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Foreword

Paul Soros


 Tivadar, my father, was always an unusual and original person. He had great judgment, based on a deep understanding of the world and of human nature. ‘It is amazing how well people can bear the suffering of others’ was one of his typical comments that stick in my mind.

His set of values, of what is or is not important in life, the ability to see things as they really were, not as they appeared to be, were formed not by middle-class beliefs, conventions or ambitions, but by his experiences of survival during the Russian Revolution as an escaped prisoner of World War I.

I have observed that it is often when playing bridge or competitive tennis, or when money is involved, that the true nature and personality of someone reveals itself. The public persona of high moral standards, generous and gracious, may reveal cracks, offering a brief glimpse of what the individual is really made of.

The period described in this book was more revealing than a mere bridge game, because the stakes were truly life and death. I hope the reader will gain the same impression I had as a participant – no matter how mad or threatening the world and society, or how difficult the circumstances, a responsible person must try to cope, not follow like a sheep, but take control of the direction of his or her destiny. My father did, managing to remain a civilized and humane person, without capitulating to fear or hate, keeping his dignity and cool, doing his best for his family and fellow humans in danger.

In 1956, he escaped from Hungary and made his way to the United States. There he decided to write a book about his experiences during the Holocaust period, as he had done with his earlier adventures in Russia. As Maskerado this was published in 1965 in Esperanto, a language he had learned in World War I. In 1998, my daughter-in-law, the writer Flora Fraser, came across a family copy of a very rough English translation of Maskerado. Enamored with Tivadar’s story, she envisioned the appeal of an English publication. Her unstinting editorial efforts led to collaboration with Professor Humphrey Tonkin, of the University of Hartford, Connecticut. He has now produced a more polished translation into English, provided a fascinating commentary on the background to Tivadar’s story, and thereby given Maskerado a new life and a wider audience.

I was eighteen at the time my father describes, old enough to comprehend, young enough to learn. Having been fortunate to survive, I have no doubt that these were the formative experiences shaping the rest of my life.





Foreword

George Soros


 I cannot be objective about this book. It deals with the formative period of my life and it is written by my father who was the most important figure in my life at that time. The book brings back memories which are sharply etched in my mind, more sharply than anything else that happened to me.

The Germans occupied Hungary on March 19, 1944. We were liberated by the Russians on January 12, 1945. During those ten months we lived in mortal danger. More than half the Jews living in Hungary, and perhaps a third of the Jews living in Budapest, perished during that time. I and my family survived. Moreover my father helped a large number of other people in a variety of ways. This was his finest hour. I had never seen him work so hard. As a lawyer he prided himself on working as little as possible. When his most important client, the landowner Okányi Schwartz, considered engaging him, he was advised against it on the grounds that my father spent most of his days in the swimming pool, on the ice rink or in cafés. He used to run his office out of his home and it was a rare occasion when there were people in the waiting-room; during the German occupation, the rented room which four of us shared in Vásár utca could be approached only through the bathroom: the bathroom was often crowded with people waiting to seek his advice.

It is a sacrilegious thing to say, but these ten months were the happiest times of my life. I was fourteen years old. We were in great peril, but my father was seemingly in command of the situation. I was aware of the dangers because my father spent a lot of time explaining them to me but I did not believe in my heart of hearts that I could get hurt. We were pursued by evil forces and we were clearly on the side of the angels because we were unjustly persecuted; moreover, we were trying not only to save ourselves but also to save others. The odds were against us but we seemed to have the upper hand. What more could a fourteen-year-old want? I adored and admired my father. We led an adventurous life and we had fun together. I think some of that feeling comes through in the book but my father was far too modest to brag about how many people he helped.

My father was exceptionally well-prepared to cope with the German occupation because he had lived through a somewhat similar experience earlier in his life. In the First World War he escaped from a prisoner-of-war camp in Siberia and got caught up in the Russian revolution. He learned how to survive in a situation where the normal rules do not apply. The experience transformed him. He had started out as an ambitious young man eager to get ahead in the world. In the prisoner-of-war camp he established a wall newspaper, called The Plank, which made him so popular that he was elected the prisoners’ representative. When in a neighbouring camp some prisoners-of-war escaped, the camp commander executed the prisoners’ representative in retaliation. This made him realize that it is not always so healthy to be prominent. Rather than awaiting his fate placidly, he decided to organize an escape. He chose people with the appropriate skills: cooks, carpenters and so on. His own skill lay in leadership. He did not pride himself on actually doing anything. The plan was to cross the mountains, build a raft and drift down to the ocean. There was only one thing wrong with it. All the rivers of Siberia drain into the Arctic Ocean. They drifted for several weeks before they realized that they were getting further and further north. And it took them several more months to fight their way back through the taiga. In the meantime the Russian revolution had broken out and there was fighting again. The Reds killed those who had aligned themselves with the Whites and vice versa. This was the time when a brigade of escaped Czech prisoners-of-war roamed over the trans-Siberian railroad in an armored train. After many adventures my father managed to get away from Siberia to Moscow. Eventually he found his way back to Hungary. He recounted his adventures in a book similar to this one entitled Modern Robinsons (Crusoes in Siberia).

My father returned from these adventures a changed man. Gone were the ambitions. He was happy to be alive. His ambition was to enjoy life. He liked to live well but he did not want to amass wealth. He considered material possessions an encumbrance which could drag you down or even on occasion cost you your life. He is the only man I know who systematically decumulated his assets. He balanced the gap between his earnings as a lawyer and our rather comfortable way of living by selling off pieces of real estate. As a result he had little left to lose in the war. ‘The only capital I can rely on is in my head,’ he used to say, making a pun on the word capital which in Latin also means head.

