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In loving memory of my adored mother, Nina, and my little brother and sister, Bela and Berta, all of whom were murdered in the gas chambers of Auschwitz-Birkenau. This book is also dedicated to the many members of my extended family who were killed, and to all those who have no one to remember them.
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For the Jewish people, the Holocaust was a personal tragedy. By the end of the Second World War, one-third of European Jewry had perished at the hands of the Nazis. Six million innocent Jewish men, women and children murdered for no reason other than the religion they were born into. A great pillar of smoke covered all of Europe; the shadow of which remains with us still today.


Yet the Holocaust was also a universal human tragedy. It was the greatest crime of man against man, during which humanity showed itself capable of incomparable inhumanity on an incomprehensible scale. Names were replaced by numbers, tattooed on forearms, as a permanent reminder of the depths to which humankind can sink and the evil it can impart on a fellow human being.


The late Chief Rabbi, Lord Sacks, spoke about the profound difference between history and memory. “History,” he taught, “is his story – an event that happened sometime else to someone else. Memory is my story – something that happened to me and is part of who I am. History is information. Memory, by contrast, is about identity... History is about the past as past. Memory is about the past as present.”


It is the Holocaust survivors who help us transform history into memory by their ability to humanise the inhumane. It is them and their words that make the past present.


Throughout my life, I consider it a singular privilege to have met so many survivors. As Patron of the Holocaust Memorial Day Trust, I have witnessed, and been greatly moved by, their harrowing testimony. I have drawn personal inspiration from the many Righteous among the Nations, who, like my dear grandmother, Princess Alice of Greece, put their own lives at immense risk to save Jewish men, women and children from certain death. I have seen the impact survivors’ words and their sheer presence have had on others, in schools, communities and organisations across our country and around the world.


One such occasion was in 2015 when my wife and I were particularly honoured to light six remembrance candles as part of the National Holocaust Memorial Day Ceremony in London. For the lighting of each candle, we were joined by a survivor who, like many others, had rebuilt their lives in the United Kingdom after the Second World War and contributed enormously to the fabric of our nation. One of the survivors was Lily Ebert B.E.M.
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The joint lighting of the candles was a recognition that the responsibility of memory is slowly but surely passing from the survivors to our generation, and to future generations not yet born. It symbolised the need for us to be fearless in confronting falsehoods and resolute in resisting words and acts of violence. It called on us to recommit ourselves to the beliefs of tolerance and respect and the central idea, set out in the Hebrew Bible, of b’tzelem elokim, that we are all, irrespective of race, colour, class or creed, created “in the image of God.”


These lessons, important then, remain vital now – especially when the events of the Holocaust are sometimes distorted, diminished, or denied, the testimony of victims and witnesses is invaluable and essential. This is what Lily, together with the other Holocaust survivors, understands only too well.


In co-authoring this book with her great grandson, Dov Forman, Lily has lit her own candle, and recognised the urgent necessity of passing both its light and the responsibility of remembrance between the generations. This is a task Dov has shown himself more than capable of carrying forward. Through his engaging and effective use of social media, Dov has demonstrated a determination to share his great grandmother’s story with a global audience. In being an enthusiastic partner in this work, Lily is once again showing her passion to use every avenue available to ensure that some good might come from the horrendous losses she suffered and the unspeakable evil she overcame.


Lily’s story is as profoundly moving as she is inspirational. It is for these reasons, among others, that I was humbled to be asked to contribute a foreword. She and her story are a beacon of light in the darkness; a symbol of hope amongst the despair.


In the depths of Auschwitz, Lily made herself a promise that if she survived, she would dedicate the rest of her life to ensuring the world knew what happened during the Holocaust. This book, which so powerfully captures her testimony, represents the fulfilment of that promise and the culmination of a lifetime of service to the human conscience. We would all do well to make Lily’s history our memory.















DOV











3 July 2020


North London


‘Let’s do something, Dov!’


My great-grandmother is restless. Ninety-six years old, Lily’s used to spending her days in schools, talking to children about her experiences in Auschwitz, or campaigning at public events. She hates being stuck in her flat alone.


Pandemic lockdown rules have eased at last – at least for the time being. After too many shouted conversations through a window while we stood in the garden, my family can finally spend Sabbath with Lily again, as we always used to.


‘Let’s do something, Dov!’ says Lily.


It’s Friday night, and we’re gathered in our bubble round the table. We’re all so happy to be with each other again, lighting the Shabbat candles together, blessing the bread. Such a special evening. Lily’s full of energy.


But I can see how much she misses her old life. She’s always thrived on meeting new people. As a living witness, Lily cherishes her role in Holocaust education. It’s not easy, but she’s determined to make a difference. She knows how much it means to people to hear her story from her own lips, how meeting her face to face can change the way someone sees the past and also the future.


‘Don’t worry, Safta!’ We all call her Safta because that’s what Mum’s always called her. It’s Hebrew for Grandma. ‘I’ll think of something.’


What can I do?


Schools and museums and universities have reopened, but nobody knows when public events might be possible again. It could be years. How many Holocaust survivors will still be alive by then? The Covid crisis has brought home a very painful truth: tough as she is, immortal as she seems, however much I love her, my great-grandma can’t live forever.


