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Concerning this true story (by J.P. Ady Fenyo)

 

This is my translation of a book that Erno Lazarovits wrote and which was published in Hungarian by Hunga-Print (Budapest) in 1991, a 5000-copy print. I have made every effort to keep to the very meaning and intent of the author, who also happens to be the main subject of this autobiographical work, but in order to facilitate the non-Hungarian reader I have provided some explanations and pronunciation points. 

 

I have known Erno since I first returned to Hungary, following the change in political systems (from a closed, non-democratic society to an open, semi-democratic one) in 1994. He has been like an uncle to me, and, though we have had some minor differences of views throughout the years, I have sought his advice on issues concerning our community in Hungary (namely the Jewish community). Throughout my translation of this book I was able to get to the inner man that is Erno Lazarovits, and I was pleasantly surprised to find that we share many emotional and other character traits in common. 

 

Translating this book was not an easy task, not at all because of the language involved (Hungarian), but because of the topic. In a sense I could say that I was back there and then with Erno, suffering all the injustices and inhumanity of the forced labor camps and some of the horrors of the Holocaust. Though I had grown up surrounded by books on the Holocaust, including quite a few pictorial documentaries, given that my father was one of a few people entrusted by the National Archives in Washington, D.C. to research World War Two and the Holocaust in particular, the topic was not at all unfamiliar to me. But the fact that I am a friend of Erno made his accounts very real to me. When he laughed so would I, when he cried I would cry as well, when he was in shock it was as if I was in shock, and when he was bitter and angry, so was I. 

 

This is by no means the kind of book one should read before going to bed at night, which makes it a difficult book to sell, but I hope that quite a few people will find the time to learn some simple things from Erno’s experiences and just maybe help prevent the world from forgetting the past and making the same sick mistakes. 

 

With hope, J.P.

WANDERER IN HELL
Erno Lazarovits
 
 
 
The puffy white dream clouds, like wooly sheep, swam lazily across the expanse of the blue sky as the early spring wind blew them eastwards. The rays of the Sun streaked down over the landscape as it awoke from its peaceful winter sleep. The noisy chirping of the thousands of sparrows that flew way above was like hymn that heralded the arrival of spring.  


The landscape was wonderful; it was one of Austria’s most beautiful, broad, hilly countryside places that formed at the end tip of the Alpine mountain range.


Looking back deep into the past all of this still lives in my memory as if it were some kind of decorative theatrical set on whose stage a horrible, shocking drama was being played out. 


This drama had been written by history itself, and I was but one of the many hundreds of thousands forced to play a role in it. 


An endless line of marching people snaked across the frozen solid dirt road. The passing of winter was marked by the dirty spots of melted snow that could be seen between the leafless trees that stood on both sides of the road. We were in the first days of March 1945 and the beat of tired, worn out footsteps echoed across the scene, like the monotone sound of distant drumming in the jungle. 


It was the second day that we had been marching through that wonderful, “peaceful” landscape, whose beauty no one there and then could really enjoy. Our minds were elsewhere, occupied by thoughts that were far different; the warm family nest that fascism’s barbarity had torn apart, the loved ones from whom we had been taken away by force, and last but not least our own impending fate. Could this be our very last march? Will we ever return home and will we ever see our loved ones again? These thoughts and feelings permeated all my thoughts and ran wildly in my mind. All along the way, even at every rest stop all I could think about was about my home, my family and my seemingly hopeless future. 


I don’t quite know how to explain it all, but from the very first day of my conscription into forced labor at Jolsvar in May of 1944, then through the seemingly endless time spent at the concentration camp of Mauthausen, till my being liberated from Gunzkirchen in May of 1945, I always kept my optimism. And I can thank my optimism for having been able to survive all the horrors. I fanatically believed that I would survive the war and see my family again, that God was watching over me and my optimism and a little luck made all the difference. 

 


While we were still marching from Deutsch-Schutzen into the interior of Austria, to the unknown, the events of the past several weeks reeled through my mind like a movie. It had been three weeks since we had been given a full shake down and body search at Szombathely, when the Hungarian gendarme had handed us over to the TODT (the German engineering corps), who in turn had taken us to Deutsch-Schutzen to dig trenches. 


We dug them from early morning till late at night, and, as I found out after the war, they were never ever put to use. All we got in turn was some breakfast and dinner, and very little to eat at that.


We would save some of the bread and jelly to eat later on during our rest break around noontime. 


Our living quarters there were relatively decent. A farm barn at the end of the village improvised as our barracks. It was a palace compared with where I would later on be sleeping atop the hill in Fertorakos. And it pleasantly smelled of fresh pinewood and hay.  Furthermore, it was kept warm by the heat of an iron stove in the middle, whose fire was kept going by the weak and disabled who could not otherwise work outside with us.

 


The days went by without change and under the canopy of a boring gray sky. In the morning we would be taken two kilometers outside of the village to dig trenches all day long, until nightfall. It was relatively fortunate for us that the ground was not too hard, due to the fact that the ground had been used for growing wheat. 


The frontline of the war could not have been very far, for huge bombers flew high above us at the same time of the day each day, leaving behind them their thin white lines of exhaust condensation. And the sound of ack-ack fire could be heard as the Germans tried to shoot them down, followed by the whistling sound of bombs falling and their subsequent loud explosions which could be heard all the way here. And now the sound of pick axes hitting on the ground mixed with the sound of planes returning. 


Our guards would look up at the menacing planes and then they would yell at us the usual orders; los…los…. (move it….move it)!


They would repeat these shouting commands several times throughout the day, but they would yell them even louder when the fat TODT commander would show up to make his head-count each day at midday. He was an older, gray haired, quiet man. He never talked to any of us while he inspected our progress and rarely talked to the guards. If he did talk to them it would probably be about changes to the location of new trenches to be dug. 


Three weeks went by and nothing extraordinary happened, except that we noticed that the sound of the cannons being fired was getting closer and closer. Or maybe we just wanted to believe that what we were hearing was for real. One’s mind can play tricks when one has not eaten and rested sufficiently for long periods of time.

 

 

 


Then, one day, something unusual happened. It was around 11 in the morning, by which time the biting cold wind had blown away the fog, and the sun peeked through the thick clouds every now and then, when we noticed what soon appeared to be soldiers on foot marching towards us. An officer on horseback rode ahead of them. It was then that we realized that these soldiers were heading westwards, or as they would say “making a planned retreat”, and that they wore the uniforms of the Hungarian Arrow Cross elite (extreme Hungarian Nazis). We noticed that quite a few of them were young men, barely in their teens. Their rifles, which hung by their sides, would knock against their waists, and their dusty uniforms and long faces showed that they were tired and worn out.


When they had reached us their officer raised his hands for them to stop and take a rest. He then slapped the hind of his horse and headed straight for us. He stopped suddenly, his horse’s head pulled all the way back and up, and having taken a long, nasty look at us he asked the German guard nearest to us the following;


“Where’s your commanding officer?” 


Meanwhile it was obvious that his horse was neurotic and would not stay put. The German soldier had no idea what he was saying since he didn’t know a word of Hungarian. 


“Ich verstehe sie nicht. Sprechen sie Deutsch?” (I don’t understand you. Do you speak German?)


“Commandant?” he barked, as if giving a command to the German.


One of the other guards nearby went away and soon came back with the commander and a civilian, who was his personal interpreter.


The commander was not in a good mood to be disturbed out of his office, especially given how cold and windy it was this day.


The Hungarian officer jumped down from his horse in a rather theatrical way, and holding his horse riding leather-flip cane in his left hand he used his right hand to shake the hand of the German commander.


“I would like to take away a couple of Jewish forced laborers with me.” He said in an arrogant manner that showed he was not willing to take “no” for an answer.


“What do you need those for anyway?” said the commander, rather surprised by the Hungarian officer’s disrespectfulness. Everything was being interpreted.


“As you can see for yourself,” the Hungarian officer said, pointing towards his men resting some one hundred meters away, “we have a lot of young guys serving with us who were not long ago collected from their villages and made into fine young soldiers. Some of them are holding firearms for the very first time. I need The Jews,” and he said this raising the volume of his voice, “given that there are too many of them, for target practice!” His voice was sadistic to the extreme.


He had said all this so loud that not only did we hear him clearly, but so did the rest of us further on and we were shocked and stood cold and still, as if we were statues about to be smashed to pieces. 


“Sema Yisrael” said Roth, the bearded Chassidic Jew who was busy digging next to me. ‘What will happen to us?’ was what his extended arms expressed. I didn’t know what to tell him since I was also totally shocked. I watched every expression on the face of the German commanding officer as the interpreter translated the sadist’s words. The German waited patiently and without revealing his true feelings or thoughts, giving a blank stare at the creep and then at the young Hungarian soldiers resting further away. And then back at the Hungarian officer. When the reason was made known in German the commander looked as if he had misunderstood something or as if he could not believe what he was hearing. We were going through moments of total shock and yet we watched them intensely. 


“What in the world are you talking about? Did I hear you right? For target practice?!?!” asked the German commander. He then looked straight into the face of the Hungarian Nazi and said without the slightest hesitation,

“Not on your life! Besides, as you can see we need these Jews here to dig these trenches.” And without waiting to hear what the Hungarian Nazi was about to say he turned about face and headed back to his office.


The young Hungarian Nazi’s face showed his deep disappointment, and his angry stare was fixed on the German until he had disappeared behind the houses. He then mounted his horse in a quick jump and while he angrily hit the horse’s hind he blurted all manner of curses against us Jews as he headed back to his troops. We all breathed sighs of relief.


“Well, we’ve survived once more,” said Roth, who had since stopped crying and was hunched over his shovel.


“You bet,” I replied, as I hit hard and angrily into the black earth with my pickaxe.


We all went back to work this time without having to wait for our guards to yell orders at us, for this time every strike into the earth we made was a strike intended at those sick Hungarian Nazis, the Arrow Cross, who wanted to murder us as soon and as brutally as possible. 


We worked the rest of that morning without talking to one another. In the afternoon the commander came by to make his regular inspection. He went all around the place and one could see from his facial expression that he was nervous about something. Like some kind of lunatic he walked in our midst without saying a word to anyone at all, and then, after taking one full circular view of us, he hurried off in a rush.


Night’s dark gray curtain closed in around us. We all got in line, some of us carrying shovels and others pick-axes, and headed off, rather exhausted, towards our quarters. Usually we would be talking to one another along the way, but this time silence ruled the day. After we had laid down our tools we went to get in line for our warm dinner soup, which we ate wholeheartedly. We then returned to our quarters and stretched our tired, worn-out bodies on the fresh hay and while some of us fell asleep immediately others stared towards the ceiling, searching for something to dream about. Moments from our childhood, the house we grew up in, its furniture and all the details of normal life, with the family sitting at the dinner table talking freely about the day’s silly little moments. 


I too was all worn out and exhausted, but it was a long time before I could fall asleep. I could hear the cannon fire getting closer in the distance, its explosions becoming more and more frequent. Eventually the monotony of the cannon fire put me to sleep. But a shell exploded nearby and we all woke up. And then another and another one still, such that it felt like we were going through an earthquake. Klein, who was sleeping next to me, opened his eyes and asked me;



“What’s going on? What’s happened? Are the Russians here already?”


Apparently he had been dreaming about the Russians liberating us. Which was not surprising since all day long we could hear the cannon fire getting closer and closer. Unfortunately we were unable to find out what was really going on. After all, we were at the edge of the village and none of the villagers wanted to get anywhere near us. 


The cannon fire intensified and the shells landed closer and closer to us! The entire company had awoken by the time the barn door was opened and the commander issued his orders;


“Aufstehen schnell!”


We were ordered to get all our belongings together and get in line. The excitement was intense, and everyone hurried to fill his backpack with whatever they had. Within minutes we were outside and ready to get going. We had mixed feelings about being ordered to get in line, since after more than one year’s worth of forced labor service we all knew that these orders did not always mean that we were heading out, but that we might be given a full shakedown.


“Must we go through another shakedown after only four weeks since we had our last shakedown before coming here?” I asked myself. However, there was no time to wonder about it at all.


“Place your backpacks down in front of your feet!” was the order.


‘Yep, another damn shakedown,’ I thought to myself, and the memory of the previous one flashed before me once more. The previous shakedown was something I would never forget.

 

This is what happened. 

 

A gendarme forcefully shoved me into a room. I looked about the room’s every crack and corner, taking in the yellowish tan of the waxed floor, the white walls, the dirty black string from which hung the a weakly lit light bulb. And in the middle of the room stood a brown table, with a gendarme sergeant sitting behind it. He was in his middle years, his flush red cheeks adorning his shaved white face, and a thick tuff of brown hair hanging over his forehead. He measured me with his beady, deep-set eyes, as I stood between the door and the table, holding my backpack tightly. For a brief moment I trembled in utter fear, which he noticed, for he began to smile nastily. And I began to sense that something terrible was going to happen to me.


I had already seen some twenty-one of us enter this room, but not once did any of them exit the same way. It was as if they had been dumped into a secret hole somewhere in the room. Where might they have disappeared? I wondered. What was their fate? Outside another ninety or so of my fellow sufferers were waiting, surrounded by some eight or ten gendarmes who made sure that they did not even talk to each other. 


The gendarme sitting at the table broke the brief moment of silence, which seemed to me to last an eternity. His voice was cold and brutal, as if he were talking to a wild animal and not another human being. 


“Well, get on with it! Don’t tell me that you are waiting for me to submit a formal request on paper now?!? Come closer!”


Seeing that I hesitated he angrily screamed.


“Get moving now!”


I took a few steps closer to the table and could feel my knees trembling like crazy, but I forced myself to move because the gendarme who had pushed me in was standing right behind me, breathing down on my back. Once more our eyes met and all I could see in his cold, light blue eyes was an icy look, cold and devoid of any human compassion, filled with brutality and extreme hate. It scared the hell out of me and I could not move a muscle. 


“Get on with it!” he yelled smashing his fist into the table, “Empty everything out on the table! Every damn piece of shit in your bloody backpack!” He yelled like a raving lunatic and stood up. His uniform stuck to his short, overweight body. My hands trembled as I untied my backpack’s lace, and began to unpack slowly. The first item was my worn-out mess tin, and when I placed it on the table the spoon it held made some noise. My colorless blanket, some underwear, my wash kit, and my spare pair of pants then followed. Finally my hand reached the bottom of my backpack and hesitated to remove the last item. The gendarme saw my hesitation and went ballistic. 


“What now? Have we fallen asleep? Fine, then I’ll wake you up!” And with his eyes he signaled the gendarme standing behind me to jab me on the side of my torso with the butt of his bayonet. 


I winced in extreme pain, but kept as silent as possible. My shaking hands removed my most prized possession, which was a velvet pouch, embroidered with golden letters, containing my tefillin, my talis, and my prayer book. I had absolutely no desire to show anyone this treasure of mine for those religious items were priceless treasures of infinite value to me. They had been given to me on the occasion of my Barmitzva, years earlier, and the tefillin in particular, being a family heirloom, were everything to me. At that very moment I had a flash back to that most special day in 1937 at the Poale Cedek synagogue where my Barmitzva had taken place. And it was later on that day, at our house, when I had finished giving my speech to the many guests that my father, a warm tear falling on the pearl white tablecloth, handed over to me the tefillin set that had been handed down to him on his 13th by his father, who had also been handed them and so on for generations. 


Back then when I had taken possession of those precious items I had embraced them tightly and had promised that I would keep them no matter what until it my turn would come to hand them down. At that time I could not have imagined that the day would come when I would fail to live true to my promise.


Once more the gendarme at the table yelled at me. 


“Come on, what’s that?” 


I pressed the pouch tightly against my chest, hoping that I might somehow hide its contents in one of the chambers of my heart, whose beat was now like thunder. 


The bastard snatched the pouch from my hands but for a brief moment I snatched it back, only to be jabbed once more by the one behind me. But this time my full attention was on the act of violence being taken against the contents of my pouch, such that I did not notice any of the pain that I would have otherwise felt. The man untied the pouch and let the contents fall on the table. 


The feeling of this attack against my treasures was like a sharp blade slashing my heart, and a fiery hot tear of pain mixed with anger fell from my eyes unto the naked palm of my hand. It felt like lava, burning a hole right through my soul.


The bastard did not pay any attention to me at all, but concentrated on the contents of my pouch, like a hunter prizes the game he has killed. He unraveled the tefillin and like a madman exclaimed,


“That’s it! I’ve got it!” He rubbed his hands on my treasures and then threw them to one corner of the room. And now that my eyes had gotten used to the dark I could see that in that same corner was an entire mound of “treasures” (tefillin and other religious items). 


I could not hold back myself anymore and so, having bent over the table, holding the edge tightly, I begged him,


“Please don’t take them from me! Anything but them! They belonged to my grandfather and they are very dear to me….very dear…very dear…please….please” But my voice was drowned by my crying . The gendarme sergeant looked at me alarmingly.


“What?!? How dare you??” he yelled, “You dare behave so disrespectfully?”  And the next moment I was punched real hard in my face. My head was flooded with the sound of blood rushing through it, I staggered in shock, and the room seemed to swirl. I fell back onto the other gendarme, who in turn knocked me over.


“Take him away!” ordered the sergeant, and turning to me he said, “Stuff your things back and beat it!”


I somehow managed to stuff the rest of my things into my backpack fast and the moment I was done the other one grabbed me by the collar of my shirt and dragged me out another door. He shoved me up a flight of wooden stairs that creaked real loud. We finally reached a metal door and he opened it. Behind it was a dirty, dusty, stinky room full of my fellow sufferers who held onto their backpacks tightly, covered by their blankets. The door was slammed shut behind me. They gathered around me and began asking me what had happened but I was crying so profusely that I could not gather my breath. I cried as hard as I had when I was a child and had done something prankish. Once I was a bit more calm my red-haired, freckled friend Emil Rosenthal, who had enlisted with me at Jolsvar, touched my shoulder lightly and asked;


“Tell me, what happened? Were you also beaten up? Because I was really punched up, you know. I did not want to hand over my tefillin.”


Rosenthal was from the island of Maramaros, the son of a kosher butcher and thus even more religious than I.


“Imagine this guys,” said Istvan Szanto meanwhile, who had joined our company as a white-banded forced laborer, after having been through quite an adventure, “those pigs beat me up because I did not have any prayer items! I did not even know what it is that they were asking of me. I had no idea what they were talking about. It was useless trying to explain to them that I had been raised Catholic and had even attended a Jesuit school. They wouldn’t even listen to me.”


“Why did they only take away our tefillin??” asked Weiss bitterly. Weiss was otherwise the all-knowing, happy-go-lucky guy in our company. “After all every other time that we ever went through a shakedown they did not dare touch our sacred relics.”

 


I remembered how on one occasion, back in July of 1944, they had taken away from me a couple of books by Attila Jozsef (the famous Hungarian poet) and Heine. Without even looking at the books I held the curly mustachioed gendarme quickly remarked; “Are we reading Communist propaganda now?” And he threw my books into a corner that was full of other things taken from my fellow sufferers. 

 


“Yes, yes, such a shakedown as this has never yet happened,” repeated Weiss, and with his usual black humor he added,


“How disrespectful!”


Upon hearing this many of us tried to fight back a slight smile that broke out on our faces. And more and more of our fellow sufferers joined our ranks after having been through this most brutal shakedown, until the whole company was together again.

 


Night fell and through the cracks in the ceiling wood the light of a twinkling star once in a while shined through, as they do in the storybooks.


I listened to what people were whispering to one another for a while and then tried to fall asleep with my backpack as a pillow and my blanket wrapped around me tightly. I was apprehensive, wondering what else might happen to us in the morning. I had great difficulty falling asleep as my tears and crying kept on strangling me. Why did they have to take away the tefillin only? Why?? I asked the same thing to myself over and over again, but no answer could be found.


It began to get colder and colder in the roof where we lay and soon we began to get closer and closer to one another to avoid the painful cold. I finally fell asleep.


The next day we got up early before dawn and began our march towards Deutsch-Schutzen.


Four weeks had passed since the time when our relics had been stolen and now our company stood tired, knees trembling, wondering what will happen next. Klein nudged me.


“What do you think?” he asked me nervously, “Why did we have to get in line so early?”


“I don’t know,” I replied in a weak, slightly trembling voice. I was still thinking about the shakedown in Szombathely. Here in Deutsch-Schutzen this cool morning, as the fog that had earlier descended on the surrounding woods was blown away by a sharp wind, I could smell that particular scent that means spring is not far away. 


The commander of our forced labor company arrived shortly with the same entourage of guards all dressed in their usual uniforms, the only difference being the machine guns that hung on their shoulders. This display of force strengthened my opinion that we were about to go through a shakedown. Meanwhile the blast of cannons in the distance disturbed the silence. The commander ordered us to get in line and, as usual, we headed off to the camp kitchen. 


We all breathed a sigh of relief and calm returned when we saw the steaming mobile cook’s cauldron, with Kohn, the fat, red-cheeked, smiley faced cook assigned to our company, waiting by its side with the usual soup ladle in his hand ready to scoop us up a dose of the warm fluid.

 

 


“Auf! Auf!” sounded the command, ‘weiter’….the rest stop was over. I barely managed to get up for I felt like one who has been shaken awake from a deep, sweet sleep. And for a moment I had no idea where I was.


“What’s up? Did you fall asleep?” Klein asked, shaking me by my shoulders. I looked about the place with my eyes half opened and got up slowly, sleepily. It was the second day since we had left Deutsch-Schutzen, and all we had been doing was marching and marching on and on. It would have been nice to rest a while longer on the fresh grass under the weak spring sun. 


We started marching once more, and in order to save our energy and make the hard marching easier to cope with we didn’t talk to one another. 


But our thoughts were free to fly about like wild birds flying around colorful flowers in a fruit-filled jungle. I daydreamed of fresh coffee and the image of Kohn, the cook, popped up. I stood in front of him with my mess-tin, staring into his healthy, plump, red-cheeked face. I could see that he instantly understood my expression for he dipped deep into the large aluminum cauldron and spooned me plenty of the warm liquid. 


Kohn did not accompany us any further and it was only later on, well after the war had come to an end, that I find out he had survived, had emigrated to Australia after being liberated, where he had worked as a chef until he became owner of one of the most successful restaurants there.


‘Yes! Wouldn’t it be nice to have some of that faux coffee liquid, along with a piece of bread’, I thought to myself once more. Most of us had already eaten the slice of bread spread with marmalade that had been given to us before we had begun marching, thinking that there would be another food stop along the way. What a mistake! Perhaps we were so naïve because we had not yet experienced the more extreme form of hunger that we were about to. After all, we had almost always been given something to eat, especially in Hungary. True, our food rations had never been really fair.

 


After we were placed into our rest quarters for the night each time we had reached a village we would escape under the cover of night to do some ‘scouting’. We scouted to see which family would answer in sympathy to our begging. Though the war was at its peak, even the poorest of families offered us something to eat. 


In one village, whose name I no longer remember, I could hear the sound of children playing coming from one of the houses. The gate was open, no dogs could be heard barking, and so I went in and knocked on the door. After a second attempt at knocking the voice of a frightened woman answered;


“Who’s there?”  She asked.


“A good person.” I answered.


Nothing else had come to my mind at the time, but I could hear the safety chain being taken off the latch and the squeaky door being slowly opened. A woman in her thirties appeared through the partially opened door and to my greatest surprise she invited me in. The kitchen I entered was huge and the petroleum lamp that lit it showed a table surrounded by six children and an elderly woman. And each had a dish of my favorite; poppy-seed noodles (makos teszta). 


“Come sit down with us, your lordship,” said the elderly woman, “and don’t rob us of our dreams by refusing us.”


After the younger woman saw my hesitation she placed a chair closer to the table by my side. I was wearing civilian clothing and had a yellow armband. I held on tightly to my soldiers’ cap, an item that was also issued to forced laborers. They asked me how they might be of help. I told them that I was a Jewish forced laborer, that our company had been ordered to spend the night in the village, and that I should like to buy some food with a little of the money I still had.


“Well, we don’t have much food ourselves, given that both of our husbands are out fighting at the front and we have these six children to take care of. Believe me, it is not at all easy,” said the younger woman sleepily.


I was already up on my feet about to make my leave of them, respecting the fact that it would be a shame to bother them. After all, it was very difficult to provide food for six hungry children during those hard times. But the elderly woman stopped me short.


“If it won’t offend you, we would be more than pleased to offer you some of our poppy-seed noodles”, and not waiting for my response she placed a dish in front of me and handed me a fork. Without any hesitation she immediately began scooping for me a serving of the steamy, fine-scented noodles. So much poppy seed paste covered the noodles that they could hardly be seen, and I began eating the heavenly noodles with such gusto that I never even noticed that they were no longer eating but were staring at me in surprise. 


I was quite embarrassed at my seeming indiscretion. But the women made an effort to reduce my embarrassment by telling the children to eat up.


“Come on children, eat and stop playing around with your food.”


“You see, they’re just playing with their noodles,” the younger woman said to me in a kind voice, “And to think how much my dear husband loves poppy-seed noodles, and how he’d die to have some now!”


“Who knows where he is, what he has to eat,” said the other woman painfully. Meanwhile she removed my dish and placed the entire tray of remaining noodles in front of me.


“Please eat them all. Besides there isn’t that much left anyway,” she said, referring to the tray, which was still half full. I thanked her and turning to the children I tried to break the ice;


“Well now, let’s have a race to see who eats up their noodles first!”


Apparently they liked the idea for soon enough they were stuffing the noodles away at a fast pace and suddenly one of the children exclaimed;


“I won, I am the angel!” and that was followed by the others saying the same thing. I continued eating the noodles until they were all gone, and without thinking of it I ate each and every last speck of poppy on the tray. After the women had put their children to sleep we spent a long time talking about life and war. It was real late by the time I thanked them for having invited me in and departed. And to my greatest surprise the elderly woman said the following;


“We thank you for bringing blessings to our household. If you had not come along our children would not have felt like eating their food and would have gone to bed hungry. It’s too bad your company is not staying here a little longer, for we would have enjoyed having you over again tomorrow night too.”


It was pitch black outside, especially given that all the windows in the village were sealed shut to avoid the attention of the bomb-dropping aircraft. Even so I had no difficulty finding my way back. For a moment I was shocked to find that not a sound emanated from the barn where we had been placed for the night. It was so quiet that it seemed that they had all left it empty. Only after entering the barn did I regain my breath, for the sound of snoring and sniffing filled the air and everyone was already sleeping there.


On the morning that we departed from Deutsch-Schutzen a soccer field, filled with thousands of emaciated people, appeared before us on one side of the road. Our company was taken into the field to join these ghostly figures. Young and old alike stretched out their shaky hands and begged us for a piece of bread. For four days they had been marching without food and without water. 


“Where do you come from?” I asked the young, around twenty-years-old, spectacled man who stood nearest me. An oversized worn-out coat, held together by a thin packing-chord, covered his thin body.


“From Koszeg,” he said in a weak and trembling voice, “but there are people here from all over the trans-Danubian region.”


We were forced to end our conversation abruptly.


“Achtung, achtung, still bleiben….(Attention! Attention! Quiet please….)” yelled an officer or officer’s assistant in a crackling voice. And within a brief moment, as happens when a conductor at a symphony orchestra taps his wand, everyone was quiet. He informed us that we would soon be getting on our way and that he expected the greatest discipline from all of us. He made it clear that it was forbidden to step out of line and the slightest disorderly conduct would be severely punished. At the end of his speech young SS soldiers lined us up on the other side of the road. 


