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INTRODUCTION

HELENA TŘEŠTÍKOVÁ
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I first became acquainted with Heda Margolius Kovály during the screening of Zuzana Justman’s documentary, A Trial in Prague (2000), at Prague’s Evald Cinema. Straight away Heda enchanted me in that film with her extraordinarily direct and open minded presence. Immediately I had an idea to make a documentary film with her about her life, which was so horrendously typical of twentieth-century Central Europe, where there was no escape from global political events. Several days later I contacted her and appealed for her participation. Heda hesitated a while, but to my delight, she agreed to the proposed project.

The days I spent with her and my small crew working on that film were some of the greatest experiences of my life. Heda had an enormous talent for expressing herself openly to the outside world. She spoke with precision and was descriptive and witty in places – which in relation to the subject matter is especially rare. I admired her attitude and composure, even after all her extremely difficult experiences. Nazism and Communism, the two totalitarian regimes that passed through Central Europe in the twentieth century, afflicted Heda’s life directly with maximum intensity. Nevertheless, she remained an optimist, and for that I respected her greatly.

We shot the film in 2000 and edited it in 2001. The final editing was carried out at the Czech Television studios in September 2001. We were working on including documentary footage of the Warsaw Pact invasion of Czechoslovakia in 1968. On the monitor we had shots of blazing buildings and smoke over Prague. We took a short break, and my film editor and I went to get coffee. A television set in the café was switched on, showing the burning towers of the World Trade Center in New York. It was September 11, 2001. I realized then that our film was very timely. Subsequent to the following world events, I feel that Heda’s story still remains very topical.

Prague, 2016




IVAN MARGOLIUS
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My mother, Heda Margolius Kovály (née Bloch), was born in Prague in 1919. She spent the years of the Second World War in a ghetto, Auschwitz and other concentration camps, escaped from a death march, and took part in the Prague Uprising against the Nazis in May 1945. Following the war she worked as a graphic artist at various Prague publishing houses. In 1952 her first husband and my father, Rudolf Margolius, was convicted in the Stalinist Slánský Trial and executed. In 1955 she married Pavel Kovály. In 1968 after the brutal crushing of the Prague Spring, Heda was forced into exile in the United States. Heda returned to Prague in 1996, and she lived there until her death in 2010.

After accidently finding the transcript of the Slánský Trial buried deep in a drawer at home as a schoolboy living in Prague in 1961, I had to wait another two years for Heda to gather the courage to tell me in detail of my father’s fate. (Only very recently have I steeled myself to listen to the actual sound recording of Rudolf’s trial deposition, which differs from the prewritten text that he was forced to memorize and from the later published transcript.) I begged Heda to write the whole story down, if not for the general readership then at least for me, the future generations of our family, and our remaining distant relatives. This has also served as a measure of resistance to official narratives, as I will briefly explain. In 1963 the Communist government of Czechoslovakia published its findings into the Slánský Trial and the innocent men accused and executed, my father among them. But the assessment was distributed only to select members of the Party, not into general circulation because of worries about possible backlash. Since then, the trial has been written about in various books, but there has neither been an official declaration of innocence nor an apology by subsequent governments. My own efforts to seek a posthumous apology for my father had been thwarted even by the governments democratically elected since November 1989. Neither Presidents Václav Havel, Václav Klaus nor Miloš Zeman1 apologized to the defendants’ families, their excuses being to the effect of: “Apology can only be given by those who were guilty in construing the Trial.” This is of course an outrageous and unacceptable denial of responsibility, especially today when it is more than common for governments to publicly apologize to families and survivors of prior governments’ misdeeds. In 1968, First Secretary of the Communist Party Alexander Dubček and President Ludvík Svoboda gave medals in memoriam to some of those executed, including to my father Rudolf Margolius, but the case was never fully explained to the general public.
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The front cover of the Slánský Trial transcript, Orbis, Praha, 1953.
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A page of Rudolf Margolius’ false deposition construed by the Czechoslovak State Security and the Soviet advisors and then used in the Slánský Trial. The statement, which had to be learned by heart by the defendant for the court hearing, is signed and corrected by Rudolf Margolius, November 18, 1952, two days before the start of the trial.

Courtesy National Central Archive, Prague.

In the 1960s, Heda earned a living by working hard on translations mainly from English into Czech. She enjoyed this task enormously and gained great respect in Czechoslovakia for her work, establishing herself as one of the finest translators of the time. Jan Zábrana, one of her fellow translators, wrote in his diary: “Heda was really one of the best translators from English out of the ones practicing in Czechoslovakia from the late 1950s to the late 1960s. She translated intelligently, freshly, with inspiration; her translated texts possessed a flow of natural prose, they had their own special spark.”2

This busy vocation kept Heda away from other literary activities, and it was only after she left Czechoslovakia following the Warsaw Pact invasion in August 1968 to come to the United States that she had some free time to recollect her thoughts and to write her story, now known as Under a Cruel Star. Since the first Czech exile publication under the original title Na vlastní kůži [The Time at Firsthand] in 1973, it has been in continuous print by various publishing houses in several versions and under differing titles. The English translation was followed by books in Japanese, Spanish, Norwegian, German, French, Dutch, Danish, Chinese, Romanian, Italian, with more editions planned in other languages as the book’s reputation has continued to grow. The respected critic Clive James wrote: “Given thirty seconds to recommend a single book that might start a serious young student on the hard road to understanding the political tragedies of the twentieth century, I would choose this one …”3 In 1985 Heda wrote her only work of fiction, a 1950s crime novel Nevina [Innocence; or, Murder on Steep Street], which was translated by Alex Zucker and published in English in 2015. John Banville wrote of her book: “A luminous testament from a dark time, Innocence is at once a clever hommage to Raymond Chandler, and a portrait of a city – Prague – caught and held fast in a state of Kafkaesque paranoia. Only a great survivor could have written such a book.”4

Helena Třeštíková, a Czech film documentarist and bearer of a number of important film awards, approached Heda in 2000 with the idea of making a television documentary of Heda’s life. The basis of the final, almost hour-long film with the title Hitler, Stalin and I, released by Czech Television in 2001, was a four-day long interview Helena conducted with Heda and which was carried out in Heda’s apartment in Prague.

At the time when Heda wrote her life story in the early 1970s, a number of other memoirs were being published about the lives spent in the concentration camps and ghettos during the Second World War. Heda decided to focus her story more on the aftermath of the war and the beginning of Communism in Czechoslovakia in order not to overemphasize her war years’ experience, which was possibly the correct decision at that time. However, the current readers of Under a Cruel Star continue wanting to know the whole of her life story to obtain a more complete understanding of the history of Central Europe in the twentieth century through Heda’s circumstances, events surrounding her, and her unique, often poetic thinking.

This reason led me to request the transcript of the four-day interview from Helena and, with her, prepare it for book publication. In the interview, Heda starts with her parents’ lives before and during the First World War. She speaks about her youth in prewar Czechoslovakia; the 1938 Munich crisis; the occupation of Czechoslovakia by the Third Reich; the Jewish transports from Prague; her experience of Łódź Ghetto, Auschwitz, Christianstadt and other camps; being in a death march and her escape to Prague; her search for a safe refuge and participation in the uprising. The story continues with her reunion with her first husband Rudolf, their constrained lives in Communist Czechoslovakia, Rudolf’s arrest, his execution and the aftermath. The interview expands on the events of the 1968 Warsaw Pact invasion and Heda’s subsequent journey to the United States, her exile years spent in Boston, her work at Harvard Law School Library and her eventual return to Prague in 1996. Heda also altered several names in her original memoir not to embarrass the still living persons mentioned, but in this book all the participants, where known, are referred to with their correct name.

Therefore this publication contains much more information than her original book. It captures directly and spontaneously her authentic memories. She speaks from her heart as “a great survivor” throughout the interview, describing some unimaginable and harrowing moments of her life. Helena’s questions led Heda gently to reveal more of her fate, personality and reflections, giving Heda courage to talk openly even about the very personal and intimate feelings that she would not have dared to reveal otherwise.

Heda’s acute observations of the world and its peoples still continue to be relevant today especially in the light of recent rising expressions of intolerance, hatred and acts of terrorism. Her story provides a truly perceptive personal record of the twentieth century’s turbulent history seen through firsthand experiences, which were affected directly by the major political upheavals of the times.

Bedford, 2017
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1 Letter to Ivan Margolius from the Office of the President Miloš Zeman of the Czech Republic, December 18, 2013. Personal Correspondence. Margolius Family Archive.

2 Jan Zábrana, Celýživot (Torst: Praha, 2001) 597.

3 Clive James, Cultural Amnesia: Necessary Moments from History and the Arts (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2008) 365.

4 sohopress.com/books/innocence/; retrieved August 18, 2017.
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Heda’s grandmother and father, Kateřina Blochová and Ervín Bloch, Ostředek, Bohemia, 1911; Marta Diamantová and Ervín Bloch at their wedding in Prague, July 2, 1916; Waldes Koh-i-noor model Elizabeth Coyne, rare signed photograph, 1913.

Courtesy Margolius Family Archive.



I

THE EYEGLASS BY KUPKA

THE FIRST WORLD WAR and THE FIRST REPUBLIC
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HELENA TREŠTÍKOVÁ: We should endeavor to have an informal interview. Let’s sit opposite each other – you talk, and I will ask very occasional questions.

HEDA MARGOLIUS KOVÁLY: All right, so I don’t have to pretend that I’m talking to empty space, but I’m talking to someone real?

No, and you don’t have to speak like a book, but freely and naturally.

All the hardship that befell our family started during the First World War. My father’s family came from a poor farming family in Ostředek, a small village near Benešov in Central Bohemia. My father was very proud and always emphasized that the famous Czech poet Svatopluk Čech had also been born there. My father studied at a technical college in Prague. When the war broke out, he was called up to the front with a friend of his from Ostředek. They were totally inseparable, and my father used to say: “Václav and I shared everything, and so we also shared that shrapnel.” Somewhere near the Macedonian town of Skopje, then occupied by Serbia, they were both heavily wounded – my father especially badly.

Father said that after the explosion he lost consciousness and suddenly he woke up in a very dark room; a large black-bearded figure towered over him and asked: “Religion?” Then, as well as later in the concentration camps, an Esperanto-like language developed, which was understood by all despite everyone having their own native tongue. And Father said: “A Jew.” So the man left, and Father again passed out. When he came to, another man leaned over him, but with a white beard. And he said: “If you are a Jew, say a prayer.” At that time my father was a free spirit and wasn’t very religious, but he knew the short Hebrew prayer that every Jew knows – Sh’ma Yisrael Adonai Elohaynu Adonai Echad. He recited the prayer, and the man left with a satisfied expression.

At the same time his friend Václav lay in a room in another house. A different black beard appeared above him and asked for his religion, and he replied: “Catholic.” In a while a closely shaved man without a beard came and asked: “Can you say the Lord’s prayer?” He reeled off the prayer and again went to sleep. These two Muslims, that rabbi and that priest looked after those two wounded soldiers. When a search was being made for deserters, they hid them and, after a time, nursed them into such good health that they managed to walk all the way back to Prague. However, my father had a crippled arm until the end of his days.

The First World War was terrible. The soldiers fought under awful conditions. They weren’t armed adequately, and they didn’t know the reason for the conflict – for them it was a mystery. My mother showed me a pair of red Turkish slippers with turned-up points that my father brought home with him from the man who looked after him – which she treasured for the rest of her life. This shows clearly how people understood each other then and tried to help each other; it didn’t matter what nationality or religion they were. People had compassion then, which is something that died out with the First World War.

My mother came from near Prague – she was born in Suchdol. She told me that in those days there were no newspapers, but when someone arrived from Prague, which was quite a long distance then, he brought varied news of what was happening in the world. She told me this when we were in Łódź (Litzmannstadt) Ghetto. Mom remembered that someone came and said: “They have killed a person, a murder was committed.” And people stood on the village green and said: “Did you hear? They have killed someone …” That was an enormous, terrible thing. They had killed a person. And then everything changed.

We have to understand what all this meant and the great transformations that affected the generation of people who were growing up during the First World War. After the war the times were very difficult. But people managed to overcome that very quickly, and the First Czechoslovak Republic became a truly outstanding state. During its twenty-year existence a really glorious, noble society of people who worked eagerly and were proud of what they could achieve grew into being, which even today doesn’t exist in what is now the Czech Republic.

What did your father do?

When my father returned from the war he was partly an invalid and had health problems. Yet, before the war he met one very clever man, who had some capital, and another clever man who was a skilled blacksmith and well acquainted with metalwork, and the three founded a small company. When I grew up, gained some experience and discovered what was happening around me, I was about ten years old, and by then their company, which employed many people, was a large factory called Waldes Koh-i-noor in Prague’s suburb of Vršovice. The main owner was Jindřich Waldes, a great supporter of the arts and a good man.

They named the enterprise after the famous Koh-i-noor diamond. They began with a very small workshop. During the First Republic there was an outstanding society here. When people had the skill and eagerness to work and a bit of luck, it could get them into an advantageous situation, enabling them to give more people the opportunity to work. All of that was very promising, but it came to nothing. That factory is still there, but I don’t much like to go and see it anymore.

They made all possible kinds of small metal objects such as buttons, safety pins and special fasteners and zippers. I didn’t follow it closely, but it was interesting because these were new inventions that made day-to-day life easier. The well-known Czech painter František Kupka, who was a good friend of Mr. Waldes, helped design the company logo, which featured a young woman with a fastener in one eye as if it were an eyeglass. I was still a small girl, and I remember when Kupka came to visit. He taught me to paint and draw and advised me how to hold a pencil – and how I had to draw right from my shoulder. Kupka was an exceptional man.

People dressed well then; they tried to look good. Had this republic persevered, it could have been very successful, prospering well, because in those days people had a different moral code than today. They were proud of what they did and of their work – it was the pride and self-confidence, and that obviously helped. They told themselves: “We will show what we can do.” And they got on with it, and that did it – initiative and free thinking.

What were your family ideals during the First Republic?

My father was a fervent Czech patriot. He respected President T. G. Masaryk greatly and told us stories about the Prague writers – Karel and Josef Čapek, Franz Werfel, Franz Kafka, Max Brod and other literary figures – some of whom he had known personally. I could never understand why we would have had greater problems or any other life than my friends at school.

It was definitely a mistake, because if one knows that he or she suffers as a result of something – such as one’s own religion – then he or she can bear it better. For us it was a shock; for me the world was turned upside down. Suddenly we were the bad people. Why, what had we done? But I didn’t want to understand those people. I wanted to preserve my sense that it was simply a perversion and that it could never be repeated; although, all of this obviously would depend on the situation developing into the future.

When Hitler came, Germans occupied the factory, and Mr. Waldes, who was Jewish, was taken to Pankrác prison in Prague. Immediately my father found a woman whose apartment windows overlooked the prison courtyard, so she could observe it. She reported that when the Nazis took Waldes around the yard, he continued to struggle with them.

His family was already in the United States. But Waldes, like my father, declared that he wouldn’t run away because of some lance corporal and would stay in Prague. The whole factory depended on continued management. Had they left the workers, they wouldn’t have known how to carry on with the manufacture, and the company would have collapsed. So Waldes and my father remained, but Waldes’ children and relatives in the States, where the factory also had a branch, tried to get him out of the country. Through their lawyers they offered the Germans an enormous amount of money to release him from captivity and allow him to join his family. In the end after his further detention in Dachau and Buchenwald, it was arranged that Waldes would be taken to Portugal. From there a ship would sail to America and bring him to New York. In those days most long journeys like this were undertaken by ship.

It was agreed and quite theatrically arranged that the Germans would bring Waldes, and the Americans would stand on the opposite side and ask: “Are you Jindřich Waldes?” And if he answered yes, they would pass the money to the Germans. It was exactly like in a film. And that is how it happened – the Germans handed him over to the Americans. They took him onto the ship, and by the time the ship had stopped in Havana on its way to the States, Waldes had died. He had been perfectly healthy, a very strong man. It was explained later that before the Germans released him, they gave him an injection. They ensured he would never talk about his experiences. And that was the end.

For some time my father continued to go to the factory despite the fact that it was taken over by the Germans. My father had to keep order. He was a keen workaholic, and my mother was always angry with him that he didn’t devote enough time to his family. But he was very kind; my parents were very good people.

To this day I keep having awful misgivings that I was the only one to survive from a family of such decent people. I wasn’t distinguished by any good deeds; I was just an ordinary girl. But my parents were such exceptional people, and they died so miserably – and I am still here. When I returned from the concentration camps to Prague Vinohrady where we had lived, every now and then I met someone we knew. People were tearful and said: “Your mother was so helpful then, when we needed it so much.” Then a girl came: “Your parents gave me money so I could finish my studies. They paid my college fees.” My father, for example, gave film projectors to a home for sick children, so they could use them to show films to help them learn and study. People told me of all the good my parents did for them and how they loved them.
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German soldiers draping Nazi flags over the Jan Hus monument by Ladislav Šaloun, Old Town Square, Prague, circa mid-March 1939.

Courtesy Česká televize.



II

A SMALL BLOKE IN A DIRTY TRENCH COAT

THE BEGINNINGS OF FASCISM and THE OCCUPATION
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At the end of the 1920s the great economic crisis broke out, which had an enormous influence on everything that happened after. I was still a small child, but there was a real dreadful poverty then. My mother was a member of various societies where women got together to try to help others. One day my mother said: “Come, we’ll go and visit a friend and bring her some presents.” We came to the Prague suburb of Vršovice, to where some old withdrawn railway coaches stood and in which people lived. My mother’s friend had married recently and was living in one of those coaches. How those people lived there I couldn’t imagine – where they had their water supply and what sort of hygiene facilities – but despite that, they had a refuge. There were terrible living conditions then. But what did I know? In Czechoslovakia it wasn’t as bad as in Germany or the United States; in some districts there was famine. And all of this affected people during the First Republic.

The cultural relations between Czechoslovakia and France also had great influence. In France, of those who were well-known writers, ninety percent were interested in the Soviet Union, and even if they weren’t Communists, they were Communist sympathizers. It was such an exciting time. My parents and their contemporaries said how it was so alluring, such an adventure – the foundation of the Soviet Union after the war, new ideas, Isadora Duncan dancing barefoot in Red Square, Vladimir Mayakovsky composing epic poems, Maxim Gorky’s writing. All of that was a great explosion of creativity. Everybody was more or less influenced by it, and it was difficult not to agree with it because from the first moment, we were told only the good things. The atrocities that occurred were never talked about. When the French writer André Gide wrote Retour de l’USSR [1936], where he criticized the Soviet Union, Czech Communist fanatic Stanislav Kostka Neumann quickly produced the polemic Anti-Gide [1937]. Neumann never visited the Soviet Union, but he didn’t believe that Gide’s views could ever be true.
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Adolf Hitler at the Munich Conference with European leaders, discussing the annexation by Germany of the Czechoslovak “Sudetenland,” Munich, September 1938. President Edvard Beneš of Czechoslovakia was not invited, and the Munich Accord was signed after midnight on September 30, 1938.
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Adolf Hitler’s characteristic emotional appeal to his nationalist base during speeches to the German people, no date.

Courtesy Česká televize.

The atmosphere that developed during the First World War and afterward made it very favorable for people to turn left politically, as it was described in those days. It was true that in contrast to the Fascists who emphasized only the bad human characteristics – greed, hatred, desire for power and war – the Communists elevated the best human characteristics: altruism, ability to sacrifice oneself and trust in people and in the goodness that resides in each human being. All that was very dangerous – too much optimism was a very dangerous view. There was still time for the progression toward full Communism, but while I was growing up between the wars I could observe this. In the Liberated Theatre in Prague they were singing: We will march in millions, all against the wind; E.F. Burian, the Communist playwright, journalist and director, staged beautiful theatrical productions – we were all more or less affected by it.

Then in Germany, Fascism emerged, stemming from the economic crisis. There was terrible poverty and then also inflation. I heard of people going shopping with carts full of money, which had no value, and there was great misery and destitution. All of that was fodder for Herr Hitler. My father was a very clever and talented man who traveled a lot. After he came back from Munich, we were sitting at dinner, and he said to my mother: “Listen Marta, I’ve also seen that Hitler there. He is a small bloke in dirty trench coat, a total zero. It’s ridiculous.” My clever dad said about Hitler that he was totally ridiculous. He was such a self-confident man.

We all know what happened next. That was the beginning of all that dreadful suffering. Before the Munich Conference in September 1938 there was an amazing atmosphere in Czechoslovakia – people didn’t want to give in. They were ready to fight. I remember how the young men behaved. My first husband Rudolf, who I had known since childhood and who was my friend, was also in the Czechoslovak Army then. We went to visit him and saw the zeal of the soldiers and the will not to give in, not to retreat and not to submit – that was something fantastic. When the mobilization was announced on September 23rd, 1938, my parents sat at the wireless, and when they played the national anthem, my father, the old patriot, stood at attention.


[image: The Nazi invasion of...]


from top: The Nazi invasion of Czechoslovakia and the occupation of Prague, March 15, 1939.

Courtesy Česká televize.

I hurried outside – we lived near Fochova Avenue (now Vinohradská) in Vinohrady. I ran to the main street and saw a girl wearing a red floral skirt embracing a soldier in a doorway. When the tram came, several young men carrying small wooden cases that were used during the mobilization sprinted up and jumped onto the tram – quickly, quickly – because the moment the mobilization announcement came, everyone was already prepared to defend their country. And that boy also set himself free from the girl’s embrace and jumped onto the tram. I stood there and looked at them, and suddenly I heard how the girl started crying aloud. Then I thought: “Oh dear, these are the first tears of this war.”

As we know, it wasn’t long. The full occupation of the truncated Czechoslovakia came on March 15th, 1939, a fateful historical day when the Germans seized Prague and the rest of Bohemia and Moravia. By then I was older. We stood outside, it snowed heavily, tanks and armored cars drove through Wenceslas Square. People shook their fists, and women cried. And we still never suspected what would happen, but for us it was already the end of it all. We could’ve left the country without difficulties then, but my father – he was like me – he was so attached to his homeland, just as I am to Prague. During those 28 years I lived in the United States I continually craved only to return to Prague. And my father was a man from a small farmstead in a beautiful Bohemian countryside, where people really clung to the soil and to their surroundings. We used to visit my grandmother there, and I remember how wonderful it had been there, how that countryside was delightful. My father used to tell me always: “Whenever in life you feel low, for relief, go back to nature.”

