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         PRAISE FOR PARALLEL LINES

         




          




         ‘Something of a genius … with the readability of a classic’ Alan Sillitoe




          




         ‘A remarkable addition to the literature of the Holocaust’ Sunday Times

         




          




         ‘Lantos follows clues, detecting and retracing the steps of his past. He finds a woman who slept in the bunk next to him and his mother in the barracks in Bergen-Belsen, as well as a British medical student who came to help after liberation, and one of the US soldiers whom he met in 1945. Reminds us that the end of the war was by no means the end of the hardship, entailing further resilience. I defy anyone to read this account without retrospective anger on behalf of those who suffered’ Michelene Wandor, Jewish Chronicle

         




          




         ‘Anyone who thinks they have read all there is to be said about the Holocaust should read one more book, Parallel Lines. A child’s clear-eyed journey to hell paralleled by an adult’s scientific quest to understand that journey’ Anne Sebba, author of The Exiled Collector

         




          




         ‘I have read few autobiographies more extraordinary … astonishing’ Observer

         




          




         This wonderful memoir … introduces a narrator with rare gifts’ The Tablet

         




          




         ‘Parallel Lines is for readers who are interested in history and the Second World War and for those who want that the evil befallen on the Jews of Hungary is not repeated ever again’ Veronika R. Hahn, Népszabadság, Budapest

         




          




         ‘A movingly narrated memoir’ Clare Colvin, Independent

         




          




         ‘Deeply moving’ The Age, Melbourne

         




          




         ‘A classic. I preferred it to Primo Levi’s If This Is a Man. One of the things I found appealing was his restraint and reserve’ Edward Wilson, author of A River in May and The Midnight Swimmer

         




          




         A remarkable historical account and autobiography [which] chronicles the odyssey of Hungarian Jews in 1944–45, as they were progressively disenfranchised from the national life of Hungary, culminating in the seizure of their homes, property and livelihoods before sending them on trains to places like Auschwitz for extermination, or, in Peter Lantos’s case, to Bergen-Belsen’ Michael N. Hart, Journal of Neuropathology and Experimental Neurology

         




          




         ‘We can now celebrate Peter Lantos’s book, which accomplishes something rare: an emotionally moving and, at the same time, clinically precise account’ NU, Vienna

         




          




         ‘A child’s perspective on the Holocaust … a remarkable book. Read it and think about other people elsewhere in the world today who are being persecuted’ Professor Philip Hasleton, Bulletin of The Royal College of Pathologists

         




          




         ‘What sets the book apart, and makes this account so refreshing and, oddly, inspiring, is its simplicity. The horrendous events of the last year of the war are invoked with a child’s idiosyncratic susceptibility to detail (Lantos was only five years old at the time) – the noises, the smells, the human proximity – and lack of sentimentality, even when recalling relatives who perished’ Where, Budapest

         




          




         ‘Gripping … an unembellished account from a child demonstrating youthful resilience. Read this book and be gripped by the drama of Peter Lantos’ early life’ Roy O. Weller, Neuropathology and Applied Neurobiology
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            ‘… my  mind,  still  lost  in flight,  once  more turned  back  to  see  the  passage  that  had  never let  anyone  escape  alive  before.’

            




             




            Dante Alighieri: Inferno




            (translated by Michael Palma)




         




      


        


    





        

            



         

         




         



            FOREWORD

            




         




         On 19th March 1944, the German Wehrmacht marched into Hungary. Anti-Jewish legislation had been in place since ’38, radically restricting Jewish participation in the professions and the civil service, and forbidding mixed marriage. Hungary effectively became a Nazi puppet state and, for five-year-old Peter Lantos and his family, things got much worse.




         He didn’t understand why his mother was sewing ill-fitting yellow stars on everyone’s clothes. It made no sense that they had to leave their comfortable home to crowd into a dirty and inhospitable part of their small town. Why was there never enough food now and less pleasure? His commanding grandmother and aunts had shrunk from their former elegance to sorry states. When the news came that they were soon to get onto a train and leave, he was thrilled.




         But the train was not as he imagined, and their first stop in the larger town of Szeged, an operational centre for the collection and deportation of Jews, marked a further point on a descent into the abyss. That abyss came – via Strasshof and five months in an Austrian work camp near Vienna, where the allied bombs fell with deafening regularity – in Bergen-Belsen, the Nazi holding, then concentration camp in northwest Germany, where Anne Frank met her death.




         The cold, the stench, the fear, the lice, the epidemic deaths – all these form part of Peter Lantos’s extraordinary memoir. Here, a child’s singular and vivid recollections are amplified by an ageing man’s search for the missing links of his past.