Lily is amazingly adventurous. She’s always curious about new things. A few years ago she sat on a sofa in the middle of Liverpool Street station and invited commuters to sit down and talk to her about the Holocaust. Last year we started a Twitter feed together. I tweeted a few times about Lily’s talks for Holocaust Memorial Day in January.


Now I’m thinking more seriously about using social media to introduce Safta and her story to new audiences. She’s taught me so much. Everyone who meets her adores her. And if ever there was a time to spread her message of tolerance, it feels like now.


‘Maybe we can do another tweet?’ I suggest.


‘Or another school visit?’ she replies eagerly.


Two weeks ago I organized her first Zoom appearance. She shared her testimony with my history teacher and answered his questions carefully. She’d never heard of Zoom before, but took to it like a pro. I was so proud. I contacted a journalist on Jewish News. How about a piece on how survivors are now teaching the lessons of the Holocaust online?


‘Not as good as in person – I like to see my audience!’ she told him. ‘But my generation’s always been used to adapting to new situations. If you have to do it, you do it. It’s always good to make the best of what you have in life.’


I posted a tweet with the link to her interview. It got sixty-five likes. Not bad, we all thought.


But now what? For the rest of Shabbat I quiz her about her story. My mum, Nina, joins in with the questions. Like me, she’s always been very interested in our family history. We’ve both grown up knowing Safta is a survivor, knowing why she always keeps a piece of bread beside her, why wasted food distresses her. We never played with toy guns or fought in her presence. We’ve heard her speak in public loads of times, yet there are lots of things about her I still don’t know.


What exactly happened to Lily and her sisters after Auschwitz? How did she feel when the war ended? Why didn’t she go home to Hungary?


‘What was it like, Safta?’ I ask. ‘How did you find the strength to keep going?’


‘You have to carry on. You always have to carry on.’


In the past, Lily made it a rule never to talk about the Holocaust on Shabbat. You’re not supposed to think about sad things on this day. I remember being horrified and embarrassed when one of my friends asked to see her tattoo one Saturday after shul. He was in year six, the year above me, and had just started learning about the Holocaust at primary school. He wanted to know more and was full of questions. So for the first time in my life, I saw Lily’s tattoo properly myself, as she showed us both. It was a shocking moment, which I’ll never forget. And we didn’t discuss it again for years.


But recently she seems to have really changed her mind about the kind of conversations we can have on Shabbat. I think we’ve all suddenly got a new sense of urgency. New stories we’ve never heard before begin to flow out of Safta. And the more she tells us, the more I want to know.


‘What was it like? How did you feel?’


‘The truth is, if you weren’t there, you can never understand.’


But I want to try. To be honest, I’ve not dared ask too many questions before. Every time she talks about the past, she has to relive it. I don’t want to cause her pain. But at the same time, I really want to know exactly what happened to her. I want to get everything completely straight in my head. I’m sixteen. Lily’s little sister Piri had survived a Nazi concentration camp and slave labour before she turned sixteen.


I’ve been thinking a lot about Auschwitz already. I’m supposed to be going there on a school trip at the end of the year. What’s the chance of that happening now? Lily was planning to travel with us.


Everything’s up in the air. Everything’s so unpredictable. Life feels a lot more fragile these days.


I don’t want these stories to disappear. I want to find a way to hold on to all that Lily’s given us, forever.


The next evening, at the end of Shabbat, Mum and I walk Lily back to her flat.


‘Why don’t you come in?’ she says. ‘I’ve got some things I want to show you, Dov.’


‘Hope you can find them, Safta,’ jokes Mum.


Safta’s flat is so full of stuff. I don’t think she’s ever thrown anything away. But only she knows what everything is, and where it lives.


I wait while she rummages in her cabinet. When she turns round, she’s beaming.


‘Look at this!’


She proudly holds up a football shirt. It’s royal blue with yellow stripes. I don’t actually recognize the team.


‘Wow!’ I try to sound interested.


‘It’s Maccabi, you know. From Tel Aviv. They gave it to me when I went to speak. What year was that? Never mind. Look – it’s signed!’


‘Amazing!’ And then I spot the bright orange cover of a fat little book in the cabinet behind her.


‘Hey, Safta, what’s that? That album, over there. Can I see it?’


We sit down side by side, and begin to leaf through it. The pages are plastic, like transparent wallets, and each one is stuffed with tiny black-and-white photographs. Some of them are more brown-and-white. Lots have those funny white crinkly borders.


I don’t think I’ve ever seen pictures of Lily’s family before, at least not ones from before the war. The first few seem very formal. Except one, slightly blurry: a line of three little children in a garden, solemn and serious and holding hands.


‘That’s me. That’s my brother Imi. That’s René. I was the oldest.’


‘I know, Safta! You’re still the oldest!’


Another, a later photo taken not long before they were deported, shows Lily with her brother and all three of her sisters. The girls are dressed alike, except Lily, and they have big bows in their hair. Wait! Shouldn’t there be another brother?


Lily looks sad. There’s a pause before she replies, and one hand briefly touches the gold pendant she always wears.


‘Bela was so serious about his Torah studies. He didn’t want to miss cheder that day.’


Here are her parents, looking both strange and familiar. Her mother’s called Nina, like my mother. She’s got a shy, slightly crooked smile. And here’s her father in a coat and hat. Ahron. Oh, like my great-uncle Roni! There’s a white-bearded rabbi in a long coat. And a faded sepia photo of a man with mutton-chop sideburns. Very Victorian.