Then it was hoped that the situation would sort itself out somehow. But that optimism was totally out of place. The war had started and people were saying: “Why, it won’t last long, the Allies will make mincemeat of them.” In September 1939 Britain declared war on Germany, and as Jews we lived for some time with great restrictions forbidding many activities. But we could still exist; we could still meet. We arranged gatherings – we all loved music, and among us there were a number of very talented musicians. One young woman used to meet us – her name was Dana Šedková, a great pianist and a wonderful person – and we had private soirees at an apartment of one of my relatives’ who owned a piano. Afterward when we went home, we were afraid because we had been forbidden to be on the streets after dark. Rudolf and I were already together, and he had a very good friend who had been an organist at the church of St. James [Sv. Jakub] in Prague’s Old Town. We couldn’t go anywhere, and he said: “You know what, come on Sunday mornings, sit on the stairs leading up to the organ, and I’ll perform for you whatever you wish.” He played concerts for us during the mass.
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Rudolf Margolius and Heda Blochová, wedding photograph, Prague, April 3, 1939.
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Vinohrady synagogue, postcard.

Courtesy Margolius Family Archive.

What kind of music did you ask him to play?

He always had to play Bach, that was necessary, and of course Dvořák, or anything he could muster. It was really beautiful and even today when we have returned to Prague, my son wanted me to show him where, together with Rudolf, I had sat on those steps. We were young, and when you are young, your life spirit is so strong that you aren’t troubled much. We didn’t think too far ahead. We kept saying always that somehow we would overcome any situation.

In April 1939 at my wedding with Rudolf, held at Vinohrady synagogue, only my father and mother, Rudolf’s parents, one of my friends and two policemen, one in front and one behind, were present. My relationship with Rudolf was enormously positive. The first time we met I was nearly thirteen years old. I lived in Vinohrady on Chodská Street and he, around the corner on Lužická Street. I went to buy a bag of marbles from a local store that sold all sorts of goods. I saw a young man walking toward me, looking at me. I looked at him, and he walked past me. I said to myself: “Why is that boy looking at me so?” I turned around, and he stood on the corner watching me. That was my reason for remembering him.

By chance he was going out then with my cousin, Marta Kafková, who was about three years older than I was and who later voluntarily went with her mother to the gas chambers in Auschwitz. After some time I visited my cousin – she had her friends there and among them was Rudolf. He came up to me straight away and said: “We have seen each other there and then.” Before this, the first time he saw me, he told my cousin Marta: “Today I met a young girl on the street. I’ll wait ‘til she is older and marry her.” That was something really exceptional. And he waited and married me when I was nineteen.

Even during the most terrible suffering and the most terrible situations I never, never, even for a minute regretted marrying him, not even for a second. Only to be near him was extremely gratifying. He could explain things without being patronizing. He radiated goodness, kindness and a sense of fairness and decency – and his selfless personality – all that was inspiring. At the same time he was fun to be with; he wasn’t some saint ‘carved in wood.’ He was very exceptional. Thank God, Ivan is very much like him. There have been so many times I have felt contempt for myself when I have realized how much worse a person I have been than Rudolf.
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Heda Blochová and Rudolf Margolius at their wedding, Prague, April 1939.

Courtesy Margolius Family Archive.

That is why what happened was such an abominable crime. Today when I recall the monstrosities he suffered in such a short life, so many years in concentration camps – he was in Łódź Ghetto, then in Auschwitz, then in a small Riederloh concentration camp, then in Mühldorf and lastly in Dachau – and seven years after the liberation such a dreadful end. Even today when I remember this, I can’t accept it. Is it possible for one person to be so doomed?
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Example of barbed wire in the openings of rail wagons that were used to transport people to concentration camps and ghettos, circa 1940s.

Courtesy Česká televize.
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In October 1941 my parents, Rudolf and I left in the very second transport by which the Germans were sending Prague Jews away. We knew nothing; we had no idea what was to become of us. We simply had received an order to arrive at the collection point, which had been set up within the precinct of the Trade Fair Palace, and were led there in a column through Prague streets. I have such a strange memory. I remember events that have touched me personally, but the surrounding circumstances are sometimes left out. So I only recall how we went along marching. Many people stopped in sympathy, and men took their hats off. The Germans shouted at them to get packing otherwise they would include them in the procession. We came to the Trade Fair Palace where Jews were being gathered and realized that this was the beginning of it and that what would follow wouldn’t be a simple affair. There were ill people there who were carried in on stretchers, babies, and small children who cried incessantly. There was so much noise that it can’t be described in words.

A majority of the people tried to remain calm and organize everything sensibly. SS men dashed amongst all of us, so it was a very chaotic situation. And in the middle of it, in that biggest uproar, a small man sat on his suitcase playing his violin. Perhaps he hadn’t observed what was happening around him, for he continued to practice Beethoven’s Violin Concerto. Again and again: papaa, papapa. I remember that very well, something so extraordinary. We were there several days; then they loaded us onto a train, and we still didn’t know where we were going.

During the transport, in the middle of night, the train stopped at a small station to collect drinking water into barrels located in each wagon. With excessive yelling they chased us out of the train – one from each wagon. I was chosen and ran out terrified, tripping along the rails, and there on top of a pile of ballast illuminated by the station lamp grew a beautiful violet flower. I can see it clearly even today. It looked like a wild iris. Why is it that one remembers comparatively trivial events while the most dramatic moments fade totally with time? Maybe it is my strangely developed sense for ‘monumental detail’ that causes events to crumble into sharp impressions of the smallest elements, and at the same time, I miss the overall perspective.

Such as the snowstorm during our arrival in Łódź; it was only October, and never – even afterward while there – have I experienced a similar storm, even in winter. With great difficulty we stumbled from the railway station and, for the first time, saw those poor people and children, barefoot, nearly naked and dying of hunger.

Several days later I entered some kind of cellar. There was a kerosene lamp. The young people from our transport sat on the ground. Someone played a harmonica. The ceiling was vaulted, and the lamp cast strange, long and pointed shadows as if we were in a cathedral. I thought that an angel would appear and make a bloody cross on the forehead of whoever had been destined to die.

In Łódź there was a large ghetto, taking up part of the town. It was surrounded by a fence made of wood and wire, topped with razor wire and various spikes. It was guarded by ordinary soldiers. Inside there were quarters housing Nazi officers, who were by majority members of the SS. Trains kept arriving frequently. There were about one hundred and seventy thousand people, but by the end only seventy thousand remained. At the beginning they accommodated us in one of the better-built houses, and we were there several weeks before other transports arrived.

The ghetto had its own self-administration, and its leader, who represented our interests and was responsible for the internal order, was a Pole, an older man, Chaim Rumkowski. People didn’t like him, but I took pity on him because he was under enormous pressure and had a great responsibility. And I thought he had known all along how it would end.

Of course, we had no inkling at all that Auschwitz or any gas chambers existed. It was only much later that I learned an interesting story of how Himmler told Hitler about the poison gas experiments on people. Those first Jews from Poland were transported in special vans and when the vans stopped, gas was pumped into them. The first time they did this, apparently Himmler, who was present, fainted. And Hitler told him: “You see how humane we are, how we have such humane compassion.”

We were in Łódź Ghetto from October 1941 to August 1944, but as early as the spring of 1944 it all started to fall apart. We were there until the very end. When the fighting front crept nearer people were gradually moved out. There were so many people. Łódź Ghetto was terrible for being so crowded with people living very close together, including small children. There was no food, and at the beginning, it was awful before people got used to the hunger. At the start, women managed to adapt to the difficult conditions better than men because they needed less food and secondly because they stopped menstruating – Mother Nature immediately took action that resulted in saving further energy. Apart from that, women as usual had the task of looking after others, and hence they were mentally more robust. They had no time or energy to think of themselves because they had to take care of children or their parents.

The awful thing was that my parents weren’t old people. My father was in his mid-fifties, and my mother was fifty – comparatively young people – but there, anybody beyond thirty turned into an elder. At that age the human organism doesn’t recover much, and vitality is limited. At the beginning it was the young men who were dying most. And as time passed it became worse and worse.

In the ghetto you were with your parents and husband. Did you live together? And how was life there in general? I can’t imagine how life could function. Were there any opportunities to express feelings and love?

Łódź Ghetto wasn’t organized as a concentration camp; families had to find their own refuge. We lived together in one room, which Rudolf discovered; I had no aptitude for finding anything. We were glad to be together – that was good.

I was proud how people were well behaved there. Some were very nervous, starved and constantly living in fear, but I didn’t see a single case where people didn’t care for each other – that was very important. Older people’s health deteriorated quickly. They wasted away and became very thin, even the young men, because food was totally inadequate, while at the same time they were required to work very hard.

If there was a young woman in the family then she kept the accommodation clean; it was very important to maintain hygiene. We used to walk through the center of the ghetto, where there was a strip with thinly growing grass and many weeds, but we plucked out the weeds. That was recommended to us by people from our Czech transport among whom were many scientists and academicians – you could use this but not that. We always picked the weed, brought it home and cooked it for dinner.
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Meager rations for the Jews confined in Łódź Ghetto (Ghetto Litzmannstadt), Poland, circa 1940s. Thousands of men, women and children starved to death there during the war.

Courtesy Česká televize.

Anyway it was comforting that people cared for each other. Close relationships with relatives greatly aided survival. I wanted to live for someone – I had to care for them, and that was a very strong incentive.

From time to time there were sudden raids. The Nazis invaded the ghetto, collected all the people who got in their way and took them away into the unknown. Sometimes the raids were better organized. At one time they took only children, threw them onto cargo trucks and drove them away to Auschwitz – we didn’t know where, but for their mothers it must have been horrific.

One of those big raids lasted several days. When a later transport arrived at Łódź Ghetto we had to move into one of the very dilapidated houses, which was already partly in ruins. There we found a room where we lived on loose straw or straw mattresses, if we were lucky enough to get hold of them or find them. Rudolf found a straw mattress for my parents, and we had something like straw bedding. The best thing was that there was a trapdoor leading to a cellar below.

All these changes in accommodation were very damaging for older people; the raids were specifically targeted at them. As I said, my parents weren’t old, but their health was greatly run down. They were thin but managed to hold on; they were brave, especially my mother. When the raid was on we all had to come out onto the street or a courtyard, wherever we were at that time. I remember precisely that there was a kind of big wooden case or pedestal on which a young good-looking German soldier in a beautiful uniform and shiny boots stood. Around him the half-dead people gathered, and I had a notion that he wasn’t a human being – ‘it’ must have appeared from outer space; it wasn’t possible otherwise. That difference between us and him – suddenly we were just wretches. And he assessed people one after another, and if it was an older person, they took him or her away. By then we had some experience with those German raids and I persuaded Mother and Father to crawl down into the cellar and saved them. We succeeded in the same way during the future raids. They tried to remove people who weren’t productive. We all had to work. I think it was good; otherwise, we all would have gone mad there.
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Jews on the bridge that connected two sections of Łódź Ghetto, Poland, February 1941. BArch, Image 101I-133-0703-20 / Photo: Zermin.

Courtesy Bundesarchiv.
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Do you remember the moments when music helped you?

I think that everyone is helped by music. I love classical music best, but at times also modern music – that is, the modern music of my youth. A well-known Polish violinist who was allowed to keep her violin lived in Łódź Ghetto. I had no idea that she was there, but the atmosphere in the ghetto was so bad that one was pleased at least to be able to breathe. There was very little food, very heavy work, and rarely was one able to go out for a walk. Once I set out on an errand, and suddenly I could hear beautiful violin music. I think it was Brahms’ Violin Concerto, and I stood leaning on the wall of the house where the violinist lived, and listened. Suddenly I realized that I wasn’t living in the same sphere as before. I understood how far I had fallen that I couldn’t claim even the smallest pleasure as my own. That was why it was such a wonderful moment, but very painful.

The ghetto was patrolled by German soldiers on one side, and the detainees guarded the other side to make sure that no one escaped. It happened that some tried, but they were immediately shot. It was curious that along a fenced off track, a tram used by the regular townsfolk ran through the center of the ghetto. We all worked, and some workplaces were on one side of the track while others were on the opposite side. There was a wooden bridge, named Hohensteiner, to enable us to cross the track. First you had to go up the steps to the deck spanning the track and then down the steps on the other side. That bridge was a rather peculiar object. For those in the ghetto it was a test to prove they were still alive. For those who were already too weak and moved very slowly, the climbing of steps was an insurmountable obstacle. The local saying was: “That person can’t cross the bridge.” Meaning that person was already somehow doomed.
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A model of Łódź Ghetto created by ghetto resident Leon Jacobson in 1940. Jacobson was a shoemaker by training. Photo: Arnold Kramer. United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, courtesy of Leon Jacobson.

We weren’t allowed to linger on the bridge; we had to keep moving up, across and down. We always looked down with longing at the trams passing below with their open platforms like those used in Prague; at the rear of each tram was a platform where passengers stood, normal people. At one time from the bridge I saw a small open wagon fully loaded with flowers, and that was a massive shock. I stopped. I completely forgot that I wasn’t allowed to – and I stared at the flowers, because there was nothing like that in the ghetto. The Germans were afraid of epidemics and various infectious diseases that could start raging in such dreadful conditions without proper hygiene. So for that reason everything was painted with lime, and as a result nothing grew there, only that bit of grass and weeds in the middle of the ghetto. There was nothing of nature to see there, and suddenly there was this beautiful wagonload full of carnations, red ones, as well as other flowers.

However, spring in Łódź Ghetto, in that place where hardly any plants grew, where hardly any bird took flight – despite that, spring was in the air. On occasion the wind even brought the fragrance of fresh soil, forests and life outside. I went to find my father in the fields at Marysin. The sun shone, and Dad walked behind a plough, slowly with bent legs. Then I realized for the first time how much he had aged. He was pale and drawn with hunger and humiliation. For a while we stood there in the sun. Dad took his cap off and said timidly: “Now at springtime, one has such a heavy heart …”

After many years I understood why he had chosen to do this work that was so much worse than any other. He had to walk a long way to get there, and then he plodded behind the plough all day dragging the heavy wooden clogs stuck with large lumps of soil. But he was there on his own with the elements he treasured most – the soil, the sky above his head and the fresh breeze. He was returning to that from which he had risen.

My cousin Jindříšek, the son of one of my dad’s sisters, was there too, and he kept telling me: “How come I didn’t know of you.” No one knew about anybody else who lived a little further away because people had no time to go out and meet others. He was in a very bad state, very thin. I told him straight away: “You have to come to live with us; we’ll take care of you.” I went with him to his den. He had been lying there on a tattered blanket, sharing it with another boy, so I led him to our room.

When Jindříšek had been with us for several months, suddenly I heard the bells of the fire engine. Despite that being almost a daily occurrence I knew immediately that this time it was a fire in our house. I scuttled home, breathless. My mother was there chaotically throwing essential items into suitcases, and my father, by that time already helpless, ran around trying to give a hand. Jindříšek lay in his lair on the ground and followed everything with his large black yearning eyes. The firemen formed a circle around the house. There was smoke and shouting everywhere, and it was very frosty – water didn’t flow. People didn’t panic even at that moment; general resignation prevailed.

Together with my father we dragged the suitcases out. We set Mother on them wrapped up in a blanket, and finally I ran in to get Jindříšek. The firemen didn’t want to let me in; one of them took a swing at me with his stick. Dad started to fight with him, and in the meantime I ran inside. Jindříšek was trying to get up but couldn’t make it. I shouted at him furiously, desperately. I put one of his arms over my neck, and although despite being thin to the bone, he was very heavy. I pulled him outside shouting at him all the time, roughly; I wanted to pass on a bit of my determination and energy in order to get him out, over the threshold, over the yard and onto the street. He was slipping at every step, but we managed it finally. He sat down on a suitcase fully exhausted, white as a sheet. Mother covered him up with a blanket, put his head in her lap, and they sat there as if he had been taken down from a cross. I put my head on my father’s shoulder and wanted to cry from the relief.

At last the firemen had put out the fire, and we could return slowly and drag the suitcases back. People helped us a little then, and we were all thoroughly exhausted with exertion and excitement. When we returned it was the first time ever I saw Jindříšek smiling. He laughed about how I had shouted at him. However, shortly afterward I came home from work, and Mother whispered that he had asked her to sing Where Is My Homeland and Where Have You Gone, My Youth. And from that time on he hadn’t spoken. I bent over him and saw that already he wasn’t aware of me. We had some soup that Mother concocted, and I tried to feed him – and he responded. It was terrible how that dying person had no sense, no perception, only that hunger. I took him in my arms, and he died. He was twenty.

Perhaps if he had one or two normal, sufficient meal portions he would have survived. Nothing is more senseless or cruel than to die too soon, before one manages to commit sins, which death exonerates. Long after, I had a feeling of being observed from that corner of the room by black, yearning, lost eyes.

When everything was back to normal I warmed a large cask of water, undressed and slowly and thoroughly scrubbed myself and brushed my hair, carefully put on my clothes and cleaned my shoes, and without hurry returned to work. I think that day I realized for the first time that I was irrevocably, finally and forever an adult, a whole woman – and from then on I would consider everything for real.

When I was young I knew that events disappear into the past but only today do I understand what it means. The real raw past is what Jindříšek thought about when he lay there on the mattress on the ground and observed how we walked past him; it was what my father felt in that field then and what passed through my mother’s mind when she sang Where Is My Homeland to her nephew. It is what no one will ever find out. The past is what leaves behind no evidence of itself.




[image: Jews from Łódź Ghetto...Jews from Łódź Ghetto...]


Jews from Łódź Ghetto boarding a deportation train, Łódź, Poland, August 1944. Reference 35BO3.

Courtesy Yad Vashem Photo Archive, Jerusalem.
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What was your work like in the ghetto?

In Łódź Ghetto we all had to work hard, right from the beginning when it was still quite well organized. The local Poles ironically called the ghetto’s many sweatshops resorty (Arbeitsresort), and those made huge profits for the Nazi officials who ran them. Our reward for the slave labor was miniscule food rations. Rudolf was a watchman. Initially, I wangled a job at a pharmacy where for several weeks they still had some medicine. Later I kept making rounds to visit the sick with a doctor who was from Prague and knew my parents. He had been my doctor when I was young, but now he was an old man. After a while there was hardly any medicine left, so he couldn’t help much. But he was very conscientious; he said when ill people see a doctor who looks after them, it makes them feel better. But even that didn’t last long, and I quickly had to find another job. To keep their heads above water, people had to work. And when they didn’t work they were taken away. There was a constant concern for the elders to be able to work as long as possible to keep themselves alive, otherwise they would be transported out. We had no idea then where they were taken, but all of them went to Auschwitz.

Next I managed to join a workshop where they made small woven mats. They told us they were destined for the Wehrmacht, to be used in armored cars and tanks to keep soldiers’ feet warm. It was quite unpleasant because the materials were dirty. The mats were woven on wooden frames stretched with very strong strings, and the strips of cloth woven through them had to be torn from the supplied materials – textiles collected from the homes of people who had been transported to various concentration camps. Once on the frame the strips were packed tight, resulting in a small carpet. This technique is still in use all over the world.
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Women at work in one of the spinning workshops of Łódź Ghetto, Poland, circa 1940s. Photo: Mendel Grosman. United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, courtesy of Moshe Zilbar.


[image: middle and below: Heda...]



[image: middle and below: Heda...]


Heda Blochová and Jiří Bloch, Prague, 1922; Marta Blochová and Jiří Bloch, Prague, circa late 1930s.

Courtesy Margolius Family Archive.

Even at the beginning my mother wasn’t in good health. I didn’t want her to go to work, so I brought the material to her. Mother tore it into the strips, and I took them back to the workshop. I knew that I had to make Mother’s work official. One day while at work I noticed an empty manager’s office. I climbed in through the window, found the workshop’s rubber stamp and impressed it onto Mother’s identity card; now Mother was safely employed.

Possibly around Łódź there were villages from which more and more people were being transported. There were terrible scenes. Often they came bloodied and wounded, but even worse was that the village women wore large warm folded headscarves under which they hid their babies because they knew the Germans would take them and kill them. It happened often that the babies suffocated.

There were so many dreadful events happening all around that just thinking about what we were doing, about the material we were handling was very unpleasant. We sat there, always two – two at one frame. I befriended one girl who had been born in Dresden. With her parents she moved to Prague, and from there she was transported to Łódź Ghetto. During one of those raids when we had to come out onto the street or yard and they were selecting people to be taken away, the Germans took her mother. At that moment her father collapsed dead. He had a heart attack and died on the spot, and she remained on her own. When I first saw her, she sat by the frame heartbreakingly crying. I sat next to her, and we became very good friends. We had much to share. We helped each other, and it was really beautiful. But in the end they took her too.

What happened to your brother?

By 1942 my older brother Jiří had been transported, first to Theresienstadt Ghetto and then to Maly Trostenets near Minsk, Belarus, where he was shot. I have no idea why they took people so far away to kill them. Perhaps it was a remote place where there were no problems dealing with so many dead. It took me a long time to find out. Immediately after the war I had no idea what had happened to him.

Now we know what happened to all of them. They were getting rid of the less productive people. They began to send notes to older people for them to come to such and such place, so that they would be sent to work: to Auschwitz. At one time my father got such a note. It was really terrible, and I had no idea what to do. I remember running out of our house to a building where normally our guardsmen were gathered; they looked after the perimeter fencing. I had no idea why I went there; I had hoped to find somebody who could help me. Even so, there was no hope.

The building was empty, but I stayed there and waited. Suddenly the ghetto leader appeared; our Jewish leader Rumkowski, he looked at me and said in Yiddish so we could understand each other: “What are you doing here?” I began to tell him that my father got the note and that I had to save him somehow. He looked at me, took the note and wrote over it: Zwolnić; meaning he was freed from the transport. My father was probably the only one who escaped transport. We kept saying that if this was so successful perhaps what would follow would also end well. That it must finish in our favor. However, that happened shortly before the final evacuation.

Because of the nearness of the Eastern Front, the order came for the ghetto to be liquidated. They began to get ready in the summer of 1944. An enormous, tall German came, a uniformed officer with all the military insignia and a cap. He stood on a small pedestal and spoke to us in German, giving us his word of honor as a German officer that nothing bad would become of us. He told us not to oppose the coming change and that we would be well looked after. This happened just after the uprising in the Warsaw ghetto, which had been partly open, allowing people to go to work outside the ghetto boundaries. This enabled them to communicate with the Polish underground, and even get some weapons and the support of the Poles from the other side.

However, we, in Łódź, never got out of our ghetto even for a moment. Even so, I know that there was a large group of people there who continuously plotted various schemes, which in our situation were totally unrealizable, and the majority of them were Communists. I have to say that the Communists behaved very bravely in the ghettos and concentration camps. They did everywhere. Ask anyone who was in a concentration camp, and every one will confirm that the Communists were idealists then. They were people who really wanted to live to change society, to provide people with a better life, and they behaved very well. They supported each other, and their ideology gave them great strength. However, I haven’t been in touch with any of the Communists I encountered in the camps.

