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Praise for

The Great Escape


“Describes the crossroads where art and politics meet, the perils of dictatorship and the horrors of war, all of it punctuated by the frantic struggle to create the atomic bomb.… Deserves a special place on bookshelves alongside Budapest 1900.”

—ROBERT LEITER, THE NEW YORK TIMES BOOK REVIEW

“No exaggeration at all is needed to stress the importance of these individuals, who really did ‘change the world,’ as the book’s subtitle has it.… No false melodrama is needed for Marton to make this an intensely gripping story.… For a European, this story—with its reminder of horrors still within living memory—is painful and absorbing to read.”

—GEOFFREY WHEATCROFT, THE WASHINGTON POST BOOK WORLD

“Marton, who fled Hungary as a child in 1957, illuminates Budapest’s vertiginous Golden Age and the darkness that followed.… By looking at these nine lives—salvaged, and crucial—Marton provides a moving measure of how much was lost.”

—THE NEW YORKER

“The Great Escape is a good fit for Kati Marton’s multifarious talents, requiring deep knowledge of the history and culture of Budapest, the analytical abilities of a seasoned reporter and a keen understanding of what it means to leave one’s country behind.… While the work of uncovering this neglected piece of history required the skills of a worldly journalist, the telling came from the heart.… This is a book that should be read with special care.”

—KIMBERLY MARLOWE HARTNETT, THE SEATTLE TIMES

“Marton writes with passion and the journalist’s eye for telling detail as she creates an integrated story of nine who thought and dreamed large.”

—SANDEE BRAWARSKY, JEWISH WEEK

“Engaging.… The book’s subtitle ‘Nine Jews Who Fled Hitler and Changed the World’ could hardly be called an exaggeration.”

—EDWARD SEROTTA, THE FORWARD

“Marton’s compelling narrative zigzags in and out of [her characters’] lives throughout the book, tying the men together and disbanding them eerily, perhaps unconsciously mimicking the fragmented futures they would face as exiles forced to run for their lives.”

—ELAINE MARGOLIN, THE JERUSALEM POST

“Our Fave.… These were individualists who marked indelibly the worlds of physics, cinema, literature, photography and mathematics for all time. As she seamlessly weaves their stories across the years, Marton underscores the particular dreams that took them far from their birthplace, even as it remained part of their souls.”

—MICHAEL J. BANDLER, GO MAGAZINE

“Noted journalist and bestselling author Marton offers a haunting tale of the wartime Hungarian diaspora.… Marton intricately charts each man’s career in the context of WWII and Cold War history.… Marton captures her fellow Hungarians’ nostalgia for prewar Budapest, evoking its flamboyant cafes, its trams, boulevards and cosmopolitan Jewish community. Marton writes beautifully, balancing sharply defined character studies of each man with insights into their shared cultural traits and uprootedness.”

—PUBLISHERS WEEKLY (STARRED REVIEW)

“An engrossing book.… Marton does such a good job of introducing her subjects, showing how they persevered through prejudice and personal problems to shape their times, that she leaves the reader wanting to learn more. Highly recommended.”

—LIBRARY JOURNAL

“For award-winning journalist Kati Marton, The Great Escape is a love letter—not just to the nine amazing men she profiles but to her native Hungary. She writes almost insistently, with historical detail packed into every sentence, passionate that we never forget the Hungarian story. We are swept from Budapest’s once-glittering grandeur to the suffocating darkness that followed and into the lives of artists and scientists who fled Hitler and spread their brilliance throughout America and Europe.”

—JULIE HEABERLIN, FORT WORTH STAR-TELEGRAM

“Thoughtful.… Tells the story of nine men who fled anti-Semitism and went on to stunning accomplishments.… Their stories are all compelling.”

—DENNIS LYTHGOE, DESERET MORNING NEWS

“This is the fascinating true story of nine remarkable men who survived the Nazi terror and went on to play vital roles in shaping the twentieth century. The men, all products of Budapest’s Golden Age, reinvented themselves and assimilated cultures as they moved westward to Vienna, Berlin, Paris, London, New York, and Hollywood. The Great Escape is an inspirational account of human survival and triumph against the greatest odds.”

—TUCSON CITIZEN

“A wonderfully written and thoroughly readable account.… Endlessly enjoyable.… A magnificent adventure story.”

—DAVID M. KINCHEN, THE HUNTINGTON NEWS

“Filled with a number of wonderful anecdotes.… Marton’s book makes you want to reread Darkness at Noon and get to Blockbuster to rent Casablanca.”

—JENNIFER HUNTER, CHICAGO SUN-TIMES

“A prodigious feat of research.… Ms. Marton combines the craft of a seasoned journalist with empathy for her subjects.… Reading The Great Escape is a painless way to absorb history, its vast sweep made comprehensible… through individual narratives.… Marton has done us the great service of capturing an evanescent era, the last of whose witnesses will soon be gone.”

—ALEXANDRA SHELLEY, THE EAST HAMPTON STAR (NEW YORK)

“Born in Budapest and a refugee of the abortive Hungarian rebellion of 1956, Marton relates these stories with the passion of a proud daughter of a country that is famous for countrymen that needed to flee to be free.… The pictures are stunning.”

—LARRY SHIELD, THE ROANOKE TIMES (VIRGINIA)

“Fascinating!… The story of nine men who grew up in Budapest and were driven from Hungary by fascism, just one step ahead of Hitler’s era of terror. They came to the West, especially the United States, and their tremendous achievements changed life for us all.”

—BETTY E. STEIN, FORT WAYNE NEWS SENTINEL (INDIANA)

“Kati Marton’s wonderful book celebrates what is glorious and eternal in the human condition.”

—ELIE WIESEL, NOBEL LAUREATE AND PROFESSOR OF HUMANITIES, BOSTON UNIVERSITY

“Just when you thought you’d heard all the stories about World War II, along comes The Great Escape, a great read and a long overdue account of the remarkable lives of a small band of greatly gifted Hungarians who made profoundly important contributions to the American effort. Kati Marton tells this astonishing story with grace and passion, a sharp eye for the telling detail and the broad sweep of history.”

—TOM BROKAW, AUTHOR OF THE GREATEST GENERATION

“Kati Marton captures beautifully the genius and flair, as well as the insecurity and essential loneliness, of nine brilliant Jewish refugees from Hungary. Not only is this great biography, it gives a touching insight into human nature and the wellsprings of creative ambition.”

—WALTER ISAACSON, AUTHOR OF BENJAMIN FRANKLIN

“The Great Escape is a tangy history of key moments in twentieth-century history as well as a glittering gallery of the boulevardiers, bon vivants, and dandies who were the makers of history. Who else but a gifted ex-Hungarian writing about the epochal gifts of other ex-Hungarians could have produced this paprika-and-champagne book? Bravissima, Kati Marton!”

