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T H E  B E G I N N I NG

Had my mother not finally said yes, my father would, on that epic 
journey out of Siberia, have been put into one of the front carriages 
of the train or one of those at the rear along with all the single 
ex-prisoners-of-war. The front carriages were blown apart by a mine 
and those at the rear were derailed by the impact. But she had said 
yes, so she and my father traveled in the relative safety of a middle 
carriage assigned to ex-prisoners who had married in Siberia. My 
father never forgot that she had, in this way, saved his life. 

During her entire life my Russian mother spoke about her country, 
weaving a tapestry of its people and their culture with palpable 
nostalgia. No matter where, in the fabric of her vivid memories, I 
pull a thread, the tiny hole leads into another world, and I peer into it 
as I have always done, in an effort to understand. She never returned 
to her native Russia after she married my father and went to Germany 
with him. Fanny and Leo, my mother and father, met during the First 
World War while he was a prisoner-of-war in Siberia. And this was 
how it all began.

When the fighting spread into Russia, my mother’s family fled to 
Siberia. She was the youngest and had not finished school when they 
left Vitebsk, the city of her birth. But in the Siberian village where her 
family settled and opened a small grocery store, being able to read 
and write placed her above most. In time, she became the teacher in 
the one-room village school and though she was not a trained nurse, 
she occasionally helped to tend the wounded brought there from the 
front. Her brothers sometimes visited the nearby internment camp 
where the prisoners-of-war were kept and brought them books or 
played chess with them. In this way they became acquainted with 
my father who, when not required to do prison chores, taught 
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himself Russian and Esperanto. He also taught other willing prisoners 
Esperanto, convinced that if everyone spoke the same language there 
would be no more wars. He had hardly had time to see action at the 
front before being captured, but had seen enough.

My father’s wish had been to become a mathematician but his 
parents could not afford to send him to university. Instead, since 
he was good with figures, they apprenticed him to a bank. Bored 
and frustrated, he ran away at the end of six months but there was 
nowhere to run and as a last resort he joined the army. He was not 
quite eighteen years old, but was recruited without being asked for 
proof of age. There was no time for instruction about firearms. He 
was shipped to the front at once and, within a few days, was taken 
prisoner and sent to Siberia. 

Though conditions in the camp were harsh, prisoners were not 
ill-treated. They were even given postcards to “write home”. But Siberia 
was soon completely cut off from the outside world, trains stopped 
running and mail service ceased. The prisoners’ postcards could not 
be sent anywhere and my father used the blank side of his for sketches 
he made with an ink pencil. Some show accurate scenes of life at the 
camp, of a ring of prisoners pushing a big water-wheel, of men 
sitting on the ground delousing themselves, or using the latrines, etc. 
My mother kept these in an album and shortly before her death, gave 
them to me. Sadly, exposure to daylight rapidly caused them to fade. 
Unable to bear this second death, I retouched them myself. Now my 
father’s lines and mine are intertwined.
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“Sharing out the soup”
Antipicha, 1915
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“Our Home”
Antipicha, 1915
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“Pumping Water”
Antipicha, 1915
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When the war ended two years later my father could not go back to 
Germany. None of the ex-prisoners could be repatriated. Badly damaged 
trains and railway tracks, and especially the many unexploded mines 
still lodging along them, ruled out all travel. The internment camp was 
closed and the men were told to find work and lodgings. Villagers were 
encouraged to give them jobs and a place to sleep. My father became 
bookkeeper to a miller who had never kept books. The miller continued 
to mill his grain and count his sacks exactly as he had always done, 
taking no interest whatever in the figures my father conscientiously 
entered in a ledger. The payment for this work consisted of whatever the 
miller happened to have – a sack of grain or some other commodity that 
could then be used as barter. Once, the payment was a small live calf that 
my father proudly carried to my mother’s family, having been invited by 
her brothers. He had not yet been introduced to my mother, but he had 
caught sight of her and she of him. From her window she now saw him 
approach, saw him struggle up the hill, hanging on as best he could to 
the jerking calf draped round his neck. She thought this hilarious and 
could not stop laughing even after he had arrived at the house – how 
devastated he must have felt! 

