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1
            Introduction

         

         Zygmunt Steuermann was one of football’s big-game players. He rose to the occasion when his team needed him most, sending his many fans into raptures. Although he scored goals galore as a striker over a long period for the Polish Jewish club Hasmonea Lwów, two especially big performances catch the eye. Neither were in the colours of Hasmonea and only one happened for certain. About the other, we can’t be 100 per cent sure.

         The first game, the historically documented one, took place in 1926. Steuermann was making his debut for the Poland national team in the picturesque city of Lviv, now situated in Western Ukraine, but then in Poland and known as Lwów. In a devastating twenty-minute spell against Turkey, Steuermann announced his arrival on the international stage by smashing a hat-trick – the first ever scored by a Poland player – to help his team to a 6–1 victory.

         The Polish Jewish community would have been proud of his achievement on that September day. We can assume that Steuermann’s name was still on many lips just a few days after the game, as millions of soon-to-be murdered Jews crammed into thousands of soon-to-be-ransacked synagogues for the Day of Atonement, Yom Kippur.

         The second of Steuermann’s stand-out games was also said to have taken place in Lviv, but on the other side of the city, more than fifteen years later. And not this time in a packed stadium, but in a slave labour 2camp known as Janowska, somewhat ironically built right next to the stadium formerly occupied by Steuermann’s now erased former club.

         Between 1941 and 1943, approximately 200,000 Jews were sent from elsewhere in the region to Janowska. Many were immediately sent elsewhere to be gassed or shot, while the remainder were retained as slave labourers. Steuermann was in the lucky latter category – a daily witness to brutality and murder, but not yet dead himself.

         Kazimierz Górski, who later became a distinguished coach of the Poland national team in which Steuermann had once starred, was a young man in Lviv during the war. In his memoirs published many years later, he wrote that a match between prisoners and guards took place in Janowska. Steuermann was in his early forties by the time he found himself in Janowska, but he had nevertheless continued to play football at a reasonably high level up to that point. Despite his advancing years, it seems that he still knew where the back of the net was. According to Górski, Steuermann scored twice in a 3–1 victory for the prisoners. The other goalscorer was apparently named ‘Berger’, a man even more lost to history than Steuermann.

         We can suppose that most if not all of the players in the prisoner team were Jews, as they made up the overwhelming majority of the camp population. For that reason, we can reposition this game in our imagination closer towards something resembling the grim truth, and away from the match famously depicted in the film Escape to Victory between camp guards and comparatively gilded Allied prisoners of war.

         The Janowska contest would have been fought between representatives of a people in the process of being exterminated on the one side and their exterminators on the other. One last desperate display of defiance in the face of certain death. Górski reveals that the team gave themselves the Latin name Morituri – ‘those who are about to die’. In the entire history of sport, is there a team name to rival that?

         3Modern-day football commentators routinely categorise an unusually competitive section of a tournament as the ‘group of death’. When local historians refer to this purported match as match smerti (the match of death), they are not speaking metaphorically.

         What, then, happened to Steuermann himself? We have various stories at our disposal. Some have suggested that he was shot right there in Janowska, perhaps to the sound of the camp orchestra reprising ‘The Tango of Death’, the special tune which Yakov Mund, the Jewish former director of the Lviv opera and latterly Janowska inmate, was forced to compose for such occasions. Another eyewitness suggests that Steuermann was shot dead in his native town of Sambir, seventy-five kilometres away, probably after fleeing Janowska. One more claimed that he was shot after trying, quite sensibly, to escape a transport to the Bełżec death camp, in which up to 600,000 Jews were murdered and from which three (that’s three, not 3,000) emerged alive.

         The fact is that we do not know for sure that the match smerti took place, and we do not know exactly how Steuermann was murdered. The witnesses to both events were either perpetrators hiding a guilty secret or were themselves murdered. When you confront extermination on such an all-encompassing scale, memory is smashed into tiny, often incoherent, pieces. Encountering a multitude of frustrations while writing this book over several years, that thought was never far from my mind.

         Given their comparatively impeccable survival rate, however, knowledge of what happened to the perpetrators is rather more dependable. We do know, for example, what happened to Fritz Gebauer, the commandant of the camp at the time. Due to his propensity for halting a conversation before it reached its natural conclusion so that he could focus on strangling his interlocutor, Gebauer was known by inmates as ‘The Choker’.

         4Although no doubt miffed at being deprived of his daily dose of Jew-beating, he continued to live life free as a bird for more than two decades after the war. But in 1971, he was unlucky enough to become a constituent part of the estimated 1 per cent of murderers from the European Holocaust who ended up being convicted for their crimes. At the age of sixty-four, Gebauer was judged guilty for such peccadillos as strangling a Jewish dentist for warming potatoes on a stove and beating a Jewish musician to the ground and then killing him by standing on his throat.

         Despite being awarded a life sentence, Gebauer was deemed too poorly to face even the relative comfort of a prison in the modern state of West Germany. While kicking back to enjoy his country’s triumph in the 1974 World Cup on television in the comfort of his home in a sleepy rural town, perhaps his mind wandered back to another football match he had witnessed three decades before. The match when his fellow murderers were roundly beaten by a motley group of foredoomed Jewish inmates – in a very different type of prison.

         
            *   *   *

         

         This book documents the scarcely believable life stories of Zygmunt Steuermann and ten other Jewish footballing greats – celebrated stars one minute, hunted down and murdered the next. Why have I written it? I would like to start my long answer to that question with a few short questions of my own.

         Who was the best Brazilian player of all time? Pelé comes the answer. Argentina? Maradona or Messi. Hungary? Puskás. Holland? Cruyff. Germany? Beckenbauer. Portugal? Eusébio or Ronaldo – take your pick. France? Zidane? England? Perhaps Bobby Charlton?

         What about the best Jewish footballer ever? Gotcha! That’s one 5to send even a group of the most historically literate Jewish football nerds into a prolonged silence. Not even a semblance of a suggestion is likely to emanate from their lips. Maybe they will break into a smile to indicate that we Jews are not very good at football, so choosing the best is probably a pointless exercise anyway, because the best would be rather bad in the broader scheme of things.

         If you had asked me that question several years ago, I would also have drawn a blank and produced the same sardonic grin. But having now read a considerable number of contemporaneous press descriptions of top Jewish players, I can attempt an educated selection, even though the task is difficult because the standard is in fact extremely high and the competition intense. In the end, it boils down to a choice between two outstanding talents – Kálmán Konrád and József Braun, both right-sided attacking players from Hungary.

         My instinct would be to plump narrowly for the latter. Another player featured in this book, Braun was the youngest of twelve siblings from a very religious (or to use the modern parlance, ultra-Orthodox) Jewish family from the small town of Putnok in the north of Hungary, on what is now the border of Slovakia. Such was his immense ability that at the age of just seventeen he was selected for the national team of Hungary, then and for several decades afterwards among the elite footballing nations in Europe. Lightning quick and technically gifted, his displays of footballing genius and glittering international career were cut short in his mid-twenties by a succession of crippling injuries inflicted by vengeful defenders.

         By the age of forty-one, Braun too had been murdered, beaten to death as a slave labourer in the snow of a brutal Russian winter by Hungarians who, less than two decades previously, had perhaps spent evenings with their friends talking excitedly about his feats on the football pitch. The last image we have of Braun is of those same 6Hungarian guards crouching over his lifeless body, prising open his mouth to extract gold teeth.

         Braun was not serenaded by tributes after his death like Eusébio, Johan Cruyff and Diego Maradona were. No public announcement of his death was broadcast. Proud Jews have never lauded his memory, as Hungarians who were born long after Ferenc Puskás retired may wax lyrical about his talents, or as old Brazilians may tell their young grandchildren that nothing will ever quite beat watching Pelé. Most of the people who might have gone all dewy-eyed about Braun left this earth pretty much around the same time that he did, along with their children or grandchildren, and the latter’s dreams of having their own children and grandchildren. Thus, the story pretty much stopped in its tracks.

         This, as the story about Zygmunt Steuermann’s final game intimates, is what genocide does. It eliminates not just the people, but the stories of those people among those who continue to live. The European Holocaust did not only account for the murder of 6 million Jews, but also shattered the chain of Jewish collective memory to such an extent that if you throw up the name of József Braun as a quiz question to those aforementioned Jewish football fanatics, they might well hazard a guess that he was the man behind a famous electronics company, an enemy of five o’clock shadow rather than bewildered full-backs.

         
            *   *   *

         

         Several years ago, I wrote a book about Béla Guttmann, one of the greatest coaches that football has ever produced. I loved discovering the story of Guttmann, a highly charismatic and influential Jew from 7Hungary who recovered from the trauma of the Holocaust to reach the top of his trade.

         Guttmann’s story was breathtaking enough, but I was even more transfixed by the remarkable wider story that hit me between the eyes as I ploughed through the research. Namely, the huge role European Jews played in football in the years before the catastrophe – the panoply of top players, the innovative coaches who revolutionised training and on-field tactics, the extraordinary personalities, the proud network of Zionist teams, the ubiquitous club presidents and investors, the administrators who played a key role in professionalising and internationalising the sport, the hordes of passionate fans, even the elite referees. I felt like I was on an archaeological expedition, digging deep to reveal a few vestiges of a destroyed society, in particular its fascination for a game in which so many of them excelled.

         After the book was finished, I started to think of an entirely separate subject to research and write about. After all, hadn’t I already written about the European Holocaust and the Jews devastated by it? But the problem is, when you have entered the subject of the Holocaust in any depth – its bestiality and heroism, the sheer scale of the mass murder right in the middle of supposedly civilised Europe – then little else can compete. I was also mesmerised by the vision, denied to my generation in the real world, of a Europe with millions of highly productive and creative Jews, whose subsequent absence has completely and irrevocably transformed the continent’s character.

         In my spare time, I started writing and collecting biographical summaries of Jewish footballers and coaches, with often big question marks at the end querying an eventual fate still shrouded in mystery eighty years on. I also read up as much as I could about Jews in other sports, such as the boxer Salamo Arouch from Salonika in Greece, 8who won 200 bouts in Auschwitz on pain of death just to provide entertainment for the guards and who then lived out his life as a manager of a shipping company in Tel Aviv; or the world-record-holding swimmer Alfred Nakache, a French-Algerian Jew who emerged from the camps at Auschwitz and Buchenwald weighing forty-two kilograms (about six and a half stone) and mourning his murdered wife and two-year-old daughter, only to break another world record the following year.

         There are enough similar jaw-dropping stories about Jewish sporting personalities and the Holocaust to fill a good number of bookshelves, many of them barely known. My own attention, however, became especially and increasingly drawn to the many among them who did not live to tell the tale. The against-all-the-odds stories of Guttmann, Arouch and Nakache, and of the other remarkable survivors we see or hear in now rapidly declining numbers on Holocaust memorial days, may offer hope and generate supreme admiration.

         But I began to feel that, for all the school courses, films, books and television programmes, what many people understood by the Holocaust did not reflect the widespread reality, one often of almost complete obliteration. The Guttmann story represented the exception; I now felt a strong compulsion to write about the rule.

         
            *   *   *

         

         One reason why people tend to gravitate towards survival stories from the Holocaust is that the alternative is too much for them to stomach. This is particularly true for Europeans. It all took place on their patch and many of their forebears participated in or approved of it or were close to people who did. Obliteration is thus a more exacting narrative, whereas the heroic incidences of extremely courageous non-Jews 9saving Jews, as was the case with Béla Guttmann, are particularly digestible or even welcomed. This was a point well understood by Steven Spielberg, I am sure, when he centred his Holocaust blockbuster, Schindler’s List, on just such a non-Jewish hero.

         In acknowledging this heroism, however, we surely also have a duty to be brutally honest about its rarity. ‘For the record’, writes Dara Horn in her book People Love Dead Jews, ‘the number of actual “righteous Gentiles” officially recognised by Yad Vashem, Israel’s national Holocaust museum and research centre, for their efforts in rescuing Jews from the Holocaust is under 30,000 people, out of a European population at the time of nearly 300 million – or 0.001 per cent. Even if we were to assume that the official recognition is an undercount by a factor of ten thousand, such people remain essentially a rounding error.’