“If it is these guys who are going to be our escorts then we cannot expect anything good at all,” the young man I had been talking to whispered in my ear, “they’re no different than the ones we have had so far”.


I was about to say something when he took his weak, trembling finger and swept it across his lips in a gesture to remain quiet, and then to his neck to show express that talking could also get us killed.


Yet it was he who spoke next, and in a quiet and pleading voice he begged for a piece of bread. I felt as though my heart would break, so I dug into my backpack and broke off a piece of the bread I had been saving and stuffed it into the outer pocket of his coat. A tear of appreciation escaped from his otherwise dried-out, sunken eyes and rolled down his bony face as he nodded in silent thanks. The next moment he took it from his pocket and popped it into his mouth. 


Meanwhile the orders ‘get into line’, ‘start marching’ went about; the marching line gained momentum and I kept place with my fellow mates from my own company. Klein kept right by my side. For a while we traveled on the main road and then we turned off onto a small dirt road that took us deep into the forest. Upon reaching a high point on the road I looked back to see a snaking mass of emaciated, ghostly, tortured stick people moving along, wave after wave. How will they manage the marching after the fact that they had not even gotten any food in Deutsch-Schutzing, given that they had arrived late that night and had spent the whole night out in the open, surrounded by the cold. At that moment it did not occur to me that we too would soon be experiencing the same devastating deprivation, including the same bitter cold nights out in the open that had ravaged them. 


We had been marching for many hours when finally they ordered us to take a rest at a clearing in the forest. We slumped down on the grass, exhausted. I took but a small gulp of water from my canteen for I had to conserve my resources, not knowing when I would have the next chance to fill up. And yet that one gulp of water was not enough to really quench my thirst. I pondered; where were we? We had no idea where we were being taken. Nowhere along the way were there any signs to tell us where we were. All we could guess was that we were being taken westwards. The first rest stop was short, but at least we had two others that day.


At one of our rest stops I noticed that someone not far from me was singing Italian songs. At first I could only hear the sound of the singing and I thought I must have been hallucinating. I tapped the shoulder of my friend who was resting next to me. 


“Can you hear it too?” I asked him. He leaned up sideways on his elbow and listened.


“This can’t be real! Yes, I hear it too! Come, let’s find out who it is who is in the mood to sing.”


We got up and headed in the direction from where the singing came.


Around a hundred meters away, on a slight elevation stood a strange character singing rather confidently. And in spite of their exhausted state many others had since gathered around the singing man and listened while their faces managed to show a little joy. As we got closer I realized that this character was someone familiar, that I had seen him somewhere before, and only recognized him when we were already real close. It was Imre Halmai, the once acclaimed actor/singer of the cabaret theatre circuit. And now here he was singing, wearing a worn-out coat, held together by some string, his face unshaven and his hair disheveled. It was strange and painful to see this man who had always been so elegant and handsome in such a ragged state. After singing a while he told a few jokes but no one was in the mood to laugh. After he brought his solo show to an end those around him offered him a few pieces of food they thought they could spare. This was their way of showing their appreciation. In effect it was a ticket’s worth of life-giving food.


We spent the night sleeping on a vast field. It was the first time since my conscription that I had spent the night sleeping under an open sky, and without having had any food at all. I rolled myself into my blanket hoping to escape the harsh and cold circumstance.

 


In Fulek we spent our nights in a semi-open woodshed, but it was summer and warm. We would stare up at the stars while Andris Sandor played Mendelsohn in E-moll on his violin. 

 


I heard Mendelsohn again that night while trying to sleep in the open field. It was one of those tunes that stick to one’s soul and accompany one along the endless, infinitely unknown road ahead. I stared up at the moon and the stars hoping that they would tell me my fate. How I trusted that in the future everything would turn out right! But now I wanted to know my actual fate like never before.


How nice it would be if one could see the future, and know one’s fate. How life develops, with all its joys, regrets, pain and what not. No, no, that would not be such a good thing after all. No one really has ever been able to predict the future, for we were made in such a way that the best we could do was use our imagination to sense the future. But the actual fate of one’s life was even beyond the power of imagination.


What crazy thoughts crossed my mind as I slept under the open sky, rolled up inside my blanket and hardly able to sleep, my face exposed to the chilly winds. I would have loved to forget my immediate situation, I would have loved to escape from the bad memories of the past few days, and imagine that none of those things had really happened, that they were only the bad dreams of my wild imagination.

 


Throughout my childhood I had had nightmares regularly. I would wake up frightened, run over to my parents’ bed, to hide between them and even then not be able to sleep for hours thereafter. The frightful images would not go away that easy.


Now I made an effort to remember my childhood, with all its good and bad memories. Ever since I was conscripted to forced labor I managed to gain new energy by simply remembering my past. Nineteen years of memories would haunt my minds’ eyes. Thus the image of the romantic, hilly countryside of the Szilagy region would come up, which had inspired so many of our great poets.


I was born in Szilagysomlyo, in an old house at the foot of the Magura Mountain. It was a great joy to our family that a boy had been born, that there would be someone to make the Kaddish prayer, but….. well…. let’s not get ahead of ourselves….

 


The circumstances of my birth were not usual and it was only after my Barmitzva, when I was thirteen that I found out the details. My mother had waited for me to reach adulthood before telling me what had happened. I won’t forget how intensely I listened to my mother as I looked into her sweet face. She told me that before I came along there had been four boys, four would-have-been brothers, all of who had died soon after being born. Not even a doctor’s examination could explain the reason for their deaths. When she was once more pregnant (with me) she went to see the highly respected wise Rabbi in Tinodi, and told him her reason for sorrow. The Rabbi listened to what she had to say while his stare was up towards the heavens and then said;


“My dear lady, go home calmly, for you will give birth to a boy and he will remain alive. But you must promise to raise the boy in a religious manner. For if you do not keep the strictures of the faith then you will lose him the moment he has given you the greatest joy.”


He also advised my parents to move to another town. My mother swore that she would do as the rabbi had suggested and returned home relaxed. And that’s how I came to be born an ‘Ausgebeten Kind’, that is; a ‘child born of prayer’.


Six months after my birth our family moved to Kolozsvar. As to why exactly this place had been chosen I still do not know, but I lived there for the next eighteen years. I was three years old when my parents enrolled me into the heder (the religious school). While other children were playing all day long I was already busy, from morning till evening, with the sole exception of the lunch break, learning the Hebrew alphabet (Alef-Bet), which by the way was not a small feat for a three year old. I was barely five years old when I could already read fluidly from the Torah. Not only could I read the Hebrew script but I also learned to write in Yiddish. How was my time spent at the heder? Even after all these years I can clearly remember quite a bit….


The heder, which also means ‘room’, was a small room in the courtyard of the synagogue. Its furnishings were simple; a long, polished pine wood table, with matching polished, pine wood benches on both sides. At the head of the table sat the long bearded melamed (teacher). I have only vague memories of Reb Majse, my first teacher, given that I was only three. I do remember that he had a very friendly face and sometimes he would offer me some apricots.


I have much better, in effect stronger, memories of the melamed named Goldner. By then I was already in my first year of elementary school. He was very strict and would quickly bring forth his thin cane if he noticed that someone was misbehaving and not paying close attention. On such occasions he would give a few cane strikes on one’s palms. I remember the time when one day when I was staring through the classroom window. I was enviously watching some boys playing soccer in the school courtyard. Suddenly I felt someone standing right behind me, and when I turned around I saw Goldner towering over me. With a stern voice he said; ‘Well now, continue from where Samuel just finished’. I looked all confused at the pages of the Five Books of Moses that were there before me, but I did not know what I was looking for, as I had no idea where we had been.


“Stand up and turn towards me!” he said to me as if it were an order not to be disobeyed. I stood up, turned towards him, and then those familiar and feared words hit me.


“Hold out your palms!” I slowly opened my hands and with my eyes shut I waited apprehensively. Then I heard the swooshing sound of the cane followed by the stinging pain as it struck my palms. I winced in pain and waited for the next blow, but this time it was aborted.


“Now sit down, and pay attention next time.” My palms burned. I sat down and from that day on I paid close for fear of being hit by the cane.

 


One of the most important and unforgettable events of my childhood was my Barmitzva and all the preparation required for it. Rabbi Mandelbaum, who was our synagogue’s most senior Rabbi and a man of great knowledge, coached me. I prepared with great care, learning the maftirt (the quotation usually read from the Book of Prophets, read at the end of Sabbath Saturday Tora prayers), as well as the droshet. The latter was something I had to tell at the Barmitzva party that took place after the formal ceremony.


Then the big day finally came, and the synagogue was lit up brightly, revealing its full splendor. The voice of the cantor was even more beautiful than usual; at least that was my impression. The men in their prayer shawls were all in a very festive mood. When I was finally called over to read from the Torah I stepped up to the podium with great confidence. I made the traditional prayer aloud and with such force that the whole congregation was certain to have heard me. Then I sang the maftirt that had taken me months to learn while Rabbi Mandelbaum stood right next to me, and attentively listened to my soft and weak soprano voice sing the recited words. Every once in a while I would look over to the side to see the Rabbi’s reaction. I could tell by his warm smile that he was quite satisfied with my efforts and that made me feel really happy. Everyone else was so quiet during the whole ceremony. In fact it was a quiet like none I had ever heard before or since. At other times everyone was talking to one another, especially during the reading of the Torah, and they would be discussing the events of the past few days or personal matters and family concerns. This time they kept their thoughts to themselves, and the very moment I was done all I could hear were cheers and congratulations. Rabbi Mandelbaum was the first to shake my hands and congratulate me in person, and when I had returned to take my place by my father’s side he hugged me while tears of joy rolled down his cheeks. He then kissed me on my forehead several times, as if I were a hero who had just saved the whole world from disaster. The warmth I felt around me was wonderful.


So long as I live I will never forget the Barmitzvah party we held after the ceremony at our house. As customary on such special occasions the entire congregation was invited, and many of the congregation came not just because they knew my father well, but also because he was considered to be one of the most honest and straightforward men in the world. They respected him for being so well informed, for knowing so much about what was going on around the world. Our house was crowded, such that it was impossible to move about without rubbing shoulders. Everyone listened intently, sitting by the richly set table or standing around it, as I gave my speech, which was full of quotes from the tefillin and midras. I remember thanking my parents for having brought me up and the Jewish community for accepting me as an adult of equal worth. I told them that I knew how much responsibility I was now required to accept and live up to, and I swore that I would never do anything that would bring shame to my parents or my community, that I would be an honest man. Of all the nice quotations the following one stuck to my heart the most; “beware of bad words and speaking falsely”. And throughout my life I have done my very best to keep my promise. After I was done speaking, my father embraced me and being impressed by what I had said gifted me with my grandfather’s talis and tefillin prayer boxes (which are strapped to one’s arms and forehead during prayer). My mother gave me a very nice gold ring, with a coat of arms that noble Jews used for sealing the wax seal of their letters, and proudly wore it till the very day I was conscripted. The guests gave me all manner of gifts as well. And I will never forget Rabbi Mandelbaum’s nice speech that left us all in tears of joy. 


The ritual ceremony of the Barmitzvah is the most significant and beautiful event in the life of a religious Jew, and it is forever remembered with affection.

 


We headed onwards for days on end, thirsty and hungry, towards the uncertain and unknown future ahead. Dreams became confused with reality, as did fantasy mix with one’s memories, until everything in our minds became blurred and surreal. In order to avoid losing my sanity I kept recalling all my memories, regardless of whether they were good or bad. I needed my past in order to secure my immediate future. It was a strange way of thinking, forced by events beyond my control. My memories provided me with a sense of enthusiasm, giving me strength, the will to go on, and so they kept me alive when it would have been so easy to give up, let go of one’s will power and die.
 


It was a very cold night, as the icy wind swept across the clearing where we rested. I tucked myself into my blanket as tightly as I could, closed my eyes and tried as hard as I could to fall asleep. I was so exhausted from having to march all day that by the time they ordered us to take our rest I slumped down on the young sprouts of grass like a sack of flour. But as soon as I shut my eyes I started seeing images of my past, of my childhood years. It was so easy to find shelter in the past, in the safety of one’s childhood memories. Time had gone by so fast and everything seemed like it was only yesterday.


My parents had me enrolled in the “tarbut” primary school, which I attended for four years, spending the mornings there and the afternoons at the “heder”. After I graduated from elementary school my parents were at pains to figure out what to do with me. They finally had me attend the Romanian government-run lyceum, where there were no fees to be paid for attending the school and yet one got a fairly good, quality education.


In those days Kolozsvar was a very diverse place to study. Besides its many government and private schools there were some religious schools were one could learn in Hungarian, but their fees were so high that there was no way my parents could have afforded it. So I ended up in a Romanian public school, and those years spent there have given me such strange and unusual memories, which I still keep in mind, since that was where I began to learn about and discover the realities of life. That’s when I could first become acquainted with the greater world outside my immediate life.


I had a hard time getting used to my new circumstances and environment.


The very first time I entered the classroom so many new and curious faces surrounded me, and being somewhat of a shy young man I turned red in the spotlight of all that attention. I took a big sigh of relief when I finally recognized one of my fellow schoolmates from the primary school who was sitting at the end of the fourth row. He did not notice me until I had taken my place by his side, and he was just as happy to finally see someone familiar.


The door to the classroom opened and a tall, thin, slightly hunched man in his early thirties entered carrying a big brown book under his arms. Everyone stood up and that’s when the first big surprise hit us; 


“We are going to pray,” he said. That was the first time I had ever heard the “Our Father Art In Heaven” Christian prayer (it was said in Romanian). Everyone had their hands clasped in prayer, except for the two of us Jews. We stood in utter silence, mute and staring on blankly without anything to do but wait till they had finished.


After the prayer was over the teacher indicated that we should all sit down. He then took long strides as he walked around the entire classroom, and, having taken a good look at every one of us, went over to the pulpit and introduced himself to us. Teodor Podaru was his name, he was our classes’ head teacher, and he taught us French. All I can still remember about his introduction was that he demanded discipline and order from us, and strict behavior during class. Though he expected a bit too much from us, he taught French very well, which was not surprising since he had received his diploma from the Sorbonne in Paris. And his efforts were not wasted, for later on in life I was better able to learn and become fluent in French.


On the first day of classes we were introduced to all the other teachers. Each hour was spent getting to know one of each of the new teachers and for them to get to know us. I could hardly wait to go home at noon. My mother, who was almost always at home since she did not have a job outside, was curious about everything and once I had finished my soup and had satisfied my hunger I told her what had happened. I told her about everything concerning what the teachers expected from us and about the Christian praying in particular, and how my fellow classmates were upset to see me wearing my hat. 


“Well then!” she said clapping her hands in surprise. She did not say another word, but went about clearing the table. I could see that she was smiling about something. I grabbed the apple she had washed for me to take, kissed her on the cheek and rushed off not to be late to my heder. 

The place where the heder was held was in a small building in pretty bad shape that was located near the old tarbut school. Upon rushing through the door I nearly slammed into my old teacher, Buxbaum, who was also the school’s principal. For four years I was lucky to have had him as my teacher and other students in the heder were envious of us that we had such a patient and kind teacher. I greeted him politely, and when he finally recognized me he nearly recoiled as if he had seen a ghost. Fortunately enough he quickly realized that I was really back, and smiling kindly at me he asked me where I was in a hurrying to. I apologized and told him that this is where I was taking my heder classes and that I did not want to be late. The principal removed his musical pocket watch and having clicked open its cover smiled at me as he said:


“There is still more than twenty minutes to go before two o’clock,” and since he knew me well he added, “Ever since that time when you first came late to your first grade class and I chastised you, you were the only one in your class for the next four years to arrive thirty minutes early. Well then, go along, but before you do, tell me, which lyceum are you at?”


I quickly told him what had happened earlier that day and he didn’t comment on any of it. He patted my head, wished me success with my studies, and headed off to take his usual afternoon walk-about. I watched him until he disappeared around the street corner and figured he went to walk in the park and that if he tired he would sit down on a bench under one of the chestnut trees. It was the last I ever saw him.

 

 

 

 


I passed the first grade at the lyceum with excellent grades, and now I was in my second year and still had my locks of hair that indicated my orthodox Jewish upbringing. My classmates did not make an issue of my appearance and accepted me as I was. In those days many Jews lived in Kolozsvar and in the surrounding area and one could find many Yeshivas and other Jewish places of worship and study. The orthodox, especially those children who were Sephardim, wore long dreadlocks and the elders wore kaftans and black fur-rimmed hats called shtramlis. And they walked down the streets without anyone ever bothering them with exception to the thugs called the “Iron Guardsmen”, who were the Romanian ultra-fascists.


I was now in second grade and kept my locks combed and hidden behind my ears. On one occasion the geography teacher asked me to come over to the map hanging over the chalkboard in front of the class. I correctly answered every question he put to me, but his stern stare told me something wasn’t right. He stood up from his chair and came over to me and carefully inspected my head from all angles. I stood frozen awaiting the next question. I dared to look at him and saw that his stare was not only a bit disturbing but that it was quite frightening. His thick lips revealed a cynical smile. I knew that he was right wing oriented and had heard rumors that he was a member of the “Iron Guardsmen”, and thus there was no doubt of his extreme anti-Semitic views. Finally he asked me a question and I knew for sure that it was one whose answer we had not been taught yet. When he saw that I did not know the answer he was quite exuberant and exclaimed with great conviction the following:


“Well now…well now…so we don’t know the answer to that one, eh?!”


“But we have not yet…”, I began to speak but was abruptly interrupted by him.


“What’s this?! You dare talk back to me!” he yelled, and with his face red in rage and his eyes popping out of his head he continued,


“What’s that behind your ears?”


“My locks,” I replied in a slightly shaky voice.


“What now?! Locks?! Why do you have those?”


I was certain that he knew all too well what my locks were and that all he wanted to do was humiliate me in front of my classmates.


“You cannot answer my question, huh? Why are they there??” he said in a sharp, snakelike hissing tone of voice.


“According to our religion one must have these,” I replied with my faced turned down, overwhelmed by the air of negativity and disrespect to my basic human rights.


“Why must you?” he asked me tauntingly, and added, “What religion are you?”


“Israelite,” I answered softly.

“Israelite?” he screamed and then drew himself even closer to me. He suddenly grabbed my locks and began violently pulling them as he yelled on with his mouth foaming,

“You’re not an Israelite, but a zsidan szpurka (filthy Jew).”

And he didn’t stop pulling my locks until I fell on my knees.

When I got home at noon my father, mother and sister were already sitting at the table. They immediately noticed my sore red eyes from which tears of humiliation dangled and my unusually pale face. So I told them what had happened and my dear father, who was virtually always a calm and soft-spoken man, vehemently pounded the table with his fist, showed an expression of sadness mixed with anger and all he said was;  “Rotten bastard!”

The next day, as I later found out, he went over to my school looking for Popescu in the teacher’s lounge, and without saying a single word he knocked him out cold with two straight punches. The man fainted and fell down to the floor and my father turned about and left the lounge as a soldier would do who has just lived up to his orders, and with the other teachers totally shocked in their surprise. It did not become a matter for the police to handle since the teachers did not know who my father was, but for the remainder of the school year I bore the brunt of Popescu’s strict, cruel and hateful attitude. I failed my geography class that year and had to take a make-up exam. Fortunately enough I did not meet Popescu again since the next year I continued my studies as a private student. The reason had nothing to do with that incident but something different.

What happened was this; a new principal was put in charge of the school and he made it mandatory for all the Jewish students to take penmanship classes on Saturdays. Given that our religion forbids doing any work on the Sabbath, which is why I did not hesitate to ask my classroom desk-mate to carry my books as an appreciated favor on such days, the previous principal allowed us to skip penmanship class, though he had no power to let us stay home on the Sabbath. The change made our already difficult situation even more difficult and that’s why I was eventually dismissed from school altogether and had to take private lessons.

 


“Auf….los…los weiter…,” the guards yelling woke me out of my memory. The march began, and it was now three days that we had been trudging along thirsty, hungry and without any idea of what our goal was. Those of us who were braver tried in vain to find out from the guards where we being taken, but the heartless SS guards would then send back any who dared in a manner befitting dogs. I had already heard a lot about the brutality of the SS before, but now I was a witness of it all in the flesh. During our morning rest stop papa Grosz, as the whole company called him, given that he was the oldest of us all, dared to go on over to the guards who were by grouped the side of the road acting silly, and asked them when we would be getting something to eat. I lay nearby, so I heard every word. Grosz, who in his civil life was an accountant at a trade firm in Budapest, spoke excellent German. He had been a forced laborer for three years now, had survived the horrors in the Ukraine, and returned home to hide away in Budapest with falsified papers, but he was caught when the government of Szallasi, the Arrow Cross leader, took over the government and began its dark reign of terror. He was first taken to Fertorakos and then brought to join our transport. 


No sooner had he asked his question when one of the SS guards barked at him, “Was willst du, essen? (What do you want? Something to eat?)…. Are you kidding! Beat it old man, get on back to the others.”


Grosz said a few polite words, turned about in an effort to get back to his place with us when the SS soldier tripped him,


“What’s up old man, are you blind? Can’t see?” yelled the SS creep to Grosz , as he was tried to get up. The SS creep smothered poor old Grosz’s face into the grass.

“Was essen wilt du. Hier habst du, fress….” (So you want to eat, well then eat this!)

 

The weather had improved somewhat, with the warm sun only hiding once in a while behind the light gray clouds. But the hunger and thirst were getting to be more and more unbearable. Perhaps the most affected were those who joined us at Deutsch-Schutzen, for it was already more than one week since hey had received any serious food at all. They could hardly manage to keep up with the harsh marching and many remained behind.

As I later found out those who lagged behind were placed on a wagon and taken back down the road to be shot in the head. During the three days of marching we did not come across one single civilian or village. We did not even have any reason left to hope that we would get some food somewhere given that all we ever passed on our way was forest, followed by open country and then forest once more. 

At around noon on the third day we arrived at a green clearing in the forest. They ordered us to take a rest. I was so exhausted that I slumped and lay there on the ground motionless for a few minutes and after having regained some energy I sat up. Meanwhile Klein eyed the rolling hills ahead of us and I could tell by his expression that he had spotted something interesting in the distance. He motioned me to come over, and we then moved together further out as if looking for a place to take a pee. We could see what appeared to be a house a few hundred meters downhill. 

“Come, let’s go!” I said to him when I saw that he was hesitating to take the risk.

“Come on,” I told him once more, “let’s see it up close.” 

Our hunger and thirst had taken hold of us, and made us a little braver.

We headed down the hill, and the closer we got to the house the harder my heart pounded. I could now see it in full detail; next to it stood a large barn and a well-kept courtyard. But there was no one in sight, and I thought that perhaps they might be inside the house or working out in the field. We approached it with caution. It was without a fence but we did not dare knock on the door for it was forbidden for us to talk to anyone. We circled the house and when we became convinced that it must be empty we headed towards the open barn. Inside it we found a lot of clean turnips placed in wooden tub as feed for the farm animals, but it seemed that they had been placed there as if the farmer knew that we were coming. We looked around once more to be sure that no one was coming and when we were certain that we were safe we quickly began stuffing our shirts full of the turnips. After we had also filled up our pockets we began to eat some. Nay, we voraciously gobbled what we could. 

“Chew your food real slow,” I told my friend, who was swallowing them whole.

“Too bad that we left our side bags behind,” lamented Klein.

 “We better get back now,” I said, “Otherwise we’ll end up having to run after everyone. If we do that we’ll be in real big trouble.”

But before we went back we went over to the water-well to get some of the sparkling diamond-like fluid. We drank to our hearts content and then filled our canteens. On our way back we used a different route, and came across another house hidden behind some bushes. Since we didn’t see anyone we calmly headed towards it, but once we were only a couple of meters away from the house the door opened and a sixty-year-or-so old man, dressed in the native folk clothing of Tyrol (Austria), stepped out. He had a slight limp in his left leg and pointed a hunting rifle at us. 

“Hande hoch (Hands up!)!” he yelled. We raised our hands, although both of us still held some of the turnips we each had been eating. He must have thought that we were holding hand grenades, for he indicated with the end of his rifle that we should place the turnips down on the ground. We languished over the turnips, and did not realize how much danger we were in. All we could think about was eating.

“Nu…los…” the man said forcefully and indicated that we should head towards the road. We now began to realize that we were in very big trouble. We began moving, our legs shaking in fear. Those minutes were beyond description, as he kept his rifle butt pointed at our backs. 

Suddenly two Gestapo officers with machine guns in their hands stepped out of the woods by the side of the road. 

“Aha….hier sind die schone Vogeln…(Aha, here are some fine birds)….die partisanen…”

For a moment I froze stiff as a rock. What?! Does he really think we’re partisans?? My gaze met the cold, murderous gaze of the taller, broad-shouldered officer. I had to face it; we were in real serious danger.

“Be careful, for they may still have guns,” the Tyrolean told the two officers holding machine guns. The taller one thanked the man and then snarled at us.

“Waffe hier….(hand over the guns)” he indicated with the butt of his machine gun.

It was very fortunate that I foresaw what was about to happen if I did not do the right thing and even greater luck that I knew some German, being that I was fluent in Yiddish (which is mostly based on German).

“Wir habben keine waffe…wir sind nicht partisanen…Wir sind Juden….(we don’t have any guns, we’re  not partisans, we are Jews)” I blurted as quickly and as clearly as I could.

They looked at one another with some degree of surprise and then the tall one said,

“A…Juden? Was suchen hier die Juden? (Oh, Jews, hah? What are Jews doing around here?)….Come on now, move it” and he indicated that we should go into the woods, “There we will kill you off, even if we were not able to catch some partisans. Nu…los (move it)!”

I suddenly fell to my knees and begged them not to shoot us, since we had done nothing and no one any harm; that we had only taken some turnips from that other house, since we had not had anything to eat for days and were very hungry…

“So you guys have been stealing, eh?” asked rhetorically the tall officer, “Do you know what you get for doing that during war time?? Summary judgment and the death penalty!”

I could see that he wasn’t joking and I began to cry aloud. A torrent of tears swam down my bony face. Klein was sobbing too. All I could do was repeat myself, saying;

“We’re Jews….we’re jews…..our transport is resting only a few hundred meters away and we were driven by our hunger to try and find some food….Be merciful towards us….”

The shorter one whispered something in the ears of the taller officer, who then bowed his head in agreement and then turned towards the civilian holding the rifle, who was getting ready to shoot us at the slightest provocation.

“Climb up,” he told the civilian, pointing towards the tall ladder in front of the barn, “and see if what the Jews are saying is true.”

The man slung his rifle over his shoulder and climbed up to the last wrung of the ladder and using one hand to reduce the sun’s glare he surveyed the area. Our hearts were pounding in the weak, hollow of our emaciated chests, and we were unable to stop crying. Meanwhile the two SS officers stood in front of us like hangmen in the Middle Ages waiting to hold our severed heads by our hair and carry them around town like some kind of trophy. 

Finally the civilian spoke,

“Yes, I see something on top of the hill over there… Wait a moment! Yes, I see people milling about. Many of them.”

We were still on our knees when the taller one got real close to me, his machine gun brushing against my face.

“Auf….und verschwinden….(Get up and beat it!)” he said, but this time there was no threat in his voice.