Another two years passed before the railway tracks were restored. 
By the time my parents’ dream of leaving Siberia together came true, 
my father had spent four years there. He was now twenty-two and my 
mother twenty. They married and boarded the very first overloaded 
train to carry prisoners-of-war out of the country. It crawled along 
uncertain tracks where mines, possibly unexploded, still lingered, 
stopping frequently for everyone to scramble off, not only to clear the 
tracks or get wood for the stoves that heated the carriages: there were 
no proper facilities on board, no water and soon, nothing to eat. The 
stops provided an opportunity to approach nearby farmers for neces-
sities. Money had no value, but my mother had something to offer 
instead of worthless currency. Her parents had, with great foresight, 
given her some bags of salt – a precious commodity. This she was 
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able to use as barter along the way. When everyone returned to their 
carriages, they shared whatever each had managed to get. It took them 
three months to cross the 3,500 kilometers from Siberia to Western 
Germany. For my parents it was one of a seemingly endless series of 
journeys to new existences. This first journey itself felt endless. 

Already on the train my mother had begun to miss her family, to 
wish she could speak to them, tell them how it was with her, ask their 
advice. How could she have walked out on them? They would never 
have abandoned her. What would happen on this train? Would she 
be able to hold her own, day after day, night after night? And what 
monstrous thing awaited her at the end of this crazy journey?

As she recalled parting from them, questions that would hence-
forth haunt her sprang to mind. What had got into her? How could 
she have left her family and all those dear to her? Her mother had 
fainted. Her sisters had hurried her away. “Leave quickly! Don’t 
linger! You’ll only cause her more pain,” they had said. When the train 
began to pull out of the station, they called after her, “Fanoutchka, take 
care!” But she had only felt a thrill of excitement. Dressed in fine new 
clothes, she was leaving for foreign parts with a clever, curly-headed 
man who loved her madly. Hadn’t he threatened to take his own life if 
she did not agree to marry him? She had laughed, would not believe 
him at first – until he showed her the blade.

Whenever she thought back to that train journey from Siberia, 
my mother’s cheeks felt hot: imagine traveling with a virtual stranger! 
And he was her husband! Squeezed into a carriage with so many other 
couples, she would not lie next to him. She hardly knew him, after all! And 
in front of all those people! Not that the others seemed to care. No shame! 
No modesty. But she would not. At night, she crawled on top of the stove, 
Russian fashion, to sleep. Up there she felt safe. The man who was now 
her husband was more of a stranger to her here than he had been among 
her own people. She could not understand what the other men were 
saying to him. They laughed a lot. At him? For not asserting his rights? 
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He looked embarrassed. Hardly spoke. Except to her. And mostly with 
his eyes. She felt sorry for him. But no. Not that sorry. Not here. Perhaps 
never. It looked ... sounded ... unspeakable.

But these concerns dwindled in importance when the train hit 
the mine. The front carriages blew up and most of those in them 
were killed. The rear carriages overturned from the impact and their 
occupants too were killed or seriously injured. All those who could, 
helped the injured, improvised first aid, tore clothes into bandages, 
stemmed the flow of blood. Whenever my mother spoke about this 
or other traumatic episodes in their lives, she relived the moment. 
The scenes she described of this event brought to mind Chagall’s 
paintings showing upside down trains and people in mid-air, 
reinforcing the artist’s connection with my mother. Chagall too was 
born in Vitebsk. They even attended the same school, though not at 
the same time.

She had been brought up mostly by her sisters since her parents 
were hardly ever at home. Her mother, my grandmother, left early 
in the morning to run their small grocery shop and only returned 
at night. Well, someone had to look after the customers! Earn the 
family’s keep! Do what was necessary! My grandfather had no time 
for the shop. He spent his days in the prayer-house, studying the 
Talmud. When he arrived home, his daughters were expected to fetch 
and carry for him. He did not demand it; my grandmother did, on his 
behalf. At the prayer-house or on the way home, he often found some 
poor hungry man or a stranger with nowhere to go and brought him 
home to share whatever meal his daughters had prepared.

Without his knowledge, my grandmother often asked a non-Jewish 
neighbour to come into the house on Shabbat, to make some tea for 
herself, then offer my grandfather a cup. If it had been made specifi-
cally for him by a Jewish person on the holy Shabbat, he would have 
refused it. He was distant with his children and my mother hardly 
knew him but was afraid of him. She called it respect. Once a little 
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fart escaped her just as he walked into the room. She was devastated, 
burst into hysterical laughter, could not stop until one of her sisters 
slapped her face. She never forgot that moment of shame.

I know my grandparents only from enlarged photographic 
portraits encased in heavy black frames. These were so important to my 
parents that they traveled everywhere with us, across borders and seas 
to hang on our walls, or stand propped against them. Sometimes I slept 
in the same room they occupied. My maternal grandmother had my 
mother’s eyes. The same twinkle softened her face. I felt at ease with her. 
At her side my grandfather seemed quite harmless in spite of his beard, 
his black skullcap and the severe expression on his face.

