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“I simply do not care in the name of which ideology atrocities were committed. I am interested in the atrocities being remembered, so that they are not repeated.”

Anne Applebaum, historian and journalist













Prologue



Closure in Prague

Friday, September 6, 2019

A good distance from the center of Prague, closer to the rows of industrial chimneys than to the city’s historic spires, a flatbed truck turns onto the narrow street of Nad Olšinami. It’s Friday, at half past eight in the morning. As the flatbed hums and groans along the main road, sirens howl and horns blare in the distance.

The truck stops in front of a peach-colored, three-story apartment complex. Two heavyset workmen hop out and walk over to a third man waiting with a cardboard box tucked under his arm. Greeting each other briefly, they move to a spot on the sidewalk indicated by the man with the box. He looks down at a piece of paper and then up at the façade.

One of the workmen, apparently the foreman, points down at the asphalt and then mumbles something to his colleague, who responds by scurrying back to the truck, where he starts unloading tools and materials: a generator, a concrete cutter, a small pneumatic drill, a bucket of mortar, a trowel, a hammer, and a broom with soft brushes.

The man holding the piece of paper places the cardboard box on the ground and takes out its contents: three cobblestones, each embossed with the short text of three names, places, and dates of their lives in shimmering brass.

By a quarter to nine, a small group has gathered around the spot where the two workers are preparing their machines. An elderly, hunched-over gentleman in a tie and dark-blue suitcoat walks around talking to the others in the crowd. He seems like the host. He’s also the one they turn to when a question arises regarding these stones.

Most of those present at the scene are his family members, but some old and new friends have joined them, and among them is a Danish woman with a dark bob haircut. One of the elderly gentleman’s two sons, a middle-aged man in a gray suitcoat, takes pictures of the three cobblestones next to each other on the edge of the sidewalk. Several people also take pictures before the stones are carried gently to where they’ll be installed.

Once the stones are in position, the foreman draws lines around them and then moves them slightly to the side. He starts the generator and grabs the concrete cutter. The sound builds, along with a cloud of dust, as the blade hits the asphalt and cuts narrow slits into the rocky surface.

Halting their conversations, the spectators in the small circle instinctively shut their eyes or turn aside. Shortly thereafter, the jackhammer crushes the asphalt inside the cracks, so that the filling can be dug free by hand. Using his trowel, the foreman places the last bit of mortar down into the gravel to create room for the cobblestones. The men set them in place and fit them snugly into the hole.

A couple of young people in the small crowd are allowed to spread mortar on the underside of the stones, and then they press them firmly into the hole. A man shoves filling into the cracks, and then another worker uses a broom with soft bristles to sweep the stones before he and his colleague load their tools onto the truck and drive away.

The shiny brass plates bearing the three names are now part of the sidewalk right where they belong or once belonged.

The son in the gray suitcoat pulls three photos out of a plastic folder and places them around the new stones. In the first photo, a young woman in a lovely white dress stares directly into the camera—she is Frieda, who later took the Czech name Bedriska (born 1895, died 1944). In the second photo, her husband Hugo, stands by her side, a freshly groomed, middle-aged gentleman in a classic portrait (born 1887, died 1944). In the third photo, their daughter Helga smiles at the photographer. It’s 1936, when she was seven years old (died 1944).

The three cobblestones have one more year in common: 1942 when they were deported. In her photograph, Helga is leaning her head against the cheek of a slightly larger boy wearing a shirt and cardigan, who is also smiling. Her arms are wrapped around him. This is her big brother, Jan, the older gentleman in the tie and dark-blue suitcoat, who is now moving out of the circle where people are chatting with each other.

Standing with his back to the façade, he looks around at his two boys, his daughter-in-law, his grandchildren, and his friends. It’s nine o’clock. Jan Rocek clears his throat, and the voices die down.

“I’d just like to say a few words. I’d like to thank everyone for coming here to honor the memory of my parents and my little sister who was only 15 years old when she and my parents were herded into the gas chambers in Auschwitz 75 years ago and murdered.

“My family and I lived here from when I was born, more than 95 years ago, so all my childhood memories are attached to this place. I remember my mother who dedicated herself to her family at a time when housekeeping was much more difficult than it is today. We had no refrigerator, no vacuum cleaner, and no washer or dryer. She had to do the shopping and cook on a coal-fired stove. She was active physically and took me on walks and out to skate and sled in the winter. We would swim in the summer across the Vltava. And we walked … and we walked ….”

He pauses as sirens suddenly scream out on the main road. He waits until they fade back into background noise.

“In the summer we’d hike in the mountains. I definitely inherited my love for the mountains and hiking from her. And I remember my sweet little sister, who was much more outgoing than I was and who made many more friends.”

Most of the people who had gathered were gazing at the little girl smiling up at them from the black-and-white photo on the asphalt. The boy she has her arms around goes on with his eulogy.

“I remember my father who … well, I remember him especially during the Depression, which was very, very hard. He and his brother fought to keep their small paint factory above water.

“I remember quite clearly how shocked I was later when we were standing on the balcony—the one right here above us—and he said to me: ‘There’s very little difference between the Communists and the Nazis except for us Jews.’

“I couldn’t believe my ears. This was around the same time that the Soviet army was fighting the German army, so I just thought he was an old fool. He was over 50 at that point, so surely he had no idea what he was talking about. It took me around 10 years before I realized how right he actually was.

“I’ve never known a person of greater integrity. He loathed lying. He believed in the truth—in telling the truth—and he couldn’t even tolerate a little white lie. I think it was that influence, and growing up under the admirable President Tomáš Masaryk, whose credo was ‘truth prevails,’ that allowed me to see through the Communists’ constant lies—lies that you would not only have to accept but also repeat if you wanted to survive. That was unacceptable, so it was impossible for me to let my children grow up under it.”

That’s it. He looks up and then introduces his son, Martin Rocek, a physicist, as Jan points out, who also writes some good poems. Martin trades places with his father and reads aloud from “Window Seat,” a memory about suddenly, during a flight, being overwhelmed by the loss of three close relatives he never even got to meet. Although he wrote the poem several years ago, he says it fits today’s ceremony: “They are but stories from the past; they lived and loved and then were gassed.”

Ninety-five-year-old Jan Rocek has finally gotten some form of closure in Prague, closure not only to his own story, but also physically. Three “stumbling stones” in the sidewalk are three among thousands now found in several large European cities as reminders that a person or family once lived in the house you’re walking by, until the Nazis set death into motion.

Now three more cobblestones have been laid in memory of Hugo, Bedriska, and Helga, who once lived and dreamed at Nad Olšinami 448, third floor. Today is the closest Jan will get to a funeral for his family, whispers his daughter-in-law Karen, who has arranged all of it. Now a particularly significant period has been put on what is probably the eleventh hour of a long life: a memorial in the form of cobblestones bearing brass plates.

