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Preface
Writers of autobiographies have also to be readers of autobiographies.  In the course of writing this book I have been surprised to find how  many of the men and women I have known have gone into print  about their own lives, not to mention the (usually) more eminent or  scandalous ones who have had them written by other people. And  I am not even counting the considerable number of autobiographical writings by contemporaries disguised as fiction. Perhaps the surprise is unjustified. People whose profession implies writing and communicating tend to move around among other people who do so.  Still, there they are, articles, interviews, print, tapes, even videotapes,  and volumes such as this, a surprisingly large number of them by men  and women who have spent their careers in universities. I am not  alone.
Nevertheless, the question arises why someone like myself should  write an autobiography and, more to the point, why others who have  no particular connections with me, or may not even have known of  my existence before seeing the jacket in a bookshop, should find it  worth reading. I do not belong to the people who appear to be classified  as a special sub-species in the biography section of at least one London  bookshop chain as ‘Personalities’, or, as the jargon of today has it,  ‘celebrities’, that is to say people sufficiently widely known, for whatever reason, for their very name to arouse curiosity about their lives. I  do not belong to the class whose public lives entitle them to call  their autobiographies ‘Memoirs’, generally men and women who have  actions on a wider public stage to record or defend, or who have lived  close to great events and those who took decisions affecting them. I  have not been among them. Probably my name will figure in the histories of one or two specialized fields, such as twentieth-century  Marxism and historiography, and perhaps it will crop up in some  books on twentieth-century British intellectual culture. Beyond that,  if my name were somehow to disappear completely from sight, like  my parents’ gravestone in the Vienna Central Cemetery, for which I  vainly searched five years ago, there would be no discernible gap in  the narrative of what happened in twentieth-century history, in Britain  or elsewhere.
Again, this book is not written in the now very saleable confessional  mode, partly because the only justification for such an ego-trip is  genius — I am neither a St Augustine nor a Rousseau — partly because  no living autobiographer could tell the private truth about matters  involving other living people without unjustifiably hurting the feelings  of some of them. I have no good reason for doing so. That field belongs  to posthumous biography and not to autobiography. In any case,  however curious we are about these matters, historians are not gossip  columnists. The military merits of generals are not to be judged by  what they do, or fail to do, in bed. All attempts to derive Keynes’s or  Schumpeter’s economics from their rather full but different sex lives  are doomed. Besides, I suspect that readers with a taste for biographies  that lift bedclothes would find my own life disappointing.
Nor is it written as an apologia for the author’s life. If you do  not  want to understand the twentieth century, read the autobiographies of  the self-justifiers, the counsels for their own defence, and of their  obverse, the repentant sinners. All of these are post-mortem inquests  in which the corpse pretends to be the coroner. The autobiography of  an intellectual is necessarily also about his ideas, attitudes and actions,  but it should not be a piece of advocacy. I think this book contains  answers to the questions that I have been most often asked by journalists and others interested in the somewhat unusual case of a lifelong  but anomalous communist and ‘Hobsbawm the Marxist historian’,  but answering them has not been my object. History may judge my  politics — in fact it has substantially judged them — readers may judge  my books. Historical understanding is what I am after, not agreement,  approval or sympathy.
Nevertheless, there are some reasons why it may be worth reading,  apart from the curiosity of human beings about other human beings. I have lived through almost all of the most extraordinary and terrible  century in human history. I have lived in a few countries and seen  something of several others in three continents. I may not have left an  observable mark on the world in the course of this long life, although  I have left a good quantity of printed marks on paper, but since I  became conscious of being a historian at the age of sixteen I have  watched and listened for most of it and tried to understand the history  of my lifetime.
When, having written the history of the world between the late  eighteenth century and 1914, I finally tried my hand at the history of  what I called The Age of Extremes: The Short Twentieth Century, I  think it benefited from the fact that I wrote about it not only as a  scholar but as what the anthropologists call a ‘participant observer’.  It did so in two ways. Clearly my personal memories of events remote  in time and space brought the history of the twentieth century closer  to younger readers, while it reawakened their own memories in older  ones. And, more even than my other books, however compelling the  obligations of historical scholarship, this one was written with the  passion that belongs to the age of extremes. Both kinds of readers have  told me so. But beyond this there is a more profound way in which the  interweaving of one person’s life and times, and the observation of  both, helped to shape a historical analysis which, I hope, makes itself  independent of both.
That is what an autobiography can do. In one sense this book is the  flip side of The Age of Extremes: not world history illustrated by the  experiences of an individual, but world history shaping that experience, or rather offering a shifting but always limited set of choices  from which, to adapt Karl Marx’s phrase, ‘men make [their lives], but  they do not make [them] just as they please, they do not make [them]  under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances  directly encountered, given and transmitted from the past’ and, one  might add, by the world around them.
In another sense the autobiography of a historian is an important  part of the construction of his or her work. Next to a belief in reason  and the difference between fact and fiction, self-awareness, that is to  say standing both in one’s body and outside it, is a necessary skill for  players of the game in both history and the social sciences, particularly for a historian who, like myself, has chosen his subjects intuitively and  accidentally, but ended by bringing them together into a coherent  whole. Other historians may pay attention to these more professional  aspects of my book. However, I hope others will read it as an introduction to the most extraordinary century in the world’s history through  the itinerary of one human being whose life could not possibly have  occurred in any other.
History, as my colleague the philosopher Agnes Heller put it, ‘is  about what happens seen from outside, memoirs about what happens  seen from within’. This is not a book for scholarly acknowledgements, but only for thanks and apologies. The thanks go above all  to my wife Marlene who has lived through half my life, read and  criticized all chapters to good purpose and who tolerated the years  when an often distracted, bad-tempered and sometimes discouraged  husband lived less in the present than in a past he struggled to put on  paper. I also thank Stuart Proffitt, a prince among editors. The number  of people whom I have consulted over the years on questions relevant to this autobiography is too large for acknowledgement, even  though several of them have died since I began. They know why I  thank them.
My apologies also go to Marlene and the family. This is not the  autobiography they might have preferred, for, though they are constantly present, at least from the moment when they entered my life  and I theirs, this book is more about the public than the private man.  I should also apologize to those friends, colleagues, students and others  absent from these pages, who might have expected to find themselves  remembered here, or recalled at greater length.
Finally, I have organized the book in three parts. After a brief  overture, the personal—political chapters 1—16, roughly in chronological order, cover the period from when memory begins — in the early  1920s — to the early 1990s. However, they are not intended as a  straightforward chronicle. Chapters 17 and 18 are about my career as a  professional historian. Chapters 19—22 are about countries or regions  (other than my native Mitteleuropa and England) with which I  have had associations for long periods of my life: France, Spain and  Italy, Latin America and other parts of the Third World and the USA.  Since they cover the entire range of my dealings with these countries, they do not fit easily into the main chronological narrative, though  they overlap with it. I have therefore thought it best to keep them  separate.