He loved to spend time with his children. As a little boy I used to visit him in the café in the afternoon and he would treat me to a chocolate cake. Later on we used to go swimming, rowing, skating together practically every day. I would meet him at the pool after school and after swimming we would sit together and he would tell me an installment of his adventures in the First World War. In this way I absorbed his outlook on life. It served me well later on. I learned that art of survival from a grand master.

My mother was very different in character. This comes through quite clearly in the book. I loved them both dearly. I tried to model myself after my father but I was much more intimate with my mother. I internalized them both. Since they were so different the two characters continued to do battle inside me throughout my life – but that is a different story. Here let my father speak for himself





Chapter 1

Some History and Geography

Life is beautiful – and full of variety and adventure. But luck must be on your side.

It was in September 1939 that Neville Chamberlain, the English prime minister, announced that war had been declared. I listened to his announcement on the radio with some of my friends. ‘The human race has just lost twenty-five percent of its value,’ remarked one of them; ‘but a Jew’s life will not be worth a penny.’

We duly noted this gloomy prediction, yet life went on. Men kept working, enjoying themselves; women kept going to beauty parlors, gossiping with their friends, giving birth.

But the handwriting was on the wall, even if we had difficulty deciphering it.

The year before, in 1938, I had been visited by a Jewish lawyer who had fled from Austria following Hitler’s annexation of that country. He asked me for help. I felt sorry for him, so I gave him 300 pengös, which was a fairly substantial sum for me (around $30 at the time), especially since my finances seemed constantly teetering on the brink of embarrassment.

The Austrian took the money, but instead of thanking me, he said, ‘My dear colleague, you give as though your money will be always yours.’

Only later, when Jews lost not just their wealth but their lives, did I fully realize the bitter truth of his remark.

When Hitler moved into Austria, Hungary became Germany’s immediate neighbor and hence the immediate neighbor of Nazism. Her geographical position being what it was, she was really forced to behave as ally and friend, given the German theory of Lebensraum – a notion that maintained, in essence, that Germany had the free and open right to occupy territory in Eastern Europe if that would ensure a better life for the German people. The theory of Lebensraum made brute force the operating principle in Eastern Europe. Because of its proximity, Hungary became Germany’s first satellite.

But the pistol shot that took the life of the then Hungarian prime minister, Count Pál Teleki, made it clear to the world that the tilt towards Germany was no affair of the heart for the Hungarians, but an obligation. Teleki killed himself because he was deeply conflicted. As a politician he had to be friendly to the Germans, but as a person he could not tolerate the twisted and ugly measures such politics required. In 1940 he signed a Pact of Eternal Friendship with Yugoslavia and three weeks later had to sit quietly while Hitler sent his troops marching across Hungary to crush his new ally. Teleki acted, one might say, as the noble aristocrat he was: in his family there were plenty of examples of resolving personal conflicts through suicide.

The proximity of Germany, together with Hitler’s anti-Semitism, made the situation of Hungarian Jews close to desperate. As early as 1939 the first ‘Jewish law’ was promulgated, openly breaking with the democratic principle of equality before the law. Quotas were established in the professions and no businesses could be more than partly owned by Jews. But the law was not limited to economics: it also declared that only those Jews whose families were resident in Hungary before 1914 could claim Hungarian citizenship. Everyone who had acquired citizenship since 1914 would automatically lose it. In other words, such people could be expelled from the country. While only a limited number of people were affected, their families’ lives were shattered, even if they had resided in Hungary for centuries. There was a rush to acquire documents, because everyone wanted to prove that they were citizens of long standing. But how could they? Before the passage of this law, nobody had bothered to obtain a certificate of citizenship, since proof of residence was considered satisfactory for most purposes, and anybody who needed further proof could obtain it in a day or two from the appropriate office. But now it suddenly took months, or even years, to receive any kind of document at all. This was step one in what was to become a war of nerves between the government and the Jews.

By 1940 stories were circulating that more than ten thousand people of ‘doubtful’ citizenship had been arrested and deported to Poland, then under German occupation. The Germans drove the larger part of these people into the river at Kamenec-Podolsk and simply shot them dead. Word of mass shootings, slave labor, and Jewish rebellion in the Warsaw ghetto became more and more frequent, but we preferred not to believe such things. Untouched directly by such calamities, we felt that we were somehow above them. Our final line of defense was not to believe that such barbarisms were happening at all.

1941 . . . 1942 . . . 1943 . . . The war years passed slowly. The German military situation steadily worsened, and every day we expected the Third Reich to collapse. Like the optimist who fell out of the skyscraper window, ‘So far so good,’ we said, as we passed the second floor . . .

March 19, 1944. A day like any other. Nice weather. It was a little chilly, but there was a touch of spring in the morning air that warmed one’s heart. I was sitting in a café, at a table with a pleasant view. Breakfast was neatly laid, as always. But there was one difference: as the waiter gave me the morning newspaper, he whispered, ‘Have you heard? During the night, the Germans took over.’

I hadn’t heard. For years the threat of occupation had been hanging over our heads – in fact for so long that we had forgotten all about it. The news took me completely by surprise.