My father, my very clever father said then: “Well I think that it must be true because a German officer wouldn’t give his word of honor if it weren’t true. That isn’t possible. Perhaps it’ll all end well.” He was a great optimist. They loaded us onto the cargo train, and we sat there pressed together for about two days. They didn’t let us out, and many people died along the way. It was a terrible journey.
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Entry gate and electrified fence at Auschwitz, circa 1945.

Courtesy Česká televize.
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In Auschwitz they chased us out of the train with terrible shouts and screams as we were getting off. Immediately we were separated, men on one side, women on the other. I was jumping off the train and saw my father shouting at me: “Take care of your mother!” And I glimpsed Rudolf being beaten by someone. I grabbed my mother by her hand. We held firmly, and they gathered us into a column of five. In the concentration camps, the formation of columns of five was most important. This I learned later. We moved slowly, along the sides soldiers prodded us to move on, and the now infamous Doctor Mengele stood on a high podium. I saw how he waved his arm this way or that way. And when in front of him there was an older or ill person, or someone who had glasses, or was covered in a rash, or had the slightest disability, or was a mother with a child, he always waved them to one side.

I thought: “Something terrible will happen,” and I held my mother’s hand tightly until we came in front of Mengele. He pointed at my mother. I kept holding on to her and wanted to follow her. But a soldier who stood there with his rifle took me by the shoulders and pushed me to the ground, which was covered in sand. Before I managed to get to my feet my mother was already further up the road in the group of older people. And she kept stretching her arms toward me. I turned around to ask the soldier: “What will happen to them? Where are you taking them? What will you do with them?” And he said: “Don’t you worry.” At that moment my mind went blank.
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Bales of the hair of female prisoners found in the warehouses of Auschwitz at the liberation, circa 1945. United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, courtesy of National Archives and Records Administration, College Park.

From that time on I ceased to comprehend the events around me clearly until I left Auschwitz. I retained certain distinct moments. I remember very vividly particular scenes that I lived through as if in a painted picture, but I didn’t know how long I had been there. Later, when we managed to get out of Auschwitz and I started to recover, my girlfriends told me that they had already written me off. They said that I stood there all the time with my head down and refused to eat anything. They gave us various thin soups or water, always in one bowl for five people, and mostly I refused to have it. I was like the dead walking, especially in the first few days there.

Then they took us to some baths, and we were all shaved, all that could be taken off. For some girls that was the last straw. Nowadays anything is possible, and people are accustomed to seeing anything. But in those days we used to have comparatively long hair, and those women who were shaved had the feeling of final degradation: “They took my beauty away; I am not even a woman.” However, I wasn’t affected by it; somehow I let it all slip by me.

In Auschwitz it was very hot. That is what I remember most, the terrible thirst we had to endure there. We stood in the most dreadfully hot sun while the female SS guards walked around us and looked on as we lay there nearly unconscious from thirst. They carried buckets of water and poured them into the sand in front of us. I remember that well, how girls kept fainting.

Our barracks were former stables for horses with compacted sandy ground. In the middle was a raised platform for a stove and chimney, and on it kapos ran around with whips lashing girls here and there while shouting and making a terrible commotion. We were all pressed hard together; there were always groups of fifty of us in that small space, where we could hardly fit. Some women fainted, others cried; it was dreadful – it was terribly insane.

The leader of our barrack, our kapo, announced that we had to have some fun. They mustered a group of women who could sing, and they sang various songs. The majority of them were Poles because there weren’t many from Prague. But there was Mrs. Steinová, who was a trained singer. I was friends with her daughter – we attended the same school. And now that poor woman, with shaven head, stood on that platform and sang Hair, Golden Hair Have I. She always sang arias from Rusalka. It was even more horrendous – that beautiful music and the memories I had of seeing it in opera houses, and how I loved music, and now what was happening in that hellhole.

When the night came, awful screams began: “Lie down!” We couldn’t all fit in there standing up, let alone lying down, so we had to lay one on top of the other. Obviously one wasn’t allowed to get up or go out; one couldn’t make a step without permission. One night everyone was lying down and there was silence, and I sneaked out. I couldn’t have cared less if they had shot me. I didn’t give it a thought. Outside there was a glorious night, with many stars as if we were in the mountains. There was a little breeze, and the electric wires stretched around the camp were singing.

I recalled how I went skiing near Prague with Rudolf and my cousin, and on our return we noticed fence wires beautifully resonating similarly. It felt like I had been taken out of the present time. I lay there, the scar on my face bleeding as I reflected: “The world is so beautiful, those stars, that music, and I lie here in the dirt like a worm.” This was really the lowest point, I think, that I lived through there.

Now and then some managed to escape, but they caught them almost immediately. The whole camp, the whole of Auschwitz had to kneel down. We knelt for at least 12 hours on the ground, in sand and grit. We all had bloody knees, and still we had to kneel until that person was caught. Then there was a roll call where we had to stand at attention. We were chased out of the barracks onto an open ground outside where they brought the escapee, and in front of us broke her arms and legs and took her to be gassed.

Every evening an armed SS-man came and carried out an inspection to check if all detainees were present. We had to be counted in the units of five. At one time when he walked through our barrack, a Polish woman, who must have gone insane at that moment, ran out and shouted: “Run away, a black bird flying above will kill us all!” And he shot at her, and she fell there. I remember how she shouted and that movement of falling. Events like that, I recall.

All the films that try to reproduce Auschwitz, all that is totally impossible. Auschwitz was so awful because all the inmates had gone mad. We had gone utterly crazy. The detainees were mad from fear, what had happened, terrible longing for their parents, the terror that you might suddenly lose both your parents and what kind of terrible end they might have endured. Those who haven’t lived through the experience could never imagine the enormous physical pain caused by such sadness and such mental horror. All those girls were beside themselves. And the ones who guarded over us were crazy too; because, you couldn’t carry on like that without being affected by it. And the worst characters must have become even more deranged. That’s why it can’t be truly described.

We didn’t work at Auschwitz; that is why I don’t have the usual tattooed number. We should have all been gassed, but the Germans couldn’t manage to murder us because daily transports continued to arrive, bringing detainees from concentration camps all over Poland. The war front was getting nearer, so they were evacuating all concentration camps to Auschwitz and Treblinka where there were gas chambers. The Russians advanced into Poland, and the Germans were presumably anxious to keep the Russians from seeing the camps and spreading the news of what was happening there.

Suddenly our kapo came, our leader, and told us that the next day when a train arrived we would be taken to another concentration camp. And if it didn’t arrive, we would be taken to the gas chambers. Nobody worried about it because we had all already lost enough reasoning to worry or had no feelings left. We didn’t get out of the barracks; we had no idea where we were. They took us toward the tracks where there were heaps of ballast. At night I climbed one and saw how those people in columns of five were being taken to be gassed. Endless processions, really slowly edging toward the gas chambers; by day and night black smoke rose from the chimneys as they tried to liquidate as many people as they could.

Every day so many people arrived that they couldn’t cope with it, and that’s the reason I am alive. That can never be re-enacted – that amazing cold-blooded efficiency, that organization of slaughter. Just imagine how those people kept going, slowly, in order, five abreast, toward death, toward terrible carnage. It didn’t occur to them to defend themselves because they didn’t know where they were going. They were told to go to the showers, to wash after their journey, and there, instead of water, gas came out. That was the worst; a healthy mind can’t ever comprehend those events.

I remember lying on that heap. It was getting dark, and suddenly a large seed ball from a dandelion floated by. I extended my hand and the seed ball settled on it. And I thought: “Perhaps now my mother is dying.” I, mad as a hatter, presumed it to be a sign that in that confinement there was something that wanted to communicate with me. I was still beside myself; I didn’t talk to anybody or make any friends. When somebody told me: go, I went; when somebody told me: stop, I stopped. I had no connection with reality.
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Some of the barracks in Auschwitz, photographed from the air, date unknown.
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Bodies prepared for a mass grave in the concentration camp Bergen-Belsen, photographed upon liberation, 1945.
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The next day the train arrived. Again they arranged us into those rows of five – it was extremely important because otherwise they would take the sixth person to the end of the procession, and those girls at the end we never saw again. That, I already knew. So they put us in the column of five; we slowly shuffled toward the train, and they counted us in. They said Stücke. How many Stücke had they already loaded?

Suddenly I saw that we were six in our row. What had happened? One of the girls up front had possibly lost her head, or she had a friend or a sister in our row and went back to be with her. And because I was at the end of the row and was so apathetic, somebody pushed me, and I started to run forward. And I ran until someone took my hand to join their row. Presumably that was the row from which the girl had deserted. They were only four, and they panicked – where to find another person to fill the gap?

We continued to advance, and exactly in front of me an SS-man by the train shouted: “That’s it; that’s enough!” And they started to scream at us to turn around, and at that moment somewhere by the train a woman fainted. And from there, the SS-man shouted: “One Stück more!” So the soldier standing next to me pushed me forward, and I went. That’s how I got out of Auschwitz – a miracle. My whole life is one miracle after another.
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VII

KUDLA

THE LABOR CAMP
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How long were you in Auschwitz?

We arrived in Auschwitz on August 15th, 1944, but when we left we had no idea what day it was – no way of knowing there – we knew nothing. We kept standing in the barracks without being able to move and without speaking to each other properly. Then we left to be taken to another concentration camp. And when we went out to work there was frost on the ground, so it must have been October. I wasn’t in Auschwitz too long, but it was enough.

After that, anything would have been better. They sent me, along with a couple of young women who had arrived with me from Łódź, further west, toward Germany because the next camp, in the region of Lower Silesia, was already in what was formerly the German countryside. Then we were evacuated from there too. We heard continuous artillery shelling as the front grew nearer. And always when it was quite close they sent us further on. Toward the end our guardsmen were anxious to get as far west as possible to save themselves from the Russians.

It was really better for us because when we went to work and got in touch with the world outside, we felt better. That concentration camp was nicely located; there were trees and nature was fragrant. I love flowers and aromatic plants, but I like trees best because I treasure things that last, something that keeps on living. When one comes back, say, in ten years’ time, the trees are still there. It was a very pretty forest. In the evenings the women came to stand outside our hut, only one or two because we were so tired after the hard labor. I remember when I stepped outside, a woman I hadn’t met before was standing there. We weren’t on our own. There were Poles, Czechs, Austrians and Dutch women, but they were moved elsewhere later. This woman stood there and said: “Don’t speak to me; I’m talking to my mother.” So at night we went outside to speak to our parents.

We were there for some time. At first we worked at a brick factory, getting there in a little train. It had only benches to sit on, and it was very cold. In the mornings, there was mist above the forest, and when we went through it, light from the sun got more intense. The mist became colorful, pink and blue – I loved that. Women cursed badly because we got so frozen during the journey. We only had the striped prison garb, no undergarments, and clogs. Some women wore them, but I couldn’t as they would scuff my feet. We were terribly frozen, but I always looked forward to the journey because in that forest I could see various beautiful forms.

In the brick factory we simply unloaded coal. A large wagon arrived with enormous chunks of coal; we got a shovel to unload or load it into another wagon. We threw the heavy coal and felt very weak – it was a terrible situation; women fainted. One day our boss came, a strange person. He was very thin, white hair, white face, wearing a Russian rubashka under a black habit. All the time he shouted and swore – how come we couldn’t use a shovel, what sort of garbage were we? He had paid good money to the camp for us, and we weren’t productive enough.

One day he shouted again, and I became hysterical and told him: “Why do you scream at us? We’re all students here, clever, educated women, and you shout at us; how dare you?” I stood on the heap of coal and screamed at the top of my voice back at him. Women held me by my legs and pleaded: “Stop, you’ll get us into terrible trouble!” He turned around and went away. I thought that he would shoot us on the spot, but he didn’t.

The same evening or maybe the next day he came and said: “Wo ist die Studentin?” Women made a cross over me that I was done for. He took me inside the factory, into a dark gloomy room. In the oven, flames flickered, casting shadows on the walls. There was a bench along the wall, and he told me to sit down. French soldiers, captured war detainees, worked there; he called them in to tidy the room, and then he said: “Go on, tell me.”

I started to tell him most of it because that was what he wanted to know – about the ghetto, about events that happened in Auschwitz. I wasn’t able to describe it all, but I told him that they slaughtered people there in large numbers. Then I described the conditions in the camp where we presently were. He didn’t say anything but possibly thought until that time that we were real convicts who committed real crimes and were incarcerated for that reason. He had no idea that camps existed or what we had lived through. All this was a big new experience for him.

It must have been an important discovery for you to find out that those people had no knowledge of what was happening comparatively close by?

As a person who grew up in Masaryk’s republic I couldn’t imagine that there were people, around whom many terrible events occurred, who would know nothing about them. When I was leaving he held his head in his hands, and I saw that he was deeply disturbed. He wasn’t pretending. Why would he? For those people I wasn’t even a human being. I told myself that one had to observe what was happening and not just crawl into one’s own little corner without understanding what was going on.

We did precisely the same a few years after this. We didn’t know that there were concentration camps in Czechoslovakia where people were being murdered. Even if one realizes this, one tends to slide again into one’s own private domain and doesn’t look around. And when quite canny people govern the country, they turn you all into idiots.

We weren’t allowed to communicate with anyone, but we couldn’t be guarded all the time in the factory. So we were able now and then to find out small tidbits about what was happening outside the camps. We met a Frenchman and some Dutch people. They didn’t have much news but had something to tell, and we knew then that the war was nearing its end, that it was coming closer and that the Russians and Americans were advancing. It wasn’t definitive, but their advance was clear.

In the brick factory something was being built, and we passed on the bricks from hand to hand. Then we trudged out into the forest, we, starved women! There were gang leaders who organized the work but didn’t have much to do with us; I only observed their goings on. They were quite funny because they were such typical Germans, wearing cleaned and pressed white shirts, corduroy trousers, waistcoats and hats every day. They walked together – one, tall and thin, and the other, small and round, like Laurel and Hardy.

I was always such a small thin woman, and it happened often that someone started to feel sorry for me. One of those Germans got used to coming close to me and surreptitiously gave me a piece of bread and then left. We formed a special group of five women, and when we managed to find something edible, whatever it was – when somewhere there was an unripe apple, or a raw potato – we divided it into five pieces. And this German brought me a cooked potato or a chunk of bread daily. He noticed that we shared the spoil, so he said: “Please sit down here.” He was very polite toward me, as if I were a princess. He took out a clean white napkin, put a cooked potato on a small plate and said: “I brought this for you only, so you have to eat it all here.”

From then on he always brought me something to eat. He always behaved impeccably. I told him: “Please let me know your name. The war is ending, and I may be able to do something for you.” He responded: “No, I can’t. I can’t.”

He brought a knife, an ordinary kitchen knife. To have a knife in the camp one would immediately receive a death penalty, but it was a very handy object. We were given a small brick of bread for five prisoners, and we had nothing to cut it with. We had to break it when dividing it. It crumbled into small pieces, and we were very unhappy about losing even the smallest crumb. And now I had a knife, and because I had it from him, we called him “Kudla” [knife]. All camp women knew him as Kudla.

Then we were transferred to another workplace. And later it was closing down in preparation for evacuation, and no one was allowed to leave. No one was allowed in either. They left us lying there for several days without giving us any food, and we were extremely exhausted. Suddenly as I lay there half dead, a woman came and said: “Heda, Kudla’s here and is looking for you.”

I couldn’t imagine how he managed to get into the camp. Possibly he pretended to be delivering something or that he had to undertake a special mission, I don’t know. He arrived in a small, nicely painted wooden cart pulled by a horse, and drove it around the camp. I ran out, and when he saw me he reached into the cart and threw out a sack of potatoes and left. Then it was obviously a great treat. In the camp there was already chaos, and we broke apart what was wooden, made a fire and baked the potatoes. The whole of our barrack, every woman, had one or two potatoes; according to their size, we divided them fairly. And I can say every such potato became very handy when we were taken away for our next journey.

Perhaps he had fallen in love with you?

I was a thin whelp, ugly, shaved; I had no hair; he felt sorry for me and must have chosen me as a symbol of the oppressed people. He was a very rare, exceptional human being.




[image: Heda Margolius Kovály, interview...Heda Margolius Kovály, interview...]


Heda Margolius Kovály, interview with Helena Třeštíková in Heda’s apartment, Soukenická, Prague, August 2000.

Courtesy Česká televize.



VIII

NOW OR NEVER

THE DEATH MARCH
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Before the death march began, they gave us each a piece of bread and a coat. We still had that striped garb. We left the camp sometime in January 1945; we had no notion of time. I only remember arriving in Prague on February 22nd.

The winter was hard, and suddenly we had coats, most probably taken from people who had been gassed. So we all got a coat. A square was cut out on the back and sewn into it was a piece from the striped prison uniform that we wore in the camp. In the last workplace, we had worked alongside French captives. One of them was called Lucien; he came from Chamonix. He was a very helpful young man, and I asked him if he could find me a needle and thread. He brought me a small ball of thread and a needle.

When we found out about the march, my friend Hanička and I opened the coat seams with the knife where the cloth was folded over on the inside of the hem. We undid the seams and removed the striped squares. We sewed the cloth from the hems into the hole and put the original striped square over it. Both of us had those normal squares, but where the other coats had a cut out hole, we had the cloth from the coat now. Our handiwork looked awful, but it wasn’t too obvious either.

I kept saying: “Hanička, I won’t get myself locked up in another camp. If I don’t succeed in escaping, so be it; if it doesn’t work out, that’s it. I won’t let myself be locked up again. I’ve had enough!” Hanička agreed. So all during our walk toward the west, we were hatching an escape plan.

There is no point in describing the march. Many women didn’t survive. Many times we slept outside in the snow under the vast sky. Not long ago I talked to a woman who also survived but was based in a different camp and forced on a different march. I asked her: “Do you remember the food and drink we got?” She answered: “I can’t remember at all.” We must have had something. When we went through one village, people didn’t know who we were and thought that we must have been convicts normally sentenced for serious crimes, and despite that, they felt sorry for us and cooked us ordinary potatoes. Everyone got a potato sorted by size. But this happened relatively rarely.

At one time we came to a very well meaning village, and they told us: “We won’t let you sleep outside.” They shut us in a village hall and put the heating on, and we all nearly died. In the morning we came out with puffed up red faces because we weren’t used to the warm environment, and it nearly killed us. Once or twice we slept in a barn or other agricultural building but mostly outside in the snow.

Both Hanička and I were getting ready and told ourselves: “Since we’re walking in the same direction we’d have to go anyway, we’ll continue and decide once we get an opportunity.” We had it all worked out, but it turned out differently anyway. Finally we came to a village where there was a large barn, and they locked us in it. It wasn’t very favorable for an escape because the barn was surrounded by a wooden fence, and beyond that, a brick wall, so we had two obstacles to overcome.

In such gatherings the news spread by word of mouth, and some women managed to get near our guards and overheard something. One woman came and said: “Listen, we’re supposed to turn to the north tomorrow; we’ll never be so close to the border of the Czech territories again.”

We had no idea where we were, but Hanička and I told ourselves: “Either now or never.” However, we weren’t fully decided. Hanička went after her best friend who was there with us, a very good person, a very beautiful woman. She was the only one who didn’t mind her shaved head; she was always beautiful. I also had two friends, sisters from Prague called Eva and Hana; their father and my father were friends. They were very nice and kind women; they loved, looked after and encouraged each other. They were wonderful women. I came to them and said: “Listen girls, we want to escape. Be sensible, and come with us.” One of them would have come, but the younger one said: “I am terribly afraid – no.” I said: “Come on, what could be worse than the situation we are in now? If we escape we’ll give ourselves a chance to improve everything for the better. Even if we succeed in gaining freedom for just a couple of hours, it’ll be worth it. They might shoot you here anyway or during the run.” “No, simply no,” she answered. Such a decision requires a certain verve. One gets used to the suffering, but only if one knows what to expect. If you go into the unknown, it is more difficult, especially in the pitiful state we were in then.

Our march was headed for Bergen-Belsen, and that camp was hell. People trod on the corpses. There was a typhoid epidemic and who knows what else. That was the end, a total breakdown. Perhaps you have seen in documentaries on television how in April 1945 the British soldiers arrived and what they found there. That woman who would have had come with us died there. The other was saved and at the end of war, with some relatives, departed to Canada. She married there and had a daughter, but the whole time she suffered terribly because she prevented her sister from coming with us, which would have saved her. Finally she succumbed to it and committed suicide. I got a very moving letter from her daughter because she kept talking about how I had tried to persuade them and why they decided not to follow.

The same happened with Hanička’s friend: “I have no energy, I’m afraid, I can’t anymore – I can’t go any further.” She reached Bergen-Belsen and killed herself. This is something that greatly affected me – that a person has enough courage to kill himself or herself, which I would never have managed – but hasn’t enough courage to save one’s life. I can’t explain this to myself any better even today. I think the worst is to fall into apathy when a person creates for oneself crippling helplessness. Often I heard that Jews were so overwhelmed by fear that they didn’t defend themselves. That’s not true at all. Fear is terrible. During those years in the camps, I was totally depleted from fear. There one always lived in fear; only a madman would have no fear. But fear alone won’t stop you. As soon as a crack appeared in the camps through which a person could squeeze, detainees took advantage. Fear is terrible, but it doesn’t prevent you from functioning. What prevents you is incapacity. When you realize that you can’t do anything to change your situation; when you realize that whatever you do, you can only destroy yourself, and you can’t help anybody; when you realize you have no chance; then you don’t do anything. In addition to that, when one accepts it, creates it and gives in to helplessness, then that is the worst situation. I found it hard to understand. I was very sorry for them, because they were very fine women.

Finally, Hanička and I decided to run off that night. In that barn we slept on straw. In the early morning while it was still dark, I nudged Hanička and said: “Come on then, Hanička.” Hanička said: “But I’m so very cold.” I said: “You idiot, I’m going.” And I crawled out. In the evening beforehand I had dismantled the gate lock with my knife. It was already half hanging on very loosely anyway. I opened it more, so when I tugged at the gate it opened. I went out and waited for Hanička, and she still didn’t come. So I wandered around the empty yard, with no guards – they usually locked us in and went to sleep without giving a damn.
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At last Hanička came out after all, and we ran quickly to the fence. And behind us another two women came. We knew them, but not closely. We clambered over the fence and then over the brick wall, and those two girls said: “Wait, there’s another one coming.” But she didn’t make it. We heard a shot – they killed her, poor thing.