Eric Hobsbawm
London, April 2002


1
Overture
One day in the autumn of 1994, my wife Marlene, who kept track of  the London correspondence while I was teaching my course at the  New School in New York, phoned me to say there was a letter from  Hamburg she could not read, as it was in German. It came from a  person who signed herself Melitta. Was it worth sending on? I knew  no one in Hamburg, but without a moment’s hesitation I knew who  had written it, even though something like three quarters of a century  had passed since I had last seen the signatory. It could only be little  Litta — actually she was my senior by a year or so — from the Seutter  Villa in Vienna. I was right. She had, she wrote, seen my name in some  connection in Die Zeit, the German liberal-intellectual weekly. She  had immediately concluded that I  must be the Eric with whom she  and her sisters had played long,  long ago. She had rummaged  through her albums and come up  with a photo which she enclosed.  On it five small children posed on  the summery terrace of the villa  with our respective Fräuleins, the  little girls — perhaps even myself —  garlanded with flowers. Litta was  there with her younger sisters  Ruth and Eva (Susie, always  known as Peter, was not yet born),  I with my sister Nancy. Her father  had marked the date on the back:  1922. And how was Nancy, Litta asked. How could she know that  Nancy, three-and-a-half years my junior, had died a couple of years  earlier? On my last visit to Vienna I had gone to the houses in which  we had lived, and sent Nancy photographs of them. I had thought she  was the only one who still shared a memory of the Seutter Villa. Now  it came alive again.
[image: image]
I have that photo too. In the album of family photos which has  ended up with me, the last survivor of my parents and siblings, the  snapshots on the terrace of the Seutter Villa form the second iconographic record of my existence and the first of my sister Nancy, born  in Vienna in 1920. My own first record appears to be a picture of a  baby in a very large wicker pram, without adults or other context,  which was, I assume, taken in Alexandria, where I was born in June  1917, to have my presence registered by a clerk at the British Consulate  (incorrectly, for they got the date wrong and misspelled the surname).  The diplomatic institutions of the United Kingdom presided over both  my conception and my birth, for it was at another British Consulate,  in Zurich, that my father and mother had been married, with the help  of an official dispensation personally signed by Sir Edward Grey,  Foreign Secretary, which allowed the subject of King George V, Leopold Percy Hobsbaum, to marry the subject of the Emperor Franz  Josef, Nelly Grün, at a time when both empires were at war with one  another, a conflict to which my future father reacted with residual  British patriotism, but which my future mother repudiated. In 1915  there was no conscription in Britain, but if there were, she told him,  he should register as a Conscientious Objector.1 I would like to think  that they were married by the consul who is the main figure in Tom  Stoppard’s play Travesties. I should also like to think that while they  were waiting in Zurich for Sir Edward Grey to turn from more urgent  matters to their wedding, they knew about their fellow-exiles in the  city, Lenin, James Joyce and the Dadaists. However, they obviously  did not, and almost certainly would not have been interested in them at  such a time. They were plainly more concerned with their forthcoming  honeymoon in Lugano.
What would have been my life if Fraulein Grün, aged eighteen, one  of three daughters of a moderately prosperous Viennese jeweller, had  not fallen in love with an older Englishman, fourth of eight children of an immigrant London Jewish cabinet-maker, in Alexandria in 1913?  She would presumably have married a young man from the Jewish  Mitteleuropean middle class, and her children would have grown  up as Austrians. Since almost all young Austrian Jews ended up as  emigrants or refugees, my subsequent life might not have looked very  different — plenty of them came to England, studied here and became  academics. But I would not have grown up or come to Britain with a  native British passport.
Unable to live in either belligerent country, my parents returned via  Rome and Naples to Alexandria, where they had originally met and  got engaged before the war, and where both had relatives — my mother’s  uncle Albert, of whose emporium of Nouveautés plus staff I still have  a photograph, and my father’s brother Ernest, whose name I bear and  who worked in the Egyptian Post and Telegraph Service. (Since all  private lives are raw material for historians as for novelists, I have  used the circumstances of their meeting to introduce my history of The  Age of Empires .) They moved to Vienna with their two-year-old son  as soon as the war ended. That is why Egypt, to which I am shackled  by the lifetime chains of official documentation, is not part of my life.  I remember absolutely nothing about it except, possibly, a cage of  small birds in the zoo at Nouzha, and a corrupt fragment of a Greek  children’s song, presumably sung by a Greek nursemaid. Nor have I  any curiosity about my place of birth, the district known as Sporting  Club, along the tramline from the centre of Alexandria to Ramleh, but  then, there is not much to be said about it, according to E. M. Forster,  whose stay in Alexandria almost coincided with my parents’. All he  says about the tram station Sporting Club in his Alexandria, A History  and a Guide is: ‘Close to the Grand Stand of the Race Course. Bathing  beach on the left.’
Egypt thus does not belong in my life. I do not know when the life  of memory begins, but not much of it goes back to the age of two. I  have never gone there since the steamer Helouan left Alexandria for  Trieste, then just transferred from Austria to Italy. I do not remember  anything about our arrival in Trieste, meeting-point of languages and  races, a place of opulent cafés, sea captains and the headquarters of  the giant insurance company, Assicurazioni Generali, whose business  empire probably defines the concept of ‘Mitteleuropa’ better than any other. Eighty years later I had occasion to discover it in the company  of Triestine friends, and especially Claudio Magris, that marvellous  memorializer of central Europe and the Adriatic corner where German,  Italian, Slav and Hungarian cultures converge. My grandfather, who  had come to meet us, accompanied us on the Southern Railway to  Vienna. That is where my conscious life began. We lived with my  grandparents for some months, while my parents looked for an apartment of their own.
My father, arriving with hard savings — nothing was harder than  sterling in those days — in an impoverished country with a currency  subsiding towards collapse, felt confident and relatively prosperous.  The Seutter Villa seemed ideal. It was the first place in my life I thought  of as ‘ours’.
Anyone who comes to Vienna by rail from the west still passes it. If  you look out of the right-hand window as the train comes into the  western outskirts of Vienna, by the local station Hütteldorf-Hacking,  it is impossible to miss that confident broad pile on the hillside with  its four-sided dome on a squat tower, built by a successful industrialist  in the later days of the Emperor Franz Josef (1848—1916). Its grounds  reached down to the Auhofstrasse, which led to the west along the  walls of the old imperial hunting ground, the Lainzer Tiergarten, and  from which it was reached by a narrow uphill street (the Vinzenz-Hessgasse, now Seuttergasse) at the bottom of which there was then  still a row of thatched cottages.