         Pan-European surveys suggest that remembering the millions of unsaved Jews is often more likely to generate irritation than honest reflection. According to the latest data from the Anti-Defamation League’s antisemitism survey, the following percentages are happy to agree with the statement that ‘Jews still talk too much about what happened to them in the Holocaust’ – 70 per cent in Greece, 65 per cent in Lithuania, 62 per cent in Poland, 53 per cent in Latvia, 44 per cent in Austria, 43 per cent in Ukraine, 43 per cent in Hungary, 38 per cent in Italy, 38 per cent in Russia, 33 per cent in Germany and 29 per cent in France. Given that most people will be well aware, particularly in more woke-conscious Western Europe, that this statement does not rank in the ‘politically correct’ category, I would suggest that some of these percentages are under-reported to a significant degree.

         Nor is it only people from countries in which the Holocaust was perpetrated who roll their eyes in boredom at the mere mention of what Winston Churchill referred to as ‘probably the greatest and most 10horrible crime ever committed in the whole history of the world’ – a crime, one may add, that people who are still alive remember seeing with their own eyes. At the age of seventy, Matthew Parris, the esteemed British commentator and former Member of Parliament, offhandedly and without any apparent negative reaction admitted in the centre pages of The Times that he had been ‘on occasions heard to grumble to Jewish friends (sic) for “going on” about something the world knows all too well’.

         But surely the overriding reason we hear more about the survivors is that the obliterated cannot speak, while their near-obliterated network of family, friends and community cannot speak much for them either. The murdered Jews often need a more distant third party to find out about them and then cry out on their behalf.

         As you will see in these pages, that in itself is no easy task. Shortly before his death, Raul Hilberg, one of the great historians of the Final Solution, admitted that ‘we know perhaps 20 per cent about the Holocaust’. With all due respect to the late Professor Hilberg, I suspect that even that figure was the product of more than a little sugar-coating.

         And we know almost as little about the society the obliterated left behind.

         
            *   *   *

         

         Many have heard of Auschwitz-Birkenau, the camp that came to symbolise the Holocaust, perhaps even picturing in their mind’s eye the iconic entrance arch they have seen so often on their television screens. The main reason why Auschwitz has become so notorious is that despite the mind-boggling scale of the mass murder that took place there, the liquidation was not total. Whilst 960,000 Jews were 11murdered (865,000 of whom were gassed on arrival), at least 50,000 survived by the skin of their teeth after being forced on so-called death marches back to Germany, and were able then to inform the world about what had happened. They survived because Auschwitz-Birkenau, as well as functioning as a death factory, also hosted a network of slave labour camps (not to mention a prisoner-of-war camp for British and Commonwealth soldiers which was strictly separated in terms of both geography and in the way it treated its inmates). As a result of starvation, disease and persistent beating, the average life span of a slave labourer in the camp was a matter of a few months. However, survival was nevertheless a remote possibility, particularly if the victim was dispatched there late on in the war.

         Many British people have also heard of Bergen-Belsen, a concentration camp that British forces stumbled across in April 1945. Around 50,000 people were murdered there. Of the skeletal inmates the soldiers saw on their arrival, around 15,000 eventually survived, and it is their stories we usually hear. Dachau occupies a similar place in the American imagination, after the US army entered the camp two weeks after the discovery of Bergen-Belsen and found 30,000 prisoners hanging on to life by a thread.

         Other camps, however, operated purely as instruments of death, and the statistics put even the respective hells of Auschwitz and Belsen in the shade. At the death camps of Sobibór, Bełżec, Treblinka and Chełmno, for example, approximately 1.9 million Jews were murdered, primarily through gassing, while a maximum of 140 in total survived, and only through the most incredible escapes. That equates to a survival rate of one in 13,570. Apply that rate to a packed Wembley stadium with a capacity of 90,000, and you would get six people staggering out at the end, with the remaining 89,994 sprawled dead on their seats or lying heaped on the concrete stairwells and concourses. 12Even the lucky six survivors would spend the rest of their days in a state of mental torment. Then repeat that process twenty-one times over to make the 1.9 million.

         Some might think it strange that I make this Wembley analogy. But I make calculations of this nature all the time. I would wager, too, that quite a few other Jews of my generation, born in the dark shadow of the Holocaust, sometimes think along similar lines without necessarily saying so out loud for fear of seeming obsessed or even unhinged. For example, tourists visiting Central Europe might talk enthusiastically about a wonderful evening in a beautiful concert hall, with their thoughts firmly fixed on the present and their enjoyment of it. My mind would be on other matters, thinking to myself that if I had visited the same concert hall in, say, 1930, a significant proportion of the audience and even the orchestra would have been Jews, and now there are no Jews, save for me and a couple of Israeli and American tourists.

         ‘Beginning in the breathtaking Bohemian capital of the Czech Republic, Prague, this hugely popular holiday takes you through the heart of Bohemia’, read one cruise holiday advert that I saw in a British newspaper. ‘Visit magnificent Vienna, home to stunning palaces, vibrant culture and the very best coffee and cake. See the cosmopolitan Slovakian capital, Bratislava, and the majestic “twin city” of Budapest, which sits astride the mighty River Danube’.

         Please forgive me if palaces don’t immediately come into my head when I think of these places. Nor cake.

         The footnotes that you will see throughout this book reflect my wandering Jewish mind. It is difficult for me to move on from mentioning a Jewish footballing personality from the 1920s, or one of the many European towns or villages with a Jewish population, without at least trying to find out what happened to them during the years 13of the inferno. After the Holocaust, as the writer Michael Elkins put it, ‘there was no step (in Europe) a Jew could take that would not leave him standing on his brother Jew, dead and buried and shoved underground’.

         I digress. Let’s return to the comparison between the camps lodged in the popular consciousness and the other, barely known death camps utilised in the frenzied war against the Jews, and listen to someone who could compare them at first hand.

         Hershl Sperling,1 whose job as a teenager was not to wait tables but to drag the asphyxiated bodies of fellow Jews out of the gas chambers at Treblinka and then incinerate them, managed in remarkable fashion to escape that hyper-efficient death factory, before being apprehended and sent to Auschwitz instead. He frequently used to describe the latter, in which tens of thousands of Jewish babies and toddlers were gassed to death, as a ‘walk in the park’. He settled in the leafy suburbs of Glasgow after the war, before throwing himself into the River Clyde in 1989.

         Or to illustrate my point about this downplayed obliteration a little further, we can turn to a summary of the relevant series of events that took place in Sambir, the birthplace of death match hero Zygmunt Steuermann. The historian Aharon Weiss recorded what happened to the town’s Jews when the Germans and their Ukrainian helpers arrived and set about their work with the zeal of Rentokil technicians incentivised by life-changing bonuses. It is hardly the sort of material you hear on Holocaust Memorial Day in Europe:

         
            14The first mass Aktion took place on August 4, 1942, when 4,000 Jews were ‘selected’ and sent to Bełżec death camp. On September 4, about 100 aged persons were executed and 2,000 Jews were sent to Bełżec, followed by 3,000 on October 17, and more on October 22. On December 1, 1942, the ghetto was closed down. A small number of remaining Jews were sent to the (slave) labor camp of Janowska, in Lvov.2

            On March 14, 1943, the remnants of the Jewish community were brought to the Jewish cemetery. Mothers were ordered to put their children in a central open space, where they were forced to watch them being shot. Nine hundred persons were killed on this day. Two months later 1,200 Jews were murdered. An attempt by some Jews to leave the ghetto through sewage canals was thwarted. By July 1943 the Jewish community of Sambir ceased to exist, and the city was declared ‘judenrein’ (free of Jews). The last remaining Jews were executed in a forest near Radlowicz. In the summer of 1944, 165 Jews in hiding were found and executed. When the Russians occupied the city in August 1944, a handful of Jews were still alive. No Jewish community was re-established.

         

         And that, in case you were wondering, is what real genocide looks like.

         
            *   *   *

         

         My growing sense of the under-discussed reality of obliteration and the resulting destruction of Jewish collective memory ultimately led to an article I wrote for The Guardian newspaper, documenting the names of international Jewish footballers I had managed to identify, including Steuermann and Braun, who were murdered in the 15Holocaust. I wanted to see their names all together on the internet, recorded for posterity if anyone wanted to search for them. 

         I noted in the article that the absence of a goalkeeper meant that I did not have a full and proper team. However, one highly knowledgeable reader informed me shortly afterwards that Paul Goldberger, who was murdered in 1942, had played one game in goal for Hungary, way back in 1908.

         I therefore had the makings of a complete football team, and the idea of this book – detailing the lives and careers of each of the team’s players – started to take shape in my mind. I even had a top candidate for player-coach. Árpád Weisz was murdered in January 1944, probably picturing in his dying moments his wife and two young children who had suffered a similar fate fifteen months before. He had not only won seven international caps for Hungary, but was also the most celebrated coach in the great Italian league of the 1930s, winning the Championship once with Inter Milan and twice with Bologna.

         I also had an on-field captain. Austria international Max Scheuer led the great Hakoah Vienna, the avowedly Zionist team which – quite remarkably – won the domestic league championship amid often vicious hostility and just a few short years before that country spiralled into an unbridled mania of Jew hatred.

         But I still had choices to make. For the sake of the book’s structure and symmetry, I decided to limit my purview to eleven players, a traditional football team. I also resolved to include only those players who graduated to full international honours. These were men who had once stood tall and proud as they walked out on to the pitch to represent what each no doubt thought was their country. Several of the eleven also risked life and limb in the First World War. But not so long later, in a vicious repudiation of what turned out to be extreme naivety, they were to be gassed, worked to death, beaten to a pulp 16or shot into pits, very often with the enthusiastic assistance of their fellow national citizens.

         Most historically literate Jews, in my experience, do not need to be told that our existence in any country in the diaspora is fragile and has been untenable over time, but such reminders never do any harm. As we will see in these pages, to say that the destructive assault on European Jewry was some sort of historical blip or carried out and supported only by an elite cadre of committed German Nazis, constitutes a highly underestimated and sophisticated form of Holocaust denial.

         Unfortunately, my focus on internationals meant losing some players who might have vied for inclusion on merit, such as Eddy Hamel, the flying Ajax winger of the 1920s who never got to represent the Netherlands, and was later murdered along with his wife, four-year-old twin sons, both parents, three sisters and all their young children, as well as around 75 per cent of Dutch Jewry (about 100,000 murdered, or the traditional capacity of Barcelona’s Camp Nou – for those who haven’t been there, I can tell you that the stands look like they reach the sky).

         After much deliberation, my chosen team for this book is therefore as follows:

         
	Paul Goldberger – Goalkeeper, Hungary (1881–1942)

            	Max Scheuer (captain) – Defender, Austria (1895–1942)

            	Józef Klotz – Defender, Poland (1900–41)

            	Henrik Nádler – Midfield, Hungary (1901–45)

            	Antal Vágó – Midfield, Hungary (1891–1944)

            	Otto Fischer – Forward, Austria (1901–41)

            	József Braun – Forward, Hungary (1901–43)

            	Leon Sperling – Forward, Poland (1900–41)17


            	Árpád Weisz (player/coach) – Forward, Hungary (1896–1944)

            	Julius Hirsch – Forward, Germany (1892–1943)

            	Zygmunt Steuermann – Forward, Poland (1899–1943)

         

You may notice several things in this line-up. First, you will see the preponderance of attack-minded players in the team and the lack of defenders. That is because tactical formations of the era included fewer defenders than they do today. My team will exude the intent to create and move forward, accurately reflecting the extraordinary enterprise and energy of the Jewish Europe that once was. You may also note the generational bias of the team. Most of these players were at their peak in the early inter-war years as international football was really taking off, and before the idea of Jews representing these countries became highly improbable or even impossible as a result of burgeoning antisemitic.