The Danish woman standing on the outskirts of the circle is Helle West. Until quite recently, Jan didn’t know anything about her. In fact, before yesterday, they’d never met. Their paths crossed 59 years ago in Denmark, though only fleetingly, hectically. Yet, they are bound closely by one man’s shrewd and risky efforts in the summer of 1960. His actions ensured that Jan, along with his wife and children, won their freedom when totalitarian forces threatened to tear their lives apart for the second time.



Interrogation of a Defector

Tuesday, July 26, 1960. Police Headquarters, Copenhagen

Detective Sergeant Dalgaard must have noticed that his colleagues in Denmark’s southernmost city have had a couple of dramatic days. For the second day in a row, the case fills the front pages of all the major newspapers: refugees persecuted by the East German police have shown up in an inflatable boat in the waters near Gedser.

There have also been rumors that the East Germans grabbed a little boy and “took him hostage” and that a “Danish hero” intervened. The dailies have been following the drama closely, yet very few people have actually spoken to the main characters. No one has heard them tell their own story yet. Dalgaard is the first to conduct a thorough interrogation.

A series of two-day-old reports and witness statements were spread out in front of him. It seems that a Detective Scharling from Gedser phoned police headquarters in Copenhagen late Sunday afternoon to tell them that “five people, three adults and two children, recently ‘jumped off’ the East German ferry, the Ahlbeck. They jumped overboard into the water and are now in an ambulance on their way to the hospital in Nykøbing Falster.”

A Dane (“some random man”) had apparently rescued the defectors, but by Sunday afternoon, the police still had no specific information about him. The same held true for the other key figures in the case.

The Sunday afternoon report stated that their identities “have not yet been determined.” That was at 5:15 p.m. Two hours later, another colleague, this time from the police station in Nykøbing Falster, contacted Copenhagen. He could now state that the defectors included “five Czech citizens” consisting of a married couple with two little boys and the wife’s mother. “They’ve requested political asylum and have fled out of fear of the Communists.”

The reports reveal even more to the detective sergeant about the most unusual developments in the case over the past 24 hours. The five defectors that Sunday, July 24, aren’t the only ones who’ve tried to escape at the Port of Gedser. Shortly thereafter, another family—one with close ties to the first family—tried the same desperate method of escape of jumping overboard from the East German ship into the harbor.

It’s not the detective sergeant’s responsibility, however, to bring clarity to the second case. He’s going to have the father from the defection released on July 24 for questioning.

Name of the person in question: “R O C E K, J A N.” According to statements, he’s a 36-year-old chemical engineer, most recently employed by the Czech Academy of Sciences, Institute of Organic Chemistry and Biochemistry. There isn’t much information about his background, but Dalgaard will probably learn more soon.

At 1:00 p.m., Dalgaard hears footsteps in the hallway. An officer opens the door, and Jan Rocek is shown into the high-ceilinged room, its large windows facing the round courtyard. The slender detainee with the thin, slicked-back red hair sits down in front of Dalgaard. Speaking German, he confirms his name, family relationship, names of his parents, and his position. The Dane notes that the man “declares himself willing to offer an explanation about his personal circumstances, as well as his movements and motives for defecting to this country.”

Rocek belongs to a group of people who’ve appeared frequently in the world press since the late 1940s. Defectors—refugees who risk their lives to exchange oppression, persecution, and poor living conditions under the Communist dictatorship for a freer life in democracies on the other side. Regimes in the Eastern bloc countries have closed their borders to the West and reinforced surveillance with barricades, electrified barbwire, minefields, and armed border patrols. This barrier is now known as the Iron Curtain, and its purpose is to ensure that the population, dead or alive, remains within the Communist sphere.

Still, there are ways out. Many citizens from the Eastern Bloc have defected to the West, for example, during official visits as diplomats or at major sporting events, and some have even hijacked planes and trains. The majority, however, try to cross national borders. Every single day and every single night, ordinary people sneak into border zones and try to make it over the fences. Many escape attempts succeed, but many are stopped by a bullet from a rifle, or the escapees are electrocuted by the thousands of volts running through the barbwire fences.

Right now, attention focuses especially on the Cold War hub of Berlin, where thousands of people from the German Democratic Republic (GDR) cross the open city limits every year to stay on the western side. Therefore, the world press is wondering just how the East German government will close the hole in Berlin. The East German dictator, Walter Ulbricht, is concocting a plan, but it will be another year before the world sees it implemented.

Though invisible, the Iron Curtain also cuts through the Baltic Sea. Thousands have already tried to cross its waters to reach freedom. Denmark’s geographical proximity to several of the Eastern Bloc countries becomes evident in the many German and Polish names filling police records of detainees, especially on the islands of Bornholm and Falster.

Since the late 1940s, they have come in dinghies and large boats, jumping off fishing vessels and cruise ships. In rarer cases, they’re deserters landing in fighter jets. The Port of Copenhagen has also experienced two summers, 1957 and 1958, when more than 100 Polish defectors left two Polish cruise ships moored at Langelinie. These refugees come primarily from Poland and East Germany, but in some cases, they come from countries even farther away like Czechoslovakia or Hungary and sometimes Romania, Bulgaria, or the Soviet Union.

Defectors who succeed in their escape must go through the Danish police, since they’ve crossed the border without papers and thus committed a crime. Because they come from countries officially considered “enemies,” their stories must also be verified by the Danish secret service. Some want asylum, while others want to move on to West Germany, England, Canada, or the United States, and all of them have good reasons for turning their backs on the Eastern Bloc.

The detective sergeant is sitting across from one of the most spectacular defections to occur on Danish soil, an escape that makes the Cold War with its Iron Curtain concrete. Yet there are many things he’d like to inquire about and have elaborated, not least of all, why were they willing to risk their own and the children’s lives by jumping overboard from a ship? Something about this appears in the first report from Gedser: “… has fled out of fear of the Communists.” But what lies behind that wording? The detainee is now asked to turn back time. Jan Rocek complies and begins his story, which Dalgaard records in the following report:

“He was born to married Czech nationals. Raised in a home of no religious persuasion. At six years old, he went to school in Prague, five years in a typical public school, then five years in middle school. Due to the German occupation, as a Jew he couldn’t continue school. For a few years during the war, he attended a semi-private chemistry course set up by the Jewish community.

“In 1942, the Germans placed him and his family in a concentration camp in Theresienstadt. Later he was taken to Auschwitz, and in 1945 to Meuselwitz, Hasag-Werke, a subcamp of the Buchenwald concentration camp. Just before the surrender, he and his fellow prisoners were put into railway cars and taken to the Czech border.”