‘My grandfather,’ Lily told me. ‘My Engelman grandfather. My mother’s father was a rabbi.’


‘Wow!’ I say again. I mean it this time.


Towards the end of the album, time has passed. The three oldest sisters look quite grown-up. ‘Where are you here?’ I ask. ‘Who are all these other girls?’


‘Oh, those are my friends in Switzerland. Hungarian survivors, like us. And that’s me with my sisters. That’s René. That’s Piri.’


They all look so similar, especially Lily and Piri.


As I lift the album nearer the light so I can see the pictures more clearly, something flutters out.


‘What’s this?’ I say, picking it up. ‘A banknote? Is this German?’


‘Oh, yes. An American soldier gave it to me after we were liberated. Look, that’s his writing.’


‘You’ve never shown me this, Safta!’ says Mum.


‘I didn’t think anyone else would be interested,’ Lily says. ‘I thought it was only special to me.’


I have to turn the note around to read it. The old-fashioned writing goes round the edge, the only space left for the soldier’s message: ‘A start to a new life. Good luck and happiness.’


Ten words of hope.


There are some letters along the top that look like Hebrew, but I can’t make them out. And at the bottom, the soldier’s written ‘assistant to Chaplain Schacter’.


‘But who was he?’ I asked. ‘What was his name?’


‘Oh, I can’t remember now! This was over seventy-five years ago. He was a Jewish soldier. I know that. Jewish American. So kind. We weren’t used to kindness.’


And suddenly she’s silent. She’s back in the past, remembering some things, forgetting others.


‘Why on earth did he write on a banknote?’ I ask.


‘He couldn’t find any paper, and he wanted to write me a little note. When we were leaving Germany, I suppose. Such a nice man.’


‘I’ll find him for you,’ I promise. ‘I’ll post it on Twitter. I bet someone out there will be able to track him down.’


Lily laughs. The kind of laugh that means, Don’t be silly!


Mum starts laughing too, and rolling her eyes.


‘Just wait. Really. Social media can be incredible,’ I insist. To be honest, I can’t be certain myself if this will work. But you never know. So many terrible things happen on social media. I want to prove that good things can happen too.


‘Let’s take some pictures now. I’ll tweet them in the morning.’


Lily holds out her hands – tiny, wrinkled – and I lay the note across them. I take pictures of the back and also the front, clearly showing the soldier’s message. And then we photograph another picture of Lily and her sisters, in identical checked dresses – quite eye-catching! They’re smiling in the company of some American GIs. Maybe one of those is the man?


‘Give me twenty-four hours,’ I say to Lily. She’s still laughing. ‘I bet you anything I can find him.’


And then we go back to looking at the family photographs, and Safta tells me and Mum about her happy life in Hungary before the war, in the little market town of Bonyhád where she grew up.









LILY









1920s


The truth is, I was a born leader. Right from the beginning, all my brothers and sisters looked up to me. There was never any question they wouldn’t do as I said. Of course, I was the eldest of the six of us, but I also had that kind of character. I liked being in charge, taking responsibility, and the others were always happy that way too – even Imi, my oldest brother, who was close at my heels, and barely a year younger than me. They knew I knew best. And later, that helped us all.


So I was the first child in the family to sit at the table with the grownups at the Pesach Seder – the feast that begins the Passover holiday. And that evening, all over our small, busy market town in south-western Hungary, other families were also celebrating. In December 1923, when I was born, out of Bonyhád’s growing population of nearly 7,000, about one in eight was Jewish. When my great-great-grandparents were growing up there a century earlier, before all faiths had equal rights in Hungary, a third of the town were Jews. Everyone in our long-established community looked forward eagerly to every Yom Tov, each religious holiday. We had enjoyed the spiritual guidance of eminent rabbis and respected Talmudic scholars for generations.


That memorable first Seder must have been April 1928. I was four years old and the only child in the household old enough to stay up late. Everything was laid out beautifully – salt water, bitter herbs, roasted egg, horseradish, wine, matzo and other symbolic foods – and the candles were lit. How proud I was to say the first sentence, the Ma Nishtana, asking my father the question clearly and loudly, just as I’d practised: ‘Why is this night different from all other nights?’


I loved nothing better than being with the grownups. I remember that feeling again when I was about ten, and I had a black coffee for the first time at my auntie’s house. Of course, it tasted horribly bitter, but I pretended I liked it. Actually, I just liked the fact that I was drinking it.


Now I’m with the big people, I told myself. And because I acted as if I were grown-up, even when I was really very little, my brothers and sisters respected my judgement just the same.


One Shabbat, when our parents were at shul, we were playing as usual in our enormous garden. It really was huge, with space for everything. In the front were flowers, bright and colourful: chrysanthemums like golden orbs and tall yellow sunflowers. We loved cutting off their flopping heads so we could pick out the stripy seeds, roast them in the range and crack open the kernels one by one, or feed them to our chickens. As you came round the side of the house there was a big lawn where we played endless ball games, catching and throwing and tossing the ball up onto the roof, never quite knowing where it would bounce off next. Then there was the sprawling walnut tree, branches low and easily reached, its bright green fruit always tempting us before the husks split open. We could never resist trying to break them apart to get to the nuts too soon. And always our fingers were left black and stained from our efforts.