         Finally, although their life stories take us the length and breadth of Europe – from Norway to Italy, from France to Latvia – you will see that all the players hail originally from the middle of the continent. This Central European dominance reflects the geographical reality of the Holocaust. These four countries (Poland, Hungary, Germany and Austria, stated in the order of the overall number of victims) contributed between them around 3.75 million (more than 60 per cent) of the murdered Jews. But the territorial concentration also reveals something important about the Jewish contribution to football before the catastrophe. Hungary and Austria, in particular, were at the vanguard of continental football between the wars. And where there is a vanguard, you will often find Jews.

         Despite my research for The Guardian article, my understanding of these players’ lives (and deaths) was at that stage still very sketchy and even, it later turned out, sometimes inaccurate. I set myself the task 18of excavating much more from this buried civilisation, to do my bit for truth and memory, the two concepts that lie at the very root of my motivation for writing this book and instilled in me the strength to combat the many obstacles I confronted along the way.

         Which cities, towns and villages were these players from, and what were they like to grow up in? Who were their parents and siblings and what happened to them? How did they get started in football? What were the ups and downs of their footballing careers? Which clubs did they play for, and what did these clubs represent? What type of player were they? What was football like when they played, and how did Jews fit in? What were they like as people? Who were their wives and children, and what happened to them? What was it like for them to live and play football in a continent which – after centuries of recurrent persecution, torture, murder and expulsion – was about to embark on a project to eradicate the Jews once and for all? Why didn’t they leave when the writing was on the wall? How were they captured? What was life like for them in captivity? How were they murdered, and who was responsible? What are they imploring us to say about them from their non-existent graves?

         What I managed to discover from rummaging around the broken pieces of European Jewry is set out in this book. Some of the chapters deal with individual players, while others combine the stories of two players whose life stories intersect to a significant degree. The chapters vary a little in detail, for several reasons: the inevitable limits of the available evidence on some of the players’ lives and deaths due to the scale of the obliteration; my own wish to avoid unnecessary repetition; and, to some extent, the respective footballing greatness of these largely forgotten players, and any resulting obligation I felt to record more information.

         Through telling the stories of these eleven footballers, I have several 19aims in mind: to convey some semblance of the savage reality of the European Holocaust through the prism of the magnificent game of football; to establish definitively, for posterity, the crucial Jewish contribution to the development of the world’s most popular sport, a remarkable tale that was lost amid the ruins of Jewish collective memory; and, more than anything, to award these eleven men their rightful place in history, thereby restoring just a few fragments of the vast, intricate European Jewish tapestry that was ultimately ripped to shreds.

         ‘We could not prevent their deaths the first time,’ said the writer and survivor Elie Wiesel on receiving his Nobel Peace Prize in 1986. ‘But if we forget them, they will be killed a second time. And this time, it will be our responsibility.’ 20

         
            1 To the best of my knowledge, Hershl Sperling was no relation of Leon Sperling, the great Jewish footballer whose story follows later in the book.

            2 The Russian spelling of Lviv.

         

      

   


   
      
         
21
            Chapter 1

            The Hebrew Ronaldo

         

         On 6 April 1924, Benito Mussolini consolidated his grip on power in Italy, winning a landslide victory at the polls. It was to be the last multi-party election to take place in that country for more than two decades. The descent into dictatorship and barbarism in Europe had begun in earnest, a process which was to culminate, among other things, in the annihilation of the continent’s Jewish population.

         Italian football fans could perhaps point to the tribulations of their national team on that very same spring Sunday as a harbinger of dark times ahead. In the Hungarian capital, Budapest, Italy were hammered 7–1, blown apart in front of 40,000 delirious fans. Even today, it remains the heaviest defeat ever suffered by that proud footballing nation. Italy’s only goal was the last of the game, as a rampant home side belatedly and mercifully took their boots off their opponents’ throats.

         If you look up the details of the game on the Internet, you can see the facts for yourself. If you want, you can reflect for a few seconds on what a great team Hungary must have been in those days, ask yourself momentarily why they have fallen from that pedestal and then move on to something else. You might notice too that the pulverised Italian team were coached that day by a young Vittorio Pozzo, one of the titans of football history, and later known as Il Vecchio Maestro (The Old Master) after he gifted Mussolini two World Cups in the 1930s.

         A closer examination of the game, however, reveals what to me is 22a far bigger story, offering a precious insight into a lost society. What the bare statistics will not tell you is that the scorers of Hungary’s first six goals were Jews. Italy 0, Jews 6.

         György Molnár, the Jewish inside right whose speed and mobility earned him the nickname hangya (the ant), smashed a second-half hattrick within the space of ten minutes. József Eisenhoffer, a left-winger who converted to Judaism to marry his Jewish bride, scored another. Even the Czech-born referee Max Seemann was a Jew, as indeed were many top European referees in that era. Three minutes before halftime, with Hungary then only one up, he entered the spotlight after the Juventus defender Virginio Rosetta bundled into Eisenhoffer in the penalty area. Seemann, reported the newspaper Nemzeti Sport, ‘deliberated for several seconds’, before pointing to the penalty spot, demonstrating the unhurried assurance of an official in total control of his work.

         Molnár and the rugged and powerful defender Károly Fogl had a quick on-field conflab, but both declined the responsibility to take the vital kick for Hungary. Only one player could rival Seemann for coolness under pressure. With barely any run-up, as if he was showing off to his friends in the park, the team’s right-winger stroked the ball ‘confidently’ into the left-hand corner of the net. József Braun, the son of a yeshiva bochur,1 whose footballing skills are unmatched by any Jew before or since, had just scored his second goal of the game.

         
            *   *   *

         

         In 2012, fifty-seven graves in the Jewish cemetery in the town of Putnok in north-eastern Hungary were daubed with antisemitic slogans. The 23living Jews had long since disappeared, but the dead Jews were clearly still troubling some of the local populace. It is very possible, given the small size of the town, that one or two of the graves of József Braun’s ancestors were daubed with familiar themes, perhaps similar to that scrawled on the Holocaust memorial in Budapest that very same year – ‘This is not your country, you filthy Jews’ – a modern-day reverberation of the message which the vast majority of Hungarian Jews had heard loud and clear on their way to the gas chambers back in 1944. 

         When we think of history’s great footballers and their early childhoods, we may visualise the beaches and favelas of South America or the urban streets of working-class Europe. We wouldn’t necessarily imagine them spending their first years wearing tzitzit or their days reading Hebrew and studying Torah.2 But that is exactly how we should picture the young József Braun, a gifted son of Putnok.

         From the beginning of the nineteenth century, major tensions had developed within Hungarian Jewry, resulting in a fundamental schism around thirty years before Braun’s birth. The progressive camp, mostly comprising urban and rapidly assimilating Jews, emphasised the need for more secular education and favoured a more relaxed adherence to religious ritual. They embraced Hungarian patriotism and the country’s language and culture. The Orthodox Jews, on the other hand, clung zealously to age-old traditions, believing that divine law is immutable and that any loosening of religious obligations would open the floodgates to a wholesale abandonment of the Judaism that had been their lifeblood for countless generations.

         The simmering conflict inevitably came to a head at a stormy national Jewish congress in 1869, followed by an acrimonious split between the rival camps. Communities throughout the country 24discussed their choice of allegiance. The result in Putnok, however, was never in doubt. The town came down firmly against assimilation into Hungarian society, and for maintaining the minutiae of Jewish religious precepts. 

         The highly religious Rozália and Lipót Braun therefore fitted in very well to the local community. Indeed, the football world should perhaps be grateful that they were such eager advocates of the biblical commandment to ‘go forth and multiply’, and its interpretation expounded by the great medieval Jewish theologian, Maimonides. A person should ‘not refrain from being fruitful and multiplying as long as he has the strength to do so,’ explained Maimonides, ‘for anyone who adds a soul to the Jewish people is considered as if he built an entire world’.

         Rozália (née Binét) and Lipót built twelve entire worlds between them, seven girls and five boys. Rozália started giving birth when she was twenty and was still going strong almost two decades later, when the couple’s youngest child József entered the world, on 26 February 1901. The name József will not just have been chosen because his parents liked the sound of it. The twelfth child of Jacob, the biblical patriarch of Israel, was similarly named. It was perhaps at this point, too, that little József was awarded the moniker Csibi, derived from the Hungarian for little chick. It was a nickname that stuck with him throughout his truncated life.

         Putnok is situated on the left bank of the River Sajó, around forty kilometres from the major city of Miskolc, and now just a few minutes’ drive from the border with Slovakia. The Jewish community grew to more than 700 in the 1930s, around one in four of the total population. Although farming was the town’s largest industry, the majority of Jewish men were engaged in commerce, particularly in the wine or grain trade. Lipót himself managed to scratch out a living 25through grain trading, although he spent much of his time teaching in the community cheder.3 As a young man, he had studied for a period at the Pressburg (Bratislava) Yeshiva, the largest and most influential such institution in Central Europe at that time.4

         Shortly before the First World War, when they were in their fifties, Rozália and Lipót left behind their close-knit community and large, ornate white stone synagogue in Putnok to join the huge exodus of Jews from the provinces to the capital, Budapest. Some of their children were grown up and had already moved there, and they doubtless wanted to secure proximity to family as they got older.

         The move bore two major and welcome, albeit unintended, consequences. For the young Csibi, Budapest provided the perfect conditions for his talent to flourish and be swiftly identified during his teenage years. Abandoning the provinces in favour of the capital also substantially increased family members’ chances of survival three decades later. A mere half of Budapest’s Jews were murdered, while the slaughter in the provinces was almost total. Indeed, the community the Brauns left behind was liquidated in 1944. Eva Brown, daughter of Putnok’s community rabbi at that time, Solomon Rosenfeld, provides us with invaluable testimony of what happened in the days, months and years preceding the deportation and extermination of the town’s Jews.

         Before the Nazi occupation of March 1944, the antisemitic 26Hungarian government had independently ordered the rounding up of many younger Jewish men for deportation to slave labour camps. Rabbi Rosenfeld had somehow been spared this torment until the Nazis efficiently snuffed out the anomaly soon after their arrival. His daughter escorted him to the station to say her heart-rending farewell. 

         ‘I started noticing the crowds of people,’ she wrote. ‘Hundreds of gentiles were lined up at the station, applauding and cheering, jubilant at the event: the last able-bodied Jewish man was leaving their town’.

         A week later, it was the turn of the remaining Jews in József Braun’s birthplace to experience a scene replicated in countless locations across the length and breadth of Hungary. This time, the destination, after several days crammed together in sealed cattle cars, was to be the death camp, Auschwitz-Birkenau.

         ‘It was June 9, 1944 … Again, hundreds of our gentile neighbours showed up at the train station,’ recalled Brown. ‘They were applauding and cheering. The town would be free of Jews. They would have it to themselves. The sights and sounds cut into my heart like a knife. The expressions on their faces as they jumped up and down were terrifying. Parents, children, young and old – celebrating our departure as if it were a soccer championship.’

         A trickle of surviving Jews returned in 1945 and lovingly restored the synagogue. No matter. By the early 1970s, the last trace of Jewish life in Putnok had vanished. The synagogue is now a shop.

         
            *   *   *

         

         Ármin Beregi was a man who defied the overwhelming trend: he was a Budapest-based Zionist at a time when the vast majority of the capital’s Jews considered the idea of a renewed nation-state in the ancestral Jewish homeland to be ridiculous or even hateful. ‘When we started 27our task at the turn of the century,’ one Hungarian Zionist historian wrote in 1934, ‘the word “Jew” was considered a disgrace, even among Jews’.

         Playing down the ethnic or national connotations of Jewishness (in favour of a strictly limited religious self-definition) in a bid to ward off antisemitism and gain acceptance in Hungarian society was the pervasive and driving goal. Zionism also took some time to flourish in small provincial towns such as Putnok, where Orthodox Judaism still held sway.

