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Wesfern Uaily Press Reporter
p— 2R A 44.year-old German-born mother of four

- children has been awarded- a £1,200 poetry
- S bursary by the Arts Council.

: She is Mrs. V, Tripp, of
Station Road, Ilminster,
who writes under the name
of Karen Gershon.

She left Germany at 15
and came to England in
1938 en route for Palestine,
but the war intervened and
she remained in B: In; et

Although she had writ-
ten a number of poems in
German, it was not until
1950—when she moved to
South Somerset—that she
started writing poems in
English.

Material

Her first big success
came in 1959 when a col-
lection of her works were
published. - :

In May last year two of
her books were published,
one of selected poems, and
lt:ohe ‘bﬂ;’gr a collgt:ltive a%o-
biography entitled e
Came As Children
~ Miss Gershon, a Jew, whose
parents died in a wartime

- concentration camp, now

““Karen Gershon has been writing poetry in un-
deserved obscurity for a number of years, but I &
have been privileged to follow her development
and with this volume I feel sure she will no longer
be ignored. She is a poet who feels passionately
about the tragic fate of the Jewish people in the
modern world and out of her deep human sym-
pathy comes a poetry of protest and compassion.
A very distinctive voice at a time when most poets
are content to write about their own private
experiences.”
—Sir Herbert Read

KAREN GERSHON
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Mrs. Tripp with her dau ghter 'Naomi yesterday, b%ok.ma i e’-B'
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By KAREN GERSHON

] CAUGHT tnis view of myself the

other evening and thought that
it would be worth while making the
effort to examine my situation ho-

nestly: because it has come about

through circumstances which also
affect the lives of other people. What

I was doing at that moment was

looking for the flat of a recent im-
migrant from Britain; I have bheen
interviewing such people and, when

their story has been suitable, writing

it up for publication in the English
press; the intention is to counteract
the mews items of war in the Middle
East with stories on the daily lives
of ordinary people — which will not
persuade anyone to come on aliya,
but might quieten doubts. That
evening, I had already called at se-
veral addresses where the people
had not been at home; it was the
theught -of failurs and waste in this
context which startled me into an
awareness of what my preoccupa-
tion amounted to.

Our economic situation is not des-
perate: I drove to Talpiot in our fa-
mily car, and still wearing the clo-
thes I bought for my official visit
three years ago; it will be some time
before I shall begin to look shabby.

. I cannot plead that I am prostitut-

ing what talent I have as a writer
out of necessity.

On the other hand, we are not
managing well. Like all other im-
migrants from the affluent countries
to whom I have spoken, we are ad-
justing to a lower standard of living.
In England, my husband was a
school teacher and we raised four
children; only during the last few
years did I earn an appreciable

amount of money by my writing.

The thought of, for instance, being
able in Israel to afford meat only
once a month instead of once a week
did not worry me; I did not expect
that we would not remain solvent.
We believed that the rights which
we had as new immigrants would
help us to settle; we did not under-

A ShTALL, middle-aged woman stands in the dark at the foot of alarge
apartment block, anxiously scanning the names on the letter-boxes:
it is a few minutes to 9 o’clock and if she fails again the evening will

have been wasted.

The setting is a hill in Talpiot: tall pine trees planted half a century
cgo by men to whom the Jewish State was a dream worth their total

dedication frame a view of modern Jerusalem,

inscribed in lights. The

anxious woman pays no attention to the view: it belongs to another ex-
istence — in which she might have celebrated it with words matching

its beauty.

This is no fantasy: the woman is a recognized poet who, three years
ago, visited Israel at the invitation of its President, and decided to settle

there with her family. Then, official

receptions were held in her honour;

she gave poetry readings bejore the intellectual elite. Now she has become
an immigrant, she writes articles for the J ewish Agency.

<tand that they amounted to no
more than an absence of disad-
vantages which would have made
settling impossible.

~But I am not now primarily con-
cerned with the financial aspect of
our new life, though it cannot be ex-
cluded from the—total-picture-which

is coloured by it. I don’t believe that.

any informed person voluntarily set-
tling in Israel can accord the finan-

cial aspect of his life such impor-

' tance that this is the direction from
' which comes the slow erosion of en-
- thusiasm.

