Readers’ Guide Questions for Other People’s Houses by Lore Segal

Only about a thousand of the 10,000 kindertransport children ever saw their families again. Under the circumstances, would you have made the decision to put your own child on that train? What would you have told your child? What would you have packed?

Why do you think so many Europeans were able to remain in denial so long about Hitler’s intentions against the Jews? What were some of the reasons people stayed behind? Is it surprising to read about the huge popular support the Nazis had at the time?

The child’s point of view is notoriously difficult to capture in writing. Do you think Segal succeeds?

Among the hundreds of Jewish refugee children only a handful know how to dance the hora. Lore doesn’t know what “orthodox” means. What is the nature of her family’s Judaism? Would you say that they’re assimilated? 

There are a lot of subtle snobberies and prejudices in the story – for example, the ostensibly cultured Vienna Jews look down upon the Yiddish-speaking Polish “peasants.” Is this an unavoidable part of human nature?

Lore is burdened with emotions that she’s not really old enough to deal with – guilt, grief, the responsibility for getting her family out of Austria. Do you think she “acts out” as a result, and if so, how?

Compare the various motives of the English families who “took in” refugees. Were they all altruistic?

Lore’s parents each cope very differently with the experience of exile. Her mother is strong – Is it because of her humor?  Is Lore more ashamed of her father’s weakness and misery, or of her own guilt at feeling ashamed? 

In England Lore becomes keenly aware of class. She says, “I usually knew the kitchen to be in the right, but it was the drawing room that attracted me.”  In what ways are her parents humiliated and invisible as servants? Does it seem cruel and unusual that they can’t have their child live with them at their jobs? Is Miss Douglas a hypocrite when she says of her lower-class charity cases, “it would never do to sit down together?”

The Dominican Republic section of the novel has its share of tragedy, but it also highlights comedic aspects of cultural misunderstanding. What about the Dominicans causes Lore’s grandmother to think that they are “not our kind of people?”
Nagged and infantilized by his mother, thwarted in his poetic ambitions, losing wife and infant in a strange land, Paul’s life is arguably the most tragically damaged by the war. Do you agree?
In New York, Lore seems determined to fit in. Is this why she takes away her grandmother’s last little happiness – dressing up to watch Liberace play piano on television?

Although autobiographical, Other People’s Houses is clearly entirely fictional when the author is describing details and conversations her parents had when she wasn’t present. Are these scenes credible anyway?

