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ENEMIES OF THE PEOPLE





INTRODUCTION
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A photograph of me at age two or three, which I found in the secret police files.

“IT IT WOULD BE better if you came alone this time,” Dr. Katalin Kutrucz, the head of the Hungarian Secret Police Archives, suggested on the phone. The last time we met I had been accompanied by a friend, a lawyer who knew his way around the Archives. Then, Dr. Kutrucz had been all business: crisp, impersonal, bureaucratic. An old-style apparatchik, I had assumed, simply allowing me to see—as was my right under the laws of post-Communist Hungary—the secret police files on my parents. Now her voice sounded different—more human, more compassionate. Her new tone made me anxious.

Just a short while earlier, one of Hungary’s most respected writers had been given his father’s files—and discovered a history of breath-taking intrigue and betrayal even of his family. The foremost historian of the AVO, the Hungarian secret police, had warned me that I was “opening a Pandora’s box,” when I first applied for access to the files. But I wanted to know the truth about my parents, about what had really happened in Budapest, in those distant Cold War days, when my sister and I were children. My parents had glossed over large portions of our history—even though my father was a celebrated journalist of his era, who won awards and recognition for his coverage of the 1956 Hungarian Revolution. “You are an American,” Papa would say, “you cannot ever understand what it was like under the Fascists and the Communists.”

That night I slept fitfully. What did I fear most? I suppose evidence of some act of compromise or betrayal that would shatter forever my image of my parents. The risk was real. From Günter Grass to Milan Kundera, secret police files from the Gestapo to the KGB continue to disgorge the debris of half a century of such betrayals. I understand why so many people do not want to learn about the past; let sleeping dogs lie, they say to me. But I want the truth, even if it is painful.

Eyes burning from a sleepless night spent wondering about the archivist’s changed tone, I climb the grand staircase of an Italian Renaissance palazzo, the birthplace, in 1946, of the AVO. The building had been the scene of some of the terror state’s worst crimes. By 1950, the palazzo couldn’t contain the work of thousands of uniformed and nonuniformed agents and their vast network of informers whose job it was to infiltrate every corner of their fellow citizens’ lives. So the AVO requisitioned other choice bits of real estate on and around the elegant Andrassy Boulevard, which had been renamed Stalin Boulevard. Today, the building flies the European Union’s blue and gold banner and shares the block with two health spas.

Dr. Katalin Kutrucz, a short, high-strung, bustling woman in a synthetic pants suit and wearing sort of open-toed Dr. Scholl’s shoes with socks, ushers me into an oval-shaped room with high ceiling and intricate molding—a room that seems suitable for an intimate musical evening. She plunks down next to me at a faux wood table. Blinking fast, she says, “It turns out that yours is one of our bigger files.” Should I feel proud? I am terrified and eager to plunge into a growing mountain of manila files that clerks in white coats are wheeling in on shopping carts and unloading. Dr. Kutrucz does not smile, but the fact that she calls me Katika, the Hungarian diminutive of my name, only increases my agitation.

All my life, my parents’ defiance of the Communists, their stubborn courage as the last independent journalists behind the Iron Curtain until their arrest, trial, and conviction as CIA spies, has been at the core of our family identity. On February 25, 1955, at two in the morning, following a game of bridge at the home of the United States military attaché, my father was abducted by six agents of the secret police. His arrest was front-page news in The New York Times. Four months later, they came for my mother. The following January, almost a year later, The New York Times, in another front-page story, reported that “Endre Marton, a correspondent for the Associated Press in communist ruled Hungary, has been sentenced to six years in prison on a charge of espionage. His wife, Ilona, who worked for United Press was sentenced to three years …The Martons have two young daughters, Kati and Juli.” Accompanying the article was a photograph of a handsome, elegant couple and their smiling little girls, a happy family, self-contained and seemingly indestructible, on our last Christmas together in Hungary, before everything changed. Thus did I make my debut in the press, although I did not see the story until decades later.

My parents were forward-looking people. They looked back only selectively. When, toward the end of his life, my father was given Hungary’s highest civilian award from the foreign minister of a free and democratic Hungary, he did not come to New York to receive it in person, leaving it to me to accept for him. That evening, the foreign minister surprised me with a large manila envelope containing AVO material on Papa. My father never opened that file; he was done with all that. To him, history—at least his history—was a burden. For me, it was the beginning of my search.

It has been said that childhood is a foreign land. This is especially so if the child is uprooted early from that small universe where all is familiar, and transplanted to a country where no one knows how to pronounce her name. After my parents both died—my mother in 2004 and my father the following year—I became obsessed with learning everything I could about what precisely had happened to them and to my sister and me in the land where everything began. No subsequent chapter in my life had matched those Budapest years for intensity and the power of family love. My parents and sister and I formed a tight unit partly because the world outside was hostile. Once safe in America, each of us would pursue our own lives, and our family ties inevitably loosened. We had successfully made the crossing. Strangely, I still longed for a time that had been dangerous and painful for all of us—yet had bound us together. I missed the closeness of our lives in Budapest.

