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When

Goddess
Fortuna

smiled on
a refugee

After fleeing Hitler’s persecution of the Jews,
luck and being able to seize opportunities
helped me on the long road to Singapore

Peter Ellinger

i Thenumber of refugees seeking
¢ asylumis escalating. My object is
: totellthem that suchan

: experience or depressing start

: doesnot preclude a person from
: findinga satisfactory route. My

: ownexperience illustrates the

: point.

Iwasborn to Jewish parentsin

i Viennain1933 - the fateful yearin
: which Adolf Hitler won the

i democratic elections in Germany.

: Thefate of the Jews was beyond

i doubt after the notorious Enabling
: Act,which granted Hitler

: unlimited powers.

In1938, my parents hadno

: option but toflee.If they had

: postponed their escape byjusta

: fewdays, I might have ended up

: like other family members of

: whom we never heard from again.

We spent afew months in Sicily,

i where father had business
: connections arising from his
: occupationasanagent for the

: import of Italian citrus fruit to

: Vienna. Later on, we found refuge

: inFrance. Itecall the pensionin

: Chantilly whichhousedrefugees

: andthe puppylove Ifelt for the

: proprietress’ daughter -

: fair-haired Collette. I also recall

: howIcontracted severe bronchitis
: which triggered asthma.

Afterafewmonths, we managed

: togetatraintoMarseilles. One

: afternoon, fatherand I were

: pickedupbythe police. They

: wanted topress him into the

: Foreign Legion. Shortlyafter,

: mother came over, threwa

: tantrumand secured our release.

Fortunately, we got visas to

: Mandatory Palestine (Israel

: today),and were able toboarda

: ship. Wearrived in Haifain1939.1
: had my primary and secondary

: schoolingin Tel Aviv. This entailed
: alinguistic change. At home, we

: continued tospeak Germanand I

: alsogained agoodreading - alas

: notwriting - knowledge. The

: Italianand French I had picked up
: during our months asrefugees

: werelost. Arelative taught me

: Hebrewand, of course, Ipickedup
: many words by osmosis. English

: was taughtasasecond language in
: primary and secondary schools.

Regrettably, asthma and

i bronchitis plagued me during my
: childhood and teens. My ability to
: play with other children was

: therefore limited. However, I

: turned the handicap toan

: advantage: I became a voracious

: reader.

Israel was blessed with many

learned bilingual scholars. French,
: Russianand Scandinavian authors
: were skilfully translated into

: Hebrew.Irecallreading Emile

: Zola’s Germinal, Fyodor

: Dostoevsky’s Crime And

: Punishment and dramas by

: Norwegian playwright Henrik

: Ibsenin translation.

Still, during my years in

: secondary school, I'started reading
: Englishliterature in its original

: language. Mark Twain’s

i Huckleberry Finn, Charles

: Dickens’ Oliver Twistand D.H.

: Lawrence’s The Rainbow were

: amongstthem.

Israel was founded in 1948, when

¢ Iwasstillin secondary school. I
: recall the struggle but, as our

: family lived in Tel Aviv, I did not
i experience shortages and fear.

: Independence did not benefit

: everybody. For instance, my

i maternal grandfather and my late

atherlost their customers in the
urrounding countries. Both
eturned to Vienna.

Having been disqualified from
rmy service, I was able to enrol
traightaway in the Hebrew

acoursein lawand, inaddition to
my studies, I obtained the position
ofacadetinaleadinglaw firmin
Tel Aviv.1believe that, in this
espect, the Goddess Fortuna
miled: she directed my feettoa
uitable career.

ALINGUISTICADJUSTMENT

She smiled again shortly after
finished my studies in Jerusalem.
was practising on my own in

Tel Avivwhena friend returned
rom postgraduate studies in
Englandand sang the praises of
Oxford. He also provided contacts.
My father offered to support me
and so offIwent.

The shift to Britain entailedyeta
further linguistic adjustment.
Before long, Idiscovered that my
eading and writing knowledge of
he tongue did not enable me to
converse in it. For awhile, I
continued to think in Hebrew and
ranslated my inner monologue
nto English. Naturally, I was often
ncomprehensible. My inability to
cope with everyday speech was yet
nother problem. Irecall with
musement how disappointed I
waswhenIordereda“toadinthe
hole”and, instead of the exotic
dish I anticipated, was served a
mere sausage roll.

