Lost Innocence.

What is the sense of our life,

What is the sense of the life

of any living being at all?

To know an answer to this question

means to be religious. You ask:

What is the sense of putting 

this question at all? I answer:

He who feels that his own life or

that of his fellow beings

is senseless is not only unhappy,

but hardly capable of living.



Albert Einstein.
A weak, almost apologetically hesitant early morning sunshine, breaking through the heavily overcast Parisian sky, momentarily and lovingly dresses the fading stonework, monuments and tombstones of the Cimetière de Montmartre in a golden yellow glow. It is just after 9 am. Sunday 19th March 1995. The place is almost empty. A cold, early spring breeze playfully engages my hair, sending a rapid shiver down the spine, adding a touch of sobering realism to my visit, which has an undertone of almost surrealistic quality. I am picking my way through narrow passages amongst the faded tombstones and monuments, looking, searching - with a mixture of apprehension, hope and nostalgic awe - for a grave to pay spiritual homage to the memory of a young woman, who died broken hearted at the tender age of 23 nearly 150 years ago.

What am I doing here?  What is this strange compulsion that has driven me to a foreign land in search of memories of a woman I could never have met, whose brief and tragic life and life-style was totally alien and far removed from mine. What is this melancholic longing to make amends, to atone for a wasted life that had no direct bearing on mine?  Why am I here? There are ample delights a few hundred metres from here, strolling through the narrow streets of Montmartre, sampling the unfading Parisian ‘joie de vivre’. The Place du Tertre is already bustling with life. Tourists throng around the artist’s stalls vying with each other to have their portraits painted, drawn, sketched, sculpted or “scissored” to black silhouettes to take home as souvenirs. Inside the Cafés people sit, leisurely slurping their breakfast drinks. Life, sweet life is bursting at the seams. I alone walk in the shadow of death, submerged in a reverie of by-gone years. Why? What is it in my psychological make up that craves for such perverted pleasures?

As my eyes wander from grave to grave I notice contemporary headstones interspersed with the old memorials. Here and there, side-by-side are the earthly remains of Jews and Christians. There is no discrimination here - I acknowledge with gratitude. In death, here in this cemetery at least, Liberté, Égalité, Fraternité is no longer just an empty slogan, but established fact. Pity about the rest of the world... especially the world of the living... 

My eyes carry on with the search... The grave I am searching for is the final resting-place of Marie Duplessis. Am I searching in vain again? A year or so ago I searched for the tomb of the same lady under the name of Marguerite Gautier in the Cimetière Père-Lachaise. The lady seem to have many aliases; none more memorable than that of “La Dame aux Camélias”, - the Lady with the Camellias - as she came to be known, indeed immortalised by the pen of Alexander Dumas Fils. My search in Père-Lachaise was unsuccessful. Nobody had even heard of her. It was a similar sort of day then, heavily overcast sky and a chilly breeze. My time spent there was only rewarded by finding the graves of Héloïse and Abélard, La Fontaine, Chopin, Rossini, Proust, Oscar Wilde and Maria Callas amongst countless other famous names. I came away disappointed. It was only the memory of the lady that attracted me to that cemetery. As a rule I keep away from cemeteries.

But I have this one obsession... Buried deep somewhere in my subconscious mind is the image of the grave of this tragic female... Back in my childhood on one of the visits to Paris my mother dragged me through one of the cemeteries. I am almost certain that it was Montmartre and she pointed out the grave of the “Lady of the Camellias”. Of course I did not appreciate then who the lady was and I was not impressed by being there. Why should I have been? That woman had nothing to do with me... and cemeteries are such quiet places. So what was I doing there? More to the point: what am I doing here now?  

Marguerite Gautier - The Lady of the Camellias - is the heroine of Alexandre Dumas Fils’ novel of the same title and was modelled on the life of one of the most famous courtesans of Dumas’ time. It is rumoured that the name of the hero of the story - Armand Duval - was in fact a pseudonym for Alexandre Dumas and the book depicted his own passionate love affair with the lady. In my miss-spent youth I read the novel, saw the film with Greta Garbo that was based on the story, saw a stage play based on the same and finally fell under the spell of Verdi’s opera La Traviata which is the most heart-rending version of the famous story. From then on the lady entered my heart in a big way... So here I am... full circle... searching for the lady....