         Peter Lantos begins his story with a recurring dream. In it, he is looking for the house in which he was born. He cannot find it. He searches amidst familiar streets, goes back to the station, tries another direction, and gets lost – again and again. Defeated, he gives up. Only then does he discover that he is in the right place. It is the house that has disappeared.

         




         Lantos is one of the lucky ones. His home may have gone, but, unlike several in his family who ended up in Auschwitz, he lived to tell the tale. He and his mother, though not his father, made it through Belsen. Having returned to post-war Hungary, he also made it through ‘the dark age of Stalinism’, where being a Jew was hardly a social advantage. The family timber yard, first expropriated by the Fascists in 1944, was then expropriated once more by the Communists.




         By the time of the 1956 uprising, Lantos was in his penultimate year at senior school. His entry into medical school was at first prevented by the fact that he had been labelled a ‘class alien’. But his fearless mother saved the day. Ten years later, he won a research fellowship in London. He didn’t return to Hungary for many years, one reason being that he had been tried in absentia and sentenced to 16 months imprisonment. Home was now once more lost.

         




         In London, Lantos rose in the medical ranks of neurological research, attaining the prestigious Chair of Neuropathology at the Maudsley Hospital in 1979. His outstanding work contributed to the understanding of Alzheimer’s and other neuro-degenerative diseases. Though he had revisited Belsen before during an earlier academic visit to Germany, it was only after 1989 and the end of the Soviet era, that his Parallel Lines begin to take shape. Its journey is a riveting one.

         




         When I wrote my novel The Memory Man, I had no idea that Peter Lantos existed. Perhaps I dreamt him, since my Austrian hero, like him, is a neuroscientist who works on memory, only to return in older age to those war-time experiences he has long put aside, to confront their dark matter. The novel arose because the story I told in Losing the Dead – of my parent’s war and its haunting aftermath – held an emotional residue that wouldn’t leave me alone.

         




         I read Peter Lantos’s Parallel Lines some years later. I was struck by the spare quality of a narrative that holds so much remarkable life. I couldn’t put it down. We sometimes think there can be nothing left to say about the deadliest moments in the twentieth century’s history, but Lantos’s story is unique. Each memoir of the holocaust adds the particularity of a lived experience, arresting in its detail and in the ways in which its author metabolises the past.

         




         It is good that Arcadia has brought back this fine book for our attention.




         Lisa Appignanesi, OBE




          




         Lisa Appignanesi OBE is a prize-winning novelist and writer. The former President of English PEN and Chair of the Freud Museum London, she is a Visiting Professor in Literature and the Medical Humanities at King’s College London. Her novels include The Memory Man (winner of Canada’s Holocaust Literature Prize) and Paris Requiem. Her non-fiction includes the acclaimed Mad, Bad and Sad: A History of Women and the Mind Doctors (Virago), Losing the Dead and Trials of Passion: In the Name of Love and Madness.
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            PREFACE

            




         




         Recently, I have been dreaming often of my birthplace in Hungary. To be precise it is more of a nightmare than a dream: I am looking for the house in which I was born, but I cannot find it. I remember exactly where it should be: behind my grandfather’s large timber yard, in a short, dusty backwater of a narrow street, connecting two wider streets which themselves do not lead anywhere important. I keep retracing my steps with increasing frustration but to no avail: I feel lost in an impossible maze from which I am not going to emerge alive. Desperate, I plan little stratagems: I start at the railway station, a solid point of reference, walk down the wide, straight avenue that runs towards the town centre, with its umbrella of trees, then turn right towards the timber yard, circumnavigate its never-ending fence, pass the two large villas in which my uncles and their families used to live, but end up in a cul-de-sac. Eventually I reach a small deserted square, lined by low houses, their windows darkened by blinds. In the centre there is a tiny carousel for children painted in gaudy colours; two swings move silently up and down, but there is no one around. Frightened by the silence, I change my tactics and start from the opposite direction. I run to the Main Square in the town centre, but soon lose my way again. The place is deserted: there is not a single soul to ask. Defeated and exhausted, I decide to give up the search, to surrender to the inevitable: I will never find the house where I was born.

         




         Suddenly I recognize that I am in the right street after all. But our house is not there any more. 

