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For Rosemary





If we can speak about the Central European intellectual at all … it is because of the personality of Arthur Koestler. His Jewish-Hungaro-Czech origins are a sort of advance warning that explains all his researches and his ambiguity: from Judaism to the theory of assimilation, from Marxism to the absolute negation of communism, from the flirtation with eastern spiritualism to its demystification, from faith in science to doubt of all “closed systems of thought,” and from the search for the absolute to serene resignation in the face of man’s critical aptitudes. Koestler’s intellectual adventure, through to his ultimate choice, is unique even within the most broadly defined borders of Europe. It contains the potential biography of every Central European intellectual—in its radical realization.

—DANILO KIŠ

There are men and women who, in addition to having special gifts, seem to embody the times in which they live. Somehow their biographies take on and make more visible to the rest of us the shape and meaning of the age. Even if Arthur Koestler had not been a significant writer and publicist, future historians would be fascinated by his career. It touches, with uncanny precision, on the hopes and nightmares, on the places and events, which have given the twentieth century its flavor.

—GEORGE STEINER
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PROLOGUE



Men are convinced of your arguments, your sincerity, and the seriousness of your efforts only by your death.

—ALBERT CAMUS



ON TUESDAY, MARCH 1, 1983, Arthur Koestler and his wife, Cynthia, entered their sitting room at 8 Montpelier Square, London, sat down facing each other, he in his favorite leather armchair, she on the couch, and poured themselves their usual drink before dinner. Arthur’s was his favorite brandy, Cynthia’s was scotch. The only difference between this and a thousand similar evenings was the presence on a small table between them of a bottle of wine, a large bottle of Tuinal sleeping tablets, a jar of honey, and some extra wineglasses. Arthur and Cynthia swallowed about half the tablets each, washed them down with wine and honey, then sipped their brandy and scotch. Within half an hour or so they were unconscious, within an hour completely dead, and they remained there, fully clothed, for a day and a half, until their Brazilian maid came to clean the house on Thursday morning.

The suicide was meticulously planned and carried out without a hitch. Several months beforehand Koestler had prepared a handwritten letter. “The purpose of this note is to make it unmistakeably [sic] clear that I intend to commit suicide by taking an overdose of drugs without the knowledge or aid of any other person. The drugs have been legally obtained and hoarded over a considerable period.” The immediate reason for his decision was illness. He was suffering from both Parkinson’s disease and what he called “the slow-killing variety of leukemia.” He had lived with Parkinson’s for about seven years already, but leukemia was the last straw. “I kept the latter a secret even from intimate friends to save them distress. After a more or less steady physical decline over the last years, the process has now reached an acute state with added complications which make it advisable to seek self-deliverance now, before I become technically incapable of making the necessary arrangements.”

“Self-deliverance” was an interesting term for Koestler to use. It echoed the Freitod (literally “free death”) of his native language, German, with quite different connotations than its grisly synonym Selbstmord (“self-murder”) or the more clinical Suizid (“suicide”). It was a form of death with which he was more than familiar, as a Central European Jew who had grown up in the shadow of anti-Semitism and the rise of fascism. Self-deliverance was also the term favored by the Voluntary Euthanasia Society, of which Koestler was vice president, and he had long ago made it clear that he would kill himself rather than suffer a lingering death. In a preface to the society’s controversial Guide to Self-Deliverance he had written: “An unknown country to which the only access leads through a torture chamber is frightening…. The prospect of falling asleep is not only soothing but can make it positively desirable to quit this pain-racked mortal frame and become unborn again.” Noting that animals enter the world and leave it again presumably without pain, he had added: “The conclusion is inescapable. We need midwives to aid us to be born—or at least the assurance that such aid is available. Euthanasia, like obstetrics, is the natural corrective to a biological handicap.”

He had not chosen self-deliverance lightly. The variety of leukemia he suffered from, chronic lymphocytic leukemia, was slow acting, and even in combination with Parkinson’s was not necessarily lethal, and he had waited eight months after his diagnosis before deciding on the final step. He probably made up his mind for good on Sunday, February 27. Koestler hated Sundays. He was fond of quoting Dostoyevsky: “Even if you are in the deepest dungeon, you always know when it is a Sunday.” But the true decision had been made long before, of course.

It was characteristic of Koestler to seek the kind of control over his death that had eluded him in managing his chaotic and crowded life, yet if we regard this death as unavoidably a public act, he failed in one crucial respect, for there was the no small matter of Cynthia. More than twenty years younger than Koestler and in perfect health, Cynthia had no objective reason to die, and so far as we can tell, the decision was not the result of impulse or sudden despair. In a postscript to Koestler’s suicide note, she wrote: “I fear both death and the act of dying that lies ahead of us…. However, I cannot live without Arthur, despite certain inner resources. Double suicide has never appealed to me; but now Arthur’s incurable diseases have reached a stage where there is nothing else to do. Cynthia Koestler.”

Double suicide is a rare and titillating event. One has to go back to a slightly older Central European Jewish writer, Stefan Zweig, and his younger wife, in 1942, for a precedent, and that too was regarded as unnatural and shocking. Cynthia’s death at the comparably young age of fifty-five startled friends and strangers alike. The popular press had a field day: “Author and Wife Found Dead;” “Koestlers in Suicide Pact;” “Anti-Red Crusader and Wife in Suicide Pact;” “Wife’s Tragic Devotion.” It was a sensational end to a life that had already seen more than its share of drama, yet there was a certain aptness to it. For Koestler had lived almost all his life in the public eye, amid the glare of publicity, and was no stranger to the scent of scandal that followed him beyond the grave.

PROVOCATION AND CONTROVERSY were meat and drink to Koestler, elements of a tumultuous life in which he rarely experienced peace or quiet. His pugnacious personality was a lightning rod for strong feelings and extreme opinions, and he reveled in the notoriety they brought him. Like many short men (barely five foot six in his stocking feet), he was incorrigibly competitive and relentlessly combative, quick to take offense and slow to forgive. Hungarian in his temper, German in his industry, Jewish in his intellectual ambition, he was never comfortable in his own skin, doomed to oscillate between arrogance and humility, like one of those mercurial Russians in the novels of Dostoyevsky, whom Koestler so admired and wished to emulate.

But there was another side to Koestler that few beyond his immediate circle got to see, an undisguised vulnerability and painful honesty, a self-conscious shyness and morbid sensitivity, that combined with his boyish exuberance and devil-may-care daring made him a magnet for innumerable women. Mamaine Paget, his second wife, found the combination of his fiery, un-English temperament and extraordinary attentiveness irresistible. To the English novelist Elizabeth Jane Howard, who lived with him for a while, he was a noble goblin, addicted to childish jokes, with a “continuous, crackling, almost irritable energy” that made you feel that if you touched him “you would get an electric shock.” Several of the women he was passionately involved with remained his friends for life, and Cynthia, his third wife, demonstrated her devotion in the most dramatic way possible when she chose to die with him. But his chronic promiscuity led other women to detest him, and long after his death he was accused of having once committed rape.

What made Koestler so exhilarating and often so difficult to be around was a form of manic depression that caused him to alternate between demonic glee, with an inflated sense of his own importance, and gloomy humility, powered by chronic self-doubt. He could be reckless and impatient at one moment, totally incapable of controlling his volatile temper, yet generous and tender the next. It’s no wonder he tended to think and write in terms of binaries and antitheses: yogi and commissar, arrival and departure, insight and outlook, lotus and robot. Alcohol (bolstered by Benzedrine and other pep pills) was his drug of choice, rescuing him again and again from the ravages of recurring feelings of inferiority while deepening his dilemmas and getting him into even more trouble.

Despite his urge to be a Casanova, Koestler just as often preferred the company of men, especially those, such as Dylan Thomas, Henry Green, Albert Camus, and Jean-Paul Sartre, who shared his disregard for bourgeois niceties. More conventional friends secretly envied or despised his drinking and womanizing, according to temperament, and welcomed or resented his forensic skills, depending on task. In Britain, John Strachey found Koestler “unpardonably brilliant,” Michael Foot called him the “most pulverizing arguer I have ever met, bar none,” and George Orwell regarded him as a staunch ideological friend and loyal ally. In America, he was admired by Mary McCarthy, James Burnham, and Philip Rahv, among others, for his political penetration and dialectical brilliance. Camus described him as “a man of substance” who could be relied upon through thick and thin, and Raymond Aron called Koestler the “greatest of the engaged intellectuals” of the twentieth century.

What these admirers understood was that for Koestler, ideas were never just intellectual playthings but part of his life’s blood, more palpable to him than most of the humans around him. His intellectual nerve endings were so finely tuned that he experienced the onset of fresh ideas like orgasms, and mourned their passing as the end of treasured love affairs. He lived for ideas and was ready to die for them, as he showed when incarcerated in a Spanish jail and a French concentration camp, and he insisted on following the logic of his inspirations wherever they led him—which late in life was to some extremely odd places, including a belief in the possibilities of extrasensory perception and the powers of parapsychology.

Born in Hungary, Koestler fled with his family after World War I to Vienna, where he spent his adolescence. After his student years he moved to Palestine and then to Western Europe, and lived for periods of time in France, the Soviet Union, and the United States, “perpetually in search of a country,” in Malraux’s words, before settling uneasily in England. He was a chameleon, a vagabond, and a pilgrim, constantly changing and reinventing himself, inhaling, as it were, the essence of each place he stayed in, while remaining perpetually alien to his surroundings. Never fully Hungarian, not quite Austrian or German, a Jew who had turned away from Judaism, incapable of being French, definitely not an Englishman, and unwilling to accommodate himself even to the melting pot of multicultural America, he wandered the earth like a modern Quixote in search of a spiritual homeland. As a writer he changed languages not once (like Conrad) but twice, first from Hungarian to German, which he continued to write in until the age of thirty-five, and then from German to English. Knowing so many countries so intimately, he was never parochial or narrow-minded. He understood the complex interplay among psychology, culture, and religion and between competing national interests and political systems as few writers before him or since, and despite his Cassandra-like pessimism, he never abandoned his quest for a better life for mankind.

DURING HIS LONG LIFE Koestler investigated a multitude of political movements, religions, and scientific disciplines, from Zionism to Catholicism and even Buddhism, from anti-fascism to communism and anti-communism, from astronomy and evolution to neurobiology and parapsychology. His literary and political odyssey spawned more than thirty books, among them six novels, four autobiographies, four scientific treatises, four volumes of essays, three nonfiction investigations, and innumerable newspaper articles. And yet the sheer bulk and variety of this output, not to speak of its inevitable unevenness, raise questions about its quality and relevance, for in one sense Koestler simply wrote too much, in too many genres. As a journalist, novelist, essayist, autobiographer, and writer of scientific speculations, as all of which he excelled at one time or another, he’s impossible to classify or pigeonhole—and it’s hard to fit him into the conventional college courses that guarantee a writer some portion of popularity. In consequence his reputation has worn more badly than it should have, so that the contemporary biographer has to face the question: Why read Koestler now?

