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Chapter 2
Darmstadt
Our arrival in Darmstadt was not without hiccup. We were to move into a small, brand-new block of flats, but the building work had been delayed by a few months, so our flat was not ready by the time Dad was scheduled to start his new job; however, our new landlord had arranged some temporary accommodation for us.
Now this temporary accommodation was quite something. It consisted of a tiny flat on the fourth floor of a large, old and run-down block; you had to walk through an archway into a dingy little concreted courtyard to get to the entrance door; the block had no lift, you had to walk up the four flights on narrow, worn-down stairs; the stairwell was dark and dank and constantly smelt of floor wax and boiled cabbage. In the flat, there were only two small rooms, a tiny bathroom, and a miniscule kitchen; I suppose my parents must have put most of our belongings into storage, there would have been no room for all our things. I had to share the bedroom with my parents. Dad was quite angry and indignant that we were expected to live in such unacceptable conditions, even if it was only for a few months. But what made this flat completely unbearable for Mum was the fact that this building was right next door to a church, and that the windows of our two rooms were facing the church tower – a stone’s throw away from its huge bell! The ear-splitting noise from that bell nearly drove her crazy. And if that was not enough, there was a metal workshop in the courtyard, from which came the constant piercing, high-pitched screeching of-power drills.
I started going to my new school, the Wilhelm-Leuschner-Schule, which was quite a long walk away from this temporary flat; oddly enough, our street bore the same name as the new school, Wilhelm-Leuschner-Strasse. As it was, I led my own independent little life, finding my way around in this part of the new town. There wasn’t much there, really, no parks or playgrounds, and I felt bored. The only mildly interesting event occurred on Sunday mornings when people would converge on the little square in front of the church to attend Sunday service. So one Sunday morning, for lack of anything better to do, what with my parents tossing and turning in bed under the bell’s onslaught, I ran downstairs and across the road and joined the crowd filing into the church.. Here I made an interesting discovery: I enjoyed the singing, so much so that from then on I went to that church every Sunday morning, chose an inconspicuous seat in one of the back rows, and, hymn book in hand, sang along with the congregation.. But when everybody was quiet and the vicar started his solemn talking, I often felt uncomfortable and somehow self-conscious, as if I were doing something wrong by being there; but I kept going anyway.
As it happened, while we were living in Wilhelm-Leuschner-Strasse, Nana and Mer-Mer decided to come on a visit. They couldn’t have chosen a more inconvenient time or place: five people in that tiny flat! Even my Dad started to get irritable by then. But Nana and Mer-Mer were as cheerful as ever, and I suppose Mum was grateful for the moral support.
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Mer-Mer in the kitchen of our temporary accommodation in Darmstadt, ca. 1960 
And finally the day came when we moved to Orangerieallee and into our new home, and what a beautiful, spacious flat it was! Mum was over the moon; we now had two good-sized bedrooms and a large L-shaped lounge/dining-room, but the most outstanding feature was the spacious, hyper-modern kitchen: everything in this kitchen was cleverly fitted, with the effect that it had a smooth worktop running all around. Mum fell in love with this kitchen. And, of course, I myself was happy to have my very own room with so much space to keep my toys and to play in. 
In no time at all the carpets, curtains, lamps, ornaments and pictures found their place, and so did, of course,- the “bar”- with its myriad of miniature bottles. The “bar” was set up in a corner of the lounge, and this corner had a special and very unique feature; behind the “bar”, set into the wall, was - a small, bronze-coloured bar fridge! This had come about because our new landlord had given his would-be tenants the opportunity to request small changes to their new flats as the building work proceeded. So my Dad had made a precise drawing of the flat’s lay-out, taken the measurements of all our furniture, made scaled-down paper cut-outs of them; and my parents had spent hours shifting around the cut-outs on the lay-out until they knew exactly where each piece of furniture would go; so they had asked for a built-in bar fridge to be placed in precisely the right place and corner. Apart from that, they also had some tall, slim, elegant looking cupboards made to order which fitted perfectly against one of the walls in the hall, and provided extra storage space.
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The “bar” in Orangerieallee, with some friends of my parents
My parents then made another important addition to our lounge; they bought a large, highly polished music cabinet; it contained a radio, a record-player, and the latest gadget, a tape-recorder which even had a microphone; from now on they would have fun making recordings of conversations, especially when the family from England came to visit.
But there were also some significant changes in our life style. For one thing, the days of live-in nannies were over by then; instead, we had a Putzfrau (a cleaning woman), a middle-aged, stout and very efficient person, who came in two mornings a week and did all the heavy-duty housework. For another, my parents hardly went out at night anymore, perhaps because Darmstadt did not have much of a nightlife in those days; instead, they spent most of their evenings at home, drinking fine wines, playing a card game called canasta, or listening to records or to the radio..
The radio took up a prominent position in our home, all the more so as Mum still flatly refused to let television into our house, pointing out how she hated the way it was spoiling family life in Grafton House. As we were now living in the American Sector, we were able to receive their radio station, AFN (American Forces Network);
Mum listened to AFN a lot during the day, this was a station that was playing her kind of music; and speaking her language. (She had made up her mind in Hamburg days that she was not going to put any effort into learning German; if anybody had anything to say to her, they could bloody well speak English.)
There were two weekly radio plays, broadcast in the early evening, which my parents and I would listen to together, and I used to look forward to those all week long. One, called Johnny Dollar, was about a clever detective who brought evil criminals to justice, and the other one, called Suspense, centred on stories of horror and mystery, involving invasions by giant ants and the like.
The other important addition to our inventory materialized in the shape of an enormous, massive , free-standing desk for my Dad; it had a beautiful finish and two inbuilt bookshelves running around the outer sides which housed our entire book collection; most, if not all of our books were in English and belonged to Mum. This executive-style desk found its prominent place in the dining area; with the dining furniture neatly positioned in a corner of the room.
As for the subject of books, Mum had stopped reading, I suppose because she did not have easy access to English library books anymore. Dad was not a reader, and there were no daily newspapers in our house.
Despite the absence of television, life now definitely had the feel of the new decade; it was as if, symbolically speaking, we had left the Fifties well and truly behind with that horrid temporary flat. This was Orangerieallee, and these were sunny days, full of freshness and newness. These were the Sixties.
***