“When it was all over, the German guards left the train, and the exhausted prisoners had to wait until they were found. He spent four months in a hospital in the Sudetenland. His parents and a sister were killed in the German extermination camps.”




  
   

   
    
     Part 1:1924-1945
    

   
   
    
     Beginnings
    

    
     Prague, 1924
    

    
     Hugo Robitschek cheated death twice during World War I, and it took him two years to return home from Russia. That he was about to become a father for the first time at the age of 37 seemed like a miracle, although he didn’t believe in such things. On March 24, 1924, he had to rush to the maternity clinic in Prague.
    

    
     Hugo grew up in a German-speaking Jewish family, southeast of Prague. In 1914, he was drafted to fight in the ranks of the Central Powers because his homeland—at that time called Bohemia—belonged to the Austro-Hungarian Empire and was in an alliance with the German Empire. That very detail would seem paradoxical only a short decade later.
    

    
     When leaving for the front, a friend said goodbye with these words: “See you in the mass graves!” Although Hugo managed to cheat death, he didn’t escape unscathed. In Serbia, he was wounded by a bullet and spent a week in the field hospital. As soon as he recovered, he was sent straight to the Russian front where he became a prisoner of war in Uzbekistan. He wound up in a camp for officers, which meant that, for the second time, he avoided certain death. In a nearby camp housing rank-and-file soldiers, a typhoid epidemic resulted in the death of 90% of prisoners.
    

    
     Later, suspicions about an escape plan meant that Hugo and other Czech prisoners of war were deported to a penal camp near Vladivostok some 9,000 kilometers east. While there, he decided to join Czech and Slovak prisoners who chose to switch sides because they’d rather fight 
     for the Allies against the Austro-Hungarian Empire and the German Empire—thereby also fighting for an independent Czechoslovakia. Many of these soldiers were then sent back to fight the war in the west, but Hugo was not one of them. Instead, he experienced the Bolsheviks’ victory in Russia and a Soviet Union in its infancy (he was not impressed).
    

    
     Following a long wait, he boarded a Chinese cargo ship in Vladivostok that took him south. He sailed around India and later up through the Suez Canal before landing in Trieste, Italy in 1920, two years after the end of the war. While Hugo had been looking for a way home from the far end of the Asian continent, major changes had already taken place in Europe. The outcome of World War I meant drawing a new map of Europe. The German and Austro-Hungarian defeats paved the way for the foundation of several new states, including Czechoslovakia. Its independence was declared by the father of the country, Tomáš Masaryk, in the fall of 1918.
    

    
     By the time Hugo reached Bohemia, his mother had died. She was the one who had maintained religion in their home by sending her children to synagogue every day so they could pray for their dead father—an obligation that only created antipathy toward religion in her son. With his mother gone, he saw no reason to remain in the congregation. Instead he developed a strong faith in his new country.
    

    
     Tomáš Masaryk had already championed the Czech cause while Austria-Hungary was sitting heavily on Bohemia and Moravia. Along with the Slovaks, who were concentrated further east in the empire, he helped to kickstart a strong independence movement. After the outbreak of the war, he managed to organize approximately 130,000 Czechs and Slovaks who switched sides, ultimately helping the Allied powers achieve victory.
    

    
     This ensured Masaryk the support of the victors for establishing a new state that, after peace negotiations in Versailles in 1919, could start drafting its own constitution. Czechoslovakia built on American President Woodrow Wilson’s political mindset, which meant the foundation of a modern, liberal democracy. In 1919, the country held its first free election. In many ways, the fledgling democracy seemed like something out of Hugo Robitschek’s dreams, and he returned home to a particularly promising future.
    

    
     After his father’s death, the family came into a little inheritance, which enabled Hugo and his brother Otto, prior to World War I, to acquire a small lacquer and paint factory on the outskirts of Prague. In the early 1920s, they followed Czechoslovakia’s remarkable recovery—a development so significant that Czechoslovakia was soon among the world’s 10 leading industrial nations. All went well, economically, culturally, and politically. President Tomáš Masaryk became a respected figure, and Hugo admired the man with the almost chivalrous attitude who’d founded a liberal democracy, thus securing the citizens’ right to vote and freedom of both speech and assembly. The president’s motto, “Truth Prevails,” inspired Hugo who, even though he didn’t cultivate his Jewish faith or find any special identity within it, was impressed with Masaryk’s commitment to protecting the country’s more than 300,000 Jews.
    

    
     At times, antisemitism simmered in Czechoslovakia, as it did in the rest of Europe. Before he even became president, Masaryk had intervened in a case where a Jewish vagabond named Leopold Hilsner was arrested for murdering a Christian girl and desecrating her body. Antisemitic winds grew into a firestorm as rumors spread of a ritualistic murder. All sorts of medieval prejudices about Jews were reignited, and Hilsner went on trial, where his “Jewish origins” played a significant role. Although the trial ended in a death sentence, the future president defied his Catholic background and called for a new, fair trial. His efforts were
     instrumental in another court later changing the sentence to life imprisonment. Eventually, Hilsner was pardoned.
    

    
     In Masaryk’s country, there was room for diversity. You could be what you wanted to be, but you still had to leave room and strive to live peacefully side by side. His attitude was modern because Czechoslovakia consisted of numerous ethnic and national minorities. Still, it was also inherently paradoxical. The country’s largest minority, the so-called Sudeten Germans, occupied a large, horseshoe-shaped area of land bordering Germany and Austria. The majority of these three million German speakers considered themselves German or Austrian. Many of them had only reluctantly allowed themselves to be incorporated into Czechoslovakia, and they believed that discrimination was taking place. Tomáš Masaryk wasn’t exactly their idea of the father of their country.
    

    
     Among the Slovaks in the east, the bonds that held them together with the Czechs weren’t especially strong. Many in this area also thought that too much power had been concentrated among the Czechs in Prague. In addition, Polish and Hungarian minorities lived along the borders to the north and south. Czechoslovakia might have been a modern democracy, but it was also young and fragile. Throughout the country, millions of people didn’t see things as Masaryk did.
    

    
     In the early 1920s, Hugo Robitschek met a woman from Sudetenland who was eight years younger and had been as a nurse during the war. Her name was Frieda Löbl, and she shared two things in common with her future husband: Frieda had a Jewish background and spoke German, but she also felt no particular fealty to the German Reich. The couple married in 1922 and the following year learned they were expecting their first child.
    

    
     Their son was born March 24, 1924, at the Sanopz Sanatorium on the left bank of the Vltava River not far from Masaryk’s castle. The boy was healthy and red-haired like his father. His parents named him Jan Kurt Robitschek.
    

