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Introduction


‘I can understand myself only in the light of inner happenings.’ Carl Jung


‘People are trapped in history, and history is trapped in them.’ James Baldwin


Memory is unpredictable. Sometimes it forms clear as crystal. At other times it splinters into shards that refuse to fit together. Some pieces may connect whilst others remain elusive. Often, memories dissolve into a mist or vanish altogether into a sea of darkness, but this doesn’t mean that they are no longer there. Kindertransport is a play in which invisible memory is made not only visible but material and physical, a living, breathing thing: a bedtime moment, a box of papers, a girl’s hand clutching a crinkled photograph. If you think that you know what memory means, then the play asks you to think again, to feel, see, hear, touch where memory hides and reveals itself, to realise that the value of what you do and do not remember might not lie in the past but in how it connects you to what is fully alive, or solidly frozen, within you right now, as present as ever.


Collective memory crystallises into what we call History. ‘Facts’ serve to anchor the shared story into a generally agreed narrative. The ‘objective’ and relevant facts that provide the wider context for this play start in Germany in the late 1930s.


In early November 1938, an intensive series of ‘pogrom’ attacks on Jewish property and arrests of people were launched in Nazi Germany. This became known as Kristallnacht (‘The Night of Broken Glass’), and has subsequently been called Pogromnacht or Novemberpogrome. In the wake of this calculated violence, some others in the world woke up to the level of danger that certain minorities, most notably Jews, faced within the Nazi domain. The British government was lobbied by Jewish, humanitarian and Quaker organisations to provide refuge. At the time, it was not necessarily easy but certainly possible for people to get out of Germany, surrendering their possessions in the process. The difficulty was finding somewhere to go when many countries were barring their doors to refugees no matter how endangered they were. The ten thousand permits that were made available for under-sixteen-year-olds to enter and remain within the United Kingdom were hard won and granted only because children were seen as less of a threat to the economy, which was still recovering from the ravages of the Great Depression. So, at the very end of 1938, began a series of transportations carrying mostly Jewish children (along with some from other backgrounds who were also at risk) aged sixteen and under from Germany, Austria and Czechoslovakia. The name these transportations were given is simply descriptive – Kinder (‘children’), transport (‘transportation’). These continued for almost a year until the Second World War began in early September 1939.


It was in 1989, during the fiftieth anniversary year of the Kindertransport, that I first learned about these children who were brought to safety, and how many of them never saw their parents again. I wondered why I had not come across this before. I grew up in a tight-knit Jewish community in Liverpool in the 1960s and ’70s, and attended Jewish schools from kindergarten at the age of three to secondary school, including sixth form. I was taught Jewish history and the Holocaust was given due attention. Yet there was no word about the Kindertransport, and this in schools where young people of the same age would readily have identified with the experience of these evacuees. The reasons for this are significant and connect with the inner life of the Kinder themselves. Many simply chose not to discuss or raise the matter of where they had come from and how. In their adult lives they had focused on making a living, raising families and ‘putting the past behind’ them. When the 1989 anniversary came around, the youngest Kinder, who had travelled across Europe and the North Sea as babies thrust into the arms of older children, were themselves in their fifties, whilst the teenage refugees were in their sixties. Late middle-age is a time when life catches up with a person. An organisation called Kindertransport Reunion was set up by Bertha Leverton and others who now actively sought to mark the event by bringing as many Kinder together as possible. A celebratory gathering was planned, the first of its kind. I met Bertha through a friend, herself a refugee, of my then husband, himself the son of German Jewish refugees. She talked to me about arriving and living in England, then later, after the war, how her mother had been one of the few who survived and had come to find her. Bertha also helped me to meet other Kinder and hear their stories too. I watched a documentary on television in which a number of them described their early experience of escape, subsequent survival, gratitude, guilt, loss and making a new life in another land.


Twenty-five years on, 2013/14 sees the seventy-fifth anniversary. Kinder gather again to mark their unique experience and connect with each other. By the time the hundredth anniversary arrives it is unlikely that very many, if any, will be here to attend. I feel privileged to have been able to engage with this communal act of remembering, reflection and attesting to the world whilst many have still been here to share it.