We began running as fast as we could, like bodies catapulted. A shot whizzed over our heads and the wind blew their howling laughter in our direction. We did not dare to look back, we just ran and ran as fast as the wind itself. Once we were within reach of the transport we stopped briefly to catch our breath. We acted as thought we had just finished pissing, pretended to pull up our zippers and then we slumped down on the ground next to our backpacks. We were real lucky that the rest break had not yet come to an end and that no one had noticed our departure. I felt as one might feel in a sauna. My body was flushed with all the blood from running so fast and having survived such an exciting but frightful event. I had never been so close to dying. It was a miracle of God that they did not kill us off, since in those days, human life was not worth a loaf of bread, especially not that of Jews.

Once we had somewhat regained our composure we began cutting and distributing round slices of the turnips to those of our fellow sufferers around us without attracting any unwanted attention. There were some whose astonished looks showed that they wanted to know where we had gotten them, but only a few dared ask. We wouldn’t reveal our secret for fear and out of concern that someone might go through what we had just been through. No doubt that there was plenty of need for something to eat. We shared what we could afford to and it was heartwarming and moving to hear how grateful and thankful everyone was to receive those prized morsels. The rest we kept for survival during the marching still to come. 

I never thought I would ever get to the point where I would enjoy eating turnips as though they were tasty chocolates or fancy desserts. And those turnips would end up being heavenly compared to the things we would later be forced to eat.

We had hardly swallowed our food when the orders were once more yelled out and as I tried to get up again I could feel just how taxing that frightening run for our lives had been.

The dirt road once more took us through a forest and we could see that small new buds were cropping out of the trees, indicating that winter was coming to an end. The mild spring wind helped calm us down. I made an effort to forget the frightful experience for the time being and began seeking shelter in the warmth of my memories of better times long since gone.

 


I was nine years old when my parents took me to the train station in Kolozsvar and boarded me onto a third class coach. They had written down on a piece of notebook paper the name of the train stop I would have to get off at. This was the first time I had ever traveled alone somewhere and the first time that I had gone so far away from home. I went to visit my grandparents, and at the designated train station where I got off a man of medium height with a black goatee beckoned me, wearing a long black caftan (traditional orthodox Jewish dress that is similar to the white jellabia worn by Arab men, especially those in the Gulf States). It couldn’t be any one other than my Uncle Herschl, I figured. He embraced me, gave me a kiss on my cheeks and took me over to a carriage, which had a horse with a fodder bag hanging around its neck to pull it. 


“Put your luggage on it,” my Uncle said in a friendly voice, “and sit right here next to me on the dickey-seat.”


I put my baggage in the back and got up and sat on the dickey-seat that was covered by worn-out gray blankets. My uncle did not really say anything all along the way, but it seemed like he was constantly murmuring something. Perhaps he was praying, since he was definitely a zealously religious man. We had traveled quite a few kilometers when I could see a very wide river ahead of us in the distance. 


“That’s the Szamos (sa-mosh),” said my uncle, matter-of-factly. As hard as I tried I could not see a single bridge anywhere that we might use to cross the river and as if reading my very thoughts my uncle answered my unspoken question.


“There on the left by the riverside is a ferry raft with which we shall make our crossing.”


A mysterious sense of excitement came over me, since I had never crossed a river on a ferry raft. 


Only after a lot of prompting did the horse step on the waterborne ferry raft, which was not surprising, given that the horse was blind! When we had finally boarded the craft the ferryman started up the winch-operated vessel. Once we were on the other side of the river we continued on our way to Uncle Herschl’s home, passing through several small villages. Those we met heading in the reverse direction, whether they were men or women, all greeted us in a very friendly way. At first I thought that my Uncle must be quite famous a guy, that is, someone known by everyone. And once more he was able to read my thoughts, for he explained that this friendly way of greeting one another was a deeply rooted regional tradition. What’s more he told me the name of each and every village we had passed, which was necessary since there were no signs telling one the name of each village and since their houses and places of worship all looked very similar.  


“We’ve arrived!” My Uncle said as he pointed down at the village in the valley below, “Our village’s name is Csaka (Cha-kah).”


When we got closer I was disappointed to find that his village was not that special, since it was looked just like all the others, and was just as dirty and dusty. Upon entering the village a mob of barefooted children chased our horse carriage all the way to my grandfather’s house. Upon hearing the squeaky sound of the dilapidated gate’s rusty hinges the short, hunchbacked figure of my grandfather appeared at the door of the house. I jumped down from the carriage and ran over to greet him. I hugged him and kissed him on both of his cheeks of his long white bearded rather pale face. 


It was the first time I had met my grandfather on my mother’s side in person. I had never even seen him in a photograph since he was so deeply religious that he never allowed himself to be photographed. Even till this day the only image I have of him is the one that was cut into my soul’s deepest memory. 


He kissed me on my forehead and having untangled himself from my grip said;


“Gitt….gitt…(good…good)…blajder sajn…stay as you are (keep to yourself, or, stop hugging me so much).” He affectionately patted my face with his small, wrinkled hands and then looking into my eyes asked me in Yiddish in a pleasantly sounding voice;


“Kenszte sajn git davenen? Do you know how to do your traditional Jewish prayers well? In chimis? Have you learned how yet?”


“Evade (naturally), nist nar chimis, aber rase ah….(not only chimis but the rasit too) [the rasit is commentary written on Moses’ five books],” I proudly replied.


He was pleased by my response, and once more gently patted my cheeks with the rough and wrinkled palm of his hand. He wanted to say something else but the squeaky sound of the gate opening again took his attention away as an old countrywoman entered with a whickered bottle.


“Now go and play,” he said turning to me, “We’ll talk later on. I’ve got something to do now.”


I remained fixed where I was, watching my grandfather’s hunched back, as he accompanied the old woman into the house taking long, leisurely steps. Even now I can see in my mind the image of his round black hat (the black, plush, fur-rimmed kind Hassidic Jews are known to wear), his long black caftan jacket whose rim brushed his knees and which fit loosely around his thin body. He wore worn-out thin black striped pants and age trodden elastic-sided booties. 


What kind of business could he possibly have with the old woman? I asked myself as I sneaked behind them. 


I peered through the dust-covered, grated window. I could see a four square-meter small room, with a counter, stand, empty shelves and plenty of drawers. My grandfather stood besides a metal barrel, a tin beaker in one of his hands as he used his other hand to pour some sort of liquid from the metal barrel. As I later found out, the liquid was petrol. Once the whickered bottle had been filled they stepped on over to the counter and the old woman paid with eggs that had filled her bundle-tied apron. 

My grandfather ran a general merchandise grocery, but he hardly ever had any goods to sell. Aside from the petroleum, he sold salt, potatoes, sugar, nails, scythes for cutting weeds and herbs, the special sharpening stones used to sharpen scythes, and natural minerals and items used in coloring cloth and painting tiles. Most of the villagers were poor farmers and so they paid with eggs and other farm produce. They had great respect and liking for my grandfather, given that they found him to be kind-hearted and honest. He was well known throughout the entire region and people called him by his Jewish name, “Uncle Jankel”. 

During my first days there I got acquainted with all my relatives living with grandpa. Uncle Herschl’s four daughters were really shy at first and avoided talking to me and whenever I asked them something they hardly made an effort to reply. His youngest child, a little boy, always remained by his side in the kitchen, his small hands pulling on my Uncles trousers. My uncle was the one who cooked for his family ever since the death of his wife and while he worked away he would tell stories. And one time he told me how he came to lose his wife.

“After having had four daughters in a row we badly wanted to have a son. As you know,” he said turning towards me, “a son is a very important part of a Chassidic family, someone who is a male able to make the Kaddish prayer upon the death of his parents. My prayers were finally answered as my wife gave birth to our son, but a few days later on she became feverishly ill and our efforts to bring her fever down were futile. I sat by her bed for three days and three nights, and prayed. The fever would not go down so we sent for the doctor, but by the time he arrived there was nothing left for him to do than tell us that she had died from post-partum (sepsis) fever.”

It was a Friday afternoon when my uncle told me this sad story. He finished his work in the kitchen, put his caftan on, and removed from one of its pockets a small white handkerchief, in which he rolled some bread and ewe’s cheese. He placed it under his arm and indicated for me to join him. He took me by my hand and we headed down the main village road and when we had arrived at the end of the village, my uncle looked around to see if anyone was watching. He then crossed over the roadside ditch and dug a 20-30 centimeter small hole in the field in which he placed the rolled handkerchief, with its bread and cheese. He then covered the hole and reached for his prayer book, which was in the big pocket of his long black caftan, and began to pray. I stared at him as he prayed and then stared at the small mound that hid the buried, filled handkerchief, and did so back and forth, with my mouth open wide in utter surprise. It was the first time I had ever since such a religious ritual ceremony. 

“You know, tomorrow it will be the Sabbath,” explained my uncle on our way back, “and we men will be going to Csureny (Shoe-reign-yee), the nearest village with a small synagogue. All the area Jews, and that’s not many of us, go there to pray on the Sabbath and on holy days. And as to why I buried that handkerchief filled with bread and cheese? We call that ritual eruv t’humin. If the distance of the synagogue is farther than it should be then by doing this ritual we are not guilty of breaking the religious law that forbids walking great distances or making any other strained effort on the Sabbath, the day of rest, the seventh day when God took saw that his work was good and took a rest.” 

The next day in the early morning we got up and headed for the synagogue in the village of Csureny. We plodded along in single file, with my grandfather first, then my uncle, followed by myself, and with six-year-old little Jaszel behind me. Grandpa and Uncle Herschl wore clean white shirts, and shiny black caftans. Only their hats were everyday types. I carried the velvet bag that contained the talis  (Jewish prayer shawl) and prayer book. 

We finally reached the village and though I tried hard to spot the village synagogue all I could see was the dome of a Romanian Orthodox church. Grandfather stopped in front of a hay-roofed house, which was no different in style than the rest of the village houses, except that it was much taller. 

“This is it, we have arrived,” he said. We entered the synagogue, which was nothing more than a wide room with wooden tables and tall wooden stools. On the eastern wall there was an ark (as in a symbolic replica of the ark of the covenant), painted white and covered by a bright light-blue silk curtain embroidered with silver Hebrew letters. 

It was almost noon by the time Saturday’s Sabbath prayers were done. One of the local villagers commemorated the first year or Jahrzeit of the death of his beloved one and so, as was customary, he gave tikun, which meant that he made an offering to us of kosher spirits, in effect of Slivowitz (plum spirits, similar to Schnapps), and sweets, that is of sweet pastries. 

After lunch my grandfather retired to sit under a big chestnut tree in the courtyard on a whicker chair with a big, worn-out book in his hands. He began reading it and though he was well over seventy he did not require reading glasses. I quietly snuck up to him and in a cowardly way asked him;

“Say, grandpa, could you read it aloud? I’d love to hear you read.”

My grandfather lifted his face to look at me and having placed his book down on his lap he eyed me kindly with his bright, sparkling blue eyes. He then affectionately caressed the back of neck and said;

“Sure, now sit down right here,” and pointed to the little stool by his side. He then asked me the following;

“Have you ever heard of Bal Shem Tov?

After I indicated ‘no’ with my head shaking back and forth he began telling me who this well-known spiritual scientist in the circle of Chassidics had been. The book he was holding contained the stories and experiences of this wise sage. He began reading me aloud the book’s Yiddish words and I listened carefully. A new world of ideas was opening its doors to me. The bitter battle between good and evil, the struggle between mankind’s loving and hateful nature, and the mystery of the afterlife as imagined by man. Although I can barely remember those stories, my grandfather’s serene countenance, and his flushed red face are sharp images I remember well. 

 

Oh how happy I was to be able to be able to look back at my childhood memories. 

The march seemed a bit easier that day. My stomach was not empty and the turnips gave me new energy. In the afternoon we were allowed to take a long rest, and at night we slept at the bottom of a long valley. We slumped somewhat exhausted on the cold and damp ground. And hardly had I closed my eyes I fell asleep. My sleep was not at all peaceful, as I had nightmares of being chased, persecuted, shot at and strangled.

We woke up to a cold morning, with a sharp and stinging cold wind blowing through the valley between the mountains. How good it had been in the barn at Jolsvar, sleeping on the dry, warm hay. But after all was it really good? Compared to the situation we were just now beginning to experience everything that had happened before seemed so good and comforting. Never before had I imagined that one could endure so much suffering. What was just the beginning of my really terrible experiences, were things that those with us from Koszeg and Sopron had long since gone through. How could they take it all? They can stand it because they have to, because there’s no other way out. What more will we have to cope with? What does the future have in store for us? My face showed my angry determination to fight back the evil that had befallen me, and all those, who like me, marched with me towards the dark unknown. I must cope, I must never give up hope, not even for a blistering moment, for God’s angels are guarding me and protecting me from the worst…

My whole body began to itch. Could it be that I had lice once more? It would not be that surprising as it had been more than seven days since I had last bathed. In Deutsch-Schutzen, with heating available, it was possible to wash from head to toe. Now even drinking water was in extremely short supply, and most of us had not one drop of life’s most essential element.

The last time we had become infested with lice was in Fertorakos, but we had found a very simple way to rid ourselves of the scourge. We had buried our clothes under the snow, leaving only a small amount exposed. Since the lice were unable to breathe under the cold snow they would seek escape through the small amount exposed. After that we would obtain boiling hot water from the kitchen and wash all our clothes, including our underwear, so as to destroy their eggs. 

And now they were with us once more.

In those times lice were a real danger to us. They were hardly visible to our naked eyes, were able to hide through every pore of our clothes, and then they would seek our warm bodies, stick to our skin, and suck our precious little blood. In relatively normal times these critters would not have been more than an unpleasant nuisance, easily gotten rid of by simple chemicals and regular hygienic habits. Now we were vulnerable and defenseless, and many of us got serious infections as some scratched themselves bloody with their dirty fingernails, thereby creating infectious wounds that could not be treated. These bloodsucking microscopic vampires were further weakening our already emaciated and weakened bodies. How nice it would be to be able to wash up, I thought, and once more memories of Jolsvar came forth. 

 

 

 

I had always been an early bird. As soon as I heard the first cock-a-doodle-do of the nearby rooster in Jolsvar I woke up and careful to avoid stepping on any of my fellow mates went with my wash items out into the courtyard. It was quiet all over the place and the only sound that could be heard was that of a cow’s mooing coming from the barn. I drew water from the traditional wood-pole-operated well (like a catapult) and immersed myself waist-deep into the ice-cold water that filled the wooden tub from which the horses and cows drink. I washed myself and after having shaved I went on over to the main gate. There was hardly any movement on the village main dirt road. Every now and then a door would open and cows and goats would be let out to tread up the dirt road to the nearby grazing field by the side of the village. By the time I got back there was a lot of movement around the barnyard. The rest, around some ten in all, hurried to be ready to stand at the gate by six o’clock. We then headed to join the rest at the barracks to get our marching others. 

By the time we all got ready and gathered outside the houses the main road was crowded. From outside our temporary lodgings we joined the crowd of fellow forced labor mates and headed to the barracks. 

On one occasion we arrived at the barracks to see that a group of labor camp officials stood in line. A short, dumpy officer was screaming at them all kinds of orders. When he saw us appear he ordered us to join in with the three companies already there. The accompanying sergeant made his report to his screaming superior, who turned out to be none other than the barracks commander. It was said that he was a real monster.
 

“What was all that yelling when we arrived just now to the barracks?” I asked one of my fellow sufferers standing next to me.

“You know, we’ve been here two days now, and some of us were caught by one of the patrolmen strolling about the local community after the night bugle sounded. And….” He was about to continue when the lieutenant colonel, the camp’s commander, began yelling his head off again.

“If any of you are ever caught again loafing about the village I will have him locked up in solitary, I will!”

After that the lieutenant colonel gave some orders to the sergeant and then stormed off. His role was taken over by a hefty-built, sharp voiced, assistant-officer with a long moustache. 

“Take notice that you are in a barracks and there must be order and discipline. Now you will be issued shovels and brooms and I want to see the grounds cleaned up nicely….”

“We had to do the same thing yesterday.” Whispered my new acquaintance.

 


The morning went by real fast. For lunch we each got some bean soup with tidbits of meat and a stale bun. We ate in the courtyard sitting on the ground or leaning by the wall. There were some who hesitantly nibbled away at a little bit of their meal, but those who had been at this for as long we had ate the food as if it were something really delicious. The young man I had just become acquainted with broke off a piece of his bun and said;


“This is certainly much better than the rice porridge we got yesterday, which stuck to my palette of my mouth like starchy dough and didn’t even have any meat in it.”


After lunch we continued doing the ground’s cleanup, until the bugle sounded for us to get in line. Each company lined up in the middle of the courtyard according to their assigned order. After we all stood at attention the sergeant announced that every time he read one of our names from his list we should yell “ present sir!”. He had reached the second line when ‘Pal Gati’s’ name sounded. At first call there was no response to be heard, then after the second time, the sergeant’s voice sounding more irritated, a pleasant and soft gentlemanly voice sounded not ten meters away from the officer. Everybody looked in the direction from where the voice had come too see an odd-looking character approach us. The man wore shiny brown leather dress shoes, knee-high dress socks, the latest fashion in knee length trousers, a velvet jacket, walking stick in hand and a fancy hat on his head. We were all very excited to see what would happen next. The sergeant’s angry face turned as red as a rich tomato, and began nervously chewing the ends of his ridiculously long moustache. In a sense the whole scene was quite comical. When our oddball gentleman finally stood in front of the sergeant he loudly clicked his heels and having removed his hat politely said;


“I apologize Mr. Sergeant for being late, but I’m reading such an exciting book and was unable to put it down until I had finished the chapter I was just now reading,” and once more he clicked his heels. But just as he was about to turn around and join his company, the sergeant, whose tongue had been frozen in surprise, finally managed to start yelling again;


“Now hold on there you Godforsaken roach…. Where in hell do you think you are?! 


And, well, he told the sergeant to stuff it by simply standing there, perfectly calm and with an angelic expression of innocence. Now that I had had enough time to study his face I thought I might be imagining things. For this guy Gati looked as though he might just as well have been the great, famous Hungarian actor Pal Javor’s twin brother. The resemblance was really haunting. The sergeant was just about to hit the man, but thought the better of it and instead once more snapped;


“Now, get on over to your place and make sure it doesn’t happen again.”


With that Gati clicked his heels once more, bowed elegantly and all he said was;


“Most certainly, it won’t ever happen again.” 


And accompanied by chuckling here and there he went over to his place in line in a slightly theatrical-comical manner.


“Enough now! Quiet!” yelled the sergeant, “Or else I’ll forced you all into your barracks.” The threat had its due effect, as everyone became silent. The sergeant then began reading off the rest of the names on the list. After we were sent off to our separate lodgings throughout the village we all talked about the incident well into the night,. There were others who saw the similarity between Gati and the famous actor Javor.


“This guy Gati is also an actor,” said one of my fellow mates matter-of-factly, whose name was Gal, “and I’ve seen him act at the open-air park theatre playhouse in Erzsebetvaros (which stands for Elizabethtown), Budapest.”


The next day it began all over again. From morning till night we swept away the grounds of the barracks. And that’s how we spent a total of four days. On the fifth day, as we usually did, we stood in front of the house and waited that early morning for the sergeant to come get us. This time he came with new orders.


“Go back inside to the barn, pick up all your belongings and be back out here in ten minutes sharp,” he said, and the moment he gave us the ‘at-ease’ order we all scurried back to do as he had ordered us.


I took a last look at the barn we had been living in, the ramshackle wagon, the (wheat-cutting) scythes and other barn equipment hanging on the barn’s wooden walls, and the metal washing-trough leaning on the wall. 


By the time I was done and had gone exited, most of my fellow mates were already waiting by the gate in front of the house. And to our greatest surprise we weren’t ordered to head towards the barracks but to start marching in the opposite direction. The other forced labor companies were already waiting on the grounds of the small soccer field by the side of the village. Although we asked the others no one knew where we were being taken next. The mobile kitchen arrived with its huge stew cauldrons on horse-driven carts. And another horse-cart arrived from which a frail wood table and a chair were removed and placed on the field. The sergeant removed several pages from his attaché case and placed them on the table, sat behind it on the chair and began reading out names. After the long procedure two soldiers placed an ammunitions box on the table, from which armbands were extracted. We were called over one by one and issued yellow armbands. One entire company was issued white armbands.


“Those guys are Jews who have at some point in their lives converted to Christianity,” Schwartz whispered into my ear. He said this with a tone of contempt, since he was the descendant of a deeply religious Jewish family from Putnok. “You see Erno, they weren’t able to escape the persecution. They’re considered just as Jewish as the rest of us, but I curse them,” he continued, “all of them who turn their back on their own people and deny their original religion.” I nodded, since I had nothing else to add to his statement, and basically agreed with him.


The majority of the four companies were born in 1924. There were some older guys, but I do not know how they came to be at Jolsvar. After we were all issued our armbands we found out that each company was being taken to a different location. So began the great march and everyone began searching out their relatives and friends in order to be by their side during the long haul. Fortunately the lists were handed over to the older guys and they cared less who walked next to whom. These older guys would later be given company commanderships and sub-commander ranks. Finally our subgroups were formed. After lunch all companies began to march off together until gradually each company split off into its own ordered route. We did not know our exact destination, but we were told that we would remain in the region of Northern Hungary. Most of the members of our company were from Budapest, but some had joined us from the region we were in. 


Our first stop was at a community called Suvete (shoe-veh-tay), a place we had never heard about. We were placed in barns by the side of peasant homes and found things relatively comfortable. The locals were kind and generous with us, and though we got our regular allotment of food from the company kitchen, the peasants invited us on a couple of occasions to eat dinner with them. Once we began to get used to being in Suvete orders came that we must move on since this was too small a village to provide us all with work. We left the village with broken hearts and were now heading to a place called Fulek, our well-informed Jewish company commander told us. Those of us who had come from Losonc were happiest to hear this news.


Our stay in Fulek would end up being a most memorable experience for all of us. Upon reaching the outskirts of Fulek we were ordered by the sergeant to begin singing. Though we all knew the songs’ musical notes, we made up most of the words at random, such that an onlooker would have found it all quite surreal and amusing. We all eyed the houses on both sides of the main road to get a good mental map of our new location, which for all we knew might just as well turn out to be our final destination till the end of the war. We also went past the famous castle ruins of Fulek and came across many of the local natives as they stood by on the side of the road and every now and then inquired loudly;


“Where to, where to, gallant knights?” For though they could easily see by our yellow armbands that we were forced laborers, they still honored us with this ‘respectful’ greeting. And some of even went so far as to reply;


“Just here to Fulek, here we stay…”


We came to a full stop at the village market square and waited for further orders. Many of us went over to the water-well right next to us and filled jars and whickered bottles with the smelly, sulfur-rich spring water. Now the locals began to stare at us strangely and with some surprise. Finally the sergeant arrived accompanied by a lieutenant and sub lieutenant. The assistant officer ordered us to stand at attention and then gave a report on our number present. The lieutenant turned towards us and in a low voice that could hardly be heard in the back rows introduced himself;


“I am reserve lieutenant Dezso Meilinger, your company’s new commander. The sub lieutenant by my side is Sandor Szabo, my deputy.”


The lieutenant was a middle-aged man with some gray hairs at the rim of his temple mixing in with his dark brown hair. He did not have much of the appearance of a soldier, and, as we later found out, in his civil life he was a high school art teacher, who was also a famous local painter. The locals loved his landscape paintings. He was known to be a soft-spoken, well-meaning man, and that was how I came to perceive him as well. 


Once, after we had already been in Fulek for several months, our company was inspected by the regional command headquartered in Miskolc. They determined that we were receiving the same quality and level of provisions as army regulars were entitled to. I can still remember what was said at the time word for word;


“What in the world is the idea, lieutenant, Sir, fattening up these Jews here while our soldiers at the front are going hungry?”


I couldn’t hear his response, but our provisions didn’t change one bit afterwards.


The puny little sub lieutenant was a violin teacher from Losonc. He was a reserve officer who had not been that eager to enlist. He was a somewhat withdrawn and peculiar character.


We were also lucky in terms of the kind of people who made up the general staff. Their leader was a guy by the name of Chlebus, a lean sergeant, who was always whipping his well-maintained shiny black riding boots with his riding cane. His voice was loud and painful to the ear, like that of all real drill sergeants. He had two lance corporals and an army regular under his direct command. They were all relatively gentle and kind types, even when they had to feign strictness. And they turned later on out to be quite a help to us on several occasions. The army regular would, in exchange for a slight consideration of money, take one’s letter to the post office and do other things as well.


After our initial introduction every section of the company was shown their lodgings. Our particular company section was placed together with another company section in the hay barn of one of the village’s wealthiest farmers. We numbered some seventy guys, but even so we managed to find enough comfortable space in that larger than average barn. We were allowed to take fresh hay from a haystack that towered in the middle of the farmhouse’s courtyard and use it to make relatively comfortable beds. As soon as we had all found our own spots and put our living quarters in order we made an effort to get to know one another. The side of the barn where I lay, just right-hand-side of the barn entrance, formed a very friendly group. They were ten or eleven boys from Kobanya, who had all known one another, back home for years now. They soon made a reputation for themselves as being the most serious, reliable and supportive group. I could see that the group’s leading figure was a guy by the name of Gyula Stern. Not only because he was the tallest of the group, but because he was the most responsible minded. And yet he also had a great sense of humor and managed to keep happy as often as possible. Laci Weisz was also a tall, thin, introverted boy, who could also be friendly at times. Peter Banyasz was a happy sort, whose humor was only exceeded by that of Stern, who was called “ducky” (kacsa) by his friends. I also remember Gyuri Klauber, who was always muttering something that could not be understood.


The only person I had known well in our company was Erno Schmideg, who had been dating one of my uncle’s daughters and thus often showed up at their house where I had resided during my time in Budapest. He and I went on a few occasions to religious services together in those better days.


We did not end up in the same company section because at the time we were conscripted he had requested to be in the section of his former schoolmates, known as the Kohn section. He was the only son of very wealthy parents and of course he always got anything he ever wanted. Even so, he had a heart of gold and was infinitely compassionate. He knew my uncle, who was also a wealthy man but whose stinginess was unbelievable. He would bight every single penny several times before letting it go. Anyway, after Erno had found out that my parents, who were from Koloszvar, had been deported and that I had no money, he often placed a few hundred Pengos (the name of the currency at that time) in an envelope and handed it to me saying that my Uncle Pali had sent it along. I later asked him how could that possibly be, since Uncle Pali had not given me a single Pengo when I had to go and enlist. I could see his face turn pink but he didn’t say a word. I later found out from his friend Liszauer, a professional boxer, that Erno had used his own money to help me out. I never had a chance to thank him for what he had done, because one morning he escaped from Fulek and we never did meet again. It turned out that he had hidden with his father for a while but they were found by the Arrow Cross and executed. 


There was another friend of mine, whom I got to know in Zuglo, by the name of Pista Fekete, but he did not serve in the same section as I did. 


Right next to me slept a somewhat spoiled boy from Lipotvaros by the name of Istvan Pajor. He had once been a serious tennis player and had played with some of the best tennis champions, including the famous Ashbot. I soon made friends with my fellow barn-mates, some of whom were quite interesting characters. Of particular mention was Andor Goldberger, whom, at his own request, everyone called ‘krumplis’ (potato-ish). He was a strong, well-built chap, who always was singing the left-wing Italian song that began with the words ‘Avanti Populi’. The reason he was called  ‘krumplis’ was because he had been a potato sack filler at the Main (covered) Market Hall in Budapest before being conscripted. Nor was Gyuri Leb any less interesting, who was used by the rich farmer as a coachman, dressed up regally by the farmer to show off to the villagers. And then there was this guy by the name of Brull, the inventor, who would always astonish us with his fantastic ideas and creative genius.