—FREDERIC MORTON, AUTHOR OF A NERVOUS SPLENDOR AND RUNAWAY WALTZ

“Hungarians, those men from Mars, escaped west in the years before World War II and gave us great scientists, filmmakers, photographers, and engineers. Kati Marton’s lively, engaging group portrait recovers for us the lives and work of the extraordinary men who invented Hollywood and the atomic bomb.”

—RICHARD RHODES, AUTHOR OF THE MAKING OF THE ATOMIC BOMB

“The Great Escape is an evocation of genius in exile, a panoramic view of nine twentieth-century giants from Hungary who in Nazi times had to flee their country and often against great odds realized their genius in the West. Kati Marton, a seasoned American writer whose native language was the Magyar that is so unmanageable for the rest of us, has set her imaginatively researched, finely drawn individual biographies in the context of the Euro-American world of the last century and has given them a spice of Budapest nostalgia. Her book is an instructive, moving delight.”

—FRITZ STERN, AUTHOR OF FIVE GERMANYS I HAVE KNOWN

“A remarkable woman writes about nine remarkable men who fled from Hitler and from fascism. These men, scientists and artists, were united by a shared search for freedom. They made their way to America and to England and made their impact on the free world. Kati Marton, who took this trip herself, relates their journey and the choices in their lives. She writes with passion and commitment about a world which too many could not escape, but some were fortunate enough to do so. It is a story that is gripping and a book that should be read.”

—FELIX G. ROHATYN

“One of the great advantages of America as an open society is that it has welcomed people of different continents, faiths, ideologies, and ethnic and racial backgrounds who in turn have helped to ensure both the progress of our society and enriched its culture, as well. Those who have been cast off by or fled from totalitarian regimes such as Nazi Germany, Fascist Italy, and the Soviet Union personify the wealth of knowledge and talent that might have been lost to the world had the U.S. not provided them with more than a sanctuary but also a new country, a new home, and citizenship. In this insightful, moving, and deftly researched book, Kati Marton writes about nine Hungarians whose experiences are a prism through which we can see the quest and ultimate triumph of humanity seeking the right to dream and the freedom to create.”

—VARTAN GREGORIAN, PRESIDENT, CARNEGIE CORPORATION OF NEW YORK

“A moving account of nine emigrants from Hungary who changed our world and their professions—a remarkable testament to the intrepid human spirit.”

—HENRY KISSINGER

“Kati Marton has not written a book about Hungarians. The tale she tells, grippingly and poignantly, is a universal one—about a group of scientists, artists, and thinkers driven from their homes and forced to confront strange new lands and people. As these restive exiles ran from their memories of a lost world, Marton shows, they managed to harness their pain, tap their latent genius, and forever alter history. At a time when anti-Americanism mounts and foreigners are increasingly turned away from America’s shores, Marton’s story is also a timely one—there has hardly been a more urgent time to reflect on the immigrant roots and principled foundation of American greatness.”

—SAMANTHA POWER, AUTHOR OF A PROBLEM FROM HELL: AMERICA AND THE AGE OF GENOCIDE
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To my parents, Ilona Marton (1912–2004) and Endre Marton (1910–2005)
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Hungarians are the only people in Europe without racial or linguistic relatives in Europe, therefore they are the loneliest on this continent. This… perhaps explains the peculiar intensity of their existence.… Hopeless solitude feeds their creativity, their desire for achieving.… To be Hungarian is a collective neurosis.

—ARTHUR KOESTLER
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INTRODUCTION MAGIC IN THEIR POCKETS


On a muggy day in July of 1939, two young physicists got into a blue Dodge coupé, crossed the Triborough Bridge, and drove past the futuristic World’s Fair pavilion, passing fruit stands, vineyards, and modest farmhouses along Route 25, much of which was still unpaved, looking for the world’s most famous scientist, Albert Einstein, who was spending the summer on Long Island. Their trip, and a second shortly thereafter, would have historic consequences.

Inside the car, which was his, Eugene Wigner, wispy-voiced and as unprepossessing as a small-town pharmacist, listened patiently to the intense, curly-haired Leo Szilard. Wigner always let his friend, whom he called “The General,” think he was in charge, but Wigner’s piercing eyes, hidden behind steel-rimmed glasses, missed nothing. As they drove, they argued in their native tongue, Hungarian, about what they would say to the great man.

Deep in a typically heated conversation, the two Hungarians got lost. For two hours they drove around the South Shore; Einstein’s retreat, however, was in Peconic, on the North. Finally, they found Peconic, but the roads and gray shingle houses all looked identical to the pudgy Szilard, sweaty in his gray wool suit. Agitated, he began to think that fate might be against their bold step. The cooler Wigner calmed him down. “Let’s just ask somebody where Einstein lives,” he suggested. “Everybody knows who Einstein is.” Finally, a boy of about seven pointed his fishing rod toward a one-story house with a screened front porch.

The sixty-year-old Einstein welcomed his visitors, old friends from Berlin days, wearing a white undershirt and rolled-up trousers. He had spent the morning sailing. Szilard and Wigner now switched to German and went straight to the point; they were in no mood for small talk. Einstein was aware of recent experiments in Germany suggesting that if neutrons bombarded uranium a nuclear chain reaction could be created. But the second part of the Hungarians’ message was news to Einstein: that a nuclear chain reaction could lead to incredibly powerful bombs—atomic bombs! Shaking his famous white mane, Einstein said, “Daran habe ich gar nicht gedacht”—I had not thought of that at all. But Einstein’s former colleagues at the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute for Physics in Berlin, Szilard warned, appeared to be closing in on the discovery. Until that moment, Einstein, the man whose theories had launched the revolution in physics, had not believed that atomic energy would be liberated “in my lifetime.” Now he saw how his famous equation of 1905, E=mc2, might apply to the explosive release of energy from mass, using uranium bombs.

Though a pacifist, Einstein well understood the Nazi threat; like Szilard and Wigner, he had left Germany because of Adolf Hitler. So the father of relativity signed a letter, prepared primarily by Szilard, to the Belgian ambassador in Washington, warning the Belgian government that bombs of unimaginable power could be made out of uranium, whose primary source was the Belgian Congo. Then Einstein returned to his dinghy, and the two Hungarians drove back to the city.

Szilard worried that this would not be enough: should they not also alert President Franklin Delano Roosevelt? “We did not know our way around in America,” Szilard later recalled. But he knew an investment banker named Alexander Sachs, a friend of the president who did know Washington. After Szilard talked to Sachs, the banker concurred: the president must be told.