Round the back, past the outhouses where wood and coal were stored, you came to the orchard and the vegetable garden. We had apple trees, plums, cherries . . . Every kind of fruit bush you could imagine. Corn-on-the-cob, tomatoes, peppers. A gardener did a lot of the hard work, but we also took it in turns to help with the watering and the picking. There was always something in the summer to be put away for winter, and something in the winter to be saved for the summer. Cucumbers to pickle. Fruit to bottle or boil up into jam. But, as I said, it was a Saturday, and we were an Orthodox family, and many of our neighbours were also Jewish.


The trouble was that it was also a beautiful summer’s day. We were a little bored and hungry, and nobody was around. And the fruit looked just so delicious.


‘No picking on Shabbat!’ I reminded my siblings.


We all knew the rules. There are thirty-nine different kinds of work which are forbidden on the Sabbath, and reaping is one of them.


I was a good girl really, perhaps ten or eleven years old then. I had responsibilities, and a reputation to keep up. My next sister, René, laughing and lively, was two and a half years younger. After her came Piri, born in 1929, a neat and fastidious child, and very artistic, but much more shy than René. Although René was very outgoing, I was definitely by far the biggest extrovert of us all. Bela, our other brother, was another three years behind Piri – the first birth I remember in the house – and Berta still a babe-in-arms, I think. We were all dressed the same, in our best clothes. We always had nice, neat clothes.


‘No picking,’ I repeated, more slowly, because I’d had an idea. I was sizing up the apple tree, looking at the low branches, looking at Imi, who was growing ever taller, as tall as me already. ‘But there’s nothing to say we can’t eat straight from the tree.’


And that’s exactly what we did. Heads back, hands clasped firmly behind our backs, obedient to the last, we mouthed at the shiny fruit, catching its smooth skin with our teeth. Not picking, though! Not breaking the law. The little ones nibbled at the currant bushes like young goats. They crouched down happily, and we used our lips to slip tart berries straight into hungry mouths.


I was the mastermind. Imi was my henchman. We made a perfect team. He was so good with his hands – like Piri – and had the neatest of fingers. I thought he could do anything. What’s more, he would do anything for me. When I had a wobbly tooth and I wanted it gone, Imi pulled it out, with a thread fastened to a door handle and a sharp slam. One day, when he was even younger, I took it into my head that I wanted to play with the pom-poms stitched all around the heavy embroidered tablecloth, a special covering that only came out for guests. I asked him to cut them off for me. Snip! Snip! Snip! Eager to please me, he scissored off every one.


We were both fascinated by small creatures. The two of us would collect crickets and worms and snails and frogs from the garden and watch them for hours on end, trying to work out exactly how they moved, or ate, or made their strange noises.


I loved being with Imi because he always helped me do what I wanted to do; he listened carefully to my ideas and together we put them into practice.


Our parents once bought Berta a beautiful new china doll, which she’d seen in town and fallen in love with. Our youngest sister was bright and bubbly and she could wrap our father round her little finger. We all adored her. The doll was very special and unusual, because when you laid her back, her eyes magically closed. We’d never seen anything like it before!


‘How on earth can that be?’ I wondered. ‘Imi, you’ll have to help me find out.’


‘What do you want me to do?’


‘Let’s smash the head and then we’ll be able to see how the eyes work!’


He was a willing accomplice. I expect he was just as curious. But it was no good. Somehow the mechanism also got broken, so we were left with no answers and no doll. Poor Berta! She was very forgiving. Maybe we thought Apu would buy her a replacement? After all, she hadn’t had to ask him twice for the big red spotty ball she wanted so much.


Another time I wanted to know how a watch worked, to find out what was happening inside the ticking silver case. Naturally, I asked Imi to take it apart so we could both see. After he’d shown me the cogs and springs of my mother’s watch, of course we wanted to check my father’s too. I always egged Imi on. How could I be blamed? I hadn’t done anything wrong!


In fact, my parents knew exactly who was behind each piece of mischief. Yet somehow I don’t remember either of us getting into trouble or being punished.


‘Oh, mein Kind!’ Apu would say to me. He was happier speaking German than Hungarian, and much of his business was in that language. ‘Ich hätte nicht gedacht, dass du das tun würdest!’ Oh, my child! I didn’t think you’d do that!


And in future, my father and mother – Apu and Anyuka – took better care not to leave their watches unguarded.


They weren’t at all happy with me the time they discovered I’d opened the door to a cage full of chickens I’d come across in our garden, and released them into freedom. I felt so sorry for the birds, all cooped up like that, one on top of the other, and they looked so miserable. Yet my parents only actually drew the line twice, as far as I can remember. Quite reasonable of them, really. Imi and I were thwarted in our plan to sell little René. Not that she minded. Even when she was tiny, René would do anything she could to make someone else happy.


And Imi was quite desperate to have his own pet lamb. He simply wouldn’t stop talking about the idea, nagging and nagging at our parents. He even went to the trouble of building a pen on the grass for it to live in. Yet no lamb ever arrived.