The Seutter Villa of my childhood memories is largely the part  shared by the old and young of the Hobsbaums (for so, in spite of the  Alexandrian consular clerk, the name was spelled), who rented a flat  on the first floor of the villa, and the Golds, who rented the ground-floor  apartment below us. Essentially this centred on the terrace at the side  of the house, where so much of the social life of the generations of  both these families was conducted. From this terrace a footpath — steep  in retrospect — led down to the tennis courts at the bottom — they are  now built over — past what seemed to a small boy a giant tree, but with  branches low enough for climbing. I remember showing its secrets to  a boy who had come to my school from a place called Recklinghausen  in Germany. We had been asked to take care of him, because times  were hard where he came from. I can remember nothing about him except the tree and his home-town in what is now the Land Nordrhein-Westfalen. He soon went back. Though I did not think of it as such,  this must have been my first contact with the major events of twentieth-century history, namely the French occupation of the Ruhr in 1923,  via one of the children temporarily sent out of harm’s way to well-wishers in Austria. (All Austrians at that time saw themselves as  Germans, and, but for a veto from the peacemakers after the First  World War, would have voted to join Germany.) I also have a vivid  memory of us playing in a barn full of hay somewhere in the grounds,  but on my last visit to Vienna with Marlene we checked out the Villa  and could find no place where it might have been. Curiously enough,  I have no indoor memories of the place, though a vague impression  that it was neither very light nor very comfortable. I cannot, for  instance, recall anything about our own or the Golds’ apartments,  except perhaps high ceilings.
Five, later six, children of pre-school age, or at best in the first  years of primary school, in the same garden, are great cementers of  inter-family relations. The Hobsbaums and the Golds got on well, in  spite of their very different backgrounds — for (notwithstanding their  name) the Golds do not seem to have been Jewish. At all events they  remained and flourished in Austria, that is to say in Hitler’s Greater  Germany, after the Anschluss. Both Mr and Mrs Gold came from  Sieghartskirchen, a nowheresville in Lower Austria, he the son of the  only local innkeeper—farmer, she the daughter of the only village  shopkeeper (anything from socks to agricultural equipment). Both  maintained strong family links there. They were sufficiently prosperous  in the 1920s to have their portraits painted — a black-and-white copy  of the two, sent by one of the two surviving Gold girls a year or so  ago, is before me. The picture of a serious-looking gentleman in a dark  lounge suit and a starched collar brings nothing back, and indeed I  had no close contact with him as a small boy, although he once showed  me his officer’s cap from the days before the end of the empire, and  was the first person I knew who had actually been to the USA, to  which he had travelled on business. From there he brought a gramophone record, the tune of which I now recognize as ‘The Peanut  Vendor’, and the information that they had a make of motor-car called  ‘Buick’, a name I found, for some obscure reason, hard to credit. On the other hand the image of a handsome long-necked lady with short  hair waved at the sides, looking at the world with a serious but  not very self-confident gaze over her décolleté shoulder, immediately  brings her to life in my mind. For mothers are a much more constant  presence in the life of young children, and my mother, Nelly, intellectual, cosmopolitan, educated, and Anna (‘Antschi’) Gold, with little  schooling, always conscious of the provincialism of her origins, soon  became best friends and remained so to the end. Indeed, according to  her daughter Melitta, Nelly was Anna’s  only intimate friend. This may  explain why photos of unknown and unidentifiable Hobsbawms still  keep turning up in family albums of the Gold grandchildren who  remained in Vienna. One of the Gold girls recalls, almost as vividly as  I do, going (with her mother) to see my mother in her last days.  Weeping, Antschi told her: ‘We will never see Nelly again.’
Two people, almost as old as the ‘short twentieth century’, thus  began life together and then made their different ways through the  extraordinary and terrible world of the past century. That is why I  begin the present reflections on a long life with the unexpected  reminder of a photo in the albums of two families which had nothing  else in common except that their lives were briefly brought together in  the Vienna of the 1920s. For memories of a few years of early childhood  shared by a retired university professor and peripatetic historian with  a retired former actress, television presenter and occasional translator  (‘like your mother!’) are of little more than private interest for the  people concerned. Even for them, they are no more than the thinnest  of threads of spider silk bridging the enormous space between some  seventy years of entirely separate, unconnected lives conducted without knowledge or even without a moment’s conscious thought of one  another. It is the extraordinary experience of Europeans living through  the twentieth century that binds these lives together. A rediscovered  common childhood, a renewal of contact in old age, dramatize the  image of our times: absurd, ironic, surrealist and monstrous. They do  not create them. Ten years after the five infants looked at the camera,  my parents were dead, and Mr Gold, victim of the economic cataclysm  — virtually all the banks of central Europe were technically insolvent  in 1931 — was on his way with his family to serve the banking system  in Persia, whose Shah preferred his bankers from remote and defeated empires rather than from neighbouring and dangerous ones. Fifteen  years after, while I was at an English university, the Gold girls, returned  from the palaces of Shiraz, were — all of them — beginning their careers  as actresses in what was about to become part of Hitler’s Greater  Germany. Twenty years after, I was in the uniform of a British soldier  in England, my sister Nancy was censoring letters for the British  authorities in Trinidad, while Litta was performing under our bombs  in the Kabarett der Komiker in wartime Berlin to an audience, some  of whom may well have rounded up my relatives who had probably  patted the Gold girls’ heads at the Seutter Villa, for transport to the  camps. Five years later, as I began to teach in the bombed ruins of  London, both the Gold parents were dead — he, probably from hunger,  in the immediate aftermath of defeat and occupation, she, evacuated  into the western Alps before the end, of disease.
The past is another country, but it has left its mark on those who  once lived there. But it has also left its mark on those too young to have  known it, except by hearsay, or even, in an a-historically structured  civilization, to treat it, in the words of a game briefly popular towards  the end of the twentieth century, as a ‘Trivial Pursuit’. However, it is  the autobiographical historian’s business not simply to revisit it, but  to map it. For without such a map, how can we track the paths of a  lifetime through its changing landscapes, or understand why and when  we hesitated and stumbled, or how we lived among those with whom  our lives were intertwined and on whom they depended? For these  things throw light not only on single lives but on the world.
So this may serve as the starting-point for one historian’s attempt to  retrace a path through the craggy terrain of the twentieth century: five  small children posed eighty years ago by adults on a terrace in Vienna,  unaware (unlike their parents) that they are surrounded by the debris  of defeat, ruined empires and economic collapse, unaware (like their  parents) that they would have to make their way through the most  murderous as well as the most revolutionary era in history.

2
A Child in Vienna
I spent my childhood in the impoverished capital of a great empire,  attached, after the empire’s collapse, to a smallish provincial republic  of great beauty, which did not believe it ought to exist. With few  exceptions, Austrians after 1918 thought they should be part of Germany, and were prevented from doing so only by the powers that  had imposed the peace settlement on central Europe. The economic  troubles of the years of my childhood did nothing to increase their  belief in the viability of the first Austrian Federal Republic. It had just  passed through a revolution, and had settled down temporarily under  a government of clerical reactionaries headed by a Monsignor, based  on the votes of a pious, or at least strongly conservative, countryside,  which was confronted by a hated opposition of revolutionary Marxist  socialists, massively supported in Vienna (not only the capital but an  autonomous state of the Federal Republic) and almost unanimously  by all who identified themselves as ‘workers’. In addition to police  and army, which were under government control, both sides were  associated with paramilitary groups, for whom the civil war had been  only suspended. Austria was not only a state which did not want to  exist, but a predicament which could not last.