    
     Faith, Hope, and Angst
    

    
     The birth occurred only a month after the trial against Adolf Hitler began in Munich. The 34-year-old Hitler was accused of having led an unsuccessful coup to overthrow the Weimar Republic. Many observers described him as a caricature and predicted that the political fanatic, seemingly obsessed with the idea of a Jewish worldwide conspiracy, would rot in prison. Hitler succeeded, however, into turning the dock into a platform from which he could spread his lies about the Jews’ guilt in the German war catastrophe. The trial ended in a prison sentence—but one much shorter than expected. Hitler was sentenced to five and half years in prison but wound up serving only eight months, long enough for him to begin writing the first part of a political manifesto that focused primarily on his favorite topic: the Jewish threat. In the manifesto 
     
      Mein Kampf,
      he wrote: “The Jews are definitely a race and not a religious community.… With Satanic joy on his face, the black-haired Jewish youth lurks in wait for the unsuspecting girl, whom he defiles with his blood, thus stealing her from her people. With every means, he tries to destroy the racial foundations of the people he has set out to subjugate.” According to Hitler, Jews were people with a special aptitude for lying, greed, cowardice, and parasitism. Upon his release, the 
     
      New York Times’
     s Berlin correspondent reported that the man who was once the “demigod of reactionary extremists” had been “tamed in prison.” The short telegram claimed that Hitler need “no longer be feared.”
    

    
     Life looked promising for the Robitschek family in the latter half of the 1920s. Their third-floor apartment in Prague’s Strašnice District provided physical evidence of a certain affluence. At that time, the social class of an apartment building’s residents could often be read vertically, with the wealthiest on the top floor and the poorest on the ground floor or in the cellar. Jan’s parents weren’t extremely wealthy, but they were relatively well-off. Hugo experienced success at his and his brother’s small factory, so at home in the large, three-room apartment, Frieda didn’t need to worry about much, other than her own and her family’s wellbeing. Like many middle-class families in Prague, the Robitscheks also had a young girl working in the house.
    

    
     Jan felt a strong sense of security throughout his early childhood. He loved when Mother Frieda settled into the plush armchair and read aloud from the classics. Quite early, he became familiar with the German author Friedrich Schiller’s
     
      William Tell,
      and as a five-year-old, he already knew most of Schiller’s long poem “The Pledge” by heart. His mother was frequently physically active, and the two swam in the summer and ice-skated in the winter. She often took Jan with her out into nature, and once he was big enough, he started to accompany her on hikes in the Bohemian mountains, which he learned to love. One day, the two trudged to the top of Bohemia’s highest peak, the 1,603-meter-high Sněžka. The wind was so powerful that day that Jan thought it would knock him over, but he didn’t let go of his strong mother, who got him down safely.
    

    
     Father Hugo, the other anchor in Jan’s life, was solid as a rock; he’d dedicated his life to his family but was not one for demonstrative acts. That wasn’t common at that time, and Robitschek senior tended more toward being serious. At times, his strict persona somewhat frightened his son. Hugo was a man of principles, one in particular:
     
      “Wer einmal lügt, dem
      glaubt man nicht, Und wenn er auch die Wahrheit spricht”
      (Anyone who lies will not be believed, even if he speaks the truth). The truth weighed heavily in the home and became a cornerstone of Jan’s upbringing. Lying was strictly forbidden, and transgressions were punished with an uncomfortable silence lasting for days. Jan learned that the best way to break the silence was to ask about his father’s experiences in the war. Yet again, Hugo surely wanted to tell his son about the day that he was the only one in his platoon who escaped punishment for an offense because he chose to speak the truth to the officer: “No one believes a liar even when he speaks the truth!”
    

    
     The Robitscheks did not go to synagogue and would probably be considered secular Jews. Although his father never said so, Jan realized later that his father was an atheist. His mother, on the other hand, clung more firmly to her religious origins. Frieda remained registered with the congregation and always lit the traditional Yahrzeit candle on the anniversary of her father’s death. Other than that, the family celebrated both Christmas and Easter and made no distinction between pagan and religious traditions.
    

    
     On that front, they reflected the religious and ethnic melting pot that was Czechoslovakia—linguistically, as well. Although Czech wasn’t an unknown language in their apartment, it was the exception. Since childhood, Hugo and Frieda had mainly spoken German, so it was only natural that they used that language most often in the home. The fact that the Robitscheks lived Czech but spoke and sang in German was self-explanatory. Because Jan attended a German kindergarten where he fell in love with the principal’s daughter, Liesl, he demanded that his sister should be given that ultra-German name when she was born in 1929. Instead, it became Helga, another name with strong German roots. Still, Jan got some of his wish, as Helga’s middle name was Liesl. The five-year difference in age meant that the siblings 
     rarely spent much time together, and the chance of ever becoming close was soon stolen from them.
    

    
     The Depression of the 1930s hit Czechoslovakia hard. Like many other businesses during the economic downturn, the lacquer and paint factory suffered, but Hugo and Uncle Otto worked day and night to keep the factory operating. These were difficult years that were far worse for families other than the Robitscheks. In school, Jan witnessed a friend fainting from hunger, and beggars constantly rang the doorbell and spent the night out on the steps. Seeing just how much the Depression wreaked havoc left quite an impression.
    

    
     Perhaps these concerns, so close to home, resulted in Jan not really noticing another of the time’s more disturbing signs, or maybe he was still too young to take any interest. In any case, he failed to notice that Adolf Hitler and his National Socialist Party (NSDAP or Nazis) in Germany had gained increasing support by blaming the country’s misfortune and poverty on a Jewish conspiracy. He never heard that Hitler’s brown-shirted stormtroopers were attacking people with a Jewish background and calling for a boycott of all Jewish shops. Nor did he notice when Germany’s new strong man won numerous seats in the Reichstag, ended up as Chancellor, and in 1933 seized ultimate power through a special law giving his government the right to rule without the consent of a popularly elected parliament. The “Enabling Act” went into effect the same day that Jan turned nine. A week and a half later, the so-called “Aryan clause” was issued, meaning that people in the civil service of “non-Aryan” descent could be dismissed. A few days later came the official definition: “A non-Aryan is anyone who descends from non-Aryans, especially Jewish, parents or grandparents.” A little later that year, the Nazis banned all other parties. Although it only applied in Germany, that country’s neighbors had every reason to worry.
    

    
     In Prague, the parliament responded by passing a law banning parties based on policies that might threaten the democratic constitution. The goal was to stave off the Nazi forces in the Sudetenland, where the country’s large German minority lived. Pressure from Prague led to the disbanding of the regional branch of the NSDAP. Soon, a new strongman emerged on the political scene. The fascist Konrad Henlein founded the
     
      Sudetendeutsch Heimatfront,
     which stayed on the right side of the constitution and claimed loyalty to the government of Czechoslovakia. Still, there was never any doubt that their focus was on a union with Germany, and before long significant funds from the Nazi neighbor began to flow to Henlein’s people.
    

