Chapter 5

Passage through the Via Dolorosa.

“ I am a Jew. 

Hath not a Jew eyes? hath not a Jew hands, organs, dimensions,

senses, affections, passions? fed with the same food,

hurt with the same weapons, subject to the same

diseases, healed by the same means, warmed and cooled

by the same winter and summer, as a Christian is?

If you prick us do we not bleed? if you tickle us, do we not laugh?

if you poison us do we not die? and if you wrong us shall we not revenge?...”








W. Shakespeare.
The winter seemed to have dragged on endlessly. In early March snow and frost were still covering the ground and it looked as though the winter would never end. Then just before the middle of March a hint of spring arrived at last; the snow started to melt away slowly. The loss of my tiny teddy bear was still nagging me badly. I kept turning out my locker and the small locker and drawer of my bedside table from time to time in the vague hope of finding him; but to no avail. I kept looking everywhere in the school building and the Sanatorium, including the terraces and kept asking everyone questions just in case they knew his whereabouts. I was unsuccessful in my attempts and was getting really depressed about it. Somehow in the deepest nooks and crannies of my subconsciousness the loss of teddy equated with death. I was not sure whose and when and why; but losing that little teddy bear seemed to be full of foreboding - a bad omen.

The 15th of March
 passed with hardly any celebration or even a mention except Aunt Irma reading for us Petöfi's
 National Song
. 

- “ We swear by the God of Hungarians, that we shall no longer be slaves!" – 

Lovely sentiments, but what did it mean?  Down below in the city - just a couple of streets away from where we lived - Erika Korda’s tenth birthday was celebrated quietly by her immediate family, but I was unaware of that fact then. I went to bed as usual wearing the head-phones of my faithful radio, anticipating the announcement of peace at last, or just in case I was wrong, making sure that I would be the first alerted to any possible air-raid warnings. Neither was forthcoming - not for at least a couple of weeks. So I could indulge in fantasies generated by the popular songs of the day. One of the songs was about a girl who on moonlit nights was dreaming about and waiting for the young prince charming to come astride a white charger, but alas the dream remained a dream and the prince just a myth. I had lovely fantasies about being the mythical prince galloping to the young lady. Only on arrival I was at least as short of ideas about what to do next as the song was. Other songs conjured up other fantasies or moods.  Katalin Karády - a popular chanteuse - was the undisputed sweetheart of every Hungarian male of that period. A sultry, dark haired young woman with high cheek bones and a squarish face, full sensual lips, and a voice that could best be described as 'deep, dark brown velvet', she was featured constantly on radio and stage and even in films. I loved listening to her bitter-sweet songs of forlorn love and deep burning passions, even though I could hardly comprehend, why and how a woman could hate a field covered with wild flowers, simply on account of being reminded of a lost love. Neither could I fully appreciate the comparison between a smoking, burnt out cigarette-butt left in the ashtray, and a woman jilted and abandoned by her lover. None the less her songs were the high lights of my radio-listening evenings and I suppose - like the rest of the male population of Hungary - I too was in love, if not with the woman certainly with her voice. I just lay in bed with my headphones on and immersed myself in her dark toned voice, that vibrated to my very soul - albeit through constant and heavy atmospheric crackles. 

Then on Sunday the 19th in the early morning there was a brief announcement on the radio to the effect that the German High Command had taken over control of the Country in order to protect us from falling prey to the Barbarians. I did not pay too much attention, it didn’t mean much to me; I was not too sure why and against whom we needed protection. 

The adults were behaving in a sombre fashion. The Hungarian red white and green flag was belatedly hoisted on the flagpole. There seemed to be an air of defiance amongst the staff, though I could not quite comprehend against whom it was directed. I waited all day for my mother's visit - in vain. I was upset and apprehensive to such a degree that I could hardly sleep all night.

Within the next few days we had our first encounter with our new “Masters”.  A German officer with an escort of two German soldiers and a Hungarian Gendarme marched into the Sanatorium and conducted an inch by inch search; at the end of which in a loud and arrogant manner he ordered the Hungarian flag to be removed from the mast. The orders were obeyed instantly and the detachment marched out. All the staff appeared to be intimidated and frightened. All except Fruzsi. She stood there with a stiff back and I shall never forget the expression of defiance and open hate on her face.  As the soldiers disappeared, Aunt Irma gathered us around her like a hen would gather her chicks. She ordered silence and then - with her face flushed in a defiant anger - in a loud unwavering voice she recited Petöfi's famous poem again:


- ‘ We swear by the God of Hungarians, that we shall no longer be slaves!’ -

We instinctually all shouted the refrains of the poem with her.  As she finished we heard hand-clapping emanating from a single pair of hands behind us. We turned to look. Fruzsina stood there, erect, straight-faced, and serious. She did not say a single word.

Fuchs, the swine puffter - who was standing alone at the window looking disapprovingly at us - at this moment could no longer contain his fervour towards the "Vaterland" and to his beloved "Führer" and burst out:


- ‘This is high treason and you will all be sorry; I assure you, you will!’


- ‘Stupid little Swabian.’ - I overheard Aunt Irma muttering to herself.

What did this all mean? I could not understand, but felt a deep sense of uneasiness and had the feeling that the war was going to take a turn for the worse for us.  Later in the evening just before bedtime Fruzsi paid me a surprise visit. She unceremoniously handed me my radio and headphones. I could not understand why and how she had it in the first place; I looked puzzled.