         Having emigrated to Palestine in 1935 and avoiding the fate of close to 600,000 fellow Hungarian Jews, we can imagine that Beregi spent a large portion of his twilight years staring at the sea in the warmth of Tel Aviv, contemplating how seemingly ridiculous and hateful ideas can prove so eminently sensible and desirable.

         Back in the early years of the century, one of the first tasks embraced by Beregi and his small band of fellow Budapest Zionists was to set up a sports club open exclusively to Jews and defined by an assertive Jewish nationalism. This was a model followed later by their peers in many other cities in Central Europe, with the forceful Hebrew names of new clubs devoted to heroic feats or individuals in biblical Jewish history – such as Hasmonea Lwów, Maccabi Brno or Bar Kokhba Berlin – or denoting Jewish strength, such as Hagibor (The Mighty) Prague and the most famous of them all, Hakoah (The Power) Vienna.

         The Budapest Zionists applied to register with the simple name ‘Jewish Gymnastics Club’, but the idea was rejected by the authorities on the basis that it was too sectarian. In 1906, the Zionists circumvented this bureaucratic obstacle by opting for the neutral Vívó és Atlétikai Club (Fencing and Athletic Club), but with the initials VAC shaped on the club’s crest to resemble the Star of David.

         ‘Through VAC, the idea that a Jewish sports club should be belittled 28or ridiculed came to an end,’ remarked a defiant Beregi in 1920, a period in which up to 3,000 Jews were being slaughtered throughout the country during the so-called White Terror, orchestrated by the then Hungarian government. ‘The Fencing and Athletics Club not only wanted to take a Jewish name but has cried out to Hungarian society with all its might: “Anyone who wants to see Jewish strength and a Jewish team should look at us; we have created something meaningful from nothing but a heart and a symbol.”’

         It was in this highly charged environment at VAC that József Braun honed his football skills during his early teenage years, having first become acquainted with the sport by kicking a stuffed rag around Almássy Square with other underprivileged children from his local neighbourhood. It seems likely that this formative period at VAC, together with his unambiguously Jewish upbringing, bore a long-lasting imprint on his soul. In 1929, travelling on a ship to the United States to play professional football, Braun crossed out ‘Hungarian’ as his ‘race or nationality’ on the ship’s manifest, and replaced it with ‘Hebrew’.

         
            *   *   *

         

         Braun’s performances in the VAC youth teams reverberated among the footballing cognoscenti of Budapest, a city that had become transfixed by this British-imported sport since the turn of the century. One of those with his ear close to the ground was himself a British import, a Lancastrian innovator and disciplinarian by the name of Jimmy Hogan, who had recently become coach of MTK Budapest.

         Hogan’s appointment by the club’s Jewish chairman Alfréd Brüll – whose own incredible life story appears later in the book – followed a defined strategic pattern. He was given the task of building on the 29solid foundations put in place by previous British coaching exiles, John Tait Robertson and William Holmes. Legend has it that Hogan spotted Braun’s talent while on a leisurely stroll in Angol Park (English Park), a popular haunt of the city’s heavily Jewish-dominated middle classes, with its open green space, amusement arcade and its restaurant and pub open until the small hours. The park was situated a thirty-minute walk away from the Braun family apartment on Wesselényi Street in the Erzsébetváros district, where Jews made up almost half the population.

         According to Hogan, Braun was having an informal kickabout with his (non-Jewish) friend, György Orth, and the three struck up a conversation. Braun and Orth, both fifteen at the time, had been enthusiastic students of English at high school, and Hogan offered them an appealing blend of top-class football coaching and language practice if they chose to work under him at MTK. ‘I pounced on them and said “they are mine, my very own”,’ Hogan recalled.

         The story is surely too simple, with perhaps a touch of self-aggrandisement on Hogan’s part, seeking to convey the impression that only he possessed the footballing intuition to identify something special about two boys playing three-and-in with their jumpers as goalposts. More likely, he opportunistically seized on a chance meeting with two prodigious talents who were already becoming known. While Braun had been making sparks fly with VAC’s youth team, Orth had by this stage already broken into the first team at Vasas, one of the many football clubs to have sprung up in the city over recent years.

         Hogan need not have bragged about his coaching insight; there were plenty of others who would do that for him. In later decades, two Manchester United managers of the modern era were just as bowled over by Hogan’s coaching as Braun was to be. Tommy Docherty, who worked under Hogan at Glasgow Celtic in the late 1940s, referred to Hogan as ‘the greatest coach the world has ever known’. Some praise 30from a man who lived and breathed football until he died at the age of ninety-two.

         A young Ron Atkinson was similarly rapt by Hogan’s coaching sessions as a young player at Aston Villa. In an interview in 2020, more than a century after the Burnley-bred Hogan had fallen for Braun at first sight in Angol Park, Atkinson said, ‘There was no one like him at the time (in England in the early 1950s) … He laid the foundations for many coaches that followed.’ Bear in mind, too, that by the time he tutored Atkinson, Hogan was already in his early seventies, his most fruitful and energetic years long behind him.

         In November 1953, Hogan took Atkinson and several of his young Aston Villa charges to Wembley for what he hoped would be a footballing education. He was not to be disappointed. Hungary, a country that had been hugely influenced by Hogan’s ideas, set about crushing England, a country that had rejected his methods for decades and forced him to spend his peak coaching years as a footballing migrant, plying his wares not just in Budapest, but also in Holland, Germany, Austria, Switzerland and France.

         The scoreline, 6–3 to Hungary, flattered England. The return match in Budapest six months later finished with a scoreline which more accurately reflected the gulf in class – 7–1 to Hungary. The results and performances shocked a complacent footballing establishment in the country which had founded the sport. They triggered a painfully slow, decades-long process which culminated in English football eventually relaxing its obsession with physical strength and stamina, and finally embracing an emphasis on technique, ball control, passing, possession and perpetual movement for which an English coach, Hogan, had been the most persuasive and pioneering advocate.

         The young Atkinson had no idea of Hogan’s past until he started reading in the newspapers that the visiting Hungarian players, such as 31the great Ferenc Puskás, were waxing lyrical about Jimmybacsi (Uncle Jimmy), a veritable legend in their home country. ‘Jimmy Hogan taught us everything we know about football,’ confirmed the president of the Hungarian football association, Sándor Barcs.

         It was at the feet of this coaching revolutionary that Csibi Braun learned his trade, lapping up every single word. For Hogan, meanwhile, it was to be the start of a love affair that ended with a broken heart. After Braun’s untimely death, Hogan’s eyes would well up at the mere mention of his name.

         
            *   *   *

         

         Braun and Orth developed quickly under Hogan’s watchful gaze. ‘They were both intelligent lads attending High School in Budapest,’ recalled Hogan. ‘Every day after school I had them on the field, instructing them in the art of the game.’

         Hogan had to determine how to shoehorn Braun’s talent into his multi-talented team. Braun had played in the inside-right position for the VAC youth team, but that position was occupied at MTK by Kálmán Konrád, a player with flawless technique, impeccable balance and the rare ability to play a penetrating pass. Instead, Hogan earmarked Braun as a potential upgraded replacement for the right-winger Imre Taussig, who had played alongside Konrád in the Hungarian national team. Both Konrád and Taussig were Jews.5

         ‘It was hard to compete with the inside forward at the time,’ 32recalled Braun a few years later in an interview with Nemzeti Sport. ‘Jimmy also saw that, so we started to work on my game on the far right, where there was still some grass growing.’ Hogan focused on developing two areas of Braun’s game in particular – dribbling at pace and crossing the ball into the penalty area with pinpoint accuracy. 

         ‘I only wish that the British player who argued with me a few months ago that swerving and feinting were natural gifts which could not be taught had the opportunity to play against these two wonders [Braun and Orth],’ Hogan later said. ‘Their body control was learned by simple exercises, such as dribbling the ball round sticks and controlling it first with the inside and then the outside of the foot, coupled with gymnastic exercises to make the body loose at the hips.’ In Braun’s case, Hogan was only perfecting high-quality raw material. With a slim and muscular build, and about five foot eight inches tall, young Csibi had also excelled in sprinting and long jump.

         It was not long before his eye-catching performances on the training pitch earned their due reward. Powered by the prolific goalscorers Imre Schlosser and Alfréd Schaffer, MTK had waltzed to the wartime championship title in 1917, before embarking on a summer tour to Vienna. It was here that Braun made his bow in a 2–0 victory against Wiener Athletiksport Club. He was sixteen years and three months old, an age at which breaking through to the big time was still a distant dream for even some of the most talented stars of football history.6

         33In October 1917, Braun and Orth were both drafted into the team for the league game against Újpest. Braun immediately made his mark, scoring twice in a 6–1 thrashing. ‘The youth players performed excellently,’ enthused the Népszava newspaper. ‘If all the forward line had worked with the same sharpness as the two young strikers, Újpest would have suffered an even more severe defeat.’

         Hogan used Braun sparingly during that 1917/18 season, carefully allowing him time to learn his trade among great players in a high-achieving environment and to gain gradual exposure to the rigours of top-level sport. Raw talent, however, is difficult to constrain indefinitely. It was in the autumn of 1918, as Europe finally emerged from the horrors of war, that Braun bashed down the door of opportunity and demanded that football sit up and take notice.

         A game against the touring DFC Prag cemented Braun’s reputation as a rising star. DFC were at that point a major force in Central European football. Founded by German Jews in Prague at the end of the nineteenth century, DFC had been several-time winners of the Bohemian championship and had already beaten MTK at home 6–2 earlier in 1918, no mean feat considering the latter’s total supremacy in their own country.7

         Few of the 12,000 MTK supporters eagerly anticipating the return match could have foreseen the complete turnaround in fortunes, as their heroes hammered the visitors 8–0. The Az Újság newspaper praised Braun’s ‘ruthless and brutal’ play as he punished 34DFC’s tiring defenders, ‘amazing his supporters’ with the two final goals of the rout. Sporthirlap even advocated that Braun should be catapulted straight into the national team, given the evident magnitude of his talent. ‘Braun on the right wing,’ gushed the newspaper’s correspondent, ‘with his extraordinary speed, lovely passes and several shots on goal, showed form truly worthy of representative honours.’ 

         
            *   *   *

         

         The national selectors moved quickly to assuage the growing public clamour, selecting Braun for the trip to play arch-rivals Austria in October 1918. ‘He is an outstanding player, who has earned the velvet cap even though he is only seventeen,’ declared an approving Sporthirlap, praising his ‘incomparable agility’ and ‘explosive shooting’.8

         Braun’s debut game on the international stage could be billed in retrospect as the closing ceremony for the Austro-Hungarian empire, which crumbled just three weeks later in the wake of military defeat. The home team was coached by Hugo Meisl, a Jew who had previously worked closely with Hogan in Vienna to develop the country’s top players, laying the foundations for Meisl’s infamous Wunderteam of the early 1930s. Alexander Popovich, a muscular, quick and wily defender, was given the task of subduing the threat from Hungary’s debutant express train on the right wing. By the end of an ill-tempered game, Popovich could be forgiven for wondering whether he was in Vienna or Vladivostok. Braun 35ran his dizzy opponent ragged and put the icing on the cake of a dream first performance with a goal late in the second half of a 3–0 victory. ‘Braun gave the best performance we have witnessed for a long time from a right-winger wearing the national colours,’ reported Sporthirlap. ‘His speed and great technique are combined with an amazing calmness, and he deserves special respect for not respecting even Popovich, whom he left for dead several times.’ 

         A common misconception is that aggression and tribalism among football crowds are a relatively modern phenomenon, that the audience of yesteryear must somehow have been more sportsmanlike, an impression consolidated by the available newsreels of smiling fans throwing their hats in the air. Closer examination of József Braun’s debut may dispel any such naivety. After the German referee Otto Kehm awarded two penalties for the away team, venom poured from the terraces. At the final whistle, only the police saved Kehm from a severe beating on the pitch at the hands of marauding fans. Braun and his Hungary teammates were also pelted with punches before they managed to escape to the sanctuary of the dressing room.