    
     For Jan, the other shoe dropped the day his father issued a linguistic edict. Suddenly, only Czech, and not German, could be spoken inside the walls of their home on Nad Olšinami. When it occurred to Hugo that the Christmas tree was a Germanic custom, that was the end of that tradition. Even though Hugo had never really identified with his Jewish background, he knew full well that developments in Germany could have significant meaning for him and his family. Therefore, from the spring of 1933, nine-year-old Jan and four-year-old Helga grew up as Czechs (or Czechoslovakians). They already were, naturally, but now they were nothing else: Czech in language, Czech in spirit, Czech in everything. Jan’s mother even replaced her German first name, Frieda, with the Czech version, Bedriska, but unlike her husband and children, she had difficulty speaking anything other than German. She did what she could, however, as this was her and Hugo’s protest against developments in Germany.
    

    
     The Year of Fear
    

    
     In 1935, Jan, Helga, Hugo, and Bedriska spent their summer vacation in the Eagle Mountains. It was a fantastic holiday, mostly because Jan, who was now 11, fell madly in love with Herta
     Nussbaum from Brno. No one in the Robitschek family could have known that this was their last vacation together.
    

    
     On March 16, 1935, Hitler swept aside the last vestige of doubt by announcing the nation’s massive rearmament. He promised that it would not only strengthen the empire but also ensure world peace. There was no reason to doubt the first part of Hitler’s proclamation, but the second part was different. The German leader aimed to conquer more land, and he had plans, especially in the east. Hitler wanted more
     
      Lebensraum
     for the Germanic people; furthermore, the Sudetenland in Czechoslovakia added groundwork for the huge industry that fit perfectly into the Führer’s rearmament plans.
    

    
     The government in Prague decided to take the same approach as Germany. Fearing an invasion, the Czech military received more resources, but even bigger plans were in the works for building up the defenses in the Sudetenland against Germany. Along the 1,500-kilometer border, Czech workers moved in to begin the nation’s largest and most expensive construction project ever. They would erect a giant defensive line of barbed wire, steel, and concrete. Over the next few years, hundreds of large and small bunkers with machine gun nests and gun turrets were built every few hundred meters. To stop tanks, barriers of welded steel beams filled in the gaps— a simple, effective barrier that would earn the nickname “Czech hedgehogs.” Adolf Hitler was causing greater concern.
    

    
     Czechoslovakia held parliamentary elections in May of 1935. A mere two years after Konrad Henlein had founded his Sudeten German Party (the SdP), he won a crushing victory in the election. His SdP suddenly became the largest party in parliament because more than a million Germans in the Sudetenland had put an “x” next to that party affiliation. That number equaled two-thirds of the voters in that area. Another fascist party with Slovak roots also gained 
     a place in the parliament, just as an association of separatist movements from the other border areas won huge support. Among them were Poles, Slovaks, and Hungarians.
    

    
     In Germany, the Nazis took “the Jewish question” to new extremes. Harassment of Jews and vandalism of their businesses had long since increased in strength and number. The situation reached a turning point in September of 1935, when the Reichstag enacted the Nuremberg Laws. Among the Nazis, “blood ties” now decided one’s destiny, not whether people practiced or didn’t practice their faith. This purely racial policy turned Jews and Roma, once and for all, into sub-humans in the German Reich.
    

    
     That same year, 1935, Tomáš Masaryk, the father of modern Czechoslovakia, stepped down following much well-intentioned advice. Senility had weakened the 85-year-old president who, in the middle of November, announced his departure. The news depressed millions of people, but some had an extra reason to lament the loss and worry about what would follow. “An old friend of the Jews is stepping down,” wrote the Jewish Telegraphic Agency in New York in a bulletin that also highlighted the president’s defense of Zionism and his visit to the Jews in Palestine: “Dr. Masaryk, during his entire career was known as a friend of the Jews, whose interests he always strove to protect, frequently at the cost of personal sacrifice and against severe opposition…. The fear is voiced in Jewish circles that Dr. Masaryk’s resignation may bring to a head anti-Semitic agitation that has for some time been simmering in various sections of Czechoslovakia, particularly the German parts…. This situation is reported to be disturbing both to Dr. Masaryk and Foreign Minister Eduard Beneš, who is expected to succeed Dr. Masaryk in the presidency, and who also is known as pro-Jewish.”
    

    
     As expected, President Masaryk was replaced by foreign minister Beneš, who won the presidential election in December. Like his predecessor, Beneš was a self-proclaimed democrat 
     and a middle-of-the-road politician, although many opponents saw him merely as one of “the old guards” who were clinging to power. Among his followers, he didn’t inspire much calm or optimism in an uncertain time. Tomáš Masaryk had always been the solid rock, and at school Jan learned a stanza about the nation’s founder and defender:
    

    
     
      Our Old Father
     

     
      your head is grey
     

     
      as long as you are among us
     

     
      all will be well with us
     

     
      our Old Father
     

    

    
     Now, the stanza sounded like a warning.
    

    
     During 1936, Jan’s mother became weaker. The doctor discovered that her blood pressure was far too high, and further evaluation revealed that Bedriska Robitschek was suffering from a serious cardiovascular disorder. The diagnosis only seemed to make her condition worse. The mother he had swum across the Vltava with—the one who felt comfortable in hiking boots on the Giant or Eagle Mountains—transformed rapidly into a frail figure who needed to rest during most of the day.
    

    
     President Masaryk died in September 1937. The Czechs went into mourning, much more so than the Slovaks, most of whom were dissatisfied with the government in Prague. The many Slovaks who had fought for independence included legions of fascists and antisemites, and this fact only encouraged Hitler. Persecution of the Jews continued in Germany, where those targeted found it ever more difficult to run their businesses, either because of boycotts or forced
     takeovers. Jews wanted out of Germany and the Sudetenland, and many sought refuge in Czechoslovakia.
    

    
     At the end of March 1938, a message came from Vienna that antisemitism had struck the life of Jan’s mother’s friend, Steffi Fried. To protect the life of her non-Jewish husband, Steffi was forced into a pro forma divorce as it was the only way her husband could continue his business as a lawyer. However, the fake divorce exposed her to even more danger. In the days surrounding Jan’s fourteenth birthday, Steffi Fried arrived in Prague, along with other Jewish refugees. She immediately sought out the Robitschek family and told them about her escape.
    

    
     “I can still remember the words
     
      Johlende Menschenmenge
      (howling Crowd) that Steffi used to describe the masses’ welcome to the Nazis before they turned against the Jews,” recalls Jan.
    