- ‘I hid it for you.’ - she said quietly – ‘Toy-radios like these are dangerous things to keep with the Germans around. It could get us all into trouble, I suggest you get rid of it somehow.’

I decided I did not like the Germans one little bit. 

In early April the allied air raids began and soon were getting more and more frequent and more violent, with hardly a night spent in bed without interruption. Getting to the shelter in the cold weather in the middle of the night was not the most enjoyable way for us kids to grow up.

Still the cold shelter gave us all at least a good excuse to let our teeth chatter without the slightest inhibition; nobody could accuse us of chattering teeth out of fright or cowardice. We sat on hard uncomfortable benches for hours on end, wearing pullovers and overcoats over our pyjamas, trembling as we listened to the distant and not so distant thuds and explosions. The shelter - a long, winding, narrow, concrete lined tunnel cut into the hillside - had plain wooden benches running along both sides; further in towards the end of the tunnel a few bunk beds for the sick and very little else, except for the basic emergency equipment such as shovels, pick-axes, buckets of sand, water and a few rations of food and medicine. It was dimly lit by naked electric bulbs dangling on wires from the ceiling - lit that is when the electricity was still on. Some nights we were sitting in pitch dark, with only an occasional shaft of light from pocket torches scanning our frightened faces.

The anti-aircraft guns on near-by Kis-Sváb Hegy
 and Sas Hegy
 were busy all night long coughing their deadly metal at the planes above. They created more noise than the bombs that fell mainly on the industrial outskirts of the city, which was mercifully a considerable distance from our shelter. This shelter - as I found out later - was the most secure one I ever used. Being cut into a rocky hill it could probably withstand several direct hits with ease. However to us kids, this was not a real reassurance. Our imagination ran amok with every thunder and tremor; some of which sounded frighteningly near, probably aimed at the anti-aircraft batteries near-by. The whole earth seemed to shake at times, and some of the younger ones amongst us cried uncontrollably. The nurses - tired and weary - tried their best to comfort us; more often than not with little success.

I usually sat with Csaba and Tumi clutching my canvas Scout style First Aid outfit under one arm and holding my square shaped military style torch in one hand. When the electric lights faded away, I used the torch from time to time with the blue coloured filter lowered to check Csaba's or Tumi's face, almost as a form of reassurance, making sure that they were still with me. We talked little, and trembled a lot. When the all clear was given, we filed out to the open air and looked down awe-struck on the burning city below. Industrial Csepel was almost always alight with an angry red glow. So were Ujpest, Angyalföld, Kispest, Köbánya, Pestlörinc, Pesterzsébet and Kelenföld. Just looking at the scene of inferno from a comfortable distance made you feel like crying. God only knew the horror in the hearts of those who were near the targets.

We made our way back to the main building and into the dormitories quietly, shivering.  Even through the blackout curtains and boards the red glow somehow seemed to invade our rooms. Often we lay exhausted and sleepless watching the shimmering red patterns on the walls and ceiling until dawn, feeling anxious and apprehensive about our families down below in the city and frequently the gentle relief of sleep would only come minutes before it was time to wake up for the morning routine.

The mornings after the air raids became a quiet, subdued affair as we went about our business of washing, dressing and going for breakfast. We did not behave like normal kids would. Hardly a word was spoken all morning as we were getting ready for school. Monks in their cloisters could not have behaved more quietly than we did. Tiredness and anxiety however was not just our privilege, it was etched with hard lines all over the faces of the staff as they quietly glided amongst us like so many busy guardian angels. A warm, reassuring, motherly embrace here; a soothing kiss and a gentle touch there made us even more aware of the reality and the seriousness of the night before. We were always prepared for hearing the worst news from home and from time to time our fears were well founded. After one of the heavy all night raids the news came of the death of Csaba's father. As he stood there listening to the news, face white as a sheet, fighting his tears back - Sister Mária standing behind him holding onto him with both arms in a gentle embrace - the rest of us were ready and prepared to cry with him. Having lost my father four years earlier, I could identify with all his emotions; his sorrow became mine as well, as I was gripped by the fear of the possibility of receiving similar news about my mother one day.

After another night of horrendous bombing, which started just after bedtime and went on endlessly and which seemed to have shaken even the hills to their foundation; we emerged from our shelters at down tired, cold and struck dumb.

Far away, towards the eastern horizon the sun was trying to rise, with just a faint red glow where the sky merged with the edge of the land. Nearer to us the whole city was alight with fires, with a glow that reflected back on our faces. In the angry red illumination the Danube looked like a river of blood. The wind that blew up from below brought the stench of burning to our nostrils, filling our eyes with tears. To be absolutely truthful the tears had more to do with what we saw and what we feared than what our nostrils told us. We were ushered inside in hushed silence by the staff, but there was hardly any point in going to bed by then. Once inside, we discovered that some of the windows were blown in, with glass fragments covering the floor and some of the beds. The place looked a mess even in the dim light. The nurses set about clearing up the broken pieces, turning out the beds, making sure that no glass fragments remained, then improvised coverings for the windows in order to try to keep us warm. There was no panic just weariness as they went about their chores. We congregated around the intact windows, watching the burning city below. Csepel had it worst again. Large columns of thick black smoke were rising from several different locations and enormous red tongues of flames were reaching towards the clouds as further explosions erupted, sending shock waves in all direction. Large fireballs were shooting skyward as chemicals or ammunition exploded in the centre of the inferno. The broken chimneys and gutted factory buildings - silhouetted against the flames and smoke like crazy, twisted skeletons - looked eerie from the distance.