         




      


        


    























            MAKÓ: A SMALL TOWN IN HUNGARY
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         If one is not familiar with the detailed geography of central Europe, finding Makó on the map can be a problem: not surprisingly, since it is only a small provincial town. Searching the Internet for ‘Makó’ yields a surprising result: 108,204 hits spread over 10,821 pages, depending, of course, on the search engine. But before one can get carried away with chauvinistic pride over the extraordinary popularity of one’s home town in the limitless thesaurus of human knowledge, the truth soon hits one: the name is not the sole property of a small town in Hungary. Other contestants vying for attention are not even towns with the same name in different countries. Rather, they are the short-finned shark, Mako (Isurus  oxyrinchus);  full and semi-rigid inflatable boats and rubber ducks, bearing the trade name Mako, produced in Cape Town, South Africa; and CompAir Mako, a manufacturer of breathing equipment in Texas. Narrowing the search to Makó+Hungary still yields nearly a thousand hits; many are devoted to the town’s most famous son, Joseph Pulitzer of Pulitzer Prize fame, who was born there on 10 April 1847.

         




         Potential visitors to Makó should not be discouraged by some of the less helpful Internet sites. One lists three hotels, but none in the town: one is 16 miles to the west, another 37 miles to the north-west, and the third in a different country altogether – in Romania, some 52 miles to the east. However, despite this misinformation there are acceptable local hostelries.

         




         In fact it is not difficult to find Makó: it lies at 46° 13’N, 20° 30’E, in the south-eastern corner of Hungary, close to the border with Serbia and Romania, on the northern bank of the River Maros. At the time of the Austro-Hungarian Empire the town boasted a substantial hinterland of arable land and busy connections with other towns both to the east and the south, but the Trianon peace treaty of 1920 ended all that. Historical Hungary was truncated, losing two-thirds of its territory: all of Transylvania was engulfed by Romania, while the extensive, fertile agricultural land to the south was incorporated into the newly created Yugoslavia. Makó, once the busy commercial centre of a flourishing agricultural county, was thus severed from its surroundings and exposed to two countries with which relations between the two world wars, mainly as a result of Hungary’s avowed aim (reinforced by fierce propaganda) of regaining its lost territories, were less than amicable. Although geographically it was not strictly a border town, the sudden loss of all the surrounding land to the south and east weakened its economy and gradual decline followed.
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         The town has been famous for its production of high-quality onions; although cultivation dates back to the beginning of the sixteenth century, only the improved methods introduced from the second half of the nineteenth century, and successful marketing which Jewish merchants were instrumental in initiating, began to provide wealth for the town. As a result, Makó was swiftly urbanized: it was among the first provincial towns in Hungary to build proper roads and to introduce electricity. The debt the town owes to this humble bulb is acknowledged by nothing less than a statue (surely there cannot be many places in the world which have paid such a tribute to the onion) and by an arts centre, which all the locals endearingly call the House of Onion instead of the more appropriate House of Culture.

         




         With the encouragement of an enlightened bishop, the first Jews arrived in Makó around 1740 and settled in an area not far from the town centre, inhabiting two streets which, although named after Hungarian statesmen, were referred to popularly as Little Jewish Street and Great Jewish Street, the distinguishing epithets relating to the length of the streets rather than to the densities of the Jews living there. Despite this religious segregation, the various denominations lived peacefully together until the 1930s. The first synagogue, a simple unadorned building, was founded towards the end of the eighteenth century and demolished in 1919, but by then the town had two other, more distinguished temples.

         




         Emancipated in 1867, the Jewish community played an increasingly influential role in the mercantile and intellectual life of the town. Their numbers gradually increased, reaching a peak in 1920, when there were some 2,380 Jews in Makó, constituting 6.4 per cent of a population in excess of 37,000. Reflecting this secular advance, two synagogues were erected within twenty years; and the fate of these two places of worship could not have been more different. The Orthodox Jews built their synagogue in the Romantic style in 1895. The synagogue for the Reformed Jews (or Neologues) was altogether a different, grander affair, reflecting the increasing prosperity and confidence of the local community. It opened its gate on 2 September 1914, rather inauspiciously, shortly after the First World War began.

         




         As the elegantly clad worshippers, including my grandparents, were gathering for the inaugural service, no one could foresee that the synagogue would be demolished some fifty years later: the seeds of destruction were sown on that late summer day when Europe bade farewell to peace.

         




         The modest Orthodox synagogue, having fallen into disrepair after years of neglect, has recently been restored, while the fate of the much grander Reform synagogue has been far less fortunate: it was demolished in the spring of 1965. Lack of proper maintenance weakened the fabric of the building to such an extent that demolition became unavoidable to prevent spontaneous collapse. After protracted negotiations between the town’s council and the Jewish community, the decision was finally reached to abandon the building to its fate. Whether the synagogue could have been saved has been disputed ever since, but the fact remains that one of the most attractive and distinguished architectural landmarks of the town was destroyed, first to make way for the headquarters of a local co-operative, bearing the name of Lenin, and later to house the committee of the Hungarian Socialist Workers’ Party.