The obvious answer is that Koestler’s justly famous second novel, Darkness at Noon, which has never gone out of print since its first appearance in 1940, is still prized as one of the great books of the twentieth century. In that deeply political and philosophical novel, inspired by the puzzling success of Stalin’s show trials of the 1930s, Koestler examined the key problem at the heart of communist and all revolutionary ideology, that of the conflict between individual responsibility and historical necessity and between ends and means, and he enacted the symbolic execution of his former self as a punishment for his sins as a party member. It is a novel of ideas and psychological tension, partaking of the nightmare vision of modernists as varied as Dostoyevsky, Conrad, Kafka, Camus, and Thomas Pynchon, and remains Koestler’s literary masterpiece. Together with several essays published in The Yogi and the Commissar, The God That Failed, and The Trail of the Dinosaur, it also constitutes Koestler’s principal contribution to political thought, forming one of the most imaginative and coherently argued indictments of totalitarian ideology and practice available to western readers.

But that’s far from all. Although Koestler has often been tagged as an example of that phenomenon he so dreaded and rejected all his life, the one-book wonder, and although other novels like The Gladiators, Arrival and Departure, Thieves in the Night, and The Age of Longing seem rather dated now, each has passages of imaginative power and intellectual brilliance. The same can be said of the best of his provocative science books, The Sleepwalkers, The Act of Creation, and The Ghost in the Machine, to which Koestler brought both a storyteller’s eloquence and his characteristic activism, for his urge there, as in all his fiction and nonfiction, is not just to describe the world, but also to change it.

However, the work that guarantees Koestler’s continuing importance (besides Darkness at Noon) is his literary nonfiction—five autobiographical works and the best of the essays. Alongside Orwell in Britain in the 1940s and early ‘50s, he poured forth a stream of inspired commentary on some of the most acute social and political issues of the day, and was initially more prescient than Orwell about the totalitarian forces shaping the modern world. Of the autobiographies, Koestler’s first work in this genre, and in some respects his best, was Dialogue with Death, a piercing memoir about his imprisonment and near execution in civil-war Spain. (Sartre greeted the book as an early example of existentialism.) This was followed three years later by Scum of the Earth, a documentary memoir of his incarceration in a French concentration camp and escape from the invading Germans on the eve of World War II, and also a requiem for the anti-fascist left between the two world wars. “Memoirs of a Tightrope Walker,” the lead essay in The God That Failed, analyzed with unrivaled dialectical verve and penetration his seduction by communism and subsequent disillusionment.

His most ambitious works in this genre were two volumes of straight autobiography, Arrow in the Blue and The Invisible Writing, in which Koestler fashioned a new paradigm for the genre, treating his life and experiences as a prism through which to examine the extraordinary struggle of mid-twentieth-century intellectuals to comprehend (and survive) two world wars, the Great Depression, and the rise of two seemingly irresistible totalitarian movements, fascism and communism. His response to those movements and their value systems took the form of a lifelong interrogation of the problem of individual freedom and the ethics of choice, and the conflict between collective necessity and individual morality, often summarized as the battle between ends and means.

KOESTLER WAS A ROMANTIC whose quixotic hopes that some variant of the utopian dream might lead to happiness on earth were constantly being shadowed and undercut by a pessimistic acknowledgment of the realities of human nature. He was also a gambler and a provocateur, taking physical and intellectual risks that led him to exciting and dangerous places, and sometimes to important insights ahead of his time. He was a Zionist in Palestine when it was extremely unfashionable to be a Zionist, and an anti-Zionist when Zionism was in its prime. He was a communist before communism became à la mode for western progressives, and an anticommunist at the flood tide of communist popularity during World War II. Later he was in favor of the Cold War and against McCarthyism; he was against capital punishment and in favor of euthanasia; and he wasn’t afraid to attack the fortress of neo-Darwinism and defend the shaky premises of parapsychology when the intellectual consensus was overwhelmingly against him.

In the words of a French biographer, Koestler was inveterately “a man against,” at his best when challenging truisms, opposing received opinion, and exploring new frontiers, at his worst when pontificating on the obvious. He was often foolish and occasionally cheap, but rarely dishonest and never dull, and the flash of his intellect flickers brilliantly over his best pages.

Late in life, in a burst of self-deprecation, Koestler once referred to himself as the “Casanova of causes,” hinting that while his causes were passionately embraced and worthy of devotion, the act of serving them was psychologically as important as the causes themselves. A close reading of his letters, diaries, and books confirms that view, for Koestler’s quest for enlightenment was not some arid, abstract sort of search, but a deep instinctual urge, powered by personal unhappiness and psychological frustration, which started early in his life and continued to the very end of his days. This is not to devalue its results, which are there for all to see in his books, but it was the cause of causes lurking behind every other cause Koestler espoused and everything he wrote, emblematic of the twentieth century’s own flailings in its search for a workable form of utopia. Koestler was bound to fail in his quest, of course, but the quest itself was the point.
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KOESTLER FAMILY TREE






PART ONE

A LONG
APPRENTICESHIP

The Author as Journalist
(1905–1936)           


CHAPTER ONE
BEGINNINGS


A novelist is someone who hates his mother.

—GEORGES SIMENON



WHEN KOESTLER CAME to write the first volume of his autobiography, Arrow in the Blue, he began by casting his “secular horoscope.” He took a copy of the London Times published on September 6, 1905 (one day after his birthday), and studied its contents to discover what “influences” might have been at work on the global environment into which he was born. Skimming the advertisements and some minor news stories of the day, his eye came to rest on two weightier items: “Fierce Fighting in the Caucasus,” about an anti-Jewish pogrom in Baku and the forcible suppression of a strike; and “Disturbances at Kishineff,” describing an attack on Russian workmen and Jews attending the funeral of a murdered woman.

The Russian workers’ movement and the impending revolution of 1905 were both gathering steam at the time of Koestler’s birth, and the situation of the Jews was implicated in both. Equally fascinating to Koestler was a Times editorial on the Treaty of Portsmouth between the Russian tsar and the emperor of Japan to end the Russo-Japanese War. The editorial extolled the virtues of the victorious Japanese, their “subordination of the individual to the tribe and the state,” and their “monastic discipline,” which it contrasted with the “excessive individualism” of the West. For Koestler, who had yet to make his own visit to Japan, the editorial had a sinister ring: “The clock that struck the hour of my birth also announced the end of the era of liberalism and individualism, of that harshly competitive and yet easy-going civilization which had succeeded in reconciling, thanks to a unique kindly-callous compromise, the slogan of ‘survival of the fittest’ with that of ‘laissez faire, laissez aller.’” After listing some luminaries active in science and culture (Einstein, Freud, Tolstoy, Kipling, Cézanne, and Matisse among others), he concluded pessimistically: “I was born at the moment when the sun was setting on the Age of Reason.”1

The horoscope was a trick, of course. Looking back, Koestler picked out the events that suited him and arranged them to fit what he conceived to be the essential pattern of his life, yet for his biographer it has its uses. Strikes, pogroms, anti-Semitism, wars, the rise of the “first modern totalitarian state,” and the decline of liberal humanism—as well as striking achievements in science and the arts—all were to spark his creativity in the course of his life, while the decline of the Age of Reason became an obsession of his later years. Just as important as the subjects was the nature of the selections he made. Everything Koestler found worthy of inclusion in his horoscope was external, public, social, political. There was nothing inward or intimate in that list, little to hint at the complex psychological life and excruciating personal struggles of the person writing it.

It wasn’t that Koestler considered such things irrelevant. Later he paused to consider the two main motives for writing autobiographies, “the Chronicler’s urge” and the “Ecce homo [behold the man] motive,” both intended to transcend the isolation of the self. The chronicler stressed external events, the contemplative stressed internal processes. A good autobiography needed both. Koestler admitted that though he had once vowed to write an intimate autobiography in the tradition of Rousseau and Cellini, he had shrunk from the “process of self-immolation” that their confessions had entailed. Acknowledging the tortured nature of his own psyche, he declined to investigate it closely, preferring not to look too deeply into the convoluted contours of his mind and motives. It was not uniqueness that Koestler sought in his self-examination but universality, confirmed by his description of the two volumes of his autobiography as “the typical case history of a member of the Central-European educated middle classes, born in the first years of our century.”2

KOESTLER WAS WRITING in a tradition of autobiography that he adapted and improved upon to suit his particular purposes, and that has been all but superseded by the tell-all memoir of our own day, but he didn’t ignore his emotional life altogether, particularly when it came to his childhood. Though his narrative is sparse, he lets his guard down freely in places, for, under Freud’s influence, he came to regard his childhood experiences as the source of his later unhappiness.

A striking example occurs in the opening of chapter four, where Koestler arrives at the moment of his birth. “I was born in the eighth year of my parents’ marriage,” he writes, “their first and only child, when my mother was thirty five. Everything seems to have gone wrong with my birth: I weighed over ten pounds; my mother’s labor lasted two days and almost killed her. The whole unsavory Freudian Olympus, from Oedipus Rex to Orestes, stood watch at my cradle.” Oedipus, be it noted, slept with his mother, and Orestes murdered his, a fair indication of Koestler’s conflicted emotions, so perhaps it’s not surprising he got the details wrong. He was born in the sixth year of his parents’ marriage, not the eighth, and his mother was thirty-four, not thirty-five. Neither error is significant in itself. What is interesting is that Koestler’s mother was alive and well at the time he wrote his autobiography, but he couldn’t bring himself to consult her. He found it extremely hard to write about his childhood at all, and dreaded her reaction. “The awareness that she is going to read this passage in print has the same paralyzing effect which prevented me as a child from keeping a diary—knowing that wherever I hid it, it would be found and read by her.”3

Adele Koestler was eighty and Koestler forty-six when he wrote this, but he still feared her every bit as much as in childhood. Her mother love, according to him, was “excessive, possessive and capricious,” partly because he was a late and only child, but also because she was plagued by ill health and the extreme changes of mood it brought in its wake. Her loving tenderness would give way to violent outbursts of temper, and vice versa. The son claimed he was traumatized. Tossed constantly from “the emotional climate of the tropics to the arctic and back again,” he developed an early conviction of personal guilt and shame that never left him. The very chapter in which Koestler recounts his childhood is called “The Tree of Guilt.”