Sister Mária suddenly clapped her hands in an effort to get our attention.


- ‘Off to bed boys.’ - she ordered.

We moved away from the window and grouped around her, looking at her expectantly.


- ‘But sister, it is nearly time for school,’ - said Jancsi Urbán – ‘there is hardly any point in going to bed now.’


- ‘You heard what I said,’ - repeated Sister – ‘off to bed. There is not going to be any school this morning, we can all do with a little sleep, thank you.’


- ‘What about breakfast?’ - asked Jancsi, who was always more concerned about his stomach than the rest of us.


- ‘What about breakfast?’ - answered Sister – ‘You can have it for lunch. Even you can last out without food for that long. Now get moving, the lot of you, I don't want to hear another word from any of you.’

We quietly obeyed; no one was in the mood for argument. But sleep would not come - to me anyway. I tossed and turned in bed, but could not find comfort and felt unable to close my eyes. Each time I tried I saw buildings burning and smoke billowing to the sky. The scene of destruction I had witnessed seemed to have burned its horrifying image into my very soul, and threatened to overwhelm me. I was desperate for some comfort, but there was nobody and nothing to turn to. The other boys had escaped into dreamland, their faces free from anxiety at last reflecting a quiet well-deserved happiness. The nurses had retired to their quarters; not another soul was around to turn to. Teddy deserted me in my hour of need; he was still not to be found anywhere. I was seeking comfort at any price and was willing to settle for a good silent cry even. So I pulled the eiderdown over my head and prepared to cry myself to sleep. No luck, no tears; instead a vision of Teddy in flames. I sat up gasping for air, trembling all over. I remained seated - back against the white metal frame of the head of the bed, knees pulled up tight against my chest with my arms clutching both legs in a frantic embrace, chin resting on the knees. I stared through the window into the distant sky fixing my gaze on one point, allowing the sky and clouds to diffuse into an abstract pattern.  Now I was free from fear, free from worry, free from myself.


- ‘Peter, Peter!’ - I heard voices from a distance – ‘Peter, for heaven's sake!’ -

Then I felt hands clasping my shoulders shaking me vigorously. As my eyes focused back to my immediate environment, I became aware of Sister Erzsi standing in front of me holding me by the shoulders and shaking me, with the boys crowding around the bed all looking at me anxiously. I saw Fruzsina and Sister Mária running through the door towards my bed. I could not understand the commotion.

Fruzsi sat down on my bed, held my right hand, fingers on the pulse and looked deep into my eyes. Then snapping her fingers in front of my eyes she lightly slapped my face and yelled at me.


- ‘Peter, answer me! Where are you?’


'What a stupid question' - I thought - ' where else would I be, but in my bed?' - I looked at her, totally puzzled.


- ‘Peter’ - she repeated – ‘where are you?’


- ‘In my bed Aunt Doctor.’ - I answered.

She sighed with visible relief.


- ‘Thanks heavens.’ - she muttered.

I was nonplussed. I did not have a clue what was going on. I thought they were all going mad. Then Sister Erzsi gave me a big hug and kissed my cheeks several times, Kecske
 patted me on the shoulder and gave me an embrace and the boys joined in too patting my shoulders.


- ‘What's the matter with all of you?’ - I asked finally. -  ‘Why aren't you all asleep?’

Then I realised that they were all fully dressed ready for school. I released the hold on my legs trying to straighten them out. They were numb and painful. I looked at my watch - it was half past one in the afternoon. I must have stayed in that foetal position for hours totally unaware of everything around me. The nurses on waking up the boys must have thought I was shell-shocked and panicked. Fruzsi listened to my heart with her stethoscope, then gently rubbing my back she declared me fit. That sounded like good news to me. Sister Erzsi helped me get dressed, than holding my hand she led me to the dining room. The nurses and the boys were all fussing around me, which made me feel good even though I felt slightly embarrassed by the whole palaver.

We skipped our usual after lunch siesta and went straight up to school. However the afternoon was spent more with quiet play than with formal class-work. Nobody, including the teacher seemed to be able to concentrate and there was an air of uneasiness and disquiet as if we were waiting for something awful to happen. I sat with Marika most of the afternoon holding hands. The boys kept nagging me from time to time to join them, but I just wanted to be close to my sweetheart. We did not talk a lot; Marika looked tired and weary. Her big brown eyes had a faraway look and I could do little to hold her attention. Her little hand was clutching mine, but somehow she was not really with me. Aunt Irma called it a day just after three o'clock, and I said good by to Marika with a kiss on her cheek before joining the boys to go back to the main building. As we were descending the narrow path from the school building towards the main pathway below I stopped for a minute to adjust my shoelaces. As I bent down I suddenly became aware of a peculiar shaped little bulge at the edge of the last few patches of melting snow by the side of the pathway. I am not quite sure what attracted my attention, but I started to scrape away the snow. Immediately my heart jumped with joy. It was my long lost teddy bear lying there. My joy and elation was indescribable. If my Father had returned from the dead I could not have been happier. I was electrified, almost ready to fly up in the air. Clutching teddy I hopped and ran all the way, totally ignoring all previous medical advice against running. The boys - not quite knowing what caused my excitement - followed me in a similar manner. At the entrance I bumped straight into Hobogász.


