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3043 CHAPTER 5
IN THE MIDDLE OF A HAIL STORM, ONE DOESN’T FEAR FOR ONE’S OWN LIFE
Born January 31, 1912, the Infanta Dona Maria Adelaide of Braganza was the last surviving granddaughter of a Portuguese monarch. Known as the “Red Princess” because of her socialist beliefs, the woman code-named Mafalda by the resistance studied in Vienna during World War II, traveling at night to help war victims, including Jews in hiding. She worked with the von Stauffenberg group and was arrested and tortured after the group failed to assassinate Hitler in July 1944. The Nazis condemned Mafalda to death but Salazar – Fascist ruler of Portugal – is believed to have intervened with the Germans, possibly because of her royal status. This intervention resulted in her release and immediate deportation. In 1945, Mafalda married Nicolaas van Uden, a Dutch physician, with whom she worked as a nurse and social assistant caring for children in Vienna, Africa and Portugal. 
For 50+ years, Mafalda never spoke of her wartime actions. Her grandson learned of them when he was assigned The Hand of Compassion in a class in Vienna. In one chapter, Otto Springer describes his resistance work and mentions Mafalda, whom Otto suspected carried secret messages from Churchill to von Stauffenberg agreeing to conditions for German surrender if Hitler were assassinated. Otto described trying to track down Mafalda but noted that he had failed. When Mafalda’s grandson read the chapter on Otto he called his father, saying, “I think this is Grandma.” His father used the internet to contact me, received what information I had, and quizzed his mother, who finally owned up to her role in the resistance movement. Eventually, my son Nicholas interviewed Mafalda in Lisbon on October 2010, with her family in attendance, learning for the first time about some of their mother’s activities. Questioners are Nicholas (N), Mafalda's Son and Mafalda's Daughter. Mafalda died not long after this interview, on February 24, 2012. After her death, I learned she had a sister named Dona Mafalda, who died in 1918. I do not know if the code name was chosen by Maria Adelaide to honor her sister or whether the similarity was chance.

It is true. I was in prison because I was working against the Nazis. But I heard the news about the Stauffenberg plot [which failed to kill Hitler] from the other side. The general public wasn’t supposed to know about plots to hurt Hitler. It was Thurn und Taxis who helped me afterwards, after the plot failed.  He was a prince of [the] Thurn und Taxis family and was put in prison the same time as me.
 The difference between what the book [The Hand of Compassion] says and what I told you is that I didn't have any contact with the man [von Stauffenberg] who made the attempt [on Hitler’s life] before he did it. I knew about von Stauffenberg and I heard he wanted to do something. But he was in Germany and I was in Austria. He was only in Austria as a prisoner the day after the bomb, after the attempt at killing Hitler. That was the only moment. So I am not as interesting as they think I am. I worked in the resistance, of course. 
When it came to dropping bombs, the English went during the night somewhere in Austria. We had to tell them where bombs should be thrown. I told the British about papers with names of the Austrian underground people whom the Ger​man wanted to eliminate. The Nazis had lists of those people. I had the telephone number of the man who threw the arms for us. We needed the bombs thrown.
N: How did you originally get involved with the resistance? 


The Nazis did things which none of us could approve. All of us were against it. I don't remember when I initially contacted the underground people. We were all underground and against the occupation of Austria. It was terrible for the Germans to enter Austria and do what they wanted. Of course we were underground! The Americans [have] the planes during the night. The British were better during the day. The Americans were alright during the night and knew where to shoot their bombs. We wanted them to destroy the fewest number of people working on our side. We tried to tell the Americans how not to drop bombs on the hiding places of our people, especially where our imprisoned people were taken by the Germans. We knew where the Nazis had their lists of the underground people they wanted to catch. So we asked the man who threw the bomb, to throw it exactly on that place, to destroy the lists of underground members. I didn't want the Nazis to know those lists. I tried to alert the Allies where to drop their bombs. 
Even when I was in prison, I wasn't afraid of being killed. It doesn't matter somehow when it’s one person against others. It’s the idea that counts. So even while in prison I tried to get them word, "You throw it ex​actly in that place," [Mafalda made a swooping gesture to imitate a bomb falling.] I knew the other side of the corridor where I was imprisoned in that ancient hotel was where the Nazis had the list of resistance workers. That list needed to be destroyed, even if I died too. Of course, normally the people wouldn't find that decision very natural because it meant killing one or two [of us] probably. But well, that's what a man does. I told the man in the underground exactly where the list was kept and he threw the grenade there. It didn't open my door, my door was closed and somehow the bomb couldn't open that. It could break part of the door but not all. Then there was the corridor, then the washing room, and down there was the list. The resistance threw it exactly there. So it all went down and the list was destroyed.