It’s hard to say how just this is, or when Koestler started to blame his mother for his later miseries. His few childhood letters to her that have survived are conventionally effusive and adoring, but there are very few from her to him, and her frequent absences from home suggest that she was indeed a cold, egotistical, and selfish person, whom he held responsible for his own mood swings, inferiority complex, rootlessness, and obsessive search for nirvana in the arms of countless women. It has been said of Ingmar Bergman that all his relationships with women were built on a desperate craving for mother love, and the same seems to have been true of Koestler. Daphne Henrion, who lived with Koestler for some years and translated Darkness at Noon, said that Koestler thought of his discarded mistresses the way he thought about his mother, and invariably recoiled once he was done with them. Throughout his adult life he remained uniformly hostile to Adele and rarely consented to visit her, though she lived in a boardinghouse for “Jewish Ladies” (for which he paid) only a few miles from his house in London and survived, as if to spite him, to the ripe old age of ninety-nine. Her existence was kept a close secret from all but his most intimate friends, and when she died, he downed several stiff brandies before attending her funeral, accompanied only by his agent’s secretary.4

Koestler’s father, Henrik, was a different story. Henrik was a businessman in the clothing trade, whom Koestler recalled as “energetic and quick in his movements, impeccably dressed, unfailingly optimistic in business matters and hard-working.” Henrik had a gambler’s instincts and a weakness for get-rich-quick schemes that often got him into trouble, but until the Depression was always able to recover himself. As a child Arthur barely knew him. He thought of him as a remote but kindly figure who “loved me tenderly and shyly from a distance” but with whom he never had an intimate conversation in his entire life. Koestler had little of his father’s optimism, but he inherited his work ethic, his gambler’s willingness to take risks, and his miraculous ability to land on his feet.5

IN HIS AUTOBIOGRAPHY Koestler paints a humorous picture of his family as a bunch of parvenus who came out of nowhere, flourished briefly in Vienna and Budapest in the early years of the twentieth century, and were destined to vanish, either as victims of the Holocaust or through emigration and exile (since he was an only son and childless, he thought of himself as the last of his line). There is some truth to this picture, but it also helped to conceal some details that Koestler preferred not to reveal. For example, he said his paternal grandfather, Leopold Kősztler, had been a Russian Social Revolutionary who escaped to Hungary during the Crimean War, perhaps after absconding from the Russian army. This story speaks to Koestler’s love of Russia and has been accepted by everyone who writes about him, but the fact is that revolutionary movements didn’t come into existence in Russia until several years after the Crimean War, and the Social Revolutionaries didn’t appear on the scene until three decades later. Koestler was abetted in his legend by the fact that Hungary and his few surviving relatives were locked behind the Iron Curtain when he wrote about them (and, to be fair, out of reach for any research of his own).6

A moldering register of births, marriages, and deaths in the neglected synagogue of the eastern Hungarian town of Miskolc reveals that Leopold did serve in the army—not the Russian but the Austrian army (the first in Europe to allow Jews to enlist). Whether he held a commission is unclear, but he resigned from the infantry in Komárom in northwest Hungary in December 1859, and eighteen months later, as a minor government official, was sent east to serve in Miskolc. In 1861 he married Karolina (also known as Leah or Leni) Schön, the daughter of a well-to-do timber merchant, and settled down to family life. According to Koestler, Karolina’s father made Leopold manager of his highly lucrative sawmill, and when the mill mysteriously burned to the ground a few years later, Leopold and Karolina moved their family of two boys (Jonas and Heiman) and two girls (Zsanett and Betti) to Budapest.7

In deference to rising Hungarian nationalism, Leopold Magyarized his name to Lipot, and he ran a clothing store in Budapest until his retirement in 1882. He seems to have done well enough, for Koestler remembered seeing him in a morning coat, with packages of expensive lace, silk scarves, and other luxuries in his apartment. (When Leopold’s younger son, Heiman, went into the textile business, he was following the family tradition.) Jonas became an accountant and later a paint wholesaler, while Zsanett married a bank clerk and Betti a printer. The family was not in the least bohemian or revolutionary but solidly middle- and even upper-middle-class.8

As for Adele’s side of the family, the Iron Curtain gave Koestler good reason to conceal his mother’s true name, but it also conveniently enabled him to conceal her descent from one of the most distinguished Jewish clans of the Austro-Hungarian empire. He called her “Hitzig,” but her true name was Jeiteles, and she could trace her ancestry not to the legendary high rabbi Loeb, the sixteenth-century creator of the Golem, as Koestler mistakenly thought, but to another celebrated holy man, Rabbi Loeb ben Simon, who lived in Prague a half century later. Other notable forebears (not mentioned by Koestler) include Mishel Loeb, a prominent physician and essayist in the eighteenth century; his son Judah, a poet, orientalist, and educator, who invented the Hebrew term Haskalah to describe the Jewish Enlightenment; and Judah’s son Andreas, who wrote poetry under the name of Justus Frey (Beethoven set some of his poems to music). A later descendant, Isaac Jeiteles, was a popular Austrian novelist who published more than a hundred books under the name of Julius Seydlitz, and Adele’s grandfather Israel Jeiteles was one of those rare Jews able to display the emperor’s royal warrant on his notepaper. His son Jacob (Adele’s father) managed the Bohemian branch of the family’s financial interests and married Wilhelmina Reiner in Prague. They had three children: Rosa, born in 1870; Adele, born in 1871; and Otto, born in 1872. By 1876 the family had moved back to Vienna and Jacob had established his own business as an importer and wholesaler.9

On his mother’s side, then, Koestler’s forebears were wealthy, famous, and well connected. Adele herself grew up in luxury, “pretty, witty, and much courted,” seemingly with the whole of Vienna at her feet. A studio portrait of her when young shows a fine head of hair framing a handsome, high-cheeked face, with bangs curling low over her broad forehead. In another she’s wearing a fox fur and a broad-brimmed hat, her head tilted provocatively back, fixing the camera with bold, almond-shaped eyes (which Adele bequeathed to her son). Adele was educated in German, French, and English, attended art school for a time, and used to lunch occasionally with her aunt Eleonore, a formidable lady who ran a famous high school for young ladies known colloquially as the Jeiteleum. A progressive woman with feminist instincts, Eleonore persuaded her high-strung niece to consult a promising young Jewish physician named Sigmund Freud about a persistent tic that was bothering her.

Adele was not impressed. “Freud massaged my neck and asked me silly questions,” she complained to Koestler some fifty years later. “I told you he was a disgusting fellow.” She told Kurt Eissler, secretary of the Sigmund Freud Archives, that she had visited Freud only reluctantly (“you were held to be half-crazy if you went to Dr. Freud”) and had disliked him on sight, mainly because of his black side-whiskers. She said that while massaging her neck Freud had asked her if she had a sweetheart. Shocked, she refused to answer and hurried away as fast as she could. Freud’s interest in sex was “scandalous and outlandish,” and though her girlfriends couldn’t wait to hear about her visit, Adele claimed that no one in her circle took him seriously.10

Adele’s father, Jacob, was said to have been ruined when one of the Jeiteles girls married a “villainous adventurer” who induced him to endorse a loan and then defaulted on it, causing Jacob to go bankrupt and flee to America. As a companion piece to the story of Grandfather Leopold appearing out of Russia, this account of another grandfather disappearing to America has a seductive symmetry, but Jacob didn’t exactly disappear. In 1900 he was living on West Fifty-third Street in New York City, and by 1902 was on East Seventy-first Street, giving his occupation as “president” (although of what isn’t clear). He established businesses downtown and uptown, became treasurer of a company called Lispenard, and was last heard of in 1910, living on West 120th Street. In July 1907 he wrote to Adele from the Berkshires, sending her, “in exchange for your beautiful photos,” a postcard of himself relaxing in a rocking chair, holding a walking stick and petting a dog. The mystery of why he emigrated and what happened to him remains unsolved, and Koestler was disinclined to unravel it.11

The Jeiteles girl who married a “villainous adventurer” was Adele’s elder sister, Rosa, and the adventurer was her Hungarian husband, Siegfried Aldor, who lived in Budapest. One result of the financial scandal was that Adele and her mother were forced to move to Budapest to live with Rosa and Siegfried, though it’s surprising that they should have chosen to live with the “villain” (if indeed he was) who had been the cause of their misery. As women unaccustomed to work, they probably had no choice, but the move constitutes another mystery that has never been resolved.12

IT WAS A PAINFUL LETDOWN for Adele. Like most Viennese, she regarded Budapest as provincial and Hungary as semibarbaric. She had lost her prospects for an advantageous marriage and was marooned in a despised backwater. When she met Leopold’s son Heiman, she was twenty-nine and virtually on the shelf, but the well-dressed young businessman made an impression.

Starting as a draper’s assistant, he had risen to become general manager and junior partner of Sommer and Grünwald and was about to launch his own import business. Adele traded her aristocratic manners and Viennese sophistication for financial security, and it must have been a relief to bid goodbye to prolonged spinsterhood. On the last day of the nineteenth century, possibly under pressure from Adele, Heiman altered his name to the German-sounding Henrik, and on January 25, 1900, the couple were married in the registry office of the Sixth (Theresa) District of Budapest, with Siegfried Aldor (the “villainous adventurer”) as one of the witnesses. They then lived with Lipot for a while before moving to 16 Sziv Street and, eleven years later, to a more spacious apartment next door at number 18.13

Sziv Street was a spanking-new thoroughfare lined with Baroque apartment houses thrown up in a frenzy of speculation fueled by Hungary’s economic miracle, a stone’s throw from the sweeping Andrássy Avenue (the Champs-Élysées of Budapest), with its jewel of an opera house, fashionable theaters, Viennese-style coffeehouses, shopping arcades, and opulent apartment buildings. Budapest’s new neo-Gothic parliament building and stock exchange were the largest in Europe, and beneath Andrássy Avenue city officials constructed the first underground railway in Europe, the Foldalatti, to commemorate the millennial of the Magyar conquest of Hungary in 896. It had a single line running from the Danube embankment to the zoo, and was the pride and joy of forward-looking citizens such as Henrik.

The entire Theresa District was popular with Budapest’s assimilated middle-class Jews, who had little desire to mix with the poorer Jews from the ghettoes of Poland and Galicia living in the Elizabeth District to the east, an uncomfortable reminder of the past and a provocation to the anti-Semitism that still smoldered beneath the prosperous surface of the city. The Elizabeth District housed the vast Moorish-style Central Synagogue, the biggest in Central Europe (Hungarians were addicted to superlatives), where Arthur and his parents would later celebrate the Jewish holidays.

