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About the Author: Hana Bořkovcová (born Knappová, 1927–2009) came from a Prague
Czech-Jewish family. Her father worked as a businessman selling dental supplies. When the
Nazis occupied Czechoslovakia, she was expelled from high school and went to attend Jewish
school. In 1942 Hana and her family were deported to the Theresienstadt Ghetto. She worked
as an assistant teacher there. In the autumn of 1944 the family was transported to Auschwitz
where her father and the younger brother were killed. Hana and her mother survived the
selection and were taken to the labour camp in Kurzbach. Near the end of the War, they where
were sent on a death march. In the summer of 1945, they returned to Prague. After the War,
Hana got married and raised five children. She converted to Catholicism. In 1964, some of
Bořkovcová’s short stories began to be edited in literary journals. She published her first book
in 1971 when she was 44 years old and became a professional writer. In the 1970s and 1980s,
she wrote novels and short stories for teenagers. After 1989, she returned to her Jewish roots
and her experiences with the racial persecution during WW II.
Further Important Publications: Světýlka (Little Lights, 1971; short stories), Cesta kolem
světa za osmdesát let (Around the World in Eighty Years, 1982; novel for teens), Zakázané
holky (1995, Forbidden Girls; novel for teens), Píšu a sešit mi leží na kolenou: deníky 1940–
1944 (I’m Writing and the Notebook Is Lying on My Knees, ed. M. Kosák, 2011; diaries),
Proč jsem nepsala všemi směry: výbor textů z let 1944–2009 (Why I Didn’t Write in All
Directions, ed. H. Kosáková, 2015; short texts and poems)
Content and Interpretation
The story is based on authobiographical motifs. It describes the fate of an assimilated Jewish
family from Prague starting from the 1930s. The unnamed narrator is the female protagonist
of the story, the girl, later the young woman, mother and grandmother. The novel has an
untraditional construction, a dialogue between the old and the young subjects of the narration.
I’m the old woman sitting in the armchair here and now, you the girl on the bench somewhere
far away in time… (Bořkovcová, 2004, p. 5)
For that reason the novel presents two perspectives. The teenage girl describes actual
experiences in her life: the well situated family in prewar Czechoslovakia, the persecution of
the Jews during the Nazi occupation, Thersesienstadt, Auschwitz (where her father and
younger brother David are killed), labour camp, liberation and finally the beginning of her
post-war life. The old narrator comments on these situations from a distance and concisely
adds her later life events: her wedding, conversion to Christianity, children and grandchildren,
and her literary writing.
Among other things, she mentiones the persecution of Christians and other opponents during
the Communist regime. Many of her family’s friends have been imprisoned. “Mom, they’re in
jail too, the people who deserve it? – asked our oldest son with astonishment, after reading
letter by letter a report about the imprisoning of a thief in newspaper. […]. He had heard
talking about people behind bars only with respect and admiration…“ (p. 45)
The naive young girl depictes her childood worries and troubles. She wishes her family were
poor and did not have a housekeeper or cook and lived in a small one-room apartment where

they would all be together. Her wish paradoxically comes true, after Adolf Hitler comes to
power. For a young girl, Hitler’s incomprehensible shouting on the radio embodies evil:
“Screaming horribly”, you say so quietly. […] “It was in German, but I still understood that
he was yelling at us and he wanted to do something to us, even if I didn’t know what it was
and if he could do it. Maybe he’s crazy and they’ll shut him up in a madhouse. But what if
not?” (pp. 23–24)
Just as naive is her pleasure at the beginning of the War. She knows that from now on,
nobody can go abroad and the family will stay together.
A change in her mentality occurs after the deportation to Auschwitz and a few days later to a
labour camp where women have to work in inhumane conditions. She becomes dazed and
numb, she has frostbite on one of her feet and can’t walk. From a thousand women, only a
few survive, among them the girl and her mother.
Some hints are present in the novel, which are not clear for readers at first. For instance,
during the Hanukkah celebration before the War, the little girl and her brother light candles.