So two weeks later, on Sunday, July 30, Szilard returned to Einstein’s cottage. Wigner was in California, so Szilard—who did not know how to drive—turned to another Hungarian, who owned a 1935 Plymouth: a young physics professor at Columbia University named Edward Teller. (Teller would later joke that he entered history as Leo Szilard’s chauffeur.) Together Szilard and his bushy-browed driver extracted a second letter from Einstein. It was probably the most important letter of the twentieth century.

“I believe,” the greatest scientist of the century wrote to the most important political leader of the age, “it is my duty to bring to your attention… that it may become possible to set up a nuclear chain reaction in a large mass of uranium, by which vast amounts of power and large quantities of new radium-like elements would be generated. Now it appears almost certain that this could be achieved in the immediate future. This new phenomenon would also lead to the construction of bombs, and it is conceivable—though much less certain—that extremely powerful bombs of a new type may thus be constructed. A single bomb of this type, carried by boat and exploded in a port, might very well destroy the whole port together with some of the surrounding territory.

“The United States has only very poor ores of uranium in moderate quantities. There is some good ore in Canada and the former Czechoslovakia, while the most important source of uranium is Belgian Congo.

“In view of this situation you may think it desirable to have some permanent contact maintained between the Administration and the group of physicists working on chain reactions in America.” (Emphasis added.)

Szilard believed that such a letter, signed by none other than Albert Einstein, would get immediate attention. But it did not. On September 1, 1939, when Hitler attacked Poland, Einstein’s letter lay unread somewhere in FDR’s in-box.

Einstein’s letter was finally brought directly to FDR’s attention by Sachs on October 11, and began the process that would lead to the creation of the Manhattan Project—the top secret government effort to build the atom bomb. But Roosevelt had no idea that the letter was the work of three Hungarian refugees who were not yet American citizens.

It was altogether fitting that these products of Budapest’s Golden Age would stimulate the most momentous scientific-military enterprise of the twentieth century, leading to the Manhattan Project, and, after that, Hiroshima. Szilard, Wigner, and Teller—these men were just part of a group of Hungarians who, after fleeing fascist Budapest in the 1920s and 1930s, brought their distinctive outlook on life, science, and culture to the United States and Western Europe—and played immensely important roles in shaping the mid-twentieth-century world. Forced into exile by the rising tide of fascism, they would alter the way we fight and prevent wars, help shape those most modern art forms, photography and the movies, and transform the music we listen to.

This is the tale of some of them—specifically, four scientists, two photographers, two film directors, and a writer—who, collectively, helped usher in the nuclear age and the age of the computer, who left us some of our most beloved movies and many of the most enduring images of the violent century they navigated. The currents of twentieth-century history, science, culture, and politics entered them as young men in Budapest, and as they crossed borders and oceans in search of safety, they carried with them only their genius and ideas—truly they had magic in their pockets.



WHO WERE these men, and where did they come from? Was it simply a coincidence that they were from such a strange little country, with a language incomprehensible to the rest of the world? Or was there something peculiar about that country and that city at that time that created, in so many different fields, so many unusual people?



LEO SZILARD, Edward Teller, and Eugene Wigner—along with another genius from Budapest, John von Neumann—brought to America more than the physics revolution. Having saved themselves from Hitler, they were determined to alert their new nation to the mounting danger. Buffeted by every political upheaval of the century, the four scientists, and the others in this narrative, were in the vanguard of an early warning system. Working in vastly different fields, they tried to rouse a world still averting its gaze from the gathering storm. As the scientists pushed for the atom bomb, Arthur Koestler was writing Darkness at Noon, the first real exposé of Stalinist brutality to achieve worldwide fame. Michael Curtiz was making Casablanca, as much a call to anti-fascist arms as it is a romance. Robert Capa was making an immortal photographic record of the helpless victims of Generalissimo Francisco Franco’s indiscriminate aerial bombs, photographs to stand alongside Pablo Picasso’s Guernica in the field of art as political statement.

This is the chronicle of the remarkable journey of nine men from Budapest to the New World, how they strove and what they learned along the way, and the imprint they made on America and the world.

Some of the nine—Robert Capa and Edward Teller—are famous, others less so, but of equal consequence. John von Neumann, widely believed by his contemporaries to be the smartest of them all, pioneered the electronic computer and invented Game Theory. Andre Kertesz, along with Capa and Henri Cartier-Bresson, virtually invented modern photojournalism. The names of Michael Curtiz and Alexander Korda may be less well known today, but their work is immortal. Curtiz’s Casablanca is the most popular romantic film of all time. Korda, whose life story is more fanciful than any Hollywood fabrication, also left enduring movies; in 1994 the New York Times called Korda’s The Third Man “one of the finest films ever made,” a widely held judgment. Arthur Koestler is on every list of the twentieth century’s greatest political writers.

They had in common, first of all, a time and a place. They were members of the same generation, roughly spanning the last decade of the nineteenth century until the outbreak of World War I. All they would become started in the city of their birth, Budapest. They were by no means unique in Budapest in its brief Golden Age; gifted men, and transforming figures, but these nine were but the tip of an iceberg of talent that came out of Budapest. Over a dozen Nobel Prize winners emerged from roughly the same generation of Hungarians. (There is some dispute as to their numbers, twelve to eighteen, depending on whether one counts areas of the country the Treaty of Trianon stripped away in 1920.) Among them were George de Hevesy, John Polanyi, and George Olah, awarded Nobel Prizes in chemistry; Albert Szent-Gyorgyi and Georg von Bekesy, awarded Nobel Prizes in medicine; Dennis Gabor and Philipp Lenard, who joined Eugene Wigner in winning the physics Nobel; and in economics, John Harsanyi, who won a Nobel for his work in Game Theory, the field pioneered by von Neumann, whose early death probably denied him his own Nobel. There were others—not all of them Nobel laureates. Marcel Breuer designed his famous chair and other Bauhaus masterpieces, as well as the Whitney Museum in New York. Bela Bartok’s disturbing harmonies started in Budapest and reached the world. For decades, Bartok’s students, as well as other products of Budapest’s Franz Liszt Academy, among them Fritz Reiner, George Szell, Eugene Ormandy, Georg Solti, and Antal Dorati, created the sound of the world’s great orchestras.