The idea that it was possible to acquire great wealth and acquire it fast had taken firm root among the Jews who flocked to Budapest during the latter part of the nineteenth century. Largely barred from government service and the top echelons of the military and, to a lesser extent, from the universities, they had little choice but to join the professions or go into business. For Henrik it was natural to follow his father into the clothing trade, and the decade before the outbreak of World War I proved a halcyon one for him. Like many short men, he made up with energy and determination what he lacked in physical stature, and his import business was phenomenally successful.

HENRIK WAS SAID to be a natty dresser, invariably sporting a starched shirt and striped pants, with a rolled umbrella and black bowler hat. “His splendid English and German pronunciation, all are vivid in my mind to this day. And the enthusiasm with which he offered his wares,” wrote a colleague much later. Henrik and Adele became regular visitors to the opulent Leopoldstadt Casino on the Danube, where high-rolling Jewish businessmen liked to relax and spend their surplus cash. Photographs show them in a variety of restaurants with colleagues or friends, Adele a little plumper and coarser than in her salad days, wearing one of her extravagant wide-brimmed hats, sometimes smoking, sometimes with a drink in hand, and Henrik, with his slicked-down, neatly parted hair and bushy mustache, immaculate in winged collar, carefully knotted cravat, and breast-pocket handkerchief, regarding his wife with benign indulgence.14

The couple had five years of this carefree life before their son arrived on September 5, 1905. Adele was thirty-four, old for a first-time mother in those days, and she never forgot the painful ordeal of her son’s birth (nor failed to mention it when chiding Koestler later). She swore never to have another child, and never did. They called the boy Dundi Dods Arthur Kősztler, an extraordinary combination of names that joined the folksy Hungarian Dundi (suggesting chubbiness in Hungarian—perhaps a reference to his size at birth) with the more formal German Arthur (pronounced with the stress on the second syllable) and the completely incomprehensible “Dods,” which is a mystery to every Hungarian and Austrian I have consulted.15

The young Koestler detested his names, Dundi because of its childish sound and Arthur because he was unable to roll his r‘s in proper German fashion (he was to have trouble with the letter r all his life). He typically blamed his mother for this humiliation, maintaining that she had insisted on it out of contempt for her adopted homeland, for there was no Hungarian derivative or equivalent of Arthur. Adele spoke little Hungarian (the wedding ceremony had been translated into German for her) and insisted on reading only the German-language Pester Lloyd newspaper while in Budapest.16

In a society where the norm was at least three children (one of Arthur’s aunts had seven), Henrik and Adele were unusual in having only one, and Arthur was a chronically lonely child. The rigors of the difficult birth had cast Adele into what sounds like a postpartum depression. No one then knew what that was, and when she took to her bed for days or even weeks at a time, Arthur was handed into the care of nursemaids and maids. These separations induced feelings of profound anxiety and resentment, from which he never recovered. His twelve cousins, all older than he, were uninterested in playing with the baby of the family, and Adele felt they “weren’t good enough” or might give him some kind of infection. The only bright spots were those occasions when his mother invited some business colleague of his father to a jour fixe (for the ceremonial consumption of coffee, cakes, and whipped cream in the late afternoon), when a wife and child might come along. Arthur would turn into a “frenzied little maniac,” showing off his toys and the ingenious games he had prepared beforehand, and then into a “fierce bully who had to have his own way,” a pattern of capriciousness that never left him.17

He was also subjected to a Victorian system of punishments meted out to him from an early age. Characteristic was the time he was locked in an un-lighted bathroom and crashed headlong into the iron support beneath the washbasin. His screams caused his mother to fling open the door and take him in her arms. As he got older, he was punished by their long-serving parlormaid, Bertha Bubala, a working-class girl and unwed mother, who pined for the son she’d left behind in the countryside. One way to get revenge was to take out her resentments on Arthur by making him stand in a corner facing the wall or refusing to speak to him for hours at a time if he misbehaved.18

ARTHUR’S MAIN COMPANION during his early childhood was Grandfather Lipot, who lived a few blocks away in Eötvos Street. Lipot seemed completely exotic to the young boy, with his flowing white beard and habit of lifting the tails of his morning coat before settling into his rocking chair. He used to take Arthur for walks in the nearby City Park. Like most Jews of his generation, Lipot observed the Mosaic dietary laws and went regularly to the synagogue, but he appears to have had no problem letting Arthur eat ham sandwiches when they were out together.19

Koestler later cited this practice as proof that his family was totally assimilated and indifferent to Judaism, and it’s true that in common with the majority of successful Hungarian Jews, Henrik and Adele regarded Judaism as a faith rather than a mark of ethnicity and were not particularly observant in their daily lives (they didn’t keep kosher, for example). But they had been married according to Mosaic law, regularly visited the Central Synagogue on High Holidays, and enjoyed the Sabbath meals organized by Henrik’s brother and sisters. Koestler makes no mention of these in his autobiography, nor of the fact that in school he was obliged to attend synagogue every other week to study Hebrew and the Old Testament. He insisted he had been brought up “without roots in the Judaic tradition,” but according to two of his cousins, Henrik and Adele didn’t ignore or reject Judaism, they simply took it for granted—as did the young Arthur growing up.20

In 1911, Lipot died at the age of seventy-six, depriving five-year-old Arthur of a boon companion, and that same year Arthur suffered a shock that was to mark him for life. Adele and Henrik took him by the hand one afternoon and led him around the corner to Andrássy Avenue, where Henrik’s cousin Dr. Andor Neubauer had a successful practice. Arthur was unceremoniously strapped into a chair, had a metal tray fastened beneath his chin, and was confronted by the white-coated doctor and his assistant, who forced his jaws apart. His relative inserted steel forceps into the back of his throat and tore out his tonsils without benefit of anesthetic. The terrified boy choked and gagged and was drenched in his own vomit and blood.

There was no explanation before the procedure and very little afterward, but it left an indelible impression on Koestler. “Those moments of utter loneliness abandoned by my parents, in the clutches of a hostile and malign power, filled me with a kind of cosmic terror. It was as if I had fallen through a manhole, into a dark underground world of archaic brutality. Thenceforth I never lost my awareness of the existence of that second universe into which one might be transported.” Koestler later dubbed this feeling the “archaic horror” and was inclined to attribute his adult preoccupation with violence, terror, and torture to the traumatic ordeal at Dr. Neubauer’s. He felt that it enabled him to identify all the more vividly with the victims of Europe’s dictatorships, especially those of the Holocaust.21

Hard as it is to believe, this kind of treatment for tonsillitis was not uncommon at the time. The French novelist Michel Tournier suffered a virtually identical procedure in Paris a quarter of a century later, with identical results. Tournier also had a name for it. He called it “the Aggression, the Attack, a crime that bloodied my childhood and from whose horror I never recovered.” Thousands of children must have undergone the operation without suffering such aftereffects, but it seems that for sensitive children such as Koestler and Tournier, the consequences were unfathomable.22

The tonsillectomy was Koestler’s blacking factory, a devastating experience that darkened his memories of childhood, opened his eyes to a void that lay seemingly beneath his very feet, and revealed the chaos that could result when normal life broke down. In Dialogue with Death and in several of the novels Koestler describes torture and physical abuse with a graphic immediacy that shocked his readers at the time and outstripped most writers of his generation, anticipating a major theme in the art and literature of the second half of the twentieth century.


CHAPTER TWO
A BUDAPEST CHILDHOOD


When we are young, the idea of death is intolerable, the possibility of ridicule unbearable.

—ISAK DINESEN



ARTHUR HAD RECENTLY started classes at an experimental private kindergarten founded by Laura Striker (née Polanyi), an ardent feminist who pioneered some of the same homeschooling ideas as Maria Montessori and Rudolf Steiner. Laura’s school was modern and progressive, with enlightened rules for behavior, hygiene, and parental support, and emphasized art, music, and dancing as well as the three R’s. Arthur refused to take his clothes off to change for dancing at first, but eventually he joined in. When asked by his teacher, “Why do we learn?” he said, “In order to become famous,” and when asked at the end of the year what he would do, he replied, “Make stories”—remarkably accurate predictions for one so young.1

Laura Striker was from one of Hungary’s most extraordinary and influential intellectual families, the Polanyis, whose members were to play a decisive role in Koestler’s later life. Her elder brother, Karl Polanyi, had helped found the influential Galileo Circle in Hungary and later became a world-famous economist. Her younger brother, Michael Polanyi, was one of the most brilliant polymaths of the twentieth century and exercised a profound influence on Koestler when both were living in England after World War II. Laura’s daughter, Eva, a vivacious, curly-haired little girl when Arthur met her in kindergarten, was to become his lover in Paris, his close friend in Berlin, his host in Kharkov, and his source for some crucial plot details in Darkness at Noon. They remained friends until the end of his life.2

Laura’s kindergarten was followed by the state elementary school in Andrássy Avenue, where the lessons were in Hungarian. Arthur spoke mainly German at home, especially with his mother, but picked up Hungarian from Bertha and his cousins. Hungarian remained the only language in which he could do his multiplication tables and add or subtract with ease. Growing up in a bilingual home seems to have laid the ground for Koestler’s later facility with languages, as did the tutoring he received from governesses hired by his parents to teach him French and English. He claimed his first recorded words in French—to a governess at the age of three—were “Mademoiselle, pantalons mouillés” (Miss, my pants are wet).3

An early short story of Koestler’s is about his elementary school and puppy love. “I was six years old when I met my first ideal,” the story begins, “a little girl wearing a red dress, with black eyes and a blue ribbon tied in her chestnut-colored hair.” The story then takes a more sinister turn, attesting to Koestler’s dark vision. “I was about eight years old when I fell in love with my teacher. I was tortured by horrible nightmares. I saw in my dreams how it would feel to stab a knife to the hilt into her armpit (I heard her screaming and I cried silently into my pillow—I was sorry for her).”4

As an only child he was a voracious reader, though not without opposition from his parents. True to Victorian notions of child raising, they held firmly to the view that “reading is bad for your eyes,” but prolonged bargaining, accompanied by tantrums and tears, extracted permission to read ten printed pages a night before going to bed and “not a page more.” As a result of this rationing system, reading for pleasure was indelibly associated in his mind with forbidden fruit, while the need to break off rigidly after every tenth page invested all reading with the tantalizing suspense of a cliff-hanger. “Useful” books, on the other hand, which he was allowed during the day, were exempt from this constraint, so that reading science, history, or reference books became a much more relaxed affair.

