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My father-in-law (alav ha-shalom) used to tell a story from his last days in Germany in the late summer of 1939.  The drumbeat of war was audible to anyone willing to listen.  Especially after having been interned for a time in Dachau as part of Kristallnacht the year before, all he wanted to do was get out Germany before it was too late.  

At his interview with the official who would decide whether or not he’d be granted an exit visa, he agonized over what to say, how to act, what would grant him release and what would leave him stranded and defenseless in Nazi Germany.  At this moment of peak anxiety, peak uncertainty, he told us, the official opened a large ledger on his desk, then excused himself for a moment, leaving my father-in-law alone and wondering what to do.  Why had the official left that volume opened before him?  Was he supposed to leave money there, a bribe to secure his safe passage?  Or, if he left money there and discreetly closed the volume, would it lead to charges of bribery and a quick trip to a concentration camp?  How could he possibly know what was the right choice?  

In the end, he decided not to leave the money.  He left the book open.  The official returned and, in few moments, stamped my father-in-law’s exit visa and told him he had 3 days to leave the country.  He found passage to Britain, arrived there just as Hitler invaded Poland on Sep. 1, 1939 and so the war began.  Suddenly he was “an enemy alien,” interned on the Isle of Man and eventually, like all those other refugees, placed on ships that went alternately, one to Canada and one to Australia.  

The rest, as they say, is history.  He found true freedom in his new land, Canada, made a home in Toronto, met and married my mother-in-law (aleha ha-shalom) and they produced two wonderful girls, one of whom I was fortunate enough to marry.

I tell this story because it is, for me, the key to understanding The List, selected this year as the One Book, One Jewish community choice for Greater Philadelphia, a book I’ve just recently read and found absolutely intriguing.  Because, you see, it is a book about just such impossible choices, choices that defined the lives of the European Jewish refugees in England before and during the war.  These moments of decision were often the difference between life and death.  Make the right choice and you would survive; make the wrong one, and your name would be entered on the lists of the dead.  No wonder The List – a book about impossible choices -- is such a powerful read.  

The story begins with VE Day in London and (interestingly) is loosely based on the lives of Fletcher’s own parents, Georg and Edith, who are married and live in a boardinghouse in the Hampstead section of London, England. Their back story is familiar—Edith Epstein and Georg Fleischer are from privileged, Viennese Jewish families; they do not know each other growing up in Vienna but meet in Prague, the only members of their families to escape the sphere of Nazi influence. They fall in love, Edith gets out and, then, thanks to her enormous efforts on his behalf, Georg is granted a visa to come to London just before the Wehrmacht storms into Czechoslovakia.

We see Georg and Edith in the crowds of London celebrating the end of the war in Europe.  Like everyone around them they are jubilant at the end of the conflict but their joy is bittersweet because they have no idea what has happened to their families and are continually searching for news about them. When they hear about the confirmed death of any one of them -- and most have died either in a concentration camp or on the way to one—Georg tearfully draws a line through their names on the list he keeps, the list that gives the book its title.  “One by one,” we read, Georg “crossed them out when the phone call came, or when they found the names on a Red Cross list, or when news, definite news, came from friends on the Continent.”

As we move now with Georg and Edith into the fall of 1945, we get a glimpse into their lives and the lives of the Jewish immigrant community around them.  Georg, trained as a lawyer, is continually searching for work, reduced to making buttons for a few pennies; Edith earns a tiny living by repairing stockings at home.   All they want is to earn enough to eat and drink and pay the rent.  Memories of the past are a kind of indulgence they cannot afford, especially after they receive word that Edith’s cousin Anna is alive and coming to London to live with them in October of 1945.

Edith and Georg—as well as the other refugees with whom they spend much of their time—fairly brim with questions for Anna when she turns up.  But Anna isn’t ready to speak of what she has endured. “If Anna was haunted by what she knew, Edith was tormented by what she didn’t know,” Fletcher writes, reminding us of the critical difference between the survivors and the refugees whose loved ones have vanished without a trace.

As George, Edith, Anna and all the refugees try to find work, try to make a life for themselves in this new land, their world is turned upside down by a petition circulated in London by anti-Semites who want to “eject the aliens” – in theory all immigrants, in actuality Jews.  Having convinced themselves that London’s immigrant Jews  are taking jobs from English boys returning from the war, those driving the petition unleash terror and even violence for these pitiful refugees who thought they had escaped such nightmares forever.  

Juxtaposed beside this tale of Georg, Edith, and Anna— and increasingly intertwined with it—is another strand, another plotline.   In this one, we get a glimpse into events and conflicts associated with Mandate Palestine where a terrorist plot is being hatched to kill British Foreign Minister, Ernest Bevin -- and into which Georg is unwittingly drawn.  With this additional storyline, we are reminded of the dramatic events that provided the backdrop to the establishment of the State of Israel: British rule, internal conflict among the Jewish fighters who resisted it, and the plight of Holocaust survivors many of whom longed to start their lives anew in this dangerous but beloved land. 

As you can probably tell by my enthusiasm in describing the book, I was thoroughly caught up in it all the way from beginning to end.  Now, I don’t make the claim that it’s great literature.  It is simple and straightforward.  But it is an engrossing read and I do recommend it to you.