Opposite of propaganda

When I first began to interview
new immigrants, I was so disturbed

. by the experiences they toid me of,

§

that I resolved to write, instead of
propaganda, whatever = the opposite
of it may be called. But I found my-
self emotionally incapable of this: if
I had rejected the idea of settling in
Israel, and wanted to make cut a
case why I had done so, I could have
found words for what I had vaguely

- in mind. But I could not foster in

myself an explicit negative aititude
to what I was and am stiil trying to
do.
Now I am wondering if it is pos-
sible to clarify honestly what is
worrying me, and balance this with
an affirmation of our decision to
settle. The othar day, someone whose

3

judgement I respect who hasbeen
here for 10, 12 years, told me un-
equivocally what he has seen: People
satisfied with their new life in Is-
.rael are people satisfied with the

work they are doing. : 24

Amongst the women I have inter-
viewed have been graduates-in scien-
ce or art who are now working as
typists. Individually, they hesitate
to put their frustration into words. It
seems selfish to be preoccupied with
one’s personal career; if their typing
is what the country needs, they
should be prepared to spend the rest
of their lives typing for the sake of
Israel, as professional women in the
generations preceding us here were
prepared to keep chickens or plant
-trees. The attempt to adjust to this
has a dual effect on people. It make.s
them feel humble because the abili-
ties which are their pride have to
be relegated, and being here becomes
more valuable, as valuable as the
price which they are paying for it.

I am not asking for sympathy; it
_seems to me that old settlers are
‘too quick with their “when we
came...” sort of reaction, as if
what happens to any Jew in Israel
were not something concerning the

" whole community. I know a dentist

from Finland and a pediatrician
from Czechoslovakia who are work-
ing at Kuwpat Holim clinics and both
say that conditions there make it im-
possible for them to maintain their
former professional standards —
ought they to be satisfied, merely
because they are now practising in
Israel, is it all right for the Israelis
that they are receiving inferior
treatment for their teeth and their
children? -
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The English poet, Karen Gershon, was in Israel for several months recently
with two of her four children as guests of President and Mrs. Shazar. The visit
was much more than just a “holiday”. They were exploring the possibility of
settling down in the country, while Miss Gershon utilised the opportunity to
learn more about herself and her Jewish origins.

She was a child refugee who fled from Germany with a Youth Aliyah
transport in 1938. World War 11 broke out before she could get to Israel and
so she remained at a Zionist pioneer training farm in Scotland, was attracted to
Orthodox Judaism, and waited. A wiolent reaction to her experiences soon
developed. She rejected both Zionism and Orthodoxy, and in a bid for inde-
pendence she went to work in an office and then as a domestic. She forfeited
a university scholarship, worked as a house mother in several private schools
and finally married an English school teacher, settling down in Somerset in 1950
where her two sons and two daughters were born.

Miss Gershon also began to write poetry, first on general themes, then
on the Holocaust. She wrote, “They Came as Children,” an account of what
had happened to a number of German child refugees in later years. Her first
visit to Israel was in 1966 to attend a conference of Israeli and Anglo-Jewish
writers. The impact of ber initial stay and her latest one have been of such
a dimension that she is determined to come on aliyah.

KAREN GERSHON = A Poet in Search of her |dentity
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lnfluenced by their own German childhood memories

they told me not to burden my children with being
Jews —

forgetting the wrecked lorries on the road to Jerusalem

commemorating the courage of those who died in them.

My half-Jewish children will grow up to make their choice.

In the Yad Vashem | heard an English child
asking: "And he was going to be killed?"”
intoning the statement like a ritual imposed
every photograph of the holocaust.
“"And they were going to be killed?” still asks the voice.

Anyone coming upon this grave without warning,
might think some warrior king lies buried there
and that the names are of the battles he fought.

Six million dead need space only in thought.

If they could become birds they would fly clear

of this rock roof which will not admit the morning.

he salmon sun on camel ground

hatches ghetto beards of scrub
this is a concept more than land
to raise who were defeated up.

God's dereliction where he pottered Man,
green orchestration of messianic dreams,
are the south and north of both exile and home,
where every year of the expectation of life

is represented by a different nation —

all people whom the Germans would have killed.