Singaporeisanideal
habitat. | cannot think of
anyother place that would
have enabled me to have
suchasatisfyingand
peaceful life faraway from
he limelight. The friends|
have madeover theyears
have continued to look
after me. Their friendship
and empathy have given
mestrength.

Oxford University admitted me

: tothe doctoral programme.

¢ Writing my thesis on a financial

: facility involved regular hours in
i thelibraryas wellas day trips to

: thebanking worldin London.

: Bythe middle of my secondyear,
University in Jerusalem. Iopted for :
: from German and Hebrew to
: English, which became my

: principal language.

I had completed my transition

I'was running out of money and

: therequired zest, when Fortuna

¢ chose to smile again. A friend from
: Oxford was appointed toa postin

: thenewly established Faculty of

i Law of the University of Singapore.
: Heurgedme to apply for a position
i andIwas duly appointedin1961.

I'spentsix years in Singapore,

¢ mixing with bothlocaland

: expatriate circles. The medium of
: teaching was English, which

: became mylingua franca.lalso

: found thatSingapore’s milieu

: suited my temperament.

Havinglanded asteady job, I was

: able to consider family life. I

: courtedandin due course married
: alocal - Chinese-educated - girl. A
: friend, Tommy Koh, whois todaya
: professorat the National

i University of Singapore, was my

: best man. His mother helped to

i selectasuitable diamond

: engagement ring and actually

: bargained on my behalf. His father
: lentme his luxury car, which took

i ustoandback from the ceremony.

The university let us a fine house

: inKheam Hock Road. Frequently,
: wewent to apasar malam, which

i stretched from the bottom of

: Tanglin Road to the corner of

i Orchardand Patterson Roads, to

: thesplendid food stalls in Albert

: Street,and occasionally to Fraser’s
: Hilland Cameron Highlands.

Another stroke of luck

: materialised after the end of my
: sixthyearin Singapore. A

: universityin New Zealand

i appointed me to a chair and, for

: thenext11years, Wellington was
: ourhome.

RETIREMENT IN SINGAPORE

i Anoffer from auniversityin

: Victoria, in Australia, was,

: however, irresistible. We spent

: nineyearstherebut,in1986,

: returnedtoa chair of lawat my old
: university, which had changedits

i name to the National University of
: Singapore (NUS) and become a

: renowned institution. Side by side
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: withmyacademic career, I

: managedto establishalucrative

i part-time practice. I remainedin
: my postuntil I reached the age of
i 65, theage of retirement.

Atthis stage, Fortuna smiled

i once again. My star student, whose
: father had establisheda

: medium-size practice, took over

: andbuilt the firm up. He invited

: me tojoin him.IThad two

: fascinating yearsasapractitioner.

However, when the university

: invited me to become a full-time

: professorial fellow, I grabbed the
: opportunity. My post was renewed
i overtheyearsandIremainedin

: serviceuntil Ireached the age of

i 80.Foranumber of years,Ialso

: continued practisingona

i part-time basis. My happiness

¢ duringallthese years was marred
: onlywhen my wife developed a

: fataldisease.

Inow lead the life of a fully

: retiredacademic. Singapore isan

: ideal habitat.I cannot think of any
: other place that would have

: enabled me to have sucha

: satisfying and peacefullife far

i away from the limelight. The

: friends I have made over the years
i have continued tolookafter me.

: Their friendship and empathy

i have givenme strength.

Iamaware that my way was

: paved by the supportand care of

: my late parents. Nowadays,

: fortunately, many philanthropic
: organisationsare willing to

: support deserving cases.

: Furthermore, [ knew how to make
i the best of opportunities provided
: by Fortuna. Fromas earlyas my

: yearsinmysecondary school, I

: knew that one had to wait

: patientlyuntilshe decided to

: smile. Anyattempt to chase her

: wasboundtobe futile.

Asindicated by German

: playwright Bertolt Brecht, often

: youtire yourself out by trying to

: hunt luck, whilst all the time she is
: chasingyou.Ido, also, believe that
: myability to persevere and to

: overcome handicaps helped me

: along the way.

This veryroadisavailable toall

: whowishtopursueit, evenif their
: startisinitially unsatisfactory.

© Professor Peter Ellingerisan
i Emeritus Professor of Law at NUS.

© Wewelcome contributions to the
: Sunday Views column. Write to us at
: stopinion@sph.com.sg