A child growing up in a State built on terror learns early that she, and even her parents, is nothing compared to the power of that State. However accomplished or witty or glamorous the parents—and mine were all of those things—they were playthings in the hands of the State. In such a place a child has no rights, not even the right to her parents. So when they were taken from me—and this is how it seemed to a child, they were taken from me—a separation marked me, not just them, and forever. I wanted to open the files in order to put that trauma to rest.

There was something else that puzzled me as the files disgorged secrets. Why did my parents take such risks? During the Cold War, most Hungarians would cross a street rather than risk being seen greeting an American. But my parents’ best friends were American diplomats and journalists. What every grown-up I knew whispered, my parents spoke out loud. At a time when there were roughly two thousand private cars in all of Hungary, our family drove a white Studebaker convertible! We might as well have ridden a rocket.

So, when some years later I, too, received the same award from the Hungarian government as my father, I returned to Budapest, to this stately house of horrors, and filled out all the requisite forms. For several months I waited in New York to be summoned by the head of these archives, Katalin Kutrucz.

PERIODICALLY MOISTENING her finger, Katalin, as I am now encouraged to call her, flips through the hundreds of pages of our family file. She is familiar with their contents. As the pages fly by, names from my childhood unspool. Even more names are inside quotation marks, code names for informers. Reading my thoughts, Katalin says, “Everybody in your circle, whether your parents trusted or did not trust them, was informing on them. That was just the way it was.” She shrugs. Flipping through a series of reports under code name “Gas-par,” I am struck by the frequency of my name and my sister, Julia’s. I do not want to risk losing these pages amid the thousands, so I place a hand on hers. “Please.” She pauses for a moment. “These are all yours. You can take them and do what you like with them.” As if to say, “We are a different country now!” But I can’t wait. Who is this energetic informer “Gaspar” and why her constant reference to two little girls? “Well,” Katalin answers, pursing her lips, “I am not allowed to inform you of such things, the actual names of agents. But I will tell you this: the code usually has some connection to the real name.” Gaspar. Of course. Gabrielle. Our French nanny! A zealous agent, to judge by her contribution to the file. Along with anger I feel some vindication. I never liked her, and it was mutual. I can still hear the clop, clop, of her high heels every morning as she reached for the venetian blinds directly over my head, raising them with maximum clatter, while calling out in her shrill high-pitched voice, “Levez-vous, mes enfants!” No wonder she was always in a hurry. She had more important business.

Out of another file falls artwork by my sister and me: a house with a smoking chimney, and birds the size of people strolling in the foreground, and another with a long row of snails climbing a hill, with the inscription, “Mamikanak,” “To Mommy.” Another stick figure drawing is inscribed with handwriting I recognize as my grandmother’s. “Kati did this and she isn’t even in school yet!” And, more chillingly, shots of my parents, clearly caught unawares on a street, by a telephoto lens. I am struck that, even though oblivious to the camera’s intrusive eye, my father is ramrod straight, his face composed, his expression inscrutable. A man who, having barely survived the Nazis, was caught again on the losing side, wearing protective armor against the outside world. But no armor could protect him from a State that collected his children’s artwork.

But now my guide is speeding forward. A new file with the letter “B” in bold on the cover. I know by now that “B” stands for Beszervezes, “agent recruitment” for the secret police. “Izorche” is the code name on this one. “That, I can tell you, was your father’s code name.” My mouth is too dry to speak. How dare she imply such a thing! So this was the reason for the compassion that was absent at our first meeting and her warning to come alone. The date on the last report in my father’s recruitment file is 1967. This is impossible—by 1967 we were living in America. We were safe. Or so I have always assumed.

But I don’t want to argue with her that this is ludicrous—two people who resisted the all-powerful AVO in its own territory? How could they imagine my parents would be Beszervezes material, once they were safely in the United States?

Closing the last file, she turns to me. “These are all yours,” she says, with the practiced sympathy of a doctor breaking bad news. “But do not judge them,” she warns, “judge the system.” She retrieves a photograph that dropped out of the files. A curly-haired child, three or four, wearing a bib with butterflies and cherries on it, and holding a spoon. A chubby, earnest, unsmiling child whom I recognize as my younger self. I recall the historian’s warning, “You are opening a Pandora’s box.”



Chapter 1
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WAR TO COLD WAR
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My parents, Ilona and Endre Marton, at Versailles, on their final trip abroad before the Communists stopped issuing passports in 1948.

CHILDREN CANNOT FULLY know their parents. As the colossal figures of our childhoods diminish into often irritating presences during our adolescence and early adulthood, our parents emerge eventually as mortals. But the AVO files changed that normal progression in an unexpected way after my parents died. The thousands of pages of my parents’ surveillance, arrest, and interrogation, supplemented by interviews with their surviving friends from that period, reveal my parents to have been more complicated than I realized.