In short order he devoured the Brothers Grimm, Hans Christian Andersen, and Struwwelpeter in German, and Rupert Bear in Hungarian. He read the Alice in Wonderland books in both languages, and later, when allowed to read more than ten pages at a time, made his way through Robinson Crusoe, Gulliver’s Travels, Till Eulenspiegel, Don Quixote, the frontier tales of James Fenimore Cooper, the fantasy westerns and adventure stories of the German writer Karl May, and the science fiction adventures of Jules Verne.5

He also developed a passion for mathematics and physics. He adored mechanical toys, construction sets, and all manner of scientific gadgets, and at ten developed a talent for changing fuses and mending simple electrical devices. He built a toy submarine that successfully navigated the family bathtub, and his parents decided he should go not to the classical gymnasium, with its emphasis on Greek and Latin and the study of the humanities, but rather a realiskola, a high school that specialized in science and modern languages. It was an unusual choice for an upwardly mobile couple with high ambitions for their son, but Arthur shared his father’s respect for science and agreed that this was the right path for him.6

WHILE STILL A CHILD he was naturally insulated from the grown-up world beyond his home, but Hungary in the years before World War I was changing in unforeseen ways that would threaten the entire future of the assimilated Jews of Budapest, including the Koestlers. Until then the country had been remarkably successful in assimilating its Jewish immigrants into an otherwise Christian population, but in the early years of the twentieth century, the social and political consensus began to crumble. Jews now amounted to more than 20 percent of the inhabitants of Budapest and about 40 percent of its voters. They dominated the financial, commercial, professional, cultural, and intellectual professions, but with nationalism growing everywhere in Europe, including Hungary, there was a sudden rise in anti-Semitism.7

Certain clubs began to close their doors to Jewish members, no matter how rich or prominent they were. The distinction between the clienteles of the Leopoldstadt and Country casinos became almost absolute, and there were subtle splits in the universities. None of this spilled into the streets just yet, for the uneasy compromise that kept overt anti-Semitism in check was sustained by the continuing prosperity of the country. But when world war broke out in the heart of Europe, the strains became overwhelming. The first time the nine-year-old Arthur heard about the war was on a walk with his governess, when a bunch of patriotic citizens came swaggering down the street singing the Hungarian national anthem, “God Bless the Magyar,” and shouting slogans with an uncannily modern ring to them: “Death to the Serbian dogs! Serbia, you cur, you will never have Bosnia!” Six months later Arthur composed a patriotic ditty for a boys’ magazine. “In the month of December Belgrade capitulated / and the Magyar stood on its citadel, elated.” This, his first poem, was rejected, but he continued to stick little flags into colored maps of the battlefront as it moved back and forth, until Austria-Hungary’s defeats began to outnumber its victories.8

The war was a disaster for Hungary, and in particular for businessmen such as Henrik. He was completely cut off from the British textile manufacturers who were his main suppliers and severely hampered in obtaining German imports, and the young Arthur overheard a terrible row between Henrik and Adele one day that taught him, he said, “the anguish of split loyalties.” Henrik had a fatal weakness for get-rich-quick schemes that appealed to his gambler’s instinct but usually resulted in big losses. Adele, left alone for long stretches of time while Henrik traveled, suffered from both recurrent migraines and their falling standard of living, and decided one day that she had had enough. About a year into the war she insisted they give up the apartment on Sziv Street and move to her hometown of Vienna. To underline her determination, she abruptly decamped with Arthur, to be followed a few weeks later by Henrik, and for the duration of the war they lived like gypsies in a series of hotels and pensions in Vienna and Budapest, moving, on average, once every three months.9

Henrik had business interests in Vienna as well as Budapest and may have felt it as easy to run them from one city as the other, but the quarrels with Adele continued, and the cause was almost certainly another woman. It would appear that, in addition to spending more and more time in bed, Adele also cut off (or sharply reduced) sexual relations with Henrik out of fear of getting pregnant again, and that he succumbed to temptation elsewhere. Koestler is ultradiscreet in his autobiography, but he later told a friend that as a child, “I saw something that I shouldn’t have seen, and have never spoken about since,” a Victorian circumlocution that could refer to a mislaid love letter, or perhaps something more shocking. For all the freedom of his own sex life, Koestler retained a Victorian prudishness about sex in print and prided himself on avoiding kiss-and-tell stories of any kind.10

In Vienna the family stayed at the exclusive Pension Exquisite on the Graben, opposite St. Stephen’s Cathedral. Arthur was often left alone while his parents went out to enjoy themselves. One evening he lit some candles, which fell and started a fire, and was rescued by the French teacher who lived next door. The fire gutted several rooms before the fire brigade arrived, but to his astonishment he was rewarded not with punishment but with a rush of affection from his guilt-ridden parents. Their concern increased when an operation to remove an abscess from his appendix failed and he had to go back for a second one. Terrified by the thought of having the ether mask placed over his face again, he experienced a kind of epiphany, insisting on holding the mask himself in order to remain in charge of the situation. When he came around, he experienced a flood of relief, feeling that he had faced up to his subconscious fears and to the “archaic horror” that had fueled so many nightmares in the past.

A psychoanalyst might conclude that Arthur’s halfhearted attempt at self-immolation was a desperate device to attract attention in response to feelings of abandonment by his parents, and that his experiment with the ether mask was an effort to gain more control. Whatever his subconscious motives, his ills seem to have succeeded in drawing Henrik and Adele closer for a while and made them face up to their responsibilities, but it didn’t last long, and Arthur was again abandoned to his own devices for long periods of time.11

IN SEPTEMBER 1915, just eleven years old, Arthur returned alone to Budapest to start his studies at the Realiskola, a massive brick structure taking up half a block on Rippl Ronai (then Bujowsky) Street, just off Andrássy Avenue. The school was spanking new, the first in the country to be lit with electricity instead of gas, and had the latest word in laboratories and scientific equipment. Not surprisingly, Jews outnumbered Roman Catholics by about three to one, and certainly set the tone of the place. In his first year Arthur got top marks in only three subjects, Hungarian, German, and geometry, but steadily improved until he excelled in all subjects but one. “Dearest Mamuli,” he wrote to Adele in Vienna, “at long last I have received your letter and was very happy with it, most of all because I got such a good report, which—to be quite honest—I hadn’t at all expected. The ‘2’ in Etiquette is a mystery to me, but it doesn’t worry me at all.”12

It’s tempting to read the future in Arthur’s low mark for etiquette, but it’s more likely to have been a side effect of staying with the Aldor family—Aunt Rosa, Uncle Siegfried, and their rapscallion sons, Ferenc and Willy—for the older boys were tearaways who taught Arthur schoolboy tricks and dirty jokes that were well beyond his years. Henrik and Adele also spent some time at the Pension Moderne in Lövolde Place, a tree-shaded small square around the corner from their old apartment in Sziv Street, and it’s possible that Arthur stayed there for a while, but his main home was with Aunt Rosa and her boys.

Koestler writes very little in his autobiography about his time at the Aldors’ home and in high school, probably because he was unhappy in both places. It seems that he was picked on for his small size and because of his extravagant clothes. Henrik and Adele loved to dress him up in fancy items that Henrik obtained through his textile business and once sent him to school in an English Eton suit, an exceedingly rare outfit in Budapest. Spoiled and pampered at home, regarded as an infant prodigy by doting parents, jealous cousins, and admiring aunts and uncles, he found the rough-and-tumble atmosphere of the school corridors decidedly chilly. “I was an only child and a lonely child,” he wrote in one of his rare references to his school years, “precocious, neurotic, admired for my brains and detested for my character by teachers and schoolfellows alike.”

There was probably some anti-Semitism at the school because of the high number of Jewish pupils there. Koestler never admitted to it, but later he wrote a short story, “Méta” (“Ball Game”), about a boy who is picked on in a Budapest school playground for being Jewish and persecuted as a result. He later told a friend, Leo Valiani, that he had indeed experienced anti-Semitism in Budapest, while denying that it was a Hungarian phenomenon and insisting it had been imported from Germany—as if that made it any better. But Arthur had his friends, too. A former classmate referred to their class as an “elite” one and mentioned the names of other friends from “the old bunch,” and Arthur was master of ceremonies for a cabaret put on in his last year, as well as taking part in a one-act German play, Braut und Bräutigam (Bride and Groom), that was part of a concert to benefit war orphans. “If you cannot come,” he wrote to Adele, “I would very, very much like at least Papa to be there for certain. The candies have arrived, thank you very much, they were delicious.”13

Henrik and Adele’s exact movements during this time are a mystery. Henrik still traveled a great deal on business—though no longer abroad—and Adele seems to have shuttled back and forth between Vienna and Budapest, sometimes with Henrik and sometimes without. Arthur wrote to her regularly (signing himself “Dundi” in the letters), and sent her little birthday poems in German. Their tone is forced and jocular, revealing the insecurity of his feelings and oscillating between adolescent cynicism and self-pity. In one he makes fun of himself for writing only from a sense of duty, and wishing her good health only because “medicine is very expensive in war time.” One poem ends: “I think these verses should be enough / since you’ve given me no chocolate or stuff / I beg you to give me some chocolate first / then I will write you another verse.” Another wishes his “sweet Mamuken” “a new dress with a nice hat / shoes, stockings, blouses, a wonderful new suit / … in short: everything good one can imagine / (and why not? It all comes out of papa’s pocket!).” But a year later he is abjectly apologizing to his “dearest, only Mamuli” for a practical joke with a pear. “When I received your letter of the 27th, in which you wrote that you were angry with me, I was so desperate, I can’t begin to tell you. I saw the whole thing as a silly joke and found nothing wrong with it. I was very depressed when I got your letter. Just think, Mamuli, I hadn’t received a line from either of you for a whole week, so that I decided that I wouldn’t write to you myself until I had some news from you.”14

He continued to read voraciously—Shakespeare, Rilke, Goethe, Heine, Byron, and any novel he could lay his hands on—but his four years at the Realiskola confirmed him in the belief that his intellectual loyalties should remain with science. It wasn’t a difficult conclusion to reach, for science enjoyed extraordinarily high prestige in early-twentieth-century Budapest (the scientists von Kármán, de Hevesy, Polanyi, Szilard, Wigner, von Neumann, and Teller, all products of “the Budapest miracle,” came from the same milieu as Koestler). Arthur was sure that mathematics and physics would help him unlock the secrets of the universe. His heroes were “Darwin and Spencer, Kepler, Newton and Mach; Edison, Herz and Marconi—the Buffalo Bills of the frontiers of discovery,” and his “bible” Die Welträtsel (The Riddle of the Universe) by Ernst Haeckel, a celebrated German biologist and Darwinist who attempted to apply the doctrine of evolution to problems of philosophy and religion.