— A ncient Jerusalem is ruin-grey —

the ash of history raked to a crown;
oriental Jewish children play
within the range of rifles pointed down.
From desert stone, in legendary places,
an ancestry of pride is being built
by survivors with contaminated faces —
all people whom the Germans would have killed.

hat we come from the desert explains the Jew:
where nothing obstructs the shadow of Man,
or intervenes between eye and horizon,
what can be imagined may be true.
A tyranny of concepts grew
in this petrified sea of pink and gold
where the world is what a life can hold.
The desert we come from explains the Jew:
Stunted, conditioned victims who,
yielding essence like a fruit,
danced in the presses of pursuit —
that we come from the desert explains the Jew.

his is the country of the resurrection:
its people carry dead relatives in their eyes,

tend them for harvest in ghettos of remembrance,

hoard them against hunger where children are evergreen.
Behind the victims pilloried to pity

are granaries of healthy generations;

the whole dispersion irrigates this triumph

where history grows fresh interpretations.

19
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1938 with 10,000 other
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thought she was going to
what was then known as.
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fontthming book.

ife provides
poetnc themes

has been \— with her
immaculate English — it
seems out of character that
such a restless person should

“have stayed living in Kenton
for five years.

She is a poet and prose p
writer, and her latest:

collection of poems, “Com-
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never made that trip until
25 years later.

' By then, she had gatherean |

much experience, having
worked in England and
Scotland during the war as a
domestic servant, a chorus
girl with a third rate
pantomime, a mill hand and
~as a housemother in a
progressive school.

Her father died in Riﬁa
Labour Camp during the
war and she doesn’t know to
this day if her mother
survived the Nazi persecu-
tion of the war. Karen
married. unsuccessfully and
worked her way indepen-
dently into Edinburgh Un-

iversity, but gave up after a -

term. |
~ When Karen Gershon
speaks about the places she
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Now 56, she is married to
Val Tripp, head of the Art
Department at Park High
School and they have four

_children.
She says her two main.

themes of writing are about
being a mother and being
Jewish. What is perhaps
unique about her  biblical
oems, which 6 appear in
‘Coming Back From Baby-
lon” is her attempt to go
well known
stories.

“These poems are based

on the Bible, but they are

not religious in the conven-
tional sense,” she said.

- “I believe that the forces
which govern the universe
are not at all like the God
whom my forefathers imag-

ined. But in thgss poems 1

There are 24 poems in

“Coming Back From Baby-

lon”, and they took her a
year and a half to write, Mrs
Gershon works in the
mornings, and they rarely

produce more than six lines |

of poetry. | -

“You have to be self
disciplined about it. It’s the
most important thing in my

_ hfe. It’s only recently that
I've developed the knack to

actually write fairly regular-
ly,” she said. |

Her poetry has won her
several prizes, including the
Jewish Chronicle Books

Prize, Arts Council awards,"

and the Pioneer Women’s

“Prize for her Selected Poems

about the Holocaust,

Her first novel, “Burn

Helen”, will be published
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ritain, - wheré she has achieved
fame as a poet and novelist. Yet, in
all that time, she has not shed her
German accent, ;

T T T P LY T R P
. KAREN GERSHON was 15 years g Tl . -y X
old when she left her native Biele- 3
feld in Germany td’ travél with one % |
of the Childrén’s Transports to Eri- -
gland. That was 51 yedrs ago.' She :
has spent most of those 51 years in 7
Bri

Writer Karen Gershon's search for identity

The accent, she explaifis as we sit @S brought her back to her own Jewishness

in a Jerusalem coffeé shop, is part of

-her identity. “People who wanted to

integrate into English society made
an effort, consciously or uncon-
sciously, to lose their accents. But I
was a refugee and I am a refugee.”
While England has not made her

feel unwelcome, she considers her-

self to be a guest there. “I'm an
accepted guest — but I'm still a
guest.”

. So why does she live in England

and not in Israel?