         The region’s passion for football had become all-consuming. In front of up to 40,000 fans at the eagerly anticipated return fixture the following April, the only international game played during the short-lived Hungarian Soviet Republic of 1919, Braun smashed in a late winner from outside the penalty area to give his team a 2–1 victory.

         At club level, too, Braun was soaring to the heights. He was an almost ever-present fixture in a MTK team that once again lifted the championship in the 1918/19 season with a remarkable 116 goals in twenty-two games. To gain some perspective on this achievement, the second-placed team, arch-rivals Ferencváros, managed only forty-three goals. And Braun’s ability to run like the wind with 36the ball seemingly stuck to his feet, as well as his powerful long-range shooting and imperious heading ability, had already become crucial components of one of the greatest club sides in football history.

         Thirty years later, Gábor Kompóti-Kléber, who played alongside Braun with MTK and Hungary before becoming a football journalist, succinctly summarised the storm the teenage sensation had generated when he burst on to the scene. His description was one of several which brought to my mind a close likeness in style to the modern-day great, Cristiano Ronaldo:

         
            We had never seen an outside right blessed with the same skills as he was. He controlled the ball in an amazing way, with every single part of his body … Even while he was running at maximum pace, he would keep his head up and see which team-mates had kept pace with him. When he got the ball, he headed off towards goal immediately as if he was being pulled by a magnet. He could shoot from the tightest of angles.

         

         If Braun had needed to endear himself yet further to his adoring fans, he also scored that season in each of the fixtures against Ferencváros in the always hotly contested Budapest derby, known locally as the Örökrangadó (the eternal rivalry).

         Braun’s performance in the latter of these games, played at MTK’s stadium towards the end of the season, sparked another riot. With five minutes left on the clock and MTK already winning 1–0, Alfréd Schaffer played a through ball for Braun to run on to. The defence had a metre head start but Braun outpaced them with ease, sprinting through to score. The Ferencváros team protested bitterly, simply unable to grasp that Braun could have won the race to the ball so 37decisively if he had started from an onside position.9 The Jewish captain of Ferencváros, Zoltán Blum, led his players off the pitch in protest and the referee was forced to end the game early. Once again, Braun was assaulted by opposition fans as he left the pitch, saved this time by the Communist militia, the Red Guard.

         On one occasion that season, Braun’s protection came from an unlikely source. The Terézvárosi left-back Ármin Fried was no different to many of his peers. The only way these mere mortals could hope to stop Braun was through violence, and Fried’s preferred method in one particular game was to kick him in the stomach. He did not go unpunished. According to the newspaper Népszava, ‘Braun’s elder sister slapped Fried in the face.’

         ‘That would have been Etel,’ laughed Braun’s niece Veronika Mermelstein when I asked her about this incident. Etel was apparently the most devoted and feisty member of a very substantial family fan club, which also included Braun’s proud parents who overcame any initial misgivings about their son’s chosen career to stand among the crowds waiting to applaud him as he left the stadium after matches.

         Hogan’s protégé was inspiring worship and enmity in equal measure, a teenage celebrity in a football-mad city.10

         38

         
            *   *   *

         

         The Communist regime soon collapsed in the summer of 1919. The new nationalist government of Miklós Horthy rounded on the Jews for the next couple of years during the White Terror, trading on the widespread bitterness about their success in Hungarian society, as well as the popular myths that they were somehow responsible for Hungary’s defeat in the war and/or had played a leading role in the subsequent revolution.

         In October of that year, Hogan also departed Budapest to return to England. But despite the loss of his inspirational mentor, and the fanatical and murderous antisemitism all around him, the Jewish boy from Putnok remained unstoppable for the next two years. Hogan had got to him at the perfect age, implanting invaluable habits and techniques that would stand him in great stead for the rest of his career. Meanwhile, the pervasive antisemitism did not yet possess the fully genocidal quality that Europe would witness a quarter of a century later. Hungarian football was a source of great patriotic pride, and it needed its Jews.

         MTK walked the league in 1919/20 and 1920/21, scoring an average of almost four goals a game and losing only two games in total during those seasons. Csibi continued to shine in Hungary’s colours as well. ‘Braun was the focal point of all Hungarian attacks on the right side and was the most dangerous striker,’ Nemzeti Sport reported after a typically bravura performance by the young winger against Austria in October 1920. ‘His ferocious shot, with which he scored the only Hungarian goal, was especially impressive.’

         He was a popular fixture in the dressing room too, and not just because he helped his team to so many victories. ‘His eyes and face were always smiling, and he was always up to some mischief,’ recalled 39Gábor Kompóti-Kléber. ‘He was the best kind of friend. If he had enough money in his pocket, nobody could have asked anything of him that he would not have done.’

         It was only a matter of time, however, before brutal treatment by defenders had their intended impact, and deprived Braun’s meteoric rise of its previous momentum. Proper protection of highly skilled attacking players through refereeing has been a relatively recent phenomenon in football, only emerging after a veritable ‘who’s who’ of talent had their careers cut short by injuries inflicted by vicious defenders. After all, even Diego Maradona, a world star of the 1980s and 1990s, suffered notoriously at the hands of his markers. We have to imagine that the game in the 1920s, only a few decades after association football and rugby football diverged from similar origins, was even more tolerant of savage tackling. If Braun was going to humiliate defenders with his pace and trickery, they were content to resort to brute force without too much fear of heavy punishment.

         Moreover, while some of the victims responded in kind to deter their assailants, perhaps even revelling in the conflict, it seems that Braun was a good-natured and even-tempered man who just wanted to excel at football. ‘He never played dirty,’ wrote Kompóti-Kléber. ‘He loathed violence. He couldn’t stand it if the opposition was playing rough.’ A crosshairs symbol, it seems, was painted in bright red on his forehead.

         In November 1921, in a home international against Sweden, Braun received the first of several devastating injury blows. Justus Gustafsson, the uncompromising Swedish left-back, clattered into Braun, who ‘got up and limped off the field’ in what might be termed a display of foolhardy machismo. His tibia was broken, and he soon went under the surgeon’s knife for the first time.

         In love with the game and desperate to get his stellar career back 40on track, Braun rushed back too quickly. He was again badly injured in a match against 33 FC in the spring of 1922, necessitating another operation. The cycle had been set in motion from which Braun, at that point still only twenty-one, would never fully escape – repeated wounds to progressively weakened limbs meted out by calculating defenders well aware of his growing vulnerability; the comparatively primitive orthopaedic treatment of that era; and the failures of both club and the player himself to give his body sufficient time to recover. According to one legend, when Braun walked into a crowded train carriage during these years, old men would vacate their seats so that their idol could rest his precious legs.

         
            *   *   *

         

         Such was Braun’s huge talent (not to mention courage) that for the next two years at least, he still managed to overcome these serious injuries to register outstanding performances on a consistent basis. After missing much of the 1921/22 season, he recovered to become an almost ever-present in MTK’s following two title-winning seasons.

         One particular game, in the first of those seasons, was an intensely dramatic encounter, a footballing reflection of the bitter division in Jewish society between a greatly outnumbered and youthful minority who saw no future for European Jews on the one side, and those who turned out to be wrong on the other. It was a gulf which had become more pronounced in the wake of the White Terror and the widespread lynching of Jews throughout the country.

         Braun’s former club VAC had been promoted for the first time to the Hungarian first division in 1921 and looked forward with relish to their encounters against the mighty MTK, a club that the Zionists 41scorned. Despite being founded by Jewish businessmen in 1888, being predominantly supported by Jews and boasting a playing staff that was more than 50 per cent Jewish in the first three decades of the twentieth century, MTK very much swam with the trend by battling hard to play down its roots. Its name Magyar Testgyakorlók Köre (Circle of Hungarian Fitness Activists) attested to the club’s enthusiastic belief in assimilation. In 1926, the club even temporarily changed its name to Hungária in a desperate, yet vain, attempt to be accepted as part of the local furniture.

         In their debut season in the top flight, VAC were responsible for MTK’s one and only defeat of the league campaign, winning 1–0. They even held on for a goalless draw in a very physical return game when the referee struggled to keep the peace.

         Revenge was therefore still in the air for the two teams’ first meeting of the following season at MTK’s home Hungária Körúti Stadium, on Sunday 1 October 1922, the eve of Yom Kippur.11 Halfway through the second half in another highly charged atmosphere, VAC were ahead again, by two goals to one. At that point, the normally placid György Molnár was ordered off the pitch by referee Frigyes Klug for vehement dissent after the official had denied MTK what looked like a clear penalty and instead awarded a free kick just outside the area. When the resulting free kick was crossed into the box, Klug, perhaps realising that he had made an error in the first incident, this time blew his whistle for a penalty, claiming that Gyula Weisz had elbowed MTK’s Antal Siklóssy in the stomach. The VAC players erupted with fury and vitriol, pushing Klug and screaming at him to consult with his 42linesman, who insisted that he had seen no offence take place. Klug was unmoved, and as rival fans poured on to the pitch to join with the players in a riot that the police found impossible to control, he calmly strolled off to the dressing room. 

         On the Monday morning, when most of the offending players were in synagogue atoning for their sins of the previous day, the Hungarian Football Federation met to discuss the affair. The committee decided that the remaining minutes of the game should be played a few days later, this time behind closed doors and at a neutral ground. The game was to restart with the awarded penalty to MTK. In what turned out to be a critical error, the committee ordered Klug to play a further twenty-eight minutes, rather than the twenty-two minutes actually left on the clock.

         Among his many strengths as a footballer, Braun was known for his ability to strike a dead ball cleanly. He fizzed his corner kicks into the penalty area with spin and swerve, making them extremely difficult to defend. He had a high scoring rate from direct free kicks from outside the area. And he had the ice-cool temperament common to many of football’s great penalty takers, consistently and nonchalantly dispatching the ball into the corner of the goal with hardly any run-up. Notwithstanding his near-unblemished record, he spent all week before the resumption practising his penalties against MTK’s own goalkeeper, Ferenc Plattkó, himself a Hungarian international who was to be transferred to Barcelona at the end of the season. Paying scant regard to Plattkó’s substantial presence, every single one of Braun’s countless practice kicks ended up as one would have expected: in the back of the net.

         When the big moment came, it was not VAC goalkeeper Lajos Fischer whom Braun saw standing opposite him. It turned out that 43Klug had sent Fischer off in the midst of the previous Sunday’s pandemonium for appearing to be intent on maiming the MTK star Zoltán Opata. Instead, the forward István Kovës had donned the keeper’s jersey. However, when Klug blew his whistle for the restart, Braun’s penalty against the makeshift keeper hit the outside of the post. The great winger stood with his head bowed in shame as the VAC players danced around him in mocking celebration.

         Could Braun and MTK recover mentally from this unexpected setback in the short time available? They continued to attack relentlessly, only to be repelled by VAC’s stubborn rearguard. But then, twenty-three minutes after the restart and one minute after the game should by rights have ended, MTK were awarded a free kick twenty metres from goal. Braun walked up to the ball slowly, as if about to lay it sideways to either Opata or Siklóssy. However, after glimpsing a slight gap in the defensive wall, he suddenly unleashed an unstoppable thunderbolt which screamed into the net behind Kovës, earning his team a 2–2 draw.

         Here was a true champion, a sportsman blessed not only with outlandish talent but also with supreme self-confidence and the spirit of a lion.

         
            *   *   *

         

         Braun was in fine form in the season leading up to the Olympic Games, to be held in Paris in the summer of 1924. Until the World Cup was founded a few years later, the Olympics was the most prestigious football tournament on the planet.

         As well as his prominent role in the 7–1 demolition of Italy in April of that year, Braun had made aficionados purr with his exemplary 44performance in a 3–1 victory against Finland in Budapest. Sporthirlap’s report of the game captures the essence of a great footballer in his pomp, less than two decades before his emaciated body was left lying to rot in the depths of the Russian snow:

         
            In the line of forwards, it was mainly Braun who stood out with a classic display – his swiftness, his inventiveness, his centres and headers, his whole game … Spectators were delighted with his splendid play, which he made even more memorable with his goal as well as a cleverly placed penalty. From the first minute Braun was in complete control of the situation and he handled his opponents with such elegance and ease as if he was playing against a junior team … He kept the Finnish goalkeeper busy with several excellent shots while his corner kicks were also good.

