Stories about my childhood, my Mother and her family.
The core of this story is part of Chapter 2 of my autobiographical novel Jew Be Or Not Jew Be, The Story of a Perpetual Alien. Book 1, Under Hitler’s Shadow.
I was born in Ujpest, Hungary in the early 1930s. At that time, Ujpest was a small independent industrial town, just north of Budapest on the Eastern side (Pest Side) of the River Danube. (The accurate translation of Ujpest is New Pest) Ujpest is now a district of Budapest. My mother was born and grew up in Rákospalota, which was a smaller neighbouring town East of Ujpest. All the stories described below about her family and childhood were related to me by her and her elder sister, my Aunt Kati. What follows below was taken as an excerpt from my book and the first part is a brief partial description of Ujpest. Further explanations will be given in the footnotes and in brackets with asterisk (*) within the text 
Templom Tér, or Church Square was more or less the town centre, though even with the best of intentions it could not be described either as the geographical or cultural centre of Ujpest. I cannot say where the cultural centre was, I cannot even speculate if there was any culture at all in the whole town. It was simply a largish square, with the Roman Catholic Church in the middle, the Town Hall at the far eastern end flanking István út.* (*út = Road) What made it the centre of attraction was undoubtedly the market with its simple but colourful stalls, which occupied the entire square. Templom utca, which came down to Templom Tér from Deák Ferenc utca** (**utca = street) on the west side of the square was full of shops; this was the street where my mother did most of her shopping and gossiping. My Grandmother lived nearby in Lörinc utca, a street running parallel with Deák Ferencz utca where we lived. Her flat was near István út, just behind the Post Office building. If I was lucky, my mother would drop me there whilst she went on her endless gossiping missions. On the less fortunate days, which seemed to be more often than the lucky ones, she would drag me along on her trips. When I was still in the pushchair I was left outside the shops often for periods that seemed like eternity, whilst she was exchanging hot gossip inside with the shopkeepers and whoever else was available. On one of those occasions - I was perhaps just over two years of age - I grew somewhat agitated by the fact that whilst she was inside, I had to sit tied to the pushchair by the harness, virtually unable to move. I let out an angry yell that made my mother and the owner run out of the shop to investigate what caused my distress.


- ‘What's the matter my little Peter?’ - asked the kindly lady leaning over me.


- ‘They tie me down like a dog!’ - I shouted angrily gripping the edge of my seat ready to tear down the restraints. Every head within hearing distance turned, all eyes fixed on me. And they all laughed. Well aren't adults just about the most stupid people in the whole wide world. What is so funny about a child wanting his freedom? And what makes adults so special that they can get away with just about anything?

Adults!... Yuk!... they coo and tickle and slap and behave like mindless morons when all you want is to be left to your own devices. When you need them they either disappear for their endless gossiping, or brush you off like unwanted hair... Who needs adults anyway?!...

Well... I suppose they have their uses, like earning a crumb or two, cooking for you and feeding you and getting you out of... you know what... (yeah yeayeah yeah yeah.. serves them right too!...) and running around looking all anxious when you throw up... but other than that... the world would be a far better place without them... 

It isn’t that I disliked adults... only at times they drove me to despair... especially my mother... Well I ask you!?... Would you tie your two year old to a pram and leave him whilst you go for a long gossip?... On second thoughts... don’t bother to answer that question... I know, almost anything goes to get a few minutes of peace and quiet... but then, why bother to have kids? Nobody forces you; kids don’t ask to be born. If you bring them into this rotten world, then you should bloody well be content to be their slaves... rather then act like a bully...

Not that I am implying here for one minute that my mother acted like a bully. Not really... certainly not at first..... When I first knew her I thought she was a very pretty woman. Pretty in more than one way. Physically pretty, pretty marvellous when she cuddled me, pretty mean when she scolded me and pretty fast with her hand when I disobeyed. Later on in life I gradually added a few more adjectives to her “prettiness”... which I shall refrain from enumerating. Suffice it to say I loved her dearly, I still love her dearly and she in turn still “loves me to despair”. Like a real good old Yiddish Momma, which of course she truly is...