- ‘Are you crazy?’ - he yelled at me angrily – ‘Didn't I tell you not to run?’

He picked me up, swung me over his shoulder and with long strides carried me to his room. 


- ‘Unbutton your shirt.’ - he ordered as he threw me on his couch and picked up his stethoscope.

He listened to my chest intently from every angle, counted my pulse, measured my blood-pressure, then lightly tapped me on the top of my head with his knuckles:


- ‘You'll be in real trouble if I ever catch you running again.’ - he threatened – ‘Now off with you.’

I thought the "audience" was over as I tried to button my shirt with one hand, not wanting to unclench my hand holding teddy. He noticed.


- ‘What's in you hand?’ - he demanded.

I tried in vain to hide my hand behind my back, fearing that he would confiscate my most treasured possession. He stepped near towering over me and prized my hand open.


- ‘Mmm’ - he said – ‘why is it so wet?’


- ‘I lost it in the autumn and just found it under the snow.’ - I replied – ‘Please do not take it away!’


- ‘Mmm’ - he grunted – ‘you'd better dry him, he'll catch pneumonia.’

I could have kissed him; I felt such a sense of relief.

The next few days were almost like peacetime. The sun was shining all day enveloping my world in a comfortable warm glow and the nights were blissfully quiet without air raids. Teddy was back in my pocket and I was sure that from now on all would be well. 

But soon the raids started up again and most nights we sat and trembled in the shelter. Knowing that either the British or the Americans dropped the bombs, I decided I was not very keen on them either.

Towards the middle or end of April Mother missed another Sunday visit, which deeply upset me. Two days later just as we settled back to class after the ten o'clock break Sister Erzsi suddenly appeared in the classroom. She went straight to our teacher and whispered something to her, to which she nodded in consent. Erzsi then came straight to my desk and standing in front of me said:


- ‘Peter, come with me. Sir Chief Doctor wants to see you immediately.’

My heart sank. I tried hard to think what mischief I might have committed for which I would be reprimanded, but could not think of any misdemeanour. I must have shown my fright, for Sister quietly whispered to me as I stood up:


- ‘Don't worry, your mummy is in his office.’

This news worried me more than the prospect of a good telling off. I suddenly feared the worst. It was an ordinary week-day, my mother had no business to be here on a visit, in spite of the fact that she had missed her visit on Sunday; if she was here, that could only be bad news of some sort. Sister Erzsi must have sensed my apprehension for she rested her hand reassuringly on my shoulder all the way from the school building to the Sanatorium. If anything, this made me even more apprehensive. As Sister opened the door to Hobogász's office I froze. Kati, Mother and Nyunyi were in the room with Hobogász and Fruzsi. Mother's face was reminiscent of my Grandmother's face the day my Father died, Kati's face looked more troubled than I had ever seen it before and even Nyunyi looked solemn. Fruzsi stood in the background, her face agitated, eyes fixed on the ceiling, in a posture indicating that she just could not or did not want to believe what she had heard. Hobogász hovered aimlessly in front of his desk, his face almost apologetic as if saying: “It's not my fault.”


- ‘If you would like to be alone with the boy, this office is at your disposal my dear Ladies.’ - he said in an almost too deliberately courteous manner.


- ‘Thank you Sir Doctor,’ - replied Kati – ‘but I think it would be better if we could go for a walk in the grounds.’


- ‘Most certainly my dear Madam’ - said Hobogász readily – ‘and please take as long as you like.’

I felt somewhat left out of the conversation as I stood at the open door - Sister standing behind me, her hand still resting on my shoulder. None of them even said hello to me, it seemed as if they were deliberately ignoring me.  Nyunyi finally broke rank and ran to me.


- ‘Are we going to play?’ - she asked as she grabbed my right hand with both hands.

I bent forward trying to kiss her but she stepped back quickly without releasing my hand.


- ‘Are you going to play with me?’ - she insisted nearly pulling my little finger out of its socket.


- ‘Yes, yes’... - I replied impatiently.


- ‘Well then,’ - she consented – ‘you may kiss me.’

I dutifully kissed her on both cheeks and she returned the compliment with a big wet kiss. As I wiped my face thinking -' Why on earth does she always have to slobber with her kisses?' - Kati took command in her usual manner and gave us all our marching orders:


- ‘Évi, hold mother's hand, Peter come with me, we do not have all day, and we must have a serious talk.’

There was something in her voice as she said it that sent an uncomfortable shiver down my spine. Évi must have sensed too that something was wrong, for she obeyed her order with uncharacteristic promptness. We walked outside towards the main gate. It was a warm sunny day, the kind of spring weather that forces people to start shedding their heavier garments.  It was therefore more than surprising to see my mother, Kati and even Évi wearing overcoats. I also noticed that they were all wearing long scarves. The scarves were not tied around their neck, but were hanging loose outside the overcoats. Then as I started to scrutinise their strange attire I realised that on the left side the scarves were fastened to the coats with carefully hidden safety pins.


- ' Odd ' - I thought - ' what are they hiding under those scarves? ' - For I had no doubt by then that the scarves were there in order to hide something.


- ‘Mummy’ - I burst out – ‘why didn't you come on Sunday, why don't you speak to me, and why can't I even get a kiss from you.’