I recommend it because it tells the story of people that we come to really care about and learn from – and that is perhaps the best reason ever to read a novel.

But especially for us -- American Jews of the early twenty-first century, living with the legacy of these earth-shaking events, the Holocaust and the establishment of the State of Israel -- I think it is something much more.   I believe The List has something important to say to us and its lessons are well worth our learning.

First, it teaches us about a piece of the holocaust puzzle that most of us know little about it – the lives of the refugees during and immediately after the war—something Fletcher knows from personal experience and meticulous historical research.  

It shows us their struggles, their desperate attempts to become part of British life, the resentment and resistance of some of the locals and the gratifying support they receive from so many others.  It shows the ugly reality of British anti-Semitism, a reality that sadly continues to this day – genteel though it may be – expressed mostly in a surprisingly virulent anti-Israel sentiment.   It shows their constant feelings of loss and grief, their struggles to come to terms with the vortex into which they and their families have been drawn, and their truly inspiring attempts, in spite of everything, to begin life anew in a new land.  All of this is worth learning not only for its own sake but also so we can come to better understand our own survivor and refugee community here in America – something we would be wise to do.

More important, though, The List teaches us the incredible power of memory.  It reminds us that we really are what we remember, that our past colors who we are, how we live in the present, how we face the future.  We know it’s true:  each of us carries around with us the baggage of our reminiscences, our experiences, those moments that loom large in our consciousness and even when we don’t show it on the outside, it is at the core of who we are as human beings.   

The characters of this novel – who have been seared by harrowing personal experience – prove this in dramatic fashion.  They are haunted by their memories and, at the same time, those memories propel them forward into the future.

I was reminded of the power of memory at the recent dedication of an ambulance for Magen David Adom by Ruth and David Clayman, Holocaust survivors who had funded the purchase of the vehicle.  As we stood and chatted waiting for the ceremony to begin, David talked about all he and Ruth had been through -- surviving the camps, coming to freedom in America, struggling to make a life here, fiercely proud of their Jewish identity, powerfully committed to the well-being of the state of Israel.  I listened carefully to his words; I knew I could only dimly imagine what memories he carried around with him, how those memories haunted and drove him on.    

That is what Fletcher does so well in The List.  He helps us to understand the power of memory in Edith, Georg and Anna’s lives and, in so doing, in our own lives as well.  

Here, for example, is Anna after she has revealed some of what happened to her in the camp:

“She knew that whenever she looked in the mirror . . . she would not see herself, but that other Anna, the one she wanted to forget. Staring back from that place. She was still young and her hair would grow back and her body would fill out again, she was only twenty-two. Time would pass and they say that time heals, but Anna knew that what she saw with her own eyes would never change because what she had done to survive could never be forgotten, or forgiven, or even talked of, not now or ever, and the wounds she had suffered were not the kind that would ever heal.”

And here is Edith, dreaming that her beloved father, her “Papi” is still alive:

“Now Edith felt Papi’s presence, too, close and intimate, like a second skin. Warm and protective. She called out to him at night in her dreams, dreams in which he always appeared moving away, on a train, walking, flying, a sad face, looking at her as he faded into the distance and sometimes this would merge with a baby face, little and round with huge staring eyes. She would wake breathless . . .”

Yet for all the sadness of their pasts, the characters in this novel are a testament to the resilience of the human spirit, of the Jewish spirit, to rise above loss and suffering to imagine a better future. At the very point where Georg might feel entitled to drown himself in his sorrows, we witness him planning for the future:

“He wondered, as he often had, what his parents’ lives had been like before they married. He’d always intended to ask but never had. And now he never could. Such a pity, he thought. So much lost. He. . . decided to write everything down . . . So nothing would be forgotten. He’d make a family tree, too, so they’d know where they came from. Well: a family stump. But it would grow again . . . “

It is this sense of living with memory – living with it but triumphing over it – that, for me, really makes The List soar.  Because, at its heart, it is not a book about pain and suffering and loss but about rebirth and renewal, symbolized most dramatically in Edith’s pregnancy.  Seven weeks along when the book opens, Edith carries within her the hopes of all within her refugee circle. Everyone is so eager for the birth, which occurs just before the book ends, because it speaks for their common dream to rise beyond their painful memories, to create a better and more hopeful future.

Now, I will not give away the ending but with Edith’s delivery and news that finally arrives from the continent about her father’s fate, we are reminded that so much of what it means to be a Jew – and especially a Jew living in the aftermath of the Holocaust – so much of who we are is a strange and potent amalgam of life and death, memory and hope, bitter memories and wonderful dreams.  It is striking how the recitation of Kaddish and the celebration of new life are intertwined in this tale, a reality for this community of survivor Jews and, in fact, for the entire Jewish world after 1945, a Jewish world that remembers well our catastrophic losses at the same time as we celebrate the triumph of our Jewish state.

My friends, these are big, bold, important themes, themes we American Jews of the 21st century have to grapple with if we are to understand where we have been, where we are and where we are going.   And if Martin Fletcher’s The List helps us to do that – and I believe it does – it is a book well worth reading.
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