Kindertransport, the event, is entirely distinct from Kindertransport the play. In the drama I do not attempt to speak for any of those who actually travelled on the trains as children. Whilst I did draw on key moments and detail from the spoken and written testimonies of Kinder, and whilst most of the experiences of Eva/Evelyn (the principal character in my play, played by two actors at different stages of her life) did happen to someone somewhere, the play is primarily a work of creative imagination, written from the heart. My play does focus on a particular happening at a time of massive upheaval in the world, yet it also looks beyond the specifics of this historical event and taps into a universal human experience: that of a child’s separation from its mother.


This book is intended to share my reflections on the creating and telling of Eva/Evelyn’s story, how it relates to historical events both personal and political, the way it works theatrically and what I have learned over the years about audience and readership responses. Giving unique insight into each character are a few of the actors who have played them, lived inside their skins. Providing their specific takes on music, design and realising the text in production are a composer, designer and three different directors who have worked on a number of key productions over the years: the world premiere at the Cockpit Theatre in 1993, produced by the Soho Theatre Company, directed by Abigail Morris; the production, also directed by Abigail Morris, that transferred from the Palace Theatre, Watford, to the Vaudeville Theatre in London’s West End, in 1996; Shared Experience’s national touring production, directed by Polly Teale, in the UK in 2007; and the national UK tour for 2013/14, directed by Andrew Hall, produced by Hall and Childs. It has been fascinating to catch up again with them all and a revelation to discover how their lives have been touched in some meaningful way by this story.


Most of all, my focus when writing the play was to probe the inner life where memory is shaped by trauma, history meets story, in order to gain psychological and emotional insight into how a damaged psyche can survive, possibly recover, and whether there might ever be an opportunity to thrive. This journey within is what Kindertransport also offers each member of the audience and reader if they allow themselves to go where it ventures, no matter where or when they live.
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Background


‘Dear Ms Samuels, I enjoyed your play very much. It has given me a whole different perspective on how I look at mother/daughter relationships. If you don’t mind me asking – how did you feel when you were putting all of this together?’ Email enquiry from student


‘Imagination and fiction make up more than three-quarters of our real life.’ Simone Weil


Fiction writers are often asked if their stories are autobiographical.


Fiction… a thing feigned or imaginatively invented… pretence… a thing created.


Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, 5th Edition, 2002


No matter how a play or novel is ‘invented’, it certainly comes from something very alive for the author. The essence of the themes, characters, images, moments, is without doubt inspired by personal experience in some way. What is ‘make-believe’ tends often to reflect an aspect of inner ‘fantasy’, ‘imaginative’ or ‘dream’ states even if it says nothing about actual life experience. ‘Is your story autobiographical?’ is one of those seemingly straightforward but rather confounding questions, like ‘Who are you?’, to which you might first respond with your name but, on greater reflection, double take: ‘Is this who I really am?’ Is the name that you were given at birth or have adopted somewhere along the way, the place you were born, the class or race or gender that you inherit, the shape of your body, the talents you possess, the faults you hide, the mistakes you make, a definer of who you are? Who chooses a person’s customs, accent, attitude, character, history? ‘Who am I?’ is a question that secretly haunts Evelyn in Kindertransport and it is so unnerving for her that she refuses to face it. So, my answer to whether Kindertransport is in any way autobiographical is, in all honesty, ‘No, and yes’, or, if I think again, ‘Yes, and no’, especially as, in this case, the process of making the play involved tapping into the stuff of life to invent the drama.


Autobiography… The writing of one’s own history; a story of a person’s life written by him or herself.


Autobiographical… relating to one’s own life story.


Biography… The history of the lives of individuals, as a branch of literature.


Art… the production of a work of imagination, imitation, or design, or towards the gratification of the aesthetic senses: the products of any such pursuit.