Precisely in order to avoid such an outcome, the Hungarian government had fulfilled the Germans’ every wish. Miklós Kállay was prime minister at the time, a member of an old Hungarian family that had often figured in Hungarian history. In fact the family was so well known and popular that a dance had been named after them. The Kállay two-step, as it was called, involved two steps to the right, two steps to the left, and a lot of turning round in between. The dance matched the prime minister’s politics: on the one hand, dispatching special envoys and diplomats to convince the Allies that he would join their side at the earliest opportunity; on the other hand, trying to persuade Hitler that he was the best of friends and his loyal servant – in fact the best ally Hitler ever had. Political necessity obliged Kállay to give more and more advantage to the Germans to prove his reliability, until eventually he was willing to do almost anything to please them, if only to make it unnecessary for them actually to occupy the country. After all, it was not good policy to turn a friendly country into an occupied one: the Germans understood that piece of wisdom as well as anyone. But their military situation was deteriorating. On March 18, the day before the occupation, the BBC had summarized matters as follows:


The Russians have reached the Romanian border. Ten German divisions have been destroyed. In the Ukraine the encirclement and mopping-up of German troops is proceeding. The American air force has launched bombing attacks on Germany.


But, the report added,


Not only has the military position of Germany been radically weakened on the Eastern front, but the continued allegiance of Germany’s eastern satellites is now more and more in question.


It was this problem that precipitated the decision to occupy Hungary. The German general staff saw clearly that if Hungary deserted she would be uniquely situated to destroy the German army in the Balkans, because she could cut off supplies to the troops, not only in Romania but throughout the Balkan peninsula – in Yugoslavia, Bulgaria, and Greece. Hitler had already learned the bitter lesson of Italian betrayal and, at the very least, he wanted to postpone, if not avoid, a similar setback.

On the night of March 18, 1944, he acted.

There was no apparent resistance. Regent Horthy, along with his ministers and the chief of the General Staff, had been summoned to Germany, supposedly for conversations with Hitler, and so were not around to give orders. Many of the high-ranking officers and bureaucrats who stayed behind were German sympathizers.

Hitler generally timed his initiatives for weekends. The Hungarian occupation took place on a Saturday night. The Sunday papers were already printed, and there would be no further editions until Monday. Without newspapers, the city was full of rumors.

‘Hitler has had Horthy arrested . . . The rumors of Horthy’s arrest are false . . . The Germans have refused to give Horthy a train for the return journey . . . The prime minister has disappeared... The post office, radio and police are already in German hands . . . Lots of well-known people have been arrested.’

Such were the rumors, but there were no signs of Germans in the city. The sun shone, seemingly oblivious to the historic nature of the occasion; the city streets slumbered in the peace of a Sunday morning. I had heard that the castle at Buda, on the other side of the Danube, where Horthy had his residence, had been closed to the public, but I went round that way to take a look and found Hungarian soldiers still on guard, as always. It took me a while to notice a tiny German tank, camouflaged in green and yellow. This battered little tank, it seemed, had taken Budapest.

As the morning progressed, people came out to stroll through the streets and the parks, as they usually did on a Sunday, but their faces wore puzzled expressions. Both the Jews and the more progressive of the non-Jews, socialists for example, were full of uncertainty and foreboding. They whispered disconsolately, unable to assess the situation, like fish out of water. Hitler’s threats against the Jews were too serious to be taken lightly. How prudent were those who had had the sense to flee long since, while the going was good!

Up to this point I had thought of life as one big adventure.

I was just twenty years old when World War I broke out. I headed for the front immediately, volunteering while still a student, before my studies were completed. I did so not out of patriotic enthusiasm but out of fear that the war would finish too soon. In fact, I was sure that this was the last world war: if I let it go by, I would miss a unique opportunity.

I risked my life not only in the customary wartime ways, but in other ways as well, often quite unnecessarily. As an officer, I received special orders from time to time. On one such occasion I was asked to command what was described to me as a ‘crater attack’. I soon learned what this meant. Only about thirty yards separated the two fronts. The technique was to bore a tunnel of sufficient length and depth and fill it with dynamite. Unfortunately, the Russians used the same technique from the other side. Since each side worried that their opponent would blow their tunnel up first, both sides were apt to move too fast. As a consequence, the entire area was full of craters. The fear lent a certain extra excitement to our daily life.

Then there was the occasion when, as commander of a small stretch of the front, I was ordered to send a soldier over the top to find out what the enemy was doing. In my opinion the order was stupid: we were within spitting distance of the Russians and nothing new could be discovered on the ground. But as a soldier I knew that an order was an order. I read my instructions to my men.

‘Who wants to volunteer?’

A tall, thin soldier stepped forward. We exchanged a few words.

‘You can’t go,’ I said decisively.

‘Why not?’ he asked in fearful surprise.

‘Because you’re afraid. I can see that you’re trembling.’

He could hardly deny it.

‘But, sir, for God’s sake let me go. I’m only a lady’s dressmaker, but I want to be an artist. I am good at drawing. I can’t stand the roughness and brutality of an ordinary soldier’s life. If my mission succeeds, I’m sure to be promoted, right? So give me a chance.’

I have a soft heart. I let him go.

He got down on his belly and crawled forward. He had covered no more than five or six yards when, bam!, he was hit by a bullet and lay still.

‘Do I have a volunteer to bring our comrade back?’

An uneasy silence. No one volunteered.

‘Do you expect me to do it?’

Silly question. No reply. In seconds I would have to decide. It dawned on me rather too late that it’s better to give orders to one’s men than to ask them questions. But now it was too late for an order: I had to do something. I quickly got down on my belly and crawled towards my wounded comrade. It took me only a few minutes to drag him back to our trenches, but by that time he was dead of a bullet to the head.

A soldier’s story doesn’t mean much unless the hero lives to tell it: the dead don’t tell tales. There were many other occasions in my life when without much thought I accepted some unreasonable risk or embarked on an unlikely adventure, such as my escape from a prisoner-of-war camp in Siberia and my return through a revolution-torn Russia – a trip that took two years and that was one long sequence of incredible scrapes.