How ironic: to owe to one of the most brutal twentieth-century institutions, the Hungarian secret police, a priceless window into my parents. I am not saying that I am grateful to the secret police for stripping my father to his emotional bone and revealing intimate secrets about my mother. But the files have preserved them in a vivid, living way that no memories, perhaps not even a diary, could have done.

I remember Papa as a debonair, pipe-smoking figure who seemed to glide above and between worlds with such ease. In fact, at times he was a desperate man. This seemingly detached figure was in reality nothing of the sort. (“Things just sort of happened to me: people, jobs, opportunities, all came to me. I never really had to struggle in life,” he liked to say.) Feigned passivity was part of his psychic survival mechanism. Act as if you aren’t desperate, and maybe you won’t be.

My father was born in the waning days of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, when Franz Joseph, with his ruddy cheeks and enormous whiskers, was still the reassuring patriarch. My grandparents had prospered during Budapest’s Golden Age, a brief time of liberal values and relative tolerance, during the last three decades of the nineteenth century, when Jews were given full rights—at least on paper. My grandparents did not hide their Jewish roots (though, like many, they Magyarized their Germanic-sounding name early in the twentieth century, feeling that Hungarians should have Hungarian-sounding names) but they were not deeply religious. At ease in European capitals, spas, and ski resorts, they loved best their city on the Danube. Wealth, status, and security had come to them with Budapest’s own flowering. Their Budapest, the Austro-Hungarian Empire’s second city after Vienna, had the air of Paris under the Second Empire—and shared its grandiose aspirations. For my parents and grandparents, Venice—and its grand hotels—was Western civilization’s crowning glory. Austro-Hungarian troops had recently occupied an Ottoman province called Bosnia, without too much struggle. But a shot fired on a street of its capital, Sarajevo, was about to change the course of history, and my own family’s saga.

Raised as a nineteenth-century man in the twentieth century, my father was a figure from Thomas Mann’s Buddenbrooks. But World War I had already smashed that cozy world and its rituals. By the time my father reached adulthood, the strongman regime of Admiral Nicholas Horthy was shrinking opportunities for even the most assimilated Jews. Papa was unprepared for the Age of Fanatical Utopias.

“His appearance, manners, character as well as his far-flung interests,” my father’s old friend and fencing partner from those days, Ferenc Zold, recalled sixty years later, “earned him the respect of those he came in contact with. At the fencing club we called him ’My Lord, ’ because he was such a passionate Anglophile. But your father’s Anglophilia was an idealized version of something that no longer existed. Everyone accepted this about him—and forgave him for it. In everything he pursued, his study of languages, his doctoral work, his fencing, he pushed himself to excel. He was liked because he was always ready to help. I remember, we would ask him to translate our love letters to girls we met on the European fencing circuit. He could do that in three languages. But your father was very discreet about his own love affairs.”

I realize now how filled with contradictions he was. Proud to the point of arrogance. A devoted if undemonstrative husband and father. Scorned by elements in his own country as a result of his Jewish origins, but a fervent Hungarian patriot, Papa insisted that even Shakespeare was better in the Hungarian translation. Called up for military service at eighteen, this athletic young man, a prizewinning fencer, was found “unfit” because of his Jewish roots. My father had drive, discipline, intelligence, and good looks. Appearance was very important during a period when, if you looked a certain way, you might survive. Naturally gallant, he was determined to make a strong impression with his diligence and quick mind, in fencing competitions and at Alpine skiing events. For such a proud man to be shunned by his own society must have created a lot of suppressed rage. I have still not fully untangled my father’s complicated feelings about the Jewish legacy that he reluctantly inherited. But even more, I wonder about Papa’s occasional reckless bravado, which sometimes put his family in danger—as the AVO files show.

Fencing—an aristocratic sport, with its historic roots in dueling and gallantry—was one outlet for my father. When he won the Budapest high school fencing championship, his photograph was displayed in the lobby of his gymnasium. Later, in university, his swordsmanship had other uses. “Once a year,” he told his children years later, “for a few days there were anti-Semitic demonstrations at the university. I would drag frightened Jewish girls and boys into my office [he was a Ph.D. candidate] when they were chased by the mob, and challenged the leader to a duel. Of course,” he recalled with a smile, “I won.”

That pride, his lifelong shield, prevented my father from admitting something that the AVO files make clear: anti-Semitism shaped Papa’s life choices. Despite a stellar academic record, he was turned down for law school, as a result of Hungary’s infamous numerus clausus quota on Jewish students. He married my mother, of Jewish background like himself, for love, certainly, but there had been others he could not marry. Late in life he finally explained to his children why he wore a signet ring bearing the family crest of an Austrian countess. “Because I had to swear to wear it when I finally persuaded her to go back to her native Vienna, as marriage was impossible. Hitler was already ruling Germany.”