Haeckel claimed to have “solved” most of the riddles pertaining to the known universe (conveniently denying the importance of those he couldn’t solve, such as the immortality of the soul, the existence of a personal God, the reality of free will). Arthur didn’t accept Haeckel’s claim but absorbed from him a preoccupation with the moral and philosophical dimensions of science that would reassert itself during the later part of his life. Haeckel, with his wide-ranging theory that tried to explain everything in one go, was probably as much an influence on Koestler’s later period as some of the more celebrated thinkers he invoked in his writings.

Arthur’s yearnings for a connection with the absolute were spurred by his adolescent reading of Jules Verne. When not quite fifteen, lying on his back on a hill in Buda and staring up at the sky, he experienced a “mystic elation,” a vision of an arrow shot into the sky with such force that it would escape the pull of the earth’s gravity and travel on to infinity. Maybe he would be the one to solve the riddle of the universe? He interpreted this thirst for the absolute as “a kind of stigma,” condemning him never to find satisfaction in the world around him, and he came to think that it was informed by his intense unhappiness as a child, his insecurities, and his search for love and acceptance in a cruel world. “It was the same quest and the same all-or-nothing mentality which drove me to the Promised Land and into the Communist Party. In other ages aspirations of this kind found their natural fulfilment in God.”

The thought that his thirst for utopia had roots in an unhappy childhood found its fullest expression in his nature novel The Age of Longing and probably owed more than a little to Koestler’s reading of Freud, but the image of the arrow flying into infinity remained a potent one, providing the theme for a later poem he wrote, and the title of the first volume of his autobiography, Arrow in the Blue.15

MEANWHILE HENRIK AND ADELE continued their peripatetic lifestyle without the slightest regard for their son’s well-being, keeping him in a state of permanent homelessness and suspense. Paradoxically, in contrast to the growing national misery provoked by the war, Henrik’s fortunes rebounded. In 1916 a chemistry professor called Aladar Bedö discovered radioactive clay about a hundred miles from Budapest that turned out to be suitable for making soap. In a time of shortages, with imports cut off, there was a lot of money to be made. Henrik invested heavily and, with Dr. Bedö as partner, built the Frybourg Chemical Works. It was a huge success, manufacturing toilet and kitchen soap, brass and silver polish, and a variety of cleaning powders among its wares. Henrik and Adele could now afford the luxury of living in the best hotels and pensions, as well as indulging Arthur in whatever gadgets, toys, books, and clothes his heart desired.16

The war pushed the Realiskola to share its quarters with a Gymnasium, and classes were now held in two shifts, the Gymnasium pupils studying in the morning and the Realiskola pupils in the afternoon. The school year got shorter as electricity was rationed and equipment wore out. Teachers (and some of the older students) disappeared into the army, and their replacements were often maimed veterans retired from active service. There were collections for the Red Cross and the Soldiers’ Christmas Fund, appeals for books for the men at the front and for subscriptions to war loans. And soon there were grimmer collections—for war graves and war memorials, for newly orphaned children and refugees from Transylvania. By the last year of the war the school was down to sixteen teachers for fourteen grades and was closed for the entire month of January owing to fuel shortages.17

As the war ground to its grim conclusion, Arthur went downtown with his father to witness an amazing scene. One of the principal thoroughfares, Lajos Kossuth Street, where his father’s office was located, was filled with cheering crowds that blocked the view for as far as the eye could see. A tall, stooping man was addressing them from the flag-bedecked balcony of the Hotel Astoria. He told them that Austria-Hungary had capitulated to the victorious Entente, and he proclaimed the secession of Hungary from the Austrian Empire—after two hundred years under the Hapsburgs. Henceforth it would be an independent democratic republic.

It was November 3, 1918, and the tall figure was Count Mihály Károlyi, leader of the radical Hungarian Independence Party. The Hapsburg empire was collapsing like a house of cards, and Count Tisza, leader of the discredited right-wing government, had yielded power to the newly proclaimed Hungarian National Council, presided over by an assortment of social democrats and other left-wing politicians. Károlyi was an improbable revolutionary, a blue-blooded aristocrat who had spent his life fighting for greater equality and democracy for the masses. After his speech, the crowd in front of the Hotel Astoria burst spontaneously into the national anthem, “God Bless the Magyar,” with Arthur and his father singing along. Soldiers with bunches of chrysanthemums stuck in their gun barrels and with red, white, and green rosettes covering their imperial badges were driving through the streets in public utility trucks. “Long live Károlyi!” was on everybody’s lips, along with slogans calling for peace, democracy, equal rights, and “land for those who shed their blood.” It seemed, as Koestler later wrote, as if “paradise was round the corner.”18

KÁROLYI’S DREAM OF CREATING the “Switzerland of Eastern Europe” was short-lived. After he had refused to follow the Czechs in sending troops to Russia to fight Lenin’s revolutionary forces, the western allies (notably Britain and France) insisted on dismembering the country, causing Hungary’s desperate and hungry population to turn against Károlyi’s government. But instead of opposing Lenin the Hungarian people decided to join him, and in March 1919 a Communist dictatorship took over from Károlyi, with Béla Kun as its de facto head. Henrik’s soap factory was nationalized, but he was kept on as managing director and seems to have adapted to his new situation with typical sangfroid. Not so Adele, who later told her son that on May Day “we miserable bourgeois no longer dared to show our happiness publicly.” The Köstler family was “compressed,” and Arthur woke one morning to find a group of armed soldiers trying to confiscate one of their two rooms. The redoubtable Adele flew into a fury and the soldiers fled. But times were hard. The impractical Köstlers found themselves trying to keep two hens on their balcony, with not the slightest notion how to feed or care for them.19

At school, the first revolution was marked by the arrival of Dezsö Szabó, author of a celebrated novel about the Hungarian peasantry and a personal friend of Count Károlyi, as a kind of teacher-commissar. The curriculum now included economics and constitutional government. Religious instruction was replaced by sociology. A course on history was transformed into a course on Marxist and revolutionary thinking. Grades and report cards were abolished, giving way to pass/fail grades, and on May Day that year, one of the star senior pupils gave a speech praising Danton and Saint-Just. The speech was “enthusiastically received by the boys and the new masters,” while “the old teachers listened in acid silence.”20

The romance of the Károlyi revolution made a deep impression on Arthur, and he was thrilled by the first May Day under Károlyi’s rule. Following Soviet practice, the whole of Budapest was turned into a gigantic fairground, with parades and public performances. Arthur accompanied his cousin Margit Aldor to some factory meetings and started reading the Red Gazette, learning unfamiliar facts about landownership in Hungary and the defects of the old regime. Fond memories of that turbulent spring were to persist well into Arthur’s adulthood, exercising a strong influence on his later decision to join the Communist Party, and they outlasted his disillusionment with communism itself.21

By the summer of 1919, however, the defects of the second revolution had become all too apparent. The economy collapsed, and the countryside was roiled by swarms of young “Lenin boys” sweeping through villages, closing churches, arresting or killing priests, and alienating the largely Catholic peasantry, while their urban counterparts alienated the middle classes. The school yearbook for 1920 refers darkly to the “evil we have brought on ourselves” and the spread of “moral decay” under the new regime. The Commune’s days were numbered and everyone knew it. The coup de grâce was again delivered by France and Britain, which tricked Béla Kun’s Red Army into retreating from its gains in the north and allowed the Romanian army to advance from the Hungarian plain and occupy Budapest. Béla Kun fled, and a new national government was hastily cobbled together, but real power passed to a group of counterrevolutionaries in the south of the country, led by Rear Admiral Miklós Horthy.22

Béla Kun was a Jew. More than half his “People’s Commissars” were Jews, and the liberal Hungarian Jewish community had identified with the new regime’s social program. With the tacit encouragement of the western powers, Horthy launched a reign of counterrevolutionary, anti-Semitic terror that far exceeded in cruelty and scale the repressions of the Reds. Communism was proclaimed a Jewish conspiracy intended to subjugate Hungary to the Soviet Union, and when Horthy made his triumphal entry into Budapest in November 1919, he went out of his way to declare his government “Christian and national.” He proclaimed Budapest “the guilty city” (“Judapest” in the lingo of Hungarian anti-Semites) and vowed to cleanse it of revolution.23

Arthur’s parents didn’t linger to watch the White Terror reach its full fury. As the Romanian troops were entering Budapest, Henrik, Adele, and Arthur set out for the Austrian border. All normal passenger traffic was suspended. Trains had been requisitioned for troop transports, there was no gasoline for motorcars, and the countryside was swarming with gangs of Reds and Whites. The Köstlers had no exit permits and were obliged to bribe their way out of trouble. After “an adventurous crossing,” they arrived safely in Vienna, where Henrik still had extensive business interests.24

The shock of this violent outburst of anti-Semitism and the flight from Hungary must have made an indelible impression on the family, but the mature Koestler made only a glancing reference to it in his autobiography, probably as a result of his later urge to underplay the anti-Semitism he experienced in his youth. It was to be many years before Henrik and Adele made their way back to Budapest, and many more years before Koestler returned to visit them. Never again would he live for any length of time in Hungary.


CHAPTER THREE
RISE, JEW, RISE


The Jew is a man whom other men take to be Jewish. His life is only a long escape from other people and from himself.

—JEAN-PAUL SARTRE



THE VIENNA THE KÖSTLERS returned to in 1919 was a far cry from the gay and glittering city Adele had known in her youth. If Hungary was severely shaken and its territory truncated by defeat, Austria was decimated. Denuded of almost all the lands that had made up her glorious, thousand-year-old Reich, reduced from a world power to a small landlocked country in Central Europe, the rump state resembled a “mutilated trunk bleeding from every pore.” Atop that puny trunk sat the “hydrocephalic head” of Vienna, swollen by refugees to two million inhabitants, a third of the country’s population. There was near anarchy in the streets. Most Austrians were forced to subsist on tiny rations of ersatz bread and coffee and rotten potatoes. The city’s residents shivered in their unheated apartments and burned furniture to keep warm. Inflation spiraled out of control, wiping out the savings of the middle class, while massive unemployment swelled the ranks of the poor and homeless, leading to a serious increase in crime.