    
     Hitler’s troops crossed the border into the Alpine country on March 15 and completed the Anschluss (annexation) of Austria to Germany. Although Germany once again defied international agreements, the annexation came as no surprise to the world community. Hitler was Austrian, after all, and the mood in his homeland had pointed early on toward uniting with Germany. Two of Europe’s largest and most important powers, Great Britain and France, did not oppose the Germans’ advances, probably the reason why Steffi Fried feared that Czechoslovakia would become Hitler’s next conquest. After a short time, Bedriska’s friend moved on to her sister in the Netherlands, eventually crossing the Atlantic to the United States. She escaped just in time.
    

    
     Not surprisingly, the events in Austria made the Sudeten Germans even more rabid. Membership in Konrad Henlein’s fascist party only grew, and many supporters took to the streets of the border region demanding to return
     
      “Heim ins Reich!”
     
     
      home to the Reich
     ).
     sent for Henlein, who traveled secretly to Berlin, where Hitler instructed him to press on with new and impossible demands. By provoking the government in Prague, the German leader hoped to create further unrest, perhaps gaining sympathy from the English and French, who had no desire for another world war. Furthermore, part of the outcome after World War I was the principle of people’s right to self-determination. Minorities, for example, could vote for the country where they felt a sense of belonging. Regardless of the reasons for the great powers’ inaction, the unrest over the Sudetenland would ultimately bring Hitler closer to the annexation of Bohemia and Moravia, which included the capital city of Prague (the Slovak part of Czechoslovakia was of less importance to him).
    

    
     Although Konrad Henlein demanded what Hitler had ordered, Czechoslovakian leader Edvard Beneš, as expected, refused the demands. Complying with them would effectively mean that Czechoslovakia would have to cede the Sudetenland, and then other minorities would probably make the same demands. That would splinter the country, thereby weakening it economically, since a large part of profitable industry belonged to the Sudetenland. During this time, Henlein traveled to England, among other countries, to advocate for his people. He encountered a great deal of sympathy, while tensions only grew at home. Everything came to a head in May of 1938. Inaccurate intelligence reports about German troop movements along the border to the Sudetenland put Czechoslovakia on alert. The reserves were called up and people prepared for war.
    

    
     Naturally, the Robitschek family followed the government’s instructions. In the coming days, Jan helped his father glue paper to the windows. They procured gas masks and, in the evenings, darkened the apartment. People seemed fired up:
    

    
     “My father had returned from World War I as a pacifist. I’d never been allowed to own a toy rifle, gun, saber, or soldiers. But he changed his mind completely once the threat from Germany became apparent, and he would have gladly defended the Czechoslovak Republic.”
    

    
     Europe was on the brink of war. The Czechs’ enormous mobilization efforts irritated both the French and the British. Hitler seemed like the reasonable party in the dispute, and throughout the summer the Nazi propaganda machine worked tirelessly to exploit the situation. The whole world heard the story of how the Sudeten Germans lived with repression and persecution under Czech rule. One picture showed a group of mothers from Sudetenland who’d fled to Germany with their newborns, while their brave and self-sacrificing husbands stayed home to mobilize against the Czechoslovakian aggression. In another picture, a grieving family in a German center for refugees from the Sudetenland is giving a statement. All of it had a certain effect. Both the French and British governments concluded that “the Czechoslovakian problem” had to be solved to avoid war. They believed that the government in Prague was the problem.
    

    
     “Peace for Our Time”
    

    
     On the night of September 13, 1938, unrest erupted in the Sudetenland, partially because Hitler, in a speech before his party in Nuremberg, yet again condemned Czechoslovakia’s treatment of the Sudeten Germans. His inflammatory rhetoric set things in motion. Thousands of pro-Germans and Nazis took to the streets in the border region. Many Jews and communists were attacked until the Czech forces succeeded in quelling the troublemakers. The uprising in the Sudetenland lasted two days, costing both soldiers and civilians their lives.
    

    
     Britain’s prime minister, Neville Chamberlain, was convinced that the Czechoslovakian government bore a large part of the responsibility for the unrest because it had been so
     uncompromising. He’d already tried to convince the Czechs of that in August by sending a diplomat on a mission to Prague, but nothing came of it.
    

    
     Now, Chamberlain decided to meet with Hitler. On September 15, the British leader traveled to Berchtesgaden, up to the Berghof, where he met the German Führer, who carried on about Czech aggression and the 300 Sudeten Germans who died during the uprising. That was a blatant exaggeration, but Hitler was able to use the claim to back up his now unequivocal demand that the Sudetenland become part of Germany. In exchange for an assurance that Hitler would not immediately invade the Sudetenland, which would spark fierce fighting, Chamberlain promised to discuss Hitler’s demands with his cabinet.
    

    
     Back in London, the cabinet nodded, and a little later French Prime Minister Édouard Daladier arrived for discussions about the dispute. France was in a bind because, ever since the founding of Czechoslovakia, a close alliance had formed between the two countries. Although Daladier agreed to Hitler’s demands, he made it clear to Chamberlain that Czechoslovakia, at the very least, must be safeguarded against further territorial cessions.
    

    
     The British prime minister flew yet again to Germany to meet with Hitler. However, the situation had changed in the interim, proclaimed the German Führer, who now also demanded that Poland should get a piece of Czechoslovakia, as should Hungary, and that the Slovaks must be granted self-governance. All these new demands shocked and angered Chamberlain, but Hitler, who remained adamant, issued an ultimatum: Germany would enter the Sudetenland on October 1, unless Czechoslovakia cleared out. Great Britain and France said no to Hitler, and the government in Prague mobilized yet again. It seemed inevitable that war would break out.
    

    
     People were also preparing for war in Great Britain. The army and navy were put on alert; in Hyde Park, residents dug primitive bomb shelters; and Chamberlain’s wife knelt in
     Westminster Abbey and prayed for the nation. At what seemed like the eleventh hour, Chamberlain’s phone rang.
    

    
     Negotiations lasted about 13 hours when Hitler, Chamberlain, Daladier, and Mussolini met in Munich on September 29, 1938, to solve the “Czechoslovakian problem.” Mussolini had convinced Hitler to meet and give peace one last chance, but the solution still had to be Hitler’s. The German Führer refused to budge on the demands he made during Chamberlain’s second visit to Germany. Everyone agreed that this plan—with a few additions—must be adopted.
    

    
     The most important nation of all was not even invited to participate in the negotiations. Only a few Czech observers were present in the corridors, and early in the morning of September 30, they had the text of the agreement read aloud to them. One of the observers asked when the four major powers wanted to receive an answer from the government in Prague. The response was that no answer was expected. The agreement was valid.
    

    
     Prague received the news via telephone. Beneš’s private secretary had to interrupt the president during his morning bath, where he received what seemed like a decree: evacuate the Sudetenland and find a solution to the Polish and Hungarian demands. Beneš knew exactly what to call the Munich Agreement: “A betrayal. Unbelievable. They think they can save themselves from war and revolution at our expense. They’re mistaken.”
    