My parents survived the final year of World War II, with Adolf Eichmann racing to round up Hungarian Jews, because they were defiant and resourceful and lucky. Under the Hungarian Fascists, those qualities could make a difference. Oddly, whenever my father talked about those years, it was with a strange nostalgia for the era “before the catastrophe”—the catastrophe being the Communists, against whom personal initiative was useless.

It used to annoy my mother that he had so many fond memories of the 1930s, before she entered his life. It bothered me as well, once I began to study this period, the backdrop of my father’s “golden” youth. Blinding himself to unpleasant truths was yet another one of Papa’s survival mechanisms. He blinded himself to what was happening to Vienna, after Hitler’s Anschluss in 1938. He managed to exorcise his memories of how his friends, cultured Viennese Jews, were hunted like animals and shop windows on Karntnerstrasse were tarred with the words “Jewish shop.” A few days after this, Hungary’s own regent, Admiral Horthy, proclaimed to the world that his country had invented Fascism, having passed the first modern anti-Jewish law in 1920. “We must have humane, decent, anti-Jewish laws,” the Horthy-ites argued, “then the Hitlerites won’t bother us.” In fact, each time a “decent” Jewish law was passed, Jewish students at my mother’s and father’s universities were beaten up. As Hungary was soon surrounded on three sides by Hitler’s empire, the Age of Dueling was replaced by the Age of the Jackboot.

My father’s literary heroes were Lancelot, Robin Hood, and the Scarlet Pimpernel. He adored Gary Cooper and emulated the fluid elegance of Fred Astaire. The man my father most revered was his geography professor, Count Pal Teleki, who became Horthy’s prime minister in 1940. Sub pondera crescit palma, the palm grows under pressure, the first Latin phrase I learned from my father, recalled one of Teleki’s admonishments to him. Teleki was another “decent” anti-Semite, who thought Hitler would leave Hungary alone if it dealt with its Jewish “problem” its own way. When Horthy gave Hitler permission to march through Hungary to attack Hungary’s ally, Yugoslavia, in 1941, without consulting Teleki, the prime minister wrote his boss an eloquent letter of protest and shot himself—an honorable but useless gesture. Still, my father always spoke of Teleki with respect and even affection.

In the last months of the war, the local Hungarian version of the Nazis, the Arrow Cross, rounded up Jews and marched them to firing squads by the Danube, often working with Hitler’s envoy in Budapest, Adolf Eichmann. My parents survived. The secret police files reveal that they did so by moving constantly among their Christian friends’ homes and never wearing the yellow star (a crime punishable by death). They had fake IDs.

But my parents almost never discussed all that. Nor did they tell their children the truth about themselves—or Mama’s own parents— my maternal grandparents. As we grew up safe in America, almost regular American teenagers in Bethesda, Maryland, my sister, my brother, and I were told that Mama’s parents had died during the air attacks on Budapest, near the end of the war. To this day, I have never seen a photograph of them—a fact I find distressing. I am a careful keeper of family albums. At the slightest hint from a friend, I am always ready to produce an album and say, “Here, this is what my parents, my children, or my husband looked like at that time.” This obsession runs in the family. When we finally left Hungary, we took little but our clothes and a “sentimental” suitcase of photo albums. Now I read in the files that among my father’s fears when he was in prison was that, along with all our other possessions, the AVO had taken the irreplaceable photographs of my sister and me, which he had left on his desk. Yet there is an unfillable hole in our family albums—the missing grandparents.

In fact, the story my parents told us about Mama’s parents was wholly fake, something I discovered years later, on my first trip back to Budapest since we had fled the Communists after the 1956 Revolution. In 1980, I was writing a biography of Raoul Wallenberg, the heroic Swede who had saved thousands of Hungarian Jews before disappearing into the Soviet Gulag. During the course of an interview in Budapest with a woman saved by Wallenberg, she said, quite casually, “Of course, Wallenberg arrived too late to save your grandparents from the gas chambers.” That was not only the first time I heard what had actually happened to my maternal grandparents, Anna and Adolf Neumann, it was the first time I realized that we were of Jewish background. When I called Papa from Budapest with news of my “discovery,” he was cold. His secret had been revealed to his daughter, and he had lost control of his own narrative for the first time. It put a strain on our relationship for the next twenty-five years.

For my mother, too, these topics were off limits. If I raised them, her eyes would fill with tears, which would silence me. Perhaps her own guilt at having survived, and for not being able to save her own parents, partly explains her lifelong dependence on sleeping pills. Did the absence of a death certificate or any record of her parents’ actual murder in Auschwitz help her erase their memory? She never returned to Miskolc, her dingy, industrial birthplace in eastern Hungary, where my grandparents lived until they were sent to the death camp. I did make the trek to that unpleasant city in 2003, with my husband, and found a large synagogue, now in disrepair but intact, where my grandparents had worshipped—and from which they had begun their journey to Auschwitz. On a wall plaque, in the courtyard, among a list of Eichmann’s victims, were inscribed their names, Neumann, Anna and Adolf.