Not everyone suffered equally, though. The rich, for the most part, stayed rich, and the Köstlers were still among the rich. In Vienna, the irrepressible Henrik had set up a new import company, with himself as president. What exactly he imported is not clear, but a photograph from 1919 shows him on board a steamship bound for England. Since Britain was now one of the main providers of aid to war-torn Austria, it’s likely Henrik was involved in the reparations trade. Whatever he did, his company proved phenomenally successful. The family occupied a suite of rooms at the Grand Hotel, the very pinnacle of Viennese chic, while dining in the best available restaurants. Henrik acquired an enormous chauffeur-driven limousine and was able to resume his high-rolling life of prewar days.1

Koestler quickly slides over this life of privilege in his autobiography, but admits that he quickly forgot his romantic ideas about the Bolsheviks and Hungarian workers. He had to cram for exams to get into one of the best high schools in Austria, the former Kaiser Franz Joseph Landes-Gymnasium und Oberrealschule (now shorn of its royal sobriquet but retaining its exclusivity and educational excellence), located in the fashionable spa of Baden-bei-Wien, just outside Vienna. Like his Budapest school, the new one combined a Gymnasium and a Realschule in one building, and though the children of local residents went for low fees, private pupils were charged a hefty sum. Competition was fierce, but Arthur passed his exams with flying colors and left home again shortly after his fourteenth birthday.

The Baden school was housed in an impressive neo-Gothic mansion in Biondekgasse near the town center, with a splendid chapel and vaulted assembly hall. Half of its three hundred pupils followed the Gymnasium’s classical humanist curriculum, while Realschule students such as Arthur skipped Greek and Latin and took more mathematics, physics, and chemistry. Religious instruction was conducted by a Catholic priest, with Jewish pupils attending the nearby synagogue to be taught by the local rabbi.

Arthur hated his Baden school even more than his school in Budapest, and wrote very little about it (no “Such, Such Were the Joys” for him). He describes himself as “an exasperating and pathetic figure” at the time, “short, slim, my hair parted on the side and plastered down with water and brilliantine.” He said he wore a constant smirk to mask his “boundless timidity and insecurity.” He was the shortest but one in his class, and his inability to roll his r‘s earned him the name of “Awtuah Köstla.” He would unconsciously rise on tiptoe when talking to taller boys, and when adults addressed him went completely silent. He was the ultimate tormented adolescent.2

AFTER A YEAR OR SO of traveling from home he moved into the Schüler-pension, run by Alfred and Johanna Ehrmann von Falkenau. Housed in a handsome four-story Victorian villa in Flamminggasse on the edge of town, the pension advertised itself as “patronized by pupils from the best families in the monarchy” (and presumably the republic when the monarchy was gone), but in fact most of the residents were Jewish. Ehrmann himself was an energetic and gifted all-rounder with a passionate love of art in all its forms, including pageants and plays that he staged in the pension’s wooded garden. In Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, Ehrmann’s youngest daughter, Edith, played Snow White and Arthur a reluctant dwarf. He found it hard to live in close proximity with other boys and wrote later that, as one of four seniors living on the second floor, he was reviled and boycotted by the other three and frequently beaten up, probably because of his sarcasm and standoffish-ness. In letters home he made extravagant fun of Ehrmann and his “circus.”3

But there were compensations. He enjoyed a school visit to the derby in Vienna, to which he wore “Papa’s beautiful new yellow shoes.” Describing a hike in the mountains to his mother, he made fun of himself as a Jewish klutz in lederhosen who got left behind by the rest of the group and couldn’t find them for a while. “Can you imagine it?” he wrote his parents. “Me, a good ‘Yiddisher boy’ at 3,500 feet above sea level, utterly alone and not knowing what to do?”4

The reference to “Yiddisher boy” is interesting in view of his later hostility to Yiddish ways and shows that his attitude to Yiddish as an adolescent wasn’t nearly as negative as he later made out. Soon after their mountain hike, the “Ehrmann circus” went to see a performance by the Yiddish Folk Theater, which was paying a one-day visit to Baden. The play was Shma Yisroel (“Hear, O Israel”) by Osip Dimov, written in reaction to the Russian pogroms of 1903, and Arthur was enthralled by the idea that it was possible to speak like a Jew and not sound “repugnant.” The language was a “beautiful-sounding and harmonious dialect,” he wrote his parents, like German in its sound and vocabulary, yet with many words that didn’t exist in German at all. The actors had a range of intonation and feeling that transcended anything he had heard on the stage before. “When the old man, horribly stricken by fate, finally despairs of God’s existence, how terribly his jagged cry jars on the ears: Aber das iss ajne Ungerechtigkeit! Ajne Ungerechtigkeit! [But that’s an injustice! An injustice!]” The old man shoots himself, leaving his wife sitting on a stool and moaning, “Oj weh! Oj weh!” over and over again. Only at the end was there a ray of hope, expressed by that old incantation “Next year in Jerusalem.”5

By the time Koestler got around to writing his autobiography he conveniently “forgot” about this performance too. By then he claimed that the “lilting, singsong” tones of Yiddish he had heard as a student in Vienna had repelled him. Yiddish was charged with overtones and undertones, “lubricated with sentiment, shrouded in a kind of logical twilight.” It’s just possible he made a distinction in his mind between the poetic use of the language on stage and its suitability for serious conversation, but it’s more likely that his later distaste obliterated all memory of his earlier enthusiasm. In fact, it took courage to stand up for your Jewishness in the genteel, middle-class spa of Baden. Arthur’s arrival coincided with the foundation of the first Baden branch of the Austrian National Socialist Party, and the following year an obscure politician called Adolf Hitler was billed to speak in town. He had to cancel owing to “inflammation of the vocal cords,” no doubt resulting from his inflammatory oratory. When another Yiddish theater brought S. Ansky’s celebrated expressionist play The Dybbuk to Baden, local Nazis broke up the performance and stoned the members of the troupe all the way to the railroad station. Koestler’s amnesia on this subject is extraordinary in light of the sensitivity to anti-Semitism he was to develop just a couple of years later.6

THE WHEREABOUTS OF ADELE AND HENRIK during Arthur’s three years in Baden are again a mystery. Adele adored Vienna, but she also liked to travel and spent most of the summers away. In the spring of 1921 she went first to London and then to Karlsbad, to take the waters. Henrik joined her briefly in July, but was back in Vienna by August. For two years running she was away on her birthday, an absence noted wistfully by Arthur, who wished they had an apartment where they could be together again. “Dear sweet Mamuli, I feel like an old bachelor who wishes for a home of his own. Papuli feels like that too. Don’t you feel bad about this nomadic life of yours?”7

Were these separations an indication of continuing problems between his parents or simply the result of Henrik’s work schedule and Adele’s restlessness? And when did Arthur’s feelings for his mother change from adoration to resentment and alienation? Perhaps a clue can be found in an incident Koestler divulged to Sir Nicholas Henderson some thirty years later. Walking on Vienna’s famous Graben one day, he looked into a fashionable coffeehouse and saw Adele being embraced by a stranger. What exactly Adele was up to isn’t clear, and Koestler never alluded to the subject again, but Adele’s journals show she was aware of her estrangement from her son and that she blamed herself for it. “Toujours prendre, jamais rendre, de plus prétendre” (Always taking, never giving, also demanding), reads one entry, beside which she wrote: “C’est moi” (That’s me). Another entry, addressed to “Dundi,” reads: “Ich lehrte Dich reden, Du lehrst mich schweigen” (I taught you to speak, you teach me to be silent).8

Arthur saw Henrik more often and went with him on a couple of vacations to Hungary. At Lake Balaton he developed an intense crush on a young Budapest girl with fair hair and “laughing blue eyes,” the main subject of his first story, “Seeing Her Again.” They corresponded for a while and he went back to see her the following year when he and Henrik visited some relatives. A young cousin who met them at their Leopoldstadt hotel was dazzled by the glamorous-looking and fashionably dressed Arthur, who was regarded by his cousins as unpredictable and eccentric like his father, but undeniably smart if he was able to hold his own at an elite school in Austria.9

It was after one of these visits that Arthur conceived a sudden yearning for his Hungarian roots and started reading the Becsi Magyar Ujság (Vienna Hungarian Daily), published by left-wing Hungarian émigrés who had fled Horthy’s terror. He developed a passion for Hungarian poetry and read books by Petöfi, Vörösmarty, and the modernist Endre Ady, whose recent death from syphilis at forty-two had endowed the poet with the halo of martyrdom. He sent a fan letter to the literary editor, Andor Németh, with some poems of his own. Németh didn’t care for the poems, but he invited Arthur to stop by, and seems to have been impressed by the boy “still in short pants.” Arthur was even more impressed by Németh, the first real writer he had met, and “in that awe-inspiring locale, an editorial office,” too. He was flattered by the attentions of this “untidy, bulgy-eyed young man” with dandruff on his collar and a down-at-the-heels look, not least because Németh treated him as an equal despite the ten-year difference in their ages. Their friendship would last nearly thirty years and spawned an unusual literary collaboration in Berlin and Budapest before ending in mutual recriminations in postwar Paris.10

Arthur now adopted the pose of a “lonely, sensitive, starry-eyed poet” and withdrew even more from the other students at his Baden school. Intensely self-conscious to begin with, he became preoccupied with “the paradox of the ego-spiral,” the hunt for the elusive “I” that constantly recedes the more one seeks to pin it down, as in the formulas “I know; I know that I know; I know that I know that I know; I know that I know that I know that I know;” and so on, ad infinitum. Here, he sensed, was a paradoxical counterpart (and a counterpoint) to the “arrow in the blue.” While the arrow went off at a tangent, in search of the infinite, the ego-spiral “curled inward, toward the infinitely close, which was yet as unattainable as the other.” He was beginning to think in terms of the antitheses and dichotomies that became a hallmark of his mature thinking and later writings, particularly in the realm of science.11

By the summer of 1922 he was ready to take his final examinations. Despite his newfound literary interests, he was aware that the path from the Realschule led not to Vienna University but to the Technische Hochschule (Polytechnic), provided one had matriculated satisfactorily, and in June he took and passed the two-day examination. In a letter to his absent parents he reported that he would have to petition for entry. “I have learned in confidence that it is very difficult to be admitted as a Hungarian and especially as a Jew. However, if you include a recommendation from an engineering firm with the petition you are practically guaranteed entry. So please think about it, dear Papa.”12