She stopped in her tracks, released Évi's hand, burst into tears and grabbed me with such vehemence I nearly suffocated in her embrace.


- ‘Klári stop it this instance.’ - ordered Kati in a stern voice – ‘There is no time or place for circus now. How can you expect him to be strong if you go to pieces?’

I did not like the tone of her voice, and the implication of my having to be strong was received with foreboding. We stopped near the main gate and took a small path above the driveway into the garden and aimed for a bench nearby. There we all set down. Évi manoeuvred to sit on my lap, thumb in her mouth, head on my shoulder, but Kati pulled her off and sat her at the edge of the bench.


- ‘Sit there and not a word out of you.’ - she demanded.

Évi shoved her thumb back in her mouth and with a sullen – “I shall deal with you later" - expression on her face sat at the edge dangling her feet defiantly. I sat waiting for the talk, that I wished I did not have to listen to. There was a heavy silence for a few seconds that seemed like eternity. Time suddenly seemed to shift into slow motion, as if some evil force was about to savour every agonising moment.  Kati finally broken the silence:


- ‘Listen to me carefully,’ - she started – ‘this is not going to be easy on any of us, but you must try to be brave’...

I felt the blood slowly draining away from my head. I did not wish to be brave.


- ‘The war may end very soon,’ - she continued – ‘but as things are going at the moment, it looks as though we may not be able to come to see you again until the end of the war’...

Pause. My mother's face contorted with agony, Kati was clearing her throat.


- ‘In fact’  - she carried on – ‘we cannot come... we should not be out now... and...’


- ‘What's under the scarf?’ - I interrupted, demanding to know the secret, knowing somehow that there was some sinister connection between what they were hiding and what she was saying.  Évi suddenly turned and started to pull her scarf away.


- ‘A Jewish star.’ - she said proudly – ‘Do you want to see it?’

No, I did not really want to see it; I guessed what it meant. It felt as if the last little drop of blood was just about to drain away from me.


- ‘Shh’ - Kati hissed at her – ‘leave it alone, I told you to keep quiet. Do you want us all to be taken away?’ - and started to rearrange her scarf making sure that no telltale sign would show whilst looking around anxiously, ascertaining that no one was watching us.


- ‘Now’ - she turned back to me – ‘it may very well be, that we shall never meet again... in war, you know, people get killed. Since the Germans came, we now have to wear this yellow star’ - and quickly looking around making sure there were no spying eyes watching, she briefly lifted her scarf, momentarily exposing the six pointed, yellow David's star beneath – ‘and with this stamped on us God only knows what tomorrow will bring. I want you to understand clearly, we are not intending to abandon you, but trying to save your life. You are quite safe here, Sir Doctor has agreed to keep you here until the end of this madness, nobody knows that you are Jewish’...


- 'But I am not’ - I thought to myself – ‘I am Lutheran. This is just a bad dream.' 

- ‘Perhaps when the war is over, God willing, we shall all meet again,’ - she continued – ‘but just in case anything should happen to us, we want to make sure that you will not be left alone. Klári’ - she turned to Mother – ‘where is it? Give it to me.’

My Mother fumbled with her handbag, searching for something inside, then after a few seconds she took out a small box, held it out towards Kati, but then suddenly changing her mind she withdrew her hand and clutched the little box against her breast.

-  ‘Let me give it to him’ - she begged – ‘after all he is my son. Let me do at least that much for him.’ - and looked at Kati beseechingly with tears in her eyes. 

Kati nodded approvingly. Mother opened the tiny box, lifted out a gold chain with a pendant on it and then leaning over she embraced me.


- ‘Turn round.’ - she said and as I obeyed I felt her putting the chain around my neck.

I looked down at the pendant; it was a small oval piece of gold with a little angel - elbows on a cloud - enamelled on the front… It was the pendant I used to wear before Father died, or something very similar. She turned it round showing me an inscription on the back, engraved with hardly visible letters.


- ‘This is the address of Dennis in Havana.’ - she said – ‘If we don't survive you have to try to contact him there and go to him, when the war is over.’


- ‘Havana?’ - I protested – ‘but Havana is a cigar, it's written on my crystal detector radio. That was a Havana box, before I made it into a radio. How can I find Dennis inside a box?’


- ‘Don't be so stupid,’ - snapped Kati at me – ‘listen to your Mother. Havana is in Cuba and you will have to go there.’


- ‘And where is Cuba?’ - I enquired


- ‘It's near America.’ - replied Kati.

- ‘America? God, that's a long way, how do I get there? I don't want to go there on my own.’ – 

I panicked. I felt they were asking too much of me. They were abandoning me, I had to be brave, I had to survive alone and to top it all they expected me to get to Cuba under my own steam, find Uncle Dennis, walk in on him saying: " Hi, I am here, the rest of them are dead." I did not wish to hear anything any more. I just wanted to run away and cry. This war was getting on my nerves. I had had enough.


- ‘Now’ - said Kati – ‘say good bye to your Mother, we shall have to leave. And no crying, remember you have to be brave.’


- ‘But I don't want to be brave.’ - I burst out lips trembling near to tears – ‘I don't want to be brave...’


- ‘You have to be’ - snapped Kati at me – ‘that is the only way to survive. And you have to survive however hard it may seem to be. When all this is over someone will have to make them pay for what they are doing to us! Remember that! Now say your good-byes and we had better go. And not a word about this conversation to any one, do you understand? Not a word!’