Of course, many other places have spurred such creative energy: Athens, Rome, Florence, Amsterdam, Paris, London, Edinburgh, New York have all had their day—some more than once. In each case a certain set of unique circumstances combined to create a moment of special creativity. But what makes this moment dramatically different is that the geniuses of Budapest had to leave their homeland to achieve greatness. One can only wonder how much more potential was trapped inside the city as its brief moment of magic and opportunity turned into a fascist hell in 1944. But before all that—before Admiral Nicholas Horthy, Europe’s first proto-fascist, before Adolf Hitler and Adolf Eichmann, before the communist leader Bela Kun—Budapest between 1890 and 1918 was relatively secure, tolerant of new people and ideas and bursting with civic pride. It was also a secular city.

It is important to note that the men who make up this narrative were all double outsiders once they left their native land. They were not only from a small, linguistically impenetrable, landlocked country, they were also Jews. (One could argue that, in fact, they were even triple outsiders, since they were all nonobservant Jews whose families had consciously rejected the shtetl for the modern, secular, cosmopolitan world that, briefly, lay glistening in front of them.)

The nine men who are the subject of The Great Escape were Jews in a city that briefly welcomed and encouraged their ambition. Unlike the Jews of Russia and Romania, Budapest Jews were integrated into the city’s great academic and cultural—though not its political—institutions. Budapest, like New York, Paris, and Berlin, became a magnet for the brightest from all over the region. The multiethnic cauldron of the Austro-Hungarian Empire in its closing years helped to ignite creative explosions in both Budapest and Vienna. It is no accident that another secular Jew, Theodor Herzl, born in Budapest in similar circumstances only a few years earlier, created modern Zionism out of the ferment of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.

All nine were big thinkers, with big dreams. The small, the political, or the bureaucratic were neither open nor appealing to them. It was no accident that they excelled in new fields where they could break new ground, and where official or institutional support was less important than talent: mathematics, physics, literature, photography, and film. Their forefathers had lived on the margins, but this generation believed they could change the world, just as their world had itself changed.

Then, just as most of them were reaching manhood—though the youngest, Robert Capa, was still a boy—in the wake of the catastrophic First World War, these daring young men collided with the realities of hate and violence. Creative life could not flourish in a climate of fear. First wearing the guise of nationalism and then murderous racism, fear marched into Budapest in the 1920s and 1930s. Jolted out of the comfort of their lives, they would never again feel entirely secure; fame and fortune would not alter that condition. Their westward journey took them to Vienna, Berlin, Paris, New York, and, for some, Hollywood—through a boiling continent and beyond. They reinvented themselves and assimilated cultures as they moved west. But the city of their youth, pulsing with energy and in love with the new, and, however briefly, secure but not smug, marked them for life.

When it came to politics, they were as sensitive as burn victims. All nine had experienced how quickly things can change. Some, particularly Korda, Capa, and von Neumann, masked their insecurity better than the others. But as Sir Georg Solti, one of the most celebrated conductors of our time, wrote of his childhood in post–World War I Budapest: “Since that time, I have never been able to rid myself of the fear of anyone wearing a military or police uniform, or even a customs office uniform, because in Hungary uniforms always meant persecution in one form or another.” Such feelings were buried deep within all the men in this narrative.



WHY HAS the tale of this remarkable Hungarian diaspora not been told in this manner before? The answer is twofold: language and history. The Hungarian language, my mother tongue, is virtually impenetrable—a member of the Finno-Ugric family, but not really similar to other European languages—and limits outside research into the culture and the people. And history—the Cold War and the Soviet occupation, which shut Hungary and her neighbors off from the West—turned Mitteleuropa into a frozen, uniformly gray mass. By 1989, when the Iron Curtain crumbled, this generation had dispersed. Budapest, emerging from almost half a century of Soviet rule, its World War II scars still painfully apparent, was barely recognizable. The world had moved on—and so had they.

The nine men who form this narrative also played a part by obscuring their own history. While the United States had welcomed them, their own country had shunned them—or tried to exterminate them. In exile they restyled themselves into urbane Europeans and turned their back on a homeland tearing itself apart. Why look back? The past was a minefield. Their blazing triumph enabled them to obscure their Budapest origins: von Neumann transformed into the genius of German physics; Kertesz became Andre of Paris; Capa “The World’s Greatest War Photographer”; Korda, Sir Alexander, friend to Sir Winston Churchill; Koestler, the continent’s mournful prophet of totalitarianism; and so on. But, as we shall see, there was an emotional cost to their skillful reinvention.



A PERSONAL WORD is necessary: this tale is in my bloodstream. Like the cast of The Great Escape, my family, too, rode the great crest of Budapest’s golden years. My great-grandfather, Maurice Mandl, born in 1848, the year revolution swept Europe, was the son of the chief rabbi of Dobris, Bohemia. German was his mother tongue, Franz Joseph his emperor. In his early twenties he jumped onto a rickety train to Budapest. Maurice soon learned Hungarian and prospered as an accountant in the boomtown of Budapest. His rabbi father traveled from Bohemia to Budapest only once, in 1876, to officiate at Maurice’s wedding in the great synagogue that still sits—recently restored—on Dohany Street. Maurice and his wife, Tekla, had six children, among them, in the fashion of the newly emerging, emancipated, and primarily secular Hungarian Jews, a lawyer, an engineer, a teacher, and a grain merchant (my grandfather).

In 1900, like many other aspiring Jews in Hungary, the family Magyarized its name to Marton, and entered the city’s prosperous middle class. Great-grandfather Maurice’s apartment was in the fashionable Leopoldtown area, near the Parliament, overlooking the Danube. Maurice’s sons were decorated in the First World War, which Europeans call, without irony, the Great War. Less than thirty years later, his grandsons would not be allowed to wear their country’s uniform nor bear arms, but were instead sent off to forced labor on the Russian Front. Unlike the central figures in this book, the Martons stayed through the Nazi terror—which they miraculously survived. Though my father, Endre, was called up by the Nazis for forced labor on the Eastern Front, he managed to escape and from then on he and my mother, Ilona, were hidden by Christian friends. My maternal grandparents were not so lucky. Living in a northeastern city called Miskolc, they were among the first Jews rounded up by Adolf Eichmann and his Hungarian allies and forced on an Auschwitz-bound transport. The last word my mother ever had from them was a postcard slipped through the crack of a cattle car headed for Auschwitz. My mother, a historian, and my father, an economist, became journalists for the two American wire services, United Press and Associated Press, after the war, as the communists seized Hungary. Early in 1955, they were arrested by the communists and convicted of being spies for a country neither of them had set foot in, the United States of America. Their story attracted international attention and made the front page of the New York Times. For nearly two years, while my parents were incarcerated in Budapest’s maximum-security Fo Street prison, my sister and I were placed in the care of strangers.