But time had passed. I was now fifty years old, with a wife and two sons, and disinclined to risk my life, and especially not theirs. Yet I knew that my peaceful middle-class existence had come to an end. A new adventure was beginning, even if I could not embark on it with the carefree spirit of my youth. I was seized by a fear such as I had never known before. I did not want my family to think me afraid, or a defeatist, but I had to explain to them, as delicately as possible, the nature of the danger we all faced. It was different from anything we had ever known before.

All the usual guests appeared for our regular Sunday bridge game. Perhaps they were there less for the game than to discuss the day’s bewildering events – looking for information and for reassurance. There was general indignation at the absence of any army or police resistance, and much criticism of Horthy. People felt he should have resigned rather than accept such humiliation. While we were playing, news came that various prominent politicians, journalists, socialists had been arrested, and that Polish refugees had been imprisoned.

A new arrival excitedly reported a further piece of news. ‘Have you heard about Bajcsy-Zsilinszky? The Germans went to arrest him first, and when they knocked on his door he wouldn’t open it. The soldiers broke the door down with machine-gun fire, and Zsilinszky shot back. Eventually they killed him.’

We were shocked on hearing the story, because Zsilinszky, a member of parliament, was known as an implacable opponent of Hitler.

Later in the evening, a doctor arrived.

‘Is the story about Zsilinszky true?’ we asked.

‘I’m afraid so. I saw the autopsy report myself.’

In the face of such certainty there could be no denying the news. Only later did we discover that the doctor had lied: Zsilinszky was ultimately executed nine months later in the Sopron-Kőhida prison.

The bridge game broke up earlier than usual. We were all alone now.

When I got home I turned on the radio, as always when I had nothing else pressing. Things were going on as usual, like any normal day. Radio Budapest was broadcasting light music, and there was a Mozart opera. I tuned in to London and listened to the news in several languages. The occupation of Hungary was the lead story – but on the radio it sounded just like any other piece of news. I had the feeling that no radio could convey the real news – the death sentence of a million Jews. Then came a message that brought me face to face with reality. It was President Roosevelt, appealing to the Hungarian people to do what they could to help the Jews who now faced death under German occupation. It was a poignant and human statement, the first touch of humanity I had heard all day. (Sixteen years later I searched in vain for this speech in the New York Times, one of the world’s most trustworthy newspapers, but was told that transmissions from the Voice of America were never published in the United States.)

I turned the radio off. My wife and I were alone in the stillness of the night. The children were sleeping and the maid had the day off. The silence was disconcerting. In the past, our comfortable apartment had always seemed a refuge from the turmoil of the outside world, but suddenly it felt more like a trap. It was laid out so poorly! There was only one exit, no winding staircase at the back, no secret doors, no underground hiding-place. If they were to come in the middle of the night to take us away, where could we hide? I examined the place carefully, in a way I had never done before. In the process I made a surprising discovery: there was a double ceiling above the dining room, with a space big enough for all four of us to hide. We could put some boxes in front so we wouldn’t be noticed. But the beds would be warm, and that would give us away. And what should we do about our maid? Should we take her into our confidence? Or let her go? My wife could hardly imagine life without domestic help. But even if we let the maid go, there was still the problem of the superintendent. No, we really could not hide ourselves in the house. And, as for concealment, if they were going to find us and arrest us anyway, I would prefer not to be hauled ignominiously out of hiding, but to face up to our arresters like a man. After all, we had done nothing wrong. The fact that we were born of Jewish parents could hardly be called a crime. In any case, it wasn’t very likely that the Germans would come for us on their first night in the city. What made me think we were so important?

So I dismissed thoughts of concealment and stretched out on the silk quilt so carefully spread on our bed. Close to my head the radio connected me to the world outside. I turned the dial to the major stations: London, Moscow, Paris, Berlin, Tangier. Nothing new. So I went to sleep as though nothing had happened – as though it was a day like any other.





Chapter 2

Meet the Germans

The first day was full of foreboding. Yet the beautiful spring weather belied the gloomy future.

But then came the second day.

In the early morning the telephone rang. My mother-in-law.

‘You know I have two girls from the provinces living with me. Yesterday they got worried and decided that they had better go home. So in the evening they went to the station to find out about train times. They’ve been gone all night and there’s no sign of them. Could you please do what you can to find them? I’m really worried.’

I promised I would. What else could I say? A minute later the phone rang again. This time it was my sister-in-law. The Germans had caught my brother Zoltán on the street in the center of town and locked him in the synagogue. He had found a telephone in the building and called his wife for help. He had no idea what they were going to do with him.

‘Please get him out!’

‘I’ll do my best,’ I promised. At eleven o’clock a friend of my older son came by. He had decided not to go to school at the regular time. But then he felt guilty, so he walked over later on, only to discover that the school was closed for the day. He also learned that the Germans had rounded up several boys aged sixteen to eighteen. He had come by just to check whether Paul had come home. Not yet.

These Germans were beginning to get on my nerves. What was to be done? What could I do against them? Declare war? My powerlessness made me furious, though I tried hard to hide it. The fact is that I always lose my temper when something happens that I want to change and find I can’t. Although nothing bad had actually occurred, my wife was already beginning to look at me reproachfully. In her mind’s eye she could see her slender son led off along a dusty road by merciless SS men. She looked at me as though I could change the fate of the world if I just cared enough to do so.

‘You don’t care about anything. You just sit and listen to the radio. It’s your own son’s life that we’re talking about!’