         

         Hungary demolished Poland 5–0 in their first knockout game at the Olympics, raising the expectations of the public back home to fever pitch. But despite having the lion’s share of chances in the second round against unfancied Egypt, the team crashed out 3–0, with Braun’s own poor performance typified by hitting the bar with a penalty on the stroke of half-time when the team was only one down. After a game dubbed the Egyiptomi Csapás (the Egyptian calamity) by an angry Hungarian media, Braun was pilloried for allegedly being intimidated by the huge and imposing figure of the defender, Abdel Salam Hamdy.

         Such was the national grief that a formal inquest was held into Hungary’s sub-par performance. In the so-called Black Book, players and administrators were asked for their opinions on what went wrong. Braun laid the blame full square on the amateurish preparation and penny-pinching by the Hungarian football establishment: 45

         
            In the hotel in Paris we lacked all comforts. There were six of us staying in the same room and we could not keep our own sleeping routine, since everyone went to bed and woke up at different times and always disturbed their mates who were trying to rest. The catering was not good enough, either. It was coffee and butter for breakfast, we got half-raw, bloody meat for lunch; our stomachs just could not take this in. For example, I lost four kilos due to the catering in Paris. It’s obvious that because of the accommodation and catering our condition completely deteriorated.

         

         Reading this account, it is difficult not to reflect that Braun would later experience accommodation and food that would make his trip to Paris seem fit for the most gilded royalty. Braun’s miserable but brief Olympic appearance would later offer some hope of an escape from that subsequent hell. But as we shall see, even that silver lining was denied to him.

         
            *   *   *

         

         A matter of months after the Olympics, Braun’s career was once again derailed by injury, and this time he would never again soar to the heights of brilliance. In October 1924, MTK and Braun were demolishing Ferencváros in the derby. The score was already 8–1 to the perennial champions when the defender Jenö Jancsár finally ran out of ideas on how to stop the onslaught. He brutally scythed Braun down in the penalty area with a vicious assault on his shins. Before the penalty kick could be taken, Braun had been carried off, a victim of his own genius. Another operation followed. By my calculations, Braun played just twenty-two further league games for MTK in the 46following four years, although he was also chosen five more times by national team selectors whose romantic memories of a former great trumped any sober realism. Braun’s international career finally ended in 1926, at the age of just twenty-five, with twenty-eight caps and eleven goals under his belt.

         Yet another operation, in 1927, led to an outbreak of erysipelas on his feet, a type of bacterial skin infection. In the days before antibiotics, erysipelas could be potentially fatal, and critical weeks followed before he eventually pulled through.

         Braun eventually left MTK (now also known as Hungária) in 1929. In the seven seasons where he had played a pivotal role in the team, 1918/19 through to 1924/25, MTK had won successive league titles, scoring 547 goals in the process at an average of 3.3 goals per game. In the subsequent three seasons, with Braun pretty much out of the picture, Ferencváros lifted the title instead.

         Notwithstanding his outstanding record, the span of his career at the footballing summit was short-lived, and its timing was inopportune. Hungarian football only ceased to be an amateur sport in 1926, that is after Braun’s most serious injury, at which point top players could at last be paid legitimately and adequately. Although he tried to supplement his meagre footballing income with jobs as a bank clerk and stockbroker, those careers were never going to last. When I asked his niece Veronika Mermelstein why Braun never married, she replied that he lived only for football, thinking and talking about it the whole time. The last embers of his playing career should be viewed in this rather tragic context.

         In late June 1929, he played two games in two days for Hakoah Vienna in a summer tournament. Both Braun and Hakoah had been renowned in the football world for their brilliance in the first half of 47that decade, and the notion of the flying Jewish winger playing for the pride of the Jewish footballing world would have provoked enormous excitement during that intoxicating period. But now the twin fading giants were subjected to humiliation, with Braun and Hakoah losing 3–1 and 8–0 to MTK and Slavia Prague respectively.

         A few weeks later, he rather belatedly followed a significant exodus of well-known Central European Jewish footballers to the United States. He joined his old international teammates György Molnár and József Eisenhoffer at the Jewish club Brooklyn Hakoah. Just like Hakoah Vienna, however, American soccer was already in the midst of decline from its height of popularity a few years before, in its case torn apart by bitter internal strife and a subsequent breakaway league.

         Braun soon left Brooklyn Hakoah with Molnár and Eisenhoffer to join another team, Brooklyn Wanderers, that appeared to possess an equivalent propensity to lose football matches. By now, the Wall Street Crash had sent shockwaves through the US economy. Deep recession loomed, and Braun duly returned to Europe, the forthcoming cemetery of the Jews.

         His last port of call was at the club where his career had started out with such pulsating promise. He played for VAC in a vital clash against Vasas in June 1930, with both teams vying for promotion to Hungary’s top league. Braun was ‘a shadow of his former self’ (Nemzeti Sport) and, lacking confidence and no doubt fearful of further injury, ‘was in a hurry to get rid of the ball’ (Az Ujság). A footballing public which had rejoiced in his wondrous abilities just a few short years before now ‘booed him off’. Within a week, VAC had terminated his contract. And that, finally, was that.

         
            *   *   *

         

         48The year 1930 was an annus horribilis for Braun. As his football career petered out in a sad anti-climax, his parents Rozália and Lipót passed away within a short time of each other, thankfully spared the horrors of what was to befall their family and people in the coming years. Determined to stay in football, Braun sought a coaching career in which he could apply the many lessons he had picked up from Hogan and from a vibrant and innovative Budapest footballing culture. He was clearly fascinated by the intricacies of the game. ‘It is in the stands that a resting player really learns to play football,’ he told Nemzeti Sport, while recovering from one of his many injuries in 1926.

         In becoming a coach, he was among the first of a long list of highly talented Hungarian Jewish contemporaries, such as Béla Guttmann, Izidor Kürschner, Árpad Weisz (whose story appears later), Imre (Emérico) Hirschl, Lajos Czeizler, Ernő Egri Erbstein, Gyula Mándi, Kálmán Konrád, Lipót Hertzka and Gyula Feldmann, who spread their wings and enjoyed success throughout the footballing world, many of them capitalising on their international mobility to evade the European Holocaust.12

         Braun’s coaching record did not reach the heights achieved by some of his peers and nor could it match the exhilarating achievements of his playing career. But it was highly impressive nonetheless. His first job was as coach of the Norway national team, where he was handed a short-term contract and the specific target of securing the Nordic Football Championship. The regional championship was founded in the 1920s, with Denmark, Sweden, Finland and Norway all playing against each other twice over a four-year period, after which the top team in the mini-league would be crowned as winners. Denmark won the first league, completed in 1928, and Sweden won it nine times 49in succession from 1936 to 1977. But Norway, under Braun, won it for what was to be their one and only time in July 1932, sealing the championship with a 4–1 away victory against closest rivals Sweden in Gothenburg.13 

         On 30 January 1933, on the same day Adolf Hitler became Chancellor of Germany, a less newsworthy appointment was also announced. József Braun became coach of ČsŠK Bratislava, now known as Slovan Bratislava, in the city where his father had occupied his time in a very different way. He got off to a storming start, with his relative minnows defeating the mighty Ferencváros 3–1 on their tour of Slovakia. He proceeded to build the trust of the players, drumming into them the importance of ball control just as Hogan had done and urging them through his own example to focus on nutrition and fitness and avoid alcohol and cigarettes. That year, Braun also capitalised on his top-level experience and the regional cachet he had built up as a player to write a chapter in a book on the science of football training. His 28-page contribution, translated into Slovak, was entitled Ako mám futbal hrat (‘How do I play football?’).14

         For the 1934/35 season, ČsŠK Bratislava competed in the Czechoslovak second division, itself split into five groups along regional or ethnic lines. The five group winners would then play off against each other to qualify for the premier division, the so-called State League. Under Braun’s disciplined tutelage, ČsŠK came top of their ten-team 50regional group and then won the subsequent play-off league for good measure, becoming the first Slovak club ever to reach the heights of the State League. Not only was this a considerable achievement in itself, but Braun’s team secured it in the breathlessly exciting style he had imported from MTK. ČsŠK won twenty-one out of twenty-six games during the season as a whole, scoring an average of 3.4 goals in each. 

         Braun steered his promoted team to a respectable mid-table position in a State League heavily dominated by the big Prague clubs, Slavia and Sparta. However, in February 1936, Nemzeti Sport reported that ‘he fell out with the management’ and his contract was terminated. Rumours also circulated in Slovakia that he had argued with the players and lost the support of the dressing room. Braun clearly knew his own football mind and was not one to be easily thrown off course.

         One club’s loss was another’s gain. Fiľakovo (or Fülek in Hungarian) was a small, predominantly Hungarian-speaking town in south-eastern Slovakia, situated only around sixty kilometres from Braun’s birthplace of Putnok and part of the vast swathe of territory that Hungary had lost in the 1920 Treaty of Trianon, signed in the wake of the country’s defeat in the First World War. There were only around 4,000 residents in the town in 1936. But among them was Vilmos Hulita, a factory-owning tycoon, the town’s mayor and a lover of football, who burned with ambition to get tiny FTC Fiľakovo promoted into the Czechoslovak State League. In the summer of 1936, after the club had already narrowly missed out on fulfilling his dream, Hulita called for the man who had already made waves in Slovak football, József Braun.

         Braun was immediately given cash to strengthen the team with high-class players from Hungary and from leading Slovak clubs, such as the talented young defender Viliam Vanák whom he brought with him from ČsŠK. FTC Fiľakovo duly romped home as winners of the 51regional group to qualify for the mini-league tournament at the end of the season, in which once again the five participating teams would compete for the coveted promotion to the State League.

         Intense passions were aroused in the town as the season’s denouement approached. Among the club’s fans was the young Frank Lowy, born in 1930, one of the few survivors of Fiľakovo’s otherwise doomed 200-strong Jewish community. Lowy would not only come through the Holocaust, but later founded the global shopping centre company Westfield, becoming at one point the richest person in Australia and chairman of the country’s football federation.

         ‘I think the entire Jewish community supported the club,’ Lowy told me.

         
            My love for football began in Fiľakovo when I went to the games with my late father. I have vivid memories of him and me sitting in the front row and there was just earth in front of us. My father carried a cane, as many men did in those days, and such was his excitement that by the time the game was over, he had dug a very sizeable hole into the earth with it.15

         

         Fiľakovo made solid progress in the play-off league, and promotion to the State League ultimately rested on the final game away at DFC Prag, against whom the young Braun had announced himself to the 52footballing world back in 1918. DFC were rooted to the bottom of the mini-league, with no chance of promotion, and had already been beaten 3–0 by Fiľakovo in the corresponding fixture in Slovakia. 

         Such was the interest in the game that it was switched to the large Letná Stadium, home of Sparta Prague. According to the subsequent memoirs of Viliam Vanák, the change in venue proved to be Fiľakovo’s undoing. Due to the comparatively poor quality of the pitches in Slovakia, Braun’s team were not used to playing on lush, wet grass and were unable to keep their feet. They lost 5–0 in a shock defeat, and Hulita’s dream ended in tears. He withdrew his financial support, Braun and the top players left and Fiľakovo returned to footballing obscurity for good.

         
            *   *   *

         

         In the spring of 1938, ČsŠK invited Braun to rekindle the spark of his earlier stint at the club. However, the old tensions and disunity soon resurfaced. The returning coach tried to impose order and discipline by dropping the striker and fans’ favourite Jozef Luknár to the reserve team for what he perceived to be a poor attitude. However, despite his best efforts, Braun was always fighting a losing battle due to a highly inflammatory cocktail of ethnicity and citizenship. His Jewishness will most certainly have added to his unpopularity at this time in Slovakia, which was on the verge of installing a pro-Nazi regime that participated with a great deal of enthusiasm in the murder of more than 60,000 of its Jews.16 To make matters worse, Braun’s Hungarian citizenship also provoked a strong reaction in a country which at that point feared the irredentist claims of their neighbour.