Just past the entrance to the cemetery on the left hand side are some offices and in a display window there is the full plan of the place, with all the famous names listed in alphabetical order. Berlioz, Jouvet, Stendhal and amongst others Alexandre Dumas Fils in section 21... but the name Marie Duplessis is not amongst the names listed. How come? This time, prior to coming here, I had even visited the tourist office near the Etoile to make sure that I would find her... They confirmed that she was resting here. I could not bear another failure. I am searching in section 21, hoping that she would be near Dumas... No luck... I cannot even spot Dumas’ grave... Dispirited I walk back towards the office building. By now a small crowd is gathering just inside the gates; one or two of them holding flags. A new funeral procession or some remembrance perhaps? Who knows and who cares? 

I spot a man in uniform standing near the office and I approach him timidly. My French is almost non-existent these days.


- ‘Excusez-moi Monsieur où se trouve la grave de La Dame aux Camélias?’ - I ask hopefully.

He looks at me in a way that leaves no doubt in my mind that he did not understand a word I uttered. On a piece of paper in my hand is the name Marie Duplessis and as an added note: “La Dame aux Camélias”. I show him the paper.

His eyes light up.

· ‘Ah! Bon’...  - and it is now my turn to look perplexed.

 He - presumably - gives a full direction, if only I could understand. He notices my vagueness, so he adds generous hand signals to his verbal direction. I understand at last that the grave in question is in section 15 to the left of the road immediately behind the office building and in the elevated part. I walk to section 15 and conduct a grave by grave search. No Marie Duplessis here... I feel demoralised... I retrace my steps several times. Only one white, sarcophagi shaped raised memorial has a ring of familiarity to it, but the name does not tally. At the beginning of the same row a small elderly man in grey overcoat and dark blue beret tenderly cleans a contemporary, grey marble gravestone. Fresh flowers adorn the grave and the man is deeply submerged in his reverie. There is no doubt in my mind that he is communicating with the departed. I approach him and show him the piece of paper in my hand.


- ‘Ah!.. La Dame aux Camélias’ - and he tells me all about the lady... only I cannot follow a word he utters. He realises that I am left behind, so he walks past me and beckons me to follow. He stops in front of the white sarcophagi and with broad gesture points at the grave.


- ‘La voilá. Alphonsine Plessis. La Dame aux Camélias.’… and he carries on with a long explanation, unperturbed by the fact that I cannot follow what he says. I thank him politely and he walks back to his departed to carry on cleaning the tombstone and muttering tender words to his or her spirit.

So here I am at last... face to face with the lady... or rather face to face with my own obsession... Alphonsine Plessis... my journey is now at an end... I have found you... The simple stone memorial has only her name and her date of birth and death engraved. There are a few mildly withered flowers on the monument, giving testimony to the fact that others think of this lady too. Attached to the front of the memorial a white glazed and decorated plaque bears a single word: “Regrets”... 

Whose regrets?... Hers?... her contemporaries?... The world’s at large?... Regrets for what?... for the wrong doings, the hypocrisy of a society that scorned her in her own life? No amount of regrets could atone for the sins committed against this poor woman... and for women in general, past, present and future...

I stand there quietly and in my mind’s ears the violins of an orchestra start very softly in a very high tremolo. The prelude to the last act of La Traviata. A tender, nostalgic, heart-rending musical summary to a tragic life... 

Alphonsine Plessis... Actress... courtesan... why have I followed you here?… What is your magic that moved me to come here to pay homage? I who never visit graveyards, who have never once visited the resting place of any of my relatives since I left Hungary, now stand here in humble reverence, overwhelmed by a strange emotion, near to tears... Why am I here?… Why?... 

Is it perhaps because I am now deprived of an opportunity even to visit my father’s grave? Is it perhaps, because the remains of most of my beloved departed - including my father’s - are scattered in unmarked graves, somewhere in Europe? Is it because I am too much of a coward to visit a place like Auschwitz?  Or is it something more? A strange fascination perhaps with a young female, who was deprived in her own life of the only true love she ever had? Am I making a silent apology here for a subliminal sin of my own? Or for the collective sins of a male dominated society that casts stones at “a woman who had been led astray”. This tragic little woman, a creature of past beauty and youthful pleasure is lying here in everlasting repose, yet lives on... She still attracts men... albeit foolish old men perhaps, who travel hundreds of miles to stand here, to pay homage... Something eternal and still vibrant with life’s forces continues here and reaches out of the shadow of death... I can feel it... Its power is the very essence of life… 

Whatever... something strange and stronger than I can explain led me here, a destiny fulfilled, momentarily to unite me with Alphonsine Plessis, alias Marie Duplessis, alias Marguerite Gautier, alias La Dame aux Camélias, alias Violetta Valéry, La Traviata... I quietly and respectfully lay a single Camellia in my heart on her grave... and weep without tears...