Without much internal conviction I did what I could, calling four or five people, friends and strangers. I tried everything that could be done by telephone. I called the president of the Jewish community and, among others, a building manager, a member of the Arrow Cross Party, who lived close to the school. (The Hungarian Nazis were known as Arrow-Crossers, and the Hungarian equivalent of the National Socialist Party was the Arrow Cross Party.)

My son’s friend silently observed my unsuccessful efforts, then said, brightening, ‘Maybe Paul went to play table-tennis. Hang on! I’ll go over there on my bicycle.’

A few minutes later the telephone rang. It was our lost sheep. He explained: ‘School got out at ten. I’m at our usual table-tennis place.’

I didn’t even scold him. In fact there was something symbolic about the table-tennis episode. Perhaps the entire German abomination was nothing more than a kind of nightmare? My newly recovered optimism was bolstered by the news that my captured brother, Zoltán, had come home. Zoltán was a pious, God-fearing fellow, who believed in the strength and power of God and faithfully observed all the commandments of the Jewish religion. When he was detained he turned to God for help. As an observant Jew he knew the layout of the synagogue pretty well. As soon as he could collect his thoughts, he remembered that the building had a second exit on a side street – something the Germans presumably didn’t know – and so he quietly headed for the other door. He heard hammering. He waited anxiously – until he realized that the hammering was simply his own heart. Running down the stairs, he reached the other door, which was unlocked and unguarded. There were no Germans around. He was saved. Without further incident he went home, thanking the Lord for his deliverance.

The pattern of German occupation grew gradually clearer over the next few days. The Germans were discriminating. They didn’t actually ‘arrest’ anybody. Everybody who might participate in any kind of resistance movement was taken into ‘protective custody’. Leftist journalists, opposition politicians, trade-union officials, simply disappeared. Newspapers that were not Nazi-oriented ceased publication ‘voluntarily’. Those that remained made ardent declarations of their love for the Germans and their hatred of the Jews.

A new pro-German government was formed under the leadership of Döme Sztójay, former Hungarian ambassador in Berlin. Fifteen members of parliament resigned in protest. The Germans, though they were now in complete control, stayed behind the scenes. They had plenty of Hungarian stooges to provide them with information and ideas. A kind of epidemic of calumny swept the country, and thousands of people were denounced to the Germans.

Apart from a few hundred outspoken liberals or socialists, Jews provided the obvious target. They were numerous and continued to control a large part of the nation’s wealth. But initially persecution was haphazard and disorganized. The first to be caught were people trying to leave town: the railway stations and highways were patrolled. Those arrested were led off to undisclosed locations. The patrols did not pay too much attention to documents: they just arrested anybody who looked Jewish or otherwise suspicious. In the process a lot of non-Jewish people were rounded up as well. They could be sorted out later. At the final stops on the suburban streetcar lines, everyone who looked Jewish was led off to the local jail, with the result that the jails were jammed with people. German soldiers entered Jewish houses and took whatever caught their fancy. Radios, typewriters, and suitcases were their favorite spoils.

At the house of a friend of mine the Germans were in the process of stealing a carpet when one of them noticed a piano.

‘Who plays the piano?’

‘The lady of the house.’

A couple of the German soldiers were of a sentimental turn of mind. ‘Can you play any songs by Schumann?’

‘Yes.’

‘So what are you waiting for?’

The terrified woman sat down without a word. The soldier listened enraptured, forgetting about the stolen carpet, still clutched under his arm.

The Germans sometimes played stupid games. A group of soldiers asked a building superintendent which apartments were occupied by Jews. They went into one of these apartments. One of the soldiers, a good-humored fair-haired lad, did the talking.

‘I’m sorry to disturb you, but something rather unpleasant has happened. We’ve found the body of a German soldier outside the building – murdered. There are footprints leading to this apartment. I’m afraid we must escort you to our headquarters.’

The Jews didn’t share their sense of humor. In fact they were terrified.

‘How could you possibly think we would do such a thing? We haven’t been outside our apartment in days.’

‘I believe you,’ said the blond soldier politely, ‘but an order is an order. For us, an order is sacred, and failure to carry it out means death. It’s a real shame, because no Jew has yet been released from headquarters, innocent or not. But we’re reasonable people, and we’re willing to make an exception, if you are willing to compensate us. But the compensation will have to be pretty significant. Remember, we’re playing with our lives here.’

After a certain amount of haggling a sum was agreed upon and the soldiers pocketed the money. They apologized for the intrusion and were about to leave when the woman suddenly realized that she didn’t have a penny left for food. The German graciously returned to her one of the larger bills he had received.

‘Gnädige Frau,’ he said, bowing, ‘how can I refuse a lady?’





Chapter 3

The Jewish Council

When systematic persecution of the Jews began, it was carried out not by the Germans, nor by their Hungarian lackeys, but – most astonishingly – by the Jews themselves. One of the first things the Germans did was to form a so-called Jewish Council, consisting of the leaders of the Jewish community. Council members were made personally responsible for the implementation of the various German measures relating to the Jewish population. As a reward they, their families and those who worked for them were exempted, at least at the beginning, from these restrictions.

The Germans invented this ‘brilliant’ scheme at the beginning of World War II. It had already been used in other occupied countries with conspicuous success. The Jewish Council carried out German wishes far more conscientiously than the Germans could themselves. There was nothing the Germans could request that they were not ready, without a second’s thought, to provide. Of course, their own skins were at risk: if they did not comply they would be the first to be punished; if they did, they would be safe – or so they thought. They appealed to the Jewish community earnestly, almost desperately, to follow orders. As they were respected citizens, their word carried weight. They succeeded in convincing themselves that they were serving the Germans not out of selfish motives but in the interests of the Jewish community: as long as the Jews complied voluntarily their ill-treatment would be kept within bounds. Nothing could have suited the Germans better; they saved themselves the trouble and expense of having to enforce their own orders. It was a master-stroke.