That's part of a long and compli-
cated story, the bottom line of which
is that her non-Jewish husband Val-
entine Tripp does not feel at home’
here. = - .. v

Karen Gershon first came to Isra-
el in 1966 as a participant in an
Anglo-Isrdel writers’ symposium or-
ganized by Mercaz Letefutsot. Until
the 1960s; she had done everything
possible ‘to. submerge her Jewish-
ness. It was something which she

- had no.desire to foist on her chil-

dren. The family lived in Somerset
where there were very few Jews.
Her four . offspring, Christopher,
Anthony,-Stella_and Naomi, may
have been vaguely aware-of the fact
that she was Jewish, but shé never
discussed her past — and there.was -
nothing Jewish in the home
environment. . i

While her children were growinig *

up, Karen Gershon saw her Jewish-

ness as something negative. It was
the cause of her separation from her
parents. It was the cause of pe -
tion. It was a burden which she.did.
not want to carry... - .. ~
In 1963, she. revisted her. home -
town for the first time. On her fe-

- turn to England, she wrof® her first

Holocaust poéms and then felt com-

lled to write her non-fiction book™ *

e

'e Came as_Children, which is-a

collective biography of German-

speaking youngsters wlio on the eve -
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Next, she worked as a shop assis-
tant but didn’t earn very much; she
discovered that she could do better
for herself as a chorus girl. Since she
had a nice figure and good legs, she
applied for the chorus line for the
pantomime season — and was
promptly hired. Some of the other
girls in the show came from Brad-
ford and when the season was over,
she accompanied them and went to
work in a spinning mill there.

Her cousin Walter had stayed in
touch with her, and when he pro-
posed marriage, she was delighted.
Because she was under age, British
law required her parents' permis-
sion for the union. Their blessing
arrived in December 1941. It was
her final communication from them.

Walter was a good man, but he
and Karen were unsuited. They
wanted different things, and neither
was capable of sufficient compro-
mise . to accommodate the other,
They parted amicably at the end of
the war, by which time Karen had
met Val Tripp. The divorce was so

- friendly that Walter made Val sign

an undertaking to look after her.

BEFORE THE WAR, Karen’s atti-
tude to her Jewishness had been
sanguine. While still in Germany
she had written a poem for the com-
munity’s Hanukka celebration in
which she had exhorted her co-reli-
gionists to be aware of their Jewish-
ness not because the Nazis had re-
minded them of it but for positive
reasons. In similar vein, she had told
them through her poem, “we should
go to Eretz Yisrael not because the
Nazis want to get rid of us, but
because that is where we belong.”

After the war, there was a radical
¢hange in her attitude. She per-
ceived her Jewishness as something
shameful. “I tried to get rid of my
Jewishness by marrying out. After

—the Hotocaust; 1 saw my Jewishness
as something that would ruin your -

life...as something that could kill

you. e _
She thought then that by the time

| she reached the age of 31, she would"

be ‘more "British than refugee be-

- cause shé would have lived for a

longer time in England than in Ger-
many. It was a false premise.

She might have regained her Jew-
ich perspective at an earlier age had

was contacted by all sorts of pe(‘)fﬂé
— some‘who had known her grand-
parents, some who had knowfi-hér
parents and some with whom She
had gone to school. They all seémed
so glad that she had survived, that
she left Germany with an unexpect-
ed sense of warmth. It was then that
she began to re-identify with her
Jewishness. >

BY 1966, SHE had come to terms
with her historic past and was ready
to tackle Israel. The writers’ sympo-
sium was an ideal milien. When
someone at the symposium asked
who among the participants consid-
ered themselves to be a Jewish writ-
er, her spontaneous response was “I
do." She surprised even herself with
the readiness of this admission and
realized that she was beginning “'to
fit into my Jewish skin.”

Buoyed with a new enthusiasm,
she persuaded her family to settle in
Israel. Both Chris and Tony were
instantly at home here. Neither had
been circumcised, and both under-
went circumcision in order to get
married here. She had deliberately
refrained from having them circum-
cised when they were born so that
they would not be identified as
Jews. A nonconformist like her
mother, Stella Tripp was the first
member of the family to go back to
England, ostensibly to_study art.