...Just like so many-many years ago, when my father was laid to rest...

Where is the moment when the past separates from the present?... Is today yesterday or is it tomorrow?... When does the past slip from the present and when does future become past?...  The present is here and now; I am standing in silent reverence at the memorial of a “fallen” woman, reaching out towards her… thinking about my childhood... my father... all in the past... but are they?... The past is here too, right inside me reaching into my present and projecting into the future... We constantly live in the past, present and future all at the same time...  The very force that has driven me here must originate from my past and hers, to lead me to my pilgrimage in the present, which in turn might influence and spiritually enhance my future... For nothing in life - or indeed in death - is ever wasted... This little lady is the living proof of that... Living; I say it advisedly, for certainly her life transcended her tragic death... The flowers on her memorial are only a few days old... someone else is thinking of her fondly... so her life - and death - was a triumph, not a waste. Alphonsine Plessis... La Dame aux Camélias... I adore and salute you...

I linger on for some time, immersed deeply in my thoughts. For a few moments, the sun once again hesitantly and briefly breaks through the clouds and bathes her memorial in a golden glow... One whimsical streak of ray reflects on the white glazed plaque and as if by a purposeful desire obliterates the word: Regrets....  It is almost as if “La Dame” had impishly winked at me, saying:


- ‘There is no need for regret. I was loved once, I am still loved’... 

The past abides with me as I slowly start to walk away... a mission fulfilled… yet there is a yawning hiatus of some unfulfilled promise... What was my purpose in coming here?...

Memories flood back, out of sequence. A bit from here, a bit from there... Memories of childhood Paris... Magda, Herman, Denis, Ester, Claude... I lost touch with Ester and Claude... Pity... the rest of them are just memories now... yet like the lady, they too live on... Then come memories of my father again...

...They did not let me attend his funeral... By “they” I mean the adults...

It did not take too long for me to realise that not only had I lost my father, but as good as lost mother too... She was no longer in charge of my life... she was no longer in charge of her own...

There are ways and ways of crying... My mother cried and cried and cried, with an agitated face, red and swollen eyes... and loudly... Oh so loudly... I on the other hand could not shed a single tear... Inside, around my heart the unshed teardrops seemed to have precipitated into thousands of tiny, sharp crystals of icicles... needles that clawed from the inside, whilst on the outside all that showed was frozen indifference... They all thought I could not care less, or could not comprehend what was going on... They... the adults were the ones who could not comprehend... I knew my loss… and wept inside with frosty tears... 

What do adults know about a child's feelings?... They are too preoccupied with their own miseries, problems and feelings, to care to even think about the fact that a child has a heart and a mind too. Little do they realise that a small body hides nothing less than the personality, spirit and intellect of a person, a person who does not arrive in this world with a "tabula rasa" at birth, but with a full identity ready for a progressive "awakening". 

“The little contains the germ of the great, as the acorn encloses the oak. The infant is small, yet the man is there contained; the brain is confined, yet it develops thought; the eye is but a point, yet it grasps the vastness of space” - so wrote Alexandre Dumas Fils in La Dame aux Camélias. My mother knew the story, she just could not comprehend the finer points...

A child also possesses faculties that adults no longer posses or are even aware of, simply because they are too busy unlearning natural intuitions in order to fit society's expectations of so-called rationality. Thus children suffer injustices of not being taken seriously, not receiving the consideration that they rightly deserve, but frequently indifference and even mockery and humiliation instead. A child deserves no less respect than an adult would expect from a child or from another adult... Nobody even asked me if I wished to say farewell to my father... No respect... no consideration... I was just a child...

Because I could not express, explain or rationalise my fear, arising out of my premonition when my father was taken into hospital, my behaviour was perceived as capricious, selfish indifference. Because I was a child, nobody even uttered the words to me directly when he passed away: “ your father is dead.” 

What went through their minds?... Did they think I would not know?... did they think that I could not take the truth?... or did they just not think at all?... I was just left to my own devices to cope, whilst they fell apart around me...

...They did not let me attend his funeral... By “they” I mean the adults...

On the day of the funeral, I was dumped at Teri’s place, to stay with grandma Schmutzler and Jancsi... Yes, Jancsi and I played button football, whilst my father was lowered into his grave... Why... Nero played his fiddle whilst Rome was burning...   Oh yes... I lost every game once again... My mind was not on the sport... My mind was just about to go into “reverse”...