The headquarters of the council, on Sip Street, became a bustling center of activity. Every Jew who had suffered injury ran immediately to Síp Street seeking remedy: there were people who had been evicted from their homes, people who were trying to trace a member of their family who had disappeared, people who had been robbed, people who wanted to travel, people who needed medical care or money, or people who were just hanging around in the hope of finding protection. The council was besieged by people looking for administrative jobs in the hope of entitlement to some kind of exemption as council employees. Within days it became a huge bureaucracy.

As Jews couldn’t go to school any more and their teachers couldn’t teach, they were ordered to report to council headquarters. The children were enlisted as couriers under the command of their teachers. My younger son, George, also became a courier. On the second day he returned home at seven in the evening.

‘What did you do all day?’

‘Mostly nothing. But this afternoon I was given some notices to deliver to various addresses.’

‘Did you read what they said?’

‘I even brought one home.’

He handed me a small slip of paper, with a typewritten message:



SUMMONS

You are requested to report tomorrow morning art 9 o’clock at the Rabbinical Seminary in Rökk Szilárd Street. Please bring with you a blanket, and food for two days.

THE JEWISH COUNCIL



‘Do you know what this means?’ I asked him.

‘I can guess,’ he replied with great seriousness. ‘They’ll be interned.’

Children are often good guessers. I wondered whether he knew what being interned meant. Did this child of mine realize that these people would be deported to Germany and very possibly murdered? I felt too ashamed of the world I had brought him into to enlighten him.

‘The Jewish Council has no right to give people orders like that,’ I told him. ‘You are not to work there any more.’

‘I tried to tell the people I called on not to obey,’ he said, clearly disappointed that I wouldn’t let him work any more. He was beginning to enjoy his career as a courier: it was all a big adventure.

‘What kinds of people are on your list?’ I asked him.

‘They’re lawyers, and their names all begin with the letters B and C.’

As a lawyer I found this all most enlightening. Within a few days it transpired that all the more prominent lawyers were being called for internment – in alphabetical order.

Although I forbade my son to work for the Jewish Council, the council continued to operate diligently and with enthusiasm. By the end of the week they had reached the letter G. Since my own name started with an S, I felt I had a little time.

Was I on the list, I wondered? Fortunately I had never considered myself among the highly paid lawyers, so it was likely that, given the principles of selection, they had omitted me. But my wife, driven less by logic than by fear, was convinced that my name was on the list. I had never been too ambitious, and on that account had had to put up with a lot of nagging from my wife, who, perhaps with a touch of vanity, didn’t want to be the only person with a high opinion of me. Over the years, I tried to justify my natural laziness with a philosophy that was especially developed for the purpose: it doesn’t pay to be prominent. You become identified with the ideas or opinions you hold, and if those ideas are attacked you have to sacrifice either the opinions or yourself. As I had no wish to become a martyr I preferred to stay in the background. I used to tell my wife how, as a prisoner of war in Siberia in World War I, I had led a campaign to improve living conditions in the camp. When our effort was successful, the major who was in charge of the camp offered me an official position as the ‘prisoners’ representative’. It carried with it various small privileges and represented the highest position a prisoner of war could attain.

I refused, because I felt the offer was a bribe.

Shortly afterwards there was a new wave of agitation which broke into violence and the prisoners’ representative was executed as an example to the men.

This story generally satisfied my wife, and me too, because it implied that the only reason I didn’t become prominent in civilian life was that I didn’t try. If my name was not on the list now, my philosophy would be vindicated for ever.

In any case, I was determined not to answer the summons if I got one. Let them come and get me if they could: I had no intention of making it easy for them.

In conversations with my lawyer friends, I found not a single person who planned to resist. I was reminded of a visit I had paid years ago to Swift and Armour, one of the great Chicago slaughterhouses. In front of the building was a vast area where thousands of cattle were penned. My guide showed me how the sides got gradually narrower towards the entrance to the building, where there was a trapdoor no more than about three feet wide. When the trapdoor was opened, all the cattle started pushing towards it, until one by one the exhausted animals passed through the door and into the slaughterhouse, on to an enormous turntable. The workers chained each animal to the turntable, hit it on the head with a hammer, and dispatched it on a conveyor belt to its death to make room for the next one.

My friends were going to the slaughterhouse, of their own accord. They did not need to be pushed: they took the streetcar. After the war a marble plaque was unveiled in the Bar Association bearing the names of over six hundred Jewish lawyers who perished through Jewish Council summonses in 1944. Many of them could have avoided the glory of martyrdom by refusing to answer the call.

Not for a minute did I waver in my decision not to obey if the call came. I would go into hiding. But what about my family? What would happen if they took my wife instead of me, or my two sons, or all three of them? It was clear that there could be no half-measures: we would all have to arrange to disappear.

That was easier said than done. Middle-class existence holds us by a thousand and one ties. Our homes, our furniture, pictures on the wall – these are all insignificant in themselves, but most people can’t break free from them.

It was only now that I fully understood the Latin saying ‘Navigare necesse est, vivere non necesse: navigating is essential, living is not.’ Right now, the apartment seemed more necessary than life itself.

And what would happen to our aunt, who ate Sunday dinner with us every week?

But it turned out that four years of soldiering and a long period as prisoner of war had taught me a lesson – to value life more highly than anything else. So for me it was relatively easy to break free of my middle-class material existence.