Calcutta
Considering the religious, and of course, social background of the Bagram family, and in particular Elizabeth’s intense Armenian-Catholic faith, one can safely assume that the man she married, Joseph Khayat, would have been a Christian. As for the handed-down information that “he went to war”, it is possible that, being a Lebanese, he fought in the Franco-Syrian War (1919-1921), and if he was a Christian Lebanese or a Maronite, he may even have been fighting  on the side of the French against the Arab Muslims at the Battle of Maysalun in 1920.
In the years following his death he was not spoken about in the family, and barely ever mentioned to Gladys, Elizabeth’s daughter, which is why so little is known about Joseph Khayat today. There is one thing, however, we can be pretty certain about, and that is that Joseph Khayat was not Gladys’s father…
It is difficult to establish whether Elizabeth married Joseph out of love or whether it had been a ‘marriage of convenience’, or, to put it crudely, whether she had married him for his money, the money which turned into the foundation stone for the Bagram family’s future wealth. But then, of course, there is also the question whether, indeed, Joseph Khayat had been the very reason why Elizabeth and Mary had set out for Calcutta in the first place; had they met in Persia, fallen in love, and Joseph had promised to get Elizabeth and her family out of their misery? Or had it even been an arranged marriage, as some say? Who knows. But they quite possibly might have had in common a firm dislike of the Muslims of the Ottoman Empire; and Joseph, the Lebanese Christian, perhaps himself no stranger to Ottoman persecution, might have been more than happy to help and support Christians in trouble; this would also explain his motive for joining the war. 
But even if Elizabeth did marry Joseph purely for financial gain, she certainly did not do it out of greed, ambition or selfishness; she simply was not that kind of person; her concern would have been more for her family than for herself. She neither squandered the money nor let it go to her head. Joseph’s money had fallen in capable hands. 
***
Darmstadt
The road we were living in, Orangerieallee, did not have its name for nothing. A stone’s throw from our little block of flats was a pretty landscaped park, called the Orangerie, which had an area at the far end containing a large greenhouse full of orange trees, and a pet’s corner. Needless to say that I spent a lot of time in this park, mostly on my roller skates. Apart from the park there were other places of interest, large spaces between houses which were full of tall weeds, overgrown rubble and bits of wall to explore and climb around in; these were old bomb sites, leftovers from the war. And there were proper playgrounds, too, of course. I spent a lot of time playing outside, or taking my dolls for sunny walks in their pretty little wicker pram.
Mum was always at home. She never had a job, or learnt to drive, or even went out on her own, not even to buy everyday groceries. She was actually proud of the fact that she never once in her life used any form of public transport; neither the tube in London nor the trams or busses in Germany. The only way she travelled in her daily world was in the passenger seat of our car, or in the back of a taxi. So whatever shopping needed to be done in that pre-supermarket era, either my Dad did it or they went shopping together at the weekends. There was a weekly Saturday market in Darmstadt where we used to go for our groceries. One market stall sold diary products, immense solid blocks of cheeses and the most delicious looking fresh butter. Fascinating, to watch the vendor, a large friendly woman in a crisp white apron, sink her large knife into that vast butter cube and produce perfect little rectangles. 
On Sundays we would take drives around the picturesque Rhine valley, along the famous Bergstrasse and visit one of the many vineyards where my Dad would carefully choose an ample supply of fine wines. There was not a single evening in the lives of my parents, ever, that they spent without having alcoholic drinks. Drinking was an important part of their culture, and a bonding agent.
Mum was always at home. The nightclubbing era being over; she gradually shed the image of the glamorous film diva and now began to carve out a new role for herself: that of a proper housewife and mother, and with this Mum began to blend in more with her German surroundings; she put on a bit of weight, kept her hair short and permed curly; and wore sensible floral dress-aprons over her clothes. And a new passion emerged: cooking. For which she proved to have an exceptional talent. 
She made wonderful food. She made soups and stews and really hot curries, and dhal and rice, and those elaborate and uniquely Armenian dishes, dholma and pahreenge ; she made English dishes with foods brought back from holidays in England, Wall’s sausages, Heinz baked beans, bacon and kippers; she made crispy English pork roasts with crackling and English breakfasts of bacon and eggs, and for Christmas she made a traditional English turkey, properly stuffed with two different stuffings, served with all the trimmings; she made spicy Chinese chop-sueys and egg fried rice, and mouth-watering German dishes of Eisbein und Sauerkraut and Kassler und Grünkohl; she made kebab and parathas and Irish Stew and Mexican bean soup and roast chicken with roast potatoes; she made stuffed peppers with rice, and fish fingers and potato chips; she made delicious stews with brinjal and okra, and vegetable bhaji; and heart-warming German hotpots with lentils and smoked sausage; she made pork chops and cauliflower and German Bratwurst with spinach, and fillet steaks covered in fried onions; and in the spring, asparagus and new potatoes, smothered in melted butter. She even invented her own dishes, one a spaghetti bake and one a mince and potato stew, both generously spiced with paprika, chilli powder, garlic and dried mint. Mum could cook alright. 