Shorter Oxford English Dictionary, 5th Edition, 2002


Given my family and cultural background, it would seem that Kindertransport is in no way autobiographical. My own mother was not a refugee from Nazi Germany. She was born and raised in North West England in the genteel Lancashire seaside resort of Southport by a mother who was born in Liverpool and a father who grew up in Llandudno, another seaside resort, in North Wales. My father is a born-and-bred native of Liverpool, as was his mother, whilst his father was born in Russia and was brought by his parents to Liverpool when he was a baby. My great-grandparents on both sides emigrated from Russia and Poland at the beginning of the twentieth century, before the First World War, to Britain. So, whilst my family are Jews, none of them experienced the Holocaust directly.


German Jewish culture in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was quite distinct from that of Polish and Russian Jews. Whilst German culture did maintain an implicit antagonism towards Jews, those living in Germany could at least be educated, climb the social ladder and were given the opportunity to integrate, up to a point, into wider society. In Russia and Poland, anti-Semitism was blatant and the opportunity for integration was most certainly not on offer. Jews were kept separate from the mainstream, isolated in an area called The Pale of Settlement, which included a few large cities, like Odessa and Kiev, with many living in shtetls (rural villages or towns). One of the consequences of being kept apart was that, within their own communities, Jews lived without cultural compromise, speaking their own language, Yiddish (an amalgamation of German and Hebrew), in an environment run according to Jewish traditions. German Jews, on the other hand, more readily adopted German customs and ways of behaving, spoke ‘proper’ German and, for fear of being different, a target for discrimination or prejudice, would play down their Jewish practices and ways, adapt their Jewish identity if this was possible, or let it slip altogether.


There is a tension in what it was like to be a German Jew that resonates with the question of ’Who am I?’ For if, as a member of a minority group, you are forever fearful that you won’t get on in the world if you fully express your ethnic and religious culture, and if you are careful to temper or hide it, well then: who are you? Are you who you appear to be on the outside, or are you what you inherit from your culture and ‘ancestors’, much of which is concealed? Are you one person or two – someone who is ‘out’ and someone else who is ‘in’? This split sense of self certainly informs the development of the character of Evelyn and roots her in the cultural background of a German Jewish way of operating that precedes her separation from her original family.


What if the question ‘Who am I?’ was posed within Eva’s family on the eve of her leaving Hamburg in early 1939? Would Helga, her mother, say of herself that she was a German Jew, or even a Jewish German, when many Germans at the time were refusing to acknowledge that a Jew was a human being, let alone of the same nationality?


What about asking: ‘Who am I not?’


Often a writer is driven to call on what they have never directly experienced. It is as if the imagination strives to embrace something outside yourself in an attempt to add a missed dimension by conjuring it in a virtual reality. I was raised in a community that resembled in some ways those shtetls of Eastern Europe from which my family originated. Everyone I mixed closely with on a social level, in school, in synagogue, in communal settings, was Jewish. They peppered their English with Yiddish and Hebrew, observed the festivals and identified strongly as Jews in the outside world. This was the template that for some reason my imagination felt compelled to reverse. Thus I found myself creating a character who is not me at all, and in being ‘not me’ is the part of me that I am possibly afraid of being – a Jew who is cut off from all other Jews, purposefully concealing all remaining traces of her Jewishness, like a rotting corpse buried beneath the attic floorboards, to become anything but a Jew – in Evelyn’s case an English Christian.


With regards to my own situation at the time of writing Kindertransport, something significant was certainly happening that must have informed my being drawn so strongly to the experience of the Kinder. The fiftieth-anniversary reunion in 1989, when I began the research, led to my writing in earnest in 1990/91. In 1988 my first child was born, and my second arrived two years later in 1990. So, autobiographical? Well, ‘Yes, and no.’ Kindertransport focuses on the relationships between generations of mothers and daughters, whereas both my children are sons. A film producer once asked, ‘Why are there only women in this play, bar the Ratcatcher, who isn’t a person?’ I glibly joked that I was at the time living in a household with three men of varying ages and needed to dream up some kind of feminine environment. Short of having another baby in the hope that it might be a daughter, I concocted the female world that I lacked. Life in reverse again.