Our company section leader was a young and shrewd Losonc boy of around 25 or 26 years age who also wore a yellow armband like the rest of us. I imagine that had it not been for the laws restricting Jews Laszlo R. would have gone into the military field. After all, he was determined and militant. Only once did I ever catch him in a moment of sensitivity. He cried bitterly when he got news from Losonc that his parents and his bride had been loaded onto a train wagon and taken away by force from the ghetto. He felt guilty about not having made an effort to go and see them in spite of the fact that Losonc was not at all that far away. Of course he knew all too well that the village was full of gendarmes milling about and that if he were caught he might have to pay with his life. And no matter how hard we tried to make him understand that he was not to blame, he remained lethargic for quite some time.


In our barn there was also a guy named Robi who played the harmonica and who was the section commander’s favorite. At night, after we lay down to sleep, when the countryside world outside grew silent and the whispering inside had ceased, Robi would start to play his harmonica and Rado would sing.


One part of our company went to work at the enamel pots and pans factory in Fulek and the other, the one in which I was, did farm work at first. The factory was not really used at the time for making pots and pans, but was a war factory used for producing various types of military equipment. 



It was already four days that we had been marching on the roads of Austria, and the crowd of marchers moved like the waves of a roughly undulating stormy sea. We were heading into the unknown, with no idea of where we were being taken. I could not escape from the effect that the horrible events of the last few days had had on my mind, and even my sleep was made torturous by all the nightmares I was having. Every moment I was reminded of the two Gestapo officers in their black uniforms, whose brutal facial expressions and hyena-like laughter and piggish sneering were only less terrifying than the sound of that bullet whizzing right over my head as I frantically ran to escape the bullets, my head tucked down like that of a turtle. ‘Who were those people they called partisans that they were looking for?’ I wondered.


At the time I had no knowledge of what was going on and it was only after our liberation during my research that I found out that there had been a Prisoner of War Camp in the area full of British, French and American soldiers. The night before our encounter with those black uniformed hyenas ten French soldiers had escaped. They had managed to acquire machine guns and during their escape they had shot at and killed many of those German soldiers who had been chasing them. It turned out that the ‘hunt’ had been for them, but I never found out whether any of them had succeeded and survived the war.


The first time I had ever heard about partisan activity was during my time at Fulek. Among the forced laborers at the factory were some Yugoslavs, and they were always talking about the heroic efforts of the partisans. By September of 1944 the partisan’s activities in the Upper Northern Part of Hungary (what is now mostly Slovakia and the Czech Republic) increased dramatically. Of course we only heard about their activities, but we never came into direct contact with them.


On one occasion they blew up a train transporting soldiers and ammunition. Our company was also taken out to help in the salvage operation and in the rail line reparation work. Since I was busy working for the kitchen I did not take part in those salvage and reparation works. My fellow company mates were forced to work incessantly for two blood and sweat-filled days. Three days later, when they returned, they told me how successful the partisan action had been and how the German soldiers had taken out their frustration and anger at them. They had been treated worse than animals, and some of them had had their brains bashed for no reason at all.


The weather improved a little, as the sun shined warmly between the small clouds that headed eastwards. We were getting closer and closer to the thick snow-covered mountains that had seemed so far yesterday, whose peaks disappeared into the thick stormy clouds that hovered around them. I tried hard to ignore my bad feelings and sought sanctuary in my memories of those good ol’ days. The castle at Fulek and its main road came to mind.


And suddenly I managed a smile, perhaps the first time since we had departed from Deutsch-Schutzen. 


At the time I could not have guessed that I would have had anything to do with the castle there. One day, after nearly a month had passed since we first came to be at Fulek, company commander Meilinger showed up during our morning lineup. We had not seen him since we had first arrived and he was not alone. By his side stood a tall, well-dressed, mustachioed gentleman in civilian clothing. Sergeant Chlebus ordered us to attention, and then, as soldiers do he stepped up to the company commander and made his report. The first lieutenant then said something to the sergeant who in turn turned over to tell us the news, yelling it at the top of his cranky voice out as he usually did.


“Professor Kalmar here requires the services of twelve men to help him with his excavations on the castle grounds. So, I want twelve of those of you who are in good shape to step out of line, but only those of you who can take real hard work, picking away all day long!”


For a brief while we all stood in absolute silence, since we were all more or less content to be working where we had been assigned, and any change was something we had to consider very carefully. Then Gero, who was short and puny, stepped out of line.


“You?! Of all people,” the sergeant snapped angrily, “You, son, will end up flying in the air if you ever manage to raise the pick over your heard.”


Gero wasn’t fazed one bit and did not budge an inch. And then to greatest surprise he said the following;


“I humbly must report to da sergeant that before kahming here I used to work as a ground-digger.”


Once more we were all stone quiet and all eyes were fixed on Gero. And, as in the children’s story of Johnny the Pea, it seemed like he had grown into a giant. Professor Kalmar broke the silence this time;


“All right, we’ll see what this young man is good for,” and with that said one after the other some of us stepped out of the line, myself included. In the first few days I regretted having exchanged that much easier kitchen work for this hard, torturous labor. All day long we had to dig away, and all along, every single day, Professor Kalmar, afraid to get his fine clothe dirty, in spite of his gentleman’s pretense simply watched us slave away while he displayed arrogant impatience and anger at us. If he so much as saw one of us attempt to take a moment’s rest he snapped his fingers and made threats.


An entire week had passed and there was still not a single archaeological find. So a few of us came up with the idea that we would find a clay water pitcher, break it up into pieces, hide it deep in the ground, and then pretend to have come across it during our work. Perhaps this would calm the damn Professor down. But there was no need for us to play this trick on the Professor for within a few weeks, when we had already reached a deeper layer of sediment, Gero suddenly made a loud whoopee sound and in his Paloc (palots) dialect yelled out;


“I have fund it! Please kahm here Professor and see for yourself!” And Kalmar shot on over to the hole as if he was a cannon ball and stood fixated over the deep hole that hid little Gero. We all paused our efforts and came over to see for ourselves. We were curious to find out what Gero had found that he should he be so excited about. Deep down in the hole, barely protruding could be seen what appeared to be the upper rim of a large pitcher and next to it the upper edge of a large sauce pan. 


“Stop!” yelled Professor Kalmar, “It is forbidden to touch it! I will come down and see it up close myself.” 


And so he nimbly climbed down and with a small pick-axe he carefully dug around the items and then with great care, as one would raise a newborn infant from a crib, he raised the two finds.


The change in his attitude was dramatic. It was not the face of the Professor we had seen impatiently yelling at us. We were not as much interested in the archeological finds as we were in how Kalmar was now eyeing them, as if he had just discovered the find of the century. For all intensive purposes these items could have been Darius’s treasures from thousands of years ago. Then, not paying attention to the fact that we had all stopped working and were watching him intensely, he removed a waxed cloth from his briefcase and having spread the cloth on a flat stone he placed the items on them. And with a long brush he began to clean the finds of the ages of dirt and dust that stuck to them. Meanwhile he began to lecture us in great length and detail about the significance of the find as if we were students attending a university lecture and not the forced laborers we actually were. We all nervously paid attention. From that day onwards it was as if the man was someone entirely different; he was friendly and polite towards us. We discovered many more ancient artifacts, and I was really sorry when one day he told us that he needed only six of us and I was among those who were taken away from the dig site.


It was so good to be able to fondly remember my time at Fulek on the fourth day of our marching at the foot of the Alps. Those days spent in forced labor service seemed much easier compared with the current situation. All my reserves of energy were now gone. I didn’t even have the energy to talk to anyone during the rest stops. Resting over my blanket, with my backpack under my head I let the sun shine on my face as I tried to gain some new energy from my memories. And though my stomach churned in hunger I could actually see in my mind’s eye that delicious marrow spread on that freshly toasted bread that the girls would give me every day in the kitchen at Fulek.

 


It occurred to me that it was purely thanks to luck that I had ended up there. When I had finished my work in the castle they assigned me to the lumberyard of the factory in Fulek. I had to carry large planks of timber into the workshop with the help of one other forced laborer. It wasn’t easy work at all, and the weight of the timber harmed my shoulders. I could hardly wait for the lunch breaks. One afternoon I was dizzy from fatigue when I got into trouble. As I was letting down a really large plank of timber off my shoulder and tried to catch it everything went black before me, and the heavy wood slipped out of my hand and landed on my toes. It felt as though my foot had been totally squashed. My fellow sufferers lifted me up and took me to the sick room. Doctor Dicker, our company’s medical doctor examined and treated my wound, as I cried a lot in pain and in fear that my injury might be very serious. While the doctor tied splints to my foot and tried to calm me I simply went on crying.

 


“Now, you’ll be staying in here for a couple of days, we’ll see how your injury heals, and as soon as possible we’ll take you into Losonc to have it x-rayed,” said the doctor in a calming voice. So I stayed there, and the next day he came over to examine my foot again. He tried to move my toes, but each time I winced in pain. Especially whenever he tried to move my middle toe. 

 


“Yes, it appears that this toe has been broken. Let’s wait a couple more days and then we’ll see what we can do about it,” he winked at me to indicate that he was trying to delay my return to work so that I might get some rest and reenergize myself. My middle toe, which was bruised and swollen, stood upwards unlike the rest of my toes. I lay resting in the sick room for about two weeks, during which time I did a lot of reading. It was only after our liberation that I found out that it was the doctor’s Christian bride, who, having paid no attention to the strict laws forbidding race mixing, brought me books to read every time she came to pay a visit to her fiancé. 

 


When I had recuperated the doctor advised company commander Briger to assign me to work on something light for the time being. That’s how I got to work at the factory officer’s kitchen, given that soldiers, whose meals were prepared at a separate kitchen facility, supervised the factory’s production. Around ten or twelve women worked in the kitchen, and from day one onwards they did their best to spoil me with goodies. They gave me all kinds of delicious things to eat, especially bread with (beef) bone marrow spread. My work there was not hard at all, as I was placed in charge of the woodshed that supplied wood chunks to fuel the fire of the kitchen’s brick oven and iron stoves. Every week a supply wagon brought a shipment of wood, which I had to unload and chop into smaller pieces with a woodman’s axe. I really enjoyed chopping the wood since I knew from books that I had read that many athletes, such as wrestlers and boxers, used this activity to develop their muscles. And since I could release some of my pent up frustration and anger towards those who sought our suffering. My other assignment was to pump water for the kitchen. 


I had to pump out the water, which then went through some pipes into the kitchen’s main water holder, thereby providing the kitchen with a constant source of water. 


I also had to feed the poultry livestock, and did a number of other kitchen related work. I really liked working there, especially given that the girls liked me and treated me as well as they possibly could. However, there was one exception, the wife of the sergeant. She never made an effort to hide her raging anti-Semitism and she tried several times to have me removed from the kitchen job, but fortunately her efforts always failed. After all, the kitchen’s lady boss really appreciated my diligence and liked me for being so dedicated to my work. I did as much as possible to always be as helpful as possible to everyone in the kitchen, but one day the shit hit the fan. I took some feed over to the chicken coop and was shocked to see that two of the hens lay dead. I returned to the kitchen to report the fact to Irene, the kitchen boss. 


I was worried to death that I would be blamed for their death. After all, I must admit that I had reduced the bird’s feed rations. For I had distributed some of the greased boiled potatoes amongst my fellow sufferers in secret. Irene tried to calm me down, and called Hulita, the director, on the factory telephone. By the time we had returned to the scene of the deaths he was standing there. My hands were shaking as I opened the door of the coop. They went in and with great professionalism they examined the dead animals. They then took a look at each other and expressed a bow of agreement. 


“Chicken cholera,” announced Hulita in a sad voice, “that’s what wiped them out!”


“Yes,” noted Irene, “the girls in the kitchen informed me that an epidemic of chicken cholera has hit the region.” I stood back and listened intently to what they had to report and breathed a sigh of relief when I realized I was not about to be blamed. Suddenly Mr. Hulita turned towards me and said the following;


“Tell me young man, are you the one who takes care of these poor devils?” 

I suddenly stiffened and stood straight as if I were soldier about to take orders from a superior. 


“Yes sir, I…”


“Collect the dead devils and burn them. Then isolate in a separate cage any of the still living poor devils who show any signs of illness.”


When I had done everything he had asked me to do and he saw that I was in a broken down mood he patted me on my shoulders and said;


“Never fear young man. The disease does not infect humans.”


He turned around and quickly walked back to the building where his office was, and I thanked my lucky stars.

 

 

 

 

 

 

My eyes were closed shut as I enjoyed feeling the warm caress of the springtime sun. Klein put his hand on my shoulder and spoke to me in soft and quiet voice. I opened my eyes, and sternly stared into his pale face. That’s when the ‘auf…auf….weiter…’ commands suddenly could be heard. 


We had a hard time helping one another get up on our feet.


There were many like us whose feet were swollen, blistered and injured by their worn-out shoes and hiking boots. We used the rest stops to try to treat and heal our feet with foot powder, so that we might survive further marching. More and more people remained behind, and the elderly didn’t really march; they just dragged their bodies along. Those of us who were young would once in a while assist the elderly by letting them hold on to our shoulders. That was the most we could do to help them. A while later many of those same elderly couldn’t even manage with our help and begged us to leave them on the side of the road to rest. Endless lines of thousands of us, starving and thirsty, dragged one another on, arm in arm. We were all such a rag-tag mix of different companies broken up into smaller groups that it was impossible to keep track of anyone’s whereabouts. Nor could we any longer see the wagons on which the sick had been placed and carried. I assumed that they were taken to hospital wardrooms, but I later found out the horrible truth. The sick were collected and taken off into some field or clearing in the woods where they were forced to dig their own graves and then they were shot dead as they stood catching their last hard breath at the bottom of their cold holes.


We were marching through a forest of tall pine trees. I imagined that at the other end of the forest we would come out and find a village full of houses where we would be able to rest in shelter and finally get some food to eat. That’s all I could think about. And what a disappointment it was for me when we finally came out of the forest only to face another huge stretch of fields to cross. Once more we would have to spend the night in the open. I tried to find a more suitable spot, one without too many rough stones protruding, where I could sleep, and having found one I rolled myself into my blanket, used my backpack as a headrest and tried to fall asleep. It was a full moon night and it’s almost bright as daylight light shone all over the field and all the thousands of us trying to sleep. The horrible sight reminded me of a huge cemetery shocked me. Motionless, stretched bodies; burial mounds, small tombstones and all without any flowers. I think that if I could paint that memory it would be one of the most shocking and disturbing works ever. I faced the sky so as to avoid seeing everyone for it was much too depressing. I viewed the moon and the stars above and it all brought back the memory of the last Seder night I had had at home with my family.

 


The bright candlelight of the holiday candles lit up my father’s pale face, which seemed even lighter due to the effect of the snow-white kittel (robe) he wore as he sat in his armchair. My mother’s face sparkled; her eyes reflected the candles’ dancing flames. I saw my sister with her long blond hair, as she curiously listened to that big traditional question I always had to ask on this occasion. 


“Ma nistano halajlo haze…?”


“What makes this night different from all others?”


I don’t know. Perhaps it reminds us of that period in Jewish history when God freed us from the clutch of almighty Pharaoh and delivered us out of Egypt. Oh! I sighed deeply, if only He would make a miracle happen now… if only He would free us from this latest slavery and suffering. What crimes did we Jews commit that we should suffer so much, and have to atone for?? But my searching the sky above for an answer was in vain. 
 

Where in the world are my parents tonight? The last time I had heard any news of them was in Fulek. My uncle’s older daughter brought me the last postcard that my father had sent to me at my address in Budapest. The postmark indicated that it had been sent from a place by the name of Waldsee. He informed me that they had arrived safe and sound and that he, my mother and sister, were all fine and that I should take good care of myself. At the time I innocently believed that they had been taken to work in Germany since I had not yet ever heard of Auschwitz. I kept this postcard and a group photo of my family inside my pocket book as my most jealously guarded treasure. Now, as I thought about them, I held it as tightly to my heart as a Tibetan Buddhist monk keeps an image of the Dalai Lama. Where were they? Would I ever see them again? I secretly hoped that we would all meet again somewhere in Germany. The hope of seeing them again gave me strength, endurance, and kept my spirits up even in the worst of times.

 

Like many other children in the world I loved my parents very much. I was grateful to them for having raised me to be an honorable and well-mannered person. I had a very special relationship with my father. Not only did I love him as a good son should love a good father, but I respected him, and he respected and loved me in kind. And while I was very proud of him, I was also very sorry for him that he had squandered his youth. He could have been a very talented and successful artist if only he had had a little bit more luck. But luck seemed to avoid him as much as pretty girls tend to avoid fat men. His life was full of hardship and constant struggle. 

 

 
I last saw my dear father in the fall of ’43 (1943). The year before (1942) I had been living in the home of my Uncle Pali and had been working in his button factory. My father and sister had come to pay me a visit. I waited for their arrival at the Eastern Rail Station (Keleti Palyaudvar), excited by the joy of seeing them once more. The steam engine, puffing thick clouds, came to a full stop beneath the glass roof of the huge train station hall. I stood there waiting for what seemed ages until I noticed my father, followed by my sister, stepping down from a third class coach. I ran over to them and hugged both of them as if we had not seen each other for eons. I could feel something was not right as my lips kissed his unshaven face. I took a better look at him and noticed that his jacket’s torn condition. When a Jewish man wears his jacket like that it means that he is mourning someone.


“No…no-ho-ho…. grandma’s not…” I stuttered, but before I could say it my father nodded and I broke out in tears. I could hardly stop sobbing and those passengers who passed us by stared at us in pity. I knew that grandma had fallen ill but I had no idea her condition had been that serious. Although she was a small and fragile woman she had never before in her entire life been ill.


She had lived with us for only a couple of years after grandfather had died and was left alone in the small town of Szilagyisomlyo. I was the first one to travel over to visit her. I was fifteen and it was the first time I had ever seen her in person. I stayed with her for a whole week but no matter how much I tried I could not convince her to drop everything and come live with us in Kolozsvar. She did not want to impose and she kept on saying how she wanted to die there and be put to rest next to her husband.


It was the first time since my birth that I had been to Szilagyisomlyo, and I really got to like that well-situated place where I had first come into this world. I even looked up the house on Csurgo (Sure-go) Street where my dear mother had given birth to me. I made a lot of new acquaintances and a man by the name of Imre Csengeri even invited me to partake in the communal fun of grape picking. It was quite an unforgettable experience. In the end I returned home to Kolozsvar without having accomplished my mission, but not much later on my father was more fortunate and brought back grandma with him. I really liked grandma a lot and when I left in 1942 to move to Budapest it was a real sad departing. It was as though she knew we weren’t going to see each other again.


That’s why my father had come in person, because he knew that the news would almost devastate me. All along the way, from the rail station to where I lived, I cried incessantly. When Aunt Margit opened the door and saw me she thought that I was crying out of the joy of seeing my father and sister again, but she soon became sullen herself the moment she noticed my father’s jacket and his unshaven face. While my father told her about it I slumped down on a chair and let my dark and cloudy feelings show. My sister came over to me and after caressing my face said;


“Don’t cry Salu (shah lou), she even called for you while on her deathbed, she mentioned you and wanted to see you.”


In those few days that my father spent in Budapest we walked together a lot around town and on the banks of the Danube. Whenever we got a little tired we would sit down on a bench and just take in the view of the beauty around us. Even for someone who has lived in Budapest much of his life, it has a certain beauty that sometimes shows when you least expect it. When I had told my father how I managed life in the city, so far away from my home and family, I could see that something was gnawing away at him, something dark bothering his thoughts showed in his eyes. 


“Cheer up son!”, he said putting his hand on my shoulder, “Some day this war will all be over and then we will all be one happy family together again!”


I pressed him to tell all about himself and his youth, since I knew so little about my father.


My father fixed his gaze on a flock of birds that flew above and across the Danube, until they disappeared behind the hills of Buda. Only then did he finally speak.

 

I remember that when I was a child and it was time for me to fall asleep he would come to my bedside and tell me the most fantastic stories. I could never tell if they were true stories or he was just making them up as he went. But what he was now beginning to tell me was reality, true-life events that happened to him.

“I was also born in Szilagyisomlyo,” he began, and continued after sighing a big one, “Our family was not rich, but we managed anyway. My father had a covered wagon and a horse with which he went from village to village. Everyone called him “Der Langer Jaszl” (Long Uncle John). He sold just about everything a household could use, even dry goods and sweets. When he would arrive at some village he would display his merchandise at the main square or marketplace. There wasn’t a single fair in the area where he didn’t show up. My mother would also be working on her feet all day long, and all of the housework fell on her neck. And boy did she have a lot of housework, for we were ten in all; that is nine boys and one girl. You know, that’s how it is with every religious Jewish family. Children are considered a blessing from God. Feeding, dressing and watching over so many kids was not an easy task for our small, thin but quick-footed mother. My parents,” he continued immersed in his memories, “had a hard time at it, but in the end they raised us pretty good. All of us learned a skill, except my only and elder sister Szerena (Serena). We had hardly learned our skills and would have helped contribute to the household budget when the First World War broke out. My four older brothers enlisted in the army in 1914 and 1915, and I enlisted in 1916. Two of them were killed on the front in Galicia, the other two at Doberdon. I was lucky because the Russians took me as a prisoner of war and I was placed to do agricultural work alone on land owned by a Bojar. Whenever I had a little time I enjoyed drawing things and on one occasion I even made a drawing of the Bojar. He liked my drawing of him so much that he invited me into his home. I had to draw every single member of his family. He brought me everything I needed from the nearest town, such as oils, canvas and palettes. From that day on all I did there was paint. Of course not only did I paint people, but the landscape, which deeply inspired me. Things were going real good for me in the house of the landowner. I could do what I loved doing most, which gave me the most joy; painting all day long. At the urging of the landowner I even tried my skill at painting icons. He would pick out the ones he liked best and keep those, letting me sell the rest in the nearby village for a decent profit. And the only reason I was able to do so was because the Bojar saw to it that the military headquarters gave me permission to move about freely.

In 1917 upon hearing about the October Revolution the landowner and his family fled. When the Bolsheviks took over the land they found me living in the house of the landlord who had fled. At first they thought that I too was a member of the family, but fortunately it was shown, as the domestic servants had testified, that I was a prisoner of war. For some time I fought alongside the Bolsheviks but I soon sustained a minor wound and ended up in a hospital bed. I arrived back home in Budapest, Hungary in 1918 on the day the Chrysanthemum Revolution broke out. Somehow I managed to get myself all the way back to Szilagyisomlyo. Mind you that at the time Transylvania was still part of Hungary. And, well, when in 1919 the Hungarian Soviet Republic was formed I and two of my then still living brothers joined in the efforts to help build the new republic. We were so deeply involved in those efforts that when the Romanian army finally showed up on the outskirts of Szilagyisomlyo to crush the revolution, we were forced to flee. We managed to reach Budapest by means of a horse cart loaned to us by a priest. And from here my two brothers, Hermann and Sandor first migrated to France and later on to America. Two years after that they took with them my younger brother and my sister Szerena, and in 1924 they even helped my younger brother Lajos leave. But he had to go to Mexico first and wait ten years before he was allowed to enter the United States. I did not want my parents to be left alone so I remained with them instead of going overseas. And in the meantime I had married your mother, and continued painting. A few of my paintings were once put on exhibit in Chicago, with such success that I was even offered a one-year scholarship. But I would only be allowed to travel there on my own. Your mother was against my traveling so far by myself and convinced me to turn down the offer, and so I stayed home. The circumstances of your birth and all that happened afterwards you know all too well. Yes,” he sighed, and his look turned dark, “this is how fate destined things to be and that’s o.k.. I could hardly continue painting because I would have needed a whole lot more money to buy all the things needed, like canvas, paint and brushes. And since I had to take care of an entire family I was forced to work as an assistant to a sign painter.” There had been a little bitterness in his voice.

“Come, let’s go,” he said quietly, “they’re waiting for us back home.” We walked all the way to Elizabeth Bridge, boarded the number 44 tram and all the way back home, to Hermina Street, not a single word was exchanged between us.

 

On the day before his departure we took a walk in the City Park (Varosliget), and we sat down to rest a little on a bench in front of the Museum of Transportation. As a matter of fact the museum still exists today, but its collection of horse buggies, railroad cars, automobiles, trams and other vehicles and related technology has grown significantly since then. Anyway, I could feel that the following minutes would be really hard to swallow, as these would be our last goodbyes. My father broke the sad silence;


“Take very good care of yourself and write to us a little more often.” He swallowed heavily and for a moment remained quiet. I knew that he was fighting off his tears and it was very difficult for me to control my own feelings.


“I promise I’ll take care of myself and I’ll definitely write more often.” As I said these words I didn’t look into his eyes. My gaze was set on the green of the leaves that adorned the centuries old oak trees. We talked on and on for such a long time that we hardly noticed that the evening sky had come creeping over the trees and the world around us. Could it be that we both felt that this was going to be our last chat in this life? That we would never again see each other was not something either of us dared contemplate, after all my father was always as much the optimist throughout his entire life as I myself would become. If I’d not been such a positive minded chap then it is unlikely that I would have survived all the difficult challenges, tests and torment to come. Without such inner fortitude of mind I could not have stayed alive. 


His train departed early in the morning. My father kept waving at me from the open window of the train coach until the whole train had gone out of sight, off into the distance that would grow more infinite as time went by. At the time I could not have known that we were being separated for eternity. 

 


On the fifth day we woke up to a bone-chilling cold. Thick fog hid the entire landscape and nobody knew to where we were heading. How were they able to organize our march in such a way that we didn’t pass through a single village? They drove us through forests and fields over gravel and dirt roads as if we were a flock of sheep. We had to take rest stops more and more often, given that our famished and weakened bodies could hardly go on marching. There were some who fainted on the side of the road, and if someone dared to try and help them, the soldiers guarding us would threaten them with their bayonets. They were young soldiers, around my age (at the time). I could hardly comprehend how these young men could ever have become so brutally inhuman, as not one of them had the slightest pity or sympathy for any of us. They were, after all, the chosen members of the so-called ‘elite’ SS, trained to have unlimited hate for other types of people and other races. Even till this day I don’t understand why we, who were several thousands in numbers, allowed less than a hundred of these soldiers to drive us like cattle headed to the slaughterhouses. But what would have happened if we had risen up against them? Would we have run off in all the directions of a compass? Without a doubt, they would have conducted a wide manhunt and all of us caught would be shot on the spot. Perhaps we all knew that the risk of escape was rather great and hoped that by obeying their orders we would stand a better chance at survival. They took advantage of our combined individual fear and of our desire to survive at almost all costs. Though we are all mortal we cannot be blamed for trying to cheat death till the very last moment. 


From high above the rays of the sun broke through the dense fog and the weather improved a little. We had two rest stops before midday and it must have been just after noontime that we marched on. We had no idea of the exact time, since no one had a watch after they had stolen our watches during the shakedown, when our clothes and belongings were thoroughly searched. Some of the more fortunate ones had managed to exchange their watches before leaving Hungary for some food. The tall mountains, whose peaks were covered with snow and reflected the sunlight like mysterious monsters dressed in silver, got closer and closer. 