Apu and Anyuka knew we were adventurous, and perhaps mischievous, but never malicious or cruel. We were generally polite and well behaved at school, and that was what mattered to them. They taught us to be respectful, of course: no child would ever have sat in our father’s chair at the head of the dining table, or answered back to him. Conversation between different generations wasn’t nearly as free as it is today. We didn’t expect to be taken into their confidence, and we never asked personal questions. So to this day I have no idea how my parents met.


Born into a large rabbinical family in 1897, my mother grew up in a summer resort called Szenc, or Senec, near Bratislava, which had been in the old Kingdom of Hungary and then became part of Czechoslovakia, a republic created after the First World War and its treaties. Twelve years older than his wife, my father was born in Bonyhád, like his father, and grandfather, and great-grandfather, and all his many cousins and nephews and nieces. Just like us, both Nina Breznitz and Ahron Engelman grew up in big, close-knit, middle-class Jewish families, Hungarian through and through, comfortably off and secure in every way. Why should that change?


Looking back, I remember only harmony in our home. It was noisy, but peaceful. If Apu and Anyuka ever had cross words with each other, we children certainly didn’t hear them. If we little ones had an argument, it was quickly forgotten. It helped that René was naturally such a very kind person, who avoided disagreements at all costs. Whenever Anyuka called for someone to lay the table or tidy up, she’d be the first to run and help. In fact, if anyone ever needed anything, she was always there, ready to do whatever she could.


Every one of us was allowed to be ourselves. Like my father, Piri was quite obsessive about hygiene. She couldn’t bear to eat anything that somebody else’s hand had touched, for example. But that was fine. Our mother and father were very understanding. So on Friday nights, when Apu recited kiddush, the blessing before the Sabbath meal that we say over wine, and then the tall silver goblet was passed around the table for each person in the family to have a sip in order of age, Piri would have her own cup.


Really, I had the best parents any child could dream of: they were kind, calm, loving and very lenient indeed. Despite our escapades, I think they believed we were the cleverest and most beautiful children in the whole wide world. We grew up in a kind of cocoon, so safe and protected from the evils of the world we didn’t even know evil existed.


Every morning, Apu would come into the kitchen and have a very hot coffee, and lick the cream from the top of the milk, which we collected each day from the farmer on the edge of town. The baker came past all the houses carrying little butter rolls, called zemmel, on his back. That’s what we ate for breakfast before we ran out of the house to school.


We weren’t the wealthiest family, and there was nothing especially grand about our house, but it was on one of the nicest streets in the town – Perczel Mór, number 32. Our neighbourhood was very friendly, and we children wanted for nothing. Really, we had no worries in life at all. And you simply can’t imagine what freedom we enjoyed. The wide, tree-lined streets held no dangers: there were few strangers and only one car in the whole town, a taxi service that took people to the station at Szakály-Hőgyész, thirty kilometres away. You could also catch a rather rickety bus. Bonyhád’s own small railway station was mostly used by goods trains. Otherwise it was all horses and donkeys, carriages or carts, and sleighs in the long, snowy winters.


Sometimes we played in the attic. The house had only one storey, and in the big roof space we hung up the washing to dry in winter, and kept the Passover china and cutlery. There were also lots of mysterious old papers and letters belonging to my father and grandfather, with interesting stamps on the envelopes, which we liked to take off to stick in our collections. The plaything we loved best indoors was a beautiful, dapple-grey rocking horse, which had real horsehair for its mane and tail, a leather saddle and reins, and proper metal stirrups.


But we were usually outside, playing ball games, skipping or hopscotch, or sliding around on the simple skating rink we made each year by flooding the garden lawn as soon as the weather turned icy in November. Winters were extremely cold, but we enjoyed playing outside in the snow and then coming indoors to toast our frozen fingers by the kitchen range. Soft fur hats and muffs kept us warm when we were sledging.


So many of our friends were our relatives, and our relatives our friends. All year round we ran freely back and forth between each other’s houses whenever we liked, sure of there being someone to play with wherever we went, or to make up the numbers for a game. Although she was the quietest, Piri was especially popular. Her friends were constantly dropping by. They loved her because she was so friendly and easy-going and interesting to talk to. Berta, too, had an endless stream of visitors.


One of my own favourite companions was my first cousin Hilda, who was nearly exactly my age and in my class at school too. She was taller and quieter than me, and such a clever girl. Very pretty, she had straight brown hair and brown eyes, a bit like mine. She was the youngest in her family, with three older sisters and a brother. We played together a lot, but, as we got older, most of all we liked to talk.


Bonyhád was a friendly, bustling kind of place, with lots of little shops, a few bigger stores, a couple of small factories, an outdoor swimming pool, two active synagogues and three churches. It was full of Engelmans. Most of the family were in business one way or another, and nobody lived or worked more than ten or twenty minutes’ walk away. Two of my uncles, Leo and Sandor, had a big porcelain and china shop at number 4 Horthy Street. Apu’s own shop wasn’t far from either the house or his brothers’ establishment, and we often ran back and forth with messages. My father sold textiles. All the different rolls of material lay stacked on shelves up to the ceiling: warm wools, colourful cottons, fancy silks and satins, practical workwear fabrics, and most of them ordered by post from all over the world, so my father didn’t need to travel much himself, and was rarely absent from the family home. But there was so much paperwork! He seemed to be forever writing letters. The shop had several staff, smartly dressed men with wooden metre sticks who measured out the material for the customers with a swish, swish, swish on big tables and cut it with shining scissor blades.