         53In Fiľakovo, Braun had been accused of seeking only Hungarian company – hardly surprising as there were so many ethnic Hungarians in the town, and he could not speak Slovak. In Bratislava, it was the nationality of the journalists he fraternised with that raised the locals’ ire. ‘Mr Braun – it must be said openly – perhaps he did not understand his function,’ sneered the newspaper Slovenský Hlas. ‘He liked to give interviews, especially to Hungarian newspapers, to comment on the referees, to criticize their performances and to try to blame them for matches that were lost.’ After an 8–0 drubbing at the hands of Slavia Prague, Braun’s position quickly became untenable and his brief period in charge came to an end.

         Braun’s old club MTK, the scene of so many of his previous exploits, came knocking next.17 His first task was to take the team on a summer tour of swastika-festooned Germany. Clearly oblivious of MTK’s history, and perhaps even the origins of its current coach, the Nazis awarded an honoured welcome to ‘the representatives of the Hungarian colours’.18 One can only imagine, however, the anger and trepidation Braun must have felt as he stared at the word ‘Jew’ smeared in thick red paint on the window of every Jewish shop, sometimes with a Star of David added for good measure, as he travelled through Berlin and Leipzig during that summer of 1938.

         The team’s captain was Gusztáv Sebes, the future coach of Hungary’s Wembley conquerors of 1953. In his memoir published in 1981, Sebes recalled Braun’s darkening mood on that trip: ‘I watched the ever-cheerful Csibi Braun withdraw into himself and stare wordlessly 54into space. His thoughts must have been very far away. I said to him, “Csibi, what’s wrong?” He replied melancholically, “Where is humanity sinking to? No one can choose their mother. Can I help it that I was born a Jew?”’ 

         
            *   *   *

         

         MTK pushed Újpest close for the title in the 1938/39 season, even beating the eventual champions 6–1 away. Despite both completing impressive seasons at the helm, however, the increasingly antisemitic climate and legal framework in Hungary made it impossible in practice for both Braun and Újpest coach Béla Guttmann to continue in their high-profile positions. Indeed, Sebes describes how tough it became for Braun in the dressing room that season. ‘His situation was not easy. He was a Jewish boy. Most of the players loved him, but there were some who simply refused to take his orders, saying they shouldn’t be ordered around by a Jew.’

         As the Nazis hungrily swallowed up territory, Europe was shrinking fast for Braun. On 15 August 1939, he signed a contract for Nordstern Basel in Switzerland, but the outbreak of full-scale war a couple of weeks later soon put paid to that particular escape route. ‘For now, every young man in Switzerland has been called up as a soldier and all football has been terminated,’ he told Nemzeti Sport. He scrabbled around some more for available opportunities. The same newspaper announced at the end of July 1940 that he had agreed to take over as coach of Gloria Arad in the Transylvanian region of Romania. However, there is no evidence that he ever took up the role, and it is once again likely that inter-ethnic hatred was responsible for foiling his ambitions.

         Much of Transylvania had also been taken away from Hungary in 55the Treaty of Trianon. Seeking to curry further favour with its now close ally, Nazi Germany placed huge pressure on Romania to surrender the territory it had gained two decades before. The eventual ‘agreement’ of August 1940, known as the Second Vienna Award19, gave the northern part of Transylvania back to Hungary.20 As Arad was not included in the ceded territory and remained part of Romania, the atmosphere in the wake of this forced humiliation became increasingly hostile for Hungarian nationals residing in the city. This time, perhaps, it was being a high-profile Hungarian coach in Romania that was not a viable possibility.

         Braun had finally run out of options. And then everything went quiet. His name did not appear in the newspapers again until September 1945, almost three years after he was murdered.

         
            *   *   *

         

         By putting together various pieces of information, we can build a picture of what happened to József Braun in the months and years leading up to his death. It is highly unlikely that Braun found much paid employment between leaving MTK in the summer of 1939 and his deportation to the Nagykáta labour camp in the spring or early summer of 1942. The First and Second Jewish Laws, passed by the Hungarian Parliament in 1938 and 1939, had severely damaged the 56ability of Jews to earn a living in a whole host of occupations, throwing tens of thousands of families into poverty. 

         We know, thanks to his niece Veronika Mermelstein, that he was still living during this time in the same family apartment on Wesselényi Street that had been his base since his arrival from Putnok as a young boy thirty years before. Also in the apartment at that time were his sisters Lídia and her family (including her daughter, Veronika), as well as Etel and Erzsi, who like their younger brother, were both single at the time.21 Veronika, then aged ten, remembers waving good-bye to her uncle József and the other Jewish men who had been ordered to report to the Nagykáta camp, around fifty kilometres east of Budapest. Nagykáta served mostly as a staging post, although the draftees were unaware of their eventual destination. After spending some time at the camp, inmates were sent further east to work as slave labourers supporting the Hungarian Second Army on the Eastern Front, which was fighting there alongside Nazi Germany against the Soviet Union.

         We know that Braun was in Nagykáta in June 1942 due to the testimony of his brother Béla at the trial of Pál Gidófalvy in the autumn of 1945. From 1941, Gidófalvy’s official role had been Ministerial Commissioner of Coaches and Referees of the Hungarian Football Federation. In this government-sponsored position, he had sought with feverish enthusiasm to purge Hungarian football of its Jewish elements and had played a pivotal role in the eventual closure of MTK. Gidófalvy was eventually tried before the people’s courts in Hungary, which meted out justice to those accused of war crimes, crimes against the state or crimes against humanity. During the proceedings, Béla Braun, no doubt still raging about the murder of his siblings and whatever unimaginable personal ordeal he himself had been forced 57to endure, stormed to the witness box, making what Nemzeti Sport described as ‘a dramatic statement’. 

         Béla had also been a footballer, in his case as a centre-back for the Zionist football team Hagibor Cluj in Northern Transylvania. In 1942, using the network of contacts he had built up as a player, he had managed to persuade István Pluhár, a well-known football journalist and sports administrator, to intervene on his brother’s behalf with Gidófalvy. Pluhár was called to give evidence at the trial and confirmed Béla’s recollections. He said that he had asked Gidófalvy to release József Braun from Nagykáta, arguing that several other athletes who had represented Hungary at the Olympic Games had received documentation absolving them from labour service. ‘Please Pali,’ Pluhár had urged his friend, ‘regardless of what your opinion is on the Jewish issue, this certificate is due to Csibi Braun’.

         Gidófalvy refused to act. By the time Béla had circumvented Gidófalvy to obtain the necessary certificate, it was too late. By September 1942, his brother was already on his way east.22 Although it does seem that a few Jewish Olympians may have got special dispensation from labour service at this time (but not from the gas chambers after the Nazi invasion a couple of years later), it could well be that the reverse was true for Braun: his high profile not only failed to save him but actually contributed to his demise. More than 40,000 Jewish men were sent by the Hungarian government to the Eastern Front to work as slave labourers. Most of them were given emergency summonses and were selected on an individual basis, rather than by age – and the 58more notable and successful they were, the more chance they would be chosen. 

         ‘Acting in accord with a secret decree of the Ministry of Defense (22 April 1942),’ explains the historian Randolph Braham,

         
            the recruitment centers saw to it that 10–15 per cent of the field labor service companies were composed of Jews ‘well known for their wealth and reputation’ … The recruitment centers called up Jews following lists received from the Ministry of Defense, which in turn often prepared them based on ‘complaints’ (i.e., denunciations) received from various ‘patriotic’ individuals and groups.

         

         Gidófalvy’s refusal to countenance Braun’s release suggests that the Hungarian authorities knew exactly what they were doing when they conscripted this particular prominent Jew.

         
            *   *   *

         

         At the mercy of the infamous Lipót Murai, the so-called ‘executioner of Nagykáta’, Braun’s initial labour camp experience would have been appalling enough. But it was nothing compared to what lay in store for him later on. As the Jews were deported eastwards, Murai is said to have instructed his company commanders to make sure that none of their charges returned alive. It seems they were listening.

         There were 130 labour units on the Eastern Front made up solely of Hungarian Jews, each initially comprising somewhere between 212 and 250 men. Replacements did not normally compensate fully for the subsequent heavy losses in these units, so these numbers were soon greatly depleted. Braun’s own labour company was known as 101/3, the number 101 denoting the army unit to which it was formally attached. Among 59the labourers’ tasks, according to Braham, were ‘constructing, clearing, and maintaining roads and railroads; loading and unloading munitions, provision, and other materials; building bunkers and gun emplacements; and digging trenches and tank traps’. On many occasions, labourers were also marched through minefields to clear a particular area.

         Given the enormity and geographical breadth of the Holocaust, some of its aspects have received relatively scant attention. The fate of the Hungarian Jewish slave labourers on the Eastern Front could be placed in this category. In his book Conscripted Slaves, however, Robert Rozett manages to paint a picture of what life must have been like for József Braun, based on survivors’ testimony he managed to put together from first-hand accounts and post-war trial records.

         Many of the labourers wore clothing that was spectacularly ill-equipped for the conditions. A government decree of March 1942 stipulated that Jewish labour conscripts should not be provided with uniforms but only military caps and, of course, a yellow armband to alert commanders and soldiers that these prisoners were the lowest of the low (Jews who had converted to Christianity wore white armbands). To make matters worse, many servicemen, very possibly including Braun, were called up in early summer and were told to bring only light clothes. Even if they had better protection, there was no way of replacing clothing made threadbare by gruelling work and overuse. Boots were not usually provided, and ill-suited shoes deteriorated to such an extent that some walked around barefoot, even as the temperature plummeted to -40 degrees centigrade by the depths of winter.

         István Szlifka, one of the guards attached to unit 101/3, denied murder at his trial in July 1945, claiming instead that ‘many in the labour unit did not have any clothing and as a result many of them froze to death’. Due to minimal hygiene, a large number of men were also swarming with lice and caught and died from typhus as a result. 60

         Food rations were utterly inadequate for long days of hard labour in freezing temperatures. The recollections of one slave labourer, Andor Kohn, were typical. Every day, his unit received 200 grams of bread, partly made from straw; warm water, referred to as soup, in the morning; and five or six pieces of potato in the evening. Elemér Saly, who served in the 101/2 platoon, Braun’s sister unit, recalled an incident from the eve of Yom  Kippur in September 1942 which reveals, in graphic terms, the extent of the labourers’ hunger. When an alarm was sounded for a drill, a company commander forced the labourers to dump their food on the ground. As soon as he departed, the starving men licked up the spilt food.

         Living quarters were primitive and exposed to the elements. Many men slept in barns which had holes in the roofs and walls. A 1946 report on Braun’s unit by the public prosecutor’s office reveals that 180 men in the unit – that is, the overwhelming majority – were forced for a period to spend the nights under the open skies in a pit that they had themselves dug. According to the report, three or four men in the unit were dying every day as the weather became considerably colder in November 1942, either through succumbing to weakness, illness, hunger and the freezing temperatures, or as a result of serious physical abuse by the guards.

         Indeed, the abuse suffered by the Jewish servicemen took many forms. The guards, possessed by an all-consuming hatred of Jews, ‘viciously maltreated them’, writes Braham. They ‘subjected them to unspeakable cruel tortures, withheld or stole their already low rations … The emaciated and disease-ridden Jews were often also subjected to corporate abuse by the members of the German and Hungarian units for or under which they worked.’