My mother grabbed and hugged me nearly smothering me to death. Tears streaming down her cheeks she kissed my face again and again. She looked ready to pass out. Évi stood there with down turned trembling lips, enormous teardrops in her eyes, not saying a word. I didn't know if she followed the conversation, or just sensed the mood, but I knew she was hurting inside almost as much as I was. Her face told the story. She ran to me grabbed my neck and hung on as if she never wanted to let go. I hugged her and kissed her and felt like screaming. I did not even mind receiving her usual slobbering kisses. I felt a burning pain around my heart and inside my guts that was nearly tearing me apart, whilst we stood there saying our farewells. Than Kati kissed me, and her eyes filled with tears too. 


-' So much for bravery’ - I thought – ‘what do they expect of me?' 

I was nearly choking holding back my tears, but I knew they expected me to be brave, so like a good little coward that I was, I obeyed. They started walking towards the gate leaving me standing there alone with a burden so enormous I nearly collapsed under its weight. They did not look back, only Évi turned her head once, but by that time my eyes could not focus. As they walked through the gate and disappeared from view round the corner I turned and ran behind some bushes, where I let go and cried uncontrollably.

When I had no more tears left to shed, I wiped my face on my sleeve and quietly and dutifully walked back to school. It was the eleven o'clock break, time for our milk. As I joined the queue Tumi approached me:


- ‘Chief, what did Hobby want from you?’


- ‘Nothing.’ - I replied.


- ‘He could not just ask you for nothing’ - he argued – ‘he must have said something.’


- ‘He did.’ - I agreed.


- ‘What?’


- ‘He said that you were a stupid nosy person.’ - I snapped at him whilst Kati's words of "Not a word to anybody" were echoing in my mind.


- ‘No’ - he pulled his face in a grimace – ‘I don't believe you.’


- ‘That's what he said.’ - I asserted – ‘If you don't believe me, go and ask him.’

He let it pass, and left me to join Csaba and the others. They stood around like a rugby-scrum deep in animated discussion, glancing at me from time to time, which made me feel self conscious and uncomfortable.


-' Perhaps they already know my secret ‘ - I panicked – ‘perhaps somebody spotted the yellow star... perhaps somebody is already on his way to take me away...' 

I suddenly felt like a total outcast, and quietly prepared myself for the worst as I watched them from the corner of my eye constantly glancing at me. I lost interest in waiting for my turn for the milk and quietly slipped away, trying to get into the furthest corner of the classroom almost as if I was preparing a defensive stance to hold my "corner" to the bitter end against an expected attack. Their animated discussion finally ended and they all moved towards me.


- ’This is it’  - I thought in deep panic – ‘they are going to surround me and call me a stinking Jew.’

They just stood in front of me staring at me as I stood in the corner with both of my sweaty palms behind me against the wall, heart beating like a distressed, hunted animal.

I suppose I had the first true symptoms of that deadly contagious disease, I had just caught and which I carried to the end of the war and beyond and which could have been called “Filthy Jewishness”; certainly potentially more deadly than the measles I had a few years previously. 

Csaba broke the silence:


-  ‘Chief, what's the matter, you look so upset, is your mummy ill?’ - he asked.

Csaba, sweet caring Csaba... he could not have guessed my relief... he could not have had the slightest notion, that at that moment I felt like hugging him. As he offered me a loophole, suggesting Mother being unwell, I grabbed the excuse with both hands to allay any further suspicion and prevent further questions. Yes, my mother was unwell and I was upset because she could not visit and nobody knew when she could come again. This was good enough for them, and I could bask in their sympathy.

The next week or so was uneventful. My deep, dark secret remained unsuspected and I was still the "Chief"; but the joy of being number one of the pack had gone and a deep seated, stubborn anxiety replaced the almost carefree innocence of by-gone days. Then once more I was summoned to Hobogász's room. My mother and Kati were there; this time however there was no scarf to hide their 'shame'. The "Yellow Star", bright and conspicuous, was the dominating feature of the moment and it took me a little while to absorb the rest of the details of the scene. My mother's face, as usual reflected deep anxiety, whilst Kati's expression was a mixture of defiance and resignation. Hobogász looked agitated and apologetic all at the same time, whilst Fruzsi was angry as hell; and wasn't about to hide it either.


- ‘This child still needs constant medical supervision and to let him go is both criminal and heartless.’ - she screeched at Hobogász.


- ‘But Ilona’ - he offered excuses in reply – ‘don't you think I would like to help, but my neck is on the line too, I cannot hide him here.’


- ‘You know, László what your trouble is? You are just a bloody coward.’ - she screamed back at him.


- ‘That is unjust.’ - he protested – ‘You know my position, if you feel so strongly, why don't you think of something?’

She suddenly looked very calm and very determined.


- ‘Right,’ - she said – ‘I will take him, I have connections; somehow I will make sure that he is taken care of. Madam’ - she turned to Kati – ‘ trust me I will look after him.’


- ‘Madam Doctor’ - replied Kati grabbing hold of Fruzsi's hands and squeezing them gratefully – ‘you are a true human being. I do very much appreciate your offer, but I would not dream of jeopardising your life. We understand your position and we realise that he must come home with us. There is just no other way, at the moment. So let's have no recriminations, it's no fault of either of you if the world has gone mad. We are very grateful indeed for what you have both done so far; perhaps one of these days we will be given a chance to find a tangible way to express our gratitude. For now, I think, we had better go quickly and quietly.’