But then there was the moral problem of breaking the law. Lawyers are trained to act within the framework of the existing legal structure. You try to make the law work to your advantage but you know that if you transgress it you become an enemy of society. None the less, as a lawyer I understood the principles of necessity and self-protection. I felt fully entitled, morally and legally, to disobey the state when it threatened me unjustifiably.

At one time I had played with the idea of writing a book about the moral foundations of international law under the title ‘Everybody Is Responsible’. In my view, international life will never be healthy until we change current notions of national sovereignty. Given the extraordinary technological advances now going on all around us, we must recognize that such concepts are out of date and morally indefensible: we must place limits on the absolute power of the individual state. Not only does every state have a right to intervene in the internal affairs of another state if that state violates fundamental human rights, but it has a moral responsibility to do so. If laws are supposed to embody certain moral precepts, there must be some fundamental principles of justice that no state ought to be allowed to break. And if those principles are broken, it is the duty of the other states to enforce them. No state has the right to take away the civil rights of any group of its citizens, to treat them like slaves, to exterminate them. We all of us have an obligation to help the helpless when their human rights are violated and when atrocities are perpetrated against them.

And what is true of states is true of individuals, too. The citizen should not accept injustice or arbitrariness from the state to which he belongs. If his life is endangered by an unjust action of the state, he is morally justified in fighting back. He even has a legal justification in the principle of self-defense in extreme need. The great German poet Friedrich Schiller put it like this:


There is a limit to the power of a tyrant. If the oppressed cannot find justice elsewhere, he reaches his hands with confidence to heaven and appeals to the eternal rights that dwell there as indestructible and imperishable as the stars.


I never wrote the book, but thinking about it cleared my head.

So I felt no compunction about breaking the law. For me the law ceased to have moral sanction the day the Germans occupied the country. The only thing that mattered was to survive the next few weeks. It never occurred to me that the German occupation might last longer than that.

In times of danger, the biggest problem is getting people to choose among unpleasant options. I saw the matter quite clearly: we would get through the coming months only if we ceased to live as Jews. As I moved around, I tried to get a sense of how other people felt about these ideas, and what obstacles they saw. I particularly remember one such discussion early in April at the home of my good friend the pediatrician Dr Radnóti.

A heavy-set photographer, whom we knew as Tubby, asked, more or less out of the blue, ‘Have you ever thought what kind of a person Hitler is, as a human being?’

‘What kind of person would anyone be who could get into his head the notion of exterminating a whole race just because he doesn’t approve of them?’ asked my friend Osi. ‘He’s crazy. A megalomaniac.’

‘Yes,’ someone said. ‘A megalomaniac, but not a madman.’

My pediatrician friend, who was given to quoting Greek philosophy on such occasions, took over the debate:

‘In my view the wisdom of the ancient Greeks applies to Hitler as well: “Koros, hybris, ate: pride comes before a fall”. Like every dictator he is haughty, cruel and blinded by success, but his ultimate fate will be that of all dictators: catastrophe.’

I didn’t entirely agree:

‘I think Hitler himself knows that his success can’t last long. Even at the time of his greatest victory, when France surrendered, there was a kind of gloomy undertone in his speeches, a dark sense that things would not end well. When the whole continent of Europe lies prostrate at his feet, as he puts it, he talks about his own surrender: “Ich werde nicht kapitulieren, nur fünf Minuten nach Zwölf: I won’t capitulate until five minutes past twelve.” If he himself doesn’t really believe in his ultimate victory, why should anyone else, especially those of us who stand to lose our lives in the process?’

‘But isn’t there a chance that Hitler might change his attitude towards the Jews, or that the Western powers might force him to do so?’ Tubby asked, always looking for compromises.

‘The great shortcoming of the Western powers is that they cooperate only at the time of ultimate danger: when war breaks out. In peacetime, it’s every nation for itself.’

‘Perhaps worldwide public opinion will influence him,’ persisted the photographer.

‘Worldwide public opinion carries no weight any more. Democracies are certainly dependent on public opinion, but their populations are not educated to consider international problems more important than national ones. The Western powers should have intervened to punish Hitler way back in 1934, when the persecution of the Jews started in Germany and when all internal opposition to Hitler was silenced by firing squads, starting with the execution of Generals Schleicher and Röhm. If the rest of the world had been determined enough not to allow such flouting of the elementary principles of justice, Hitler would not be ruling Germany today. But Baldwin, the English prime minister, blithely declared that ‘England is not the policeman of Europe.’ The democracies refused to lift a finger. All that was needed then was a police action, but they begrudged the minimal costs needed to do the job. As a result, Britain is now in the fourth year of a world war, with huge losses, and fighting for its very survival. The Leitmotiv of Hitler is not pride but fury. And fury is a poor teacher. Where can Hitler unloose his fury? On the Americans? The British? First he has to overcome them, and that’s no easy task. It’s a whole lot easier to pour his fury out on the Jews and the Gypsies and the poor prisoners of war. They can’t defend themselves. If you think Hitler will ever change his anti-Jewish policy, you’re living in a fool’s paradise. Why on earth should he feel concern for the Jews, when he feels no concern for his own people? He’s sacrificing the flower of German manhood in the pursuit of his nightmarish vision. If Hitler can’t find it in his heart to pity the Deutsche Jugend, the youth of Germany, what makes you think he’ll find pity for the Jews? Exterminating the Jews is the one point in his political program that he can carry out through the principle of least resistance.

‘So,’ I concluded, ‘we have nothing to protect us against Hitler’s threats; there is nobody we can turn to; we are on our own. We must fight for ourselves. And since we can’t stand up to Hitler’s fury, we must hide from it.’