    
     As Beneš drove through Prague to reach the seat of government, he saw people crying in the streets. News had gotten out. The day was spent in meetings where officers presented different military scenarios and politicians from the parties in parliament offered their opinions. The leader of the Communists, Klement Gottwald, advocated for war, but in the end such a solution would cost too many lives and was unlikely to change the Munich Agreement. There was nothing to do. Czechoslovakia’s government had to capitulate.
    

    
     “It isn’t Hitler we’ll be conquered by,” President Beneš told members of his cabinet, “it’s our friends.”
    

    
     A little later that day, Neville Chamberlain landed in rough weather and pouring rain in London. Still, that didn’t alter the mood of all the people who showed up or Chamberlain. Smiling, he stepped out of the British Airways flight and held up a piece of paper with his and Hitler’s signatures—proof of peace, flapping in the wind. In addition to the Munich Agreement, an extra agreement was reached wherein the two European powers declared their intention never to go to war again. Afterwards, he claimed that the “Czechoslovakian problem” had been solved.
    

    
     The prime minister continued to Buckingham Palace and along the way enjoyed the thousands of British who’d taken up positions along his route to see the man who had saved them and the world from yet another all-encompassing bloodbath. In the palace, the king heard a first-hand account before he invited Chamberlain and his wife out onto the balcony, where the royal couple, in a rare gesture, took a step back, letting the man of the day receive the people’s boisterous tribute.
    

    
     Chamberlain’s triumphant procession ended late that evening at 10 Downing Street, where a jubilant, singing crowd waited for “Good old Neville, a jolly good fellow.” The prime minister stuck his head out from the second floor and greeted the happy throng with his presumption that the Munich Agreement secured “peace for our time.” He ended his big day with a request for his relieved compatriots: “Go home and get a nice, quiet sleep.”
    

    
     Evacuation of the Sudetenland began in October of 1938. Important steel and textile industries fell into Hitler’s hands and, to make matters worse, Czechoslovakia was now defenseless. With tears in their eyes, soldiers left their bunkers along the new line of defense that bordered Germany—a line that four men in Munich had dissolved with the stroke of a pen.
    

    
     Reports came into Prague of a few scattered protests against the Germans. The defense was reduced to a few stubborn Czechs who lay down in the roads to delay the German military columns. Facing almost no resistance, Germany’s troops took the area as liberators and expanded their
     
      Lebensraum.
     Shouting
     
      “Sieg-heil,”
      Sudeten Germans cried with joy, cheered, and waved small swastika flags. At the same time, thousands of Jews and anti-fascists fled across the border to what was left of Czechoslovakia. For them, it had become harder and harder to find safety or a place to live.
    

    
     President Beneš decided to step down. He signed his resignation letter and fled west into exile with his wife. Oddly enough, they wound up in London, where the government had played its part in the tragedy. The leader of the Communists, Klement Gottwald, and his most trusted man, Rudolf Slánský, also escaped, but they fled in the opposite direction. Slánský was not only threatened because of his political affiliation, but also because of his background: he was Jewish. The two Communists and their families joined other prominent exiled Communists, all of whom received shelter at the Hotel Lux in Moscow. Many German Communists who had fled Hitler’s regime were living there. Ironically, they would become victims of Stalin’s paranoia about spies in his own ranks. They had to face harsh interrogations, and many were sent to labor camps. Gottwald and Slánský were not affected by Stalin’s terror, however, at least not yet.
    

    
     Within a short time, Czechoslovakia changed dramatically. The country shrank considerably in size and population, and many political changes also occurred. The Slovaks demanded expanded self-governance; their fascist parties took advantage of the tailwinds to pressure the government in Prague and to target Jews and communists. The young democracy, which the Germans derided as a “mosaic country” because of its varied ethnic and religious 
     groups, quickly disintegrated. It was only a matter of time before Hitler would make the final move.
    

    
     On March 14, 1939, Beneš’s successor, Emil Hácha, received an audience with Hitler in Berlin. The aging Hácha appeared frail and nervous as he entered the high-ceilinged room, where the Führer, the corpulent Commander in Chief of the Luftwaffe Hermann Göring, the Foreign Minister Joachim von Ribbentrop, and the Head of the German Armed Forces Wilhelm Keitel were all present. The Czech president tried to convince the Führer to leave what was left of Czechoslovakia alone. Hitler agreed to do that, but only as a protectorate under Germany, which meant it was effectively a part of the Nazi empire. In his brusque tone, Hitler informed Hácha that German troops were already marching along the border which they would cross within a few hours. Göring also pulled the shocked Czech president aside and quietly suggested that he should simply acquiesce, unless he wanted to see the golden city of Prague fall during a monumental air raid. Emil Hácha fainted.
    

    
     On the morning of March 15, 1939, many citizens, including the Robitscheks, sat by their radio far longer than they usually would. Everyone followed the speaker’s updates. German troops had driven across the border at 4:30 a.m. They were currently on their way through the Sudetenland and would likely reach Prague within the next few hours. People were told to remain calm. Hácha’s proclamation was read aloud:
    

    
     “After a long conversation with the Chancellor, and having considered the situation, I have decided confidently to place the Czechoslovakian nation’s destiny in the hands of the Führer and the German nation.”
    

    
     The radio station, which remained under Czech control for a few more hours, loyally relayed Hácha’s appeal to the country’s citizens to go to work, go to school, and do what you normally do.
    

    
     “And we go on, like a horse,” observed Hugo Robitschek—a horse with blinders, in its harness, pulling a heavy load, that pushes on, despite what is happening around it.
    

    
     The weather that morning was bitterly cold. Gusty winds stirred up snow showers as slush built up beneath tires, streetcars, and boots. Apparently, many people defied the appeals and took to the city center, but not a 14-year-old boy with red hair and freckles. Jan went to school, just as he always did, but not for much longer.
    

   
   
    
     Friends in Need
    

    
     Prague, Spring 1939
    

    
     Wherever he went, he had to stand in long lines. Hugo Robitschek tried anyway, since thousands of others had succeeded. As months passed, however, the possibilities of a legal escape dwindled, while the demand for visas only increased. Jan, now 15, discovered that life went on, but in a muted way. The Nazis in Prague and his mother’s illness weighed on everything. It didn’t get any better when his father’s attempt at procuring visas to Central or South America failed once and for all.
    

    
     Ever since Hitler succeeded in annexing the Sudetenland in the autumn of 1938, the front offices of many foreign embassies had been filled with Jewish citizens. That anxiety only grew when it became clear on March 15, 1939, that the remnants of Czechoslovakia now belonged to Hitler’s Reich as a protectorate. The so-called protection applied to the regions of Bohemia and 
     Moravia, including Prague, while Slovakia was given autonomy under a fascist leadership. For the more than 300,000 Jews who lived in what was left of Masaryk’s destroyed nation, it was anything but protection.
    