My parents were released from prison in the brief thaw just prior to the outbreak of the Hungarian Revolution in October 1956, and resumed their reporting for the Associated Press and the United Press. When the Soviet forces, which had briefly withdrawn from Budapest in the face of a national uprising, returned to crush the revolt, my father sent the last cable from Budapest, alerting the world that Soviet tanks and troops were rolling toward the capital. Then all communications with the outside world were cut. (These are among my most enduring childhood memories.) Again in danger of arrest for their coverage of the revolt, my parents and my sister and I were granted asylum in the American embassy in Budapest, along with the world-famous cardinal, Josef Mindszenty, who, I remember clearly, blessed us each night. (Not only did the cardinal think we were good little Catholic girls, so did we; our parents had raised us as Catholics, and never told us our true family history.) In early 1957, a brave American diplomat named Tom Rogers drove us across the Austria-Hungary frontier to freedom—and exile. Today, only one of Maurice Mandl’s offspring remains in Budapest, my father’s first cousin, my aunt Tekla, now in her eighties, who, along with my mother’s younger sister, Magda, are my only surviving relatives left in Budapest.

This family saga partly accounts for this book, which fills in a missing chapter in the history of the tumultuous twentieth century. These nine people seemed very familiar to me; I felt I almost knew them personally. Their anxiety—born of their own history and their fear that peace cannot last—resonated inside me. As I did research about Leo Szilard, who always kept two packed bags with him in case he had to flee again, I thought of my mother; forty years after she fled Hungary for the security of the United States, she still answered the telephone with a somewhat tremulous “Hello?” as if braced for bad news.



IN ADDITION to being insecure, driven, and lonely once they fled Budapest, most of the nine characters in The Great Escape were hedonists with a love of the good things in life, for whom appearances were all-important. (Leo Szilard, in his rumpled raincoat, is the sole exception.) My father once told me if he ever wrote a novel, it would be about Andre Kertesz’s older brother, Imre. Why? I asked, when Andre is the one who achieved so much. “Imre,” my father said, “interested me more. In the 1930s, I used to see him at my parents’ open house on Sundays. The anti-Semitic laws were already in effect and Kertesz had lost his job. But he always looked like a million dollars.” That, to me, summed up the Hungarian credo, by which my parents lived: whatever hand life deals you, put a good face on it and the rest will follow. This credo was the impulse behind Alexander Korda, who lived in the grandest hotels when he could least afford them, Robert Capa, who bought an elegant Burberry raincoat for the Normandy invasion, and John von Neumann, who wore a three-piece suit and tie for a mule ride down the Grand Canyon. Young Arthur Koestler was the only student at his German boarding school to wear an elegant Eton suit. Later, with his precisely parted hair and his soft Harris tweeds, Koestler was among Europe’s most dapper intellectuals. In a similar vein, I recall my mother, while awaiting her arrest by the Hungarian secret police (she had been warned), carefully choosing what she would wear to prison. Comfort was important, but style, partly as a manifestation of defiance, played an equal part in her choice of a Scottish tartan skirt for her year in a communist cell.

Like the nine men profiled here, my parents (and I, to a lesser extent) were touched by a sense of perpetual exile, of never quite belonging, of having been reinvented in the New World, without escaping the burdens of the Old. Something sad and distant hung over them, the legacy perhaps of having once been marked for death by their own people. That, too, was part of their inheritance.

Millions of other people were displaced by the wars of the last century. But for Hungarians, exile was magnified by linguistic and cultural isolation. “Hungarians,” Arthur Koestler wrote, “are the only people in Europe without racial and linguistic relatives in Europe, therefore they are the loneliest on this continent. This… perhaps explains the peculiar intensity of their existence.… Hopeless solitude feeds their creativity, their desire for achieving.… To be Hungarian is a collective neurosis.”

For Hungarian Jews the loss of their Budapest ran even deeper. The pain was sharpened by the speed with which they had gained—and lost—their Zion on the Danube. It happened, after all, in less than forty years. Describing the mood in Budapest at the time of her wedding day on April 25, 1897, Leo Szilard’s mother, Tekla, reflected the boundless optimism of the age and the opportunity it was suddenly providing Jews. “The city was growing by leaps and bounds. I felt as if this were all my progress, my development.”

Yet by 1945, Budapest, which the (non-Jewish) Hungarian poet Endre Ady described as “built by the Jews for the rest of us,” was no more—smashed by World War II, its spirit snuffed out earlier by the fascists—and about to disappear inside the Soviet empire for another forty years.

I had a sense of this longing for what was irretrievably lost during an interview with a great chronicler of the Hungarian Holocaust, Randolph Braham. As we began, sitting in my New York apartment as the sun set, Professor Braham, eighty years old, whose own family had been destroyed by Hungarian fascists, closed his eyes. He had retreated to a faraway place. After some moments of silence, he switched to our mother tongue, “Meg nyilnak a kertben a nyari viragok…” recalling a well-loved poem by Sandor Petofi, a favorite revolutionary-romantic bard. “The summer flowers are still in bloom in the garden…”



I LOVED my hometown as a child, but it was not their Budapest, that glittering, elegant metropolis on a hill, which was as remote from the Stalinist gray city of my mid-1950s childhood as the Emerald City of Oz. But it came alive to me through the eyes, the letters, the faded old photographs of that era, and I could imagine—and share—the excitement of those faraway days. It is in that showy place, over a century ago, that this chronicle begins.






PART ONE [image: Image] PLENTY
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You must remember this…” Rick’s Café in Casablanca—or to be precise, in Casablanca—is a refuge from the outside world, a smoky microcosm of the early war years. A woman trades her diamonds for quick cash, an elderly refugee couple practice fractured English (“Vitch Vatch? Such Much!”), a beautiful woman offers to sell herself to the corrupt Vichy police chief, while another gets drunk at the bar.

It was in a place like Rick’s that Mihaly Kaminer first dreamed of escape. His café was the New York and it towered like a cathedral over the young man’s universe. The New York was (and in its newly restored state, is once again) Budapest’s most flamboyant café, a gold and marble temple that welcomed the city’s leading writers and journalists into its smoky, vaulted chambers. When a playwright was temporarily down on his luck and could not pay for a meal or even an espresso, the café’s owner, Willy Tarjan, shrugged it off. The café featured a special low-cost platter of cold cuts for hungry artists. The headwaiter was also known to advance small loans to his struggling but promising customers. Writers and poets worked at their tables from morning until late at night. Their editors sat at separate tables. In the New York, originality and wit determined your fate. Colorful characters were good for business.