We turned off the dirt road onto a cement road, which headed up a steep little mountain. Tall, snow-covered pine trees stood guard on both sides of our marching column. The forest was so thick that in spite of the sunshine it was pitch dark in-between the trees. We could hardly manage to drag our exhausted limbs up the road. And the further up we went the colder it became. The sun was soon gone as a dark cloud rolled overhead from the west and I tried to shield myself from the cold by pulling my coat together with my arms hiding in. Snowflakes flew about all over the place and many began to melt as they landed on my unshaven face. Suddenly we heard shots in the distance;


“What could that be?” Klein asked turning to me. Every single loud noise sent shivers down our spines. 


“No idea,” I said, not hiding my anxiety, “Maybe someone’s hunting a bear.”

My slight humor was an attempt to calm Klein, as well as to calm myself, but I had a bad feeling about it all.


“Hey,” said my friend, showing his disappointment, “that’s not the sound of a hunting rifle but of a machine gun.”


Indeed that’s what it was, and the machine gun bursts became more and more frequent. I had no doubt by then that this was by no means a normal hunt. The closer we got to the top of the mountain the louder the machine gun bursts could be heard and we also began to hear the soft thud-like sound as the bullets hit something thick. The shooting made everyone more and more nervous. I did not want to believe my ears… Could this possibly be happening? Or was I just making it all up? The closer we got the more clearly one could hear the sound of human screams and shouts mixing in with the cold-steel, mechanical machine gun bursts. Strangely enough we began to move faster. Everyone was curious to find out what was happening on the other side of the mountain, where the frightening sounds and screams were coming from. We should have known better than that, and slowed down instead. Upon reaching the top of the mountain we became part of such a terrible tragedy, which remains forever ingrained into my memory. 


On the left-hand side of the road, at intervals of ten to twenty meters, stood SA troops, and their machine guns were firing away continuously. They were shooting those who were running in front of them, condemning the rest of us to death. Just ahead of us lay countless dead corpses and severely wounded. Wailing and screams of pain mixed in with the prayer “Sema Jiszrael”. I too rushed on and fled past the first soldier. No bullet had hit me yet, but I heard the sound of a bullet whiz past me, marked to kill someone else. I was lucky to get passed the second SA soldier, who had to change his cartridge, and I even managed to get past the third one. Suddenly something louder than the mad noise around me could be heard, like the sound of a giant sofar (Jewish ceremonial blow-horn made from the horn of a male mountain goat) from the heavens above, orders of “halt….halt…nicht schisen….” (stop…stop….don’t shoot) could be heard over a loudspeaker. A couple of shots still got through but relative silence quickly followed. My whole body was violently shaking in fear, and I still could not believe that I had survived this horrible slaughter, that once more I had escaped death. The whole incident was so shocking that till this day I can remember every single moment of that horror as if it were only yesterday. The Gestapo officer who had given us a briefing before our departure from Deutsch-Schutzen arrived on a bicycle with a loudspeaker in his hands. Though I stood at some distance from the SA soldiers and the Gestapo officer I could hear everything that was said;


“What are you doing you guys? What’s this massacre for? I’m responsible for this transport. Get on with your own business!” The soldiers didn’t dare say a word. They turned about face and headed down the hill towards the rest house by the hillside and disappeared from view. Our escort guards appeared from behind wherever they had been hiding and we continued our march downhill, leaving behind our dead and fallen mates. 


Even now I can see the face of that old man who was bent over the body of younger man, crying bitterly. Turning towards us, in a pleading voice, he asked us not to leave his son, and that we should take him with us. Two of my fellow sufferers, thinking that the boy was seriously wounded, went over to offer their assistance. But when they raised his body they saw that he was no longer alive and there was no way to help. They tried to get the father to leave his son behind, but the old man wouldn’t budge. He remained there, crying bitterly over his son’s body. My fellow sufferers told me that the two, son and father, who had been doing their forced labor service in different places, had been rejoined in Balf. Ever since then they had been together, marching together, seeking encouragement in each other.


We were on our way once more, and those who were only slightly wounded were allowed to rejoin our march. With our legs shaking, we mechanically dragged ourselves on. And it was fortunate that our road was now headed downhill, because we wouldn’t have had the energy to go on. During the mad rush downhill earlier on I had become separated from my friend Klein, but fortunately, after a few hundred meters, we found one another, and I could see that he was tired and gasping as he marched by my side. When he had managed to regain his breath, we greeted one another with a bitter grimace, and then Klein spoke in a quiet, hoarse voice;


“To be honest, I was more frightened this time than when those skull-and-bones (Gestapo) guys wanted to execute us. There I was able to trust that you would talk to them and that we would escape the danger, but this time there was no such chance.”


“You know,” he said thoughtfully, “I too turned to God for help, even though, as you know, I am not religious, as my parents never really made an issue about it. I hardly paid a moments attention during “Torah class” in school, so the only that came to my mind now was the “Sema Jiszrael” prayer, which I repeated to myself over and over just now. It looks like God paid attention to my words, for I am still alive.”

 


Yes, I had prayed too, asking God to help me now, to save me this time at least, so that I may once more see my dearly beloved family. HE had heard my prayer and answered it, but why hadn’t HE heard and answered the prayers of all those who remained wounded, dying or who had already died, those murdered just now??? What sin had they committed that they should have to die in such a cold and horrible manner? I pondered these questions bitterly. Why did so many innocent people have to be destroyed? Where will they be buried? In what mass grave would they fail to find their eternal rest? Did any of their relatives, friends or anyone else who cared for or loved them ever search for the place where they were buried and place a flower on the spot in their memory?

 


My heart still hurts deeply for all those wonderful fellow humans, fellow sufferers that I lost on that horrible day. 


I looked over to Klein, who was downtrodden as we marched on. And that’s when I discovered that a bullet had passed through his backpack. When I told him about it, he turned as pale as death itself. He instinctively patted the entire length of his back and then, having regained his calm, he said;


“It’s a good things that it made a hole in my backpack and not in my back!”

 


We had been marching for quite some time when a rock quarry appeared on the right hand side of the road. It’s rocky foreground was covered by knee high snow and many of my fellow sufferers were stamping away to avoid getting frostbite, while others ignored their own welfare as they tended to the wounded. Our ‘guards’ stood further away in a straight-line formation and faced us with their machine guns ready to fire away at a moments notice. Once more fear took hold of me, and the events of Pusztavam came to my mind. Pusztavam was an abandoned stone quarry where a company of forced labor Jews made up mostly of doctors and engineers (as well as other highly educated individuals) were brutally massacred by the Arrow Cross. It was almost a miracle that ten Jews, who were also from that same forced labor service company, had managed to avoid the fate of their fellow company mates. They accidentally wound up in Fulek, where they reported to the local company commander. It was due to the commander’s benevolent disposition that they were not handed over to the gendarme, for according to the so-called laws of the time these people were considered illegal Jewish deserters. Later on they told us about their adventurous escape.


 They had gone to the nearby town to draw food rations for the company early morning on that fateful day. When they arrived at the outer parameters of Pusztavam with their wagon full of rations in the late afternoon, an old peasant heading in the opposite direction stopped them. He told them what had happened; that the entire company of forced laborers had been machine gunned down. 


“At first we did not want to believe what the old peasant was saying,” said one of them by the name of Weintraub, “but unfortunately it was all true. We hid in the small woods next to the nearby village and waited for the cover of night to come. In order to ascertain the truth of what the old peasant had said I volunteered to survey the stone quarry hiding at a short distance,” Weintraub continued, “I crawled all the way to the place over the fields just behind the village until I was within a few meters. The barracks where we had been sleeping stood in silence. Not a single soul could be heard anywhere. I didn’t dare go anymore closer and when I got back I told everyone what I had witnessed. Gati, who was our company sergeant, and who, being an ‘exempt’ Jew, wore a red, white and green Hungarian tricolor arm band, suggested that we should flee under the cover of the night. We filled our side packs and pockets with food rations and headed out in a well-organized line. At the time we had no idea where we were heading to, but we avoided the main roads, and when possible we traveled at night only. We had plenty of food and manage to find ourselves all the way here in Fulek,” he concluded. 

 


It was that incident that came to my mind when we arrived at the abandoned stone quarry and mine system that was tucked away between the Alpine mountains. I didn’t tell anyone what I was thinking about, but the closer we got to the entrance of the mine system the worse I felt about it all. It was only after I got closer still that I noticed that we were being placed in barracks by the side of the stone quarry. That helped calm me down a little. Finally we were let in our own barrack, and given that it was entirely empty we were forced to lie down on the damp and dirty floor. This was the first night since leaving Deutsch-Schutzen that we were able to sleep sheltered from the elements and the open sky. It was pitch dark by the time we had all settled down. There were no lights in the barrack and the only little light that we had came from the moon that once every now and then managed to shine through a crack in the clouds as they rolled above. I rolled myself up inside my blanket and with my backpack as a hard pillow under my head tried to fall asleep. But even though I was exhausted I could not fall asleep. For whenever I closed my eyes I would see images of the SA soldiers, those henchmen, with their evil facial expressions that reflected their utter sadism and mercilessness, as they brutally gunned down and murdered hundreds of my fellow innocent and defenseless mates. I could see myself as I ran over bloody corpses, cast away backpacks and blankets, in my effort to avoid being shot in the hail of deadly gun fire and cold bullets. 


It was so dark now in the barrack and the moon was hiding behind thick clouds. Wouldn’t it be nice, I thought, to be able to grab hold of the moon and fly on it in search of my parents, and having found them escape with them to a peaceful island where no one would ever bother us again till the day of our natural death. 


My stomach growled real loud, and I suddenly became really hungry. Until now, due to all the shocking events, I had not noticed my hunger, which began to burn my stomach real bad. All I could do was to remember past memories of better times. Once more Fulek came to mind and I could almost smell through the open windows the mouthwatering food cooking inside the kitchen in Fulek. 

 


Whenever they could find the time the girls working in the kitchen would come over the woodshed and see me as I chopped firewood. They always snuck some tasty food to gift me later on into the pocket of their apron, but in such a way that none of the other girls could know. When they were busy peeling potatoes in the kitchen courtyard they would call me over to help out. At first I was a bit clumsy, but soon enough I got the knack of it and was even able to compete with them. Other times I had to carry down buckets full of walnuts or apples from the attic, and then they would always fill my pockets full. They liked me for being so hard working and rewarded me in kind. On one occasion Zsoka, a very pretty 18-year-old girl, stormed into the pantry-room, her face blushed red. Her sparklong gray eyes flashed in excitement and in slightly spluttering voice without taking her breath she said;


“Guess what Erno, Mrs. Szabo, you know, that old hag in glasses, whose husband is the staff sergeant, told our lady boss that she didn’t see any reason why we should have ‘that Jew’ here with us. Forgive me, but that’s exactly how she said it, and she even went on to say that no good in the end would come out of that young Jewish man being around so many women!” She blushed again and then continued on, “But Irene, our lady boss stopped her short and sent her off to mind her own bees wax. If only you had seen what an expression Mrs. Szabo had! She just steamed her mouth shut in fury and didn’t dare say another word. We never thought that Irene would ever stand by you like that! Of course she has the authority to talk like that.” And now sweet Zsoka’s face was as red as a cherry ready to be plucked. “Because as you know Irene and the factory commander, the company captain, are,…well, you know,…..it’s no big deal  ‘that’…”, she added with a mischievous smile adorning her angelic face. “You have nothing to fear, you can stay on indefinitely.” She nearly exploded in embarrassed ecstasy when I squeezed her arm in grateful appreciation. She quickly turned around and ran away. A couple of minutes later Kati (Cathy), the cutest darling of all the girls in the kitchen, came over to me. She too told me the whole story and of course I made no mention of the fact that Zsoka had already told me it. She also insured me that the lady boss had stood by me in appreciation of my hard-working nature.


The sympathy felt real good, and I would have loved to grab her by her waist and kiss her madly were it not for those damn miscegenation (anti-race-mixing) laws. I had to control myself to avoid getting them involved in some kind of great difficulty that would endanger those sweet girls. Even if nothing happened, but say Mrs. Szabo decided to report me, and accuse me of having an intimate relationship with one of the girls, they would place me in front of a martial law court and judge me without ever asking me anything at all. Even though Kati had told me from the very beginning that she felt compassion for me. And when I told her that I washed my own shirts by hand she offered to clean them herself. She wouldn’t even let me thank her, and whenever she paid me a visit she always brought me something tasty to eat.


Once more my stomach started growling away. The barrack window became foggy as a result of all our relatively warm exhaling. The place was filled with the noise of people snoring, wheezing, breathing deeply, and of someone crying in the midst of a bad dream. 


It was early dawn when I woke up and Im shivered in the cold. My friend Klein was also awake by now and he was so cold that his teeth were clattering. Not even in the bitter cold of Fertorakos did we freeze so much.

 

Our company arrived at Fertorakos in early December of ’44. There we were put in hay sheds. It was bitingly cold and a thick blanket of snow covered the village. From the houses’ chimneys thick black smoke rose up high and melted into the heavy, thick, black cloud that covered the sky. 

The streets were entirely empty. In this bone-chilling cold there wasn’t a single person who would have liked to exchange the friendly warmth of a furnace stove with life in that inhospitable world outside. 

The hay shed to which twenty of us were assigned was cold, damp and dark. It wasn’t very big so we hoped we would be able to generate enough body heat together so as to warm the place up a bit. We covered the floor with hay brought down from the shed’s gallery and, since we didn’t have anything else to do, we lay down to sleep. But the cold was just unbearable. Quite a few of us who were closest to the walls of the shed shivered, for the cold seeped in through the many cracks and holes in the woodwork. Eventually, albeit with great difficulty, I managed to fall asleep. Around midnight Klein began to shake me awake. 

“Wake up,” he whispered, “because Geiger, the guy sleeping here by my side, is snoring in a very odd manner. I’ve tried to revive him, but he just won’t respond. What shall we do?” he asked in despair.

“Let’s get the attention of our doctor,” I said. In my half-wake condition I almost entirely forgot that we were no longer in Fulek and that the doctor had stayed back in Budapest, probably hiding with friends. I realized we had no clue what to do next. Finally one of our fellow sufferers volunteered to go and look for a doctor in the village. He returned around half past two in the morning, all by himself. None had been willing to let him into their homes and so he was unable to find out where the village doctor might be found. Geiger’s breathing got worse, his forehead was burning hot and it sounded at times as if he were calling out for his mother. There we stood around him, saddened and helpless, until finally someone else volunteered to try once more to find a doctor. A quarter of an hour later the volunteer came back accompanied by a doctor. Under the soft light of an oil lamp the doctor examined Geiger and made the diagnosis that Geiger had severe acute bronchitis and that there was nothing that could be done. By now Geiger was suffering in great agony. 

We couldn’t believe that there was no way to save him. While we tried to convince the doctor to try some other way we hardly noticed that Geiger had passed away. After the elderly doctor had confirmed the death of our dear Geiger he removed his hat, turned around to face us and said;

“Unfortunately there was nothing that could have helped your friend, for his condition was already too serious. Help should have been sought much earlier on.”

But we had had no idea that Geiger was already so sick. Until recently he had been traveling with others and we hardly knew him. He must have been in a feverish state earlier on when he accidentally was placed in our sub-group at the time we were being issued sleeping quarters.

After the sad events of the night we woke up to a sad day. An elderly man came out of the house next-door and headed on over to our barn. When he saw us he asked us in a friendly manner about our overall state. We told him what had happened during the night while nodded his head in pity. We asked him for advice on where to bury our dead mate. The old man went over to the small lumber-storage room and brought us a four-wheeled wooden hodgepodge of a cart. We placed the blanket-covered body on this cart and the old man showed us the way to the cemetery. It was still dark outside and we didn’t come across anyone. We must have been a frightening sight. An elderly woman wearing a headscarf was about to leave her home when she suddenly noticed us and quickly turned back. We had a hard time finding the Jewish section of the cemetery. Not surprising given how thick the snow was, covering the tombstones and making it almost impossible to see which was which. Finally we found a place next to the fence and under a chestnut tree where we began to dig a grave using the shovels and pickaxe that the old man had provided us with. We worked in shifts and it was very hard work given that the ground was frozen as hard as stone. When we were done digging the grave we placed the already frozen stiff body of Geiger into the hole. We filled it and quietly said a kaddish (prayer for the dead) above it. This was the first time that our company had ever buried anyone. 

True, we already had a death when we were at Bodajk. Several of our fellow company mates were taken to plant mines, when one of them exploded in the hands of Fried, who until his death was always smiling as if things could only get better. Fenyes, who was working right next to him, survived with severe air-shock but Fried was blown up into a thousand parts. 

We marked Geiger’s grave with a big white stone. We trudged back sadly to our assigned shed.

During the morning line-up the news of Geiger’s death spread as quick as wildfire among the entire company and everyone mourned his passing. 

We were taken from the shed to join another company in an encampment full of tents at the top of a nearby hill. Most of those in the other company were older than us and most were intellectual types. Before the encircling attack on Budapest they had been collected from safe houses and other shelters. We were eight or ten to a tent and were taken out during the day to clear the country roads of snow where we dug thick and heavy snow in the cold from early morning to nightfall. Before being taken out to work we were given so-called ‘coffee’, some sort of warm, swill-like black crap, a loaf of stone hard frozen vile-tasting bread for every four of us and a few ounces of cheap marmalade. This was our entire meal ration for the day, but at night, after we returned to the campsite half-frozen from the terrible cold, we were given warm soup, with some wheat kernels swimming about.

This is where I got to know, among other people, the Kosa (koh-sha) brothers. They were from the other company and at the time I had no idea that Gyuri, the smaller and thinner of the two, was a famous pianist and composer. All I saw was that Imre, his big brother, would also shovel the section assigned to Gyuri. When I was done with my assigned section I would go over to them and help them out, and they were very grateful in deed. 

Klein must be right, I thought, probably the reason we are all so nervous was the effect yesterday’s shocking events had on us. Suddenly the barrack door swung open and a young SS soldier stepped in;

“Twenty volunteers are to step outside in front of the barracks ready to work,” he screamed. When he saw that none of us had begun to get up, he chose the twenty persons closest to him and told them to go outside. After they had gone we started to guess and argue about where they might be going. The more optimistic of us, such as myself, thought that they were going to collect food for us. I began to imagine the warm coffee substitute and the hard bread before me. Others, the more pessimistic types, were certain that they had been taken to dig mass graves where we would all be shot and dumped in. The argument was followed by a mute, tension-filled silence. Time passed by very slowly and we impatiently waited for our company mates to return. Finally the door opened and our mates came in, and Klein who had been with the rest of them collapsed next to me. His face was a very pale white and his whole body shivered in fear. His coat was full of mud and bloodstains, as were his hands. I didn’t dare ask him where they had been or what they had been forced to do. On his own accord he began to tell me in a shaky and despairing voice;

“When we exited the barracks I saw that they had chosen twenty men from every barrack and we were then ordered to go up the same highway by the mountain on which we had come. You can imagine how I must have felt when I thought about how we would be going back to the same place where the massacre had taken place yesterday, what with all the murdered company mates lying dead on the ground. But when we got there we were surprised to find not one single body anywhere, only a few blood spots on the asphalt. One of the SS soldiers took twenty of us away and they returned with shovels and pickaxes. After they had distributed all the tools they took us over to the other side of the highway next to the safety railing. Then,” he continued, having swallowed heavily, “I thought I would faint. A horrible sight unfolded before me. There lay row upon long row the corpses of our murdered fellow company mates. They had simply rolled them down the side of the highway the day before so that they would not obstruct their convoys.”

Klein’s eyes were watery in tears, his voice got strangled for a while and then managed to continue, “They forced us to dig a huge hole in the middle a small clearing inside the forest,” and he showed me his blistered, bony hands, “Can you imagine just how hard it is to dig in such frozen ground? Our guards kept on pressuring us. We were then made to carry the bodies and dump them into the huge hole, but the SS guards allowed us to bring back all their backpacks and blankets. I,” he looked at me with a very sad expression, “was unable to touch anything and unable to bring anything back.”

I let him know that I agreed with his decision, and to show my sympathy I pressed his arm softly.

“Yes,” he said, “there were even some who removed from their feet any shoes which were in fairly good condition, or removed their coats, especially those who had joined our company transport from Koszeg. I can’t really blame them considering that their clothes were in pretty shabby condition by now.  It was a horrible scene which I will not forget as long as I live,” he finished saying.

Could it be that this same fate awaits us? It was terrible to even consider the possibility. But I didn’t have any time to really think about it all for the barrack door swung open again and an SS soldier ordered us to line up. We relaxed a little once we saw that we were heading away from the direction we had come thus far. Only after we were well on our way did I tell Klein what thoughts had been bothering me. He had not been with me in Fulek, thus he had no direct knowledge of the incident at the stone quarry in Pusztavam where they had massacred so many Jewish forced laborers. He listened to the story of the incident with shock and fright. Meanwhile we had reached Eisenerz. It had been a long time since we had last stopped by an inhabited place, but strangely enough we could not see a single civilian anywhere. Many of our fellow sufferers had to sleep outside in the main square of the village, under the open sky, because there was no more space for them in the stone-quarry. The march went on forward towards an unknown destination. When we had left Eisenerz behind I breathed a sigh of relief and like the biblical persona of Lot I too did not dare look back, almost for fear of turning into stone. After all, I could easily have turned into a stone-hard statue of ice, given how horribly cold reality had become.

We had long left the village, the sun was at its apex, and it must have been around two in the afternoon, six days of marching already past us, we sat to rest on the side of hill. Where in the world are they taking us? What do they intend to do with us? I asked myself over and over and was almost certain that they were taking us to Germany. But how much longer could we survive like this, suffering from constant thirst and hunger? And although many of us had filled their canteens with snow, just prior to our arrival in Eisenerz, it only alleviated our thirst and made us all the more hungry. It occurred to me that maybe this was the method by which they were going to see us off to our untimely deaths. Slowly, painfully and as if their intentions had nothing to do with any of it! I was terrified at how real a possibility it was at the time. We’d be starved beyond comprehension and then we would become so unbelievably weak that we would fall down like dry sugarcane. No, no, I kept convincing myself, trying not to think those thoughts, they must be taking us to work for it was no use to them if we all died after all their efforts. And I had to renew my hope that we would soon get something decent to eat somewhere. I looked into my friend Klein’s face and he seemed lost deep in his thoughts as if he was trying to figure something out. He noticed me looking at him and said;

“Tell me Erno, how much longer can we take this? I don’t know how it is with you, but I…. especially since Eisenerz… Well, you know,” he began a new line of thought and seemed suddenly somewhat relaxed, “I don’t know how long we’ll be able to manage, and when we too will suddenly drop out of the line,” and he turned towards the direction we had come, “Perhaps its good for them…those who remained behind…no longer having to suffer. For them this road, this wandering in hell has come to an end.” For a brief moment I thought he might be right, but soon enough I said;

“Don’t be so blue, we must be confident that we will survive. Perhaps today or latest tomorrow they will give us something to eat. You’ll see, once we have something in stomachs our feelings, our mood will be different, and we won’t be so damn pessimistic!”

“Perhaps you’re right,” he said, “Yes, yes…,” he repeated trying to cheer himself up, “to live again…we must outlive this horror…we must!”

It felt good to be able to raise my friend’s spirits. After all I was in no better shape than he. Before the massacre the other day he too had been a lot more confident. Not as much as I was, given how different his personality was, but at least he made an effort.

He was one year older than me and thus he had enlisted earlier.  His company had arrived in Budapest by means of Swedish ‘safe-conduct’ papers, and ours by means of Swiss ones. But the moment the Arrow Cross had taken over full power from Horthy both types of papers became as worthless as matzo (unleavened Jewish bread) to a plane wreck survivor in the middle of a waterless dessert. Thus I got to know Klein while at the Albrecht barracks.

 


Three weeks after the proclamation made by Horthy our company received orders to head to Budapest. We departed on foot and we got as far as Nagymaros. Our Jewish company commander Briger agreed with the company Lieutenant that he would go up to Budapest and get papers of safe-conduct for our entire company. We would wait it out in Nagymaros. We slept in hay-filled barns and old attics. People there were generous and shared their food with us. Many had split away while still at Fulek as soon as the news of Regent Horthy’s proclamation had come, and even more of us took off here in Nagymaros, especially many of those who came from Budapest. This is when Jancsi Weisz also split away. He was our ‘azes’ barber and in Fulek I had managed to become a good friend of his, especially after the time he allowed me to use his professional barber’s shaving blade. 

 


Many waited in line to be shaved by him, and I, used to shaving with a Gillette razor blade, stood next to him and watched as he neatly and skillfully applied the sharp blade to their rough faces. When he finally had finished I went over to him and naively asked him;

“Tell me Janos (John), is it hard to use that knife?”

“Now don’t you ‘azes’ me!” he said snarling at me. That was his favorite expression. It meant, of course jokingly, that I shouldn’t be disrespectful.

“Come, let me show you how to use it,” he proposed. At that very moment ‘tall man’ Hoffman came our way. When he had come close enough Janos asked him if he would like to get a shave. Hoffman looked at him a little oafishly, and after stroking the entire length of his prickly chin with his long fingers he said;

“Well, I don’t really mind if I do, though I rarely shave.”

Weisz sat him down, applied soap foam and turning to me explained how I should hold the blade, and proceeded to shave one half of the ‘customer’s’ face. And to Hoffman’s utter fright he handed the blade over to me.

“Don’t tell me that you’re going to shave me now? After all you’ve only just now been shown how to handle the blade,” he said in a shaky voice.

“Don’t fear,” I tried to calm him, “if it hurts don’t be afraid to tell me.” And with that said I began to work on the other half of his face. It took me just a brief moment to shave the fuzz off without causing even the slightest scratch to his face.

“Now do the neck,” the barber encouraged me.

“Forget it!” the patient strongly protested, but I had just managed to push back his head and with confident moves I removed the prickly hair from there as well. He breathed a sigh of relief after I had washed his face with the wet sponge. He thanked me and then, with long strides, he quickly disappeared behind the barn.

“Well done,” Weisz determined, “all you need is some practice. You know what? Shave me, but be real careful, for if you cut my face I’ll slit your throat,” he said jokingly. I shaved him without a glitch. That was the first and very last time in my life that I ever held a professional shaving blade in my hands.  

 


We had been in Nagymaros several days now, when Briger finally arrived with our Swiss ‘safe-conduct’ papers. When we got our papers our happiness was at least as great as it had been in Fulek on the 15th of October when we had heard Horthy’s radio announcement. At that time we had thought that the war was over and we would soon be heading home. Thus it was so much more depressing to find out that very night that our happiness had been premature and in vain. Now with the ‘safe conduct’ passes in our pockets once more we could look with hope towards our future, especially after Briger called together our company to announce that we were heading to Budapest, where we will be placed in a ‘safe house’. We were happy because we thought that with the ‘safe conduct’ passes in our possession no more torture could come to us. We would no longer be defenseless; vulnerable to the ruthlessness of the times, and that we would be respected as equal to any other citizen of neutral Switzerland. And I felt sorry for those who had not waited for the arrival of the ‘safe conduct’ passes, for they would have been much safer with them in hand. 