         




         If I were superstitious I could claim that I witnessed an omen of the fate of the synagogue. I was still living in Makó when, during one of the special services to commemorate the anniversary of the deportation of the Jews from the town on 16 June 1944, the large chandelier in the central nave gave way and came crashing down in the middle of a prayer. The sound was as terrifying as it was unexpected. Being at some distance from the site of impact, I remained frozen in place and watched as the chandelier smashed against the wooden pews below, showering splinters of wood and fragments of glass all around. No one in the small congregation was injured, since by then so few Jews remained in the town that large areas of the nave were almost empty, and by good fortune no one was sitting at the epicentre of the impact. In the ensuing panic, I heard one of the women shouting out:

         




         ‘It is starting all over again.’
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         The centre of the town has evolved around the confluence of several main roads, and for a long time has been devoid of signs of far-sighted town planning. The central square, defying all rules of Euclidean geometry, has grown to become not a square at all, but an oddly shaped triangular space. It bore the name of Széchenyi, the great Hungarian reformer statesman of the nineteenth century, until the Communists changed its name to Lenin Square. After the demise of the Communist regime, of course, it reverted to its original name. But all these changes were in vain, since the local population persistently, and irrespective of the prevailing political system, called it what it has always been known as: the Main Square. The naming game also affected the town’s two cinemas: for a long time known as the Park and the Corso, they were officially renamed but hardly ever referred to as the Red Star and Liberty.

         




         At the eastern end of the triangle is the grandest building: the Town Hall, built in 1839 in neo-classical style to replace a much smaller edifice. At the western end of the Main Square, another confluence of roads has created a (yet again somewhat irregular) satellite space, also approximating a triangle. This square boasts another remarkable building: the most amazing edifice in the whole town, arrogantly out of character with everything else around it – a large apartment block of metropolitan pretensions, built in the heady days of 1920s on borrowed money. Undoubtedly at the time it was the smartest address in town, with an elegant pharmacy and a popular patisserie on the ground floor: the former is still there; the latter has, alas, disappeared. The family of one of my cousins lived in this building, and it was from their flat that we witnessed the Russian tanks rolling into Makó after the end of the revolution in November 1956, one gun turret rather menacingly aiming, but fortunately not firing, at the window of the living-room.

         




         In the adjacent square is the imposing local high school, or gymnasium: it was the school in which several of my uncles, my brother and (much later) I were all educated. Built in 1895, it maintained an excellent reputation, even in difficult times. In front of the school was the Russian monument, a white granite column topped with the compulsory red star, here cast in bronze; an obligatory architectural addition to the central squares of every Hungarian town after the Communists’ ascension to power.

         




         From the gymnasium a wide street led to a small, rectangular park, a peaceful place until an open-air theatre was built in it. Some of my older friends claimed to have been initiated into the more superficial pleasures of sex among the larger bushes here: there was a sad, mentally handicapped girl who was a willing tutor in exchange for a couple of boiled sweets.
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         Perhaps it is understandable that in my dreams I searched in vain for the house in which I was born. This was a modest building: architectural merit had no place in its conception, only convenience. It was the sort of place children sketch when they first try their hand at drawing: a sloping red roof with chimneys, a monotony of unadorned windows and an equally unembellished door – that was all there was to it. Inside, there was a living-room, a dining-room and two bedrooms: one for my parents, and one for my brother and me. There was a big age difference between us; he was fourteen when I was born, and until then he had sole use of the bedroom. It must have been annoying for a teenager to share a bedroom with a much younger brother, but if my presence, often quite noisy, upset him, he never betrayed it. There was also a small garden with a couple of fruit trees and flower-beds, tended by one of the handymen from the adjoining timber yard, which belonged to my grandfather. This industrial enterprise was the reason for our house being there: on either side of the timber yard a villa was erected for each of the two uncles who ran the family business after my grandfather’s death. Our house was a more humble addition at the back.

         




         From the garden we could enter the timber yard through a small wooden gate. This led into a mysterious world of endless surprises waiting to be discovered. The timber yard was vast; its boundaries lay well beyond a small child’s horizon. Even much later, as I entered my teens, playing hide-and-seek with friends here proved to be a dangerous exercise: the terrain was varied, with many hiding places.

         




         At the centre of the yard, in a huge raised building (in fact a large shed, open at both ends), stood two towering electric saws. Logs waiting to be cut were piled in alternate layers arranged at right angles. These piles stood on either side of the shed, and gradually disappeared during the day as the logs were transported to the electric saws. These, moving relentlessly up and down, emitted prolonged, high-pitched metallic screams as the logs glided through to emerge as parallel planks at the other end. Only little clouds of sawdust escaped to billow in the air; galaxies of sawdust cascaded down into the space below the raised platform. Digging into the undulating hills of prickly sawdust to hide from impending parental punishment was my ultimate weapon of resistance. The shed was a magical place, soothing and exciting at the same time. Frequently I stood there quite motionless, mesmerized, in the gently swirling clouds, until I was covered by thin layers of wooden snowflakes.