More than half a century after he first set foot in the New York, Kaminer, now Michael Curtiz, would bring elements of his beloved Budapest café to a Hollywood back lot and win the Best Director Oscar for Casablanca, the most popular romantic film of all time. And the film would have an unbelievable staying power, remaining at or near the top of every poll of all-time favorite films. It was set in Casablanca, but Rick’s Café, right down to the actors playing the waiters, was straight out of Budapest. “I am sometimes overcome by a feeling,” Curtiz wrote from Los Angeles in 1960 to a friend in Budapest, “that I am living—not surrounded by American mansions—but gazing at the hour hand of the clock at the New York Café, through the mist, at dawn.”

It is not surprising that Curtiz’s memory of the city of his birth had a Camelot-like quality. Like King Arthur’s mythical citadel, Budapest, too, had its season, as shining and as brief as Camelot’s. It began in 1867, when Vienna, the capital of the still mighty Austrian Empire, granted it equal status as co-capital of the newly formed Austro-Hungarian Empire. The thousand-year-old Magyar nation had struggled for centuries for acknowledgment of its special place on the continent. The fiercely proud Magyars had submitted to various armies of occupation, including the Ottomans from 1526 until 1699. When Austrians rolled back the Turks in 1699, they imposed their own rule over Hungary. In 1848 the Austrian Habsburgs brutally extinguished a Hungarian war for independence, scorching Magyar earth and pride. In 1867, as co-capital of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, recognition seemed to have finally arrived. Budapest, formerly a provincial outpost (made up of three small towns, Buda, Pest, and Obuda), would embody the nation’s long pent up aspirations for grandeur.

Between 1870 and 1910 the city, pulsing with energy and ambition, became a magnet for the region’s brightest and best, ballooning from 300,000 residents to over one million. Budapest had become Europe’s fastest growing metropolis. The grandest Parliament and the largest Stock Exchange in Europe, the continent’s first underground train, a boulevard to rival the Champs-Elysées, and an extravagant jumble of architectural fantasies soon altered the once provincial cityscape.



THIS THEN was the stage that welcomed the future Michael Curtiz in 1888. Curtiz, who would later blur details of his modest beginnings, neither wrote his memoirs nor wanted them written. (Even his birth date, variously given as 1886 or 1888, is subject to debate.) Nor is it clear when he changed his name from the distinctly Jewish Kaminer to the Magyarized Kertesz, before finally becoming Curtiz. He could not quite erase the circumstances of his Budapest youth. The child of Orthodox Jews (alone among the group covered in this book), he lived in a crowded Jewish neighborhood, the Joseph district. A world away from the grand boulevards, it was a small town of dusty courtyards, dark taverns, shabby tailor shops, and dark smithies, tucked inside the city. It was neither his parents nor his schools that shaped Curtiz. It was Budapest.

Perhaps no one benefited more from Hungary’s new status and Budapest’s explosive growth than the empire’s Jewish population. For the first time, Jews could aim almost as high as Christians, at least in certain fields. Budapest welcomed their contribution. Hungarian Jews and other enlightened Hungarians had similar ambitions and values. Each valued learning, education, and culture. Each had recently won long-dreamed-of rights from the Habsburgs. Hungarians—Jewish and non-Jewish—had much to prove and were eager to do so. “In the hierarchy of social prestige,” Franz Alexander, one of the founders of psychoanalysis and a Budapest Jew who came of age during this period, wrote, “creative artists and scientists ranked first.” What mattered were brains, drive, and talent.

Starting in 1867, when a law emancipating Hungary’s Jews was enacted, Jews (including my great-grandfather) streamed into Budapest from Moravia and Bohemia. Though only 5 percent of the country’s overall population, by 1900, Jews were one-fifth of Budapest’s residents. For a generation, Hungarians regarded Judaism as a faith, not an ethnicity. In 1912, a Jew, Ferenc Heltai, was elected mayor of the city. Ironically, Heltai’s uncle was Theodor Herzl, the founder of Zionism, who moved to Vienna as a youth. Although both his parents were Hungarian, Herzl would have been hard-pressed to find people in Budapest sympathetic to his dream of a Jewish state; Hungarian Jews thought they had already found their Promised Land on the banks of the Danube, and had no interest in going to Palestine or anywhere else.

Nineteen hundred, around the time Curtiz—though that was not yet his name—prepared his bar mitzvah, was high noon for a city reinventing itself. Those arriving for the first time were surprised to find a modern city, the largest between Vienna and St. Petersburg. Budapest’s dream of world stature, of catching up and even passing Vienna, was now within reach.

The country, however, was still composed of land-rich aristocrats and semiliterate peasants. Magyar aristocrats and lesser gentry were not interested in swapping their tradition-bound lives for urban bustle. They enjoyed the new luxury hotels that soon lined the Pest side of the Danube and, a block or so away, savored their cigars in the paneled elegance of the National Casino, a perfect replica of an English gentlemen’s club. But building things, or running, selling, creating, or editing—that was work unsuitable for a hereditary landowner. A well-known anecdote from the period summed it up. In 1900, Count Karolyi invited the German consul-general in Budapest to dine at his palace. At the end of an evening of lavish entertainment, the diplomat asked the count how it was that no one in the Karolyi household played music. “Why should we?” asked the count. “We keep the Gypsies to play music for us, since we are too lazy to do it for ourselves, and the Jews to do the work for us.” All parties seemed satisfied with this arrangement.

With only a few occupations formally closed to them, Jews eagerly provided the brainpower for the emerging capitalist economy. Jewish assimilation happened faster here than anywhere else in Europe. There was no ghetto in Budapest, though certain densely packed parts of Pest—such as the young Curtiz’s neighborhood—were up to 70 percent Jewish. But even there, Jews spoke Hungarian, not Yiddish. Both the Magyar language and the culture were orphans in Europe. The Magyars welcomed the Jews’ loyalty, for without them Hungarians would have remained a minority within the multinational empire. By 1910, Jews made up half the lawyers and doctors, one-third of the engineers, and one-quarter of artists and writers in Budapest. Jews were largely responsible for Budapest’s transformation into a bustling financial and cultural hub. Over 40 percent of the journalists working at the city’s thirty-nine daily newspapers were Jews.

A popular joke of Curtiz’s childhood is revealing. A local is showing an Englishman around the city: “Here, on Calvin Square, is the Calvinists’ Church, and,” pointing to the river, “on the Danube, the Greek Orthodox Church. The crumbling one over there belongs to the Lutherans, and the one with the big dome, that’s the Basilica of the Catholics.” “And the big one with the twin towers?” the visitor inquired. “That, Your Lordship, is the synagogue of the people of Budapest.”