Becoming a mother made me acutely aware of the constant struggle between what a mother can and can’t do to cater fully for the needs of her child. Writing after disturbed nights, between feeds and naps, tuned me in to some very basic emotions. I was at times fulfilled and at other times overwhelmed by the love and sense of responsibility, concerned about not being a good enough mother. I worked hard not to let down these little people whose lives relied upon me and in whom I couldn’t help but invest more than I dared admit. I also had a strong sense that my primary job was to encourage my sons to be themselves and to raise them to manage independently. More profoundly, it gave me direct experience twice over within two years of the rawest and most seminal parting that every single human being on the planet experiences – birth itself. In labour, a woman has no choice but to let go, in violent spasms, of the new life she has been protecting. For both mother and child this is a wrench and a release. We have all been there one way or another, expelled from the womb, the contained world inside, out into the uncontained world beyond. It is the very first moment of ‘Who am I?’, no longer part of another but a separate person in our own right. This is one of the most profound shifts that any of us ever experience and we carry it submerged within ourselves for our entire lives.


‘What’s an abyss, Mutti?’ asks Eva of Helga the night before she is sent away on one of the trains.


‘An abyss is a deep and terrible chasm.’


In the first two lines of the play, here is the heart of the whole piece in a nutshell: what is this gap, Mummy, and why have we been split apart when we were together as one?


Shall we make ourselves forget and never fully acknowledge how we feel about this primary experience of leaving ‘home’? Or do we need ways of embracing the sense of loss that lies at the heart of the human condition, and isn’t art in any form – music, literature, dance, painting, sculpture, photography, poetry and theatre – a way of ‘going there’, to those raw feelings, safely?


In this raw state, as a new mother, in 1989, a friend told me about her father’s anticipation of the fiftieth-anniversary reunion of those on the Kindertransport. I wasn’t aware of the transportations, let alone that there was an anniversary at hand. My friend explained that her father had escaped from Vienna on one of the trains when he was seventeen, using fake papers because he was above the permitted age limit of sixteen. The way she described this event buzzed with personal significance, as if it mattered to her as much as it did her father. Then I recalled that she had revealed once how she needed regularly to check where her passport was, just in case. I’d fleetingly thought this strange. I tend to dig out my passport the night before leaving the country and forget about it when it’s not imminently required. How many people do feel an insistent urge to locate their identifying documents on a weekly basis? There seemed to be a connection between the flight that her father had had to make in his teens and a disquiet in her, as if she too may need to escape without warning. This was not based on any direct threat of danger in her own life. She had grown up in a comfortable middle-class home just outside London, had been very successful as a student, and at the time lived safely in her own flat in North London. She had never been threatened with expulsion, imprisonment or a direct attack on any of her citizen’s rights. I sensed that something about her father’s experience had been directly inherited by her, and she was expressing a nagging inner state of insecurity often experienced by those described as ‘second generation’, the children of survivors or refugees.


Then, an old friend of my then husband’s family, herself a German Jewish refugee who came to Britain with her family after Hitler came to power, shared the confusion that she had experienced when she first went to school in Britain without knowing a word of English. She was all at sea in this alien world and was grateful to be taught a smattering of words by her fellow classmates, who tricked her into saying silly or embarrassing things, provoking confusion or much amusement, until she worked out that she was the victim of a practical joke. In her sixties, the experience of being unable to communicate and prey to ridicule still carried a sting as she reminisced more articulately than most native speakers in beautifully coined English.