N: But you were not destroyed.

No. The door, it was all broken. Then when the attack was all finished, then came the guards and took us abruptly to another prison. But I remember the moment they threw the bomb there. I was so insistent that the bombing site had to be targeted just right, to destroy the paper with the Nazi files. These files needed to be destroyed and I thought I would be killed, too. [Mafalda shrugged.] It was very interesting. Anyway, the Nazis couldn't catch the people that were on the list. I made sure of that.
N: How were you able to tell the man with the bomb while you were in prison, where the list was?


With a telephone. That was the only telephone number I had. It's astonishing that I had this chance. It was really a sensation. That you knew that the plane would come and to say [to] him where [and] how he should throw it. It was hard work really to make him do it, but it was alright, the man from the plane. He was English, of course, or American. Probably American. Those [who] worked with us were British or American.
N: So after the bomb they took you to a different prison?


I couldn't open the door. The guards came along and took me away to another prison. I hoped that it would be possible to get out, but it was not. About the telephone. When we were in prison, of course I had no telephone. Thurn-und-Taxis [had] told the bomber where I was. Thurn-und-Taxis is my brother-in-law. He married my sister. He was put in prison at the time, before me. He went to prison before me. He stayed there until the end of the war, and then he was let out. Thurn-und-Taxis was put in prison because he got caught listening to the news from the British radio. That's why he went to prison. Another sister of mine went into prison and [only] came out when the war finished. Afterwards I nearly was put to prison by the Russians, but they found out I had protected one of the communists. When the communists found out that, they didn't send me to Russia. Otherwise I wouldn't be alive. I think you know everything that you wanted to know. Is that everything your mother wanted to know?

N: She gave me some questions. So let me ask you, how were they treating you in prison?


They weren't very cruel. Nothing interesting. They were harsh. I knew of people they tortured. But I thought they wouldn't do that to me because I was a princess of a neutral land. Of course, when it came to it, they did do the same to me. I didn't have water to drink for two days. That's the worst. To eat, to not eat, it's all the same. But to not to be able to drink water is bad. Some more things happened while I was imprisoned but I always found little things to tell them so the torture would stop.
N: What sort of things did they want you to tell them? What sort of information?


What they were interested in, naturally, was who had told us about the location of the list of resistance people they were looking for. They wanted to know other things about our people in the resistance, or if I knew who it was who was the big boss, the head of the or​ganization.  They wanted to know who headed the political group against the Nazis in my land. They wanted to know, for instance, which of their people told us things. They didn't know that. 
N: What was your life like after the war?


[Laughing.] I began to study medicine, I wanted to go to America to specialize in one field of medicine but after the war it wasn't possible. I hadn’t finished completely my study of medicine during the war because the Nazis politicized the universities.  During the Nazi occupation, how you speak about politics affected whether or not you’d get to go on. I was told I was too outspoken and it would be better if I would leave. So I went away. But I had nearly finished. I lacked only two exams to finish medicine. Well, actually it was a nursing degree.

Mafalda’s son: In the meantime, you got married, you started to have children. You went to Switzerland. You made plans to go to Kenya.

Oh yes. But that didn't work, going to Africa. 
N: Why were you going to Africa?


To help the Black people. I got married and my husband was a professor of the university but he went to Africa for quite a long time, nearly a year. From one place to another, always to help the Blacks. I couldn't go. I wanted to go but I was having another child. Then there were four and my husband said, "No. You can't go with four of them. It’s too much for now. Later on." So later on I went with the children. This one is number two. [Mafalda pointed to her son, who smiled and said, “I always have been number two.”]
N: What was your life like before the war?


I wasn't in Portugal at the time. We went to Portugal afterwards. I think at the time our family wasn't allowed into Portugal. But then the big man in Portugal [Salaazar] said, "Of course you can go to Portugal." So we all went. It's always politics. Religion and politics.


We had a large farm and at that time I was the head of our farm. I brought the animals in stalls and studied. Two things I wanted to be. I wanted to be a doctor, but we hadn't the money because a sister of mine was studying already. So I wasn't able to go. I studied only for health, for nursing. There was a possibility of three years in America but then between the Portuguese civil war and WWII, there was not any more possibility for it. What I really was interested in was medicine. Because I couldn't do medicine, I had to do nursing. Afterwards I continued with my work.  During the war everybody was hungry so of course farming was necessary. So I went on with my farming.