- ‘Are you sure?’ - asked Fruzsi with a mixture of anxiety and sympathy in her voice.


- ‘Yes Madam Doctor’ - nodded Kati – ‘very sure; and I am also sure that we shall meet again to thank you once more for everything.’

Once again I was left out of the conversation standing on the sideline, as if what was going on had nothing whatsoever to do with me. After all they were only making decisions about my life or death, so what business of mine was that? At first - arriving mid-action on the scene - I found it hard to comprehend the situation, but within a few seconds it became clear to me that this was good bye to the Sanatorium as my sheltered existence was about to end. If I felt anxiety about being abandoned by my family a week or so earlier, I now felt a different, but just as deep anxiety about being reunited with them under the yellow star of David. The choice between the devil and the deep blue sea was an uninviting one, but fortunately in a way, I had no voice in the decision. Nobody asked my opinion – not even when my mother opened her handbag and took out a yellow felt star. I grasped the significance of that moment quickly, before anyone even mentioned that it was for me. I knew it. For the second time in my short life my Jewishness came charging home with a vengeance. I heard it mentioned in whispers in religious instructions and read in the Bible somewhere that the Jews were God's chosen people. I was rather sore and at complete loggerheads with God at that moment, for failing to consult me about my choice. I certainly did not wish to be one of His chosen ones; not at the price it was offered, or rather foisted on me. And as for being openly branded... what was wrong with staying a Lutheran anyway? My face turned a deep red as my mother carefully pinned the star on my jumper.


- ‘We shall have to stitch it on properly.’ - she said as she adjusted it, trying to make it look as if it was sewn on.


- ‘What for?’ - I protested angrily – ‘I am not going to wear this.’

She did not reply; she knew better. Fortunately all my mates were at school, so I was saved from the embarrassment of saying good-bye to them with that ghastly stigma pinned on my chest. I just could not face them. The staff and the three Sisters in charge of us packed my belongings - Erzsi, Margit and Mária came in one by one to say their farewells. Sister Erzsi and Margit hugged me and kissed me as if nothing had happened. Kecske hesitated, then stepping forward she gently stroked my cheek, ruffled my hair and then patting me on the back she said with a coarse throaty voice:


-  ‘God be with you, I hope to see you again one day.’

After she had finished saying her farewell, something - at least to me- unexpected happened. Fruzsi stepped forward and squatting down on her heels in front of me, embraced me warmly and kissed my face several times. That much-mocked ugly "Godmother", that fearsome, straight laced woman whom all the kids feared, with the witch-like nose and the almost perpetually morose, smileless face - her eyes and face now moist with tears - acted with uncharacteristic tenderness as she held me in her arms like a long lost child.


- ‘May God protect you child’ - she sobbed – ‘and give you wisdom to forgive us all; and may God forgive us all too’...

Perhaps it was just an illusion, but it seemed as if an inexplicable transfiguration had taken place, as I felt that moment that the most beautiful Lady in the whole wide world was holding me in her arms. Little did I guess or know, that she was indeed a remarkable, beautiful woman - not perhaps in the physical sense but certainly in her spirit - and little did I know that I would never see her again.

She embraced my mother and Kati in turn, then ran out barely able to disguise her feelings. Hobogász bade us all farewell and we were ready to leave. As we were leaving his office, I remembered the day when I had first set foot in the building, full of apprehension and fear and utter dislike of the prospect of having to stay there. Now, I did not want to leave. I burst into tears as we slowly walked towards the main gate. The prospect of going through that gate from a sheltered haven - wearing a visible mark of my Jewishness - right into the open hostility of the outside world full of danger and hatred filled me with horror. I wished I could be invisible, I wished I could disappear from the face of the earth. No, to be a Jew was definitely not for me. To be a branded Jew was even less so.

Within the spell of less than twenty minutes of walking out through that gate, I had my first lesson in understanding what it meant to be a Jew in Budapest in the spring of 1944.

We made our way to the station of the cogwheel tram where we boarded a waiting tram. The coach was half-empty, with plenty of unoccupied seats. My mother and Kati carefully positioned the two small suitcases with my belongings on the floor in the middle section of the coach in such a way that it could not be in anyone's way.

This section was for standing only, and they dutifully stood there next to the suitcases. I thought that the only reason they remained standing was to be near the luggage making sure that it would not be interfered with. Since there was an empty bench of three seats within an arm's length from them, I saw no reason to stand, even though I was always taught to offer my seat to adults if they were standing. Under the circumstances, with more seats available than people on the coach, I had no hesitation in making for the seat. I had hardly touched the seat, when a loud, aggressive male voice bellowed towards me from the other end of the coach:


- ‘Lousy Jews are not allowed to occupy seats in an Aryan train!’

I froze in my tracks as if a wasp stung me. My face went scarlet and my mouth went dry. I stood there facing the empty seat, not daring to turn towards the voice.


- ‘This child’ - I heard Kati's voice behind me – ‘is just out of hospital. He has a weak heart, what harm could there be if he sat quietly.’


- ‘If the filthy little Jewish bastard has a weak heart, let him drop dead.’ - I heard the voice thundering – ‘No bloody Jew sits on this train dead or alive, and if you two Jewish whores don't like it, you can all f*^* off.’ 