That year I also attended the ‘shiva house’ of another friend, whose father had died suddenly. In Jewish tradition, for the week after the funeral, the close kin of the deceased ‘sit shiva’, in mourning, as friends, wider family and the community visit them at home. My friend, struggling to come to terms with the loss, still in shock, revealed that his mother had been sitting only a day or two earlier with one of her oldest friends and they’d begun to discuss their experience together during the war. This was unusual, unheard of. His mother never talked about her childhood in Europe, merely hinted that she’d been in hiding somewhere or other. It was a taboo subject. Yet here she was suddenly recalling in some detail what she and her friend had gone through in the concentration camp of Auschwitz. Her son and daughter had grown up knowing nothing about this major experience of their mother’s. They were being let in to her early life for the first time.


I wondered how these things fitted together. The questions began to unfold:


	•


	If a child can inherit psychological states, and emotional and physical experience, from a parent as markedly as he or she can inherit genetic characteristics, then what if these experiences are hidden?



	•


	What does a fear or a dirty secret or a wound do to a child when they don’t know it’s there in their parent and yet their lives are being deeply informed by it?



	•


	How much and in what ways can a parent hide their experience from their children?



	•


	What is behind the urge to hide what has happened and how does this affect who you are to yourself and others?



	•


	What if you even hide yourself from yourself?




Then I watched a documentary commemorating the Kindertransport on TV. In No Time to Say Goodbye, made by Rapid Pictures, directed by Sally George, a number of Kinder in 1989 (no longer children at all, of course, but adults in their fifties and sixties) spoke with remarkable candour about their experience as a Kind (the singular of the German word Kinder, i.e. ‘child’). One woman interviewed in the documentary explained how she had, in her twenties, thirties and forties focused on day-to-day living and getting on with her life. She had felt no desire to dwell upon her experience of leaving her family behind in Germany and coming to England on the trains as a child. She saw herself as remarkably fortunate to have been spared the sufferings of those left behind in Europe and was grateful to her parents for having the foresight to send her to safety. She was one of the lucky ones. Then, as she reached her fifties, she entered a different phase of her life:


The turning point for me was in this very room actually. My son had left, grown up and gone to college, moved away. My [adoptive] mother had died. My husband had left. All my roles had gone, and here I was hoovering one day, feeling enormously solitary and lonely. At that very time I was on a counselling course doing my counselling training. So as this stuff was emerging in me I actually had somewhere to take it, and that is not chance, that I was in the right place at the right time. That’s when I began to lift my defences and do my mourning. I had not done any grieving until that time. I was forever strong and cheerful.


I remember pulling up on Highgate Hill one night and needing to get out as the rage overtook me and the feeling was, ‘How dare you send me away and get yourselves killed?’ And then came the tears. The joy of crying. Actually allowing the tears out. That was my liberation.


Watching the film, I asked myself what I would do as a parent in such a situation. What if my own family was in mortal danger, the threat increasingly imminent? What if an opportunity were to arise to send my children to a foreign country where they would be safe? Could I, would I send my sons, still so young, away?


In my gut I knew what I’d do. I would do what this woman’s parents did. Ask any parent whether they would send their child away from peril to safety and most parents may not relish the choice but they say that they would do this. But the child within me knew what my children would want. Ask any child if they would rather be sent away to safety or stay with their family in danger, under threat of starvation, brutality or death. In my experience, every child without exception, every adult remembering their own childhood feelings, does not hesitate to say that they’d want with all their being to be with their family, and prefer to die with them.


At the end of the play Evelyn faces Helga with the swallowed, ‘shameful’ truth at last:


EVELYN.…I never wanted to live without you and you made me…


This is the profound question and contradiction that lies at the heart of Kindertransport: what happens when the parent’s survival instinct is directly in opposition to what the child profoundly needs? There is no easy solution. Somehow the impossibility of this conflict must be borne. But how and at what price?
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Life Stories


‘It was an ordinary train


travelling across Germany


which gathered and took us away


those who saw it may have thought


that it was for a holiday


not being exiled being taught


to hate what we had loved in vain


brought us lasting injury’


Karen Gershon, ‘The Children’s Exodus’, from Collected Poems


Eva/Evelyn in Kindertransport is not a particular person who really existed. I imagined her into being. To do this authentically, it was essential to find out more from those who had actually come over to Britain on the Kindertransport about what had happened, physically and emotionally, in specific detail.