THESE WERE NOT IDLE CONCERNS. Vienna in 1922 was reeling under a soaring inflation rate. Hungry workers had smashed the windows of several luxury hotels, including the Grand Hotel, and tossed the furniture into the street. In June they brought the entire city to a halt with a general strike. Luckily, Henrik and Adele had moved from the Grand by then into the more modest Pension Louisenheim in the Jewish quarter of Alsergrund, just north of the university. Henrik had started a new wholesale business in textiles and was still doing reasonably well, despite the continuing economic crisis, but there was no denying the precariousness of the market.13

The polytechnic, too, was affected by inflation. Starved of funds to pay teachers’ salaries, buy library books, or heat classrooms properly, it was living on borrowed glory from its prewar days. Rampant unemployment and an influx of refugees from the eastern and southern parts of the empire had led to a veritable siege by applicants eager to secure good qualifications. Courses were more crowded than ever. Jews already accounted for over a fifth of the student body, and official resistance to admitting more was an open secret. Every fall fights broke out around university bulletin boards as applicants strained to see if they had been admitted.14

Arthur gained entrance (aided, perhaps, by Henrik and Adele’s connections) two months into the school year, when Henrik paid tuition fees of 200,000 crowns for his first semester. His religion was listed as “Mosaic” and his birthplace as Budapest, but—and perhaps this was the determining factor—his “mother tongue” was given as German. The Technische Hochschule, Austria’s equivalent of MIT or England’s Imperial College, was located about a mile and a half from Arthur’s home in Alsergrund, and on November 6 he walked for the first time through the imposing neoclassical entrance gate with its utilitarian motto, “For the Encouragement, Expansion, and Improvement of Industry, Civic Skills, and Trade—Franz I.”15

Arthur had signed up to major in mechanical engineering, which included classes in mathematics, mechanics, descriptive geometry, and machine drawing, as well as mechanical engineering. He also registered for a class in intermediate English. He sat for only one exam at the end of his first year, and it took him two years to complete the first year’s requirements. He switched to electrical engineering and was forced to grapple with the mysteries of hydraulics and steel processing, engine transmissions and drive mechanisms, stopcocks, boilers, steam engines, and fuel tanks, as well as electric generators and hydropower. It was not a diet to satisfy the appetite of either the intellect or the imagination, and his interest in engineering ebbed fast. In 1924 he took exams in only four subjects—physics, mathematics, mechanics, and electrical engineering (out of a possible twelve)—and just managed to scrape through the state’s comprehensive exam that year. In 1925 he took exams in just two subjects, steam engineering and electrical engineering (gaining his one and only “very good” in the latter subject), before giving up on examinations altogether. His boredom with engineering studies is reflected in his autobiography, which contains almost no information about his time at the polytechnic and nothing at all on his fellow students or professors—nor on his poor marks (which have been gleaned from the polytechnic’s records).16

Though he later derived satisfaction from being that rare intellectual who can mend a fuse, Arthur seems to have gained very little from his classes, if only because his mind and body were elsewhere, “in a corner of the University library, reading matters which had no connection whatsoever with my studies.” Here he read Freud, Adler, Stekel, and Jung and plunged into psychiatry, experimental psychology, and the psychology of art. He was also fascinated by the revolutionary developments in theoretical physics, which were completely unrelated to his curriculum at the polytechnic.17

He was later to argue in his autobiography that the nature of his higher education didn’t matter much, that there was no social distinction between students at the polytechnic and the university because engineers enjoyed a higher regard in Austria than in Britain. The latter was certainly true, but only to a degree. Manès Sperber, later Koestler’s friend, expressed surprise that Koestler had chosen to study science and technical subjects instead of the humanities, for “anyone who wasn’t good at Greek or Latin or ancient history at that time was considered ‘second class.’” Ambitious Jewish students were particularly sensitive to such distinctions, for as a key to upward mobility, a doctor, a lawyer, or a professor undoubtedly outranked an engineer.18

ARTHUR’S OWN AMBITIONS found satisfaction in the university’s library and club rooms, rather than in its classrooms, and then in the exclusive and exciting world of Vienna’s student fraternities. His mother had a friend called Dr. Benedikt, a high official in the Treasury and an alumnus of the fraternity Unitas, which was one of only three pan-German Jewish fraternities in existence and the only one that insisted on admitting “only young men of the best society.” Adele felt that joining a fraternity would keep her son out of trouble, a patently ludicrous idea. Like all fraternities everywhere, Unitas was a hotbed of binge drinking and hazing. More ominously, it was the only Jewish fraternity that recognized and encouraged dueling.

This Arthur discovered in September 1922, when at the age of seventeen he was welcomed into Unitas by Dr. Otto Hahn, the so-called Master of the Foxes—a fox being the name for a novice. Hahn was also the fraternity’s dueling instructor, and before long the diminutive newcomer was brandishing a saber and learning about quartes, reverse quartes, and tierces. It was a notable step for one so young, and Arthur took to this semisecret society and its complicated rituals like a duck to water (some of the most lyrical pages in his autobiography describe his experiences there). He was mentored by another Hungarian student, Jacob Teller, who informed him of the fraternity’s more serious purposes and political goals. The Jews needed their own country, said Teller, just like other peoples. Until they got it they were condemned to remain “a sick race, top-heavy, with a disproportionately great number of lawyers, merchants, intellectuals, and with no farmers or peasants—which was like a pyramid standing on its top.” Teller talked about the Balfour Declaration of 1917 and the way it had stimulated Jewish fraternities such as Unitas to encourage more Jews to emigrate to Palestine.

Koestler later claimed that he had never heard of the Balfour Declaration, or of Jewish migration to Palestine, or even of Zionism, which may have been an exaggeration. Still, Teller enthralled him with his story, while Hahn asserted that though dueling was indeed a ridiculous custom, the Jews had to do it for the sake of defending Jewish pride, an argument that appealed to Koestler’s sense of paradox and his logical mind.

In the Unitas fraternity Arthur found a family and a cause. He loved the ritual of the Kneipe, where the drink of choice wasn’t the usual beer but a barrel of Vienna’s beloved Heuriger wine. Toasts were intoned in Latin and drunk while clicking one’s heels and standing stiffly to attention. Foxes who fidgeted or accidentally spilled their wine were made to keep drinking until they stopped spilling it—a recipe for drunkenness, of course. Even more important were the songs members sang: the Zionist anthem “Hatikvah” in Hebrew and the Unitas anthem in German, with its martial refrain: “Arise, my people, to noble deeds, / Be ready for the battle,” and continuing:


Rise, Jew, rise, stand up like a man!
A brave legion to defend your honor,
No foe can ever conquer you!19



“At that long table in the festive hall, surrounded by jolliness, laughter, and songs, with the pleasant glow of a litre or two of new wine inside me,” Koestler later wrote, “I felt as if I were emerging from a dark tunnel into a new dazzling light. For the first time I experienced that strongest of all social emotions: the feeling of comradeship, the feeling of belonging.” At last he had a home. He soon passed the tests in Jewish and Zionist history, allowing him to become a full member, and for the next couple of years was to find fraternity life intense and all-embracing.20

ARTHUR’S FRATERNITY NAME was “Perqueo,” the dwarf, after an old Heidelberg drinking song. “There was a dwarf, Perqueo, in Heidelberg castle, / Of stature small and tiny, with a gigantic thirst.” It was a shrewd choice, encompassing his size (and his sensitivity to it) and his nascent ability to consume alcohol—a talent that stayed with him for the rest of his life. The name also celebrated his antic high spirits (“They called him a buffoon,” the song continues, “a tippler serene and wise”) and his hitherto suppressed aptitude for clowning. For the first time since entering high school he learned to shrug off his burning sense of inferiority and recover the nervous exuberance that was his natural birthright. Years later he likened his time with Unitas to a course in group therapy, which cured his timidity and launched him into a fraternity of equals where he could be himself and flourish.21

Unitas happened to be the most snobbish and conservative of the three Jewish fraternities in Vienna (which was why Adele approved of it). Disdaining the uniforms of the other fraternities, its members paraded in civilian clothes and were mocked as the “frock coat brigade”—possession of full evening dress being a condition of joining. Its ranks consisted almost exclusively of westernized Jews of Austrian, Czech, or Hungarian origin, and almost all were drawn from the university; only two or three (including Arthur) were admitted from the humbler polytechnic. Members were politically right-wing, mirroring the views of their archenemies, the German nationalists, rather than those of the liberal or socialist or other Jewish societies, and Unitas’s endorsement of dueling was denounced by progressive Jewish students as barbaric and distinctly un-Jewish.22

Dueling in Vienna was in fact intensely political. Two weeks after Arthur entered the polytechnic, the German students in Vienna had gone on strike to demand that the quota for Jewish students and professors be reduced to 10 percent. Hordes of German students appeared in the university library and lecture halls yelling “Jews out!” and beating the Jewish students with their walking sticks, while the academic authorities looked on and took no action. The Saturday morning Bummel (campus stroll) was a particular focus of hostilities. Students from pan-Germanist fraternities paraded around the arcade in pairs, while Zionists clustered at the foot of their appointed columns and waited for them to arrive. The pan-Germanists and liberals wore caps and sashes and carried walking sticks; the Zionists also wore sashes and carried sticks, but had been forbidden to wear caps and wore bowler hats instead. Sooner or later a challenge would be issued, and if accepted would lead to a duel, complete with seconds and doctor in attendance.23

Despite his short stature and slim build, Arthur was famously fearless. When challenged by a student named Weidler from the liberal Marchia fraternity, he disabled his opponent after forty minutes. Both drew blood, though not on the cheeks or enough to leave the coveted scar. On another occasion he filched an “Aryan pass” to gain access to the main university building when Jews were banned for the day, and “the next thing we saw,” according to a fellow fraternity member, “was a bloodstained Koestler being hauled out of the entrance and thrown down the steps like a ball.” Another time Arthur was summoned by the university rector to account for a brawl during which a German student had hit him over the head with his stick sufficiently hard to draw blood. The rector wanted Arthur to lodge a formal complaint, to which he replied, “Although I know the person in question, I despise the thought of responding to cowardice with a denunciation.” The matter was closed and a report sent to the rector of the polytechnic.24

Henrik and Adele bore their son’s escapades with fortitude, and Henrik even lent him his bowler hat on Saturdays. Within a short time Arthur was transformed into a devil-may-care, wine-swilling frat boy, proud of his Jewishness, fearless in physical combat, unswervingly loyal to the group, snobbish, affected, and fashionable. Like all the roles he was to fill subsequently in his life, it fitted him only in part, but it appealed irresistibly to his romantic nature. He was learning to try things on and wear them for a while, before moving to another role. For the rest of his life he would find himself playing roles of one kind or another, and learning also to observe his behavior from outside, the mark of a burgeoning writer.
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