I felt my mother's hand on my shoulder as she quietly pulled me back towards her. She drew me tight to her body both arms around me.


- ‘Stay here’ - she whispered – ‘and keep quiet.’


- ‘Bloody Jewish whores’ - I heard the voice again – ‘they should not be allowed to get on a train. Just look at them... filthy swine... they are not even worthy of a f*^*.’ 

By now I knew what the word meant, though I had never ever heard it yelled at women before.  I felt my mother’s body trembling; I looked up at her face. Chin trembling, face white as a sheet. Looked at Kati. Red in the face, barely in control. Suddenly I had one of those fits of anger that literally made me see red.


- ‘You!…’  - I burst out. 

My mother's hand clamped over my mouth and nose with the speed of lightning and like a vice, depriving me not only of the yell but vital air as well. I quietly turned blue in the face as I was fighting to breathe. Kati's face was now just a few inches away from mine as she whispered to me:


- ‘Please for heaven’s sake no scene... they can have us killed.’

These were sobering words; I was not ready to be killed. Only how was I to indicate to them that if my mother kept her hand over my face much longer, I would be dead anyway. Fortunately she had enough common sense to let go, and I could breathe again. With heart pounding from anger and lack of oxygen and with a burning red face I turned towards the origin of the voice. There was only one male in the coach, I had no difficulty finding and facing our tormentor. I do not know what gave me the courage, perhaps it was just sheer impudence or seething anger, I just stood there and stared him straight in the eye. He stood my gaze for a short while, than he burst out:


- ‘Filthy little Jewish bastard, what are you staring at me for?’

My mother grabbed me and turned with me to face the windows.


-  ‘Don't answer back for heaven's sake.’ - she whispered – ‘Keep looking out of the window; ignore him.’

I was trembling with anger and indignation, but obeyed. I was a coward after all, and the instinct for survival was greater than my indignation. Nevertheless I was still trembling when we arrived at the end of our journey to Városmajor. There were hardly any people boarding the tram at the various stops on the way down the hill and there were still lots of empty seats in the coach when we arrived at the terminus. We were in fact the only three people standing. We remained motionless until the tram emptied to avoid giving cause for further outbursts, looking away from the open door to the other direction, avoiding the gaze of the other passengers. The man - our tormentor - spat at us in passing, but we just stood there ignoring him. When we thought that the last passenger had left, we turned to make our way towards the door. To our surprise and alarm there was still one person standing there looking at us. She was wearing a grey loden Tyrolean style suit, a matching little grey hat with a long single feather. She was slightly plump, seemingly older than my mother and Kati, with a soft gentle face, not unlike my Grandma only younger. She hesitated for a minute, than looking around as if checking that she would not be overheard by anyone she addressed Kati and my mother:


- ‘Excuse me Madam, today for the first time in my life I am deeply ashamed of being a Hungarian. Please accept my apologies in the name of all decent Hungarians, though it looks regretfully that there are not many of us left.’ - and nodding towards us in greeting, she stepped off the tram and walked away.


- ‘May you all burn in hell’ - muttered my embittered aunt, when she was pretty certain that the woman was a safe distance away – ‘bloody fascist hypocrites the lot of you.’


- ‘What is a hypocrite?’ - I enquired.


- ‘Someone who says one thing and does the opposite.’ - answered Kati.


- ‘You mean like when you promised to buy me a new Märklin set and you didn't?’ - I asked innocently.


- ‘Don't be so bloody cheeky.’ - Kati snapped back at me – ‘Klári’ - turning to Mother – ‘you must do something to teach a little manners to this child, he is getting a bit too big for his boots.’

Mother looked as if she had some difficulty keeping a straight face, but said nothing. I was a bit taken aback by Kati's outburst at me, after all I just tried to verify the meaning of a new word; could I help it that she took my comparative question as a personal insult? I decided I had better kept quiet for the rest of the journey, Kati was angry and upset enough without my help and we still had some distance to travel to get home. I wished we could get in a taxi for the rest of the way, as I did not fancy boarding another tram and facing more hateful remarks, but for one thing taxis were not in abundance in those days and even if they were, they would have refused to take 'filthy rotten Jews' as passengers. So there was no alternative; we travelled on two more trams and collected venomous remarks, together with derisory and hateful looks and more spittle on the way. By the time we arrived home, I started to understand the agony of the Man on his way to the Golgotha. He was carrying the Cross on His back; I was carrying the Star of David on my chest. The Crown of Thorns was tearing at my heart no less than it must have been tearing at His. The Crucifixion that followed must have been a welcome relief. The mocking and the undeserved hate of the onlookers must have been a thousand-fold more painful than the nails through the palms and the feet. Dying is easy... especially when everybody seems to hate you. It is living with hate that is difficult... and who in his right mind would wish for Resurrection?...
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� Hungarian National Holiday in remembrance of the 1848 Uprising against the Habsburgs.


� Sándor Petöfi: Poet, Leader of the Revolutionary Youth in the 1848 Uprising. 


� His famous revolutionary poem, inciting Hungarians to rise against the Habsburg Tyranny.


� Kis-Swáb Hegy = Little Swabian Hill


� Sas Hegy= Eagle Hill


�Kecske=Goat. Nickname given to Sister Mária by the boys.