My discovery of our Jewish roots when I was already thirty opened a sad rift between my parents and me. I pressed for details of our history, but they considered such exploration “an American luxury.” “You will never understand what it was like for us,” he repeated. “It is simply beyond your comprehension. We were not Jewish. We were Hungarian. Absolutely and totally assimilated.” I refrained from saying the obvious: Hitler and his Hungarian allies did not share that feeling. But the topic was closed as far as my parents were concerned. My stubborn insistence on knowing more—even without their help— frayed our old trust. Only during his last year, when, after my mother’s death, my father moved in with my husband and me and his memory was failing, did I feel that we closed the breach.

My own reaction to the discovery of our Jewish heritage was relief. A void was filled. I had sensed a missing piece: the absence of photographs or mementos from my mother’s side of the family. Some-how, the discovery—even the tragedy of my grandparents’ murder by the Nazis—made me feel more grounded in history, more substantial than the refugee whose history began upon arrival to the New World. Painful as it was, I was finally in possession of the truth. As to our Jewish heritage, I was fine with it, and even proud of it. It made sense that a middle-class family of Budapest professionals who placed a premium on education would be Jewish. But by then I was a fortunate child of the New World. My parents were bruised survivors of both the Holocaust and the Cold War.

Why didn’t Papa tell us more about his remarkable courage in those dark days? The AVO files tell me that he not only evaded the Gestapo and the Arrow Cross, he played an active role in the small anti-Nazi resistance movement. He volunteered to escort French officers, secretly in Hungary, on a hazardous mission to Slovakia, to help organize an armed anti-Nazi uprising there. One day, according to the files, a well-known figure in the resistance was observed leaving my parents’ hiding place in Buda, forcing my parents to flee, just one step ahead of the Gestapo. My father a war hero? I knew none of this from my parents. They never spoke of such things.

The file also lists the jobs my parents—two Ph.D.’s between them— were fired from as a result of their “bloodlines.” More than five decades later, I still feel outrage at this quintessential twentieth-century moment. But it is not just a historical fact for me: these are my parents. My outrage is fresh as I read the AVO files, since my parents talked neither about their persecution nor their courage. It used to frustrate and annoy me that they kept us away from our own history. Now truth emerges in the bureaucratic prose of the Communist secret police who are compiling a family history for their own purpose, so different from mine. They are looking for exploitable weaknesses in my parents, I am looking for truth.

Theirs was a wartime romance. My parents met over a bridge game, under the rain of Allied bombs, at the home of my future godfather, Bela Hallosy. My flirtatious, reckless-in-love mother had met her match at bridge, and in life. My father, an economist, my mother, a historian, both unemployed as a result of the latest anti-Jewish law, were both reduced to giving English lessons to make ends meet. They were very different: she emotional and melodramatic, he tightly wound, disciplined, snobbish. They both loved books and ideas. But their stylistic differences were deep. What kept them together? I sometimes used to wonder. Now, thanks to the AVO, I better understand their bond; it was forged in their shared defiance of the Gestapo, the Arrow Cross, the Communists, and the AVO. I cannot imagine either of them surviving without the other.

They did not like to acknowledge suffering. Suffering entailed a loss of dignity. When I was pressing him for details of what it was like during the final, nightmarish year of the war, under the Arrow Cross, my father told me he once wrote a letter resigning from his anti-Semitic fencing club, a preemptive strike against expulsion. “My coach simply filed the letter away,” my father told me, “and allowed me to fence until the final months of the war, when the Arrow Cross made it impossible.” He made it sound like a triumph. Or the time he encountered a former fencing partner wearing an Arrow Cross uniform and, after locking eyes for a beat, continued without stopping. The time my father outmaneuvered a drunken Russian “liberator” who wanted my mother. These were among the few episodes they recounted to us. But they never spoke of the routine terror under which they lived.

This brings me to an essential mystery of my childhood: having barely survived the Nazis, my parents should have kept their heads down. Yet, when the Communists took over Hungary, my parents brazenly and openly aligned themselves with the new Enemy: the Americans. How could they have taken such risks? Having outwitted the Gestapo and the Arrow Cross, were they swollen with a sense of immortality? Or did they just want to enjoy life again? They were still in their thirties, full of unspent vitality, and suddenly sought after by American and British diplomats and journalists, who had come to witness the Sovietization of this unfortunate corner of Central Europe. Their English was good and their manners and bridge game even better. Having such “powerful” friends may have given my parents a sense of invulnerability. After the stigma of being Jews in an anti-Semitic society, what a balm that must have been.