But my paternal grandparents looked sinister to me. I could not 
come to terms with them, could not escape their piercing stare, felt it 
even through the cover I pulled over my head. Sometimes I got out 
of bed to turn this heavy picture toward the wall. It gave me recur-
rent nightmares: they were being placed in their coffins, they pushed 
against the lids while nails were being hammered in, calling out in 
choked voices, “We’re not dead!”

Perhaps my mother had passed on to me some of the anxiety and 
apprehension she must have felt on arriving in Germany to meet her 
in-laws, clinging to her few precious possessions, fingering them ner-
vously as I’ve so often seen her do. She would have been an outsider 
to them, someone who had stolen their eldest son. My father had 
tried to reassure her: they were simple folk, like her own. They had 
arrived in Germany from Poland without a cent, sold men’s ties and 
suspenders from door to door. Gradually, from that hand-to-mouth 
existence, they had built up a small business. He was sure they would 
be happy to see her, to welcome her, he said. But in reality, how could 
he be sure of anything? He too was nervous about that first meeting. 
Had he not run away to join the army four years earlier without telling 
anyone, without saying goodbye? Would they forgive him? Accept him 
with his foreign bride?
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When they arrived at the family home they learned that both his 
parents had died while he was in Siberia. Though my mother was 
spared the ordeal of meeting them, she often studied their stern faces 
in the photograph. Their spirit still reigned in the house. As wife of 
the eldest son, she was expected to carry on from where her husband’s 
parents had left off. She was younger than her new brothers-in-law, 
the same age as one sister-in-law and only one year older than the 
youngest. Yet, as the eldest son‘s wife, it was she who had to take over 
the mother’s role and responsibilities now. 

The welcome that my father’s brothers and sisters extended to my 
mother was doubtful. They looked on her as a curiosity and insisted 
on burning all her clothes, claiming that anything from such a primitive 
country as Russia was bound to be unclean. They threw her entire 
trousseau into the flames! Garments lovingly sewn and assembled by 
her mother and sisters! How could they have done such a thing? Oh, 
the horror of it! She was at least as clean as they were! She could not 
understand them and they could not understand her. And her husband 
was helpless, could do nothing to stop them.

Now in Frankfurt, my mother desperately missed her gentle mother, 
her bossy sisters, her stern father. She even missed the children whom 
she had taught in the village school. She felt older, more mature than 
her new sisters-in-law whom she compared unfavourably to those 
unspoiled, uncomplicated Siberian children. They had looked up to 
her, though she was small and dark-featured. My mother was short, 
had black hair and brown eyes, while everyone else in her family 
was tall, fair and grey-eyed. She was the youngest of six children and 
they had teased her, told her she did not really belong with them. In 
her secret moments, she wondered whether it was true. Perhaps this 
nagging doubt had made the decision to leave them easier. Of course, 
she had not then known that it would be forever.

Homesickness finally overwhelmed her when she became pregnant 
with her first child, my sister. She was still very much the foreigner 
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in Germany. With new life forming in her womb, the longing to be 
among her own flesh and blood became vital and she tried to run 
away. She made it as far as the border, but was stopped there. Her 
papers were no longer valid, they said, and she was turned back. Oh, 
the despair of that surrender! Who could have imagined that one’s 
entire life would depend on a slip of paper? At this point she was 
overcome with emotion and the whole tapestry of her recollections 
shook with her. The humiliation at having to return to my father’s 
house! To face, not only him, but his brothers and sisters who would 
also demand an explanation. And yet she owed them nothing, would 
never forgive them for what they had done! Never, as long as she lived!

My father did not reproach her for her attempted escape. Just having 
his Fanoutchka back was all that mattered, finding her waiting for 
him again when he got home from work, seeing her again as she had 
been when he first met her. Even here in Frankfurt she had, on happy 
days, run joyfully about the house and jumped, yes, jumped across 
coffee tables … though perhaps she could not do this now while preg-
nant. Pregnant with his child! The happiness of it! Surely she would 
soon laugh and sing again … Why did she feel caged? She had all the 
freedom in the world and more comfort than she could have imag-
ined in her wildest dreams. In Siberia she did not even know what a 
tap was, had never seen running water. 