         




         Freshly cut, the wooden planks were loaded on to carts, which ran on narrow-gauge rails towards the far end of the yard, where they were unloaded and piled into neat stacks again, as finished products for the building trade. Since the shed was elevated, there was a slope with an incline of 30 degrees, and each cart travelled under the control of one of the workmen, who applied the brake when the cart was beginning to gather too much speed. In my early teens, before the Communists finally closed down the yard, a journey by cart down the slope was the most exhilarating experience. The sense of danger, of the brake failing at the last moment and the cart hurling us through the solid wooden fence and into the street beyond, mowing down a couple of unsuspecting passers-by, was irresistible.

         




         Not far from the building housing the electric saws was the engine room with its gleaming machines: slowly turning wheels, dignified pistons, protective railings, light bulbs dangling beneath enamel lampshades, white below, dark green above, boxes of alarms, rows of switches, and the rhythmic, repetitive hum of engines going about their allotted task, all in an oily thick fog. The most direct route to the engine room passed the cooling tower. I found its pool of uninviting dark water frightening, and always tried to keep as far away from it as possible. Further away, diagonally opposite our house, facing the main street was the office building, in which, as a child, I did not have the slightest interest. I always excluded it from my perambulations, thus preventing one of my uncles from enquiring about the nature of my business in the yard. But it was from this building that my grandfather and, after his death, two of my uncles – and after their deaths during the war, my mother and her youngest brother – ran the family business.
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         My grandfather made his fortune in the timber industry. With his partner he founded what developed into a successful industrial enterprise. The formula for success was quite simple: large nearby forests, easy transport by rail or river, and the ready market of an expanding county town. By the end of the First World War the firm’s reputation had been established and my grandfather was well enough known and successful enough for his name to be on the list of wanted men drawn up by the commissars of the short-lived Communist terror of 1919. Fearing for his life, he had to go into temporary hiding.

         




         He wanted to run a modern enterprise and purchased the most up-to-date equipment available at the time from Germany in order to keep abreast of any competition. Although by the end of the 1920s there were at least six other similar enterprises, his firm was undoubtedly the largest in the whole county. It also had one of the first telephones in town, immediately after the first exchange became operational in 1900. He built a fair-sized but not ostentatious house for his family in one of the more pleasant streets in town. I do not know whether or not this featured in his choice of location, but the street was outside the Jewish quarter. It was lined by two rows of trees on either side: lime on the side of the houses and horse chestnut by the road. Early summer was heralded by the fragrance of the flowers of the lime trees, which were sometimes collected and dried to be used as infusions in the winter, while the thuds of falling conkers reminded us that autumn was not far off.

         




         It is my grandparents’ house which I regard as my own, since when we returned after the war we did not go back to the house in which I was born. I grew up in my grandparents’ house, and lived there until I left for university. The building had the graceful air of a provincial patrician town house. Its best features were three pairs of large windows, which were unusually tall for their width, thus enhancing the elegance of the façade. Above them, female heads carved in stone looked down on passers-by, adding a further touch of sophistication. These carvings were not too distant echoes of the Coade heads decorating the doors of the architecturally more venerable Georgian buildings of Bedford Square in London, where I would be living a couple of decades later.

         




         A short flight of steps led up to the hall. All the rooms were large and airy with very high ceilings – as a child I could not look up without feeling dizziness. The floors were made of best-quality wood, naturally hand picked from the timber yard, and covered with Persian carpets. All the furniture was handmade according to my grandmother’s specifications. The kitchen had an oven and a stove, both built into the brickwork. There were four cast-iron hobs. The oven was slightly raised, and its iron door opened to reveal a deep interior: it resembled a small furnace and could accommodate several dishes at the same time. The larder adjoining the kitchen was suitable for a large family with eight children: the floor was covered by specially cut bricks to keep it cool and there were endless marble shelves. Very early on a modern bathroom and a porcelain water closet were installed; these were at the time a novelty and drew admiration from neighbours and visitors. The bathroom may originally have been a pioneering design but it was not modernized after the Second World War, and when we went to live there we had to pump the water manually into a large tank that hung from the ceiling with a marker on its outside, indicating the water level. With no domestic help most of the time, having a bath was also a good biceps-building exercise.