The offspring of the new arrivals filled the newly reformed schools, built new monuments, and invented new art forms. Tellingly, the city did not have an artistic or literary quarter, no Greenwich Village, Bloomsbury, or Montparnasse. The whole city was open and hungry for the new. Everyone read the same newspapers, and, even if they could not afford tickets, knew the current offering at the National Theater or the Opera. “It was an era,” Franz Alexander recalled, “in which literary and theatrical events absorbed our interest as much as today’s youth is fascinated by a baseball game or a prizefight.… All this went with an unshakable optimism about human progress.” Six hundred cafés, and among the continent’s highest concentration of theaters and cabarets, changed the rhythms of the city. There were streets as crowded at midnight as at nine in the morning. The moment was ripe to show the world that free at last of Ottoman and Habsburg occupation, this was someplace. Jews—whose goal was to be Hungarian citizens of the Jewish faith—and Hungarians seemed equally invested in the dream.

There was reason for urgency. Budapest Jews were born into families with memories of other places, other lives. One or two generations before the young men and women who packed the cafés, the publishing houses, and editorial offices, Jews were locked into small trades in muddy villages scattered across the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Village rabbi or Talmudic scholar was the highest intellectual aspiration of their grandparents. Embedded in the newly cosmopolitan Jews’ DNA were stories of the narrow and often perilous provincial life. In Hungary, as elsewhere in Europe, anti-Semitism had deep roots. The first popular outburst against the Jews took place during the revolution of 1848, the second during the so-called “liberal age” in 1882–83. A sense of how quickly events could take an unexpected turn was part of Budapest Jews’ genetic inheritance. So was seamlessly adapting new roles, new identities, as circumstance required it.



EVERY few minutes, the bright yellow tram, the city’s new symbol, clattered down the cobblestone Ring Road, steps from young Curtiz’s house. For a few pennies a ride, the tram bound the city together. Curtiz’s universe was the Inner City, a semicircle bordered by the Danube. Everything seemed to happen inside the Ring Road. The tram rolled by the National Theater as well as the Comic Opera, where a steady stream of plays by Ferenc Molnar—the city’s most famous playwright, a secular Jew (best known for Liliom, transformed later into the Rodgers and Hammerstein musical Carousel), mocked the newly rich. Waiting for the tram on the Ring Road you could catch the strains of musicians rehearsing in the Franz Liszt Academy, where Bela Bartok taught and composed. The Ring intersected the new Andrassy Boulevard, a leafy homage to the Champs-Elysées that boasted a jewel-like Opera House, recently under the baton of Gustav Mahler himself.

One block away was Budapest’s Broadway, Nagymezo Utca, with its string of cabarets, music halls, and the Orpheum, featuring the city’s most popular entertainment, the operetta. A hybrid of grand spectacle, lavish costumes, catchy tunes, thumping choreography, sentimental plot, and dry, urbane wit, the operetta distilled mass culture. The Orpheum’s proprietor, Desider Balint, combining sharp business sense with an artistic sensibility, embodied the razzle-dazzle of the city at the turn of the century. A few years after arriving from the provinces with nothing but big ideas, Balint became one of the city’s most prominent nouveaux riches. Mass entertainment was big business.

Much of the city’s creative business was transacted on the terraces and inside the chandeliered chambers of the cafés. Like the Athenian agora or the Roman forum, Budapest’s cafés played a civilizing role. A bright idea, a joke, or a whispered tune heard at the Café Japan on Andrassy Boulevard at noon, reached the New York down the Ring Road, by dusk. A respite after a hard day, a safe haven from a bad marriage or a cramped apartment, cafés fulfilled many roles. “They spoiled you there,” Hollywood director Andre de Toth remembered, “with the morning papers on their cane frames with handles so the newsprint never smudged your fingers, the always fresh hot coffee, white linen napkins the waiters draped on your knees. They sent you off to face the day not thinking but knowing you are the king.” Observing the intensity of the interaction on these terraces, a visitor could easily assume that everybody in Budapest was selling something: a surefire stock, a novel way to tan leather, or simply a novel. As the famed French film director Jean Renoir has noted, “The foundation of all great civilization is loitering.” No city in Europe took loitering more seriously than Budapest.



WHILE CURTIZ—largely unsupervised—prowled the city’s streets, his Orthodox Jewish father, Ignatz, was laying bricks at the Basilica. There was little to keep the youth at home in the family’s cramped apartment, much less in the tiny room he shared with his two younger brothers and a sister. “Many times we are hungry,” Curtiz recalled half a century later, in his still fractured English. “I tell my brothers then, all my life I will work to keep from being that way. Sleeping with four kids in one room.” His mother, once a singer, brought show business into the home. Like the city, young Mihaly was a natural show-off. Show business, one of the city’s growth industries, was a perfect outlet for him.

For five years after Curtiz graduated from Budapest’s Royal Academy of Theater and Art, he paid his dues on provincial stages. By 1911, he was tapped for a role in Budapest’s National Theater. Six feet tall, with even features and steely blue eyes, he was launched on a stage career. But the young man had no illusions about his moderate acting ability, and moderate success was not what he had in mind.

But there was a new art form on the Ring Road and it was the talk of the cafés. The café of the flashy Hotel Royal was projecting the films of the pioneering French Lumière brothers. Other cafés quickly felt compelled to dim their lights and crank grainy bits of film showing such scenes as the arrival of the king of Bulgaria in Budapest, British royalty hare-hunting, the life of vagrant Gypsies, or a drunken cyclist race. The subject did not much matter; it was the medium that mesmerized the city. Sometimes, the same man who ground the coffee would crank the projector; well-developed biceps were useful for both. Literary journals, such as the one edited by another ambitious newcomer named Korda, analyzed the prospects of the movies, mozi in Hungarian. The word itself was coined on the Ring Road.

Observing the rapt customers at the normally noisy Café Velence, Curtiz saw his future. Films seemed to appeal to all classes, but especially to the new urban class of workers and professionals looking to be entertained after a long day. The movies were cheaper and more accessible than concerts or the opera. The light and the sound transported the bricklayer and the baron into other worlds. Figures of literature and history jumped to life. By 1914, 108 of Budapest’s cafés, cabarets, and theaters doubled as movie houses. Mixing the high and the low, this was the birth of mass entertainment.

Curtiz had a vision for the embryonic art form. “I can see amazing things,” he wrote in 1910, “possibilities in film which the narrow confines of the stage can never encompass.” The film director should control the plot, he insisted, as well as the action, the sets, and the actors. He made and starred in Hungary’s first feature film, Today and Tomorrow, of which unfortunately no trace remains. Within the next year, he directed several more silent films, quickly acquiring a reputation as Budapest’s premier director.