To this day I cannot find an acceptable explanation, or indeed a proper way of describing the state of mind or state of consciousness I was about to enter and stay in for a long period of time...

It started the night after my father died... That evening as I was put to bed and tearlessly cried myself to sleep, my dream became the “reality” and my waking state became the “dream”. The moment I closed my eyes, I was with father... That was reality to me... When I opened my eyes father was gone... and that was a bad dream... 

I was left to cope on my own and I suppose this was my way of coping... My nights were undisturbed pleasure... my days... just a bad dream that would somehow pass away... This state of affairs lasted for what seemed to be an awful long time... I have little recollection of daytime events... they were just bad dreams, best to be forgotten... The world was falling apart around me... I escaped to father... Night after night, after night... Oh he was real... I had no doubt about that... he told me that he would look after me... and he kept his promise... Night after night, after night... Of course he could not have control over my dreams... so the daytimes were bad... Best to be forgotten...

The flat we lived in at the Ambulance Station, was a service flat... We had to leave... For a short while I moved in to stay with Nagyi in her flat... She was soft, cuddly, caring, considerate... but still just a bad dream... Even her soft singing and a constant supply of cabbage noodles could not please me... so I kept closing my eyes to be with father... Mother was gone... I did not know where... I did not miss her... her constant crying would have been just a bad dream too...

Then came a big relief... a high fever... It was measles... My eyes were closed almost permanently... Sheer bliss... father was there... A special ambulance arrived and I was taken to an isolation unit... Bad dream... but bliss most of the time as I kept my eyes closed... Father was there...

Occasionally, when I opened my eyes there were some familiar faces around me through a haze... Nagyi, Kati, uncle Sanyi, Csöpi, Pali Fekete... Mother nowhere... Bad dream...

When the red spots disappeared another ambulance ride... When I opened my eyes I was in a clean white room, with white robed angels around me... Bad dream... What was I doing there?... Where was I?... back in Paris perhaps?... but the Germans were in Paris... Bad, bad dream... Close eyes... back to father...


- ‘Snuki, my little Snuki. Open your eyes.’ - Csöpi’s voice broke through the blissful silence...

Her soft hand caressing my face, she was coaxing me back to an unwelcome reality... I was in fact in the “White Cross” Sanatorium on Hárshegy, up in the Buda hills in an open recovery room. The room was a long conservatory like building, with one wall taken away, leaving the room open to the elements.

It was a hot mid-August afternoon. I was happy being with father, I did not want to open my eyes. But Csöpi, my darling Csöpi persisted. She kissed my forehead.


- ‘I want to stay with Apu.’ - I said in a quiet whisper.


- ‘My little Snuki’ - she whispered back softly – ‘Apu is gone. He is in heaven.’

I could see tears in her eyes... and the floodgates opened... I grabbed her neck with both arms and as she returned my embrace I burst into tears and cried and cried and cried.... and Apu... our father was gone forever... From now on there would be bad dreams only and no welcome relief of another reality...

What was “real” reality?… a truly bad dream... In the world at large the situation was getting from bad to worse. By mid June the swastika was flying from the top of the Eiffel tower. What was going to happen to Magda, Herman, Évi, Denis, Ester and Claude? In the upheaval of our own life we hardly had a chance to think of them. Denis found himself with his army unit retreating in Vichy France. He then decided to desert army life and eventually made it across the Pyrenees to Spain first, then to Lisbon, from where - in due course - he sailed to Cuba. Ester and Claude left Paris just in time before the Germans entered the city and headed to Grenoble. Magda, Herman and Évi went into hiding in the countryside somewhere in occupied France. Margit returned to Hungary and from the money she received from Denis bought a small house, back in her own village in Lovászpatona at the Alvég and settled there.

I knew nothing of all these events... They did not even let me attend my father’s funeral... By “they” I mean the adults... They kept all events from me... I was just a child... They never mentioned either that uncle Elemér had passed away ten days after my father’s death... It was none of my business...

He had been feeling unwell for some time. The doctors did not think that there was anything too serious, apart from slightly raised blood pressure, but ordered bed rest anyway... He was making a good recovery. Aunt Klári and the boys decided that it would not be wise to let him know that his beloved brother had passed away until he fully recovered. They kept all family news away from him and all seemed well... until...