It did not last. But the final convulsions of the first Austrian Republic  — the destruction of the social democrats after a brief civil war, the assassination of the Catholic prime minister by Nazi rebels, Hitler’s triumphant and applauded entry into Vienna — happened after I left Vienna in  1931. I was not to return there until 1960, when the very same country,  under the very same two-party system of Catholics and Socialists, had  become a stable, enormously prosperous and neutral little republic,  perfectly satisfied — some might say too satisfied — with its identity. But this is a historian’s retrospect. What was a middle-class childhood like in the Vienna of the 1920s? The problem is how to distinguish  what one has learned since from what contemporaries knew or  thought, and the experiences and reactions of adults from those who  were children at that time. What children born in 1917 knew of the  events of the still young twentieth century which were so alive in the  minds of parents and grandparents — war, breakdown, revolution,  inflation — was what adults told us or, more likely, what we overheard  them talking about. The only direct evidence we had of them were the  changing images on postage stamps. Stamp collecting in the 1920s,  though it was far from self-explanatory, was a good introduction to  the political history of Europe since 1914. For an expatriate British  boy it dramatized the contrast between the unchanging continuity of  George V’s head on British stamps and the chaos of overprints, new  names and new currencies elsewhere. The only other direct line to  history came through the changing coins and banknotes of an era of  economic disruption. I was old enough to be conscious of the change  from Kronen to Schillings and Groschen, from multi-zeroed notes to  notes and coins, and I knew that before Kronen there had been Gulden.
Though the Habsburg Empire had gone, we still lived on its infrastructure and, to a surprising extent, by pre-1914 central European  assumptions. The husband of one of my mother’s great friends, Dr  Alexander Szana, lived in Vienna and, unhappily for his wife’s peace  of mind, worked on a German-language newspaper thirty miles down  the Danube in what we called Pressburg and the Hungarians called  Pozsony, and what had then become Bratislava, the chief Slovak  city in the new Czechoslovak Republic. (It is now the capital of an  internationally sovereign Slovakia.) Except for the expulsion of former  Hungarian officials, between the wars it had not yet been ethnically  cleansed of its polyglot and polycultural population of Germans, Hungarians, Czechs and Slovaks, assimilated westernized and pious Carpathian Jews, gypsies and the rest. It had not yet really become a Slovak  city of ‘Bratislavaks’ from which those with memories of what it had  remained until the Second World War still distinguish themselves as  ‘Pressburaks’. He went there and returned by the Pressburger Bahn, a  tram which ran from a street in the centre of Vienna to a loop on the  central streets of Pressburg. It had been inaugurated in the spring of 1914 when both cities were part of the same empire, a triumph of  modern technology, and simply carried on; as did the famous ‘opera  train’ by which the cultured of Brünn/Brno in Moravia went for a  night at the Vienna Opera, a couple of hours’ distant. My uncle  Richard lived both in Vienna and in Marienbad, where he had a fancy  goods shop. The frontiers were not yet impenetrable, as they became  after the war destroyed the Pressburg tram’s bridge across the Danube.  The ruins of the bridge could still be seen in 1996, when I helped to  make a television programme about it.
The world of the Viennese middle class, and certainly of the Jews  who formed so large a proportion of it, was still that of the vast  polyglot region whose migrants had, in the past 80 years, turned its  capital into a city of two million — except for Berlin by far the largest  city on the European continent between Paris and Leningrad. Our  relatives had come from, or were still living in, places like Bielitz (now  in Poland), Kaschau (now in Czechoslovakia) or Grosswardein (now  in Romania).1 Our grocers and the porters of our apartment buildings  were almost certainly Czech, our servant-girls or child-minders not  native Viennese: I still remember the tales of werewolves told me by  one from Slovenia. None of them was or felt uprooted or cut adrift  from ‘the old country’ unlike European emigrants to the United States,  since for continental Europeans the sea was the great divider, whereas  travel on rails, even over large distances, was something everyone was  used to. Even my nervous grandmother thought nothing of taking  short trips to visit her daughter in Berlin.
It was a multinational, but not a multicultural society. German (with  a local intonation) was its language, German (with a local touch) its  culture, and its access to world culture, ancient and modern. My  relatives would have shared the passionate indignation of the great art  historian Ernst Gombrich, when, to fit in with late twentieth-century  fashions, he was asked to describe his native Viennese culture as Jewish.  It was plain Viennese middle-class culture, unaffected by the fact that  so many of its eminent practitioners were Jews and (faced with the  endemic anti-Semitism of the region) knew themselves to be Jews, any  more than by the fact that some of them came from Moravia (Freud  and Mahler), some from Galicia or the Bukovina (Joseph Roth) or  even from Russe on the Bulgarian Danube (Elias Canetti). It would be just as pointless to look for consciously Jewish elements in the songs  of Irving Berlin or the Hollywood movies of the era of the great studios,  all of which were run by immigrant Jews: their object, in which they  succeeded, was precisely to make songs or films which found a specific  expression for 100 per cent Americanness.
As speakers of the Kultursprache in a former imperial capital children instinctively shared the sense of cultural, if no longer political,  superiority. The way Czechs spoke German (böhmakeln) struck us as  inferior and therefore funny, and so did the incomprehensible Czech  language with its apparent accumulation of consonants. Without  knowing, or having any opinion about, Italians we referred to them  with a touch of contempt as Katzelmacher. Emancipated and assimilated Viennese Jews talked about Eastern Jews as of some other species.  (I distinctly remember asking an embarrassed older member of the  family whether those Eastern Jews had surnames like ours, and if so  what names, since they were obviously so different from us.) It seems  to me that this explains much of the enthusiasm with which Austrians  greeted their annexation by Hitler’s Germany: it restored their sense  of political superiority. At the time I only noticed that one or two of  my classmates in secondary school were Hakenkreuzler (swastikers).  Since I was an English boy, however culturally indistinguishable from  the Austrians, this clearly did not concern me directly. But it brings  me to the question of politics.