There is a view that History consists of the stories constructed about the past by the ‘victors’, or current mainstream culture, to justify the status quo, maintain it in the present and into the future – all that emphasis on kings, presidents, wars, religious movements, economic ‘progress’. I studied History at university and spent much of my first two years reading the work of historians writing about other historians’ writing about yet more historians’ ideas and interpretations of many a grand narrative. Then, in my third year, I was given the opportunity to complement this ‘secondary’ material by studying some primary, first-hand source material. There is something charged about the stuff that comes from a time and place, connecting with the people living the experience there and then. Recently, when I was attached to the British Library as Pearson Creative Research Fellow, I was taken into the vaults below St Pancras by one of the curators. He pulled off the shelf a copy of Anne Boleyn’s Bible. Inside were her handwritten notes. Knowing that this belonged to the figure whose place in the big story of British History has so often been told certainly contributed to my sense of awe at encountering her personal possession. Yet also in this moment, when I touched the holy book that she had long ago touched, and saw her handwriting, I felt her as a woman simply holding a pen and writing, reading, praying. An entirely different dimension was added to my sense of what History is, and this was to do with the small things in life which somehow resonate with the big things. As a child I always loved visiting old buildings, the older the better, and I sensed vividly the layers of generations living with their different customs and preoccupations in the same spot where I was standing. All around are the fragments in the physical environment of earlier lives. These can take the form of letters, songs, photographs, paving stones, railings, pictures, plates, vases, shoes – anything. It is up to those who are here now, all survivors one way or another, to notice the clues, honour the struggles, successes, failures, courage, cowardice, uniqueness and ordinariness that informs the world we inhabit. For it is the survivors who mark History, and we can choose to tell it as a story or we can evoke it as a mosaic by piecing together the fragments to create a composite picture that at once embraces and re-envisages many different facets all at once.


One of the joys of working with events that happened within living memory is that those who lived them can speak directly and address whatever questions you may have. This gives access not only to the physical experience but to something of the inner life, the intangible part of a person, too.


The very first interview that I conducted was with the old friend of my then husband’s family, who had already shared smatterings of her life story over family meals on visits to her home in Hendon, North West London. Rena Gamsa was more than happy to tell me about coming to London in the 1930s from Hamburg in Germany as a child. Her immigration preceded the Kindertransport by a few years. Her family was able to leave Germany together before the situation further deteriorated. Rena gave me some insight into what it is to flee to a strange place when your country of birth can no longer be a safe home. She remembered clearly how it was to start to settle down into a new home when you are perceived to be and feel like a foreigner. Some of what Rena told me has found its way into Eva’s experience. When I first interviewed her in 1990, I took handwritten notes. In the summer of 2013, I invited Rena, now in her nineties, to write down her testimony in her own words.


I was born in Hamburg, Germany. Like my mother and aunts, I went to a Jewish girls’ school. My brother and I, like most of our friends, had a nanny who took us out to the parks where we often met our friends. In the winter we always had a lot of snow, so we used to go to the park with our toboggan, or to the frozen Alster [a lake where the River Alster flows through Hamburg] to skate. For the whole of the summer, my parents had a flat by the sea, where we went with our nanny, and our parents and their friends came at weekends. My parents had a large circle of friends, and they seemed to be always busy entertaining.


My best friend lived in the same block of flats as we did. She was not Jewish, but we were great friends. One day her brother came in his Hitler Youth uniform, and told my friend that she must not play with me any more, as I was a ‘Dirty Jew’. He then spat at me and pulled her away. Later her parents came to see my parents to apologise, but said that we must not see each other again. They were frightened that their son would tell his teacher and they would be in trouble.


Soon after, Hitler came to power. He came to visit Hamburg. We were told to welcome him, but to stay on our balcony. Hitler and his henchmen came in an open-top car, and the crowd went mad. It was absolute mass hysteria, and frightened me stiff. I have always had a fear of crowds since then. I also had nightmares for some time.
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