There is a look of sheer exhilaration, mixed with relief, on my parents’ faces in the photographs just after the war. Budapest was joyful at having survived the brutal fifty-one-day siege that ended with the surrender of the Germans to the Russians. But the beautiful city was reduced to rubble-filled lots, my family’s own house on the Hill of Roses occupied by Soviet officers. The skyline above the Danube was unrecognizable—Castle Hill, where the Germans made their last stand, was a lunar landscape. The once graceful bridges were collapsed in the river.

But beneath the smashed landscape, life surged. The wreckage left by Allied, Soviet, and German bombs was cleared much faster than anyone expected. Men in business suits and ladies in fur coats— including my parents—volunteered for clean-up duty, a few days a month, sweeping, laying brick into walls. Gundel’s, the famed restaurant in the City Park (which the Wehrmacht had lately used as stables), was packed again with diners miraculously wearing copies of the latest European styles. At the Café New York, they hauled the red plush banquettes out of the cellar. On the same dance floor where my parents had courted while Adolf Eichmann, a few blocks away, finalized his plans, they danced once again to my mother’s favorite Cole Porter tune, “Night and Day.” They had faith in the future. In a supreme act of optimism, and almost unique among their friends, they planned to have children.

For a while after the war, they traveled again to the European capitals and summered in the surviving grand hotels on Hungary’s Lake Balaton—before they were nationalized and transformed into “sanatoria” for the Communist Party elite. The first time the occupying Red Army took note of my father was in 1946, when Papa, working for a Hungarian newspaper, reported the ultimatum of General Vladimir Sviridov, the Soviet chair of the Allied Control Commission, the body that ruled Hungary in the war’s immediate, chaotic aftermath. Sviridov ordered Hungarian authorities to dissolve youth organizations, including the Boy Scouts, and ban anti-Soviet politicians from public office. In his report, Papa pointed out that this was the first time a foreign power had overtly interfered in Hungarian affairs since the end of the German occupation. This report led the AVO to open my father’s file. Two decades of near total surveillance of my parents followed.

Let me tell you about the AVO. I cannot recall a time in my life when those three letters—standing for State Security Agency—did not arouse a strong reaction in me. I never heard that acronym uttered in a neutral voice. My parents made the word sound like a blend of loathing, fear, and contempt, which hung in the air whenever the subject arose. Children like to think of their parents as powerful, able to protect them from any threat. When I heard the word “AVO,” I knew it stood for a force beyond my parents’ power. I was terrified.

Certain key dates, years, and names were as deeply engraved on my memory as the birthdays of family members. When did I learn that 1946 was a decisive year for the Soviets and their Hungarian allies? (Another word returns from the deepest recesses of childhood: “Moscovite,” the word spoken by my parents with special contempt, in reference to those Hungarian Communists who returned to Budapest with the Red Army. The foremost and most loathed Moscovite was Matyas Rakosi, a future prime minister.)

Having failed to win the first postwar election, the Communists moved fast before another election would have put Hungary into the European family of democracies. The main instrument of Sovietiza-tion was the AVO, which reported directly to Stalin’s secret services— the NKVD and the KGB. Set up in September 1946 (in the same elegant Renaissance palazzo where I would read my parents’ files), it had seventeen divisions, each with a special function. Everybody knew that the Red Army stood squarely behind the AVO, which was in effect a Soviet party within the Hungarian Communist Party. Its chief characteristic, I would learn growing up, was a brutality against which ordinary political and diplomatic actions were useless. Division One was supposed to infiltrate and control Hungarian political life, through a vast network of informers, usually recruited through intimidation. Typically, targets would be snatched from their beds late at night, and released on condition that they would become informers. This included, as I now learn, most of my family’s immediate circle. In the case of more dedicated agents such as our nanny, they were well paid for their work.

By 1946 my father was on the Soviet radar. Did my parents know this? To an astonishing degree, they defied the new order of the day. They dressed too well. Their friends were Westerners. Maybe a certain fatalism had crept into their lives: if you could survive Hitler and Eichmann, you could survive anything. In 1948, after a trip to London with the Hungarian fencing team, they paraded their love of all things British. (In the photographs they look like advertisements for Burberry’s.) And my mother had been calling my father Andrew since their first meeting.

Upon arrival in Budapest, more and more British and American journalists made a point of checking in with the Martons. A young Time magazine reporter named Simon Bourgin, a lanky native of Ely, Arizona, arrived in Budapest on assignment after the war. My parents showed him around the city. “Budapest still had an aura,” Bourgin remembered in 2008. “Before it was wiped out, it made the city the most exciting patch in Europe. It was a society frozen in the old ways. The beautiful women, the tailors who would whip up suits they had seen in the West, and have them ready in a day or so. It was like Hong Kong today, but with charm and wit. The Bristol had been bombed but was still there by the Danube. It was the journalists’ headquarters, and had an eerie charm. The old furniture was still in the lobby, and the people at the desk had manners. Like the city, it kept its style for quite a while.