Because I was to be seized so young and so long by that typical  twentieth-century passion, political commitment, it seems reasonable  to ask how much of its roots can be found in a childhood in 1920s  Vienna. That is difficult to reconstruct. We lived in an era steeped in  politics, although the affairs of the wider world came to us, as I have  said, mainly through overheard adult conversations, whose purport  children did not fully grasp. I remember two of these, both probably  around 1925 or so. One occurred in an alpine sanatorium where I had  been sent to recover from some illness (we children appeared constantly  to have some sickness or other) under the supervision of my aunt Gretl  who was also convalescing there. ‘Who is this Trotsky?’ asked a  woman, whom I vaguely recall or imagine as maternal and middle-aged, but not without a touch of satisfaction. ‘Just a Jewish boy called  Bronstein.’ We knew about the Russian Revolution, but what exactly was it? Another happened at an athletics meeting to which my uncle  (and presumably my father) had taken me, made memorable by my  first experience of a black sprinter by the name of Cator. ‘You say  there’s no war anywhere at the moment,’ said someone, ‘but surely,  there’s a revolt in Syria?’ What did or could this mean to us? We  knew there had been a world war, as any British boy born in 1944  would grow up knowing that there had been one. Two of my British  uncles had been in it, our neighbour Mr Gold would show me his tall  officer’s cap, and my best friend was a war orphan — his mother kept  her husband’s sword on the wall. However, nobody I knew, English  or Austrian, regarded the Great War as a heroic episode, and Austrian  schools kept quiet about it, partly because it concerned another country  at another time — the old Habsburg Empire — partly perhaps also  because the Austrian armies had not covered themselves with much  glory. It was not until I went to Berlin that I experienced the ex-officer  schoolmaster proud of his front-line service. Before that, my most  powerful image of the Great War came from Karl Kraus’s wonderful  documentary super-drama The Last Days of Humanity, which both  my mother and my aunt Gretl had bought as soon as it came out in  1922. I still have my mother’s copy, and still re-read it from time to  time.
What else did we know about the times we lived in? Vienna schoolchildren took it for granted that people had the choice between two  parties — the Christian socials and the social democrats or Reds. Our  simple materialist assumption was that if you were a landlord you  voted for the first, if you were a tenant for the second. Since most  Viennese were tenants, this naturally made Vienna a Red city. Until  after the civil war of 1934 communists were so unimportant that a  number of the most enthusiastic ones chose to be active in other  countries where there was more scope for them — mainly Germany,  such as the famous Eislers: the composer Hanns, the Comintern agent  Gerhart, and their sister, the formidable Elfriede, better known as  Ruth Fischer, who briefly became leader of the German Communist  Party — but also in Czechoslovakia, such as Egon Erwin Kisch. (Many  years later the painter Georg Eisler, Hanns’s son, became my best  friend.) I cannot recall paying attention to the only communist in the  circle of the former Grün sisters, who wrote under the pen-name Leo Lania, then a young man who declared Zola’s L’Oeuvre to be his  favourite book and Eugene Onegin and Spartacus his favourite heroes  in literature and history. Our family was, of course, neither Black nor  Red, since the Blacks were anti-Semites and the Reds were for workers  and not people of our class. Besides, we were English, so the matter  did not concern us.
And yet, moving from primary to secondary school, and from  infancy towards puberty in the Vienna of the late 1920s, one acquired  political consciousness as naturally as sexual awareness. In the summer  of 1930 I made friends in Weyer, a village in Upper Austria where the  doctors were vainly trying to deal with my mother’s lungs, with Haller  Peter, the boy of the family from whom we rented lodgings. (By the  tradition of bureaucratic states, when names were called for, surnames  came before given names.) We fished and went robbing orchards  together, an exercise I thought my sister would also enjoy, but which,  as she admitted to me many years later, had terrified her. Since his  father was a railwayman, the family was Red: in Austria, and especially  in the countryside, it would not have occurred to any non-agricultural  worker in those days to be anything else. Though Peter — about my  age — was not visibly interested in public affairs, he also took it for  granted that he was Red; and somehow, between lobbing stones at  trout and stealing apples, I also concluded that I wanted to be one.
Three years earlier I remember another summer holiday in a Lower  Austrian village called Rettenegg, at a time situated vaguely in my  private life, but firmly in history. As usual, my father did not join us,  but remained at work in Vienna. But the summer of 1927 was the time  when the workers of Vienna, outraged by the acquittal of rightwingers  who had killed some socialists in an affray, went on to the streets en  masse, and burned down the Palace of Justice on the Ringstrasse  (the great circular boulevard which surrounds the old central city of  Vienna), eighty-five of them being massacred in the process. My father  had, it seems, been caught up in the riot, but got away safely. I have  no doubt that the grown-ups must have discussed this intensively (not  least, my mother), but I cannot say that it made the slightest impact  on me, unlike the story that, once upon a time — namely in 1908, on a  journey to Egypt, his ship had passed close to Sicily at the time of the  great Messina earthquake. What I actually remember from that holiday was watching the local craftsman build a boat outside our lodgings  and the pine forests up the mountain which I explored alone, until I  reached a woodcutters’ site, where the men gave me some of their  Sterz, the stiff cereal porridge on which they lived in the woods. On  the way there I saw, for the first time in my life, the great black  woodpecker, all one-and-a-half foot of it under the vivid red helmet,  drumming against a stump in a clearing like a mad miniature hermit,  alone under the stillness of the trees.
Still, it would be too much to say that the summer at Weyer made  me political. It is only in retrospect that my childhood can be seen as  a process of politicization. At the time playing and learning, family  and school defined my life, as they defined the lives of most Viennese  children in the 1920s. Virtually everything we experienced came to us  in these ways or fitted into one or another of these frameworks.
Of the two networks which constituted most of my life, the family  was by far the more permanent. It consisted of a larger Viennese clan,  the relatives of my grandparents and a smaller Anglo-Austrian part,  two Grün sisters, my mother and her younger sister Gretl, married to  two Hobsbaum brothers, namely my father and the younger Sidney,  who also lived in Vienna for much of the 1920s. As for school, one  did not go there until the age of six. After that, as our addresses  changed I passed through two primary schools and three Gymnasia,  and my sister — who left Vienna before the age of ten — through two  primary schools. In these circumstances school friendships tended to  be temporary. Of all those I came to know at my five schools in Vienna,  all but one were to disappear totally from my subsequent life.
The family, on the other hand, was an operational network, tied  together not only by the emotional bonds between mothers, children  and grandchildren, and between sisters and brothers, but by economic  necessity. What there was of the modern welfare state in the 1920s  hardly touched middle-class families, since few of their members were  employed for wages. Whom else could one call on for help? How could  one not help relatives in need, even if one did not particularly like  them? I don’t believe that this was specially characteristic of Jewish  families, although my mother’s Viennese family undoubtedly had a  sense that the mishpokhe, or at least the kinsmen and kinswomen  living in Vienna, constituted a group, which met from time to time — always, as I recall from long and spectacularly boring sessions round  tables placed together in some open-air café[image: image] to take family decisions  or just gossip. We were given ice-cream, but short pleasures do not  compensate for lengthy tedium. If there was anything specifically Jewish about it, it was the assumption among all of them that the family  was a network stretching across countries and oceans, that shifting  between countries was a normal part of life, and that for people  engaged in buying and selling — as so many members of Jewish families  were — earning one’s living was an uncertain and unpredictable matter,  especially in the era of catastrophe which had engulfed central Europe  since the collapse of civilization in August 1914. As it turned out, no  part of the Hobsbaum—Grün family was to need the safety net of the  family system more than my parents, especially after my father’s death  changed an economic situation of permanent crisis into one of catastrophe. But until then — in my case until the age of eleven plus — we  children were barely aware of this.