         The unit 101/3 had two commanders during its time at the front. József Kreskai was in charge from September until 18 December 1942, 61at which point one of his assistants, Károly Toronyi, took over. According to the public prosecutor’s report, around a hundred men, or half the unit, were already dead by the time this changeover took place. Kreskai habitually referred to the labourers as ‘dirty, damn lazy Jews’, and his subordinates Toronyi, Szlifka, Gyula Szabó and Ruggiero Tóth inevitably understood from this messaging that they had carte blanche to behave as cruelly as their hearts desired. At Toronyi’s trial in July 1945, he admitted to ‘tyings’, which involved hanging Jews by their hands from a tree or pillar, often with their feet bound to increase the pain. Toronyi advised the court that these punishments were carried out ‘according to the rules’. Somewhat unconvincingly, he denied accusations that he poured cold water on the bound prisoners in the freezing temperatures.23

         Elemér Saly’s story about a fellow conscript’s encounter with Szlifka provides a vivid indication of the arbitrary nature of these punishments:

         
            One afternoon I was carrying water to the horses when I saw a forced labourer hanging near the barn …When he had entered our quarters, he had bumped into Szlifka and saluted him, according to orders. When he left, Szlifka ran after him and shouted at him, asking why he had not saluted him. Szlifka immediately decided to punish him and decided to hang him by (by his hands).24

         

         62At this point, it is perhaps worthwhile recalling Gábór Kompóti-Kléber’s observation that Braun ‘loathed violence’. One can only imagine the visceral impact these scenes must have had on him during his last weeks on earth. We can also suspect that Braun’s fame would have made him a favoured target of the sadistic guards.

         In mid-January 1943, Braun and all his colleagues were finally blessed with an exit from this nightmare. In the so-called Ostrogozhsk–Rossosh offensive, the Soviet forces launched a massive assault near Voronezh in Central Russia, on the banks of the River Don, and managed to encircle and devastate the Hungarian Second Army. Complete anarchy ensued, as the shattered Hungarian forces rushed to retreat under heavy bombardment. ‘On encountering groups of labour service men,’ writes Rozett, ‘some soldiers would fire randomly into the crowd, venting their frustration and hatred’. Companies would fall back thirty to forty kilometres a day, but many starving and frozen labourers could not keep up. Those who fell by the wayside were never seen again.

         At Toronyi’s trial, it was revealed that just one labourer ultimately survived labour unit 101/3, a piece of information later confirmed by the public prosecutor’s report. That one person, Mór Kelemen, had somehow managed to get himself transferred to a military hospital in November 1942.

         According to the Budapest city archives, József Braun himself ‘disappeared’ on 16 January 1943. The records also state that Hungarian authorities took the rather incongruously noble step of notifying his next of kin, presumably his sisters in Budapest, two days later. The location of his disappearance is given in the archives as Krutyec, which perplexed me somewhat until I looked closely at a map of the Voronezh region, which revealed a small town called Korotoyak, sixteen kilometres from Ostrogozhsk. Korotoyak was so heavily bombarded by Soviet forces during the fierce battle that not one of the 63800 buildings in the town remained standing. I believe that Braun’s remains now lie in the vicinity of this town.

         In its two short paragraphs devoted to him, the relevant Hungarian Wikipedia page informed me that József Braun died as a ‘labourer’ in Kharkiv, Ukraine. That is certainly one way of putting it. Perhaps he fell off some scaffolding on a building site in a tragic accident? In fact, almost every single reference I have seen to Braun’s death contains some similar element of evasion or inaccuracy.

         The memory of the greatest Jewish footballer of all time does not deserve to be treated in such lackadaisical fashion. For the sake of posterity, the truth needs to be stated with clarity. József Braun, aged forty-one, was brutally murdered by Hungarian guards representing an independent Hungarian government, because he was a Jew, very probably in Korotoyak, Russia, which happens to be around 300 kilometres from Kharkiv.

         The writer Ronen Dorfan published a Hebrew-language article about Braun in the newspaper Israel Hayom on Yom Hashoah in 2008.25 In the article, Dorfan interviews a Hungarian Jewish journalist, Ferenc Molát, whose uncle Tibor Weinberger had been a survivor from a labour unit close to Braun’s. According to Molát, who died in 2019, Weinberger had seen Hungarian guards surrounding Braun’s body as it lay in the snow and frenziedly using tools to extract his gold teeth.

         Other evidence makes such a claim highly plausible. One of the specific charges against unit 101/3 guard Gyula Szabó at his trial in 1945 was that he ‘he had smashed the gold teeth out of the mouths of those murdered with the handle of a spade’.

         
            *   *   *

         

         64‘Nothing, completely anonymous,’ is Molát’s unequivocal reply when asked by Dorfan what Hungarians know about Braun today. Indeed, I found precious few references to him in the post-war Hungarian press. The circumstances of his death at the hands of Hungarians were, no doubt, just too close to the bone. And could a Jew really become an enduring Hungarian legend anyhow? For its part, the Jewish community had, of course, been riven asunder.

         But for those still living and lucky enough to have witnessed his talent at first hand, the memory would take some time to fade. In a tribute published in the magazine Képes Sport in August 1947, Gábor Kompóti-Kléber indulges in some customary formulaic euphemisms, before speaking for a generation of football fans who understood that they had once been in the presence of a footballing phenomenon: ‘Braun died in the Second World War. He perished in tragic circumstances. But everyone who saw him play even just once will cherish his memory with reverence.’

         Perhaps the last word should be left to György Molnár, a fellow Jew who so often partnered Braun in that fearsome front line for both MTK and Hungary, and even teamed up with him again in New York at the end of their careers. In October 1976, just six months before his death, Molnár was interviewed by the Hungarian Jewish magazine Új Élet. Born two weeks before Braun and by now in his mid-seventies, Molnár should by rights have been spending long and pleasant afternoons with his old friend, reminiscing about their youthful days of heady victory and dressing room banter. But back in the world of cruel reality, Molnár’s words soon gave way to darkness, as his mind drifted back to his own close brush with mortality as a slave labourer, and to Braun’s own, less fortunate fate.

         ‘The most wonderful winger of all time was tortured to death by the guards … When I think of him today, I still shudder.’

         
            1 A student at a yeshiva, an Orthodox Jewish seminary.

            2 A tzitzit is an undervest with tassles or fringes worn by Orthodox Jews. The torah comprises the Five Books of Moses.

            3 A school for young Jewish children where Hebrew and the basics of the Jewish religion are taught.

            4 The charismatic founder of the Pressburg Yeshiva, Moshe Sofer (better known as Chatam Sofer), was one of the leading rabbinic scholars of the nineteenth century and provided much of the intellectual weight in the fierce argument with the progressives. His motto, He-chadash asur min ha-Torah (the new is prohibited by the Torah) became the slogan of Orthodox resistance. The Pressburg yeshiva was closed down in 1941, shortly before the deportation of Slovakia’s Jews to the death camps. It was re-established in Israel in the late 1950s, a few years before its historic building in Bratislava was razed by the Communist authorities.

            5 Imre Taussig qualifies for my team. Born in Martonoš in what is now Serbia, he played five times for Hungary during the First World War, all against Austria. In November 1944, he was murdered in a slave labour camp in Budapest, aged fifty-four. After a distinguished playing career, Kálmán Konrád became coach of several top clubs in Europe, including Bayern Munich. He sensibly found a job in neutral Sweden in 1939 and stayed there for the rest of his life.

            6 Braun’s niece Veronika Mermelstein left me confused when she told me that her uncle had first impressed for MTK in a game in Vienna, a story which has stayed in the family for more than a century. I only understood what she meant when I saw the relevant match report.

            7 The players and administrators of DFC Prag were comprised mostly of Jews right up to 1939. Max Seemann, the referee who featured at the start of this chapter, was one such administrator. The club was dissolved in 1939, having been banned as a ‘Jewish club’. Several of their Jewish former players were murdered in the Holocaust, including long-time goalkeeper Fritz Taussig, murdered at Gleiwitz, a sub-camp of Auschwitz, in December 1944.

            8 Although several players to have already made their debut for the national team had been even younger than Braun (including Antal Vágó – see Chapter 8), no player has played for Hungary at a younger age in the more than one hundred years since Braun’s appearance against Austria (seventeen years and 222 days).

            9 Until a rule change in 1925, a player was considered offside unless three players of the opposing side were in front of him (including the goalkeeper), rather than the two players stipulated by modern rules. Braun therefore had to outpace two defenders, despite their head start.

            10 In 1919, Béla Szenes wrote a very popular children’s story in Hungarian, entitled Csibi and inspired by Braun, about a boy who becomes a football star. The book was translated into Hebrew in the 1950s, possibly due to the then iconic status in Israel of the author’s daughter. Hannah Szenes, a Zionist who had emigrated from Hungary to British-controlled Palestine in 1939, was parachuted behind enemy lines by the British army in 1944 to assist both Allied forces and the persecuted Jews in occupied Europe. She was captured by Hungarian forces, tortured for several days, and executed in her birthplace, Budapest. She was twenty-three.

            11 Yom Kippur, or the Day of Atonement, is widely considered the holiest day of the year in the Jewish calendar. It involves a 25-hour fast which even many non-Orthodox Jews still observe today.

            12 Having survived the Holocaust, Gyula Mándi coached the Israel national team in two spells from 1959 to 1964.

            13 Eight years later, at the time of the German invasion in 1940, there were approximately 2,100 Jews in Norway, including several hundred refugees from Germany and Austria. In 1942 and 1943, with the help of the Norwegian police, nearly 800 Jews were rounded up and deported, mostly to Auschwitz-Birkenau. Approximately twenty-five survived. As many as 1,000 Jews managed to escape to neutral Sweden with the aid of the underground.

            14 The book is entitled Futbalový šport a jeho organizácia na Slovensku (The sport of football and its organisation in Slovakia). A copy remains in the university library in Bratislava.

            15 Frank Lowy’s father, Hugo, was murdered in Auschwitz-Birkenau in 1944. According to a witness, whom Frank Lowy came across through a chance meeting only in 1991, the guards ordered Hugo and the other deportees to put their belongings in a pile on their arrival at the camp. Hugo clutched his small bag and refused to relinquish it. The bag contained his tallit (prayer shawl) and tefillin (phylacteries) with which he used to pray every morning. The SS guard grabbed it off him and threw it on the pile. When he turned his back, Hugo returned to retrieve his bag. Another guard noticed and beat Hugo Lowy to death with his rifle butt.

            16 The Slovak government paid Germany 500 Reichsmark (worth around $200 in 1940) for each Jew deported from its territory.

            17 The team was now known as Hungária MTK.

            18 The Hungarian authorities were not so easily duped. In November 1941, Hungária (MTK) refused to comply with new national regulations that excluded Jewish members of sports clubs. The club was officially disbanded in 1942, and its assets confiscated.

            19 The First Vienna Award, signed in November 1938, had given Southern Slovakia, including Fiľakovo, back to Hungary.

            20 The Jews of Northern Transylvania fared worse than their counterparts in the part of the region that remained in Romania. Between 16 May and 27 June 1944, 131,641 Jews were deported from Northern Transylvania to Auschwitz-Birkenau. According to Veronika Mermelstein, two sisters of József Braun were among those from the region to be murdered. The archives reveal that one of those sisters, Margit Grün, only a year older than Braun, was murdered at Stutthof concentration camp near Danzig (Gdansk), most likely having been sent there from Auschwitz.

            21 All three sisters, living with their younger brother at that point, survived the Holocaust.

            22 In October 1945, the People’s Court sentenced Pál Gidófalvy to four years in prison for crimes against the people, but in November he was acquitted and released. He later spent a year in police custody, and was convicted again in 1949, but his prison sentence was deemed to have already been served.

            23 Attila Petschauer was another Jewish Olympian conscripted as a slave labourer. The fencer had won two gold medals, in 1928 and 1932. He served in unit 101/4, near to Braun’s. He was tied to a tree, naked, at -35 degrees centigrade. One witness said, ‘The amused guards ordered him to crow like a rooster, and sprayed him with water. Frozen from the water, he died shortly after.’

            24 Károly Toronyi, István Szlifka, Gyula Szabó and Ruggiero Tóth were all executed, following the death sentences imposed by the people’s courts. József Kreskai was eventually sentenced to ten years’ imprisonment, and died in jail in January 1954.

            25 Yom Hashoah is Israel’s annual day of commemoration for the 6 million Jews murdered in the Holocaust.
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