my London school; I hadn’t said goodbye to my friends. I drew up detailed plans to run away but abandoned them reluctantly, realising that a penniless fifteen-year-old who barely spoke the language would not get very far. Instead, grudgingly, I had no option but to try and adapt. Mornings began at 5.30 a.m., and proceeded with a two-hour trip to the convent school, arriving by 8 a.m. at the latest.

I would walk down the unmade lane to reach the bus stop. Sometimes it was magical, as when on a dark freezing morning I saw foxes padding across fresh snow in the moonlight. Mostly, it was so gruelling that I would fall asleep on the way home, sometimes miss my train stop and end up at the Brenner Pass about to enter Italy. I would have to beg the border guards to allow me to use their telephone and my mother would then mount a rescue operation to retrieve me.

Innsbruck felt small, provincial and very white after London. I was the only foreign student at my new school and immediately a source of interest to the other girls, some of whom had known each other since they were very young. They were kind and welcoming to this stranger. However, I spoke almost no German, and the lessons were exhausting and bewildering. A tongue that was, in London, merely one foreign language on the curriculum, was now the language of instruction for everything and my route to any social interaction outside my family. As the hurt and frustration of those first months began to fade, I became determined to learn German as fast as I could, and I discovered a patient side to my father, who now sat with me and translated my textbooks line by line so that I could do my homework.

Gradually, I acclimatised. Kurt seemed relaxed and happier. At weekends, we went walking in the mountains behind the house. Kurt would occasionally make Kaiserschmarrn, a classic Austrian dish of sweet pancakes, shredded into lightly caramelised fragments in the frying pan and dished out in untidy heaps, dusted with icing sugar, and served with a bowl of stewed apples or plums on the side. It is proper, filling peasant food, often doled out in mountain huts to hungry walkers and skiers. Locals sometimes eat it as a main meal in the Tyrol.

Kaiserschmarrn was the only dish I ever remember my father making. The name is colloquial and means ‘Emperor’s mess’ or ‘Emperor’s nonsense’. Looking back, it was particularly apt that Kurt chose it as his signature dish. In most respects, he reverted to type in Austria, back to driving an expensive BMW, back to making deals and trading, back to the interminable litigation. There was a carapace of luxury, as we adapted to our surroundings: we skied in winter and spent summer weekends over the border, on the beach in Venice.

Whenever any of us queried whether he was trading again, Kurt waved away our concerns: ‘It’s fine, it’s all under control.’ He was as persuasive and charming as ever, and we so wanted to believe him . . . until we embarked on the now familiar pattern of irate creditors, bailiffs and looming bankruptcy.

We got to know the little blue car of the local bailiff well. Our house was out of the way, on the edge of Trins up a long, unmade road that forked, with a stream to one side. To reach the house, we had to take the right-hand fork, drive another 300 metres or so, then cross the stream via a narrow wooden bridge. However, our inquisitive bailiff often took the left-hand fork and parked his car where he could look across the field to check whether we were in. We could see him getting out and smoking his cigarette while he appraised our house.

If my sister and I were alone in the house, the sight of the bailiff’s car was the cue for Operation Toaster. We had recently acquired a highly prized toaster that made very nice toasted cheese sandwiches. Once we spotted our antagonist, we would bundle the toaster into a plastic bag, climb out of the back window, and hide in the woods behind the house until the coast was clear. We kept a ladder permanently in the bathroom for the purpose. No one ever explained to us that bailiffs were not interested in toasters.

If my mother was also in the house, a different sort of subterfuge was necessary. We would creep down to the garage without turning on the lights, she would gun the car engine and, on her signal, I would fling open the garage doors and she would speed out. My job was to shut the garage doors, before hurling myself in through the passenger door as she accelerated hard over the narrow wooden bridge spanning the stream in front of our house, before executing a spectacular turn into the lane and speeding towards the junction.

As we flew down the rough road, the aim was to beat the bailiff to the fork in the lane. Laughing uproariously, we always won. My mother had been a rally driver in her twenties – with her at the wheel, the poor man did not stand a chance. Another writ foiled.

For two years that was my life, until, at age seventeen, I left home and moved to what, compared to Trins, was the big city: Innsbruck. Ostensibly this was in order to reduce the travelling time to school when I was taking my final exams. But I never returned to live at home. It was too fraught there. My sister had to endure another three years before she, too, could make her escape.

Hampshire, England, June 2017

My sister Sophie and I, together with both our husbands, are at my father’s cottage, sifting through papers and trying to work out what to keep and what to leave to the bailiffs. All over the house lie towering piles of loose documents; if there was ever a filing system, it failed long ago. The double garage – surprisingly large for the modest home it services – contains dozens and dozens of cobwebbed cardboard boxes, filled with yet more papers. Some have succumbed to damp and spilled their contents over the gritty cement floor; others have been chewed by mice, hoping for perhaps more nourishment than they found. Grappling with it all is filthy, exhausting work.

We start by trying to be systematic and by reading everything, until the scale of the task defeats us, and we give way to a hurried skimming. Kurt seemed to have kept every scrap of paper, from the most mundane – jottings of arrival times of our trains from London – to the most extraordinary. And now and then our sorting provokes cries of anguish, astonishment and anger.