We were stupid young women; we knew nothing. We didn’t even know which way north was, or south, so we crawled into a small wall recess and tried to decide what to do next. Suddenly a small girl came up to us. She was called Zdenička, such a pretty blonde and said: “You’ve escaped, haven’t you? I want to help you. We’re also Czechs.” I said: “Good God, my girl, you can’t talk to us. Go away, please. What would your mother say?” And she said: “My mother’s over there.” And there a woman stood. She had a scarf over her shoulders and kept nodding her head confirming that her daughter meant well. This little girl led us. She took us nearly all the way to the next village and said: “In this village you can go there and there, where there are people who are good, and you can turn to them if need be. They keep dogs too.” She simply gave us various directions, and when we came to the village she took off and went back. Afterward we sent them some presents, but they wouldn’t accept them. They must have been exceptional people. You know, it is so encouraging that there is always somebody who is really special.

Our short hair was a terrible problem and mainly because each of us looked the same. Hanička, I and the other two girls tore those striped squares off our coats and put the rags on our heads; we made sort of headscarves out of them to hide our short hair. The roads were full of people because of the evacuations and migration from the Polish borderlands back to Germany; there were carts, horses, pigs and I didn’t know what else. So we got lost amongst it all. That was lucky because all that time the Hitlerjugend, those young boys, combed through forests and chased after people like us. This way we blended in with the refugees who also looked more or less poorly, so it wasn’t that obvious. And we walked.

We came up to the truncated post-Munich Agreement border of the so-called Protektorat Böhmen und Mähren, and an obvious problem arose. We were wandering around and tried to think what to do next when a boy walked past, and we asked: “Hello, any idea if Mr. Čermák lives nearby?” And he replied: “No Mr. Čermák here.” And I said: “Do any Czechs live here?” And he said: “No Czechs live here.” And it looked like the last stop for us.

Suddenly, it was already evening. Factory gates opened, and a large group of workers walked out. Amongst them was a young woman. I heard her speaking Polish. I crept up to her and said: “We’d like to talk to you. Can you help us?” She was a Pole who had been commandeered to work there. She had a small daughter, and she led us to her apartment. She lived there in great poverty. We didn’t tell her we had come from the camps but that we had also been taken as forced labor and that we had been bombed and escaped and wanted to return home – and that we needed to get across the border. She said: “You know what – here lives a nice lady, and she could help you.”

We waited until dark, and she took us through the side streets to a pretty whitewashed house where a woman called Mrs. Němcová lived. When she saw us, she let us in immediately without asking anything and put a loaf of bread and a knife on the table. Hanička and I and the other two sat there, astounded at how someone could give strangers such a loaf of bread. That was our first proper meal in all that time. When she finished feeding us, she said: “We’ll wait ‘til night time, and I’ll take you across the border. There is an old man who minds the border barrier, and he’s good. I know him well. We need only to be careful not to be caught by a Kraut.”

We waited until nightfall. She took Hanička by one hand and me by the other – she was such an astute woman – and Zuzka and Máňa ran behind us. We ran across a field with large frozen lumps of soil. It was very difficult – we had such scarred feet. Suddenly we came up to the barrier, and a scraggy voice said: “Ahh, only women. I won’t get any fags again.” In those days during the war it seems only men gave out cigarettes, and he was disappointed. But he let us through, and we went over to the other side.

Zuzka had come from the town of Slaný, which we finally reached. She was from a mixed family and the non-Jewish members lived there. They invited us all in. We bathed and put ourselves into a bit of order; they give us old shoes and fed us. The next day Hanička and I continued toward Prague. It was quite difficult because we hadn’t realized that some Czechs might have been informers. The Czechs living abroad were usually friendly, but on the home territory we could have encountered anyone. We were in luck though because there was a former collaborator who had decided to make good, and he offered to take us to Prague. He loaded us into his van and left us at the outskirts of Prague.
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IX

TEN LUMPS OF SUGAR

A SEARCH FOR PRAGUE REFUGE
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I can’t describe the great feeling of being in Prague again. After all those years in the camps there was no other vista more beautiful. It is interesting that I longed terribly for Lazarská in the New Town. There was a broken pavement surface that held a large puddle from which a bird usually drank, and I remembered this puddle more than Hradčany Castle or Charles Bridge. I thought, “When I stop again by the puddle I will be home again.” And that happened in February 1945.

Hanička and I got to Prague at the terminal tram stop in the suburbs – I am not sure where now – possibly in Dejvice at the last stop of the Number 11 tram. In Slaný they gave us some change for the journey, but we had no idea how much the fare was. We knew nothing; we had been away for such a long time. We were afraid we would give ourselves away, not just because of the way we looked but because of our lack of familiarity with of any of the laws and regulations of Prague since our departure. Somehow we managed it, and Hanička got off the tram in the center of Prague. The main thing was not to talk to each other – if they captured one, at least the other would be safe. Hanička was very tender hearted; she secretly pressed my elbow and left. She was very lucky because she went straight to see friends who immediately shut her in their cellar. They stuffed her with so much food for the rest of the war that afterward no one could recognize her because she looked so chubby.

On the other hand, as it is true in my life, a bad penny turns up for me always, but nevertheless I have managed somehow to get out of it every time. I had enormous difficulties before finding a safe refuge. I didn’t need to be locked up in a cellar; I never thought of that. I wanted to find a way to join the local resistance group of partisans and be useful. By then it was clear to us that the war was substantially over, that it was a question of several months. Even so it took a bit longer than we expected.

The same tram took me to the suburb of Vinohrady, where I had been born and most of my friends lived and where, most importantly, Rudolf’s friend Jiří, his best mate since childhood, lived. They served together in the military and studied at the same law school – basically they were inseparable friends. Before we left with the transport he had visited us and said: “Both of you must rely on me. I’ll be your support center. Should anything happen, should you get separated or need help, turn to me. I’ll be here for you.” Hence, I confidently went to see him. Also, because he was a former officer in the Czechoslovak Army, I thought as such he would participate in the resistance movement against the Nazi occupation, which was his duty.

He lived on the top floor of an apartment building on Blanická, and I walked up the stairs without hesitation and rang the bell. He opened the door, and when he saw me – I will never forget his expression of terror. He said: “What are you doing here, good God, what are you doing? Were you seen on the stairs?” He took my hand and dragged me inside, and I said: “I escaped from the camp and need to find a safe refuge.” He started babbling and making excuses, so I turned around and left because I saw that he couldn’t help me in any way – and I was only making him terribly embarrassed and uncomfortable.

Later, after the war, when Rudolf returned from Dachau, I thought I wouldn’t tell him because he had already lost so many friends. I didn’t want to take away his best childhood friend whom he had trusted so much. But this man came to see him and literally on his knees begged Rudolf to forgive him for not helping me then. He said: “I am such a coward. The whole time of the occupation I lived in terror and could never overcome it.” Finally, of course, one had to understand him, and even though their friendship went colder, it still existed.

We were invited by Jiří and his wife to go to a movie. They showed the British film Odd Man Out (1947) about an Irish terrorist who was wounded and was being hunted by the police. He was trying to find a safe house where he could hide and tend to his wounds. He also made the rounds of all his friends, but nobody helped him. I sat next to Rudolf and felt his entire body tense up, and from then on their friendship was dead.

At that time I thought I could rely on this man most, but when it ended badly I remembered that my father had a secretary, a very nice older lady we called “Auntie” despite the fact she wasn’t a relative. She kept some of my clothing, which my mother gave her to keep for me. I was afraid to walk the streets in that camp coat, despite the fact that we had taken the square out; our clumsy repair still stood out. I thought I would at least get some normal clothes from her. I went to see her, and the old lady was very courageous and pulled me inside, sat me on the sofa and started to feed me and said: “You stay here tonight. We’ll decide what to do in the morning.”

I stretched very gratefully on the sofa, and she covered me with a warm blanket. In the morning she prepared all the clothing and shoes because I waddled in broken ones, making my feet very painful; also a coat and a hat, which was very important because my short, not fully grown hair could easily betray me. And off I went again.

I could describe for a very long time my journey from one friend to another, so I limit myself to the important encounters. I then went to another of Rudolf’s friends, who in comparison with the first one, didn’t get horrified or collapse in front of me. Franta persuaded me with very clear arguments that it didn’t make sense for him to put himself in danger on my behalf because the woman standing before him was the very same madwoman who put herself in danger escaping the camps, thinking she could save herself that way. I wasn’t very pleased with his moral lesson.

Afterward, for the whole day until the late afternoon, I tried to find someone from our friends who rather than taking me in would at least be willing to arrange a contact with the resistance underground. Such people would definitely accept me. It was peculiar. While in the camps, I had imagined that everybody was in opposition to the occupation, that they were doing something against it, but it was such an unrealistic romantic notion. People were horrified once they saw me, so nothing happened.

In the late afternoon I visited my best friend from my school days who lived near George of Poděbrady Square in Vinohrady. Milena accepted me with opened arms and was extremely pleased to see me. She invited me in and said: “You have to stay with us.” Since I had last seen her, she married and had two little daughters, and her elderly mother lived with them. Her mother was very kind and made me a bed on the sofa, covering me with a blanket. And I lay down and thought: “Now everything is solved; her husband will help me.” He was called Ota Richter. He would help me make some contacts to find a refuge where I could stay until the end of the war – because it was clear the war must end soon. So I lay there and suddenly thought: “Am I a total idiot? What a stupid idea. Here are two small children, and a grandmother; I can’t stay here.” I had tried to find single male friends who used to be soldiers, whom I presumed would have the duty to defend people such as myself from the enemy; but here was an old granny and two small kids. I jumped off the sofa, dressed myself quickly and went out. Milena cried that I must stay, but I had to go.

I remembered other friends of ours who lived in the Prague suburb of Pankrác. Their name was Musil. They were older people living in a small flat but were very kind and loved my parents. Perhaps they could help me. It was nearly dark when I got there. On one hand there was joy at our reunion, on the other there was fear. Mr. Musil said that one tenant in the building was often away traveling the country and had given him keys to his apartment, for safekeeping. Mr. Musil would lock me in, and I could stay until the morning. That was wonderful. I ran up the stairs, and he opened the door for me. I imagined myself to be like a wandering cat – I jumped on the sofa and slept like a log.

In the morning while it was still dark I left and started to doubt that I would ever succeed because I had become very tired. I wasn’t used to walking in shoes. My feet were scarred from the change of walking barefoot on snow to suddenly wearing normal shoes; it became very uncomfortable.

Slowly I realized that I didn’t know what to do next. Then I recalled some acquaintances that I used to meet, and one of the group, a bit older than me and a painter, was a good friend. I gathered the strength to go and visit her. By chance, they lived at the top of the suburb of Střešovice, in a villa; perhaps they would let me stay for couple of days while I found another place.

Marta was very pleased to see me. She settled me down and said: “It’s great that you’re finally here.” I said that I had been wandering around Prague for three days. She said: “You’re in the right place now. My husband is connected with the underground and will be home any moment. He does some secret things, which he doesn’t talk about, but I know he’ll try to help you.”

I was very happy; suddenly the doorbell rang, and her husband entered. She said: “Look, Heda’s here. She escaped the camp, and you’re the one who can help her.” And he instantly went white with fear: “Marta, are you mad. Don’t you know the punishment for harboring camp escapees?” She said: “We have that den in the attic; no one will ever go there.” He: “Impossible, we’ll do nothing of the sort.” And she replied: “Well, someone like you, who‘s constantly placing himself in danger shouldn’t speak like that!” He suddenly collapsed onto the chair, and I realized he had lied to her all that time; he wanted to show off to his wife how courageous he had been. Again I turned around and snuck out of the house because I knew that there would be repercussions that didn’t require my presence.

Before Marta’s husband returned home, I had asked Marta about another friend of ours named Rudolf Brada – we called him Ruda; in fact, he was a relation of my Rudolf, the husband of his cousin Marie who was the daughter of Rudolf’s aunt on his mother’s side. Ruda was a brilliant man, a professional commissioned officer, who worked for the army as a construction engineer. I asked if she knew how I could get in touch with him, and she said: “You won’t find him because he’s been out of Prague for over two years; he is with his whole family in a village of Seč on the Chrudimka River doing some engineering work there.”

So I said to myself that there was nothing to be done and went back down to the center of Prague. The weather was beautiful; Prague looked really fantastic, despite being February. All that time while we were in the camps, I longed for Prague, to walk again on Prague’s streets. However, I saw I had no chance to save myself, and I think I began to feel feverish as I wandered around and around. I remember stopping in a small church, and a priest was giving a sermon, telling people to aid each other, about practical help – potent repentance. I thought I could approach him and ask: “Please could you hide me in your church for a few days?” But then I thought I couldn’t risk it if I didn’t know anything about him.

Milena had given me a bag with some changes of clothing and some food, and I carried it with me – it wasn’t very big. I went down to the river Vltava and thought about how I could finish it; I stood on the bridge and thought: “I swim like a fish; if I jump, I won’t drown.” I had a belt on my coat – with it I could tie the bag full of canned food around my neck, and that would pull me down. I turned around and saw people walking past and realized that it wouldn’t be possible. I kept looking down into the water, and suddenly two German soldiers stopped and made fun of me. I got angry, pushed them away and, like a crazy woman, started running off. I heard them laughing, howling and shouting, and I sped away across the bridge to the western side.

I knew that Ruda and his family – they had one daughter then – lived on Plzeňská in the nearby suburb of Smíchov. I thought: “That’s stupid, why should I go there? There isn’t anyone there. And it’s possible that when they moved away to the country the flat was taken over by some Germans, and I may get even into greater trouble than I am at the moment.” After our wartime experience we weren’t afraid of death, but everybody was frightened of pain. And if they had captured me, the Nazis would have made quite a mess of me. They always wanted to know who helped people escape, and it could have been extremely unpleasant before they got it out of me. Of course I was afraid of that.
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A view of Prague and the Hradčany Castle on the other side of the Vltava River, circa 1940s.

Courtesy Česká televize.

Despite feeling a bit weak from my fever and because I used to visit there often, I decided to continue on to the Smíchov flat on the western side of Prague. The flat was on the second floor. Slowly I climbed the stairs and saw a light coming out of the peephole. I decided to risk it and rang the bell. The door flew open, and Marta stood there and said: “My God, I’ve been here all day waiting for you. Ruda hasn’t been here for two years, but today he came to collect some paperwork. He gave me the key and told me to bring you here, and he would take care of the rest. I’ve been waiting all this time, going mad, wondering where you’re gallivanting and what possibly could have happened to you …”

I could hardly speak, and when she left I collapsed onto the bed. It was a miracle then, simply another miracle. Whoever survived the escape from the camps, it was only due to a miracle; it wasn’t from being stronger, more clever or healthier – that didn’t make a difference. You had to have luck on your side.

This situation solved part of my problem because Ruda was a leader of a partisan group in Seč and was in contact with a larger group led by Captain Jaromír Nechanský, the same man who fought with Karel Kutlvašr in the Prague Uprising of May 1945. After the war, the poor Nechanský was imprisoned and assassinated by our dear Soviet conquerors.

I stayed in that flat for about a week. I had to be very careful because it was very small, and because the neighbors could hear every step, I had to move quietly and be crafty to achieve that. There was a small jar with about ten sugar cubes, and a larger jar, formerly used for pickled gherkins, which was half full of dried peas. In each pea was a worm. Every morning I took a bowl, cut each pea in half, removed the worm, washed the peas and put them in a pot to cook; later I was told that I had missed out on my diet as the worms were a good source of protein. There was also salt and herb tea; so I survived handsomely and after few days, felt much better.

After a week, being quite comfortable, I received a letter. Suddenly after all those years I received a letter. It wasn’t addressed to me though, and someone must have pushed it through the letter slot of the front door of the flat. I opened the letter, and it said: This evening at six o’clock come to the park. I shall be wearing a black coat and a brown hat and carrying a briefcase. When you see me, say that we must have met somewhere before.

I got dressed, combed my hair and put myself together to look a bit like a proper human being. In the evening it began snowing; I took my bag and went to the park. There a smallish man stood, and when he saw me slowly approaching, when I got nearer, he said: “Don’t say anything; I came for you.” He was also called Rudolf, Rudolf Syrovátka. He was a friend of Ruda and also a partisan, a very courageous man. In Dejvice he had an apartment, but, like Ruda, he lived with his family in Seč. I survived the rest of the war in his flat until the end of Nazi occupation.

Today, when I recall all this I keep saying what a fool I had been. At that time, without identity papers no one even dared to cross the street. And I had nothing; I looked like I had come out of hell, and whoever looked at me closely must have seen that there was something terribly wrong with this woman. And I was scuttling all over Prague without any care. I couldn’t stand being closeted without being able to get outside. And again miraculously no one ever stopped me. I didn’t like crossing over the river bridges or traveling by tram because they were often controlled by the Germans, so I just walked. When I first arrived looking for help I sometimes used the trams without realizing how dangerous they were – there was no possible escape when the identity card control came. But I was never stopped.

When I talked to people afterward, everybody kept asking what I thought of the people who refused to help me. I think that I was fully entitled to endeavor to save my life – everybody had a right to defend one’s life, but I had no right to demand that someone else sacrifice himself or herself for me. That couldn’t be asked for; that could only be done voluntarily. The whole of Prague was covered in horrible pink posters printed with columns of the names of people executed for helping partisans or escapees like me. And often there were as many as five of the same surnames – they murdered the whole family because they had hidden someone on the run. That wouldn’t be right. So I never resented the people who didn’t help. The only person I begrudged was the first man, Jiří; because he was a bachelor and a soldier, he had a moral responsibility to help everybody in my situation, whether partisans or escapees. My request was entirely proper.

I lived in the Dejvice apartment until the end of the war, and no one took any notice of me even though I kept going in and out all the time. I still do not understand it. Finally one beautiful day I sat by the radio and heard the Czechoslovak broadcasting corporation announce the beginning of the Prague Uprising, calling people to help fight the Nazis. I took a piece of paper and wrote on it: La mort est morte, vive la vie [Death has died, long live life], and went into the streets, for the first time as a free person. That was how the war ended for me.
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Demonstrations against the Nazi occupation soon turned into military action against German soldiers during the Prague Uprising, May 5–8, 1945.
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X

STRIPTEASE AT THE HOUSING DEPARTMENT

THE PRAGUE UPRISING
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The Prague Uprising was obviously a very interesting event. I was in Dejvice and thought that I would join in helping to build the street barricades. When the shooting started they also gave me a rifle, and I wasted a few bullets with no result. I realized that shooting wasn’t for me and went to the medical center set up to treat the wounded, where I tried to help as much as I could.

By then I realized how much society had been altered during the war, how people had changed and what sort of problems we could expect. In the medical center they cared for anybody who had been wounded, be it the German soldiers or our people. One German soldier lay there, dying, requesting water, so I gave him a drink. A woman I knew from my school told me, “If I didn’t know that you were in the camps I’d report you. The doctor said, ‘Tend to the Czechs, but break the German necks.’”

Nobody could have been more hurt by the Germans than I, but when someone was dying he was no longer dangerous. I thought that we should have had a more generous attitude, but then being in the middle of it, I realized that not everything was quite the same as before. In that time of shortages people donated their last bottles of rum and packets of biscuits to the medical center. Grandmothers baked cakes so we had something to give to the wounded. But when the shifts changed in the evening, the volunteers who were leaving helped themselves to half of the donated goods, taking them home for themselves. On one hand people behaved very bravely; on the other I noticed that some values had changed already.

During the last days of the uprising the fighting went on with almost bare hands. There were no weapons to be had, and people really despaired because the Germans defended themselves to the last man. When escaping from Prague, they kept shooting at people along their route. It was a desperate situation. We knew that the Americans had stopped at Pilsen, but not that there were treaties about the future of Europe – that those soldiers stood there because they weren’t allowed to advance, and that at those conferences we were predetermined to come under the influence of the Soviet Union. We couldn’t understand why the Americans didn’t come to help us in spite of being so close.

The medical center received news that weapons were to be collected from Dejvice railway station. They looked for volunteers who could bring them, and I agreed to go. However, two persons were needed because the weapons were hidden in a large, oval wicker laundry basket, which had two handles. No one else wanted to come, and finally an older grey-haired nurse agreed to join me. While I was just an inexperienced helper at the center, she was a truly qualified nurse. They gave me a nurse’s cap and an armband with the red cross, and she had similar attire.

We walked to the station. The stationmaster stood there with two German soldiers, talking. When we came he nodded and pointed at the basket covered in a white cloth with the red cross painted on it. We grabbed the basket, each of us holding one handle, and turned back. The basket was very heavy. The fighting continued in the streets. Suddenly we turned a corner, and there, a very young German soldier stopped us, aiming alternately at each of us with his machine gun. The nurse got scared and dropped her handle, and the basket jingled. He started to scream: “What’s inside?” She was stiff with fear, but suddenly plucked up her courage and in beautiful German replied: “Look; we carry bandages for the wounded.” She partly uncovered the top cloth and revealed a thin layer of bandages, boxes of cotton and other packages, but underneath, the rifles remained hidden. And she added: “I’ll give you one; it would be handy in case you get wounded.” She gave him a bandage, and he was so startled that he put it in his pocket. In the meantime we lifted the basket and continued on. I remember that woman fondly because she was really a very brave person. Her character revealed that she approached events with great selflessness. She was terrified, but when the going got tough she behaved brilliantly.

Then came the moment when the Red Army entered Prague. Obviously it was a great celebration. Tanks and armored cars drove across Prague. I sat on one myself with a bunch of lilacs in my arms, enormously exhilarated; we were all happy that the war had ended. For me it was fantastic that I could wander around Prague without fear. My leg was grazed by a bullet, so I limped. But that didn’t stop me roaming Prague. I lived in Dejvice because Rudolf Syrovátka hadn’t returned with his family yet. In the parks one could hear shooting because the Germans were hiding on the rooftops of surrounding houses. But the weather was beautiful; shrubs and trees were in bloom – the spring was gorgeous. I limped down to Klárov, and there by the Mánes Bridge an SS-man lay in a pool of blood. I stopped by him, looked at Prague across the river, and reflected: “Now at this moment and at this spot, the war is over because he’s dead, and I’m alive.”

Then I started the quest for the remaining members of our family who survived the war. At the broadcasting house they had a daily program announcing those who had returned to Prague, and who was looking for whom. That was very important. Everybody sat by the radio because almost every family had somebody taken away or missing. When we were building the barricades, there were only young men. Every one of them said: “They murdered my father; they killed my brother; they detained my best friend.”