Siblings are praying for their family:
Suddenly I had an idea. If none of the chandles goes out before they burn to the end, I’ll know
that nonething will happen to the mum, dad and David. I won’t have to worry. […] But
unexpectedly someone turned the handle and quickly opened the door […] and two candles
went out. (p. 28)
Later, after a hundred pages, it is revealed that the father as well as David didn’t survive the
Holocaust.
Before the War, her little brother David was operated on, they took out his adenoids. “He’ll
breathe well again”, says his little sister happily (p. 65). Nevertheless, in Auschwitz in the gas
chamber David’s father is helpless, “Dad couldn’t help him breathe” (p. 159).
Among other things, the narrator’s relationship with her mother is of a great substance. Her
mother helped her survive during the War, saving her life several times in the camps. She
rescued her and other girls from being raped by Russian soldiers. After the War, they grew
apart, she gave up her Jewish faith and converted to Christianity.
Main Topics and Problems
Topics of the Holocaust and Jewish identity appear in some of Hana Bořkovcová’s works.
Nevertheless – expect for the short stories in Little Lights (1971) – they were all published
after 1989 or posthumously: besides of A Private Conversation, the novel for teens Forbidden
Girls (1995) about the friendship of Jewish and Czech girls in the time of the Nazi
occupation, Hana Bořkovcová’s diaries from the War (2011) as well as some short texts and
poems (2015).
One of the discriminatory orders for Jews during the War was the duty to wear a yellow star
on their clothes (ordered in the Bohemian Lands beginning in September, 1941). It is
interesting that the girl narrator does not perceive it as a persecution. The Jewish star and
Jewishness become an element of her identity and solidarity.
We’re all friends together. Also due to the stars. So we’re going to the Jewish graveyard and
someone will join us. And we know that they belong to us, even if it is not from our class or
from our school at all. With that star on their coat, they can’t belong to another place. (p. 94)

These motifs can often be found often in Holocaust literature. See → Jiří Weil’s Life with the
Star.
Other events and situations known from literary works or memories are also depicted in the
Theresienstadt Ghetto: rats and lice, the hard fate of old people, census of ghetto inhabitants
in Bohušovice Basin, theatre performances or the children of the Białystock Ghetto in Poland
which are taken to Theresienstadt and are afraid to take a shower believing that are gas
chambers. See → Josef Bor’s Requiem in Theresienstadt, → Norbert Frýd’s The Bottle Post.
Key motifs in A Private Conversation are the belief in God and attitudes toward the Jews in
society. During her experiences in the ghetto and the concentration camps, the girl narrator
begins to be sceptical about God, his omnipotence and His existence at all. She asks the
question how is possible that God allows brutal killing and death of so many innocent victims,
especially the Jews, his chosen people (see also → Viktor Fischl: Court Jesters). “After all,
God cannot wish all of us will be shot. Or can He?“ (p. 143) She refuses the blind obedience
of some orthodox Jews who declare it is God’s will. Also the adult narrator asks these
questions, with a distance of time and with new experiences of persecutions and genocides:
I can only ask: Are You here? And more often: Where were You? Where are You? Because it
continues the same what has been already. And it repeats. Even if we are not these who have
to be finally solved now, by chance. (p. 92)
The story captures the growing pressure on the Jews at the time of Nazi occupation. Along
with it, the anti-Semitism of Czech people appears more often. On the other hand, other
Czechs support their Jewish fellow citizens. For istance the school janitor or the classmate
Mirka who is a Protestant. Even a German soldier who has to guard Jewish prisoners is
moved by their appearance and helps Jewish women to wear heavy blocks of wood.
Nevertheless, he is not present the next day, he has probably been punished and posted to the
front.
After the War, on their way home, Jewish prisoners encounter an anti-Semitic Polish woman:
– From a concentration camp? Jewesses? – she asks and you agree. – A few of you are
coming back. The seemingly sympathetic woman shakes her head a adds: – And they could
have left you all there. (p. 201)
On the contrary, then welcome at the Czech border is very nice. Czech friends return all their
property that they have saved before the deportation and help them in their hard beginnings.
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