There was only one minor problem. Dad hated garlic. Mum not only adored garlic but religiously kept it in the house to ward off vampires. But she found a solution. She would only add whole garlic cloves to her dishes, so they could easily be picked out by Dad - and happily munched up by Mum and me.
I used to be home from school by half past one, so we followed the German tradition of having a big hot lunch as the main meal of the day at around two o’clock; and cold supper in the evening (Abendbrot: sliced bread with cold meats and cheeses). There was not a single day when Mum did not have a cooked lunch on the table, even if she sometimes did run a bit late; but that was in no way her fault; that was down to the potatoes which for some unaccountable reason were taking such a long time to cook.
There was a time then when Dad would take us out for lunch every Sunday. We used to go to a particular hotel restaurant where Mum and I would always order the same dish, something with smoked pork (Kassler) cooked in red wine, served with crunchy croquettes and salad. Later this Sunday routine got replaced by staying at home and having a large late morning brunch of poached eggs and a “fishy supper”( toast with slices of smoked fish and fish salads) in the evening.
We soon had new friends, too. One couple owned a large hotel and had a son who was about my age, and another couple owned a yeast factory and their youngest son was  three or four years older than me. There would be get-togethers at the factory owners’ beautiful large house with its vast gardens, and fancy dress parties staged at the other couple’s big hotel, and large picnics into the sunny countryside. 
As for my own life’s routine, I had school six days a week (Saturdays until twelve) and became a little obsessive about doing my homework as neatly as possible. Before long my parents had me signed up again for children’s ballet lessons. Still no older than seven or eight, I had to find my own way to the ballet school and back. Which meant taking the short walk to the nearest tram stop, then catching a tram to the town centre. The children’s ballet school resided in the ruins of the town’s former opera or theatre house which had been severely damaged during the war; only part of the building was still standing, the rest had been blown away by a bomb. It felt eerie and lonely, that walk into the stark looming ruin with its bare brick walls and glassless window holes, up those wide draughty dusty stairs . Until you got to the large hall, all intact with lights and a wooden parquet floor, mirrors and railings, and a piano in the corner. The ballet teacher, a tall, thin man, was quite strict and very serious and expected his pupils to practise regularly and diligently. Which I did. Which also meant that I was regularly in the group of children given small dance parts in the annual Christmas pantomimes. We even got days off from school for dress rehearsals and matinees. I liked that.
Life was good. Mum was always at home. She even stopped smoking then. For six whole weeks. What a shame that Dad did not join her. Mum was a chain smoker, Dad more of a recreational smoker, perfectly in control. Dad carried on smoking, and one evening, when they were playing canasta, she was tempted to have just one puff from his cigarette. And then another. Fate was staking its path.
By the time we had settled in Darmstadt, I had become a passionate reader, and over the following years I consumed German library books like a chain-smoker consumes cigarettes. Johanna Spyri’s Heidi was one of my favourites, and I read it several times. That grandfather with his fried cheese, and that poor, paralysed girl from Frankfurt who can walk again at the end, simply by breathing the air of Heidi’s world. The most shocking story I read was about a girl who is told that her parents are going to get a divorce. A divorce! The most scary thing on earth. Unimaginable. Thank God it could not happen to me, my parents were happily married.
More and more visits to the children’s section of the local library. More and more books. Enid Blyton’s numerous adventure stories Fünf Freunde.., Astrid Lindgren’s Pippi Langstrumpf, Erich Kästner’s Das Doppelte Lottchen and Wilhelm Busch’s Max and Moritz, Heinrich Hoffmann’s terrifying Struwwelpeter, Mark Twain’s Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn, Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe, Grimm’s and Andersen’s complete collections of fairy tales, the entire Bible. and many others, innumerable colourful hardbacks full of wonderful stories. My own growing collection of Pixie books, thin little square-shaped colourful booklets about gingerbread men, penguins, or fairies. 
***
Calcutta