The third or fourth evening the radio announced that Ervín Bloch had returned to Prague – I wasn’t sure from which concentration camp – and that he was trying to get in touch with his friends. Ervín Bloch was my father’s name. I thought: “Good God, perhaps this is another miracle, and my father has managed to get out of there.” The next day I ran to the broadcasting house. There were so many people standing – all the way down from Fochova to Wenceslas Square. I struggled forward, but the crowd was so impenetrable that I thought I wouldn’t be able to reach the studio. Suddenly people turned around, looked at me and said: “Come on, go ahead.” Some people were tremendously kind. They separated and formed a narrow passage to let me inside. The announcer was a very tired, thin, gaunt individual who throughout the day read who had arrived and who was looking for whom to enable families to find their loved ones. I came to his office and told him that I thought the man he mentioned last night could have been my father. He said: “Look, I don’t have even a minute free, there are so many people asking for help. But sit down, and I’ll try to send a message to your father.” I was there the whole day, and now and then he interrupted his broadcast to say: “We call our comrade Ervín Bloch to come to the broadcasting house where his daughter is waiting for him.” Nothing happened. By the evening I was very sad, and he said: “You go home. We’ll arrange for a news bulletin that we usually send to other foreign broadcasting services. I’ll keep on announcing that you were here, and maybe someone else will pick up this news and your father will get in touch.”
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Liberating Russian soldiers shake the hands of residents after driving the Germans out of Prague, 1945.
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In the morning the announcer called me and said: “You know, we didn’t find your father.” Later it turned out that it was another, younger man, who had the same name. “But a Rudolf Margolius from Garmisch-Partenkirchen got in touch and was asking if you were Heda.” I said: “My God …” And he said: “All right, we’ll broadcast tonight, and I’ll let him know that you’re here in Prague.” In the evening I sat at home by the radio all excited telling myself: “My God, what if it’s really Rudolf?” The man announced: “We thank Rudolf Margolius for his message,” because Rudolf had sent a message about the Garmisch-Partenkirchen refugee camp for displaced persons.

Rudolf had been interned in Dachau, and when the war ended they opened the gates, marched the prisoners out, and while being shot at Rudolf and a friend escaped into a trench and then ran over to the Americans. When they learned that Rudolf could speak several languages they made him a leader of the refugee camp based in Garmisch-Partenkirchen for prisoners not only from the former concentration camps but all other displaced people who were trying to get repatriated. Rudolf’s task was to look after those people, organize them, feed them, get them cleaned up and arrange their transport home. Everything was in chaos and destroyed; the war had just ended.

Rudolf was also listening to the radio that evening: “We thank Rudolf Margolius for his message about the Garmisch-Partenkirchen refugee camp situation and wish to let him know that his wife Heda is in Prague.” And I said: “Great, Rudolf must be listening, that’s marvelous. He must be pleased.” However, later I learned that as soon as the announcer said: “We thank Rudolf Margolius,” there was a power outage in Garmisch, and Rudolf didn’t hear a word more.

Rudolf stayed there until the last person was sent home. At the beginning of June, a few weeks later, a group of Czechs left there on the last train to Prague. When the train arrived at the Prague railway station they all remained inside while Rudolf went to phone the broadcasting house. When he came out of the phone booth, the whole train shouted: “Was it Heda?” Rudolf nodded in confirmation. Only then did they all jump off and go home.

After the war, to return to Prague brought an avalanche of problems. No one had anywhere to live when they returned home, whether they were returnees from the camps, partisans or persecuted people, some of whom had been forced to work in Germany while in their absence their apartments were taken over by others.

When I heard from the broadcast that Rudolf was alive I immediately started to look for some lodgings because I had to vacate the Dejvice apartment when the former owners returned. First I lived with one or two friends, but it was uncomfortable for all. So I also slept in a hostel several times. It was quite unacceptable, so I decided to find a flat before Rudolf came back.

I went to the housing department where there were long lines and terrible scenes. People who spent the war hiding in the forests, living in tents or caves couldn’t get a place to live. Then some swindler, who had special relations with the housing officers and had a flat already, danced in, asked for a better one and got it while those in the line got nothing.

Initially I wasn’t worried about it because I was happy to be back in Prague and in one piece. My good mood was indestructible. On one hand I walked around Prague feeling like landmines were exploding under every step I took as I remembered here I had walked with my father, there with my mother, here with my cousin. All that we had loved and what had formed our lives was totally destroyed. On the other hand, the beauty of Prague and that splendid springtime, and that I was young and had so much life within and wanted so much to make up for that time spent in hell – that always raised my spirits because I had hope that whatever happened next wouldn’t be as bad as the past.

I stood there, and one man who also wanted a flat came to me and said: “Listen, if you keep being so happy you’ll never get an apartment. You have to make a fuss.” I told myself that he was right; standing passively in the line didn’t get me anywhere. One late afternoon I entered the housing department office, where the clerks ruled and threw applicants out constantly. I even got thrown out several times because they had nothing to give. They were sorry, but they had no flats.

I went in and sat behind a table. From Milena’s bag I took out a beautiful white napkin, a bottle of milk, a glass and a piece of bread – all that Milena gave me. I sat in a chair and made myself comfortable and said: “I’m not moving until I get an apartment because I don’t have anywhere to go tonight.” Which was true. Two clerks ran out of the office to discuss the situation privately while I awaited the outcome. They came back and said: “You can’t stay here. You have to go home.” I said: “I have nowhere else to go; I’ll stay the night.” I started to undo the buttons on my blouse, also given to me by Milena. They started to quarrel with me: “You can’t do that!” But I said, “There’s no other way. I’m not moving. If I don’t get a flat, you have to let me stay because I have nowhere to go, and I won’t sleep in the street because of you.” They left again.

I thought about what else I could unbutton. I must have been the first woman who ever did a striptease in government offices, but it didn’t get that far. I was only down to the third button when one of the clerks came back and brought a piece of paper and said: “If we give you this tenancy contract will you leave immediately?” I replied: “When I finish my milk. Would you like some?” He said no and completed the contract; I finished the milk, ate the bread, folded the napkin and put it back into the bag and walked out.

The apartment we got was tiny, but it was an apartment. When Rudolf came back to Prague he had somewhere to put his head down. And then our new life started.
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Ivan Margolius and his father, Rudolf Margolius, Prague, 1951.

Courtesy Margolius Family Archive.
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CARP ARE NOT KILLED HERE

THE POSTWAR LIFE
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How was your reunion?

Our renewed union was gratifying but not in any way stormy. Behind us were very difficult times as well as an enormous stockpile of personal anxiety about each other, so it was quite calm – finally, at last everything came up to the surface, at least for the two of us. We existed in the shadow cast by the fact that from his family and my own quite numerous family, it was only the two of us who had come back. That was a miracle because, of the people who came with us to Łódź Ghetto, perhaps only two or three other pairs survived; otherwise they were both dead, or only one partner came back, but not the other.

Rudolf was a workaholic and immediately started to look for work. He was a lawyer and, before the war, went through an internship in a law office, but he didn’t want to continue with law. I think he would have preferred to lecture. He started studying at home and gathered many books. We planned our life – we wanted to have a baby, furnish our apartment, get a small dog and make a home for ourselves. We wanted to be like other people.

For our first Christmas I stood in a line and got a small pretty carp, as was the Czech custom at that time. I kept it swimming in the bath. Rudolf had been working already for several months, and when he came home in the evening, I told him: “Come and see; we have a carp.” We observed how it swam beautifully, and Rudolf said: “Who will kill it? Have you asked the concierge?” And I said: “The concierge has a note on the door: ‘Carp are not killed here.’” So we stood there and looked at the carp without speaking. Then I left, brought a shopping bag, and without a word opened it; in silence Rudolf reached into the bath, caught the carp and put it in the bag. Both of us went out to the river and threw the carp in. We were pleased thinking the carp would be very happy and went home to make schnitzels instead. It was a wonderful Christmas.
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Rudolf Margolius and Ivan Margolius, Prague, 1948.
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Ivan Margolius and Heda Margolius, Prague, 1948.

Courtesy Margolius Family Archive.

Everything appeared to go very well, and then our son was born – a beautiful, healthy boy – even though Ivan was born after the political problems had already started. I refused to get involved in public affairs. I wanted to have my own life. I wanted to reinvent myself as a woman, to have the same interests and aims as others, but after the events we lived through it wasn’t really possible. We had changed, and the life around us had been altered. It was a grave mistake that we were unable to come to terms with that change. People who lived through what we had, on the whole had a sense that their lives weren’t theirs alone. We had a sense that whoever survived the war, it was through a miracle that occurred in order for us to achieve something better on the behalf of others; not to live just for ourselves, but to make sure that those events never get repeated – and we do so in memory of our murdered parents, siblings and other people who suffered, to endeavor to change the world and stop people from hating each other, to make the world a better place not only for ourselves.

Some gave in to the feeling of guilt that only they had survived. I used to think: “How come I survived and my amazing mother and father who did so much good in their lives perished in such an awful way? How is it that people allowed this to happen? Those millions and millions of soldiers who died senselessly, millions of people who were murdered, burned like rubbish, as bits of garbage, who suffered in the torture chambers …” We carried all this within ourselves, so that it couldn’t be forgotten. It couldn’t be forgiven in any way; that was something that could never, never happen again. That was our main aim.

That very intelligent people like Rudolf finally embraced Communism was a failure of their reasoning because, in that case, their emotions took over. Many people were in the same situation, and it was especially true for Rudolf, who was an officer in the Czechoslovak Army and couldn’t even defend his own parents. He couldn’t defend anyone and had to resign himself to what happened. Rudolf always had the feeling that it was his duty to do something to change the order of the world.
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Soviet plane plane carrying a banner with the image of Joseph Stalin, no date. Courtesy Česká televize.

We experienced our youth during Masaryk’s republic – he was so admirable; it was a really splendid society full of free, self-confident and honest people. People were proud of their work, and there were hardly any crimes; it was an excellent society that had great future ahead of it. When I think that it lasted only twenty years … even despite the terrible worldwide economic crisis, the republic prospered, people had good lives, justice and decency ruled.

After the war people turned toward that past and said: “That republic and all the people who had an education and a strong standing in the society looked to the west with such reliance. Karel Čapek and Masaryk and others looked toward Britain; all artists and writers admired France.” And all those great powers, which could have stood with us and helped us, just abandoned us. They collapsed in front of Hitler. As an immediate reaction, the Czech poet František Halas wrote in his 1938 poem ‘Song of Anguish’: The bell of treason tolls and tolls, whose were the hands to knell it, it was sweet France’s and the proud Albion’s, and we had so loved them. That’s how it was. We had loved them. When Munich happened they hadn’t even invited poor President Beneš to defend our interests. They sold us out to Hitler. And in the end they paid the price for their action, but what happened was very difficult to explain and overcome. One is influenced most by events that one experiences firsthand.

When we went on the death march from the last camp in Gross-Rosen region, which finally ended at Bergen-Belsen, our guards and soldiers desperately drove us on and on to get us toward the west quickly; that’s how much they dreadfully feared the Russians. They knew that if they could reach the Americans they would be imprisoned in a reasonable military detainee camp while the Russians would have just shot them. “My enemy’s enemy is my friend,” we used to say; Russians appeared admirable in our eyes when we saw how the Germans feared them.

The other point was the example given by the Communists in the concentration camps. Even though I hate Communism with all my heart, and despite it being a terrible system, I have to say that in the concentration camps the Communists behaved impeccably. Many of us admired their bravery and camaraderie. They showed a solidarity with one another that we politically non-aligned people couldn’t conceive.

There were also those who had returned from the Soviet Union and spread tales of how beautiful it was, how people were courageous and supportive, how the government cared for its people. Years afterward people told me how dreadful life was there, how people informed on each other, how profiteering flourished. There was xenophobia against refugees from other countries; people had a terrible time and lived in awful conditions. But that special feeling of camaraderie was still being emphasized; hence, we lived in a kind of mist and weren’t able to explain it to ourselves. We lived without authentic reliable facts.
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Czechoslovak Five-year Economic Plan propaganda. 1949–53.
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Communist brigade, workers’ parade, Czechoslovakia, no date.

Courtesy Česká televize.

When I look at it today I can’t understand how it was possible that we, who were incarcerated for years in the camps without any credible evidence, would venture to assess the contemporary political situation. We based our views on fairy tales that we had heard. We had nothing authenticated or proven, and on top of that the main argument of the Communists was that they would do everything in a different way.

I always said: “Rudolf, listen, I find it all very strange, those army officers covered in trinkets, masses marching like soldiers, always the solidarity declarations and various other slogans being bellowed – it reminds me of Hitler in Germany. It’s really the idolization of a few people.” Rudolf replied: “Come on, that’s Russia, that’s something totally different; there it was the outcome of a bloody revolution and long term struggle. Here, however, we are doing everything in a peaceful and just way to suit our own situation, and we’ll try to make comfortable lives for people, live in plenty and have a republic that functions well. And that can be secured by using this economic model.”

Rudolf began to study economics. He was a very clever man, and I, ‘a silly woman’, had a feeling that there was something wrong. And precisely those declarations that everybody had to have a good life obviously also affected me. The worst were the just objections against the behavior of the western world toward us. There were many confusing messages, and one wanted them to be true. I knew that they really wished to have true pride about doing something constructive, which would put the society on its feet and be fair and just.

“What would happen to freedom?” I asked. Freedom is the most important because, if one gives up one’s freedom, then one gives up having any influence over one’s own life. As soon as you can’t freely decide what you want to do and what you consider the best option for yourself then you can’t succeed, and slowly you become a slave. Even nowadays, coming back to Prague after the Velvet Revolution, I notice that there are people here today who don’t think like free people because they don’t believe in themselves and keep saying: “But that is decided for me by somebody else, and nothing can be done.” There is always something you can do when you are free because freedom gives you power to assert yourself. When you aren’t free even society can’t function correctly. Everyone has to be free.

When we arrived in the United States we didn’t even have a cent. Once I was walking in very heavy rain in Boston because I didn’t want to spend the small change I had on the subway and said to myself: “It can all go to hell.” You can endure anything if you are free because if you don’t like it here you can always move elsewhere.

That was the main mistake in people’s thinking. They never sufficiently realized how much power they had given away to the state, when that system limited personal freedom once all the power was with the state. That was the key stumbling block – you weren’t a free person; hence, you had no right to defend yourself, and the state could do whatever it wished. They were very clever and had a lot of experience: one was given a lump of sugar, the other got a whipping, and altogether it resulted in an obsolete society without freedom because progress, sciences and arts all depended on people who could think freely. When Communism fully developed in Czechoslovakia one couldn’t think – one couldn’t give one’s opinion. I observed how everybody took great care when expressing an opinion; if it were acceptable, could it perhaps still be turned against them? That wasn’t a life really.

Nevertheless, Rudolf and others I knew were real idealists. They didn’t want anything for themselves. They didn’t wish to improve their status or make a career but wanted to create a better society where oppression would never be repeated. But they somehow forgot this very important point that one couldn’t give up one’s freedom. Nowadays, nobody could live in a repressive society like that. Perhaps in Cuba or North Korea people must tolerate that kind of life.

Rudolf thought about it all the time but couldn’t fathom it. His friends came to visit – some were defenders of democracy, some were already Communists – but most of them favored Communism. They all presented their arguments, and I listened. And it was interesting that the advocates of democracy were mostly people who didn’t leave much impression – those who hadn’t really excelled during the critical time of the war. Most of them were inactive during the occupation in contrast to the Communists who lived in forests and participated in the resistance movement. That way they became really well respected personalities; and in addition, it was their strong desire that the world had to change for the better.

Finally we went to visit friends, Heda and Vlastimil Borek, who were in fact Rudolf’s distant relations and who had spent the war living in the Soviet Union. Rudolf admired them. They were a very intelligent couple, even actively involved on literary scene, and they continuously praised their life in the Soviet Union during the war. I think that was the last prompt for Rudolf because shortly after, he brought home an application for Communist Party membership. I didn’t want to sign it – I didn’t care for politics. My life was still rather abnormal, but I wanted to be a normal woman, have children and live in peace. At that time none of that was possible. It even seemed unthinkable. Everyone was set against each other, and people squabbled. Rudolf said: “Why is it such a big deal? If you decide not to carry on, you can leave, can’t you?” Poor man. No one could leave because if they did, they would be ruined. He totally ignored how badly the situation could turn out. Finally I consented, and that way we condemned ourselves by our own deeds.

Then there were elections. I didn’t vote for the Communists, but rather for the Social Democrats because I didn’t want the Communists. I thought perhaps that I shouldn’t have done this to Rudolf – in spite, but I think he did vote for the Communists.

I attended a Party meeting, and that was dreadful. A young bearded man spoke. He kept attacking Masaryk and used stupid Party slogans and phrases. However, then he continued, describing how life was difficult, how hard it was for him to earn money, how he was scarcely able to bring up his family, how small his salary was and how many troubles he had. I actually said to myself: “Goodness, this is a man who really struggles with life. Perhaps that is something different than when someone preaches nonsense that he has read somewhere. Perhaps Rudolf is right after all, that something good must be done when people wish it because it is their decision.” So I softened a bit.
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A selection of book covers designed by Heda Margolius for Symposion publishing house, Prague, 1945–1948.
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In September 1945 I started working at an excellent independent publishing house called Symposion. It was very small but published fine world literature. There I learned all I needed to know about books. In the spring of 1948 a wave of nationalization began; private enterprise was abolished and shamefully discarded. Even today when I visit second hand bookshops, I buy old books that I loved in my youth. There are always books there from Symposion because they were beautifully produced, and people kept them for a long time.

Then I commenced work at the Communist Rovnost publishing house at Na Poříčí in Prague where only young people worked – all of them members of the Party. It was a totally incredible group. They all believed in the Party and were staunchly industrious and labored to fulfill the publication plans at all cost. They worked during the day, studied at night and never took care of their personal needs, never rested, never even went on a date. They didn’t dare to express any thoughts of their own. It was something extraordinary.

I took it upon myself that I could design and worked there as a graphic artist. But it was nothing special; I designed dust jackets, typography and book layouts. We had visits from a member of the Central Committee – he had to approve everything. Nothing could be created freely. He always looked at the jacket and said: “What’s all this you’ve proposed, Comrade?” I said: “That’s just a design.” He: “Where did you get it from?” Perhaps I suggested a commonly used sort of ornamentation. Scared, I replied: “I’ve seen it on some embroidery.” He: “Aha, that’s all right; I was afraid you invented it yourself.” Thinking wasn’t allowed. Nothing could be created from scratch. Everything had to have a basis in folklore or African or Uzbek art. It couldn’t come out of one’s head; everything had to have a relationship to something that had already been previously endorsed.
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above, from the left: Mr. Schnitzer, Mr. Meisnner and Lord Strabolgi greeted by Rudolf Margolius at Ruzyně Airport, Prague, May 1948. At that time Rudolf worked at the Federation of Czechoslovak Industry, prior to becoming Deputy Minister for Foreign Trade. Courtesy Archiv bezpečnostních složek, sbírka Ministerstvo národní bezpečnosti (MNB), Prague.
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The identity card of Rudolf Margolius, Deputy Minister for Foreign Trade for Czechoslovakia, 1950. Courtesy Margolius Family Archive.

Soon I felt miserable there, but eventually I found a couple of good people who worked there, among them Pavel Kovály, who I later married. He ignored the political intrigues – he studied and was a keen sportsman, but despite that, he had to attend the official Party meetings too. He was my ally at Rovnost, and we didn’t participate in any other Communist Party events.

It was depressing though. I had to get up at six because I started work at seven and stayed there late into the evening. It was even more difficult if there was a meeting because I had a small child. To say: “I have to go home to my child,” was impossible. When there was a meeting? A child meant nothing. In the end I was really fed up, but I kept saying: “Perhaps I don’t see it the right way.”

Then something happened. Rudolf, who used to work at Ústřední svaz československého průmyslu [Central Federation of Czechoslovak Industry], came home, and we had theatre tickets for the evening. We were due to go out with Milena and Ota, who throughout my life had been our best and dearest friends. Unfortunately neither of them is alive today. Rudolf came home and said: “Listen, I was offered a post in the cabinet of the Minister for Foreign Trade.” I replied: “My God, please don’t accept it. Stay where you are.” He: “I’ve no interest in that position, and I’m happy where I am. But they’ve ordered me to take it.” I, who had trained my entire life not to cry, started to weep. Milena came and said: “Oh dear, you must be mad. I lived with you through many things, but I haven’t ever seen you cry. And now you’re bawling your head off when your husband’s forging a career for himself.” But I was terrified and vehemently demanded him not to take the post. He said he would try once more, but the next day he came and said: “I have to; they’ve ordered me to do it.” What sort of nonsense was that, to order someone to take on a job? That was the beginning of our next great misfortune.

From that moment forward, our lives changed. Rudolf rarely came home on time; I got up at six in the morning and left at 6:30. He came home at midnight, slept till eight and started at nine. Our lives had totally separated because he wasn’t able to share anything about his work; everything was kept secret. Our government does that to this day. People had no power in the society – people didn’t matter. They got their holiday paid for, or for free; the Party tossed them a lump of sugar, and with every day that passed people lost their influence and power within the state. Yet, all of that was ignored.
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Calling card of Rudolf Margolius, Deputy Minister for Foreign Trade, circa 1950.
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Rudolf Margolius, Hastings, England, summer 1949. Margolius had been negotiating trade agreements with the British Government during this time.

Courtesy Margolius Family Archive.

Rudolf carried a briefcase that nobody was allowed to touch. His child hardly knew him because he was never home, and when we managed to take a short holiday, it was in a very uneasy atmosphere because I disagreed with his kind of work and started to fear for him. After only a year – I have a feeling that it had already started in 1950, because by then he had gained an inside view into the government’s machinations – even Rudolf felt that he had joined something that wasn’t positive. But he still believed it was a transitional phase; if he and few other people who he considered trustworthy and reliable would work hard and endeavor for the country to really prosper then with this success the political attitudes and the whole system would change for the better. He believed that freedom would be gradually re-introduced and the possibility would return for people to actively take part in running the country.

His initial enthusiasm subsided, and more and more his work became a sort of servitude. When after all those years, long after his death, it began to be a bit clearer, I received news from all sides. Even the news-papers wrote about it after 1989, how well he had worked in his post, achieving excellent results, and if it were carried out as he had planned, it would have brought enormous economic success for the country.

Some of his schemes really happened. In 1949 Rudolf was asked to go to London to sign foreign trade agreements with Great Britain. I knew nothing about it, but Rudolf took a long time to prepare for it and returned twice to Prague during the negotiations to consult with the government regarding his dealings. Afterward President Klement Gottwald embraced him and thanked him; he was celebrated for the successful outcome. I have copies of the treaties. I made them when I was at the Harvard Law School Library and found them in the collection of international economic agreements. For our country those treaties had a very positive impact.