And, of course, we were very well dressed ourselves. My mother had new clothes made for all the family three or four times a year. As the eldest, as well as more privileges and toys, I had more new clothes than the others. But, certainly for shul or for family celebrations, my mother liked us all to dress the same. So whenever I had a new outfit, so did all my sisters. I remember sailor suits were all the rage in Hungary in the early 1930s. In England too, I later learned. So one year all six of us wore identical neat sailor suits, with big square white collars and navy ribbons tied at the front. We looked a fine crew, and we felt like one too.


On the most special days of all – birthdays and Holy Days – I was allowed to wear my golden angel necklace. The pendant was quite simple: a golden disk with a tiny thoughtful cherub hanging from a chain, chin cupped in hand, eyes raised wistfully. A sweet and innocent charm, given to an innocent little girl when she was too young even to remember exactly when or why. I discovered quite recently that my cherub was copied from an Italian painting – one of the much-loved pair of baby angels in Raphael’s Sistine Madonna. My mother kept my pendant in a little box in her wardrobe. On the days she wanted me to look my best, she would fetch the necklace and fasten it for me. This was a great treat that made me feel loved and special.


I think I had the best parents in all the world.









1930s


The one thing my parents really cared about was education. They wanted us to learn, and did everything to make it easy for us to do so. Luckily, we were all pretty good at school, and picked things up quickly. So I was sent a year early to the Jewish primary school we all attended, boys and girls together, three year groups in one class. At first, we each had our own little blackboard. Later, we got paper to write and draw on.


I remember bursting into tears one day, because some children were given books and I only got sheets of paper.


‘But I can read and write too!’ I told the teacher when she asked me why I was crying. ‘Why can’t I have a book?’


‘Don’t worry! Those children are older. Nobody gets a book in their first year,’ she explained, and I was comforted.


It was more of a struggle at school for Imi at first just because he was left-handed – like Piri – and they forced him to write with his right hand. But he caught up quickly and was bright and hardworking, so in the end he did all his matriculation exams in one year instead of two, at the age of just fifteen or sixteen. Every day after school he would go to the beit midrash, the ‘house of study’ beside our fine new synagogue, and learn the Torah. On darker winter evenings, determined to keep learning, Imi would go outside and work by the light of the electric streetlamps: he found the lighting in the house too dim.


I’m shocked now, thinking about some of the things our schoolteachers used to do. Instead of encouraging children who struggled with their learning, they used to humiliate them. If someone couldn’t solve a maths problem, the teacher would call in a child from one of the younger classes and get them to answer the question. As I was so good with numbers, I was often brought into the older classes. Still, it was a terrible way to teach a child!


I used to get into trouble at school for one thing only: shouting out the answers. I couldn’t help myself. I just wanted to be a good student.


‘Lily, you be quiet!’ the teacher used to say. (My real name was Livia Engelman, but everyone always called me Lily.)


We had to learn lots of poems by heart, in Hungarian and also in German – we were at ease in both – and I can remember them still. The older you got, the more poems you had to learn. It wasn’t very fair, because some children have good memories and others not so good. I was lucky, and found it easy. At home, I’d test the little ones on their verses, and help them learn the lines by heart. As for Imi, he liked poetry so much he used to write his own.


There were plenty of other German speakers in Bonyhád – like the dairy farmer, whose family were Danube Swabians. Like the Jews, Swabians had been encouraged to help build up commerce in the small cities of the new Austro-Hungarian Empire in the nineteenth century. Both communities were valued for hard work and enterprise. The important thing was that we were all Hungarian, whether Catholic, Lutheran, or Jewish. As well as Orthodox Jews like us, there was a sep arate congregation of Neolog Jews, who were more modern and liberal in their ways, and about half our number. Every single one of us felt Hungarian through and through, without any question. The Orthodox Jews were certainly much stricter than the Neologs, but few of the men had beards, as some people might expect. Razors are not permitted in Orthodox Judaism, but my father used a terrible smelly chemical stuff called Rasol to get the clean-shaven look.


So we all got along very well. There were even Christian children at our Jewish primary school because their parents thought they’d get a better education there.


I was happiest learning new things, mathematics most of all. But we girls also had to master sewing. I enjoyed embroidery to begin with. Like poetry, it’s something you don’t forget. So I still know exactly how to do every stitch I learned as a little girl – cross stitch, satin stitch, chain stitch, back stitch, blanket stitch, feather stitch, knots of all kinds. But once I’d mastered each new one, I had no patience for the time it took to finish the whole piece of work, with its patterns of flowers or birds or hearts. I’d rather be working with numbers than a needle.


Beautiful Piri was so much better with her hands than I was. Amazingly artistic, she loved nothing better than to draw or paint. But she was also a perfectionist. She’d never start anything unless she knew she would be able to finish it in exactly the way she wanted.