If you asked me today to describe her from an adult’s viewpoint I would illustrate her personality with two little stories, straight out of Jewish folklore. In the first story a young adult Jewish male - shall we call him Moshe Schwartz - ends up on the couch of an analyst after a nervous breakdown. After numerous prolonged sessions the analyst comes to the conclusion that Moshe suffers with a serious Oedipus complex. He suggests that Moshe should bring along his mother for the next session, so that he could have a word with her in confidence and in the hope of perhaps improving the situation.

On the next session Momma Schwartz duly arrives and the analyst takes her into his study.


- ‘Look Mrs Schwartz,’ - he goes straight to the point – ‘your son has a serious problem, which seems to originate from you. He suffers from a serious Oedipus complex.  Are you aware what that means?’


- ‘Am I aware Doctor?’ - she screams with horror – ‘my life, you know what you are saying?... Of course I am aware, but Oedipus-Schmoedipus what does it matter, just as long as he loves his Mother?!’...  

I say no more for the moment, just go straight on to the next story in which Mrs Cohen - for the want of a better Jewish name - buys her son two ties for his birthday. The son dutifully puts one of the ties on when he next goes visiting mother. He knocks on the door, the door opens... Mrs Cohen has one look and says:


- ‘So you didn’t like the other tie?!’...

Now these two stories could just as well have been written about my mother... They probably were... but Oedipus-Schmoedipus, what does it matter...

It may very well be that if you are from a Jewish background, you’ll say:


- ‘But that’s my mother!’...

It may even be that you recognise your mother here even if you originated from Outer Mongolia... There are undoubtedly lots of “Jewish Mothers” the world over... even amongst gentiles...

My mother at eighty-four - bless her heart - is a picture of health. That’s in spite of her “dying” every other day, which she has been doing with great dramatic effect worthy of the best Hollywood traditions and with regular frequency ever since I first knew her. If she died tomorrow - God forbid - I would insist on having three pathologists to sign her death certificate under an oath on their own lives, before I would contemplate the remotest possibility that the news was true. Then... and only then I would feel as guilty as hell... after all I am her son and what the hell... I am also Jewish... and Oedipus-Schmoedipus... I love her too!.. For a fitting epitaph I would then have this inscribed on her head stone:


“Son, I told you so... didn’t I?!... Now eat your heart out!...”
... And may God have mercy on my soul especially as it seems that I have been frequently breaking one of His commandments, by telling disrespectful stories about her... for what seems to be an awful long time... but Oedipus-Schmoedipus...

When she wants something unreasonable from me - which incidentally is not all that infrequent - she turns the screw by declaring:


- ‘Remember you have only one Mother!’...

Just as well!.. Thanks heavens!  What the hell would I do with two mothers like her?!...

But back in those early formative years it was of course quite different. For one thing I would never have dared... she was bigger than I was then... and she made damned sure that I would appreciate this fact...

Right from the word: go she ruled my life with an iron hand inside a velvet glove. She was protective, soft, cuddly and loving as long as I behaved just as she wanted me to.  I learned very quickly that there was no point in trying to get away with anything that she did not approve.

My mother, Klára Pollák - the fourth or fifth child born into a family of seven children - was born in Rákospalota on 4th April 1908. Despite her rambling, long anecdotes about her childhood and family I have been unable to ascertain her family background in true detail. What I have managed to decipher from surviving documents amounts to very little; yet undeniably her side of the family seems to be larger than life, with numerous uncles, aunts and cousins. Some I remember only vaguely; a lot of them perished during the Holocaust. Since my family on my father’s side was almost totally wiped out between 1940 and 1945, some members of my mother’s family loomed large and dominated my early life. Their influence is still with me. Mother’s father - my grandfather - Miksa Pollák was born on the 8th of August 1871 in Pálfalva in northern Hungary, a district that was predominantly ethnically Slovak and which was given to Czechoslovakia after the break up of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. His birth was registered in the Synagogue of Fülek, or Filakovo as the town is known nowadays and the birth certificate gives his father’s name as Ferencz Pollák and his mother’s as Lencsi Engel.

According to this birth certificate a Mr. S. Reiner who was assisted by Ármin Groszberger circumcised him on the 15th of August. Apart from a much later photograph of Grandpa's brothers and sisters and their spouses I know next to nothing about his family background and his childhood. If my mother remembers correctly, which is open to doubt, my great grandfather was a shoemaker in Pálfava which was a small village, whilst great-Grandma Lencsi was “just” a housewife. It is relatively safe to assume that with a family name of “Pollák” there must have been a Polish connection somewhere along the line. 