When the situation deteriorated further it was pointed out that it was due to treason and sabotage. In 1951 the detention of people suspected of anti-government activities began in earnest. Every day one found out that somebody, somewhere had been detained or sinister activities had taken place, and the worst of all was that we knew some of those arrested. At the beginning I felt like that person in the brickworks who had no idea who we were and thought that we were prisoners or criminals, otherwise why would we have been detained? Here was the same kind of situation that allowed those terrible atrocities to arise. People were being arrested from the very beginning of the Communist regime, and when we found out we used to say: “Good God, how is it possible – such good people, and they’re traitors. They’re saboteurs. They wouldn’t have been arrested if they were innocent.” And we weren’t concerned any further. Or we got terribly angry: “How was it possible?”

Nobody had an idea of what was really happening in Czechoslovakia. It was only after they detained people we really had known that we were suddenly terrified. That is, I was suddenly terrified – Rudolf used to say: “It can’t be possible for somebody to get arrested for nothing. Something must have happened. Maybe they did something inadvertently, or made a serious mistake, or they got entangled in an intrigue.” I told him: “If you say so …” I was afraid to talk to him because I realized I was undermining him. I said to myself: “I’m his wife. I should support him in his work and not always raise complaints.”

We went skiing, and Rudolf became ill suddenly. We skied down from Horní Mísečky in the Krkonoše Mountains, and he stopped and said his head was spinning. I thought: “That’s nerves. He must have found out something terrible.” From there on I think it was clear to me what was happening around him and that he couldn’t do anything about it. He submitted his resignation, but it was rejected. His health deteriorated, and the dreadful detentions continued. They arrested people we knew who were honest and decent – and nobody knew why. Their families had no news whatsoever about them. I began to be very unhappy.

It turned out that most of those arrested were Jews. I said: “Rudolf, isn’t it peculiar that most of the detained are Jews?” Rudolf replied: “How can you even say that? Why would you think that a Communist could be an anti-Semite? That’s one of the basic principles of Communism, that all people are equal and there’s no difference if a person is black, white or whatever. Go and look it up.”

When again it was being emphasized that someone was a Jew, I wasn’t surprised. Russians started the pogroms, and I never believed that they ever overlooked the ethnic origin of people.

Have you ever had any special feeling of being Jewish?

I have never reconciled myself with the concept of the Jewish racial origin because I never thought that I had such an origin. I always considered myself the same as others. We have a slightly different religion, but along with Catholic or Protestant friends, we have one God and I never worried about it. My father said: “Jesus Christ was the greatest Jew.” There was no direct conflict among these religions, so I never deliberated on it further.

Anti-Semitism is a disease, and Jews were always an easy target. In some western countries perhaps they have managed to eradicate this, not totally, but to be an anti-Semite is such backwardness. People realized that when Jews gained power and rights in the countries where they lived then usually they endeavored to improve their country and help elevate its arts and sciences. Today one can observe that the world’s Jewish community is comparatively small, but in the United States, for example, there are people who deserve credit for increasing prosperity. They participate in government or various branches of business achieving excellent results, and there isn’t anything to reproach them for. But the further east one goes it becomes worse. That has to be considered.

I never encountered any anti-Semitism in my youth; I never thought about it. When during the Nazi occupation we had to carry the Judenstern on our coats, and my mother and I could still travel on a tram, several people offered her a seat showing their feelings for us and that they believed what was happening to us was wrong.

Rudolf began as Chief of the Cabinet of Antonín Gregor, Minister for Foreign Trade, and was initially only concerned with administrative tasks, but after a short while he was given the post of Deputy Minister. I was very unhappy, wishing so much that Rudolf wouldn’t take it. He still hoped that he could get a place at a university and become a lecturer. He loved theoretical principles of law and kept saying: “I don’t want to stay there. I’ll do my duty that they’ve entrusted me with. Surely there’ll be another person who will take over from me, and I’ll go back to my books.” He didn’t take his situation that seriously, but from his colleagues I could feel insincerity, a desire for power and dogmatism. One was continuously observed in what one said or did, or if one freely voiced one’s opinions. That wasn’t normal life; it was terrible. He didn’t feel the same because when he met his colleagues they discussed real economic problems, and we women just sat and looked at each other, afraid to express our own opinion because that could damage our husband’s chances at work.

On which occasions did this occur?

We were invited, along with the rest of the cabinet and their spouses, to a party hosted by Minister Gregor. The men went off straight away to solve some economic problems, and we women went to another room and sat around the table talking like little children. Mrs. Gregorová wanted to prove that she had stemmed from the working class and told us: “Girls, I really missed manual labor, so today I scrubbed my apartment’s floors.” Such drivel went on despite the fact that she, as a Minister’s wife, obviously had servants and anything she wished. All the same, she knew that now and then she must display a working class urge, so she said she had to scrub the floors.

Everybody was afraid to say something. We could never be sure of saying the right thing, so in the end we sat in silence. We were so tired of this charade that we couldn’t find anything to talk about. Then, one clever woman asked: “Have you seen any good plays lately?” Immediately, she got terrified: “So sorry to have raised such a middle class topic …” The cause of it all was fear. When one had become embroiled in it, then right from the beginning one was afraid.

Did you ever meet President Gottwald?

I met President Gottwald only once, and it was a catastrophe. It was the celebration of the founding of the republic or some similar affair, which I hated attending because they were always torture; they took Rudolf away from his work, but we had to make an appearance once or twice. The celebration was at the Hradčany Castle. We stood in the corner with a small group of Rudolf’s colleagues. Suddenly the door opened, and Gottwald came in supported by Party Presidium member Oldřich John. The President made a beeline across the room, walked up to me and asked: “How come? Why aren’t you drinking? You aren’t drinking!” The waiter hurried over and offered two glasses of wine. With great embarrassment, I accepted a glass and drank a little. President emptied his glass, looked at me and said again: “How come? You aren’t drinking. Why aren’t you drinking!” I replied: “I had a little …” I was wearing a long dress, and beneath my gown, my knees were trembling. John took over and pushed him out of the room.

Gottwald was totally inebriated. He drank frequently. It was being said that he was drinking because Stalin left him in the lurch. Before we were completely smothered under Soviet control, their initial promise was that we would be permitted to have our own specific path toward socialism. It would be tackled differently, not the same way as the Soviets had done, only in the broadest strokes. It would be freer in Czechoslovakia to allow us to establish socialism in this country on our own, the way we wished. That, however, was a trap.

The President’s encounter was an enormous shock for us. It was the first time Rudolf had begun – slowly – to understand my point. At home I sat in the bathroom with a wet towel wrapped around my head and thought of President Masaryk and what an impressive pure human being he had been, how it suited him to be at the Castle, how we used to walk up there to admire him – and now – what we had ended up with.

All those celebrations and gatherings with government officials were very depressing; I had nightmares about them. We went to see an opera performance of Libuše by Smetana in the National Theatre, and in those special reserved boxes the whole government elite sat. I observed them and whispered to Rudolf: “Rudolf, look at them. Can’t you see what kind of people they are?” Just the way they behaved and looked illustrated what sort of low-grade gathering they were. Václav Kopecký, Minister of Information, looked like a newt – he was uneducated and didn’t display any special intelligence. Viliam Široký, Deputy Prime Minister, had a very unpleasant look, with sunken black eyes – like a person with permanently tightened fists. Alexej Čepička, Deputy Prime Minister, all decked out, described by many as ‘Admiral of the River Vltava Flotilla,’ wore some strange uniform made especially for him. The wife of the working class President, Martička Gottwaldová, was as round as a ball and swathed in luscious eye-watering diamonds complemented by fur throws flung over her usually bright green outfit. Instinctively we could see that those people weren’t a distinguished group in any way and couldn’t be thought of as having any good intentions for the country.

After the opera, Rudolf took a week’s holiday. It was autumn. The weather was beautiful, and we toured around the country. We arrived at Seč where during the war the two Rudolfs were in a partisan group. One of them, the same one in whose flat I stayed, had a cottage there. Nearby was a large lake created by a dam built across the river. He told me: “Come on, I’ll take you out boating.” Rudolf wanted to go for a walk and went on his own into the forest. Once we were out of earshot in the middle of the lake, Syrovátka said: “Look, you’ve got to get Rudolf out of his post because for all his hard work, he’s the ideal victim. Exactly for all those great things he’s done, they’ll lock him up. The only way out is if you take it into your own hands; drop him into some scandal, so they’d be forced to kick him out.”

I didn’t want to show Syrovátka the enormous impression he had made on me because one wasn’t ever sure with whom one was speaking in those days. And I kept telling myself: “How can I trip up Rudolf like that? He’s my husband …” I knew the situation was dire, but I had no idea what to do. And in the end, I did nothing, which was a grave mistake.

It was 1951, and the terrible situation in the country was getting worse every day. Devaluation of the Czechoslovak crown was rumored, people were frightened, no one dared to say a word in protest, long lines formed at every store and the whole country was on its knees; everyone was desperate. Rudolf constantly tried to console people saying – just wait, it will get better. In the streets, people were rushing around looking for basic goods. Everywhere uncertainty and feelings of anxiety reigned.
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Czechoslovak President Klement Gottwald and his wife, Marta Gottwaldová, Prague, no date. Courtesy Česká televize.

Then after a long break, we sat down together at last. We had a small cozy room where we liked to sit in the evening. Unexpectedly we established a renewed connection, a restored sense of understanding each other that we used to have when we were younger, when we followed each other’s thoughts clearly without any further explanation. When I was a small girl, I used to say that heaven was a place where nothing needed clarification. I said: “Rudolf, look, it can’t go on like this. This country is in total disarray, and I’m very frightened for you. I think that what’s happening is a first class swindle to rip-off fools like you, idealists who tremble with fear every time the doorbell rings. This is all the biggest racket and the worst rot, and it’ll end very badly.”

Rudolf got up, went to the window and, as he looked outside, said: “If that’s true what you say, if it’s all a swindle and a fraud, then I’m a participant in a terrible crime, and if I convince myself that it’s true, then I wouldn’t be able to go on living. I wouldn’t want to and couldn’t live anymore.” That was the last serious conversation we ever had. It was the end of 1951.
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The accused await their verdicts at the Slánský Trial, Prague, November 27, 1952. All of the defendants are flanked by military officers. Rudolf Margolius can be seen in the third row at the edge of the photograph. Rudolf Slánský is in the front row, second from left.
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Prosecutor Josef Urválek at the Slánský Trial.

Courtesy Česká televize.
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I lived with anxiety continuously and encouraged myself: “Come on, you have to get out of this.” Even at work I had a feeling that there was nothing I could do, and I worried that our child had been growing up without his father. When Rudolf had a few free moments he played with his son, and that was very nice. But he kept coming home later and later and working on Sundays. As a result, he spent very little time with our child – maybe once a week. I was very troubled by it, and then I had a tangible feeling that something terrible was happening.

One night, Rudolf came home from work very late again. A friend of mine was visiting, and we both started to provoke him, telling him off about how badly the country was faring, and that there was unrest and nervousness and people were losing their calm. Rudolf tried to pacify us saying: “It’ll get better; it’ll be all right.” I got really angry and told him: “I don’t want to hear this anymore, go away.”

That was the very first time we went to bed without making up. We hardly ever had arguments, and I don’t remember quarreling except about politics. Political matters were always the stumbling block. Later he took me by the shoulders and wanted to reconcile, but I said: “Leave me alone, I’ve had enough.”

I was nasty to him and regretted it the next day. Toward the evening I phoned the office and asked: “When are you coming home, come soon.” I thought we’d make up. He said: “I can’t yet. I still have loads of work but will try.” So I sat down and read a book.
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Josef Lada illustration from The Good Soldier Švejk, an unfinished series of satirical books by Jaroslav Hašek, released by Czech publishing house A. Synek between 1921–1923.

That’s very important that you sat at home and read Jaroslav Hašek’s uplifting, satirical book, The Good Soldier Švejk [1921–23]. That’s fundamental.

It was because I wanted to start a new life without any worries. At ten o’clock I phoned again: “When will you be back?” He said: “Soon, just one thing to finish.” So I took an aspirin and went to bed.

After Rudolf had been driven home, the whole of Veverkova Street was barricaded by State Security limousines and flooded with searchlights. They arrested my husband heroically and theatrically when he got out of the car. They disarmed him by taking his briefcase and drove him off, not sure where, possibly to Ruzyně prison near Prague. I never found out. At midnight five men knocked on our apartment door and notified me that Rudolf had been arrested and that they had to search the apartment. I had to sit there watching their search. I smoked then and lit one cigarette after another. They took over the flat and searched everything – even all of our books, everything.

They behaved very politely and civilly toward me. Only one – it was so strange – only one was rough and very rude, snapping at me the entire time. We had a writing desk where all our private correspondence was stored. I used to write to one of my distant cousins who lived in Great Britain. Rudolf advised: “Always keep a copy of your letters just in case you have to confirm their content.” I did that. I typed them and kept copies in the writing desk. That rude man opened the lid of the desk and rummaged inside. I thought: “My God, that’s bad. There’re the letters written in English, and that alone could hurt Rudolf’s case.” I saw him taking the copies and waited for him to start shouting at me, but he rolled them up and tucked them away behind the other correspondence. He didn’t say a thing.

That afternoon I had gone shopping because Rudolf needed a new suit, and I wanted to buy cloth for it. I put some money in my handbag, but, because there was a long line, I didn’t get into the shop and left the handbag at home on my return without taking anything out. The leader of these five men picked up the handbag, but the rude man took it from him and said: “I’ll look through it.” My 1952 diary was in the bag; even so, now past midnight on January 11th there was nothing written yet inside. He looked at it contemptuously and threw it onto the heap of things being confiscated. Even though he couldn’t have helped but notice the money inside, he shut the handbag, and put it down again.

They went through Ivan’s room too. I begged them not to go in there, and if the child had woken to the sight of strange men going through his things, he could have had a shock. They said they had to search everywhere, but I must say they looked through Ivan’s room with consideration not to wake him.

They confiscated everything except the handbag, even taking my own salary, which I kept in the drawer; they even confiscated our savings bank passbook, which gave access to all we had, including the money left from the sale of my parents’ house. When they finally left in the early morning hours, I had nothing.

I had to pick myself up and go to work. While there, I was so beside myself, I had no idea what to do. I wondered what was possibly happening to Rudolf? Notwithstanding, I was afraid of doing anything that would make things worse for him. I phoned the Ministry and asked for the Minister. He wasn’t there. I tried to reach other administrators and Deputy Ministers who worked with Rudolf and knew him well – he was their colleague, but no one would talk to me. Finally I gave up, went to see my boss and told him what had happened. He said: “I don’t know your husband, but I believe you and know you. Please stay as long as you can. I’ll let you know how long I’d be able to keep you here.”

I worked there for a couple more weeks. It was terrible as I had no money, only the money I had in the handbag for the suit. I was terrified for Rudolf – every night lying in bed I listened for the elevator going up and thought: “Maybe it’ll stop at our floor, Rudolf will come out and say it was a misunderstanding, and that they have let him go.” Every night I waited for him to come back; I couldn’t believe that such a completely upstanding man could have had any unpleasantness. I still didn’t see the depth of that whole catastrophic wickedness.

The only thing I could do was to write letters incessantly and try to approach people who refused to see me, bar one or two decent friends. It was up to me to write desperate letters to all possible authorities – government officials, the President’s office, the public prosecutor – to everybody I could think of. I wrote to all of them, vowing that Rudolf was an honest man, that he wouldn’t do anything wrong, begging for a just investigation, that I guaranteed everything, and that his friends were very willing to do the same. All those requests had obviously no effect whatsoever. It lasted almost the whole year.

I found a lawyer, Vladimír Bartoš, and told him I couldn’t pay him, that they took all my money and if they could return some I would pay him to take care of my situation, but mainly, to defend Rudolf. He promised but didn’t do a thing. Only at the end of the year he managed to get the passbook back, so that terrible misery we had been in improved slightly.

I lost my job at the publishing house, and bad times returned. I couldn’t get anything, despite seeking any work available. Sometimes I found work, but they immediately got an order to kick me out. I gave up trying to find work then and did a bit of designing instead. I had friends who were also graphic artists, and they passed some work along to me, which they submitted under their names and divided the fees accordingly, enabling us to keep our heads above water.

Finally Milena and Ota found work for me in a machine shop. The shop had punching machines – which no longer exist, but I couldn’t make them work. I am not at all technically minded, and every machine stops as soon as I approach it. I worked there till midnight every day, unable to fulfill my quota.

It was all turning sour, and I became very ill. But because I was an outcast no doctor would come and treat me. One woman turned up – I had a fever, was in great pain and felt terrible, and she said: “That’s enteritis. The best thing would be to have a bottle of rum brought, and take hot tea with the rum.” So I drank tea with rum. I woke up later that night and saw beads of sweat on my arms, my head was spinning, and I got up and lost consciousness. The girl au pair who lived with me in the flat and helped with cleaning, looked after Ivan and ran errands found me in the morning with a big bump on my head. I had struck it on the radiator when I fell unconscious. She was terrified and ran to the medical center: “You have to do something. I’m afraid to be on my own with her. She’ll die and what would happen then?” The doctor who was sent for said: “That’s one of those spoiled madams. Just wait and see how soon she’ll be out of hospital when they throw her out.”

In the end they sent me to Bulovka hospital in Prague Libeň. There was a remarkable Doctor Hůlek, who examined me and said: “Dear lady, I can’t even give you an injection. Do you remember those people who came back from the concentration camps? You look the same. I can’t even inject you. You have to recover first. Please call your husband and parents to bring some food here because the meager hospital portions won’t help you much.” There was no option but to tell him I had no such luxury like a husband or parents. Consequently he looked after me with great care. I suffered inflammation of nearly every organ in my body, and it took a very long time for the doctor to put me in some sort of reasonable order.

One morning, a newspaper vendor, an old limping vixen, came into the ward and started to shout: “Look at those swine, what they’ve done. They must all hang, traitors!” I thought: “Good God, what’s going on?” I took the paper and saw the court proceedings announcement. The names of fourteen people were listed, and eleven of those were reported as being “of Jewish origin.” Among them, obviously, was my husband: “Rudolf Margolius, of Jewish origin.” The indictments were for treason, sabotage and I can’t remember what else. That announcement marked the beginning of the trial of those fourteen people, which lasted eight days. They were all sentenced, and eleven were given the death penalty. I tried desperately to call the lawyer to persuade Rudolf to appeal. He said that he did appeal, but all eleven people sentenced to death were executed when President Gottwald dismissed the appeal.

Something like that wouldn’t ever have happened in any civilized state. When the defendants testified before the court, I was still in the hospital, and when I read it, obviously it was the greatest shock. I could hardly walk, but I managed to scramble out of bed and make it to the bathroom, where I vomited and lay on the floor. The nurses had to bring me back to bed. The defendants testified every day, and finally the day came when Rudolf was due to take his turn. I overheard one very decent nurse talking to another, saying that the trial must have been a total scam – what all those defendants were saying, that they indicted themselves – that wouldn’t normally happen. To stand in court and admit freely to crimes they had allegedly committed, she said it must have been a great swindle. I managed to talk to her quietly and asked her if she would take me to her room to listen to the radio when Rudolf made his deposition. She was really kind, put me in a wheelchair and took me to her tiny box room. There for the first time since he had been arrested, I heard Rudolf, and I couldn’t recognize his voice. He talked like a machine. I thought that he must be reciting it from memory – there was no intonation. He spoke in a strange voice, as in a trance, and accused himself of unbelievable things – that his parents were enemies and capitalists, and that during the war he was in London where he plotted intrigues against the Soviet Union. The truth was entirely opposite; he was in the concentration camps the entire time. They were the most ludicrous statements. Even today I think he must have been given some injections. I thought he was in some drug induced intoxication; however, recently I found out that those poor people really had to learn their testimony by heart, and when they did, it was embellished further to pile on themselves even more accusations. It was all invented. The whole event was under the supervision of Soviet advisors who were in Czechoslovakia all that time and orchestrated how it should all be done.

I stopped perceiving what the poor man was saying. The nurse took me back to my bed. There were six women on our ward, and they all behaved kindly toward me. They didn’t speak with me, didn’t ask me questions; they ignored me, and that was exactly what I wanted.

The next day Doctor Hůlek, to whom I was very grateful, came and said: “I’m very sorry, but I’ve been told to send you home.” I replied: “Doctor Hůlek, please do because I don’t want to be here; I wish to be at home.” He: “But you’re in a very bad state. You’re still very ill, and as a doctor I couldn’t have it on my conscience. But I can’t help it. The management has voted to send you home, and I was ordered to do it.” I asked him: “Could you please arrange for an ambulance to take me?” He said: “I’m very sorry, but I mustn’t.” I didn’t know what to do because I didn’t want to entangle anybody into my terrible situation, and then I remembered our very old friend who had been always very kind to me. I told myself that she wouldn’t be harmed by helping me. I phoned her, and Mrs. Musilová came for me and took me home. From the apartment block entrance I nearly crawled on all my fours, and finally when I reached our flat I was pleased to be home.

On November 27th, 1952, the verdict came – they convicted all fourteen people in seven days and announced the verdict on the eighth day. As far as I know, if not all of them, then the majority appealed. Their lawyers appealed on their behalf, but despite that, the executions were carried out within a week. It was a demonstration of supreme power. Rudolf’s fate was wholly decided without him, without his knowledge, without him being guilty. He was sentenced to death for something he had never known or done. I consider that very symbolic of that era – a totally unprecedented barbarism.

When the verdicts were announced, I was still lying in bed and listened to the radio as they named each defendant and his verdict. Then the doorbell rang, and with my remaining strength, I crawled to the door. Rudolf’s best friend, the composer Jan Hanuš – they also served together in the army – stood there. He took me in his arms and carried me to the sofa and talked to me. He was a very devout Catholic, and although I couldn’t understand all of what he said, he was a very charming, noble human being with a very kind voice, and he cheered me up a little.

Then the phone rang, and it was Bartoš, the lawyer. I said: “Mr. Bartoš, how has this happened?” He said: “But your husband has confessed, hasn’t he?” This was how citizens’ freedoms were safeguarded in front of the judicial court then.

On December 2nd, 1952, a day before the verdict was to be carried out, I was still lying in bed ill when two or three plainclothes policemen came: “This is the last opportunity you’ll have to talk to your husband, but if you’re sick we’ll leave.” I knew he was convicted, but I didn’t know how quickly the affair would be concluded. I thought the appeal process would take place as requested by our lawyer.

I shouted at them to wait, that I’d get dressed and go with them. A friend staying with me helped me to put my clothes on. They each took me by the elbow and pushed me along because I could hardly walk. I had been ill since October, and now I was greatly surprised to see snow already. I had no idea what it was like outside.

We drove to Pankrác prison, and they took me into a small room and told me to wait. I sat there and overheard a woman’s voice next door: “I don’t want to talk to him. He was a traitor; he has deceived us all!” A man’s voice pleaded with her: “Dear lady, your husband must die tomorrow; you have to talk to him.” That illustrates what Communism does to people. I knew who she was. That woman had two children with him and didn’t even have enough consideration for her husband to say: “I’ll talk to him before he dies.” All those emotions had been extinguished in people.