We were still in the era when taking a taxi seemed an extravagance  that required special justification, even for relatively well-off people.  We — or at least I — seemed to have all the usual possessions our friends  had and do all the things they did. I can recall only one occasion when  I had an inkling of how tough things were. I had just entered secondary  school (Bundesgymnasium XIII, Fichtnergasse). The professor in  charge of the new form — all teachers at a Gymnasium were automatically  Herr Professor, just as we automatically were now addressed like  adults as Sie and not like children as Du — had given us the list of  books we needed to buy. For geography we needed the Kozenn-Atlas ,  a large and evidently rather expensive volume. ‘This is very dear. Is it  absolutely necessary for you to have it?’ my mother asked in a tone  which must clearly have communicated to me a sense of crisis, if only  because the answer to her question was so obvious. Of course it was.  How could Mummy not see this? The book was bought, but the sense  that on this occasion, at least, a major sacrifice had been made has  remained with me. Perhaps this is a reason why I still have that atlas  on my shelves, a bit tattered and full of the graffiti and marginalia of  someone in the early forms of secondary school, but still a good atlas,  to which I refer from time to time.
Perhaps other children of my age might have been more conscious of our material problems. As a boy I was not much aware of practical  realities; and adults, insofar as their activities and interests did not  overlap with my own, were not part of practical reality so far as I was  concerned. In any case I lived for much of the time in a world without  clear boundaries between reality, the discoveries of reading and the  creations of imagination. Even a child with a more hard-headed sense  of reality, such as my sister, had no clear idea of our situation. Such  knowledge simply was not supposed to be part of the world of our  childhood. For instance, I had no idea what work my father did.  Nobody bothered to tell children about these things, and in any case  the ways in which people like my father and uncle earned their living  were far from clear. They were not men with firmly describable occupations, like the figures on ‘Happy Families’ cards: doctors, lawyers,  architects, policemen, shopkeepers. When asked what my father did,  I would vaguely say, or write, ‘Kaufmann’ (merchant), knowing quite  well that this meant nothing, and was almost certainly wrong. But  what else was one to put?
To a large extent, our — or at least my — lack of awareness of our  financial situation was due to the reluctance, no, the refusal, of my  Viennese family to acknowledge it. It was not that they insisted on  the last resort of the middle class fallen on bad times, ‘keeping up  appearances’. They were aware of how far they had fallen. ‘It really  lifts the heart to see this in our impoverished and proletarianized  times,’ my grandmother wrote to her daughter, marvelling at the  smoothness and opulence of a nephew’s wedding, noting bitterly that  the bridegroom had given his bride ‘a very beautiful and valuable ring,  made by us’ in better days. That is before Grandpa Grün, his savings  reduced in value by the great inflation of the early twenties to the price  of a coffee and cake at the Café[image: image]Ilion, returned in old age to the  occupation of his youth as a commercial traveller, selling trinkets in  provincial towns and alpine villages. Large swathes of the Austrian  middle class were in a similar position, impoverished by war and  postwar, getting used to tightened belts and a far more modest lifestyle  than ‘in peacetime’ — i.e. before 1914. (Nothing since 1918 counted as  peace.) They found having no money hard — harder, they thought,  than the workers who were, after all, used to it. (Later, when I became  an enthusiastic communist teenager my aunt Gretl shook her head over my refusal to accept what, to her, was this self-evident proposition.) Not that the English husbands of Grün daughters were better  off. Two of them were spectacularly unfitted for the jungle of the  market economy: my father and Wilfred Brown, a handsome wartime  internee who married the oldest sister, Mimi. Even my uncle Sidney,  the only Hobsbaum brother to earn a living in business, spent most of  the decade extracting himself from the ruins of one failed project only  to plunge into the next, equally doomed, enterprise.
At bottom my Viennese family found any other way of life than that  before 1914 inconceivable, and carried on with it, against the odds.  Thus my mother, even when unable to pay the grocery bills, let alone  the rent and utilities, always employed servants. Nor were these old  retainers, such as Helene Demuth, who is buried with the Karl Marxes  in Highgate Cemetery. They were and remained the quintessential  ‘servant problem’ of middle-class ladies, an endless succession of young  women from agencies who stayed a month or two, ranging from the  rare ‘eine Perle’ (a pearl), to the clumsy arrival straight from the  country, who had never seen a gas-stove, let alone a telephone. When  my mother visited England for the first time in 1925, to take care of  her sister Mimi who was then ill in Barrow-in-Furness, she wrote to  her other sister, impressed not only with the efficiency, equanimity  and lack of fuss with which households were run (so different from  Vienna Jewish families . . .), but that it was done without servants.  ‘Here you find ladies who do everything themselves, and have children,  and even do all the laundry themselves, and still remain ladies.’2
Even so, she never seriously considered the British option. ‘As someone with years of experience of being broke,’ she wrote to her sister  who complained of money troubles in Berlin,
let me give you one major piece of advice, which I urge you to take seriously.  Try not ever to admit that you could do without a maid!! In the long run you  can’t manage without one anyway, and so it is best to start with the assumption  that a maid is just as much a necessity as food or a roof over your head. What  you save is nothing compared to the loss in health, comfort, and above all the  state of your nerves: and the worse things get, the more you need them. True,  just lately I wondered whether to give Marianne notice — not that I could do  it before Christmas, it’s too late, and she was always so good — but the only reason I did was that I’m ashamed that she should see that I can’t pay the  grocer etc. And, deep down I know perfectly well it is best to grow a thick  skin and to keep her. 3
Of all this we knew or understood nothing except that the parents had  rows, possibly with increasing frequency — but whose parents do not  have rows? — and, in the central European winters, that the rooms  were icy. (Had we lived in Britain in the era of coal-fired fireplaces,  very nearly the most inefficient form of indoor heating invented, this  would not necessarily have been due to lack of money to buy winter  fuel.)
Firm and cohesive, partly because of the very precariousness of its  material base, the family divided the world, and therefore my life, into  two parts: inside and outside. In effect, so far as we children were  concerned, the family and its close friends constituted, or determined,  the world of adults that I knew as people and not merely as service  providers or, as it were, stage extras on the filmset of our life. (It also  determined which children would remain permanently part of our  lives and we of theirs, like the Gold girls, or the daughter of the Szanas.)  The adults I knew consisted almost entirely of relatives, or of the  friends of parents and relatives. Thus I have no memory as a person, of  the dentist my mother took me to, even though the experience of going  there was only too unforgettable, for he was not someone she ‘knew’.  On the other hand I remember Doktor Strasser as a real person, presumably because the family knew him and his family. Curiously  enough, teachers do not appear to have belonged to the world of  individual adults until my last year in Vienna, and only became people  with whom I had personal relations, in Berlin.