So we headed towards Budapest aboard a boat in a positively confident mood. All along our way I talked to Sandor Nagy, our company captain’s second-in-command, with whom I had argued and discussed a lot of things while I had been in the sickroom at Fulek. He was a strange and reserved character, but strangely enough when he was with me he opened up. He sometimes did some very surprising things. One time, for example, he complained to Lieutenant Meilinger for having issued him orders. He was so upset that I thought he would keep to his threat and challenge Meilinger to a duel to the death. I remember that I could hardly regain my calm. In spite of everything else Lieutenant Meilinger was a decent man, and many times during our stay with him he proved his honorable ways. Nor was Sandor Nagy such a bad guy. He was an anti-Semite in theory only, and throughout his entire life he had never beaten a single Jew. He was not angry with all Jews, only at those who were rich. After all in Losonc where he had been a violin instructor he taught a lot of rich Jewish children. It irritated him that “those” Jews lived in such comfort, while he could hardly make a living off his teacher’s pay. Although this boat trip was not the most suitable occasion to debate things I decided to challenge him. He had earned my confidence since it was known that in spite of his rank no one had experienced any malice on his part. He topped his quiet, withdrawn nature with the fact that he remained all day long inside his quarters. And the sound of his violin streamed out through the window of his room. Nor was his playing that bad. Just to give you an idea how void of malice he was is the fact that he lent his violin to one of our fellow sufferers, who was quite a talented violinist, so that he might practice on it!


In our company there were many who had occupations in the world of music, and considered it their calling. I can remember Peti Madl, who played the piano and Andris Sandor, who plucked violin strings. When Andris lived together with me in the barracks virtually every day he would begin playing his violin after night had fallen in such a wonderful way that I can still hear in my ear’s memory his artistic interpretation of the melodies of Mendelssohn and Beethoven. I even remember those performances that we staged in Fulek. Andris Sandor played his violin sweetly, Peti Madl somehow managed to get a few nice tunes off the old, wonky, worn-out piano, Snubi Kohn, the famous character actor of Budapest’s famous Vidam Szinpad (Comedy Theatre), entertained us with some funny scenes, and many others also stepped up on stage. I myself recited Francois Villon ballads and other poems from other poets. 

 


We arrived late at night to a moonless Budapest, and we disembarked the boat at Palffy Square. My heart beat intensely from the excitement of seeing the city once more. The dead quiet of the city where I had once lived in peace before my being recruited was only disturbed by the sound of our laced hiking boots hitting the ground in unison. Not one single soul could be seen along the banks of the Danube, where the oppressive darkness surrounded us. We turned the corner of Arena Street and stopped in front of the synagogue there. Finally we had arrived, I thought, and would be able to seek shelter for the remainder of the night. Our company commander, Briger, knocked on the synagogue door for quite some time till someone with a tired, disheveled face peered through the small security window of the door. 


“Who is it who once more disturbs us, can’t you see the Swiss flag flying in front of this building?” grumbled the elderly, spectacled doorman. Obviously he must have thought that we were soldiers or even Arrow Cross thugs making a late night ‘visit’. Briger explained that we were Jews on work-service duty and that we had Swiss papers of safe conduct. 


“You’ve come here in vain,” said the sleepy old man to Briger, “come see for yourself that not only do we not have any room for your whole company but given how crammed we already are we haven’t got room for even one single extra man.” 


That’s when someone suggested that we should head on over to the Albrecht barracks only one block away. And so we did. The supervisor of the barracks directed us to a huge hall and left us there. Given that we had been treated quite decently it was with some remorse that we said goodbye to lieutenant Sandor Nagy and his soldiers who had escorted us. We promised to look one another up after the end of the war. We had to sleep that night on the hard floor given that all the beds had been taken to hospitals for wounded soldiers to use. In the morning I met with a mix of forced laborers (‘work-servicemen’) from all over the region.  That’s where I met Klein, who had at first confused me with one of his childhood friends that he had not seen in ages. When he realized that I was not that particular playmate of his from Szolnok, which is where Klein was born and had been conscripted into forced labor, he apologized and began trying to explain his mistake. Thus we began to have a lengthy conversation with one another and eventually I got the idea that we should go and look about town.


We went straight down Lehel Avenue towards the Western Train Station (Nyugati Palyaudvar). At the end of the rounded avenue, under a tree, lay motionless a man covered in newspapers. His yellow star barely showed through the mish mash of newspapers. An elderly man standing nearby saw our utter shock and told us that the Arrow Cross had shot the man in the head only a few minutes ago. They had given the man an identity check, but he didn’t have any papers on him and the unfortunate man had forgotten to tear his yellow star off his jacket. He had also been wearing a fur piece, which the Arrow Cross took away. The old man looked about carefully to be certain that no one else might hear him and in a slight whisper continued to say;


“These guys know nothing better than to kill and steal.”


Without saying a word we continued on our way. Fortunately we had not come across any Arrow Cross on our way so far. Even at that point I still had no idea whatsoever how these Arrow Cross looked like. We turned on Podmaniczky Street and found ourselves in front of a barbershop. We both stopped at the very same time.


“Come, let’s get a crew cut,” I said. Klein nodded in agreement and we entered the place. We must have been the first customers that day because the moment we came in the two barbers eagerly stood up and motioned us to sit on the barber chairs. The smell of fresh soap mixed with the scent of the shaving cream. Though they were not the same age the two barbers were obviously beyond the age of military recruitment. While they shaved us they asked us where we had come from, what we were doing, and how come we were not enlisted soldiers. 


“We have escaped from Transylvania,” I said, “and we have only arrived yesterday along with our parents and are now preparing to report to be conscripted. That’s why we decided to get ourselves haircuts, for who knows how long we might not get another chance if we are sent out to the frontlines.”


Both of the men nodded in approval. I saw my friends exposed, pale white, sunken face in the mirror, and I could see that his lips were shivering in fear. Both of us were given the crew cut that was so popular in those times, with the sides almost cut to the skin. We were both nearly done, clumps of hair being brushed away from our necks, when suddenly the door swung open and two strongly built men entered the barbershop. Both of them wore black uniforms and tall German shiny black leather riding boots, with red and white striped “Arpad” armbands on the sleeves of their black coats. They had machine guns hanging over their shoulders. 


“Perseverance!” they greeted us in unison and then gave a “zieg heil” (Nazi-style) salute. I don’t know why, but I too gave a “zieg heil” salute and loudly said “perseverance!” in return. Perhaps this was what saved us, who knows? The older barber was the first to start conversation;


“We’ll be right with you guys, please go ahead and remove your jackets and take a seat,” he said pointing towards the other two empty chairs.”


“Do you have any other requests gentlemen?” he asked turning towards us.


“No.” we answered. 


We quickly paid, put on our coats and with a loud “perseverance!” we quickly disappeared into thin air. It was very fortunate for us that they had not arrived a moment earlier. If they had performed an identity check on us we most certainly would have been in mortal danger, for we had no documents whatsoever. After we had already reached the nearest street corner Klein stopped and grabbed my arm. I thought he might faint on the spot, but fortunately he managed to get hold of himself within moments. 


“Everything’s fine now,” he said, “But if I think how these thugs could have captured us my throat gets so tight I can hardly breath. I’m certain we would have ended up like that poor devil in the newspapers.”


We slowly headed down Podmaniczky Street towards Arena Avenue. We had hardly gone a hundred meters when we saw two women. They were heading our way and I recognized that one of them happened to be the best friend of my niece, who was a tall, thin girl named Zsuzsa (Susan). I was so happy to finally come across an old acquaintance, but my happiness did not last long for when she looked my way and recognized me, she motioned with her head that I should not greet her. We passed each other by as two strangers would, and as if we never had even looked at one another. Klein had not noticed any of this and it was only further down the way, once they were out of sight, that I told him about it. He was quite surprised. 


“You know,” I explained to my friend, “the only reason I would have liked to talk to her was in the hope that I might find out what had happened to my relatives, and where I might find them. Perhaps they might know of a place where we might be able to hide till the end of the war.” 


It was only after the end of the war that I found out that Zsuzsa had behaved like that because she was hiding by means of falsified identity papers and that her Christian girl-friend had no idea then that she was Jewish.

 


Klein and I decided that we would not yet return to the barracks but that we would walk over to Hermina Avenue, where I had lived before being conscripted. On Arena Avenue we passed by many people, but avoided looking directly at any of them. At the tier of Ajtosi-Durer we saw three Arrow Cross thugs checking people’s papers, so we turned corners and headed towards Thokoly Avenue. The crowd was much bigger this way, but at the corner of Stefania Street we once more came across Arrow Cross thugs. Fortunately they did not find us worthy of their scrutiny and passed us by without checking our ‘non-existent’ papers. We passed by the synagogue on Thokoly Avenue and my heart beat hard when I saw that an Arrow Cross had just exited from the synagogue. At that time I did not know that this is where the Arrow Cross had executed my Aunt Margit. Finally we turned into Hermina Avenue, and slowing our pace I showed Klein the building where I had lived. We stopped in front of the Blind Persons Institute that faced my former residence across the street. And as I viewed the building that held so many of my memories I remembered the day when they had first made it mandatory for us to wear that humiliating canary-yellow star.

 


Upon exiting the house that day I avoided looking right or left and headed straight down Gizella Avenue. Those who passed me from the opposite direction did not stare as much at me as they did at the “adorning” yellow star on the breast pocket of my coat. It would be nice to be able to see their souls, to see through their minds and know what they really feel and think about it all. I felt embarrassed and humiliated and I could hardly wait to get to my uncle’s workshop where I worked at the time. The next day I even dared to venture into the city. The closer I got to the center of Budapest the more yellow starred people I could see walking about. We glanced at one another with a certain sincere sadness and one could read from their eyes that they were all thinking, “here we are God’s chosen people” and now we wear the sign of the “chosen” ones. But chosen by whom?! Once I had reached Dob Street I looked up my friends, the Arvai family. Mrs. Arvai opened the door and called into one of the rooms;


“Agi, someone is here to visit you,” and her gaze fell on my yellow star and her eyes lost their sparkle and turned dark for a moment. Agi rushed out to meet me, saw me and then looked at my star, and in a deep voice, smiling kindly, all she said to me was;


“Oh my, how strange…” And her smile disappeared, and she ran right back into her room. 


“You know,” said Mrs. Arvai, “Since they made wearing the star mandatory Agi has not once gone outside. I myself have been out to shop at the marketplace at Klauzal Square, and I felt a bit uncomfortable wearing the star, but soon enough I got used to it. After all, since so many Jews live around here there are probably more people wearing stars than not.”

 


‘Where could they all be?’ I now wondered to myself while I loitered around in front of the house. I came to know Agi Arvai as a member of the synagogue congregation in Zuglo. It was where a group of actors under the direction of the famous character-actor Jeno Szigeti practiced. (It’s a well known fact that during this time the anti-Jewish laws forbade Jewish actors from going on stage.). I was introduced to the group by my friend Pista (pishtah) Hermann, who was already a member of the group for quite some time and who thought I would do just fine. Although I got on stage with them a couple of times to recite poetry, I did not have any particular ambitions to recite poems. ‘Uncle’ Jeno convinced me to join them as an actor, and we were quite successful. I warmly remember in particular our very last debut. We performed small acts of scenes taken from the world’s literary classics; Cyrano de Bergerac, Hamlet, Csongor es Tunde. Pista Hermann played the role of Cyrano, while I personified Hamlet and Csongor. Agi Arvai, Kati Katona, and Vali Susiskij played the female roles.

 


Klein saw that I had wandered off into my thoughts, shook the sleeve of my coat and looked at me in a questioning way. 


“Wait, I’m still thinking,” I said, and then it occurred to me that we should pay a visit to Matyas Boros, who was the secretary of the youth section of the Union of Handymen. I was also a member of that union and I had a flash of hope that he might be able to hide us, but the question was where in the world was he? I looked in the direction of Thokoly Avenue, where two Arrow Cross guys were shoving a middle aged man ahead of them. I looked towards the house once more, the one where I had lived, and it seemed empty. I thought to myself that we should approach it but I did not have the courage, although I knew it had a decent air-raid shelter where we could hide away for a while. Previously my relatives and another Jewish couple had inhabited the villa, and the neighbor was a kind-hearted Christian pharmacist. The risk would not have been too great, yet we didn’t dare take it, and so we headed back towards Albrecht military barracks.

It was very busy inside the barracks. While we had strolled around town many others had split, especially some of those from Budapest. For this reason Klein had moved over into the large chamber where our much-diminished company were. The next day they recruited people to go out and work. We answered the recruitment call in the hope that while we were out working we might find some place to hide away. We were made to walk the entire length of Vaci Avenue. They took us to the shipyard where we spent all day loading bullion blocks of aluminum onto a river barge. It was really hard work but we got something to eat and were even allowed to take a rest. The next day they were recruiting us for rubble clearing work, and after thinking it over a bit we decided to go and do it. They took us all the way to Csepel Island by tram. Csepel Island was home to a big industrial center, where the Manfred-Weiss family-owned factories and other companies had their industrial works. Since we were escorted by Hungarian Army regulars we could have escaped easily, but the question was; where to? We could see that Arrow Cross patrols were all over the place checking the identification papers of pedestrians. There was no way that we would take the risk. The work this time was not hard at all, and for lunch they gave us Bean Goulash Soup, and a quarter shoe of bread. On the way back we tried once more to figure out some way to escape, but no opportunity arose. Klein would have liked somehow to get to Szolnok, where he was certain that some of his old neighbors would hide us till the end of the war. But how would we get to Szolnok? Without the right papers it would be a very dangerous proposition, and our fellow mates told us that our letters of safe conduct would be useless, since the Arrow Cross could care less about such documentation in the hands of Jews. If they caught us then at the very least we would get roughed up a bit, but sometimes the person caught would be considered an escapee and such a person would most likely get shot in the head right on the spot. We spent much of the night talking, and burning away our brain cells trying to come up with some escape plan that in the end seemed hopeless.

“Let’s sleep it over and in the morning we’ll see if we can find a way,” I advised my friend.

 

The next day we did not go to do any work, but spent our time strolling about the courtyard in front of the barracks trying to come up with an escape plan. Suddenly we noticed two black uniformed guys approaching us on Lehel Avenue. They stopped not far from the courtyard fence. I thought that I would soon turn into a cold stone statue. One of them turned out to be none other than my fellow mate from Fulek, Vajda! By the time I was about to get up and go over to them they started walking away at a brisk pace. It would have been very risky for me to call out to him or go over to him, for it would have been too likely that I would end up exposing him. He was not the only friend or acquaintance I knew who chose this method to save his own life and perhaps others. My good old friend from Kolozsvar, Jaszi Mayer, who now lives in Israel, wore the Arrow Cross uniform in order to save hundreds of Jews from the murderous hands of the real Arrow Cross. Including those who eventually were caught and taken to be shot alongside the banks of the frozen Danube. 

I told Klein about my visual encounter with Vajda, and he was sorry I had not managed to establish contact with him, for he might have been able to us get to Szolnok.

After lunch we decided to go to the Western Train Station (Nyugati Palyaudvar), the one designed by the famous French architect Eiffel, to do some surveying of the area and to find out if there were any trains going to Szolnok. Once we had reached the boulevard the air raid sirens began to sound and everybody scrambled to seek shelter in one of the public bomb shelters. We tried to get back in time to the barracks, but before we could a civil defense patrolman forced us into a building. We didn’t dare go down into the cellar where people might notice us and so we were forced to get by waiting in the stairwell. The bombing went on for a long time and one of the bombs fell right on top of the building next door, causing ours to shake violently. It was dark outside by the time the all-clear siren went off, and so we hurried back to the barracks. Upon reaching the entrance the sergeant on guard duty castigated us and shoved us into our barracks. The moment we entered the large chamber where we had been staying in the lights were turned on by someone. We suddenly froze. None of the people inside the chamber were our fellow sufferers. A tall, broad-shouldered Lieutenant stood in front of us, with two regular soldiers by his side. 

“Now’s the time you guys decided to return?” he asked sarcastically. “Well I’ll give you guys some strolling about.” And without any warning he gave both of us two big punches that were so hard that I fell on one of the soldiers who began beating me real bad all over my weak body. The same happened to my friend. Once they had gotten their adrenalins-worth out of us they threw us into a small side-room, where we found our fellow sufferers and started telling them what had happened to us.

“I don’t know if what I’m about to tell you will make you guys feel any better,” said Berger, another of my fellow company mates at Fulek, “but I was also beaten up real bad by that sadistic animal. I know that guy; he was a physical education teacher at the high school I attended. They call him ‘Angel’”.

“Well darn it, he sure didn’t treat us the way an angel would,” someone remarked, “because he almost murdered some of us.”

In the morning we were ordered to pack all our belongings and form a line. We headed out, marching all the way down Kaiser Wilhelm Avenue, across the Franz Ferdinand Bridge to the Kelenfold Train Station in Buda. There we were crammed into meat-wagons and were transported all the way to the Bauxite mines at Gant. Given that the front line was getting ever closer we were then taken through Bodaj, Mor, Fertorakos, and then from Szombathely we were taken all the way to Deutsch-Schutzen, where the Hungarian authorities handed us over to the Germans. And that’s how we got to our present location, between these mountains, heading towards the unknown, uncertain future or who knows where?

After nine or ten days of almost constant marching we arrived on the outskirts of Mauthausen like walking dead zombies, skinny to the bones and emotionally wrecked and totally exhausted. My world had turned upside down, for I had long since lost contact with my fellow company mates, and only my friend Klein trotted steadfastly and faithfully by my side. The blurriness of nightfall had fallen over the houses when we arrived in the village and yet I could see eyes staring at us through the window curtains, at the strange and scary mass of humans we had become. It was obvious that it was not the first time they had seen such a sight. 

A couple of years after the war, when I made my first post-war pilgrimage to Mauthausen, I managed to talk to some of the local elderly people. And though they admitted to having lived all their lives in the village, even during the war, strangely enough they stated that they had never seen anything, and that they had not the vaguest idea that hardly two kilometers away, on top of the hill, a concentration camp operated two crematoriums where hundreds were being exterminated and cremated every day. Can you believe that?!

 

Three days earlier, when we were allowed to rest for while in Steyer, some of our best-informed fellow sufferers informed us that we were being taken to Mauthausen, but we had no idea what this would end up meaning for any of us. We had no idea that this place was a “Vermightungslager”. Whenever people spoke about such camps, if ever, I didn’t want to even consider the possibility that such things even existed. I was convinced at the time that we were being taken to Mauthausen only for the purpose of putting us to work. Steyer was the first place after one whole week of marching where we were given warm soup, with strips of real carrot floating about. It went down swell given that the last time we had anything warm was the coffee we had been given on the dawn of our departure from Deutsch-Schutzen. Ten guys got some slightly moldy black bread as well and one of our fellow sufferers divided his amongst us. We stood around watching everything single movement intently. All of us participated in deciding who would receive the next slice of bread. This is how we shared everything between us inside the camp. Since Uncle Sanyi (Chun-yee) was the oldest amongst us we decided that he should have the right to eat all the crumbs that resulted from the splitting of the bread, besides his fair share slice. It was his third year in forced labor and he had also been through the horrors of what happened in the Ukraine. 

The road between Steyer and Mauthasen seemed to be a bit easier, not only because my stomach was not entirely empty, but also because the march now seemed to have a purpose and a destination. Of course I had no clue as to what that purpose would actually end up being. 

We passed through several more small villages but the minute they would see us coming the inhabitants would always withdraw into their homes. Probably they were advised or maybe even ordered to do so by our guards, but some of them curiously peered through their windows. In one of the villages an elderly lady, not heeding any of the warnings, stood outside by her fence and wiped away her tears. There were even a few more daring, brave natives who threw bread and other food items unto the road, but our guards would not allow us to pick it up. During those days I was forced to collect snails from the ditches on the sides of the road, which I would cook and eat during our rest stops. If I did not find any snails I would gather wild nettle weed and make soup of it. I don’t know whether I would eat them today, but I remember that then I would eat them with gusto, though I didn’t have any salt or margarine. 

 

On one of the days we passed through a very small village that seemed totally uninhabited. So I stole away and veered off into one of the courtyards and found so-called “fruit-biscuits” by the side of the fence. I broke off a piece of the fruit and hid it under my coat, and once the next guard had gone past me I rejoined the marching line without being noticed. I was lucky enough to get back next to Klein, who had been worried sick that I had so suddenly disappeared. I showed him what I had found and broke it into two, and we happily munched on the fruit. It didn’t really have any taste but it certainly gave us a feeling of having eaten to our heart’s contentment. Later on I found out that the fruit was nothing more than the pressed and dried out pulp of either apples or pears used in the making of alcoholic beverages, and that the pulp was used as cattle feed. We too ruminated on it like cattle. 

We had to march another two kilometers to reach the entrance of the camp. On our way a row SS troops by the side of the road nudged us along as we slowly marched on up the road. Obviously it was important for them that we arrived as soon as possible to our execution grounds. The sky above the top of the hill had an ominous light about it. I dragged my lead-heavy feet along towards the odd light, which drew me closer like the mythical and frightening world in the stories of the Bal Sem Tov. 

It was like that mysterious light which lights up the endless light-blue painted, golden ornamented hall in heaven. In that endless hall is an endless table, covered by a snow-white silk tablecloth, and next to the table an endless row of matching empty chairs. In front of each chair is a golden candleholder decorated with precious stones, and it is from these candles that the hall is brightly lit, and in which one can hear quiet, wonderful heavenly music. Those candles never go out, because, as the Bal Sem Tov stories tell; they are flames of the souls of all good people, who will once more inhabit bodies when the Messiah arrives. 


Nightfall had arrived. Its dark wings had already covered the landscape, but I just continued going on the long and winding road like a machine, towards the source of a bright light that grew larger and larger as I got nearer and nearer. At the top of the hill a castle-like high-rising edifice rose over the landscape, and it was from within its walls that the light emanated. On both sides of the road leading to it there stood strangely colored barracks and stone buildings. Besides us there was no one to be seen.  I did not make an effort to look further aside as my eyes were fixated on the castle-like edifice. Above its gate there was an eyesore of a giant, stone-hewn German swastika crest. At the top of the walls they had placed watchtower sentry boxes, and around it a barbed wire fence rose up high. What could this edifice be? I had no time for guessing, for the very moment we reached the gate we were shoved in. The bright light came from huge reflectors that lit up the inner square as if it were daytime. Small buildings flanked both sides of the wide street through which our newly arrived ‘army’ stepped. On the left there were long white-lime washed barracks, and to the right a factory-like edifice with two high-standing chimneys from which thick smoke and a horrible stench emanated. This is where we are going to live and work, I thought to myself puzzled. But the guards yelling commands in German once more disrupted my thoughts. The ‘schnells’ and ‘weiters’ were accompanied by painful screams every now and then, from nearby and from further away. About a hundred meters further on we made a left turn. By now we were thickly pressed against one another and so we stumbled and bumped into one another over the stony ground. The screams could be heard even louder and nearer. The SS soldiers directed us by hitting us with hard batons, and they constantly shouted at us the words ‘funf….funf….’(meaning that we should stay in lines of five)! When we were close enough I could see the reason for their shouting commands. They had cut a two-meter wide entrance in the barbed wire fence, and it was through this entrance that we all had to pass through. Screaming could even be heard from this point. I was within a few steps of the barbed wire fence, when an SS officer appeared, standing by the side of the entrance with a baton that had an ice-hook at its end. He was just about to strike somebody when suddenly I got an idea and suggested to my mates that if went through the entrance holding tight in groups of five then there won’t be a sixth person who would stick out and get hid on the head. My idea was acted on and we held together in groups of five, but somehow an elderly mate from the line in front of us got separated. In the blink of an eye the creep came down hard on the poor old man. The unfortunate old man lost his conscience and fell to the ground, where quite a few bodies lay dead still. On the other hand our group of five was lucky and got through unscathed. Looking back I could see that Klein had also survived the “crossing” point. Stumbling over people who were lying all over the ground we finally reached the tents by the side of the road, but all of them were already full beyond capacity. And so it was that we too had to lie down on the ground under the open sky that night like thousands of others there already. I bundled myself into my blanket and lay down on the cold, hard clay ground. More and more of our fellow sufferers arrived all night long and the SS shouting went on and on. Each time I heard the words ‘funf…funf’, followed by painful screams, my whole body began shaking. It felt as though I was the one being beaten. Needless to say, I had a very hard time falling asleep. 


In the morning when I opened my eyes the daylight hit me hard. A cold wind slapped my face, I raised my head to see what was going on about me, and nearly lost my breath when I saw the scene that surrounded me. Several thousand people were lying all around the place covered by their blankets, packed body to body like sardines in a can, and the lay as still and motionless as the dead. An odd inner feeling of fear overtook me, and it was like the fear I had as a child when I had to walk past the Jewish cemetery in Kolozsvar. I nudged Klein, who was lying next me, on the shoulder. Alarmed and a bit frightened he stuck his head out from under his blanket and sleepily asked me;


“What’s up? What’s happened?”


“Nothing,” I said sadly, “just look and see where we are.” 


He leaned on one of his elbows, looked around, and one could easily see just how shocked he was. Others were beginning to awake too. I sat up, though it was not too easy a thing to do given that someone was lying next to me on the other side. I now had an even better view of things.


It was a huge area and had once been covered by tall, green grass, but now it was just covered all over by tons of clay mud. The whole place was surrounded by barbed wire held up by wood stakes, and at regular intervals guard towers stood high. Soldiers armed with machine guns kept an eye on the whole place. One could tell that this camp had not been erected too long ago, directly next to the big camp full of rows of wooden barracks. As I found out after the end of the war, this so-called Zelltlager was exclusively built for Hungarian forced laborers and Jews carried off from protected homes. 


The dark clouds that had threatened us the day before had been blown away by the wind that had arrived from the west. Only fluffy white cumulus clouds floated above peacefully across the sky above us. 


“Come,” I encouraged my friend who was still tucked away in his blanket, “let’s take a short walk around the place and search for our company mates.”


Some people were slowly beginning to move about the place, while others just stuck their heads out to take a brief peep. Others still were sitting and looking about in alarm. There were many who lay on the ground like timber logs. They didn’t even have enough energy to make the slightest movement. Unfortunately some didn’t respond at all to any efforts made by their neighbors to wake them up. They remained “asleep” forever. 


We gathered our damp belongings, and headed towards where the tents stood. On our way we looked left and right, back and forth, hoping to find someone we knew. Having reached the last row of people a terrible stench upset our olfactory senses. Behind the tents were several rows of latrines where men and women relieved themselves and not far from them a long line of people waited for their turn to take water from a rusty pipe that stuck out from the side of the hill and from which a thin stream of water flowed. We got in line and waited to fill our canteens and drink some of the transparent gold. By the time we got to the pipe’s end an hour or so had passed, but we were so content that we couldn’t have cared less about the wait. We must have been like those Sahara Desert wanderers who hardly have any strength left in their bodies and yet seeing an oasis in the distance regain some of their strength in the hope that their thirst will be quenched. That is, so long as the oasis is real and not a mirage.


I held my dirty hands under the stream of piped water in an effort to clean them of the dirt that had accumulated on them. Those behind me, however, did not take this, lightly;


“You don’t suppose we should wait here while you get fully undressed and take a bath, do you now?!? Did it ever occur to you that others are waiting just to drink too??” 


I quickly took out my canteen and having filled it up moved on. Klein, who had also just survived the torture, came up to me and we both took a long swig from our canteens. 


“Now, at least, we won’t die of thirst.” I said smiling awkwardly towards my friend. The fact that we had managed to get some water gave us a little reason to hope. I regarded the long, snaking line of people waiting for water and wondered what would happen if they shut off the flow of water. Time passed with nothing to do. We had no idea what they were planning for us. Perhaps they will take us off to work, I thought, after all what else could they do with so many people. It never occurred to me yet that all the Germans had in mind was to liquidate us all. I didn’t think any such thing since at the time. I had no idea that the factory-like edifice up there in the camp, with its two high-rising chimneys smoking away and emanating such an odd stench was nothing of the sort, but two crematorium chimneys exhaling into the sky the souls and ashes of burnt human beings. 