They took me to a room divided by a double layer of steel netting. I hooked my fingers into the net, and they brought Rudolf to the other side. I could hardly see him through the mesh. I thought: “My God, what must he think seeing me so run down by illness.” Rudolf looked at me and said: “You’re so beautiful. I was so afraid you wouldn’t come.” I said: “Rudolf, what have they done to you if you thought I wouldn’t come?”

I decided that I mustn’t cry. In the end we smiled at each other. We talked mostly about Ivan. I brought him his photographs and asked the guards to give them to Rudolf. They said: “That’s not permitted.” We were so far apart – I kept on trying to reach him through the net and touch him, but it wasn’t possible. I asked: “Won’t you let us at least hold hands for the last time?” They said: “No, it’s forbidden.”

Rudolf said he was in a cell with a fellow prisoner also sentenced to death who loved music as much as he did, possibly Vladimír Clementis, the former Minister of Foreign Affairs, and they managed to whistle the whole Dvořák’s Cello Concerto. That was our most favorite composition. Rudolf was a man who always tried to find, even in concentration camps, some solace, something that would elevate him from the feeling of humiliation and misery. He could always find something that would free us for a moment, especially when we were together for a while. I think that toward the end he managed that even in prison. After his court deposition he told himself: “I’ve sunk so low, as far as I could. Now I’ll think of something else.” That was possibly what kept him strong.

That was the music?

Yes, Rudolf played violin respectably, he loved music – especially Dvořák’s Cello Concerto.

We kept talking, and Rudolf said: “Do you remember how the most important events in my life have occurred on the third or thirteenth. Tomorrow is the third, and I’m 39 years old – 3 times 13 years; and our marriage has lasted 13 years.” I told him it was a very hard 39 years he had lived through, but at least he had a wife who always loved him and believed in him and still believed in him. I think he was pleased. Then they nodded that it was time for him to leave, and he said quickly: “I read a very good book recently. It was called Men of Clear Conscience.” Those were his last words; the last words he ever spoke to me.

And his last look back at you?

Rudolf looked very calm; he didn’t look to me poorly treated. The way he looked and how he spoke persuaded me that he fully accepted his fate and didn’t cling to life, because he had realized what a terrible thing he participated in. I had a feeling of serenity from him, almost of lightness, as if he had gotten rid of an enormous burden. Obviously we both pretended. I smiled and pretended that I was at peace with his situation, but that was far from the truth. When he was leaving he looked at me, and I saw in his face all that pain and suffering and the terrible disappointment contained within his being. It is difficult for me to describe such an impression. Perhaps it is something I would rather keep to myself.

I remained clinging to the net, and they approached me and wanted to help; and in that moment, I thought I wouldn’t let them touch me, and I turned and marched back to the car. They drove me home, and that was the end of that history. They executed Rudolf very early the next morning. He died without a word.
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Margolius family tomb, by chance adjacent to Franz Kafka’s family tomb (left), New Jewish Cemetery, Prague.

Photo circa 1996. Courtesy Margolius Family Archive.



XIV

THE ELEVENTH INTO THE TALLY

AFTER THE EXECUTION
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Your husband was selected for the Slánský Trial, where apart from him some really problematic people were convicted. What’s your view of this?

None of the defendants deserved the death penalty. The death penalty shouldn’t ever be considered in human affairs. It mustn’t ever be implemented. Of course there were some people among the defendants who committed criminal offences, and had they lived, sooner or later they would have to confess their misdeeds. I didn’t know any of those people closely and couldn’t vouch for anybody else but Rudolf, who I knew perfectly. Several people who have studied and researched these trials told me that if there were one wholly innocent, blameless person, then it was Rudolf.

People who are interested in what really happened will find out, for example, that Vladimír Clementis was also a good decent person. Some of them made a very bad impression on me and had bad reputations, but others were on the whole respectable people.

How did you perceive Slánský?

I didn’t know Rudolf Slánský either. Rudolf disliked him immensely and as much as he could, tried to avoid meeting him. Rudolf, as far as I know had nothing to do with him because he was only a deputy minister, which in the government hierarchy was a very minor post. For Slánský, who was half-God as Party Secretary General, Rudolf was a very inconsequential player. Rudolf had always condemned Slánský’s actions, and therefore not even in my dreams would I ever connect him with Slánský.

It was obvious that they needed one more person to complete the group. They were ordered to execute eleven people and possibly couldn’t quickly find any other except Rudolf. That’s how it used to be done. Rudolf was the youngest of them and the only postwar Communist. He never held any Party appointments; he was purely an economist. He provided efficient economic leadership within his department, which brought prosperity for the country as directly encouraged by the Party, but all that was too late. As soon as a person had been arrested, even for absolutely nothing and without cause, he or she was lost.

Rudolf was by far not the only one condemned. Thousands of people were in hard labor camps mining uranium ore; they were incarcerated and tortured in prisons and concentration camps. And why was that? It was because we had been thrown into the terrible bondage of having our fates decided by the Kremlin. Freedom and justice are the main requirements that, without which, a person can’t live. When you are in a bad situation – you have no money, you’re not healthy – it can be endured and something can be done about it; but when you have no freedom and no rights, then you are doomed.

Rudolf was the best person I have ever known. He always meant to do the best for people; he never wanted anything for himself, only for others. He wanted to do something good for society, to make people happy, comfortable and satisfied. I still strive to exonerate him fully. In 1963 the verdict was annulled by the High Court. At that time when Communist laws were still in force, the court decided that the verdict was unlawful and refuted Rudolf’s indictment in its entirety. Despite that ruling, the court’s findings have yet to be publicly announced – this has never happened, and no one has ever found out that those people were innocent. After the 1963 annulment, they instigated rehabilitations, which were totally laughable, and I wanted nothing to do with them.

Today, I again seek to affirm the truth and tell people what has happened in this country, which has always been so beautiful and just.

Everything was tarnished and trampled on in Czechoslovakia, every good human characteristic and all that people normally longed for: justice, freedom, goodness and human understanding for each other. They destroyed all that. I’m pleased that my son moved abroad. It was very difficult for him. He was on his own as a teenager in a foreign country since 1966. He hadn’t mastered the language yet, but he was free. And as a free person he has grown up.

From the time of my illness Ivan was taken into care by the former partisan Ruda who lived in Bratislava then. He was the husband of Rudolf’s cousin Marie, and because of that relationship he also lost his job. They had two children of similar age, so Ivan was happy being there. Marie wrote me not to trouble myself about Ivan, that he was singing and playing and was content. During the trial the children played in the living room, and Marie and her mother, Vilemína, Rudolf’s aunt, sat in the kitchen and listened to the proceedings on the radio. When they heard Rudolf’s verdict they cried out. The children continued playing without taking notice, except Ivan, who got up and went to the kitchen and asked: “What’s happened, Auntie?” They calmed him and said: “Don’t worry, Auntie’s a bit unwell.” Ivan said: “I’m glad. I was afraid somebody had died.”

In January 1953 Marie brought Ivan back to me when everything was behind us, so we could at least have each other. He looked really well and sang all the time. However, he was surprised that I wore black clothes. I wore black on purpose – I dyed normal dresses black as a demonstration of my quiet defiance that I was in mourning for a good man. Ivan used to say: “Mum, why do you keep wearing black clothes? They’re horrible, and you look sad in them.” I sat next to him and told him: “It’s because your father has died.” Ivan asked: “Where’s his grave? I want to go there to plant a flower.” I said: “We can’t do that at present because his grave is long way away, in a foreign country.” He left for a while to play with his toy train but came back and said: “Mum, don’t worry I’m big enough now. I’ll look after you.”

I only told him years later what really happened. I thought it was such a tragic event to grow up with that I waited until he was old enough to be able to understand it.

Then you suffered with obtaining the death certificate …

I was ill for the whole year and only managed to put myself back together after three years. My health improved slowly, but as soon as I was able to go out I decided to approach the local authorities. I wouldn’t have dared to ask directly for the death certificate but wanted to start the proceedings, so I requested to have my status altered from ‘married’ to ‘widowed’ on my identity card. First I went to the police station, and they said: “All right, show us the death certificate.” I said: “I’ve never received one.” I talked to a young police officer. He said: “Show us the court verdict.” I said: “I’ve never received the verdict; I found out about the trial from the radio, just as everybody else did.” He replied surprised: “But you have the right to get it.” At that moment an older policeman appeared, pushed the young one aside and said: “You have to apply for it. Go to the local council offices.”
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Reuter[s] News Agency, “Czech ‘Martyr’ Honoured,” The Scotsman, May 16, 1968.
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Rudolf Margolius’ death certificate, first issued on January 5, 1955.

Courtesy Margolius Family Archive.

I went to the local council. They told me that no death certificates had been issued for those people, and they weren’t able to give me anything. I went through so many institutions finally getting to the Central Council, and there, I encountered the first decent man who said: “Look, you appear unwell. Sit down here in the chair and stop running around. Those certificates have never been issued – when I get any news I’ll call you about how it’s progressing.” I asked him: “Is it possible that these people may still be alive? That perhaps they weren’t executed, that they deported them out of the country or into a different prison?” He said: “You know, anything is possible nowadays.”

For two more years I lived with a tiny hope that Rudolf was perhaps still alive, that to those people who had staged the trial it struck them as too cruel to murder innocent people. I finally got the death certificate in 1955. It was very odd. His death occurred on December 3rd, 1952, and the certificate was issued in 1955. So again it was a rather unnecessary torture. Then the situation started to change slowly.

After some time, I found out that all those executed had been cremated and their ashes taken to unknown destination. I don’t know if there was any established storage for those urns. I heard that when the state security agents transported the ashes they joked that never before had they carried so many passengers – eleven people – in one car as on that day. The car went into a skid on the icy road because of the harsh winter. They opened the sack with the ashes and spilled them on the road to provide more traction for the car.
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Heda Margolius and Pavel Kovály, Prague, February 1955.
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A selection of Heda’s translations published between 1958 and 1970.

Courtesy Margolius Family Archive.
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THE DEN IN ŽIŽKOV

LIFE IN ISOLATION
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How did you survive those times?

When I was in the hospital, Ivan lived on what little money I had saved up. After Rudolf’s death I began looking for work, but it was clear that I wouldn’t get any. Wherever I tried for a job, as soon as people realized who I was, they told me they couldn’t employ me due to rigid personnel guidelines. Month after month I ran around and couldn’t find anything. Finally I applied for a job as a cleaner in a hospital, and they told me: “You can’t do this. We’re bound by strict government guidelines.” My situation was very dangerous. Those who didn’t work were classified as society’s parasites and would go to prison.

In the end I managed to find a strange business. It was located in a cellar, and it was led by a very decent old man who wore a hat and coat at all times. Perhaps he was always cold there. He had bags of wool thread, and his employees had frames on which they knitted scarves. The employees were mainly elderly pensioners or disabled people and thus supplemented their small allowances. This income was so little that one couldn’t live only from this wage.

Then summer came, and I decided to help on an agricultural farm to earn some money and give Ivan the opportunity to be in the countryside. Ivan had a friend in our apartment block; they played together, and the friend had a kind mother who tried to help me all through that difficult time by looking after Ivan when necessary. She was a remarkable person. Her mother had a small farmstead at Orlík on the River Vltava and needed a number of farm hands to help on the fields. She offered to accommodate us together with Ivan’s friend, and they would play while I would work on the farm.

I worked for a fortnight. At the beginning we weeded carrots, but then the harvest started. Wagons had to be loaded, and that was hard work. Very soon I collapsed with exhaustion and had to return to Prague, where a woman doctor at the medical center said: “Good God, which doctor allowed you to work in the fields? I’ll denounce him to the authorities!” I explained that I went there by my own volition to earn some money.

I had to stay home for a week to recover. Then I went back to the cellar, and that old man told me: “Dear lady, I dismissed you some time ago but didn’t have the heart to tell you.” So I did all that work for nothing. That was my last effort to find work. For a while I again managed to design illustrations for graphic artist friends under their name and shared the fee with them. The worst were the problems with accommodation. We lived in an apartment that we had found ourselves, and we paid the rent from our pockets. But after Rudolf died the Ministry informed me that the flat was theirs and that I had to move out, and they offered me another place. They wanted to move us out of Prague to a village called Únětice, into a small, dilapidated cottage without any utilities. It stood on a big hill and was soaked with damp. Water had to be carried in a bucket from the foot of the hill up a very steep path. That was what they offered in exchange for our Prague flat. There was no chance to earn any living there because there was no employment in the vicinity. It was an effort by the authorities to commit another murder, because no person who would wish us to remain alive would accommodate us in such a building.

The village mayor didn’t want me there because I was a very undesirable element. I managed to persuade him to say that they couldn’t accommodate me and didn’t want me there, and that the building wasn’t suited for human habitation and was due to be demolished. That was my salvation because then they offered me a room in a dreadful shack located in the rundown Žižkov district of Prague, which enabled me to stay in town, earn some wages and keep our heads above water. It was just a stark room without any heating. Pavel Kovály pinched a small round cast iron stove and installed it with a convoluted chimney pipe snaking around the ceiling. I had to drag the coal on my back from the cellar. In summer it was just about bearable, but despite trying to keep the room clean, it was very dirty with cockroaches crawling the walls. With our neighbors, we shared a communal toilet and a water tap in the corridor, but the people who lived there were kind. They didn’t condemn me or ostracize me; on the contrary, every time we met, they greeted me politely, stopping to ask how I was keeping.

At that time I lived through great isolation. I was used to being on my own from the war years when one had to forge by oneself. Here though, it was difficult to keep proper hygiene for my son, and I was still not well and often had to stay in bed. Doctors avoided me until I found a young doctor in the medical center who, acting heroically, came three times to see me in my room. He gave me some injections, and from there on I got better. But from the moment they had thrown me out of the hospital, I had received no medical treatment, and I felt very unwell. Poor Ivan, who was in his first year of school, frequently had to clean the room when he came home since I was lying in bed so much of the time. Then he had to go shopping for milk and bread. He was only six and did more work and helped me more than any other adult would have done.

Then officials started asking what I was living on if I wasn’t employed. One woman came and said: “Since that time on the farm you haven’t worked.” I got really angry: “I’ve a rich lover, who’s keeping me.” She said: “Come on, don’t say such things. I don’t do this gladly, but I have to put something down.” I showed her the designs I had made two years before and said: “Write down that I’m a self-employed graphic artist.”

Ivan was also in isolation because other children didn’t want to play with him. However, a father brought his son and asked if they could take Ivan to a circus. Obviously they were very decent people who wanted to show us their solidarity.

On one hand, people were afraid of me and didn’t want to be compromised by stopping to talk with me on the street. Everyone made a detour to avoid me when they saw me. On the other hand, I didn’t want to embarrass the few friends I had; I didn’t want to hurt them. I would reward badly those people who supported me and helped me if by my actions I put them under surveillance or in any other unpleasantness. I knew that a number of our relatives and friends had been investigated, and I learned to be self-sufficient.

Every time I felt miserable I went down to the Vltava, sat on the stairs leading down to the quay, looked at the river and the surroundings and listened to how the river hummed. After a while, I realized that I wasn’t on my own, and in this way I managed to overcome my isolation. Prague is so amazing – I think she is one of the few places in the world built to true human dimensions. All other large capitals so greatly overpower, except Prague, which is a city that truly embraces humankind. That is why Prague’s people love her so, and not only the people of Prague but also the visitors feel that sensation of belonging, the harmony with this metropolis. That was the reason that I hadn’t considered emigration. I couldn’t imagine feeling good living away from Prague.

The second year in the Žižkov room was critical because it was very cold there, and when there was wind everything fluttered because neither the door nor the windows fitted tightly. The stove wasn’t much good either. I was sick all the time. Even Ivan was ill. Both of us were in our beds, I with a high temperature, Ivan with the flu. The room was like an icebox, with frost on the inside of windows. Pavel Kovály came in, and when he saw us he was horrified. He wrapped Ivan in a blanket and took him to our kind friend Mrs. Musilová. On his return he also wrapped me in a blanket and drove me to his mother’s tiny flat in the Prague suburb of Vysočany. Finally Ivan and I recovered sufficiently enough to return to a normal living situation.

After several weeks, Pavel and I got married, and everything became a bit easier. I still couldn’t find any work, and the graphic design efforts couldn’t keep us alive. Pavel had an idea: “Look, you’re good at languages; why don’t you try your hand at translating?” He still worked at Rovnost publishing house, which was being merged with a larger enterprise called Svoboda. There he got to know his boss Jan Řezáč who in the meantime became the chief editor at another publisher called Státní nakladatelství krásné literatury, hudby a umění [National Publishing of Fine Literature, Music and Art]. Pavel went to see him and bluntly announced that while he did his military service between 1951 and 1953, he had learned several languages, and he wanted to translate. As a test Řezáč gave him a chapter from Der Streit um den Sergeanten Grischa [The Case of Sergeant Grischa] by Arnold Zweig. I translated it and realized that this work really suited me and could become proper vocation for me. Previously I toiled with graphic design, and nothing satisfactory came out of it. And now I found that translation suited me perfectly. Pavel took the sample chapter to the publishing house, and they were very satisfied. They commissioned him to translate the whole tome.

However, there was a problem. Pavel knew English well but very little German, definitely not enough to have personal consultations with the publisher. I realized that we had to clarify how the work would be done. I went to see Řezáč, who I had also known from the past, and told him: “Look, I’d like to translate this book, but it’ll be done under Pavel’s name. I wanted you to know that because you were so kind to give us this work, and I don’t want you to come into any trouble.” He looked at me and said: “Good of you to tell me, now go home and get on with it.” A great man. That’s how my vocation started becoming my real main solace and a source of fulfillment in my life.
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Warsaw Pact tanks invade Prague, August 1968.
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AN ELEGANT TORCH

THE WARSAW PACT INVASION: 1968
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Then the year 1968 came …

Nowadays people mainly speak contemptuously about 1968: that it wasn’t all that good. But for me it was perhaps the most fabulous time of my life. Before 1968, I pleaded for Rudolf’s rehabilitation, which was just a pitiful scandal, and then suddenly big changes started in Czechoslovakia. I first realized that change was happening when I was at a conference discussing criminal behavior in young people. It took place in a large hall with a mainly younger audience, but there were also older people there. Suddenly somebody got up and said: “Why are you talking about that? Why doesn’t someone explain how it happened that innocent people were executed?” Then other people got up and started talking about it. I couldn’t believe that people still remembered, but many were affected whose family members had been tried, or executed, or were missing or imprisoned. It wasn’t just the matter of one trial, the so called Trial of the Leadership of the Anti-State Conspiratorial Center led by Rudolf Slánský; there were many more.

When the general thaw started, for me it was something wonderful. I threw caution to the wind, mingled with people and attended public meetings and the amazing gatherings of young people. That was something so momentous, like seeing through a mirage, how those people suddenly understood, how they managed to untangle those complicated concepts and how they envisaged a future life and a way forward.
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Bullet riddled columns on the façade of the National Museum, Wenceslas Square, Prague, 1968. Image from Panorama Films.

Courtesy National Archives, Washington DC.


[image: During the Warsaw Pact...]


During the Warsaw Pact invasion of Czechoslovakia, Czechoslovaks carry their bloodied national flag past a burning tank in Prague. Image from “CIA Analysis of the Warsaw Pact Forces: The Importance of Clandestine Reporting.”

Courtesy National Archives, Washington DC and Česká televize.

I very much rooted for Alexander Dubček. Although it wasn’t possible to know all the details, what they achieved by opening a window onto the inner workings and stifling realities of Communism was unforgettable, and obviously I tried to engage myself in all the action.

Then the occupation came. I was asleep, and at about two or three in the morning my good friend Jan Hanuš phoned and said we were being seized by Soviet aircraft and that the occupation had started. I couldn’t understand it at all. We knew there was pressure from the Soviet Union and from Walter Ulbricht of East Germany to try to scuttle our plans and that they were worried. We knew there were armies at our borders, but it wasn’t real to us. We didn’t want to believe that anything like that could ever happen. We thought they were just threats, that perhaps we might have to slow down and agree to a compromise, but none of the people I knew then expected that they would resort to occupation.

My first thought was that the borders would be sealed and that I wouldn’t be able to see Ivan again, who at that time lived permanently in Great Britain. While he was growing up I suggested that one day he would have to leave Czechoslovakia. Until the thaw and the Dubček era, I knew that he wouldn’t get any further than working as a manual laborer.

Ivan was talented, but we had great problems finding him a place at high school as well as at a university later. I knew he wouldn’t have access to higher education or proper work. In 1966 he managed to get to Great Britain, and he stayed there. That was a cruel turn for me but after two years, during Dubček’s administration, I could visit him. And with the renewed Soviet threat, it would end, and I might never see him again. My husband was in the United States then, borders were open, people traveled, and he was at Harvard attending an international conference. Ivan was in Britain, and I was in Prague. I thought: “I have to go to see Ivan.”

We had a small Fiat 600, and I jumped in it and drove to the border in South Bohemia. I left at about three or four in the morning with a tiny suitcase and around me the beautiful South Bohemian landscape, such wonderful countryside. I thought: “I managed to overcome everything here so far, and now I have to leave.”

I drove to the border, left my car in the forest, very manly took my suitcase and set off on foot. I didn’t get further than a hundred meters, and the guards stopped me. They took me back to the car, and drove me to their barracks. They also heard the first news about the occupation, and great agitation reigned there. They were all explaining that they couldn’t let me leave because they hadn’t been given any orders from above. Those were still the Communist soldiers who, if they hadn’t received an order, were unable to make a decision, whatever was happening. They were very excited and so eagerly longed to fight that I thought: “Maybe it won’t be that bad in Czechoslovakia. Perhaps at last we shall defend ourselves. We didn’t defend ourselves against Hitler, nor against Communism; so now we’ll fight the occupation.”
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People in Prague marching in protest and surrounding Warsaw Pact occupation tanks.
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We made an agreement. The soldiers assured me that they would only take orders from the highest level and that they wouldn’t betray anyone. We promised each other, and we were very agitated. They took me to my car, and I drove back. And it was fantastic. Already everywhere there were posters. People had arms, and everything was being prepared for a fight. I thought: “I can’t let this go by. That would be sheer stupidity.” I returned to Prague, where some fighting had taken place. Cars were on fire, and the façade of the National Museum at the top of Wenceslas Square was covered in bullet holes. I saw one girl who had a lit torch in her hand walking behind a Soviet tank and, with an elegant movement, throwing the torch under the tank.