But Curtiz was restless. He knew that better films and more advanced technology were sprouting beyond Hungary’s borders—in Germany, France, and in Denmark. Impatient to learn, in 1913 he took the train to Copenhagen, then a mecca for films. Movie lore has it that he passed himself off as a deaf-mute and was hired by Nordisk, the continent’s film industry leader. For six months he absorbed the latest editing and directing techniques, lived in a world of acetone fumes, film draped around his neck, razor blade in hand, literally mastering cutting-edge technology. Returning to Budapest later that year with the sheen of foreign certification, he cut an even bigger figure in the capital’s cultural scene.

Curtiz was not much of a letter writer and did not keep a journal. There is but a single reference among Curtiz’s papers to the war that embroiled all of Europe and America, and that was to cost Hungary its new identity, and Budapest its brief tenure as a world capital. “The intoxicating joy of life was interrupted, the world had gone mad,” he wrote of World War I in 1960. “We were taught to kill. I was drafted into the Emperor’s Army. We were geared up for the terrors of glorious wartime.… When we marched out in the mornings and passed by the cemetery, I thought, we are going to the barracks to prepare the raw material for the cemetery. One morning we were ordered into the battlefield. After that, many things happened: destruction, thousands forever silenced, crippled or sent to anonymous graves. Then came the collapse [of Austria-Hungary]. Fate had spared me.”



FATE HAD not spared Hungary, however. As the junior partner of the empire, Hungary entered a war that used the excuse of avenging the Sarajevo murder of an Austrian archduke famous for his hostility to all things Hungarian. The assassination of Franz Ferdinand by Serbian nationalists on June 28, 1914, gave the empire the chance to absorb Serbia, as Austria-Hungary had absorbed Bosnia and Herzegovina five years earlier. Germany assured Austria she would back whatever action she took against Serbia, allied with Russia on the European chessboard. So, as the German chancellor Otto von Bismarck had predicted, “Some damned foolish thing in the Balkans” ignited a world war that ended the Old Order in Europe forever. Caught on the losing side, Hungary began her seventy-five-year slide into the abyss. And among the war’s first victims were the Jews.

But the front had been far from Budapest and, for a while, on the surface, the city seemed unchanged. The fine new buildings still stood, the cafés were full, the theaters packed. But, in fact, World War I changed everything for Hungary. The collapse of the empire first led to a peaceful socialist revolution under the liberal Count Michael Karolyi, in late 1918. But this well-meaning but incompetent aristocrat could neither stem the postwar, post-empire chaos, nor the mass starvation of an unraveling society.



THE TWENTY-FIVE-YEAR-OLD Curtiz was not about to allow political turmoil to slow him down. Along with directing, he was writing serious film criticisms, elaborating his vision for the new medium. Each scene must lead to the next, nothing should be extraneous, editing must be tight, while acting should be natural, free of theatrics. Films should reflect real life, real emotions.

“It is sufficient for us to say that this film was directed by [Michael Curtiz],” began a 1917 review in Mozgofenykep—“Film News”—of his Nobody’s Son. By 1918, he was making lavish costume dramas and historical epics as well as mining modern Hungarian literature, the works of Ferenc Molnar and Janos Arany, to packed houses. But packing houses in Budapest was never going to be enough. “Sadly,” he wrote, “we cannot even think about [films with international appeal],” he wrote in Movie Week in 1918. “The world has no appreciation for Hungarian history or culture. The great thing about films is that they have the potential to appeal to a wide, international audience.”



SOON BUDAPEST could claim another first: the capital of Europe’s first Soviet republic, after the Soviet Union itself. Freshly demobilized soldiers and refugees from Transylvania and other parts of Hungary awarded to its neighbors by the Versailles powers swarmed into the capital, looking for food and work. A Soviet-trained demagogue named Bela Kun and about five thousand communist activists, with support from the hordes of jobless, forced Count Karolyi to yield power. And one of the most significant facts about Hungary’s ill-starred 133-day Soviet republic would be that its reckless leader, Bela Kun, was a Jew.

Curtiz was too prominent not to attract Kun’s attention. Soon he was recruited to make communist propaganda films as a member of the Arts Council of the newly nationalized film industry. Though he had little interest in politics, he was good at this, too. My Brother Is Coming, Curtiz’s earliest film to have survived, is a rousing, if heavy-handed, tale of a returned POW who becomes a communist.

On November 16, 1919, Admiral Nicholas Horthy, the last commander of the Austro-Hungarian navy, chest ablaze with decorations for service to the fallen empire, rode into Budapest at the head of an armed right-wing militia, and declared himself Regent. Horthy called Budapest the “guilty city,” which had “denied its 1,000 year history… flung its crown, its national colors into the mud and wrapped itself in red rags.” Budapest, now synonymous with anti-Magyar and Jewish, would pay for the excesses of a few thousand Communists, among whose top leaders were Jews. In 1919, having seen communism fail, Hungary pioneered another form of twentieth-century rule. Horthy established Europe’s first proto-fascist state. In the words of historian Istvan Deak, Horthy was “neither very cultivated nor very bright, [he] was a Hungarian patriot who changed his views and methods often.” Variously described as an archreactionary, a dictator, or simply a fascist, what is certain is that with the arrival of this regent without a king, this admiral without a fleet, Budapest’s bold experiment with an open, tolerant, urban culture was over, and democracy would not arrive until 1989.

The thirty-one-year-old filmmaker understood that his hometown had become a dangerous place. From the great glass and steel Eastern Rail Road Station—one of the city’s proud monuments—Curtiz cast a final backward glance, and boarded the train for Vienna.



BUDAPEST,” sixteen-year-old Sandor Kellner—whom the world would later know as Alexander Korda—wrote of his first glimpse of the city at the height of its glory in 1908, “behind this strange word lay new and miraculous mysteries.… [I] had known from books that… there existed things other than what [I] had experienced and seen in a small town, that there were secrets as strange as an Eastern tale.” Korda approached, he wrote later, Budapest, “like a bride waiting for the moment of revelation.” It was the beginning of his liberation from “a half-peasant family in a small town [where] there were no mysteries to unlock, no beauty to be born, only tranquility. And tranquility was boredom.” Kellner craned his neck out the train window. The city appeared like a stage set: the river banked on one side by sheer cliffs, and on the other by gleaming luxury hotels. Joining the tumult outside the station, he let himself be carried along by the crowd to the boulevard beyond. He would not be bored in Budapest.

In the village he had left only hours before, no building was more than one story, and geese picked their way along the muddy road that led from the Kellners’ whitewashed house to the town of Turkeve. But the boy had not wasted his childhood. During the black country nights in the Great Plain, he had devoured the great adventure tales of Verne, Wells, Kipling, and Dickens. His knowledge of the world came from their stories, and like them, he wanted to be a storyteller. He would never look back to the village where he had first dreamed of “new and miraculous mysteries.”
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