My great-grandparents had several children but regretfully I have no idea where exactly my Grandfather fitted in the family’s “pecking-order”.  Grandpa had six sisters and their names were (not in any particular order): Olga, Roza, Paula, Ethel, Szerén and Aranka.   There were also two brothers: Ármin who was a lawyer and who was married to Janka (maiden name unknown) and the younger brother Vilmos or Vili who’s wife’s name was Erna. (maiden name unknown)

By the age of twenty seven my Grandfather had a “position” in life as an assistant upholsterer which must have given him enough security, for he decided to get married. He married a nineteen-year-old girl by the name of Roza Freind, who was born on the 1st June 1879 and raised in Simontornya - a small village in the county of Tolna. She stayed there until her marriage to my grandfather on 6th November 1898. Her father’s name was Miksa Freind and her mother was named Lenke Stern. Great grandfather Miksa was a tanner by trade. I am aware that Grandma had two brothers and a sister. One brother was Zsiga Freind, a carpenter who lived in Ujpest. His wife’s name was Szerén. As a child I knew both of them well, they used to visit us from time to time and great uncle Zsiga also did some work in his capacity as a carpenter for the Ambulance Station where we lived. Zsiga perished in Auschwitz in 1944-45. Szerén survived, but only lingered on for a few short years after the war as a pathetic shadow of her former self. 

Shortly after the wedding my grandparents moved to Rákospalota, where two years later on the 30th July 1900 their first child, my eldest aunt Katalin was born. By all accounts my Grandparents’ marriage was not destined to be a happy one. Grandfather turned out to be a bit of a wanderer and also a bit of a womaniser. Something of a rarity amongst his contemporary Jewish brethren, who by and large were devoted family men. The full story is impossible to assemble, as both my mother and my Aunt Kati will only talk with some reluctance on the matter and will only say that their father acted very unfairly towards their mother and the rest of the family. Reading between the lines it seems from their stories that Grandpa would stay at home just long enough to produce a child and would disappear on his wanderings the moment the new baby arrived, leaving my Grandmother to fend for herself and the family as best she could. There were altogether seven children born between my Grandfather’s “wanderings” in the following order. Aunt Kati as described above was the first, followed by my uncle Miklós in 1903. Olga was born probably in 1905 and died in childhood. My mother thinks she died from an infectious disease, Évi
  seems to have heard from Kati that she - together with another sister - died in a fire. I don’t think I shall ever know the full truth about them. My mother followed in 1908 and Dénes was born on the 19th July 1909. Here we have another slight puzzle. According to my mother the other girl who did not survive into adulthood and who was named Lenke was born in 1910. According to Kati she was born after Olga either in 1906 or 1907. I have no definite idea which version is the correct one and at what age exactly the two sisters died and under what circumstances. The youngest of the children, my favourite aunt Magda was born on the 2nd of September 1912. They were all born in Rákospalota and lived their childhood there in Imre utca in abject poverty until about 1915. They then moved to Árpád ut in Ujpest. 

During the Great War Grandpa served in the Austro-Hungarian Army - mainly in Galicia - as a Sergeant Major and received several decorations for his service, whilst Grandma who was doing her best to keep the family from starving did not even receive a miserly “thank you” for her efforts. 

The five children possessed one pair of shoes between them. In bad whether if one went out the rest had to stay in. They lived in a small ground floor flat, which was seldom heated in winter. The three girls and two boys had two beds between them to share.  My grandmother tried her very best to feed the family. First she acquired a small rickety stall near the water tower, where she sold sweets on the street. She then progressed to a slightly better stall at the market. When Grandpa was demobbed near the end of the war, he stayed with his wife for a short while even helping to run the stall. My mother also made herself useful there for a while. Grandma then eventually managed to set up a small, “Bodega
” not well equipped or well furnished, but spotlessly clean; a kind of “Joe’s Cafe” in Jokai utca - not very far from their flat - where she served home cooking to a small and faithful clientele of local workers and clerks. This provided the only source of family income, as according to both my mother and Kati, Grandpa soon departed again for his wondering.  Later on my father became a regular customer at the “Cafe” and that is where his courtship with mother began. 
It was only Kati and Miklós who received any education beyond the first four elementary classes. Kati eventually went to a secretarial school and Miklós had a formal education and matriculated with honours from the ”Ujpest Boy’s Gymnazium” - the equivalent of a Grammar School. Magda and Denis all through their adult life very much resented the fact that they were deprived of a formal education and placed the blame squarely on Grandpa's shoulders for this omission. My mother at various times expressed regrets about her own lack of education, but in her more candid moments she admitted that any serious attempt at educating her would have been a waste anyway. She has never been very good at concentrating on anything. However, she also wistfully added, that she would have loved to become a nursery nurse. Looking after babies seemed to have been her great passion.
Soon after the war in 1919 the Danes and the Dutch offered - through the Red Cross - holidays for needy Hungarian children, in order to feed them back to health. My mother and Magda were both on the list and only at the very last moment did Grandma, who could not bear the thought of parting with them, snatch them back from the train. It is a complete mystery to me why, knowing how badly behaved my mother used to be as a child.  