School was strictly outside. And ‘outside’, lacking adults as real  persons, consisted essentially of other children. The world of children,  whether ‘inside’ or ‘outside’, was one which the adults did not really  understand, just as we did not really understand what they were about.  At best, each side of the generation gap accepted what the other side  did as ‘how like children’ or ‘that’s what grown-ups do’. Only puberty,  arriving in my last year in Vienna, began to undermine the walls  between these separate spheres.
Of course the two spheres overlapped. My reading, especially my English reading, was largely supplied by adults, although I found  Arthur Mee’s Children’s Newspaper which well-meaning relatives sent  from London both boring and incomprehensible. On the other hand  from an early age I gobbled up the German books on birdlife and  animals which I received as presents, and after primary school, plunged  into the publications of Kosmos, Gesellschaft der Naturfreunde, a  society for the popularization of the — mainly biological and evolutionary — natural sciences, to which they subscribed for me. We were taken  to the theatre from an early age to plays we might enjoy, but which  adults also admired — say, to Schiller’s William Tell (but not to Goethe’s  Faust), and the works of the early nineteenth-century Viennese popular  playwrights — the charming sentimental magic plays of Raimund, the  savagely funny comedies of the great Johann Nestroy, whose bitter  wit we did not yet understand. But we would be sent with other  primary schoolchildren to the morning sessions of films at the local  cinema, the long-gone Maxim-Bio, to see shorts of Chaplin and Jackie  Coogan, and, more surprisingly, Fritz Lang’s rather longer Nibelungen  epic. In my Viennese experience adults and children did not go to the  movies together. Again, intellectual children would naturally make  their choice among the books on their parents’ and relatives’ shelves,  perhaps influenced by what they heard at home, perhaps not. To this  extent the generations shared some tastes. On the other hand, the  reading material selected for children by our elders was not, in general,  supposed to be of serious interest to adults. Conversely, of all adults  with whom we had any dealings, only teachers (who disapproved)  were even aware of the passionate interest of thirteen-year-olds in the  pocket-sized adventures of detectives with invariably English names  which circulated in our classes under such titles as Sherlock Holmes  the World Detective — no connection with the original — Sexton Blake,  Frank Allen, the Avenger of the Disinherited and the most popular of  all, the Berlin detective Tom Shark, with his buddy Pitt Strong, who  operated out of the Motzstrasse, familiar to readers of Christopher  Isherwood, but as remote to Viennese boys as Holmes’s Baker Street.
Children in the Vienna of the mid-twenties still learned to write the  old Gothic script by scratching letters on slates framed in wood, and  wiping them with small sponges. Since most post-1918 school texts  were in the new roman print, we obviously also learned to read and later write that way, but I cannot remember how. By the time one  entered secondary education at the age of eleven one was obviously  expected to have acquired the three Rs, but what else we learned in  primary school is less clear. Plainly, I found it interesting, since I look  back on my elementary schooldays with pleasure, recalling all manner  of stories about Vienna and trips into the semi-rural neighbourhood  to search for trees, plants and animals. I suppose all this came under  the pedagogic heading ‘Heimatkunde’, which, since the German word  Heimat notoriously has no exact English equivalent, can best be translated as ‘knowledge of where we come from’. I can see now that it  was not a bad preparation for a historian, since the great events of  conventional history in and around Vienna were only an incidental  part of what Viennese children learned about their habitat. Aspern was  not only the name of the battle the Austrians won against Napoleon  (neighbouring Wagram, which they decisively lost, was not in the  collective memory), but a place in the remote zone beyond the Danube,  not yet part of the city, where people went to swim in the lagoons left  by the old course of the river, and explored wildernesses of martens  and waterfowl. The Turkish sieges of Vienna were important because  they had brought coffee into the city as part of the Turkish booty, and  therefore our Kaffeehäuser. Of course we had the enormous advantage  that the official history of the old imperial Austria had disappeared  from sight, except as buildings and monuments, and the new Austria  of 1918 had no history yet. It is political continuity that tends to reduce  school history to the canonical succession of dates, monarchs and  wars. The only historical event I recall celebrating at school in the  Vienna of my childhood was the centenary of Beethoven’s death. The  teachers themselves knew that in the new era school also had to be  different, but they were not yet clear just how. (As my school songbook  put it at the time — 1925 — ‘the new methods of teaching having not  yet been entirely clarified’.) I was to discover the ‘1066 and all that’  type of history in the secondary  Gymnasium, not yet emancipated  from traditional pedagogy. Naturally this was unexciting. German,  geography, Latin and eventually Greek (which I had to give up on  coming to England) seemed much more to my taste, but not, alas,  mathematics and the physical sciences.
And certainly not religious instruction. I do not think this arose at all in primary school, but in secondary school I seem to recall that the  non-Catholics, Lutherans, Evangelicals, the odd Greek Orthodox, but  mainly the Jews, were excused the periods presumably devoted to this  subject in class. The minority alternative, an afternoon class for Jews  conducted in another part of town by a Miss Miriam Morgenstern  and her various successors, was uninspiring. We were repeatedly told  and interrogated on the Bible stories in the Pentateuch. I recall the  shock I caused when I answered yet another question on who was the  most important of the sons of Jacob, unable to believe that they were,  once again, going on about Joseph, ‘Judah’. After all, I reasoned, had  not all the Jews (Juden) been called after him? It was the wrong answer.  I also acquired a knowledge of printed Hebrew characters which I  have since lost, plus the essential invocation to the Jews, the ‘Shema  Yisroel’ (the language was always pronounced in the Ashkenazi manner  and not in the Sephardic pronunciation imposed by Zionism), and a  fragment of the ‘Manishtana’, the ritual questions and answers supposed to be recited during Passover by the youngest male. Since nobody  in the family celebrated Passover, took notice of the Sabbath or any of  the other Jewish holidays, or kept any Jewish dietary rules, I had no  occasion to use my knowledge. I knew that one was supposed to cover  one’s head in the Temple, but the only times I ever found myself in one  were at weddings and funerals. I watched the one school friend who  practised the full ritual when addressing the Lord — prayer-shawl,  phylacteries and the rest — with an uninvolved curiosity. Moreover, if  our family had practised these things, an hour a week at school would  have been neither necessary nor sufficient to acquire them.