    
     When Hugo Robitschek realized that he couldn’t procure visas for his whole family, he started to investigate how he could send Jan and Helga to safety. Their best hope was some wealthy relatives in England, but they refused to take in the children from Prague. One of Jan’s cousins was more fortunate. She became one of a group of Jewish children that the English businessman Nicolas Winton was determined to save. In all, he placed 669 Jewish children with English families. Winton’s efforts were invaluable, but he wasn’t the only one to offer help. Ever since Kristallnacht in Germany, Austria, and the Sudetenland on November 9, 1938—when the Nazis spent an entire night attacking Jewish businesses and synagogues and murdering 91 Jews—congregations in several Western European countries had managed to get thousands of children out of Germany and Austria. After Hitler’s annexation of Bohemia and Moravia, many Czech children were also able to escape in what came to be known as
     
      Kindertransporte.
     Most ended up in England, but many foster families in France, Belgium, Denmark, and Sweden opened their homes to children with Jewish backgrounds. Most of these children would never see their parents again—and that was also true for Jan’s cousin.
    

    
     After Germany’s attack on Poland in September of 1939, and the ensuing outbreak of a new world war, the last escape hatches for refugees gradually closed for adults as well as for children. Like hundreds of thousands of other Jews, the Robitschek family had to remain within the protectorate. Everyday life as they knew it would never be the same.
    

    
     In all the years Jan and Helga attended school, there were only a few times they felt like outcasts and always for the same reason: their flaming red hair and freckles. From time to time,
     their appearance elicited exclamations from the others and, on rare occasions, the strange reaction of someone spitting into their own sleeve. It was an ancient superstition that the sight of a red-haired person might bring good luck. All of that was unpleasant, but absolutely nothing like the ostracism they noticed in the autumn of 1940. Their daily lives took a noticeable turn at this point. The Nazi racial policy meant that children of Jewish extraction could not receive an education in public schools. The ban came as no surprise. Ever since the German invasion, Jews in the protectorate had been inundated with decrees, bans, and injunctions.
    

    
     By March 16, 1939, the day of the annexation, Jews were prohibited from functioning as lawyers, schoolteachers, engineers, or civil servants. The curfews arrived a little later, preventing Jews from being out in public after 8:00 p.m. That ban was later expanded to include being in restaurants unless special rooms had been set up for Jews. Public museums, parks, and swimming pools were ordered to put up signs forbidding access to the Protectorate’s sub-humans.
    

    
     Jews received a constant barrage of absurd decrees. They couldn’t keep pigeons, and all ski equipment and radio devices were confiscated. The ban applied to being on ships sailing the Vltava, and then there was another ban on staying in sleeping and dining cars on trains. A low threshold was also set for how much money Jews could withdraw per week. The situation became even worse when the Nazis ordered the Jewish congregation in Prague to notify members that their savings were to be deposited, while silver and gold reserves had to be sold at a bargain price to a newly established administration dealing specifically with confiscated Jewish possessions and property. Rules were made for when Jews could shop and where and what few goods would be available to them. In summer 1940, they were ordered to make sure that any identifying papers were marked with a
     
      J.
     The labeling of Jews had been used as far back as the
     caliphate period and in the Middle Ages, but the Nazis took the ostracism to new extremes. Even talking to Jews could trigger scorn or punishment. Still, some people made a point of greeting Jan and his family, while other friends would sneak by for a visit.
    

    
     When Hugo Robitschek had to have a serious conversation with his son, it usually occurred on the balcony. While they were out there one day in 1940, Hugo let down his defenses and told his son how things looked:
    

    
     “Hitler will lose the war, but he will succeed in killing the Jews.”
    

    
     Jan was never certain whether the Nazi threat meant that his father would once again embrace his Jewish background. First and foremost, for Hugo, it was a matter of erasing all traces of anything German and professing his Czech background. He believed, for example, that as soon as the war ended, he’d be able to replace his German-sounding surname, Robitschek, with the Czech version, Rocek. Jan’s mother, in contrast, discovered a fragile sense of security in religion. When Jan asked her one day why, unlike his father, she hadn’t left her Jewish congregation, Bedriska answered firmly that at a time when Jews were being persecuted, you needed stay with your own and pull closer together, which in one way happened all on its own.
    

    
     The Nazis’ persistent efforts to separate Jews from the non-Jewish population left leaders of the congregation in Prague with difficult tasks. People were pushed out of their apartments and houses to make room for German Nazis or even Czechs who needed bigger homes. Targeted families had to move to the area around the old Jewish quarter, where they were crammed together in apartments that had previously housed a single family. The ban on public education for Jews also meant that they had to gather in working communities or in private courses set up by the congregation.
    

    
     In the mornings, Jan started to take the train with his father and uncle (staying in the car they, as Jews, had to ride in). After some time, Hugo procured work for his son with one of the factory’s large customers, Mr. Kleinhampel, who produced metal cabinets for doctors and dentists. Jan didn’t care for the position, not because of all the manual labor, but because he wasn’t accustomed to the notably different environment at work. After living a relatively sheltered existence, the 16-year-old was now toiling in a workshop with rough workers. Although the change caused him problems, he had no choice but to remain at his lathe. He dragged himself to the job day after day, not knowing that the experience would later prove crucial for his survival.
    

    
     Chemistry Dreams
    

    
     In the middle of this daily grind working with metals, Jan started dreaming about his old schoolbooks. Because Jews weren’t allowed to receive an education, any dream about schooling had to remain just that, a dream. However, a series of detours could turn the dream into a reality. As part of their re-education, Jews could organize their own series of courses, enabling academics and school students to carry out practical work.
    

    
     In that connection, a chemistry course opened, and Jan was admitted. It suited both him and his father perfectly, as Hugo had already planned for his son to take over the lacquer and paint factory sometime in the uncertain future. The course, intended to train students for manual lab work, proved to be a rare academic sanctuary where students could immerse themselves in science. Although the laboratory had been set up in a shabby little apartment, the teachers were among the best
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
     
     
     
     
    

    
     
     
    

    
     
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
     
     
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

   
   
    
    

    
    

    
     
     
     
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
     
     

     
     

     
     

     
     

    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
     
     
     
    

    
    

    
     
     
    

    
     
     
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
     
     
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
     
     
    

   
   
    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
     
     
     
     
    

    
     
     
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
     
     
    

    
     
     
     
     
     
     
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

   
   
    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
     
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

    
    

   
   
    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
     
    

    
    

   
  
 




    Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy Escape.

    Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu.
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