After my older sister was born, my mother finally accepted her 
life in a country whose culture and values so vastly differed from her 
own. The business that my father and his brothers had inherited from 
their parents had prospered and my mother now had a maid, Gikka. 
They were good friends, she and Gikka – a country girl whose train 
journey to the city was the first in her life; so excited by it, she wished 
that she and the train were alone in the world, traveling on forever; 
a girl who had never seen bananas before, and wrote home to her 
family about the “sweet yellow sausages” from Africa. My mother 
understood her, could sympathize and identify with her. In the kitchen 
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with Gikka, where there was no pretence, she felt completely at ease. 
When guests came to the house, she found “urgent” things to do in 
the kitchen. 

To the end of her life, she was only comfortable in the company 
of simple folk, those who related to the earth, or to one another on a 
compassionate human level, those whom she judged to be “genuine” 
people. She went out of her way to avoid the pompous, the self-serving, 
the greedy.

An impressionable teenager back in Russia, young Fanny had 
stood on boxes or perched on walls, all ears, to listen to the impas-
sioned speeches of revolutionaries. With deep emotion they spoke 
of the unfairness of the prevailing feudal system. They promised 
radical change. There would be no more poor, no more underdogs, 
they cried! They would bring equality to all men and women, ensure 
that all riches were distributed equally. Wealth was evil! Possessions 
were evil if they deprived others! Money was dirty! These slogans 
became deeply ingrained in my mother’s mindset. They remained 
with her until the end. 

Now, now! my father would say to her, shaking his head in a 
familiar gesture. Thoughtful, quiet, infinitely patient and deeply in 
love with this small, dark-eyed, dynamic woman, he never tired of 
pointing out to her the truth as he saw it. Endlessly, he repeated how 
much better everything was in a modern country among reliable, 
honest people. In Russia he had been robbed several times of the little 
he possessed, even from under his pillow while he slept! In Russia 
nothing functioned because there was no work ethic, no discipline. 
In Russia the New Order claimed to equalize society, but instead took 
away all freedom. The New Order was a utopian dream that could 
never be put into practice because mankind simply was not ready.

“That’s not true!” my mother cried passionately. Everyone she had 
known there was honest and worked hard. His experiences had been 
unlucky accidents. Of course it would take time to change society, to 
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educate everyone, but people would learn. In the end it would work. 
Besides, people in Germany couldn’t be that honest, or why was she 
expected to keep even the linen closets locked? Why did his brothers, 
who lived in the same house, insist that she, as wife of the eldest, wear 
a heavy, jangling bunch of keys on her belt like a jailer? Her own fam-
ily had never locked anything. Not even the front door. 

These same exchanges were repeated every so often throughout 
their married life. Small, incidental things could trigger the cycle – 
in every house in which they lived, in every subsequent country to 
which they moved, through endlessly changing world orders. And 
just as the argument never varied, neither did the stalemate at its end. 
When it was reached, my father would retire to another room with 
his books, or get his hat and go for a walk, while my mother went to 
the kitchen and rattled pots and pans as if they were the culprits. 

In the presence of others, my mother was careful not to speak 
out, gradually learning to make the best of things. This was, after 
all, her life now. She must have had happy moments too while living 
in Germany – when she became a mother; when her sisters-in-law 
did sometimes look up to her; when the family business prospered 
and a new house was bought, fitted with furniture of her choice. I 
remember hikes through enchanted forests with frighteningly dark 
places where no sun filtered through; and picnics in clearings among 
the trees where my mother always proved quickest at finding wild 
strawberries or sorrel leaves, their acid puckering our mouths as we 
chewed them. There were occasions when the whole family went on 
holiday to this or that spa; or when we took long walks through the 
countryside, singing together. Glimpses of those walks flash through 
my mind. Carried on someone’s shoulders and named “General 
Ingemaus” (“maus” being mouse), I would call out commands, “For-
ward march!” “Turn right!” everyone obeying me but also laughing 
– though I did command them not to. 

My mother enjoyed evenings at the theatre where she became 
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acquainted first with light operettas, and then with real opera. There 
was always music. My mother sang a great deal. By the time I was 
born, she sang as much in German as in Russian, rolling her r’s and 
l’s in the same delicious way. She sang whatever she heard on the 
radio, on records or on the street, everything from fragments of opera 
to the “Schlager” of the day. I learned to sing them with her, and can 
still hear Schubert’s “Serenade” as I did then, the literal meaning of 
the words “Lass auch Dir die Brust bewegen”, going round and round 
my head, making me see breasts that moved like arms, beckoning, all 
important.

The songs sounded tragic or humorous, according to her mood. 
Sometimes, she seemed perfectly happy but then would begin sing-
ing a Russian song and was at once overcome by waves of nostalgia. 
For her, no singer ever matched the greatness of Chaliapin, no dancer 
could compare with Pavlova, no poet came anywhere close to Pushkin! 