Though entirely unobservant, we nevertheless knew that we were,  and could not get away from being, Jews. After all there were 200,000  of us in Vienna, 10 per cent of the city’s population. Most Viennese  Jews bore assimilated first names, but — unlike those in the Anglo-Saxon world — rarely changed their surnames, however recognizably  Jewish. Certainly in my childhood nobody I knew had been converted.  In principle, under the Habsburgs as under the Hohenzollerns, the  abandonment of one form of religious service for another had been a  price willingly paid by very successful Jewish families for social or  official standing, but after the collapse of society, the advantages of  conversion disappeared even for such families, and the Grüns had never aimed so high. Nor could Viennese Jews think of themselves  simply as Germans worshipping (or not worshipping) in a particular  way. They could not even dream of escaping their fate of being one  ethnicity among many. Nobody gave them the option of belonging to  ‘the nation’, because there was none. In the Austrian half of the  Emperor Franz Josef’s dominions, unlike in the Hungarian half, there  was no single ‘country’ with a single ‘people’ theoretically identified  with it. Under such circumstances for Jews to be ‘German’ was not a  political or national but a cultural project. It meant leaving behind the  backwardness and isolation of shtetls and shuls  to join the modern  world. The city fathers of the town of Brody in Galicia, 80 per cent of  whose population was Jewish, had petitioned the emperor long ago to  make German the language of school education, not because the  emancipated citizens of Brody wanted to be like beer-drinking Teutons,  but because they did not want to be like the Hasidim with their  miracle-working hereditary  wunderrabbis or the yeshiva-bokhers  explicating the Talmud in Yiddish. And that is why middle-class  Viennese Jews, whose parents or grandparents had migrated from the  Polish, Czech and Hungarian hinterlands, demarcated themselves so  decisively from the Eastern Jews.
It is no accident that modern Zionism was invented by a Viennese  journalist. All Viennese Jews knew, at least since the 1890s, that they  lived in a world of anti-Semites and even of potentially dangerous  street anti-Semitism. ‘Gottlob kein Jud’ (Thank God it wasn’t a Jew) is  the immediate reaction of a (Jewish) passer-by to the cries of newspaper  vendors on the Vienna Ring, announcing the assassination of Archduke  Franz Ferdinand, in the opening scene of Karl Kraus’s wonderful The  Last Days of Humanity. There was even less reason for optimism in the  1920s. There was no doubt in most people’s minds that the governing  Christian-Social Party remained as anti-Semitic as its founder, Vienna’s  celebrated mayor Karl Lueger. And I still recall the moment of shock  when my elders — I was barely thirteen — received the news of the 1930  German Reichstag election, which made Hitler’s National Socialists  the second-largest party. They knew what it meant. In short, there was  simply no way of forgetting that one was Jewish, even though I cannot  recall any personal anti-Semitism, because my Englishness gave me,  in school at least, an identity which drew attention away from my Jewishness. Britishness probably also immunized me, fortunately,  against the temptations of a Jewish nationalism, even though Zionism  among the central European young generally went together with moderate or revolutionary socialist views, except for the disciples of Jabotinsky, who were inspired by Mussolini and now govern Israel as the  Likud party. Of course Zionism had a greater presence in Herzl’s city  than among indigenous Jews in, say, Germany where, until Hitler, it  attracted only an untypical fringe. There was no way of overlooking  the existence either of anti-Semites or of the blue-white football club  Hakoah, which faced my father and Uncle Sidney with a problem of  conflicting loyalties when it played the visiting British team Bolton  Wanderers. However, the vast majority of emancipated or middle-class  Viennese Jews before Hitler were not, and never became, Zionist.
We had no idea what dangers threatened the Jews. Nobody had, or  could have. Even in the benighted pogrom-ridden corners of Carpathian Europe and the Polish—Ukrainian plains from which the firstgeneration immigrants came to Vienna, systematic genocide was  inconceivable. In case of serious trouble, the old and experienced  argued in favour of keeping a low profile, taking evasive action and  staying on the right side of such authorities as were in a position to  protect them, and might have an interest in doing so, or at least an  interest in re-establishing law and order, however inequitable, on their  domains. The young and revolutionary called for resistance and active  self-defence. The old knew that, sooner or later, things would settle  down again; the young might dream of total victory (e.g. world revolution) but how could they imagine total destruction? Neither actually  expected a modern country permanently to get rid of all its Jews,  something that had not happened since Spain in 1492. Still less could  one imagine their physical extirpation. Moreover, only the Zionists  actually envisaged the systematic exodus of all Jews into a mono-ethnic  nation-state, leaving their former homes, in the Nazi expression, ‘judenrein’. When people before, or even in the first years of, Hitler talked of  the dangers of anti-Semitism, they meant an intensification of what  Jews had always suffered: discrimination, injustice, victimization, the  confident, contemptuous strong intimidating and sometimes brutalizing the minority of the inferior weak. It did not and could not yet mean  Auschwitz. The word ‘genocide’ was not coined until 1942.
What exactly could ‘being Jewish’ mean in the 1920s to an intelligent  Anglo-Viennese boy who suffered no anti-Semitism and was so remote  from the practices and beliefs of traditional Judaism that, until after  puberty, he was unaware even of being circumcised? Perhaps only this:  that sometime around the age of ten I acquired a simple principle from  my mother on a now forgotten occasion when I must have reported,  or perhaps even repeated, some negative observation of an uncle’s  behaviour as ‘typically Jewish’. She told me very firmly: ‘You must  never do anything, or seem to do anything that might suggest that you  are ashamed of being a Jew.’
I have tried to observe it ever since, although the strain of doing so  is sometimes almost intolerable, in the light of the behaviour of the  government of Israel. My mother’s principle was sufficient for me to  abstain, with regret, from declaring myself konfessionslos (without  religion) as one was entitled to do in Austria at the age of thirteen. It  has landed me with the lifetime burden of an unpronounceable surname which seems spontaneously to call for the convenient slide into  Hobson or Osborn. It has been enough to define my Judaism ever  since, and left me free to live as what my friend the late Isaac Deutscher  called a ‘non-Jewish Jew’, but not what the miscellaneous regiment of  religious or nationalist publicists call a ‘self-hating Jew’. I have no  emotional obligation to the practices of an ancestral religion and even  less to the small, militarist, culturally disappointing and politically  aggressive nation-state which asks for my solidarity on racial grounds.  I do not even have to fit in with the most fashionable posture of the  turn of the new century, that of ‘the victim’, the Jew who, on the  strength of the Shoah (and in the era of unique and unprecedented  Jewish world achievement, success and public acceptance), asserts  unique claims on the world’s conscience as a victim of persecution.  Right and wrong, justice and injustice, do not wear ethnic badges or  wave national flags. And as a historian I observe that, if there is any  justification for the claim that the 0.25 per cent of the global population  in the year 2000 which constitute the tribe into which I was born are  a ‘chosen’ or special people, it rests not on what it has done within the  ghettos or special territories, self-chosen or imposed by others, past,  present or future. It rests on its quite disproportionate and remarkable  contribution to humanity in the wider world, mainly in the two centuries or so since the Jews were allowed to leave the ghettos, and chose  to do so. We are, to quote the title of the book of my friend Richard  Marienstras, Polish Jew, French Resistance fighter, defender of Yiddish  culture and his country’s chief expert on Shakespeare, ‘un  peuple en  diaspora’. We shall, in all probability, remain so. And if we make the  thought experiment of supposing that Herzl’s dream came true and all  Jews ended up in a small independent territorial state which excluded  from full citizenship all who were not the sons of Jewish mothers, it  would be a bad day for the rest of humanity — and for the Jews  themselves.
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