I don’t know whether I convinced the fat photographer, but I certainly convinced myself.

Such conversations had their use: they raised new perspectives and gave me ideas on how to start crystallizing my plans. But mostly they were only words, words and more words.

What matters is not the decision but the implementation.





Chapter 4

In Search of an Identity

We could stay alive in the coming months if we lived as Christians. So I had my guiding principle, but the next problem was carrying it out. We would have to give up our current identity and, in effect, crawl into a new skin. But how? Where should we begin?

Somehow we would have to obtain new identity papers, move to a new apartment, start a new life with a new name.

For the moment, as I thought about our survival, I limited my horizons to just five people: myself, my two sons, my wife, and my mother-in-law, for whom I felt a special responsibility. But what about brothers and sisters? Friends? Clients? My sons’ friends? At what point can a person say that he’s done everything he can do? The slightest omission can bring deadly consequences.

My plan was to obtain documents from Christians whose identity more or less fitted ours. My first move, as a lawyer, was to search the files in my office for any personal documents I could use. They were full of such papers, since our Hungarian bureaucracy always required the fullest documentation whether it was relevant or not. One reason behind such unreasonable requirements was to make sure that an applicant was not tainted with Jewish blood. Just the sort of foolproof documentation I needed.

I studied the files with much excitement. But of many particulars that these documents contained there were always some – age, height, weight, color of eyes, or heaven knows what else – that did not fit. People are more individual than we suppose.

I made no attempt to keep my plans secret from my friends, not least because I felt I had to share my conviction that living under a false identity was the only way out. But I also hoped to make contact with people of the same persuasion. Nobody opened up to me. Being outspoken is natural to me, like breathing: I dislike lying, not on moral grounds but because it requires such concentration. As a young student I learned the Latin proverb: ‘mendacem oportet esse memorem: A liar must have a good memory.’ I preferred to use my memory for other purposes, not to cover up lies. Yet in this case my frankness in sharing my plans with others failed to bring the results I had hoped for. Instead of countering with frankness, people stayed lukewarm, probably not from a lack of sincerity but out of a natural desire for self-preservation. Still, here and there I managed to gather quite a lot of valuable information, which helped me to keep my feet firmly planted on the ground and to abandon any romantic ideas.

Knowing the Germans’ blind respect for uniforms, I had played with the romantic notion of obtaining a German officer’s uniform and exploiting its magical powers. But my friends told me that my knowledge of the German military would not be enough to carry it off, and, anyway, it would not have solved the problem of my family’s survival.

My other romantic plan was to escape to Soviet Russia. I toyed with the idea for quite some time and considered it at least feasible. Why? Around this time Hungary had a common frontier with the Soviet Union, and these two giants, Germany and the Soviet Union, were engaged in a struggle to the death. Furthermore, Hitler was busily carrying out his extermination campaign against the Jews, so it was no wonder the Jews hated Hitler. Logically, it followed that the Russians ought to receive Jewish refugees with open arms. I had the added advantage of fluency in Russian. But the news I was able to gather about the unhappy fate of German and Spanish communists who made it to Russia convinced me that one could not make judgments about the Russians on the basis of logic.

The Russians never really understood the political zigzagging that took place right before their eyes between 1939 and 1941. Until 1939 Russian propaganda represented Hitler as a fascist executioner, who murdered communists and whose hands were drenched in blood. Then in 1939 the Soviet Union became Germany’s ally. When, two years later, Hitler attacked his new allies, it was like a bolt out of the blue to the Russians. Russian films, The Fall of Berlin for instance, depicted the war as coming on with no warning or explanation.

Later, after war had broken out between the two, I often listened to Russian radio programs. I heard not a word about Hitler’s anti-Semitism. I have no idea why this information was never shared with the Russian people. Perhaps it was because Stalin was an anti-Semite as well.

So, even if a Jew managed to get through the barbed wire to Russian territory, the soldiers would be unlikely to believe that he was trying to escape from Hitler. They would be more likely to assume that, given that all Jews were cowards and obviously lacked the courage to cross the German lines, this one must be a spy. Spies are never treated very gently: they tend to get arrested and beaten up. Furthermore, people who had traveled and lived in Russia told me that women were particularly at risk of molestation and rape. So, all things considered, setting out with the family to Russia hardly seemed like a good idea.

In addition to arranging new identities for my family, I was increasingly preoccupied with another, completely different plan: going into hiding until the dark times were over. These two problems seemed to contradict each other: if we had the necessary papers, why hide? Maybe my fear addled my brain? Anyway, I thought a lot about ways of hiding out, and about whether I should use false documents at all, or at least only as a last resort. Deep in my heart I was convinced that the Hitler regime was in its last months and would soon collapse. So we might not have to hide for long.

Little by little my various grand plans proved unworkable and there was only one way left – to live with false documents. But a number of issues remained unresolved. Could I pull it off? Weren’t there unavoidable external signs that would reveal a person’s Jewishness – something characteristic in a Jewish face, the sad glint of the eyes, a typical gesture or intonation?

In Hungarian literature Jews were often presented as hook-nosed, with crooked backs and guttural speech. Some writers described them as sly, self-ingratiating, and given to much gesticulation. The Jewish personality obviously underwent great changes over the years, though the literary stereotype persisted. Many Jews, perhaps in response to the stereotype, chose to get involved with sports, cultivating their muscles and coming across as tough. Hungarians were often Olympic champions, and among the champions were numbers of Jews, even in that most characteristic Hungarian sport, fencing. Of course, people of a progressive turn of mind, socialists and the like, made no distinction between people of Jewish or Christian background.
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