“Your mother and father were indispensable,” Bourgin said. “They gave us leads that we didn’t have. They were models of what journalists should be under difficult circumstances. They were bright, and had charm and such professional integrity. We had this intimate bond. We really cared about them. We knew they were on thin ice. But they just kept on reporting.”

Another figure in my early childhood, who reappeared when we settled in Washington, was a somewhat mysterious figure—neither journalist nor quite a diplomat. This was James McCargar, a nattily dressed man, always in a tailored blue blazer, tall and impressive. To my child’s eye, he was very American. McCargar did not have the casual airs of the reporters who streamed through our home. I know now that McCargar was a CIA officer under diplomatic cover, trying to recruit Hungarians for a highly clandestine operation called the Pond. By 1947, he had spirited seventy-five Hungarian anti-Communist politicians out of Hungary to the West. McCargar was the real deal: a dashing secret agent, a James Bond, whose relationship to my parents was not clear. (The CIA has refused to release information to me about my parents, McCargar, or anything else.)

Here is how McCargar recalled the city he first glimpsed in 1946. “The vitality of the Hungarians was nowhere more evident in the summer of 1946, when I arrived, than in the comparison between Vienna and Budapest. In Vienna, prostrate under four occupation armies, life just barely dragged along…. In Budapest, which had suffered a degree of destruction comparable only to the major German cities and which lay at the not so tender mercies of the Red Army, there was whipped cream for the numerous daily coffees—and milk for the babies, reconstruction went on energetically … the theater flourished wherever a stage could be found, and the nightclubs were legendary.”*

According to the AVO, at a lunch McCargar hosted at his Buda pest residence in 1947, he and my father got into a heated argument. McCargar had offended my father by commenting on how easily Hungarians accommodated themselves to foreign occupations, German or Soviet. The American ended up apologizing to my father. Much later, McCargar, retired from the CIA and still a friend of my parents, was a helpful source for me in my research on intelligence matters. I was shocked when I called his old Washington number in the spring of 2008, and his French wife, Monique, answered. Her voice breaking, she told me Jim had died very recently. “He spoke of you near the end,” she said, “with a very special affection.” Another link gone.

BY1949, Matyas Rakosi, having outmaneuvered the opposition parties with what he called “salami” tactics, had become Hungary’s undisputed ruler. It was now literally a crime to publicly admire the West. Outspoken critics of the Communist Party were branded Fascists, and systematically disappeared, tortured, and sometimes killed. If my parents’ Jewish roots had made them targets of the old order, it was their “bourgeois” background and their affection for all things Western that endangered them in the new. Every single AVO document relating to them begins with the words, “of high bourgeois background.” My mother had a brief window between the Nazis and the Communists when she was employable, but by 1948, she had been dismissed from her job in the Ministry of Education, placed on the B list as “politically undesirable.” A year later, the Communists closed the independent, politically moderate newspaper my father managed, Kis Ujsag. He, too, was out of work.

With ever fewer options, but with good English language skills (as well as fluent German and French), my father was hired as Budapest correspondent for the British Daily Telegraph newspaper. But in 1948, when he visited London during that fencing trip—their last abroad for a decade—he found that there were no “suitable” jobs in London for a Hungarian who did not relish driving a taxi.

The AVO files contain things that surprise me. At times there is a desperation that my parents always concealed from their children. To my astonishment, AVO records that in 1948, my parents applied for emigration to New Zealand. The image of my parents, Mitteleuropean to their fingertips, lovers of the café culture—that mix of irreverent humor and high-level gossip that was Budapest’s oxygen, with their passion for bridge and the opera—contemplating a life in the placid setting of Wellington, New Zealand! This attempt to emigrate to New Zealand was yet another chapter edited out of the family saga, along with my maternal grandparents’ deaths in Auschwitz, my father’s role in the anti-Nazi resistance, and my parents’ own Jewish roots.

As New Zealand evaporated as an option (as a result of the sudden departure from Budapest of the British consul, who had been supporting this plan), a Pulitzer Prize—winning reporter from Yuma, Arizona, arrived in Budapest. Daniel De Luce, the Associated Press’s star European correspondent, proposed a dangerous solution to my parents. Stay here, he urged, where the news may be grim, but it is plentiful. The show trials, the closing of churches, the savage liquidation of all opposition parties, and the deportation to brutal internment camps of members of the old “bourgeoisie”: a great story! The pay was commensurate with the hardship involved. So my father signed on as a stringer with the Associated Press, the world’s leading press agency.