Suddenly Klein said something.


“You know, as we approached this camp at night and I saw that huge building and the barrack inside it, I still had hope. I thought that after all the walking and hunger that our fate would change for the better. Only after they herded us into this place and I saw that they were slaughtering people like butchers slaughter animals in the abattoir, did I then lose all and any hope I still had left in me. Just thinking about it all is horrible enough.”

 


“We must trust and believe that we will somehow survive these horrors. You must not give up on yourself, for that will only bring you closer to your death. Grab hold of yourself, keep strong,” I tried to cheer up my friend, “You’ll see, we will survive and things will finally turn in our favor.” 


I myself was surprised by my own words of encouragement, since there was not even the slightest sign that would give us reason to hope. Perhaps I thought that by being so full of optimism in the midst of such utter hopelessness that I could ease things up for others as well as for myself. As for how I found the energy; even till this day I have no clue at all.


My conversation with Klein took place in front of one of the many tents. I was just about to leave after my talk with Klein when a familiar face staggered out of that very tent. It was the sad, teary-eyed face of Janos Vajda, my fellow mate from Fulek. When I approached him he seemed disturbed and eyed me with suspicion as if I were a total stranger. His confused state of mind didn’t last long, for within seconds we were embracing each other as if we were lifelong friends. And though he was happy to see me again his face remained stained by pain. 


“What’s happened to you? What’s troubling you?” I asked him.


“It’s not with me, but….but….” he choked on his voice, “uhm….Miki…he’s dead. It seems all so unreal, so dreadful, so horrible!” And as he said this he broke out into a flood of tears and cuddled his head in his bony hands. 


After a few moments he continued, “He died in my arms during the night. You know, he was my very best friend. We were like brothers, he and I.”



I stood petrified in shock, for I didn’t want to believe what I was hearing. It was impossible for me to imagine that Miki was no longer with us.

 


Inside the woodshed in Fulek, where the whole company was together again, my immediate neighbor was the Vajda-Lindenbaum “married couple”. We called them that because such a friendship, which had interwoven since they were little children, was a rare thing indeed. They lived in the same house in Budapest, they had attended the same school, they had shared the same high school desk, they had shared idle moments walking about town, and like all the other kids they kicked the ball in Saint Steven’s Park. I can still see Miki Lindenbaum’s always cheerful, swarthy face. He and Vajda would always think up some kind of prank to lighten and cheer us up. Even in Fulek they were always together, like inseparable Siamese twins.  

 

 

There stood Vajda in front of me, all by himself, wasting away, thin to the bone, his face unshaven, with his tear-strained eyes, and his whole body shivering. This Vajda was not the old one I had known but an entirely different person. That eternal smile he used to have had since disappeared from his lips and deep wrinkles drew circles around his eyes. I tried to console him, but then I noticed that I was also crying along with him. On that day I came across many other of my former mates at Fulek, all of whom were pained by the news of the death of Lindenbaum. Everyone liked him very much. After we had paid homage and cried for our fellow sufferer I made an effort to find out if anyone had news about others. That’s when I found out that my friend Geszti had not survived the forced marching and after Steyer had remained behind. As to what had been his fate no one knew for certain, but one could guess. 

 

 


Geszti was one of my dear fellow sufferers whom I got to know much better while we were in Fulek. He was quite a clumsy and spoiled sort. We talked a lot about literature, philosophy…about life. Before the war he had written, partly as a pastime and partly for some pocket money, so-called ‘One Pengo’ (the Pengo was the name of the currency at the time) short cowboy stories, of course using fictitious, well-sounding English pen names. He repeatedly told me how, once all of these horrors ended, he would apply to attend history-philosophy classes at the university and how he wished to write more serious novels. And if he had not been exterminated in the Holocaust it is very likely he would also be as famous a Fulek writer as Fulek’s two famous Twentieth Century writers; Efraim Kishon and Major Otto. 


After we had arrived in Budapest from Fulek, we met several times in the Albrecht army post. Even then I could not understand why he hadn’t gone absent, why he had not stayed with some close acquaintance, after all he had quite a few Christian friends. He just kept on repeating that he wanted to go through the whole experience, just like everyone else. And besides he did not want to risk putting anyone in an unpleasant situation. After all, it was very dangerous to risk hiding a Jew, for it was even punished by death. In part I had to admit to him that he was right, but, as I kept on telling him, if I had even the slightest chance and I knew someone willing to hide me then there is no doubt in mind that I would have stayed back in Budapest. 


After the war had ended I found out that there were quite a few Christian families who, risking their lives, hid and saved Jews. That’s what happened to Weisz , the barber of our company. But Geszti came with us as we went through Gant, Bodaj, Mor, Fertorakos, Deutsch-Schutzenig and beyond. If only he had managed to take it a little while longer. I think that more than anything else he no longer could cope with it all mentally. It became apparent that in his final days he had become quite depressed. After all, he did have quite a skeptical view of the world, and he often found the degree of my optimism and my faith in the future surprising.


But it was not just mentally that he no longer could cope, but his foot-rag was too thin, his foot got seriously blistered, the wound became infected, and gangrene set in. There was no chance to have his foot treated. Though I myself had tried to show him many times how to properly tie the foot-rag on, strangely enough no matter how much he tried he could never get it right. We had had a chance to talk during one of the rest stops on the road heading towards Eisenerz. His only complaint at the time was that the foot-rag had blistered his foot, but he made no mention of the wound having become swollen with puss. It was only in Mauthausen that I found out of his demise, and the loss was great, for we had talked a lot about how we would keep our friendship going even after the war. 


“When I departed from Steyer,” continued Sandor to tell his story, “Geszti was already feeling really sick. For a while we did our best to support him so that he would not have to walk on his bad foot, and when we had arrived at the next rest stop I noticed that when he had tried to adjust his foot-rag it had become totally stuck to the tip of his foot. His toes had turned black and it was obvious that gangrene had set in. After we had left that rest stop he came along supported by us for a while, and then asked us to leave him behind to rest a little. He said that he would soon catch up with us. We tried in vain to talk him out of it. I saw the first guard walk past him without saying a word, but I have no idea what happened to him after that, since the road made a turn and never again did we meet.


This sad news made me feel even more despondent and bitter. How can anyone tolerate so much pain? I did my best to conceal my bad mood, so as to avoid causing even greater sadness in anyone else, especially in my friend Klein. 

 

 

 

 

 


That day we were given cold carrot soup. It looked really suspicious and rumors went about that the reason it was black was because it was made with motor oil. What’s more, ten of us got some really moldy bread. 


It was another night of not being able to fall asleep without great difficulty. Geszti, with his big Tatar face, his long dropping moustache, half of which he kept on twirling between his fingers, appeared in my dreams. We were sitting under a huge Chestnut tree and were busy talking. We were trying to avoid the summer heat by sitting under its shadow.  And suddenly large black clouds appeared above us and a storm broke out. The sky rumbled, thundered away and lightning flashed around us. One of the lightning flashes struck the very tree we were under. I saw Geszti’s face turn from dead white to coal black. I screamed and that’s when I awoke to the sensation of someone shaking my shoulder. It was Klein, for he had thought I was in some serious trouble. I told him that I had had a bad dream, and then tried to return to sleep but couldn’t. The “nice” days spent at Fulek came to my mind and memories of my company mates, of all those dashing youths haunted me. Back then we were filled up with secret yearnings and hopes. We were all young men hardly in our twenties and, after all, when should one be so full of optimism if not in one’s twenties? 


After sticking my head out from under my blanket I realized that a very cold wind swept across our camp. That morning we got something crappy that was supposed to be black coffee, and that day at noon once more carrot soup, but this time no bread was provided. I spent all day walking about the camp looking for old acquaintances. I paid a visit to Jancsi Vajda too. He sat not far from the entrance, his glassy eyes staring out into the distance, as if he were searching there for his lost friend and when I said hello to him he looked at me a bit disturbed and did not say a word. All he did was nod his head. I sat down on the ground next to him, as they do when they are doing the suvet (we Jews sit on the ground for seven days when in mourning for a dead relation, family member or loved one). We were both just sitting mutely, our gaze upon the ground. I could not think of anything to say that would cheer him up and with that lump of sadness stuck in my throat, of crying not released, I could not find my voice either. A little while later I pressed his arm with my hand in sympathy, got up and walked away. Nor did he reprimand me, as it was more than evident that he wanted to be left alone to celebrate in thought the memory of his friend, whose loss he could never get used to.


The days spent in the camp went by pretty much the same way every day. When I first arrived the many tragic events shocked me to the core, and as time went by I began to get used to it all, at least in a sense. But the monotony of it all made me feel indifferent and depressed, and the only thing that kept me wanting to survive was the hope that I might find and see my father and those dear to me again. I blindly believed that my hopes would be realized. This feeling of certainty took power of me the same way the hope that the Messiah will soon come takes hold of the most Chassidic of Jews. They fanatically believe that the Savior will arrive and raise the dead and deliver all the Jews and God’s chosen people back to the land of Israel. I prepared every single day for the day when I would once more see my father. That’s what kept me going and prevented me from sinking into total apathy.


Wandering around the camp I greeted lots of people, especially the elderly, hoping to come across someone who was also from Transylvania. In the first few days I didn’t meet a single person who was from my part of the world. I had just given up hope when one day I became aware of a young man somewhat younger than I standing in front of a tent who looked at me as if he knew me. When I got closer to him he asked me the following;


“Tell me, aren’t you from Kolozsvar?” 


I felt as though I was about to faint, but I quickly composed myself and in shaky voice I answered;


“Well, yes in deed, I’m from Kolozsvar, but who are you?” 


I really had no memory of ever having met this young man before. 


“I’ve changed a lot.” Said the boy in a bitter tone.


“I’m Majse….you know. Majse Pick, the son of the Samesze of the “Poale Cedek” synagogue. Don’t you remember?” He continued in an uncertain voice. “We used to play soccer together in the backyard of the synagogue. You all came along with your father to the pray at our synagogue.”


I recalled the big building of the synagogue on Malom Street. I remembered every single little detail. Next to the main entrance was the stairwell and To the right stood a one-story building, which is where the Rabbi Mandelbaum resided. Renters lived on the first floor. To the left of the main entrance a stretched level building provided Pick, the Sames (shah-mess), a place to live. Grass covered the large courtyard in the back of the synagogue, where we played, and kicked a ball made from rags. Of course we were children at the time. I later moved on to Budapest and so we didn’t meet for all those years and after all that time we both had changed immensely. Although it is possible that if he had not been wearing a hat that I would have recognized him on the basis of his fiery red hair. 


Having embraced, we both burst out sobbing and crying out all the pain and suffering we had accumulated on the way here. Those who passed by us must have thought that we were two brothers who had been separated for a very long time. Once I was able to compose myself I began to ask him all sorts of questions. Since he was two years younger than I he had not been called in to serve as a forced laborer. He was deported from Kolozsvar. First they had been put into a ghetto on the outskirts of Kolozsvar and then forced unto rail carriages… Before he could continue I cut into his words and in a nervous, shaking voice I asked him;


“Tell me…and did you see my parents, my father??”


“I saw your father every day at the ghetto and in Auschwitz as well.” He replied in a resolute tone.


“In Auschwitz?” I asked with surprise, “I got a postcard posted in Waldsee from them!”


“No, no,” he tried to explain, “that postcard must have been written in Auschwitz. They let everyone write to their loved ones, but only using the words that they forced them to. There is no such place as Waldsee, but we didn’t know that until later on. Auschwitz is a concentration camp, a bit like this one, but much bigger and more terrifying”


“You actually saw him? How did he look? Is he o.k.?” I pressed him to answer.


“Yes, I saw him several times. Since he knew how to paint his job was painting on the barracks different numbers and cautionary signs. Considering the circumstances there he looked fine. At least he did while I was still there.”

I could feel my heart thumping loudly. Such a great feeling of indescribable happiness overcame me since I had all along wanted to hear that my parents were alright and alive. I could have yelled out loud; guys, everyone, I’m so happy that my father is alive and doing alright. Oh my dear God, I thought to myself, you have answered my prayers after all. May I see you dear father once more, may I see you again, I kept telling myself as I looked up skywards. As soon as I had once more regained my composure I asked him to tell me everything he could possibly think worthwhile telling me. When did they arrive at the ghetto? When did they take them away from Kolozsvar? What happened after that? Did he know anything about my older sister and my mother? I wanted to know it all right away. 

Only after he had yawned a big one did he begin to speak. First of all he told me about how they had been taken to the ghetto and groups were formed from people’s relatives and acquaintances. The congregation of the “Pale Cedek” synagogue was such a tight knit bunch that they pretty much formed their own colony. 

“Inside the ghetto we somehow managed to get by, but the day that they started to pack us unto the train wagons is a day I will never forget. About a kilometer’s distance from the train station, given that it had been totally destroyed during the bombing raids, awaited the many closed cattle-wagons. Gendarme wearing feathered hats prodded us with the sharp ends of their bayonets and forced us into the wagons. There was no point yelling to them that the wagons were already over-filled for they kept stuffing us like sardines in a can. They could have cared less and it was only by mere chance that I ended up in the same wagon along with your parents. The trip lasted for days, while all the food and water quickly ran out, and there were sick and dead people all over the place. No one ever came to our aid when we would reach a train stop and call out for help. There were some stops where we just stood, waiting for hours. We never saw any other people besides the soldiers who had been escorting us. And had we seen anyone the soldiers assigned to guarding our wagons would never let them get anywhere near us.” I could hear the painful strain in his voice as he went on. “We had no idea where they were taking us, but some people began to speculate that we were being taken to Germany to work. We could hardly wait much longer to arrive at our destination, given how horrible conditions had already become. I have no idea how many days we had been traveling when one day at one of the train stops we noticed that there was a great deal of movement about the place. We heard a loud German voice making a speech, which sometimes sounded more like the barking of a rabid dog. Finally the wagon door slid open and someone yelled in at us; ‘Raus…alle raus los…los….schnell. Get out, get out, quickly.” We were all very much weakened, especially the elderly, and so it was not easy for us to climb down from the wagon. As is done with dogs, so we were rushed out of the wagons, and we were forced to line up at the threat of their bayonets, with which many of us were hit and knocked. We were told to leave our bags behind and that they would later be given back to us. We began to march away and then they began to make the selection process. First they separated all families, and then they separated the elderly and the children from the young and all others who were still able to work. Though nobody really knew what all this meant, panic broke out anyway. All around us one could hear heart wrenching pleading and wailing. ‘Please don’t take away my child! I won’t let you take away my mother! Take me away too!’ All the pleading was in vain, and they began to shove us around with never before experienced sadistic brutality, they hit and beat those who dared to show any sign of resistance, those who did not obey the commands. After the selection process I ended up in the same barrack as your father. He was quite broken-hearted, bitter at having been separated from your mother and sister.

 It was many years after the end of the war that my mother told me how my father had made plans for them to escape from Romania. My father was a regular listener of British and Soviet radio broadcasts from London and Moscow, until the day that the authorities confiscated all the radios owned by Jews. He had no delusions about what would happen to our people, to all Jews who got caught. He had heard about the concentration camps. My mother, however, did not want to tow the line. And for a very long time she had a deep guilt trip, because after all she had returned from Auschwitz, but my father did not.

 


Pick told me quite a lot about what had happened in Auschwitz. He talked about the gas chambers and the crematoriums that operated non-stop, night and day. That everyone was shaved bald. I could hardly imagine such a terrible thing. My mother and my older sister without any hair to protect them?!? Though I was a very small child at the time and do not remember it, I do know that my mother had her hair cut very short and that she wore a wig out of religious obligation. It was even harder to imagine my dear sister without her long blond hair and bald.


We made an agreement with Pick that I would pay a visit every now and then and it was with painful for us to depart from each other’s company. I was eternally grateful to him for having brought me news about my parents. It gave me new strength so that I might have a chance at survival, so that I might cope with all the horrors. 


I went to find Klein and waved at him from a distance. He could see that I was in a good mood.


“What’s up? What happened? You’re not about to tell me that you just found out that the war is over, or are you? Are we soon going to be freed from this hell?”


I wasn’t surprised that such thoughts were running around in his head, since just about everyone was waiting and hoping for the very same to happen.


“I’m afraid that I cannot serve you with such good news, but I have been touched today by a great sense of joy.” As tears of joy rolled down my cheek, I told him about my meeting Pick, and about the news he had concerning my parents, as well as anything else that I could think of at the time. As I told these things to him once more I felt the joy of hearing the good news. The very fact that I could even share some news about my parents made me feel some degree of relief, even though I now knew that they were inside the concentration camp at Auschwitz. Mind you, I had no real idea at the time what that actually meant for them. Anyway, I tried to console myself with the thought that they were not sleeping outside under the open sky but inside the shelter of barracks. Klein was happy to hear the good news, and happy that it made me feel happy. He listened to me intensely with a distant expression in his eyes. As soon as I was done he raised his eyes towards me and made a very brief comment;


“Good for you!” And in his voice I detected a great sense of pain. Then, with a deep yawn, he added,


“I too went about all over the place searching for old acquaintances. I met my old company mate. Many, too many of them were eliminated.”


And all we could do afterwards was sit on the floor, listen and immerse ourselves in our own private thoughts.

 


That night when I covered my head with my blanket and closed my eyes I was filled with an indescribable sense of happiness. I imagined that the war was all over and I could see all the overjoyed, happy crowd of people in front of me. There I stood at the train station in Kolozsvar, decorated in colorful flowers, waiting for the arrival of the train, which would bring home my parents. They were minutes filled with excitement and tension. Already from quite a distance the high-rising gray smoke of the locomotive could be seen, and finally the train arrived huffing and puffing. My heart beat even harder when the train came to a full stop and people began exiting it. And at long last I could see at a distance that there they were. First my father stepped down and reached back to help my mother down. My older sister, like a young deer, jumped all the way down. She was the first to get to me, in a sprint as it were, and started hugging and kissing me so much that I had trouble moving a single muscle. By then my parents were by my side and I embraced them both at the same time. We were unable to speak, our voices choked off by the lumps in our throats and the tears rolling down our eyes. But these were no tears of pain and suffering but of immense joy in being together again. I felt like holding on to them and never, ever letting them go. As soon as we all calmed down a bit I began to tell them what I wanted to say. I spoke to them as though they had just arrived back from a very long vacation and not as one speaks to those returning from the depth of hell, from where hardly anyone ever returns.


My parents knew all too well that my move to Budapest in 1942 was not done out of pleasure. I had to travel up to Budapest not only because they took away Biki Eger from the house where we had been living, but also because there was the danger that Jaszi Mayer would be arrested. Biki, it turned out, was interned in a concentration camp. I knew very well that sooner or later the same fate would befall me, since not only were we neighbors and good friends, but together we attended those illegal meetings, the so-called “tea-times”, which had been organized by the Red Relief. Not that I had any important mission or position in the organization, for all I did was attend their “tea-times” and recite poems, and I did so fairly well I was told. I recited poems by such greats as Ady, Attila Jozsef, and once every now and then my favorite ballads by Francois Villon as transliterated by Gyorgy Faludy. There were even a rare few times when I read aloud one of my own revolutionary poems. My greatest “offence” happened when I once met on the streets with my friend Jaszi. He had hardly greeted me when he carefully looked around to see if anyone was watching and he reached for a flat package wrapped in newspaper that was in his inner coat pocket and quickly stuck it under my own coat. He spoke so quickly that all I heard was something to the effect that I should go home and burn the whole damn thing. He then scurried off and away and I turned around in the other direction and calmly began walking home. As soon as I was home I opened the package only to find that it was a stack of fliers. I read one and though I do not remember the exact words it urgently called for an end to the war and incited people working in military industry to commit sabotage. It ended with the slogan; “peace, work and bread”. 


When the news spread that they had been arrested, that many other acquaintances of mine had also been detained, and that the police in Szamosfalva had tortured some of them to death, I decided that I would have to go up to Budapest. As it happened, one my uncles lived in Budapest and so I wrote him a letter. The reply came quickly, and in it he informed me that not only would he be glad to see me, but he would also be able to secure me a job. And that’s how I ended up working in my uncle’s button factory in Budapest. He was quite well to do, but rather stingy. In exchange for my physical work he gave me food, shelter and just a little bit of pocket money. 


In 1943, when my father and older sister paid me a visit my father told me that soon after my departure two police detectives came over to inquire about my whereabouts. 


“You know your dear mother,” my father began to telling the story, “she was crying away as she told the detectives how you had suddenly left home without even saying goodbye and she even dramatized the whole thing. She begged them to do everything to locate you since you were her only son in the whole wide world. When the detectives had gone I complimented your mother for her brave and heroic behavior. To which all she could say was that the tears were real. And after she had said so she began to cry again, just as she did many times every day thereafter whenever she thought about you.”  My father was smiling as he told me this.

 


I wrote my parents letters, but sent them always with a fake return address and name and used coded language. That way only they could know what in the world was being said. My mother wrote me that ever since I left home my father had become melancholic. It was very difficult for him to cope with the absence of his one and only son. And it was quite painful for me too, to be so far away from home and family, which I felt to be so sacred.

 

 

 

 


Friday evenings were especially fantastic. My father and I would return home from the synagogue to find a dinner table covered by the cleanest and brightest white table cloth already waiting for us, upon which had been placed four candle-holders all lit up for the Sabbath. Their peaceful candlelight would brighten up the rather small, but always happy, family atmosphere filled room. My father would bless me and my sister while his hands covered the top of our heads. After which he would raise the silver grail filled with kosher wine and in his soft, baritone voice he would make a kiddush prayer over the wine. We would all mumble the prayer with him. And after I had loudly made the brochet prayer everyone was allowed to take a sip of the wine. Then we would all wash our hands and my father would make his brochet prayer over the barches, which is very special chalah (semi-sweet) bread my mother would make for the holy days. Throughout all the years the repetition of all these Friday evening, Sabbath and other high holiday order of rituals became ingrained in my mind’s memory. When my father had cut the first slice of the special bread and taken his first bite he would express his great satisfaction by uttering two yummy hums and nod his head in approval. During the rest of the ritual one was not allowed to talk at all. Then, after everyone had swallowed his or her first piece of salted sweet bread my father would note:


“The baking has been very successful. It’s nice and spongy.”

And for my mother, who had heard the same praise over and over again throughout the years, these words of praise always felt good. She would in all modesty reply;



“Get out of here, you always say the same old thing.” 


But when she saw that grandmother and her two children were also carried away, the flame of utter joy could be seen in her moist eyes.


Next would come the always-indispensable jellied whitefish. Later on, when real fish could not be had during the first years of the war we would eat an imitation form of jellied fish. Even the imitation was prepared so well by my mother that my mouth would water and I can still remember its special taste. And there wasn’t a single Saturday when the appetizer was not the famous “ajer mit zweibel” (onions with eggs), as it is called in Yiddish. Nor was it ever possible to have Saturday lunch without solet (pronounced show-let), which is a bean dish with goose grease and goose leg meat. At home we called it csulont (pronounced shoe-lunt). Preparation of these items would take place as early as Friday afternoon, when we would take it to Hellman’s bakery, so that it would get well baked in the brick oven during the evening, and so that it would be steaming fresh and end up on our dishes with an appetizing aroma. That old motto ‘though poor as temple mice they ate like palace cats’ fit us to a t. Though we were far from living in comfort, my father always did his best to insure that we would have all we absolutely necessarily needed, and that we would never go hungry. No doubt he had to work very hard to make ends meet. It wasn’t so uncommon for our family to invite some of the countryside students studying at the Jewish seminary school, the jeshiva bocheret, in Kolozsvar to a weekday lunch, Sabbath Friday evening dinner or Sabbath Saturday meal. One of my poor father’s favorite quotes was the one that goes; ‘where there is enough food for five to eat there is always room for a sixth person’.

 


How wonderful it will be! I wished fancifully, while I lay under my blanket, when we will all be together again to share the family holly day table. Even so, my poor grandmother from Szilagyisomlyo would be missed a lot. Just as I loved her very much so did she love me the same. And my many friends who came to visit me at home always found her to be a very sweet lady too.  While me and my friends would talk and argue she would be sitting on her big armchair and watch us with those friendly eyes of hers. She would always have a kind and witty comment or observation to share with us, which my friends would listen to with appreciation. And she gave us all each a special name of her own creation. For example she called my friend Jaszi by her created name, “Nyurgo”. Another friend of mine, who was studying to become a philosopher, she called “Zofus”, which derivates from the German word zajfen, which means to guzzle up. That’s how she gave a nickname to all my friends.


My meeting Pick had made me so emotional that even though I made an effort to close my eyes I could not for the life of me fall asleep. Over and over again the memories of the past ran across my mind like movies playing on the silver screen. When I was a child I loved going to the movie theatre and it always made me all so happy if the film had a happy end. If only my life could end happily!

 


I was not really disappointed with my life thus far. Aside from all the difficulties, my life had been colorful, ever changing, and sometimes very exciting. I had collected many interesting moments and had even jotted them down in a diary. It’s unfortunate that everything I ever owned, including my diary, got lost during the war. All that was left was all that I had ever experienced and all those memories stored away in the depth of my mind, which I had saved so that someday they might become common property to all. So that generations of Jews to come might know what we had lived through. Of course there are many more lessons to be learnt about those times, and those are left for the historians to pass on. The first (1938), second (1939) and third (1941) set of laws restricting the human and international legal rights of Jews in Hungary forced us, especially those of us younger Jews in Hungary, to make one of two choices after the end of World War Two.


The first possibility was to join one of several Zionist organizations, given that in Hungary and especially in Transylvania before the war, up till 1949, quite a few of these existed. Especially during the war the Hasomer-Hacair left-wing Zionist movement played a significant role. Its members, disguised in German military and Hungarian Arrow Cross uniforms, would, at great risk to their own lives, save the lives of Jews from the fangs of the real Arrow Cross. During the past forty years (time of this writing, 1991) their vital role was hushed up. As you probably know, the main objective of these Zionist organizations was to return Jews to their historic homeland in Israel-Palestine. Israel-Palestine was then under British mandate and though on the basis of the Balfour Declaration Jews were promised the right to a homeland, the promise began to appear to be an illusion, an impossible dream, and some kind of unrealistic utopia. Even so, there were those who chose this path because they were convinced that the only way the Jewish “questions” could be solved was by establishing a Jewish State. 


The other alternative for us young central and east European Jews was to go on the path of Internationalist Socialism. Even before the start of WWII many of us had chosen to follow the path of Socialist ideals, because these ideals dared to challenge and oppose all forms of oppression, be that religious, ethnic or racial. And that is why not only were laborers, but so were many lower middle class, educated Jewish youths attracted to the Internationalist Socialist youth movements. 