By then the nineteen-year-old Kati was in employment and was contributing heavily to the family budget. It was about that time, in the wake of near starvation during and just after the war, that most of the children in the family succumbed to various childhood infectious diseases, including Scarlet Fever and Diphtheria, in quick succession, with debilitating effect. Magda’s illnesses turned out nearly fatal and the recovery was not full. Her mitral valves remained scarred for life. My mother’s disease was discovered because of a near-fatal accident. She was - as usual - busily engaged in misbehaving; indulging in her favourite pastime of annoying her elder brother Miklós. When he had enough he chased my mother through the yard, caught up with her and grabbed her by the throat. Not necessarily to kill her - though he probably was tempted - just to teach her a lesson. Thereupon my mother collapsed in a cold faint. Immediately Miklós panicked, thinking that he had gone too far this time. He screamed for forgiveness.

- ‘Klári, Klári for heaven’s sake don’t die!’ - he cried. 

His screams of panic alerted Grandma, who picked up my mother and dashed across the road to the local children’s hospital. Here a diagnosis of Diphtheria was very quickly established, an airway was forced open and mother admitted into the isolation unit. Here she met up with Magda who was already there, very ill. This period was about the only time in her entire childhood that my mother behaved in a subdued manner. It was also about this time - after her recovery - that she was given her nickname of Vasti. A nickname coined by the “poetic” Miklós. This is not readily translatable as there is no such word in the Hungarian dictionary, but vas means iron and so the name Vasti implies someone with an iron constitution. This turned out to be a very apt and far seeing nickname, considering that at the age of nearly eighty five she is still going strong, surviving all the self imposed pill-popping all through her life. This is no mean achievement, since - I swear - the best stocked pharmacy in the neighbourhood fades into complete insignificance compared to her medicine cupboard.

There is no doubt that Grandma had a real tough time bringing up the children. This was not just on account of Grandpa's total lack of interest and the consequential poverty, but also because the children themselves proved to be difficult. Especially my mother. She cheerfully confesses to having been pretty nearly unmanageable as a child. She was an immature person, both physically and intellectually. She herself admits to that. On her first date at the age of sixteen and half the boy she dated kissed her on the lips. She burst into tears and ran home to her mother howling.


- ‘Anyuka, Anyuka’
 - she screamed hysterically – ‘I am pregnant!’

Grandma was near to fainting.


- ‘Tell me what happened and when’ - she forced herself to remain calm – ‘I will then go and shoot the bastard.’


- ‘Zoli kissed me ,’ - she cried – ‘five minutes ago.’


- ‘Zoli kissed you?’ - nodded Grandma feeling relieved – ‘where?’


- ‘Just round the corner from here’ - answered my mother truthfully.

Grandma found it difficult to keep a straight face.


- ‘I meant what part of your body did he kiss?’ - she continued with her inquiry.


- ‘On my lips.’ - my mother hung her head in shame.


- ‘Go and brush your teeth and rinse your mouth out’ - ordered Grandma- ‘and I guarantee that your pregnancy will be over.’

I do not know when it was that my mother was finally told about the birds and the bees. Perhaps never; which makes me muse about the possibility - with a shudder, albeit certainly not with a straight face - that I might be the product of oral sex.
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� Évi  is my cousin, daughter of Magda, my Mother’s younger sister


� Bodega = a cross between a stall and small café, with tables and seating.


� Anyuka = Mummy (Mother and not the Egyptian variety!)