My father liked working side by side with the low-key American. He later said De Luce taught him to be an “American newspaperman” (that is always how he referred to himself, and with so much pride). I assume he felt that working for one of the world’s most powerful news organizations might offer him some protection. After all, his other options were running out. And there was something else, a more human motive for signing up with “the Enemy” at a time when merely receiving letters from America could get you fired from your job. “What a glamorous life these men and women seemed to live, in comparison with our monotonous, gray existence,” my mother observed in her unpublished memoir, which she wrote in the late 1950s and entrusted to me sometime in the 1970s. At that time, I’m ashamed to say, I wasn’t much interested in our history. “What unheard-of luxuries, nylons, lipstick, foods available to Hungarians only on the black market, were their staples. And most of all, their lives were rich with books and newspapers and the exchange of free thoughts and ideas. Life in a Communist country is an intellectually empty life and we suffered the constant pangs of intellectual starvation.”

In early 1948, De Luce’s report on the brutal Sovietization of Hungary was front-page news around the world. In Hungary, it hit a nerve. The American reporter received a personal call from the man who made all Hungarians tremble: Rakosi. One more piece like that, the Communist Party chief warned De Luce, and you will be evicted from Hungary. De Luce replied that he could not work under such threats. He only knew one way of reporting. He wasn’t going to wait to be booted out, he told my parents. He was leaving. At De Luce’s recommendation, my father succeeded him—a huge, life-changing event for Papa.

Being a fully accredited, full-time AP correspondent had a nice sound. Soon, my father persuaded my mother to accept a similar post from the rival United Press, or UP (later UPI). “We had often lain awake at night worrying,” my mother wrote, “what would become of our two little girls in the event we were imprisoned. Their welfare was still our first consideration. But it was clear to us that our precarious position would not be worsened by my following [my husband’s] footsteps. All our experience had shown that when the Communists imprisoned a man for activities on behalf of a foreign service, the wife was also imprisoned, no matter how far removed she was from sharing or even understanding her husband’s activities.” So, she became my father’s “rival” as United Press’s Budapest correspondent. (In actual fact, though my mother was a sharp observer and a witty commentator on events, she was no writer. Unbeknownst to the wire services, my father was filing for both AP and UP.)

Side by side, my parents covered the gruesome show trials of 1949. These travesties of justice, which Arthur Koestler immortalized in Darkness at Noon, featured a prominent public figure in the dock, tortured into pleading guilty to a long list of “crimes against the State and the People.” My parents soon made names for themselves as the last permanently accredited independent press behind the Iron Curtain. “You were off to a flying start on the Rajk trial,”* came a telegram from his AP bosses on October 1, 1949. My father proudly wrote back, “It is hell to see that the competition each have two, Reuters even had three men in the court room and I am alone … but I saved us a lot of money, and was a few seconds ahead of the others with Rajk’s death sentence.”

More than speed, my father’s reporting was informed by his own background, and a bred-in-the-bone sense of history missing among American journalists. He desperately wanted to rouse America to the fact that its wartime ally was as dangerous as the one the Soviets had helped to defeat. He thought he could do that by simply reporting the facts of daily life in Hungary.

Every one of the hundreds of stories my parents reported for the benefit of readers from New York to San Francisco was translated, examined, and kept in the growing AVO files. By 1950, the AVO already had 1, 600 pages in the Marton file.

For a while, by keeping news of Hungary on America’s front pages, my parents subverted the Soviets’ attempt at flying under the West’s radar. Their reports were straight and unembellished, but the accumulation of facts was damning. They were locals, they could not be expelled, and they seemed too high-profile to be easily “disappeared.” So the AVO bided its time, cast an ever wider net of informants reporting on my parents’ every movement, what they ordered at which restaurants (waiters formed an important part of the AVO’s network) or purchased at our neighborhood grocery. Every envelope the mailman delivered to our home had been steamed open.

The AVO observed my parents’ growing international reputation as fearless reporters. In their file, from an unspecified American newspaper dated February 10, 1949, is the following news clip: “Associated Press Gets Complete Coverage of [Jozsef Cardinal] Mindszenty Trial—In Face of Ban on Correspondents.” “The Budapest regime is refusing to grant visas to AP correspondents based on the fact that AP already had a resident, Endre Marton. The Hungarians previously expelled an American stationed in Budapest by the AP [Daniel De Luce]. Marton is an experienced reporter and editor. Associated Press executives are confident that he presented a factual report of what went on in the courtroom. This confidence is based not only upon reliance on Marton but also upon comparison of his stories with those received from other western reporters. Correspondents in Hungary of whatever nationality are subject to action by the government if they offend the regime. Hungarian nationals face imprisonment. The usual action taken in the case of Americans who displease the authorities is to expel them.”

My parents continued to brief “visiting firemen.” Our apartment was the first stop for newly arrived Western correspondents. I remember my paternal grandmother bustling over elaborate dinners (my mother preferred chatting with her colleagues to cooking) for these extremely tall (so they seemed to my toddler self), very relaxed men in their loafers and rumpled clothes. In contrast to my father’s formal comportment and speech, these men draped their arms over chairs, leaned way back, and slouched. Secure and at their ease, nobody was threatening them with anything worse than a career-boosting expulsion.
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