         




         There was a large garden, divided into two. At the entrance and extending round the back of the house there was a flower garden with beds and formal box trees. These were enormous, and a gardener regularly pruned them to maintain their perfect spherical shape. Adjoining the flower garden, further back, there was a much larger garden of fruit trees, including cherry, plum and apricot trees, as well as rows of vines and raspberry bushes. There was a large outhouse with two rooms: one served to store logs for winter, since of course there was no central heating in the house, while the other was used as a garden shed. There was a large loft, to which the only access was by means of a vertiginous ladder: it was here that as schoolchildren after the war we set up our first, and last, secret society. We grandly named it ‘The Natural Research and Scientific Society’ and took it extremely seriously: we issued membership cards, drew up a constitution and edited newsletters. Regular lectures were given on topics as wide-ranging as the history of the First World War, technological processes used in metallurgy and the life of perennial plants. We organized excursions to the nearby park to collect mushrooms and seeds. To make the loft usable we had removed dust and broken tiles by the sackful; we even managed to furnish the place, albeit sparsely, with a couple of chairs and a small table not needed elsewhere in the house.

         




         The idea of founding the society came from János, a lively little boy who was elected secretary. I served as an organizer, since the headquarters were in our house. We proudly claimed possession of this space, which was entirely our own: adults were not allowed to trespass. I do not remember doing anything there which might have been forbidden or disapproved of by the adults, but this hiding place was our declaration of independence from the outside world, a freedom denied to us everywhere else. We stuck a map on the wall, and planned journeys to faraway countries we did not know and of course could not visit, since travelling to foreign lands by then was all but impossible: the newly-installed Communist regime had closed the country to the outside world. We could not even visit my aunt and uncle, who lived some 30 miles away across the border in neighbouring Romania, a country that was also a member of the Communist block.

         




         


        


    









6




         Our life revolved around my mother’s family since we lived in the shadow of their business, and our house, practically attached to the timber yard, was a present from my mother’s parents. We regularly visited the large family house, and the most vivid fragments of reminiscence I can evoke involve the domineering figure of Fanny, my grandmother on my mother’s side. I never met Samuel, my mother’s father: he suffered a massive stroke, became paralysed and dependent on all-day nursing care. His inarticulate cries shattered the peace of the house and he died in November 1933.

         




         My grandfather was by all accounts a gentle man who pursued his prospering business interests with little fuss, and steered a convoluted diplomatic course to avoid any confrontation with his wife, who ruled the house with little inclination to compromise. He fathered ten children; two died in infancy, as was common at that time, while the other eight, five sons and three daughters, all reached adulthood. The sons were well educated to take up professional jobs or continue the family business; the girls were groomed for marriage, and they did indeed marry as soon as they could to escape the suffocating control of my grandmother. My grandfather was a tall, erect man who lost most of his hair early; the remaining tufts on the sides and at the back were drastically trimmed to grey stubble. The photographs and an oil painting portray him as a man with an air of undisputed authority, with narrow, determined lips under a moustache but with a gentle twinkle in his brown eyes. He commanded the respect of his workers, but was also well liked: the firm, although financially lucrative, had never outgrown its original roots as a family enterprise in which personal contacts and genuine concern for individual workers remained the mainstay of successful management.

         




         He led a well-ordered and organized life, which to other people may have seemed monotonous. A carriage arrived every morning to take him to the timber yard, and the same carriage drove him back for more work in the afternoon after his lunch, which he always had at home. He was driven to his house again at the end of the day, in time for dinner. Friday evenings, when his large family gathered together, were the highlight of the week: he sat at the head of the table and blessed the bread and the wine while my grandmother lit the candles. He was not zealously religious, and certainly fell short of his wife’s standards. He was a heavy smoker, and on the Sabbath he occasionally disappeared to take refuge in the outside lavatory for a quick illicit smoke. He introduced two of his sons to the affairs of the family business; each lived in a large villa built for them on either side of the timber yard, and after my grandfather’s premature death these two uncles continued to run the business without any difficulty. His reputation in the community was acknowledged when he became a member of an exclusive gentlemen’s club established in 1857 to provide a forum for the educated classes of society. The club served not only as a casino but also aimed to promote public welfare, art and education: there was a library with its own librarian. In a book published in 1929, just in time to commemorate the tenth anniversary of the Trianon peace treaty, there is an entry on my grandfather, acknowledging that from modest beginnings he had developed the timber yard into the largest and most modern in the county. He played an active part in the public life of the town, and at the time of the book’s publication he was vice-president of the Jewish community and a member of the municipal board of the county as well as of the town council.

