Homecoming Revisited
By: Ruchi Cohen

I have always had a special connection to my hometown. To most people, Vienna, Austria evokes images of Anti-Semitism and the Holocaust. To me it was and still is one the most beautiful cities and the backdrop to all my fondest childhood memories. Vienna is the place where I grew up. It is where my aunt lives across the street, my grandmother down the block and where school is just a tram ride away. It is where I went for walks in the city center, sat in trendy coffee shops with friends and went ice skating in the winter. Vienna was home.
When I reached high school age, my parents decided that it was important for me to receive a strong Jewish education and to be in a more religious environment. Consequently, I attended high school in the USA and boarded with family. At this point, Vienna took on even greater significance to me. The highlight of my year was not only seeing my family but also coming back to Vienna and seeing them in familiar surroundings. Being in my apartment, davening in my father's shul but also just walking down the familiar streets; these were all integral parts of the experience. It was something I couldn't explain. I knew I would not want to raise my own children there and of course Vienna did not compare in terms of the kedusha of Eretz Yisrael. And yet, there was nothing like Vienna, nothing like home and the two were intrinsically connected.
This strong bond continued for years, even after I got married. My husband would marvel that it did not matter how many times my parents visited us in Israel; it did not count until we had taken our yearly trip home to Vienna. 
I am often asked about the existence of Anti-Semitism in Austria. I usually reply that it is definitely an issue of concern but it is not something I have ever experienced personally. Never, that is, until this past Pessach.

It all began pretty innocently. My husband, son and I had just gotten off the plane from Tel-Aviv and were standing in line at passport inspection. I was excited to be home again and was already making plans for the upcoming days. Suddenly I noticed that I had forgotten to bring my Austrian passport, but decided that it was not important as I could enter on my American one, like my husband and son. 

We got to the front of the line and I handed the customs officer our passports, politely smiling and wishing her a good afternoon in German. She did not smile back and harshly told me that she only accepts one passport at a time. I was a little taken aback but tried to comply with her demands. She, however, was determined to make things difficult for us. She would not accept my husband's passport unless he handed it to her instead of me but when he moved forward to give it to her, she snapped that she had to stamp the baby's first and warned us that we might "have a problem” soon. My husband does not understand German so he could not follow our interaction, but he clearly understood what was going on. It does not really matter what the woman said, her tone of voice and attitude spoke louder than words. 

The whole incident only took about three minutes and the exact details are not important. When it was over and we moved on to claim our luggage, I burst into tears. I was outraged. Never in my life had I been treated like this. Didn't this woman know who I was? I was the daughter of the Chief Rabbi of Austria! I was an Austrian citizen! I was...a Jew! The realization hit me like a brick. Though the word "Jew" had not come up in our little altercation, it was clear that the customs officer had not particularly liked my husband's kippah or my sheitel. 
While we were waiting for our luggage, I was still fuming. Who was this woman anyway? I was going to get her fired. How dare she make me feel like a foreigner in my own home? How dare she make me feel so helpless and wronged! It would be hard to prove, though, that her motivations had been Anti-Semitic. Maybe she was just having a very bad day. And one might argue that it was her prerogative to demand that the passports be given to her in a certain order. 
After calming down a bit and giving it some more thought, I decided not to pursue the matter. This incident would not really make a difference in the grand scheme of things. And I did not even know this woman's name. My American husband who doesn't expect much better from the Austrians, the perpetrators of the Holocaust, was much less disturbed than I was. I, on the other hand, was and still am shaken up. For me, this incident has had greater significance. My perfect vision of Vienna has been shattered.
No matter how I feel about Vienna, my visits may not be as enthusiastically received as I would like them to be. I may know every side street but that doesn’t mean I can walk down them undisturbed.
The truth of the matter is that Vienna will always be my childhood home. The warm associations and connections I have established can not be erased so easily. But now, every time I come back "home" and stand in line at passport inspection, I have a built-in subtle reminder not to get too carried away. I have learned that home is not only where the heart is, it is also a place where you are wanted. 