Although we came back from school for lunch, which was usually potato soup or pasta, we all returned at different times, so we didn’t eat together at midday. But still my mother always prepared it for us herself. Looking back, I can’t understand why we let her do so much for us. We could easily have got our own food. But that’s what she was like, always doing everything for her children, helped by our housekeeper, Burgi, a Christian woman of about my mother’s age, who lived with us almost like one of the family. She could do the work we weren’t allowed to do on Shabbat, and then go to church on Sunday if she wanted to. There was such a lot of cooking and housework, since everything had to be made from scratch. You couldn’t just go and buy pasta, for example – it would have to be made from flour and eggs. But though I was the eldest, and a girl, my mother didn’t want me to waste time in the kitchen. She wanted me to study. I wonder whether she knew that I’d never get that chance again. Jewish girls like me rarely went to university, so I suppose the usual next step after school would have been marriage and running my own household and eventually bringing up a family. But we didn’t speak of this, even when I was older, and I was never aware of any matchmaking going on behind the scenes. I think Anyuka could see how much I enjoyed school, and using my mind, and she was happy to keep me innocent and shielded from the realities of life for as long as possible. It also meant I could help the younger ones.


We usually did our homework together in the biggest room in the house, where the dining table was, and where we all sat down to dinner every evening at six, after Apu had come back from shul and Imi – and later Bela – had returned from Talmudic school.


There were plenty of books in the house, in both Hungarian and German. Anyuka loved to read too, to herself when she had time and also to us. Her favourite book was a big heavy collection of Shakespeare stories translated into Hungarian. She sat in a chair reading aloud, with all six children sitting at her feet, listening. Every night we read ourselves to sleep, Imi and Bela in one bedroom, the girls taking it in turns to share the other rooms, swapping beds whenever we pleased. Nobody ever had to tell us when to turn out the light. Or maybe the others just followed my example.


They were used to that. If we were playing mummies and daddies, of course I was always the mummy. If we played schools, yes, I was always the teacher. Firm and fair. My word, the law. As I said, harmony reigned in Bonyhád. We had a contented and comfortable life, and, naively perhaps, we took it all for granted.


There was only one big change in my childhood, and that was when the time came for me to go to middle school. My father’s family all lived in Bonyhád, but my mother’s many siblings were more scattered. One sister, Gisela, lived a hundred miles away in Pápa, an old town the other side of Lake Balaton with a large Jewish population, which had enjoyed the protection of the famous Esterhazy family for several centuries. Gisela was married to David Gunsberger, a man of some standing, since he was the principal of the boys’ school in Pápa. But after ten years of marriage, they were still childless.


Who made the suggestion, I cannot say. And I can only imagine how hard it was for my parents to let me go, especially my mother. But Nina had such a full house, and she felt sorry for her lonely sister, so the autumn before I turned thirteen, I was sent away to Pápa, where I started the next stage of my schooling, and lived with my aunt and uncle as their daughter. A very spoiled only daughter, of course! Though I loved the attention, I missed my parents and siblings very much. I didn’t let it show, and there was much to distract me, as I made friends quickly and easily in the new town. Who knows how long I might have stayed, if Gisela hadn’t finally fallen pregnant?


Loyaush, my baby cousin, was born in the summer. That meant the party for his brit, the circumcision ceremony which took place when he was eight days old, could be held in the garden, and it was a fine celebration, with lots of delicious food. As a girl, I didn’t have to concern myself with the details – all that happened out of sight of the women. The Gunsberger home filled up with people. A great crowd, all so happy for my aunt and uncle.


By the time it was Rosh Hashanah, the Jewish New Year, I was home again, and ready to rejoin my friends at a new school. So that was September 1936. Had my place as the head of the children been taken? Certainly not. Imi had no desire to put himself forward. René, Piri, Bela and Berta were also as pleased to have me back as I was to return. Bela, now at school, was turning into quite a serious, studious little boy, and very religious. Berta was still adored and indulged by the whole family, especially by our father. But she preferred to act older than her age rather than let us baby her and always tried to keep up with her big sisters. And so I went back to my old routines, feeling a little more grown-up, and taking on a few more responsibilities. I was always proud to do that.


The girls’ high school, where I joined my old friends and cousins, including Hilda, was actually a Catholic school, in Zárda Street, off Vörösmarty Square. The square was the centre of town, always so busy on market days, Tuesdays and Thursdays, when peasants from the countryside all around came to sell their produce: geese, chickens, eggs, nuts, fruit, vegetables and cheeses were all piled onto horse-drawn carts or carried on the women’s heads in baskets. Our schoolteachers were nuns, but there were plenty of Jewish girls there with us. Although we had to attend school on Saturdays, they respected our religion and we were never made to write anything on Shabbat. We were certainly never made to feel different. Nobody ever teased me for being Jewish.


As far as I know, Imi’s experience at his high school was just the same. I’m not sure we even knew there was such a thing as antisemitism when we were very young. It would have seemed a ridiculous idea.









1939–1941


We never talked about politics at home. I suppose politics was for men, young men most of all. I’m sure my father must have known all about the new laws controlling Jews in Hungary. But he kept that knowledge from his children, maybe even from his wife.


Neither antisemitic violence nor political antisemitism were anything new in Hungary, but both reached new heights after the First World War, and the end of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. The Treaty of Trianon had left Hungary less than a third of its former size. Jews quickly became scapegoats.