In the flat above theirs in Kapás utca there lived an attractive young lady alone except for her elderly mother. Her name was Camilla and she frequently popped in to visit the Oszmanns. I met her on our visits to uncle Elemér quite frequently. She was bubbly, pretty and intelligent. I liked her a lot.  My uncle was very fond of her in a fatherly sort of way and she in turn loved uncle Elemér like a relative would.  From the moment Elemér was confined to bed, she visited him daily to cheer him up. About eight days after my father’s death, which she knew nothing about until that day, she went down again to uncle Elemér with a newspaper in her hand.


- ‘My poor, poor dear. I am so sorry’ - she addressed my uncle, not realising that all news was being kept from him – ‘it must have been a tremendous shock to you.’


- ‘What are you talking about?’ - asked my uncle with mounting apprehension.


- ‘Your brother Imre of course’ - she replied, opening the paper at the obituary section and placing it on the bed in front of him.

Aunt Klári tried to intervene, but it was too late now. Elemér glanced at the paper, went white as a sheet and slumped back onto the pillow. His eyes turned and his breathing sounded laboured.


- ‘Oh God, what have I done?’ - screamed Camilla.


- ‘You’ve very probably killed him my child’ - whispered Klári – ‘go and call the doctor immediately.’

The doctor arrived within minutes, diagnosed a massive brain haemorrhage and added that the chances for him to pull through were very slim.

Within less then twenty-four hours Elemér joined his beloved brother... my father... 

They did not let me attend his funeral either... They did not even mention that he had passed away... By “they” I mean the adults...

My mother collapsed under the events. From the day she dumped me at my grandmother’s flat a day after my father’s funeral, to mid- August I lost touch with her completely.

Shortly after Csöpi’s visit she made her first appearance. Her entrance was as dramatic as her face and the dress she was wearing. She was dressed from top to toe in black. Her face looked ravaged, her eyes puffy and red. She came in crying and threw herself onto my bed grabbing me so vehemently, I thought she would suffocate me.


- ‘My darling little Peter’ - she cried – ‘what will become of us?’

I could not answer her question, how could I?  Was it not supposed to be her role to give me answers to all the questions that I could not even formulate yet? Was she not my mother? Was she not an adult in charge of a young boy who had just lost his father and uncle? Perhaps not... perhaps my mother never really grew up... but at that moment I was a child myself, very much in need of comfort and reassurance... and I had just started to realise that I would perhaps never get such comfort from my mother...

Where is the moment when the past separates from the present?... Is today yesterday or is it tomorrow?... When does the past slip from the present and when does future become past?...

...They did not let me attend his funeral... By “they” I mean the adults...

What do adults know about a child's feelings?... They are too preoccupied with their own miseries, problems, feelings to care to even think about the fact that a child has a heart and a mind too... What do adults know about their own feelings?... In the constant struggle for survival feelings are an unwanted burden... they, like the dead, have to be buried deep... They must not be allowed to come to the surface... they might be an embarrassment... What if another human should discover that we have feelings?....

In the constant charade of burying our feelings, we wound others and ourselves... Let the tears flood… let’s cry openly for Alphonsine Plessis... Let’s cry for all the fallen women... and men... Let’s cry for mankind... for it seems we shall never learn...

In the quiet Sunday morning of the Cimetière de Montmartre a young boy and an elderly man are walking side by side, away from the monument of La Dame aux Camélias... They visited the grave of a courtesan... a lady of almost no consequence... 

I did not quite know why I had come here... and why today?...  Coincidence?... The 19th of March... the anniversary of a day that in 1944 marked the beginning of the end for hundreds of thousands of Hungarian Jews... Where is the connection?… The connection is perhaps the present… Life itself... Life continues in all its glory... and ugliness.... Our life, our past, even our present contains all our mistakes. Our future contains all our hopes. In the present, in one hand, we hold the seeds of future’s mistakes, whilst in the other we hold the seeds of future’s hopes and fulfilment... Show your feelings therefore... Show that you love, that you care... for tomorrow might be too late... Let the good seeds take root... If the past has to impinge on our present and future, let it teach us not to make the same mistakes over and over...

As we - the child and the man...one and the same - walk slowly out of the cemetery all the graves in my heart open to let the buried escape into my present... There are now hundreds... no…  thousands of them walking silently behind me... Not one of them is insignificant... They lived and loved and there is nothing insignificant about life...  Any body’s life...

...They did not let me attend my father’s funeral... By “they” I mean the adults...



...Belatedly, I came anyway...
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