It is not known for certain whether the Bagram family had any substantial assets of their own when they arrived in India, however it seems unlikely, given that they arrived without passports or birth certificates or any other paper, and with little education; in fact, neither Elizabeth nor her sisters could read or write, and they remained illiterate all their lives. This raises the question of how, if symbols on paper refused to reveal any meaning, Elizabeth, widowed at such a young age, actually managed to conduct the complicated business of buying and selling shares and real estate; she would have been forced to rely heavily on at least one or two people whom she would have to trust to truthfully decode the encrypted messages for her and help her make the right financial decisions: what, and when, to buy, what, and when, to sell, and for how much?
Perhaps the stigma of illiteracy did not extend to the males in the family, perhaps her brothers had been granted a certain level of education and were in a position to help with the management of the family’s newly acquired fortune. Nevertheless, it remains an extraordinary accomplishment for a family with this kind of background to make such a successful entry onto the slippery stage of big business; they would have been lacking in even the most basic accountancy or book-keeping skills, and most certainly they would have had no concept of or initiation into the intricate mechanisms and inscrutable workings of the capitalist market place. And surely there must have been several attempts made by the odd cunning individual or two to prise the fortune out of the family’s hands; Elizabeth the illiterate must have looked like easy prey, initially; surely simple persuasion techniques of tempting promises and attractive sounding deals, smoothly presented with the generous omission or distortion of information would have sufficed to quickly whisk the lucrative money carpet away from under her feet. This, however, did not happen. Did Elizabeth have some secret knowledge or spiritual ability which guided her to avoid the pitfalls of deceit? 
There is a well-known proverb which declares that when it comes to financial prowess, it takes only one Jew to match three ordinary mortals and it takes only one Armenian to match three Jews. Armenians have a wide-spread reputation for being rich and successful. Perhaps some members of  the Armenian community of Calcutta, more likely than not seriously wealthy and comfortably established, lent a helping hand here and there.
As for the social landscape of British-ruled India, it was only natural that the Armenians, who, after all, were not only European Christians, but also displayed this remarkable talent for accumulating considerable wealth, became part of the British social scene and adopted the distinctly British upper-class life style. The social system imposed and enforced at the time and under the reign of the British Empire was, of course, that of racial segregation; the Indians, even those of the higher castes, were to be kept in their place as inferiors, underlings, and servants to the British masters. (No person of Indian or half-Indian descent was allowed access to the various British-run social clubs, for instance.) The Armenians in general and the Bagram family in particular, however, did not seem to have had any problems in accepting this social arrangement; they considered themselves en par with the British and carefully kept the required social distance to the Indians of the higher castes while maintaining good working relationships with the low-caste Indians who were employed in their service as cleaners, cooks, nannies (ayahs), and chauffeurs.
The Bagram family soon assimilated important aspects of British culture into their identity. English eventually came to replace Armenian as the everyday language within the family, although, of course, they also learnt to speak Hindi, the language of their Indian servants. Persian, of course, was now no longer spoken by the Bagrams, Armenian, however, did manage to survive for one or two more generations before its knowledge was completely lost among the descendants of the original Bagram immigrants. 
It is interesting to note that Elizabeth, for all her illiteracy, ended up speaking four languages fluently, Armenian, Persian, Hindi and English, languages that hugely differ not only in semantics and grammar, but also in alphabet and script: 
Armenian:
հայերեն լեզու
Persian:
فارسی
Hindi:

हिन्दी
and

English
Perhaps it was this diversity and the repeated change of linguistic environment which caused confusion and perhaps a quasi dyslexic learning block in Elizabeth’s mind; for she was anything but stupid or dim-witted. Yet it is a fact that she remained unhappily illiterate all her life, as did her sisters Mary and Helen.
For all their riches and in spite of their mingling with the ruling British, the Bagrams remained simple, straightforward and down-to-earth people, they became neither ostentatious nor arrogant nor obsessed with status or image, as newly rich people often do. Which is not to say that they did not thoroughly enjoy life and the comforts it now had to offer.
***

Darmstadt
One sunny afternoon when I was playing with some children in the park, two older kids came up to me and said, “Hey, you, would you like us to swing you?” Of course I did, hey, what luck to be singled out like that! So one took hold of my ankles and one took hold of my wrists and they started swinging me to and fro, higher and higher. And since they were quite tall and I was a small lightweight, they achieved a really high swing. What exhilarating fun! I had never been swung that high before. On and on the swinging went, higher and higher, and then, with one vigorous swing, they simultaneously let go of me, precisely at the highest point of the swing arch, and. I thumped on my back, like a wet potato sack. Pain. They laughed and wandered off. I remained stunned and stupid. I did not understand. I sat on the grass, dazed and confused. Within a split second, something friendly had snapped into something nasty. The dawning. They had planned this all along. I had not seen it coming. I was illiterate when it came to reading people and their true intentions. Better not be too trusting in future.
***

WIKIPEDIA, February 2008:

Darmstadt was the first city in Germany to force Jewish shops to close in early 1933, shortly after the Nazis took power in Germany (at that time, shops were only closed for a day, for "endanger[ing] communal order and tranquillity"). In 1942, over 3,000 Jews from Darmstadt were first gathered in a collection camp in the Liebigschule, and then deported to concentration camps where most were killed.

Darmstadt's old city centre was largely destroyed in a British bombing raid on Darmstadt on September 11, 1944 (Darmstadt had first been raided on July 30, 1940, one of 35 attacks to come). During this worst attack an estimated 11,000-12,500 inhabitants died, and 66,000-70,000 were rendered homeless. Over three quarters of Darmstadt's inner city area was destroyed in the raid, leading to a relatively architecturally plain style of post-war rebuilding.

***

[last Wikipedia paragraph might need to be inserted somewhere later in the text]