Then I was asked to go to Africa as a nurse. That’s when I finished nursing and my husband finished medicine. In Africa where there were no people, there were only animals. We had the possibility to work there but then my brother wanted us to return to Portugal. He said, "Come on, come back to Portugal." So then we went to Portugal. We continued to get children. We continued to work with children and politics and then I made social as​sistance here. The places where the most people were hungry were where we worked together with the social assistance official. They accepted me as if I were one of them. I worked with them. That was my occupation afterwards. I was a social assistant. They had a home for children whom I cared for. The house was meant for 35 children and they had nearly 80 child​ren so it was very difficult. The communist party thought people wouldn't like me, but they did like me because I worked in these camps. The communists gave food for the children. Every day we would have one meal for the children, food we got from the communists. Everybody was astonished that the children were so brave, but they understood the scene. 
So that's what I did after the war, if your mother wants to know. I worked in the social assistance. First I worked in Africa then I worked in the social assistance in Portugal. For years I had a children's home. I took care of the home. I fed the children. I got together all their papers and sent them all to rich people so they would help me feed the children. It worked very well. Then when the communists came back, they didn't like the children's home outside of the town. They wanted them inside with the work​ing class. They said, "No. No. You must have them inside the city."  I told them, "Ok, you take care of them all." I was already quite aged by then.

The elder children came back to me when they were grownups and they said, "It's terrible, terrible that they took our house away and the other children have to be in town. Not like us who are here with the animals and garden and space to play. The communists don't want us here. They want us to be inside town because they can contact us." 

I said, "Well, I haven't anything to say now." But it was nice for the young man and he brought me money to help. He came from war. He was a soldier at the time. He gave me money for the children, children in both the city and the town. 

What else does one do after a war? What did your mother do?
N: My mother was born after the war. My mother's parents, like you, came back from the war. Her father came back from the war and they had children and that was my mother.

N: During the war were you involved in housing or rescuing Jews, political targets or people you knew the Nazis were chasing?


During the war it was for the countries. When the Germans took over, of course, I worked 100% against them. I was not initially in the resistance. But the moment the Germans took over, I worked, of course. After the Germans came in, then yes we helped Jews and so on. It was something naturally anybody from our family, any of our people would do that. It was necessary. But not before because then there was no persecution. There was no need to do any​thing. Before the war I worked for our people. Afterwards, when the Nazis took over, yes, of course. 

N: Did you help people hide or help people get out of the country?


My brother had a quite good organization to help people get out and get to America. Of course we worked in those organizations. Naturally. You couldn't have helped doing such work! To see what was going on! That's why I went to prison. I went to prison because of these things and because I had listened to the news from the other countries which we weren't allowed to hear.
N: Is there anything else you can think of you'd like to say?


No.  I told you about my moment in prison when the man came to throw the bomb. Afterwards I thought it quite funny that I had no fear whatsoever at that moment. I felt so strong that I could observe them throwing that bomb exactly in the place I lived. That is strange but it hap​pens. In the middle of a hail storm one doesn't feel afraid for one's own life. It doesn't happen at the moment. Then there were the interrogations, which I did not think they would do with me. But they did. I invented stories to tell them why this and that happened. I just made up things. Now it seems strange that somehow during the interrogations they didn't catch my lies.

I suppose in retrospect it’s interesting. First I worked in politics all the time. Then af​terwards I was busy taking care of the children and of other people. Afterwards, taking care of dogs. Afterwards it was breeding dogs. Boxers.

Mafalda’s Son: There was a time where we had eighteen dogs in the house. My elder brother and I went to my mother and said, "That's too many dogs in the house. We can't live together. You have to decide whether you want dogs or children." She took a very deep thought on it and decided in one second. "I've had you for 19 years; now I want the dogs."  So we went to live in the apartment next to the house. I will always remember that. (He laughed.)

At the time I had four dogs and social assistants.

Mafalda’s Son: And children. [Laughter.]
ENDNOTES


� One of Mafalda’s sisters was Princess consort of Thurn und Taxis (1894–1970).  Mafalda thus may be referring to Franz Joseph, 9th Prince of Thurn und Taxis. I have no evidence of his arrest by the Nazis. He died in 1970, making it possible but unlikely it was he with whom Otto corresponded.
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