         




         By all accounts my grandparents’ marriage was a happy one: my grandfather’s apparently effortless sense of compromise greatly helped this domestic bliss, since my grandmother left little room for doubt as to who was running the household. She was a woman of strong principles and unshakeable opinions. She bullied her husband, remorselessly controlled her children and terrorized the domestics. She was a small woman, but she more than compensated for her lack of stature with a domineering character: she obviously enjoyed running her household with unbridled autocracy. Always simply and immaculately coiffed, she had white hair by the time I was born. She dressed neatly but without any consideration of fashion trends. Her grey-blue eyes projected an ice-cold glaze that commanded immediate attention and brooked no possible contradiction. It was this gaze which instilled fear in the domestics who, during better times, worked in her house. She kept them on a very tight leash, and did not tolerate waste, laziness or lies. Referring to the maids, she was known to say: ‘Those who tell lies steal, those who steal also have loose morals,’ as if telling fibs inescapably led to prostitution. Ironically, it had escaped her attention (or was she simply reluctant to admit it?) that more than one of her sons had been sexually initiated by the very same maids under her own roof.

         




         No one could doubt her fecundity: she delivered ten children in rapid succession; two died soon after delivery. She was greatly partial to her sons, and this favouritism, which my grandfather, for the sake of peace, did little to redress, continued even when the children had grown up.

         




         My mother endured the particular misfortune of being not only born into the wrong sex but also being the third daughter: she was the fourth child and her birth frustrated my grandmother’s wish to deliver a son after two girls and only one boy. This disappointment lingered, and although my mother did not complain, I became aware of her uneasy relationship with her own mother from other members of the family. Even early family photographs betray my mother’s Cinderella treatment: in a faded snapshot of the first five children, the two boys and the other two girls and are all elegantly dressed; only my mother stands like a poor relative who happened inconveniently to be there when the photo was taken. The boys are in smart suits and the two other daughters are wearing elegantly tailored dresses with large scalloped collars lined with lace, dainty hats and elegant shoes. In contrast, my mother is clad in a shapeless dress unadorned by lace, her hair is topped by a rather inelegant headdress, which looks like a fully opened fan misplaced to frame her head, tied with a large clumsy bow under the chin. She is wearing laced-up boots that had clearly seen better days, probably on the feet of her elder sisters.

         




         My grandmother’s attitude to her daughter became further aggravated when my mother decided to marry my father: my grandmother was infuriated by my mother’s decision and was firmly convinced that her least-favoured daughter had made the wrong choice. On this occasion she would be vindicated: my mother had indeed made the wrong decision, but not for the reason that gave rise to my grandmother’s disapproval.
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         I know shamefully little of my grandparents on my father’s side: they were practically unknown to me, and I do not have any childhood memory of them. They did not live in Makó: my father was born in a small place that could hardly claim to be a town in south-eastern Hungary. I cannot recall any visits to his parents; perhaps I was too small to remember. I cannot summon up the sounds, smells, colours or noise of their house; the faces I remember are those of uncles and aunts from photographs, now lost, taken at the time. Obviously there was a heavy but understandable imbalance in family ties: I spent my childhood in the shadow and under the influence of my mother’s family. Even after the war, as an adolescent, when I spent many of my summer vacations with one of my father’s sisters, who, being childless, regarded me as her son, I made little effort to find out anything beyond her amusing vignettes of a large family.

         




         In the archives I learned that my grandfather, Samuel (he had the same name as my other grandfather), was born in 1861, and at the time of my father’s birth in 1893 he was a shopkeeper. Thanks to the meticulous records of the Jewish community, I even know when and by whom was he circumcised, but not much else. My grandmother, Eugenie, was eight years his junior, and judging by the number of their children it must have been a happy marriage. There were, as in my mother’s family, eight children: four boys and four girls.

         




         My father received a standard education, and trained as an accountant. He met my mother at one of the society balls, and after a formal introduction he became a regular visitor to my grandparents’ house. My grandmother disapproved of his courtship. She regarded him an unsuitable future son-in-law, and was opposed to one of her daughters marrying below her status: she did not hold the profession of accountancy in very high esteem. But eventually my mother’s persistence and my father’s considerable charm, which worked wonders on women, as my mother found out all too late, won my grandmother over, and they married in 1923. My mother was twenty-three, and my father seven years her senior.

         




         My father was at least an inch shorter than my mother, who, to make this difference less noticeable, chose to forgo the wearing of high-heeled shoes when they were together. He lost most of his hair while still quite young, and what remained at the sides and back was regularly cut very short. He dressed well and took great care to appear well groomed. He was not attractive but had features women might find engaging: deeply set, dark, demanding eyes, diverting attention from an unremarkable nose and severe but sensuous lips. He had delicate pale skin which, as it appeared to be one size smaller than the skull it covered, was stretched over his face to emphasize finely chiselled features. A formal photograph, taken soon after my birth, shows him in an unsmiling, stiff pose, wearing a dinner-jacket: the picture, although faded, has a strange quality of reflected light – the shine of his satin lapel, the gloss of his black tie, the lustre of his skin and gaze.