We box up what we think is important and scoop up thirteen old photo albums. After two days we leave, abandoning the cottage to its fate. We never return.
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Kurt Schindler had died on 6 May 2017, aged ninety-one. The death of a second parent is like arriving at the top of an escalator. Suddenly there is no one ahead of you. Everyone around me sent their condolences; I just felt numb. And angry.

Sophie and I were faced with the practical and legal tasks of sorting out probate. Yet as we looked at the piles of bills from the cottage, we knew for certain there was no point in taking out probate. The cottage was in my mother’s name. Kurt’s estate was insolvent, so we left it to the bank to repossess the cottage. There were so many charges on it that only a fraction of the creditors would ever be paid.

I had spent my entire adult life keeping my father at arm’s length, telling him as little about myself as I could. I feared his intervention. I learned to be circumspect and vague, as I never knew what he would try to do next. He was always unpredictable, and even as Alzheimer’s started to erode his considerable intellect, I could not bring myself to spend more time with him. I did not trust him.

It was not that he did not love his children. He did, to the point of obsession, as the documents from the cottage revealed. He had us both tailed by private detectives to find out what we were up to. When I was a university student in the 1980s and I set out to backpack on my own around South America, he tried to have me followed. It was not an easy task in the pre-internet era, and on this occasion it is clear that he had to give up. I left no traces. Travelling light, and communicating only through the odd poste restante, I proved impossible to track and slipped through the detective’s fingers.

Kurt had more success with my younger sister. When she brought home a boyfriend he thought unsuitable, he commissioned a full stake-out of the boy’s family and their business. The detective duly reported back. Kurt would then drop nuggets about the unsuitability of the boyfriend’s family into heated conversations, without ever revealing his sources. We were horrified to find the detective’s reports among his papers.

Why did he resort to this? What made him like this? My father was a man haunted by the past, by old traumas and by lost glories. When the litigation was not instigated by his creditors, he sought out the courts himself to try to right some injustice – in his eyes – done to him in earlier years. He would talk for hours about the businesses he had lost and the restitution claims he was pursuing. None of it made much sense to me, and when I asked questions, offered a view or suggested an alternative, he always responded, ‘I have no choice.’ As he plied me with a barrage of ever greater and more confusing detail, I became adept at staying silent and simply commenting, ‘I don’t see the world as you do.’

Growing up, the shadows of the past were all around us. Framed black-and-white photos of Austria were dotted around my parents’ sitting room. My father slept with an old bottle of mocha liqueur by his bed, a striking square-shaped thing from the 1930s. In raised glass letters a third of the way up was the brand name: S Schindler. I still have it. The cork has long since disintegrated. It floats uselessly in the sugary dark-brown liquid, which is now quite undrinkable; Kurt had inexpertly taped the top of the bottle to stop the contents escaping.

The letter ‘S’ for Schindler also adorned the china we ate off as children. I have some of that, too. Both bottle and china are artefacts of what was once a Schindler empire, Kurt assured us, whose most glittering expression had been an imposing café in Innsbruck where people danced and fell in love, and which made the finest apple strudel in all of Austria. The café had won a Gold Medal for its patisserie and Kurt had the framed certificate to prove it.
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Kurt with his parents, Edith and Hugo, celebrating 25 years of the café 

 

As well as glory days, if Kurt was to be believed, we also had illustrious connections. Oskar Schindler, who saved Jews from the Holocaust and is honoured at Yad Vashem? Oh yes, Kurt told us as children, of course, our families originated in the same part of Upper Silesia. The writer Franz Kafka? Yes, a relative too, as was Alma Schindler, the wife of Gustav Mahler and Walter Gropius. According to Kurt, the Viennese beauty Adele Bloch-Bauer, the subject of Klimt’s painting A Woman in Gold, was also part of our extended family.

But there were more disconcerting and ambiguous tales, too, bringing my wider family into the orbit of some of the darkest figures of Europe’s history. Exactly how we were related, remained elusive; Kurt was sparing with facts. He sweetened his anecdotes with sprinklings of detail and assertions that made them sound credible, but in truth, all was a mystery. There were so many stories swirling around in our childhood.

But even if he had still possessed the capacity to explain, he is no longer here. I look at the black-and-white photographs in the albums rescued from the cottage. Suddenly, I need to know who these people are. And I cannot ask him.

If I was going to understand this maddening man, and to separate fact from fiction, reliable from unreliable memories, I would have to immerse myself in his past and unravel a larger, longer family history. I would need to learn far more about Austria and what it meant to live in a turbulent country as it shifted from imperial grandeur, through the First World War and near collapse, to its absorption into the Third Reich. I would need to find out exactly what happened to the ‘Schindler empire’.

I would also have to confront a cultural and racial heritage that inescapably framed my father’s experience, and that of his father and grandfather, but which Kurt had always sought to bury. ‘Never tell anyone you are Jewish,’ he warned us as children.

My search began, though, not in Austria, but in Bohemia.
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