A few years before I was born, and long, long before Hitler’s rise, legislation introduced quotas in Hungarian universities, cutting the number of Jewish students from 15–20 per cent to only 6 per cent. The numerus clausus (closed number) law of 1920 officially said no more than 6 per cent of any minority could study, but it was clearly aimed at the Jews, who were at that time by far the most numerous and successful group in Hungary’s middle classes. Jewish students were regularly beaten up. As for Jewish women, they had even less chance of an education beyond school. Perhaps the numerus clausus law was why, at an early age, Imi decided to become a dentist’s apprentice. Or perhaps it was always his vocation, being so quick and clever with his hands and thoughtful about other people.


The Kingdom of Hungary moved ever closer to Nazi Germany, partly because of Regent Miklós Horthy’s outspoken antisemitism, partly because an alliance would help win back disputed Hungarian-speaking territories in Czechoslovakia and Romania. After Hitler’s takeover of Austria in 1938, Hungary’s right-wing, autocratic government passed a series of laws and decrees directly against Jews that stopped us from being equal citizens in our country. By the time war broke out in Europe, a few months before I turned sixteen, and Imi fifteen, Hungary shared a border with Germany.


To be Jewish became a racial matter, not a religious one. If you had more than one Jewish grandparent, then you were a Jew, even if you’d never set foot in a synagogue. Jews were barred from all kinds of professions, including law and medicine, journalism and engineering. Even acting in films or at the theatre was no longer possible. They couldn’t work in the civil service at all. Most Jews lost the right to vote. The government claimed Hungary was in ‘the clutches of Jewish bankers and industrialists’ and had to be freed. By 1942 further laws would confiscate land and property, and forced Jewish emigration became official policy. Yet Jews continued to proclaim their unswerving loyalty to their fatherland.
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For the Jewish people, the Holocaust was a personal tragedy. By the end of the
Second World War, one-third of European Jewry had perished at the hands of the
Nazis. Six million innocent Jewish men, women and children murdered for no
reason other than the religion they were born into. A great pillar of smoke covered
all of Europe; the shadow of which remains with us still today.

Yet the Holocaust was also a universal human tragedy. It was the greatest crime of
man against man, during which humanity showed itself capable of incomparable
inhumanity on an incomprehensible scale. Names were replaced by numbers,
tattooed on forearms, as a permanent reminder of the depths to which humankind
can sink and the evil it can impart on a fellow human being.

The late Chief Rabbi, Lord Sacks, spoke about the profound difference between
history and memory. “History,” he taught, “is Ais story — an event that happened
sometime else to someone else. Memory is my story — something that happened to
me and is part of who I am. History is information. Memory, by contrast, is about
identity... History is about the past as past. Memory is about the past as present.”

It is the Holocaust survivors who help us transform history into memory by their
ability to humanise the inhumane. It is them and their words that make the past
present.

Throughout my life, I consider it a singular privilege to have met so many survivors.
As Patron of the Holocaust Memorial Day Trust, I have witnessed, and been greatly
moved by, their harrowing testimony. I have drawn personal inspiration from the
many Righteous among the Nations, who, like my dear grandmother, Princess Alice
of Greece, put their own lives at immense risk to save Jewish men, women and
children from certain death. I have seen the impact survivors’ words and their sheer
presence have had on others, in schools, communities and organisations across our
country and around the world.

One such occasion was in 2015 when my wife and I were particularly honoured to
light six remembrance candles as part of the National Holocaust Memorial Day
Ceremony in London. For the lighting of each candle, we were joined by a survivor
who, like many others, had rebuilt their lives in the United Kingdom after the Second
World War and contributed enormously to the fabric of our nation. One of the
survivors was Lily Ebert B.E.M.
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The joint lighting of the candles was a recognition that the responsibility of memory
is slowly but surely passing from the survivors to our generation, and to future
generations not yet born. It symbolised the need for us to be fearless in confronting
falsehoods and resolute in resisting words and acts of violence. It called on us to
recommit ourselves to the beliefs of tolerance and respect and the central idea, set
out in the Hebrew Bible, of b tzelem elokim, that we are all, irrespective of race,
colour, class or creed, created “in the image of God.”

These lessons, important then, remain vital now — especially when the events of the
Holocaust are sometimes distorted, diminished, or denied, the testimony of victims
and witnesses is invaluable and essential. This is what Lily, together with the other
Holocaust survivors, understands only too well.

In co-authoring this book with her great grandson, Dov Forman, Lily has lit her own
candle, and recognised the urgent necessity of passing both its light and the
responsibility of remembrance between the generations. This is a task Dov has
shown himself more than capable of carrying forward. Through his engaging and
effective use of social media, Dov has demonstrated a determination to share his
great grandmother’s story with a global audience. In being an enthusiastic partner
in this work, Lily is once again showing her passion to use every avenue available
to ensure that some good might come from the horrendous losses she suffered and
the unspeakable evil she overcame.

Lily’s story is as profoundly moving as she is inspirational. It is for these reasons,
among others, that I was humbled to be asked to contribute a foreword. She and her
story are a beacon of light in the darkness; a symbol of hope amongst the despair.

In the depths of Auschwitz, Lily made herself a promise that if she survived, she
would dedicate the rest of her life to ensuring the world knew what happened during
the Holocaust. This book, which so powerfully captures her testimony, represents
the fulfilment of that promise and the culmination of a lifetime of service to the
human conscience. We would all do well to make Lily’s history our memory.
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