         




         Originally he worked for a private bank and was apparently competent at his job, but during the great meltdown of the world economy and finance in the late 1920s he lost his position. He was then employed by one of my uncles, who at the time ran a small bus company: in my mother’s passport application in 1934 his occupation was described as controller of a bus company. When the anti-Jewish laws were introduced he could not obtain any employment, and worked for the family firm until this was expropriated in 1944.

         




         My mother, Ilona (or as everyone knew her, Ili) was a tall woman with an erect posture and an elegant walk. She could not be described as beautiful even by an admiring son, but she was undoubtedly handsome in the way English women are often described: unremarkable individual features adding up to a pleasing effect. It was the animation of her face I recall most: slight changes could be employed with devastating effect. Her laughs were never throaty but reined in. She had dark brown, wavy hair; when it turned grey and then white she never made any attempt to dye it. Her hairstyle did not change much over the years after the war: swept back at the front and sides and rolled up at the back. She had deeply-set green-brown eyes, and well-drawn lips. A foundation cream, powder and lipstick were all she used for make-up; these she could apply in seconds without even resorting to a mirror. She always dressed simply but elegantly, although in the immediate post-war years what women wore in Hungary was dictated by the availability of materials and accessories rather than by current fashion trends. All her dresses were made for her by a dressmaker who usually came to our house to take measurements and organize fittings. This was necessity rather than luxury: good-quality ready-to-wear dresses hardly existed at the time, and when they gradually appeared in the shops they were more expensive than bespoke tailoring. Her wardrobe was limited: in the summer she preferred light cotton dresses, silk for the odd special occasion. For my graduation she wore a two-piece black costume, edged in black and white, a sort of provincial mutation of the Chanel classic, and black court shoes; the photograph of her on this occasion is one of the few I still have of her. Only in the 1960s did more fashionable accessories become available: although these cost a fortune, they quickly disappeared from the shops, and were subsequently carefully looked after. A smart Italian dove-grey merino wool cardigan I bought for her sixtieth birthday was found tidily folded in her wardrobe eight years later, after her death. She wore sensible shoes and avoided high heels: even after my father’s death she maintained this habit.

         




         Recently two photographs of her came to light courtesy of my former history of art teacher, who unearthed them in the archives of the local museum in Makó. I had never seen these before, and it was a shock to open the file containing the electronically scanned pictures on my computer and see my mother’s face on the screen. The first was a passport photograph, to accompany an application made in 1927 to visit her sister in Romania, and it captured a woman with deeply set eyes, her hair set in the latest fashion of the period. To the clerk in the passport office she was a woman of medium height, with dark hair, green eyes, regular mouth and nose. In the other picture, taken in 1934, she is posed with my brother, who was nine years old at the time: the formality of the composition is broken more by their intimacy than the carefully retouched individual features.

         




         My parents’ marriage was not an entirely happy one. The problems started quite early. My mother did not realize that during the period of his courtship my father stayed in touch with an informal circle of young men, all bachelors at the time, who met regularly to enjoy each other’s company, play cards (usually for money) and drink. They also devoted a considerable amount of their time to seducing women, and in this activity they were not particularly selective. My father, as my mother admitted rather reluctantly later, was a moderate drinker, an addicted gambler and a ferocious womanizer. Unfortunately his successes came not in playing cards but with women; in this respect he was both predatory and opportunistic. I know from one of my uncles, who was also a member of this circle, that my father was successful on more than one occasion in wagers made among friends as to whether he could seduce a particular woman. My mother soon found out about these infidelities, but their marriage survived and later settled into a mutual understanding. Preserving their union required generous tolerance on the part of my mother; occasional solitary visits to her sister in Romania served as a temporary escape from the brutality of disappointment and betrayal. When, as an adult, I asked her whether she had considered divorce, her reply was that she had never seriously entertained the idea. My father needed her, and her sons needed a father, was her explanation.

         




         The initial difficulties in their marriage were not helped by the sudden death of their first child, a boy, who died of a respiratory infection before his first birthday. One year later my mother delivered another son, who, as he grew up, served not only as a bond between my parents but also as someone on whom my mother could focus, until my birth, much of her unspent love. I was born fourteen years later: my mother was by then nearly forty, and at the time delivering a child at such an advanced aged bordered on impropriety, if not indecency – it was not behaviour in which ladies of a certain social status should indulge. Clearly, my birth did not have my grandmother’s official approval.
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