Thatwas in the sping of 1973, Her
father followed soon afterwards. He
was thén 54, and Karen hoped that
he would come back to Jerusalem
sdying that he had been unablé to
find a job or a housé. But he Was
offered a job as a teacher, and be-
cause she did not want to séparate
her daughters as she and Lise had
been separated, she joined hirh. She
empathized with his inability to ad-
just to Israel. “He was in the posi-
tion that I had been in in England as
a Jew among gentiles. Maybe it's
more tolerable to us because we're
used to it.” : ;

Naomi was _then' 11;. when she
grew up, she ¢hose to make her life
in Israel. She married an Ethiopian
immigrant. Like their mother and
aunt, the two Tripp sisters have chil-
dren who are prevented by language
barriers from talking to each other.
Chris and Tony remained here. “My

Sakikld
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In 1963, she revisted her home
town for the first time. On her re-
turn to England, she wrote her first
Holocaust poems and then feit com-

pelled to write her non-fiction book

We Came as Children, which is a
collective biography of German-
speaking youngsters who on the eve
of the Second World War found a
haven in Britain. Published in 1966
by Gollancz, it was this year repub-
lished in paperback by Macmillan. It
has also been translated into Ger-
' man, and is the basis for a film which
is being made by England’s TV
Channel 4. :

THE BOOK, when it was first re-
leased, created something of a sen-
-sation. Gershon was interviewed on
television and by the print media. It
was through these interviews that
her children learned of their own
Jewish roots.

Karen was the youngest of the
three Lowenthal sisters: Anne was
the eldest and Lise was in the mid-
dle. Their father, whose family had
lived in Germany since the Middle
Ages, was an architect. Until Hitler
came to power, the family was quite
well off. They lived in a fine house
surrounded by a garden. There were

servants and handsome  gifts for -

birthdays and at Hanukka. Their
maternal grandfather, who was Or-
thodox, was the president of the
Jewish community. Their father was
an agnostic.

From the day that Hitler took
control of Germany, the Lowenthal
fortunes began to dwindle. No one
wanted to employ a Jewish archi-
tect; and over the next five years the
family became destitute. The chil-
dren used to have their main meals
in other people’s houses because
their father could not afford to pay
for food. Any clothes they received

INTERVIEW / Greer Fay Cashman

came from charity bundles.

It was poverty which enabled Lise
and Karen to join the second Chil-
dren’s Transport. Anne was too old,
but she managed to get to England
on some other rescue programme. It
wasn’t so much a question of saving
their lives, Karen recalls: their inclu-
sion was a means of allowing them
to grow up without persecution. It
was a chance to learn a trade and to
be like everyone else. “But we were
not like everyone else. We were
refugees.”

When they arrived at Dover-
court’ reception centre and were
asked what they wanted to be, Lise
replied that she wanted to be a doc-
tor. “We can’t put that down,” she
was told by the receiving officer.
“You’re a refugee.” The echo of
that insensitive sentence has re-
mained embedded 4n Karen Ger-
shon’s consciousness; it is one of the

‘reasons that.she:still considers her-

selfto be a refugee. =
Lise turned 17 in 1939 and was
shipped out to Palestine, settling ini-
tially at Degania. Anne, who was
also in England on an agricultural
training scheme, was interned to-
gether with all the members of her
group. From the internment camp
she joined the ATS. At the age of
22, she contracted a form of leuke-

-mia, and died.

Karen was left all alone.
SHE DIDN'T KNOW if and when
she would ever go to Palestine, and
she no longer cared for the idea. She

had become disenchanted just be-
fore Lise went on aliya; the sisters
had been talking to an instructer
who scathingly told Karen that
Eretz Yisrael did not need writers,
but people to plant potatoes. At that
time, Karen did not know that one
could live without.joining a kibbutz.

= In 1941, ather own initiative, she

left the training farm. She didn’t
know exactly where she was going
or how to get there. Her English was
mediocre at the time, and since she
had no idea of the cost of a ticket,
she simply put all her money on the
counter and asked where it would
take her. The ticket-seller, on recog-
nizing her accent, immediately
called the police. As an alien, she
needed special permission to travel
through England, but the police
were soon convinced that she was
harmless, and gave her the neces-
sary papers. :
ved in Leeds with only a

.=She arrived
'fewmﬁ%igs in Der. pocket “ardea-

teacher at the ORT school gave her
breakfast and the address of the
Jewish Refugee Committee, which

.in turn gave her the address of

someone who had come from Berlin
and had rented a house for the pur-
pose of taking in refugees. So she
had a roof over head. The next chal-
lenge was to find a means of liveli-
hood. She went into domestic ser-

-vice with an English Jewish family,

but the job didn’t last long. “They
treated me as a servant and not as a
Jew,” she says tersely.
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