I won’t ever stop recalling those couple of days because that was the only time in my life when I saw people being fully united, as one, in solidarity, truly together in noble spirit. I came home and listened to the radio and television all night. They said that the allies had arrived, the forces of Warsaw Pact countries, but mainly from the Soviet Union, and they appeared to keep losing their way. I thought: “Dammit, what if the street name signs were removed. That would make it even more difficult.” I looked out of the window, and there was a man on a ladder taking the street sign down. People were thinking of the same things; it was like one huge being who thought, felt and did everything with such unanimity and such acumen that it was staggering. That image of unity that we took with us when we finally left for exile kept our spirits up for years – I came from that country where so many good people lived.

In Prague the shooting carried on. We roamed the streets, and then a friend called me to say that he had heard a request from the town of Vysoké Mýto in Eastern Bohemia asking for assistance from well-informed personnel. The Polish Army was approaching, and they needed people to help with coordination and to support the locals. I took my car and drove there with my friend and his wife. We had problems along the way because the Soviets kept stopping us, and my friend told me: “Don’t look at them like that; you look so fierce that they’ll shoot us.” So I sat behind the wheel and let him do all the talking. All the road signs pointed toward Moscow. There were no signs showing the way to the town we were going to. However, there were old men, some in wheelchairs who guided us. “Go there and there; there you have to turn, and then drive that way.” No real signs whatsoever, but everywhere new signs in Russian: “Go home,” and some other humorous slogans.

In Vysoké Mýto there was really a confused situation because some of the actual news wasn’t picked up, and the town council wasn’t sure of the events or how the occupation was progressing. We began to help and explain; my friend was a part-time journalist and was able to formulate the situation in Prague for them and then broadcast it over the town loudspeakers. There was a great deal of local activity with many sensible people helping, including the town mayor who organized it all. Suddenly the Poles turned up and wanted somebody who spoke Polish. I remembered that I knew Polish. In the camps everybody learned Polish because we were located in Polish territory and many prisoners were Poles. I still had some recall of the language, so I agreed to translate. In fact it was quite simple; the Poles needed water for their soldiers and vehicles. I translated for the council members, and the mayor said: “Tell them we have no water. This is a dry countryside, and we only have enough water for the town folk.” Then they all started to quarrel, and they quarreled for an hour or two. In the end there was no need to translate because they screamed and swore at each other, and that didn’t need translating. Finally the town stood its ground and won this skirmish, but as it is known the final result was different for the country as a whole.

We stayed in that town for some time. They maintained quite a resistance, and people behaved courageously. I can’t forget that time because it showed what could happen and what a good country this was with good people who only needed a reason to defend themselves to achieve freedom and to make life worthwhile. The three of us were together at my friend’s parents’ house, and very tired, when one evening, we heard on the radio how the occupation had finally concluded. We all cried, packed our bags and drove home where everything was lost. The Soviets were in Prague, and we were defeated.

Initially in 1955 when I started working as a translator I was persona non grata, and it wasn’t until the beginning of 1968 that I became a member of the translation section of the Writers’ Union. I went there, and all of my translator friends sat there making a list of names, addresses and telephone numbers to make it clear who would be in the resistance. Even I was prepared to join some resistance movement. I went back home, and in the doorway of the Topič building on Národní Avenue, which housed the Writers’ Union, an enormous Russian soldier with a rifle and bayonet stood, and I thought: “What sort of imbecile am I? Again I’ll have to crawl into a hole. Again I’ll have to look over my shoulder. Again I’ll be an outcast. Again I won’t be able to do anything. I’ll be bound hand and foot and preached to by some idiots?” I thought I’d stay in Czechoslovakia because I never imagined leaving. I couldn’t envisage life without Prague, but suddenly the penny dropped.

I ran home and packed my little case. By chance I had a French visa because during the 1968 spring I decided to meet Ivan in Paris, so he too could see a bit of the world. We had friends there, so I got the visa and could leave without a problem. A transit visa through Germany was also required, but I couldn’t have cared less and dashed for the train. The train was packed. A father had a baby in each arm, so I offered to hold one, such a charming baby. Everybody was devastated; it was such a sad train journey. That was the beginning of my exile.
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Cars at the border of Czechoslovakia following the Warsaw Pact Invasion, 1968.
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A LINE FOR APPLE STRUDEL

THE EXILE
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When I got off the train in Paris and went for a walk on Saint-Germain Boulevard, which I had known from the past, I couldn’t hear a single word of French – it was crowded with Czechs. Desperately, they sat on the sidewalks and street benches. We were so frustrated, you could cut the air with a knife. The atmosphere was despondent not only because we had left our country, our families and friends, memories and possessions but also because we had to give up our great illusion, which we had developed during that spring and in those few days of fighting.

I had to wait in Paris for several days and, through my friends, managed to communicate with my husband who sent money for the journey. I went first to London to see Ivan and then continued to the United States. My husband had already initially arranged lecturing engagements at several universities for a one-year term, and that helped us to get by.

What was your experience of exile?

Ours was the usual story of refugees who didn’t leave to seek work but freedom. In the beginning we lived in Boston in a rather primitive attic accommodation rented to us by a nice lady. Our chairs had to have the legs inserted before sitting down otherwise they would come loose. Our landlady brought us flowers from her garden, and people behaved very kindly. Finally my husband got a permanent post, and I tried my hand at minding children and dog walking. I declared myself an expert in antique furniture restoration based on observing a friend repair a cupboard. Someone hired me to clean a painting, and I nearly ruined it by using the wrong solvent.

Then I translated into English excerpts from a survey of European art exhibition catalogues that formed an essay on the subject. I told them I could use my knowledge of Czech and French; then they wanted someone to cover Serbian and Dutch catalogues. I realized that if I was able to work partially with some languages, say Polish, in the end, with good dictionaries and help from friends, I could tackle most languages. Then I worked as a sales assistant in a ladies fashion shop on Beacon Street, which was a dreadful experience. In this way I scraped together a living until the autumn of 1975. Luckily Jan Štěpán, the international law librarian at the Harvard Law School Library, a very fine man, also a Czech refugee, rescued me and offered me a position as an assistant librarian.

At the Harvard Law School Library everything was bound in leather with real gilded edges and stamped onto the spines were gilded crests that shone in the light. They had books and documents there that couldn’t be found anywhere else but in that library. I always thought: “Where are all those minds who conceived all this, where are all those past societies that nurtured them and that by now are so different? And all that knowledge is now hidden here in the vaults of the Harvard Law School Library.” However, we had very little material from Czechoslovakia, and most of it was out-of-date. But the Library was magnificent. After years of living in the States, having gone through many jobs that were so foreign and harsh for me, I was finally working in a place of my liking.

I had an advantage of knowing several languages, but the work, which involved carrying heavy tomes, was much too hard for me, and after a year and a half I collapsed with a serious heart attack. I nearly died. I recovered very slowly, unable to work for several months. On my return they found a place for me at the lending desk and later, working as an assistant reference librarian, advising students on how to use the library. By then we had computer terminals installed. I loved it there and tried to learn more and more from the law literature collected from all over the world, which was fascinating.

I was the oldest person employed there, sort of a mother figure for the staff members as well as the law students. Students asked for advice, and now and then I made apple strudel at home and brought it to the library. A line formed that included even the teaching staff. I established a certain reputation there. There was a student from North Korea who confided in me that his mother had just died and that he couldn’t go back to visit. It was very sad because before she died she kept repeating his name. We sat together and talked. Evidently he was looking for support from someone with maternal leanings.

My activities at Harvard really suited me because being there made life interesting. I observed the amazing intelligence of people all around me and felt their kindness toward me. I had the feeling that my abilities and contribution were useful. Finally I reconciled myself with exile. I wasn’t able to do so before, mainly due to my terrible longing for Prague. When Ivan left for Britain he was nineteen and hadn’t developed fully then. He did not yet have his own deeply rooted characteristics, habits and life preferences, but being middle aged when one emigrates one can’t adapt that easily. However, the library environment was so fully international, with many users and staff who needed me and who I could help and be useful to, that finally I could really identify with Harvard. When the definitive version of my memoir was published, they organized a big party and formed a line to have the book signed; it was really endearing.

Have you become a US citizen?

For me as for any other exile, working hard meant that everything came out well. One had to work hard, and if one was proficient then one got settled and accepted. All the beginnings were difficult, but in the States there was hope and an atmosphere that encouraged self-confidence. Still, being an immigrant it was a bit different than being a fully recognized citizen. First, a person is given a residence permit and with that one can also travel abroad; however, one still doesn’t feel entirely at home, living on the fringes of society. After emerging from the hall where one promises loyalty to the new country and having received citizenship, one attains the same rights as citizens-at-birth. You didn’t even have to know the language that well. There were many Mexicans and people from many other countries who had little knowledge of English but still had the rights of free people, and nobody persecuted them, not even the state. At the moment you become a citizen, you are fully a citizen and your interests are protected. You could count on that. Suddenly I realized how many things depended on one’s attitude. One couldn’t have his or her personality and mind decimated from above as was done in Czechoslovakia. Once you gained self-confidence, then whatever happened, you could look after yourself, and the world flung open all its possibilities.

The 1968 émigrés who I had known were mostly intelligent, educated people. We tried to help each other. I always cooked potato soup and plum dumplings because that was the cheapest meal I could offer others; I invited teenagers because some found it very hard to settle and had lots of problems. After those difficult beginnings, they all finally settled down and lived comfortably but not in any luxury.
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Heda Margolius Kovály, Prague, August 2000.
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I don’t know who spread rumors in Czechoslovakia that the 1968 émigrés had built themselves villas with swimming pools. I didn’t know a single one – they rented little houses where they felt and lived well and were respected because they had a good education. Most of them lectured at universities or schools. The younger ones settled across the United States, one in Idaho, another in California and more in other states. On occasion, I meet them when they visit Prague. Suddenly they miss their native country, even when they were so young when they left, and now they are married and have children – as soon as they come back to Prague, their American idyll becomes disrupted.

When did you return?

I took with me into exile the vision of the events of 1968. In the post-occupation era when one saw how the people of Czechoslovakia suffered and how they were affected – that was really heart-breaking. Then freedom returned, and I decided that I had to come home. I came back early in 1990, but I still worked on and off at Harvard. My husband had a few more years until retirement, so we used to come for visits. We had a small studio flat in the suburb of Barrandov, and when it was possible I stayed the whole summer. In the spring of 1996, we came back to Prague for good.
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Heda Margolius Kovály and Helena Třeštíková in Heda’s apartment, Soukenická, Prague, August 2000.

Photo: Vlastimil Hamernik.
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WHAT ELSE COULD I POSSIBLY WANT?
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You lived through such dramatic partings with your first husband. Can you compare and describe them?

I said goodbye dramatically twice – first in Auschwitz and then in Pankrác prison. I think if I hadn’t survived the parting during the war I wouldn’t have survived the second tragedy. I learned that one mustn’t succumb and must carry on and on, that always something can happen and that somewhere sometime there can be another life. It all depends on how old one is. A young person has enough vitality that even if the times are really tough he or she will be able to overcome them. Auschwitz had been such a shock that I didn’t manage to come out of it for at least several months. When I got better it became clear to me what probably happened with my parents, but I knew that Rudolf was healthy and hoped that he had gotten out of there. I clung to the chance that we would meet again in Prague and at the end all would turn out well. That was a great help to me. However, with the next catastrophe, there was no prospect that it would end well. Life is never as light as a tiny feather. Everyone has to struggle with what fate serves up.

When you look back on your life, can you say which were the most beautiful and the most awful experiences?

For me the best time of my life was when I had a baby. When they brought me little Ivan he already had a curl in his hair. He turned out to be a nice boy, and I realized that our family would continue to exist from then on. It was something so beautiful that I didn’t even have to consider whether there had been any moments in my life better than this one.

My parents were totally obliterated from the face of the earth without even the tiniest fragments or their name remaining, and today they have magnificent healthy great-grandchildren. Those children are happy and live in a free world. So in the end, we have achieved our goal. It would be so different if we had given up our lives. Many people committed suicide, but they were in the minority. For a human being, it is natural to struggle to stay alive, and it doesn’t require any special determination. But sometimes he or she hasn’t got the strength, or the situation is such that it can’t be overcome. While one is alive one has to carry on; there is no other way.

The worst moment?

The worst experience was Auschwitz. I stopped being myself; my soul separated from my body. It was such dreadful pain. I got on so well with my parents – they were amazing people, and my mother was an extraordinary human being. In Łódź Ghetto, where people had no time or strength to accomplish the smallest undertaking, not even few extra steps, my mother gathered around her small children because their parents had to go to work. And those poor children had to stay at home, feeling very hungry and crying all the time. Mother collected children from the surrounding houses, sang songs and told stories; she kept saying: “What’ll become of these children? They’ve no school to go to, nothing …” We know what happened to them – no child could survive. They were immediately gassed. If a mother held a child by the hand or in her arms, then both went to the gas chambers; no child survived. My mother tried to look after them. She became a saintly figure. Many people from all around came to see her for solace. On her own, she hadn’t coped any better, but she was a strong-willed person and managed to overcome her own suffering to help others.

When in an instant, all those people were suddenly dead, and I knew what had happened with all of my many other relatives; and when I perceived that atmosphere of sheer madness where people were sent in columns to their death and knew nothing and went calmly like a solid mass, that was totally beyond understanding. I could comprehend it when barbaric hordes invaded a town and started murdering people – in that action was hatred, frenzy and boldness, but this was like some industrial process. No human mind could take that in.

Toward the end when we were leaving Auschwitz, the young women who were there with me talked about various subjects such as their school days, were they used to go out and the young men they dated. I couldn’t understand how they could talk about such trivial things, but it was their reaction against reality. They hid behind their memories and curled into a cocoon to stop perceiving what was happening around them. I couldn’t do that. My father always said that one had to see life as it was and endure it as such. I believed that and could never get away from it.

Have you ever considered what your life’s philosophy was?

In this life one could give in or not give in. There was no other option. Whatever happens one must not go to bed and say: “I can’t bear it, why am I having such terrible fate.” As soon as this occurs that’s the end. You have to say: “I haven’t done anything wrong, dammit. I’ll sort it somehow; I won’t give in. I’m an honest person, and that in the end must come out.” That was my philosophy. When someone started to abuse me I never gave in to it.

I can imagine, while we have been talking that there must have been moments when I would be expecting tears …

I trained myself not to cry because that made a person much weaker. During the worst moments when lying in bed, it wasn’t possible to escape, but I always tried not to succumb and always hoped to the last moment that it would come off well. In this world nothing is certain, but everything is possible. Sooner or later something may happen. Our generation lived through a permanent war – all the time one had to fight something and do so properly. One matter got solved that appeared to make the situation a bit better, and then another mess occurred. It was a century like the 13th and 14th centuries in the Middle Ages, during The Hundred Years’ War, when hordes murdered and tortured; only, in our century it happened in a more sophisticated form. So many people murdered, so many innocent people perished in the war, so many killed themselves, so many died in the concentration camps, prisons, uranium mines – when all of that is added up it comes to unbelievable numbers. Almost everybody of my age had some very cruel experience that the people of the previous generation wouldn’t ever have dreamed of.

I wrote my book Under a Cruel Star for Ivan. I wrote it at the beginning of my exile, when I was having such a difficult time. I never talked to anyone in detail about my experiences, but I knew that one day I would have to tell Ivan because he would want to find out. I thought: “I’ll write it, and it will be for him so he’ll know what has happened to his family.” I tried to piece my memories together and realized that by doing so I managed to overcome it. When I think about it, it seems very improbable that I could have survived such events and such terrible tension when there wasn’t even the tiniest spark of hope or sanity, but after all that, there was enough determination and love to keep going.

What’s your greatest wish?

I wish for the world to come to its senses, for people to finally agree and stop hating each other. The whole of my life, I have tried not to hate, to overcome those terrible events that happened to me without hating anyone. When people stop hating their fellowmen just because they are a bit different, or richer, or poorer, or less intelligent, when they have a bit of understanding for each other and wish each other all the best, then the world will be a sensible place. However, if people want to settle their debts and find pleasure in vindictiveness and the suffering of their fellowmen, then all is lost; that will be the end. Now we have the available machinery; we could explode it all.

The last words …?

Evil is never absolute. There will always be someone who will survive. Life can’t be fully eliminated; nothing in the world is powerful enough to annihilate absolutely everything. One survives through the will to live and the hope for a better life. While one breathes, one has a future. I keep remembering the worst time, when everything around me toppled and when I experienced the worst atrocities, but something moved inside me and I thought: “Despite all this, I’ll keep on living. Despite the devastation, life exists.”

People ask me frequently what was worse, Nazism or Communism. It is difficult to decide. Nazism was clearly a gangster ideology that encouraged people to the worst behavior, plotting toward wars, calling one race superior to others and simply killing people and stealing; whereas, the Communists abused people’s altruism and kindness. They allured them with talk of humanity’s highest ideals, so it is difficult to say which was worse. I think Communism was worse because it lasted longer, so they could actually do more evil and harm than the Nazis. The statistics say that Stalin murdered more people than the ones who perished in both of the world wars.

It is a terrible thought that in the twentieth century we lived through two of the most dreadful catastrophes of human existence that have occurred since ancient times. Nevertheless, someone survived, started a new life, had children, worked, was useful to society, watched the flowers grow, walked in the woods and swam in the sea. Life went on. Even in the worst moments I could say to myself: “Life can still be good!” I survived twice, and each time it was really dreadful. But now I have a future in those small children, in my grandchildren, and in my son. There’s nothing to regret. Who has won? Stalin is gone. Hitler is gone, and I’m still here. What else could I possibly want?
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clockwise, left page: Marta, Heda and Jiří, 1919; Jiří, Ervín and Heda, 1925; Rudolf and Heda, 1937; Rudolf and Heda, 1951; Heda, 1935.
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clockwise, right page: Heda and her dog Ďas, 1946; Heda and Ivan, 1951; Heda during the winter of 1956; Heda and Rudolf, 1951.



TIMELINE

1879

Vítězslav Margolius, Rudolf’s father, born in Meziklasí, Bohemia

1884

Berta Löwyová, Rudolf’s mother, born in Pnětluky, Bohemia

1886

Ervín Bloch, Heda’s father, born in Ostředek near Benešov, Bohemia

1891

Marta Diamantová, Heda’s mother, born in Suchdol near Prague

1908

Ervín started working at Waldes Koh-i-noor, Prague

1912

Vítězslav and Berta married

AUGUST 31, 1913

Rudolf Margolius born in Prague

1914–1918

First World War

1914

Ervín recruited into Austrian army

1914

Ervín wounded near Skopje

1916

Ervín and Marta married

1917

Jiří Bloch born in Prague

OCTOBER 1918

Czechoslovakia established, the First Republic

SEPTEMBER 15, 1919

Heda Blochová born in Prague

1923

Jindříšek Löwy born, son of Julie Blochová, Ervín’ sister

1925–1938

Heda attended primary and secondary schools, Prague

SEPTEMBER 1938

Munich Agreement, the Third Reich occupied Sudetenland in October 1938

1938–1939

Post Munich Czechoslovakia, the Second Republic

MARCH 14, 1939

Slovakia became an independent state

MARCH 15, 1939

Bohemia and Moravia occupied by the Third Reich

APRIL 3, 1939

Heda married Rudolf Margolius, Vinohrady synagogue, Prague

1939–1945

Second World War

OCTOBER 1941–AUGUST 1944

Heda, Rudolf, Ervín and Marta in Łódź Ghetto

DECEMBER 1941

Vítězslav and Berta Margolius transported to Theresienstadt Ghetto

JANUARY 1942

Vítězslav and Berta perished in Riga

JUNE–JULY 1942

Jiří Bloch transported to Theresienstadt Ghetto and then to Maly Trostenets where he perished.

OCTOBER 1942

Kateřina Blochová, Heda’s grandmother, perished in Treblinka

1942–1944

Ervín’s five sisters and four of their husbands perish in extermination camps

1942–1944

Vítězslav’s four brothers and three of their wives perish in extermination camps

JANUARY 1943

Jindříšek Löwy died in Łódź Ghetto

AUGUST 1944

Ervín and Marta perished upon arrival in Auschwitz

AUGUST–SEPTEMBER 1944

Heda and Rudolf in Auschwitz

OCTOBER 1944–JANUARY 1945

Heda in Christianstadt and other concentration camps

OCTOBER 1944–APRIL 1945

Rudolf in Riederloh, Mühldorf, Dachau concentration camps

JANUARY–FEBRUARY 1945

Heda in a death march to Bergen-Belsen

FEBRUARY 1945

Heda escaped and returned to Prague

FEBRUARY 1945–MAY 1945

Heda in hiding in Prague

APRIL–JUNE 1945

Rudolf in Garmisch-Partenkirchen refugee camp

MAY 1945

Heda participated in the Prague Uprising

MAY 9, 1945

Prague liberated by the Red Army

1945–1948

Czechoslovakia, the Third Republic

JUNE 1945

Rudolf returned to Prague

1945–1949

Heda at Symposion publishing house

1945–1949

Rudolf at Central Federation of Czechoslovak Industry

FEBRUARY 1947

Ivan Margolius born

FEBRUARY 1948

Communist coup in Czechoslovakia

1949–1952

Rudolf Deputy Minister for Foreign Trade

1950–1952

Heda at Rovnost publishing house

JANUARY 10, 1952

Rudolf Margolius arrested

NOVEMBER 20–27, 1952

Slánský Trial, Prague

DECEMBER 3, 1952

Rudolf Margolius executed

FEBRUARY 1955

Heda married Pavel Kovály

1955–1968

Heda translated over 25 works of fiction, memoirs and philosophy

JULY 1966

Ivan immigrated to the United Kingdom

AUGUST 20–21, 1968

Czechoslovakia invaded by the Warsaw Pact armies

AUTUMN 1968

Heda emigrated to the USA

1973

Heda published Na vlastní kůži [The Time at Firsthand]

1974–1989

Heda translated for the Czech émigré press 68 Publishers, Toronto

1975

Heda began working at Harvard Law School Library

1985

Heda published her mystery crime novel, Nevina [Innocence]

1986

Heda published the definitive version of Under a Cruel Star

NOVEMBER 1989

Velvet Revolution in Czechoslovakia

1993

Czechoslovakia split into the Czech Republic and Slovakia

1996

Heda and Pavel returned to Prague

1999

Heda participated in A Trial in Prague; film released in 2000

2001

Hitler, Stalin and I film released

2006

Pavel died in Prague

2010

Heda died in Prague
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Helena Třeštíková and Heda Margolius Kovály in Heda’s apartment, Soukenická, Prague, August 2000. Photo: Vlastimil Hamernik.


[image: Heda Margolius Kovály,...]


Heda Margolius Kovály, 1991. Courtesy Margolius Family Archive.
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