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'Overture of hope': How two sisters saved opera stars from Nazi camps
By Angelika Ahrens, dpa
Hitler passing Vienna's opera house. The story of two sisters' daring plan
to save Europe's Jewish opera stars from the Third Reich was long overlooked
until it was retold in a book in 2022. Now it's set to be adapted for
cinema. Photo: Weltbild/ÖNB-Bildarchiv/dpa - ATTENTION: editorial use only
in connection with the latest coverage and only if the credit mentioned
above is referenced in full; please do not post the photo on social media.
Credit: Weltbild/ÖNB-Bildarchiv/dpa

FILED - Two trees dedicated to the Cook sisters grow at the
Garden of the Righteous Among the Nations in the Holocaust memorial Yad Vashem in Jerusalem. Photo: Daniel Karmann/dpa
Credit: Daniel Karmann/dpa
The story of two British sisters who sought to save Europe's Jewish opera stars from the Third Reich's death camps was largely overlooked until it was retold in a book published in 2022. Now a film production team wants to adapt their story for the cinema.
New York (dpa) - When Isabel Vincent heard that a pair of trees in Jerusalem was planted in honour of the Cook sisters, she was taken with their story and just started researching.
The Cook sisters, a pair of opera fans who described themselves as "British spinsters," were able to arrange the safe passage of 29 Jewish opera stars from concentration camps during the Third Reich, Vincent soon discovered.
Now, a few years after Vincent first noticed the pair of trees at Jerusalem's Yad Vashem memorial, the story of Ida and Louise Cook, detailed in Vincent's book is set to be adapted into a film.
"It was so great that these two secretaries really became these crazy opera fans and through opera had the opportunity to save these people," says Vincent, an investigative journalist and writer for the New York Post.
In her book "Overture of Hope", published in 2022, she describes how being opera fans gave these two middleclass British women the ideal cover story for their numerous trips to Germany and Austria to get Jewish refugees out.
They used a systems of visas by which Nazi authorities allowed the departure of Jews to Britain if they had a guarantee of financial support in Britain.
To provide the refugees - opera singers, musicians and conductors - with an income, the two sisters smuggled valuable jewellery entrusted to them by those planning to flee.
The sisters reasoned that border guards would assume they were fake, since they were both wearing cheap Marks & Spencer clothes. They were right. Ida Cook later became a romance writer and used her income to help fleeing Jews.
At first, Vincent’s publisher was discouraging, saying she would not get very far with her research on the sisters since one of them had burned her archive.
"Ida wrote a book in the 1950s in which she sort of goes into some of the stories, but she does not tell the whole story," Vincent explains.
But Vincent found another way and became the first researcher to see the letters from people that the Cook sisters had rescued in the archives of Israel's World Holocaust Remembrance Center, Yad Vashem.
A new film is now in the making, based on Vincent's book "Overture of Hope," released in paperback in 2023. "We are doing the film because people can make a difference," says producer Donald Rosenfeld, who says he loves stories where everyday people become heroes.
The book does not stop with the rescue of Jewish opera stars. What fascinated the Canadian author was that the lives of the rescued Jews remained difficult even after they were saved.
One conductor, for instance, could not make it in his chosen profession in London.
Overcome by the murder of his mother in Auschwitz and a feeling of guilt due to his survival, he put on his tuxedo on the day that he was supposed to conduct a Mozart opera and turned on the gas so he could die in a similar manner to his mother.
In her five-year research odyssey Vincent also found fan letters in Austria and Germany that Ida Cook wrote to opera stars, and it was in these letters that Ida explained just what she and her sister had accomplished.
In the book, readers find a history lesson that comes to life, giving a sense what life was like for people before the war.
Vincent came across extraordinary details, especially about the Viennese conductor Clemens Kraus, a "complex hero" who was appointed to the Munich opera.
"He wrote to Hitler's private secretary Martin Bormann very early, boldly asking for the apartments in Munich that have been vacated by the Jews because he needed them for his musicians and singers," Vincent says. "And at the same time [he was] asking the Cook sisters for help."
Film producer Donald Rosenfeld thinks this story, set to be filmed in the UK, Germany and Austria pending an end to the SAG actors strike stalling film productions, is also important to tell in the light of the war in the Ukraine and the rise of extremist right-wing leaders all over the world.
"It is very important that we share that and stand up against it."
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