 


I was meditating, half-dreaming as I lay on the cold, clay-covered floor of the concentration camp at Mauthausen when suddenly I could hear a rumbling sound far away in the distance, which reached my ears along with the spring wind. Somewhere out there a storm must be brewing, I thought, and curiously I stuck my head out from my hiding place under my blanket. The night was pitch black and I could see thick clouds above. The rumbling sound got louder and louder and I thought just how fortunate we had been that it had not rained since the beginning of our “long march”. I knew that that would have truly been a great tragedy, for had we been soaked by the rain there is no doubt many of us would have come down with bronchitis and died. Suddenly I heard the sound of aircraft approaching. Instinctively I covered my head with my blanket. They must be planes on night training or heading off on some kind of mission, I thought, as they flew right above us. However, as they had just passed above us I heard the whooshing sound of bombs being dropped, followed by huge explosions that shook the ground all around us. All of this happened so fast that by the time we began to stand up to rush out in panic the planes were far away. All we heard next was the sound of shouting and screams of pain coming from where the tents stood. Could it have been that the Allied Forces had bombed us away? I wondered. That could not possibly be, for they must surely be aware of the fact that this place has long been a concentration camp full of innocent people being held against their will. Even so, the painful moaning and screaming went on for quite some time. Later on, the dead silence that had since followed was only disrupted once every now and then by someone moaning in pain. 


I was mortified in fear and overcome by the terror of the thought that the planes would return any moment and bomb the whole camp to smithereens. All I could do was to hunch myself even tighter into a ball and hide under my blanket, knowing full well, especially since the massive bombing and machinegun raking raid we had barely survived at the train stop in Bodaj, what our fate would be if we were to go through the same harrowing experience again. That attack was not directed against us but at the German troop-carrying train wagons. Had they only known that one of the trains carried a shipment of unfortunate Jewish forced laborers crammed together worse than cattle then it would have been unlikely that they would have attacked. 


In the morning when I woke up and went out to take a look I saw that the entire area of the camp where the tents had stood looked like a battle scene. I too hurried over there to find out what had actually happened. A crowd had gathered and it was not easy to see what exactly the situation was. I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw that Pick and Vajda’s tent was still intact. Finally I came across Pick who approached me from the bombed out area.


“What happened?” I asked him.


“During the night one of the bombs hit one on the tents. Many died instantly and many more were seriously injured. I’ve been helping the wounded till now,” he said with great sadness. After which he carefully looked around to see if anyone else was near enough to hear what he was about to whisper in my ear.


“One of the boys from our tent was out at the latrines at the time and was able to identify the markings of the planes. He swears that they were German planes!”


“German planes?” I asked him, flabbergasted. “Why did they bomb us? Could it have been by mistake?”


“No way, it wasn’t one bit by mistake. The boy who had seen the markings had told others and many of them came to the conclusion that the bombing had been deliberate, with the intention of killing off as many of us as possible.” He paused for a moment and then continued excitedly, “Last night it sounded like a storm was brewing in the skies, but one of the older guys in our tent, who had once been a soldier, told us that that was the distant sound of howitzer’s, which are cannons capable of shelling at great distances!”

This all meant that the frontline was getting closer, and so my thoughts raced around my mind, and I wondered whether that meant that our liberation was not far off either. 


All day long all everyone could be heard talking about was the nighttime bombing raid and the distant rumbling sound that filtered through to us.

The next morning SS troops entered the camp and surrounded the area of the camp in which my friend Klein and I resided. They lined us up and we were taken out of the camp through the open barbed wire gate. We were taken through the row of identical barracks of the larger camp section. I was able to take notice of the lime-washed “houses”. At the front of each one of these “houses” they had placed a bed of flowers and the ground was freshly raked. Everything there was clean and orderly. Even here, where we were at present, only a few meters from the crematoriums through whose chimneys passed the tons of ash-filled smoke which was all that was left of the thousands of brutally murdered people like us. A wall of machinegun toting SS stood in front of the barracks. And through the sparkling clean windows we could see strange people in striped clothing, just as Pick had described to us when he had told us about his experience in Auschwitz, staring back at us. We exited the camp at the very same gate through which we had first entered it, except that this time both flanks of the gate were wide open. Beyond the gate a narrow road led down the side of the hill. Here too there were barracks, but these were made of brick and stone and SS soldiers swarmed all over the place. We then passed through the town and standing by the fences that surrounded the courtyards of their houses were elderly women who curiously eyed the sad scene of our long marching line. Soon enough we had left the town and for a while we marched, nay, we lumbered along by the banks of the Danube. The river was only an arms’ length away and it reminded many of us our homes. I could hear some of us talking about their longing to return home. Some time later we turned off from the main road and started down a rolling dirt road. On both sides of the dirt road could be seen fields of planted green vegetation. And a little further on I could see blooming golden yellow plants, which I had never before seen. At the time I had no idea these plants would become a tasty source of food during our long march, and that I would even risk my life for these plants.

 


My thoughts were somewhere else entirely. I don’t know why, but perhaps because I was very hungry but suddenly I thought to myself how nice it would be to be able to have a glass of sour cream and a slice of bread. Maybe I thought about these two items of food because that was what we had gotten each morning for breakfast at kitchen in Fulek. 


I could still hear Irene’s voice, the head of the kitchen;


“Go on Erno with Kati and bring us a barrel of sour-cream”


It felt good to be able to get out of the kitchen every now and then. The village refrigeration shack was only a few hundred meters from the kitchen. It was like a wine cellar. And Irene would always remind us, somewhat teasingly;


“And you guys be careful not to get lost down there in the cellar because you’ll catch a cold!”

Kati would then turn red in embarrassment, but kept a serious face. I knew that she liked me a lot, but due to the law-prohibiting race mixing, which I mentioned earlier, I didn’t dare show an interest in her. When we first went down there for sour cream I could see that she was deeply disturbed by the situation.  We had already reached the bottom of the cellar when it occurred to her that she had left the padlock outside and someone could easily walk away with it. She climbed the stairs as quickly as a fox. I looked up at her sexy thighs, which were otherwise hidden by her thick dress. I just stood there and stared. On her way back down she was just as fast, and missed the very last set of steps. Luckily for her I was there just in time to catch her as she fell. For a few brief moments I held her tightly. I could feel her breast get hard and her heartbeat strong, and all of this was just a few seconds. Well, it was rather painful to have to let her go, even though she tried to remain there by holding on my shoulder with her arm. We didn’t say a single word to one another, but it was obvious that we shared the very same thought. She too knew all too well what could happen to us if we got into a serious relationship. So we just grabbed one of the barrels of sour cream and headed back up the slippery stairs. I made sure to close the cellar. And Kati could see that my hands were trembling. When I looked at her she turned pink and laughed in embarrassment. We headed back to the kitchen with our legs like jelly. 


“I was beginning to think that you guys had gotten lost!” said Irene the kitchen-head, somewhat teasingly but with the best of intentions. And as usual I got my reward for helping out, which were a cup of sour cream and a big chunk of fresh bread.

 


My daydreaming was rudely disturbed by the sound of a gunshot. Which was then followed by yet another gunshot. Our marching line stopped for a moment and everyone looked back. Which is when I also saw that we had been walking past a vast field of potatoes. An increasing number of people stepped out of line and began digging in search of potatoes to eat and now we could see that two were lying on the ground while others were digging away on their knees, while others were hurrying to get back in line. And once more a shot was fired, followed by the same old words we had gotten accustomed to hearing; “weiter…los….los…nicht austreten.” And at that point the shots could be heard evermore frequently, followed by the thud-like sound of bullets hitting flesh and bone. Afterwards the rumors spread like wildfire that those who got out of line and remained behind were shot by our guides and left dead on the side of the road. Naturally many in our line broke out in panic. I was quite fortunate that I could manage the keep pace and that my hiking boots did not fail me. 


The sun was already high up in the sky when we were finally allowed to get our first short rest. Many were collecting the thick grass around us and filling themselves up with it. Klein and I searched for snails but we had no luck and so we joined in on the grass eating action. We had gotten weaker eating the camp’s food these past few days and everyone was just like a pile of bones covered by a thin layer of skin. Though I was not able to really see how I looked I had no doubt that I looked just about the same as everyone else.

It shocked me every time that I looked at Klein’s face. A very thin layer of skin covered his bony face, but since his face was unshaved you could hardly tell. During this first rest stop we all tried at guessing where we were being taken. Those of us who guessed that the entire concentration camp of Mauthausen was being evacuated because the front lines were getting nearer and nearer were closest to the truth.

“Then why are they only taking us?” asked one of our fellow sufferers, “After all, we all saw that there was no sign of the larger, upper camp being evacuated.”

“Maybe we’re being taken to do some physical labor,” said another. 
We had to end our guessing game the moment the order was yelled about to get moving again. One thing that we all could be certain about was that we were heading westwards, because gradually we could see more and more of the permanently snow-covered Alpine mountain peaks looming ahead. And from the growing sound of cannon fire in the east we could deduce that the Germans were being attacked big time. As to what was the exact situation to the west of us we had no idea, except that we knew that the Allies had launched a two-front massive effort to liberate us all from the Nazis and Fascists. We had hardly been marching a few hundred meters when once more we could hear the sound of gunshots. We knew that once more one of us had been murdered by the bastards, our “guards”. Upon reaching the top of a tall hill I looked on back and saw that there were several thousands of us marching towards the unknown, and unfathomable future. 

Our afternoon rest stop was at the beginning of a segment of the road that passed through a small forest. As we began to seek rest places on the side of the road I noticed that a blanket of yellow plants covered the land around us. Though I was well aware of the risk we were taking, after all it wasn’t so long ago that I had been a witness of the tragedy that had taken place on the potato field, I grabbed Klein’s hand and we slipped out of sight. Fortunately the guard was now on the other side of our line and at some distance. Though our daring feat only lasted for a few seconds it seemed to me several minutes. Fear distorts one’s perception of time. We ran over to the where the yellow plants grew and quickly plucked as much of the plant with both our hands as we could. We then hurried back in a flash to rejoin the line. Those of our fellow sufferers who had seen us dare to leave the line were anxious to see that we made it back without losing our lives. Klein made it back safely too. Many of those immediately around us were curious to see what we had managed to get hold of. One of them informed us that what we had found was none other than rapeseed-weed. He also explained what its use was. Others, having seen our bravery, rushed to grab some too. Only after the soldiers let go a few shots over their heads did they rush back to the line.

We distributed the deliciously sweet rapeseed-weed and chewed on it while we marched on. The nearest guard, seeing all the odd movement in our section of the line, came up closer to see what we were up to. I quickly hid all the remaining rapeseed-weed in my coat and walked with my head up as if nothing had been going on. We had hardly gone a hundred paces when I noticed the guard nearby point his gun and a human body exploded from the shot he fired and fell to the ground. Who could that be? I wondered in a state of full alarm, like a cat with his hairs on end. Since leaving Mauthausen I had gotten to know virtually everyone in my immediate vicinity, having talked to one another along the way. Without risking looking back I asked the person to my right;

“Tell me now, what happened. Who was it that got shot?”

“The pig shot our dear Tibi. I have no idea why. Maybe it was just because he was marching closest to the side of the road.” 

My breathing nearly stopped. 

“Our dear Tibor?” I asked, more to myself than anyone else. 

 At the same I was thinking to myself: won’t we all get the same terminal treatment?

No, no, I didn’t want to think about any of this, and yet fear ruled over me. Tibi had been one of those who upon having seen the Danube broke out in utter joy. I remembered what he had said to us;


“Imagine, we have a boatshed on the side of the Danube in Budapest at Rome Riverside. I spent all my free time, after work each, every day from spring to fall on the water. I even slept there. It would be great if I could only take a quick dip in the Danube. Never mind, when we get back home I’ll have plenty of chances to compensate myself for all the time lost.”


And now he was gone. Unbelievable! Tibi gone and never to come back ever again! We spent a lot of time talking about him now. Gyulai, who was a bit older than us and who knew Tibi from back then in Koszeg, told us that Tibi had lost his older brother to typhus, and that it had been such a painful experience for Tibi given that they had once again found each other by accident in the camp, months after being taken away separately. The death of Tibi’s older brother had been devastating for him. And it had taken him a very long time for Tibi to regain his will to live. 


“Have you any idea what a hell on earth Koszeg was?” asked Gyulai, “Probably worse than hell itself. People there were falling like flies from cholera and typhus.” He then lowered his voice to a whisper and continued;


“You know, there too there was a crematorium like the one in Mauthausen. Each day piles of people were burnt to ashes. The same had happened to Tibi’s older brother, but Tibi never found out, and I was told by someone else.”


Gyulai told us the whole horrible truth of the sick things that had happened at Koszeg, as a mentally ill patient would tell a psychoanalyst everything, exposing his very soul, in the hope of freeing himself from the pressure of all those unpleasant memories and the terrible thoughts that were eating away at his soul.

 


Up till this point of my wandering in hell my suffering was beyond comprehension. Yet it appeared that in contrast to what those from Koszeg had suffered my own horrible experience wasn’t such a big deal. If I myself had not known about it, had not seen with my own two eyes the absolute horror of it all, if I had only heard about it then I wouldn’t have believed any of it. Earlier in my life I could not imagine that human evil could be so unlimited, that brutally wild beasts could hide inside the human form and that for them murdering could be the source of such great pleasure and satisfaction. And though I had read a lot about the many wars throughout different periods in history, about the Inquisition and other atrocities and horrors, what happened in the middle of the 20th Century, when human civilization seemed to have reached such great levels of progress, was beyond all comprehension.


All day long the sound of gunfire rattled our minds, sometimes it could be heard ahead of us and at other times behind us. It was just terrible having to see the stiff and cold dead bodies of our fellow sufferers lying shot in the back of the head on the side of the road. Some of them were quite young and some others were rather old. No matter how much I tried not to look and closed my eyes, I could still see their faces contorted by the last moments of utter pain and suffering. I could hardly wait for night to arrive so that we might be allowed to rest a little somewhere. 


Finally the sun disappeared behind the distant mountains and the darkness of the night crept upon us. We had arrived at a big pasture for the night. 


“Finally we might get some rest,” said a much-relieved Klein, in whose eyes one could a tick born out of constant fear. He was hardly able to deal with his great disappointment. Obviously, like all of us, he too was frightened out of his wits by this death march. 


“Yes,” he continued, “It’s good that we can now rest a while, since they don’t tend to shoot us while we are resting at night. At least I hope that they will leave us in peace till morning time” he said with a stoic smile. “How could the German people fall so low out of grace, a people who gave us such greats as Goethe, Schiller and Heine? What and towards whom did we commit such an offense to end up on this death march?” He asked with great bitterness in his tone. “These aren’t human beings. They’re wild animals!” 


I tried to raise his spirits a bit, but I saw that it was best to let him sort things out on his own. I had no doubt that the horror of the brutal shooting of Tibi was very much on his mind. Klein was much more affected by what happened than I; after all, during the march he had gone over to him several times to listen to his interesting and colorful stories. 


It was entirely dark by the time silence crept over the landscape. I lay on the ground sheltered by my blanket and chewed on the remaining rapeseed weed. They didn’t taste as good as when I had first pulled them out. I couldn’t find anyway to free myself from the horrors that had taken place during the daytime. So many dead! With everyone so tired, so low on energy, how would we ever arrive to our destination?


That they were not taking us to do work was almost certain, given that the entire transport was full of physically and spiritually wrecked people. It would take months of feeding us back to health for us to be able to do any work at all. Countless bodies lay on the field; their bony heads appeared to be not more than empty skulls. I tried to trick my mind into ignoring the horrible scenes and to remember the many colorful flowers, plants and trees that filled the botanical gardens in Kolozsvar, but it was just impossible. And yet how I loved going there to rest and gaze in awe at the many unknown exotic plants and flowers. I spent countless hours in the Palm House (tropical greenhouse), amongst its tropical plants and even waited for the blossoming of the Victoria Regia plant which took place only once in seven years. I always got such great pleasure whenever I noticed even the smallest blossom or change in color in a flower or plant. I was quite fond of the several hundred-year-old trees and have since learnt their names in Latin. I liked them because it was under their branches that I was inspired and wrote my first love poems. 

 


Somebody screamed. I stuck my head out from under my blanket but could not see anything happening. Maybe someone had had a nightmare. I was not one bit surprised given that this very day had left a lifelong mark in us all. A cold wind blew fiercely across the field. I closed my eyes so that I could fall asleep as soon as possible, but all I could remember was the sight of a fellow sufferer’s body laying in a ditch, shot in the back of the head, his face contorted in a terrifying mask of pain. My heart felt heavy and as if it were being gripped by the hands of the devil himself, and all the pain that had been collecting inside me came out, at first as quiet little tears that bit my eyes and then as a flood of deep sadness as I cried like a baby. I had to tuck my face into my backpack so as to avoid waking up my fellow sufferers.   


Ever since I was a little boy I had been a very sensitive type and I never knew exactly why but it didn’t take a lot to make me cry. I have been this way all my life and I am still this way today. I never seemed able to control myself, nor did I ever really want to. Once in a while, whenever I made some careless mistake and my father would, be a bit sterner with me, or look at me in anger, I would start to cry. I cried whenever I saw a crippled beggar on the streets or a funeral march. I would shed tears whenever I read a sentimental novel in which the hero dies and strangely as it may sound, even beautiful, really beautiful and serious music has the same effect on me. 


The first kind of music I came to know first as a child was that of the opera. I regularly attended the Romanian opera house in Kolozsvar and over the years I got to know by heart the entire repertoire of the opera house, each opera from the opening overture to the grand finale, such that I could sing every song and whistle every musical note. And not once did I ever have to buy a ticket. At first it was with my friend Bukta that I went to the theatre and he would go up to the ticket usher and give him one Lei and with that we would be given the nod and could scurry into the theatre to watch the show. Later on, once the ushers had all gotten to know me, I went to the opera all by myself, but it was not entirely without risk, since sometimes another usher would ask to check my ticket to confirm my seating and then… Well…Of course this did not happen so often as I usually avoided the problem by taking a spot in the “standing room only” section. Then, once the lights of the giant, gold leaf painted, decorative chandelier started to die out, I would take notice of any seats left empty and during the break I would quietly and cautiously take that seat as if I were the rightful owner of a ticket. 


I remember the time when I went to see the renewed production of “Don Pasquale” and as usual I managed to slip in without having to pay for a ticket. When I got to the “standing room only” section I noticed that hardly anyone was there and that most of the expensive, good seats were empty. So, after the first overture I did something I had never done before. I walked down to the ground floor and after the bell rang I went over and sat down in the middle of the front row, right in front of the orchestra as if I had all the right in world. All the seats were folded up except mine, and it seemed to me that it was not so obvious that I was the only person sitting in that very first row. At the end of the overture everyone stood up and applauded, and the lights went out. When I turned around to head cautiously to the side exit I suddenly saw that the ticket taker and the secretary of the opera were waiting for me as they looked at me with stern eyes and not once did they take their gaze off me. I quickly turned around and tried to make an exit mixing in with the general crowd heading out but they noticed and were now coming after me. Once I reached the connecting hallway I started to dash for the main exit of the building and only after I had reached the small park behind the opera did I slow down. Tired out, I slumped myself unto one of the park benches, and for two whole weeks I didn’t even dare go anywhere near the opera or look in its general direction. Thereafter I gradually returned to my old habit, but never again would I be so brazen. The opera balcony was just fine enough for me anyway, and when the place was packed I was just as happy to be in the “standing room only” section where I could listen to and hum to any of the many operas I had already seen and heard more than a dozen times. In those days the opera in Kolozsvar was home to some of the world’s best-known and talented singers and not only was it an opera house but it also served as a stage theatre. Some of its singers were frequent guests of La Scala di Milano, the world-renowned Northern Italian opera house. Rumors had it that our city’s opera house was even better than the one in Bucharest, the capital of Romania. I just loved going to the opera and it often happened that on our way back home my friend and I would sing out the great arias we had just heard that evening. We were even stopped on occasion by a police officer and taken in for violating the city’s nighttime quiet code.


I had a nice soprano’s voice and since I knew the opera songs so well I sang their arias at home too. Thus when the famous Yiddish theatre troupe, Siddy  Thal, made a visit to our city opportunity knocked. I was in the fourth grade and after the first ten minute class break, after the whole class had returned to their seats, Buxbaum, the school’s principal, came in accompanied by an elegantly dressed lady and a smartly suited gentleman. The entire classroom became so quiet that you could have heard a pin falling onto the floor.


“Well kids,” said our principal as he smiled at us in a friendly way and shifted his golden-framed spectacles, “Well kids,” he repeated, “those of you whose names are read out are to go over to the cathedral.” At first he stared around the classroom and then, placing his glasses to his forehead, he began to read out our names. Those of us who were called walked away towards the cathedral in nervous uncertainty, whereupon, to our greatest surprise, we were asked to sing by the gentleman, who later turned out to be the director of the Yiddish troupe. Several of us had already been called before my name came up. I sang something, but what that something was I don’t remember now. After the trial all three of them were busy conferring around a table and we still had no idea what it was all about. Nothing like this had ever happened in my four years at the school. 


After they were done making their deliberations they turned towards those of us who had been named and the principal spoke my name. So I stood up attentively and a little bit nervously waited to find out what was going on. I was informed by the principal that the two leading members of the Yiddish theatre troupe that was in our city for the entire week, Sidy Thal and Adolf Tefner, had chosen me to play a small part in their play, one which would make use of my singing abilities. Upon getting my parents’ permission I was to show up that afternoon at the theatre. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. And was almost certain that I had misunderstood the principal’s words. I was even more pleasantly surprised to find out that I had been chosen over the school choir’s favorite singer, a kid by the name of Ernster. 


On our next break some of the kids teased me, others looked at me in envy, but there were a few who came over to me and whole-heartedly congratulated me. I could hardly wait to go home and tell my parents the great news. Both my parents were home awaiting me to join them for lunch, which by tradition was around two in the afternoon. I had hardly dropped my schoolbag when I quickly told them what had happened at school. Finally, when I let them know that the chosen kid was none other than theirs’ truly my parents looked at one another, their eyes lit up brightly with pleasant surprise and my mother hugged and kissed me and my father also gave me a hug. I could see that they were very proud of me. 


Well, that afternoon I showed up on time at the theatre and upon reaching the back entrance of the theatre an elderly lady spoke to me. 


“Where are you rushing to sonny? I don’t suppose you’re an actor as well?” she said kindly, with a little irony in her voice and as soon as I had answered her questions she politely pointed me in the right direction. From a distance I could already hear the actors rehearsing their songs. I felt like my heart was throbbing in my throat. I stepped up unto the stage, stood over on one side of the stage and watched enchanted by their great acting and singing talent. Sidy Thal took notice of me and swiftly came over to me and took me by my hand over to the where the piano was. She introduced me to a friendly old lady who sat in front of the piano. At first the old lady played a tune and then she sang the words separately. Afterwards she handed the notes over to me and asked me to accompany her. We tried out the tune several times and then she asked me to learn the words by heart overnight. The final rehearsal would be in the morning and the first show would go on that very night. I returned home and told my mother everything. She got a bit nervous as well, so I sang the song to her and with a sign of satisfaction she exclaimed,


“Why, my dear, you already know the whole song by heart! You are one clever cookie!” And with that she lovingly caressed my face. I then went over into the next room and practiced all evening until I was called for dinner. The next day I was allowed to leave school early. The final rehearsal went real swell. In the first scene I had a part involving a few words. In the second scene I had to sing the song I had memorized and whose words were rather banal but sweet. It went something like this; “Ik dank der Gatenyu” (I thank you my dear God) and which ended with the words; “Du in dem Amerikaj inz inzer galden landu..” (Here in America is our golden land). I was such a success that after each show I had to repeat the song and soon enough I was quite famous in town. My parents, who got complimentary tickets and seats in one of the private booths, had waited for me after the first show by the actor’s exit, where they smothered me to death with all their kisses. 


My next public performance was not anywhere as happy and heartwarming as the first. I was in my second year of high school and my voice was once more discovered, during our singing class. I was made a member of the school’s chorus, to my great loss, though at the time I had no idea what would eventually happen. It was at that time that a new Romanian Orthodox cathedral had just been built, and at the opening ceremony our chorus was asked to sing. Upon hearing the news I was in despair, after all an orthodox Jew was not allowed to enter the premises of a Christian temple. In fact I was not allowed even to enter a Neologue Jewish temple. True, the latter one was not prohibited by my religion but was something frowned upon by some of the more extreme Chasidic Jews. But I could not get away with not joining the chorus, after all the solo piece could only be sung by me. After my father went over to discuss the matter with our chief rabbi, permission was given, albeit hesitantly. There was no other way about it.  What made it even more disturbing was that the song was about the capture of the Jews by the Babylonians.

 


Somewhat further away, once more, someone screamed. It was getting to be real late and I had not yet fallen asleep. I knew that I must get some sleep and must not awake tired in the morning or else I will not be able to take any more of this forced march. And yet I was afraid of falling asleep and having horrible nightmares all night long. Eventually the thought that my family was alive calmed me enough so that I could. 


I must have slept real deep because Klein, who was by my side, had a hard time waking me up. He had to hit me on the shoulder several times before I finally stuck my head out from under my blanket. Hardly had I packed my things when the nasty, harsh voice of our guards commanded us to get moving. The march began, but many remained in the field. I thought for a moment that they would soon join up with us. We had marched just over a kilometer when a series of machinegun firings in the distance echoed painfully in my ears. My entire body began to tremble. The news arrived at our next point of rest that those of our fellow sufferers who no longer had the energy to go on were slaughtered as if they were no better than diseased sheep on the prairie.


The third day of our wandering in hell brought us to a walk along the side of a seemingly endless forest of pine trees. I saw that the front of the line ahead had turned to the left and disappeared into the thick of the forest. Soon we were doing that turn ourselves and it was refreshing to take in the rich scent of the pines. A few hundred meters later we entered an area surrounded by barbed wire fencing. Just to the right of the entrance stood a tall wooden guard tower and by its door stood a high ranking SS officer flanked by two machinegun toting regular SS soldiers. Not far from the entrance we could see many little buildings built out of pine tree wood logs. Some of them were brand new. And further on we came upon a large clearing with a thirty to forty-meter long barrack in the middle and not far from it several hundred more awaited us. We joined up with the rest and waited for the others in the transport to arrive. Meanwhile a great number of SS soldiers had arrived. Many of the SS were accompanied by German Shepard dogs, and the sight sent shivers down my spine. When we were finally all together the soldiers had us stand in lines of five and began counting our numbers. A cry could be heard every now and then; so that no one had any doubt that the line formation was formed with some brutality.

The three-day long death march, the horrors we suffered along the way had made us all exhausted and, like zombies, had robbed us dry of any feelings for life. I was not as broken down tired and hungry as so many of the others. 

 

Thanks to the rich green outcroppings of plants by the roadside Klein and I were able to produce some limited form of food. We gathered sage and snails and were even lucky to find some rapeseed-weed on occasion. At rest spots we were able to cook these things, and though we lacked any salt or margarine, we were nonetheless able to make something that was fairly edible. As to whose idea it had first been, we had no clue, but it was a good idea someone had come up with and eventually everyone was following suit. Escargot a la hard knocks life.  


At one of our rest stops, not far from some village, I sat down on the grass and felt something hard underneath me. At first I thought it was a stone and was about to throw it away when I noticed the little green leaves growing out of the white root and realized that it was a horseradish. Suddenly everyone near me began to dig for the priceless, tasty edible item. The horseradishes were a bit bitter and strong, and though they burnt our dry tongues and irritated our shriveled stomachs; we ate them with gusto.


We were all so really tired, and yet everyone was looking about hoping to find something to eat. And though there were all kinds of green vegetation around us, it became more and more dangerous to step out of line, given that our guards began to fire at us without warning. On one occasion I went through the horror myself when a bullet whisked right by my side. From then on I decided not to take any more risks. The incident took place on the second day of forced march when we were walking past a field full of rapeseed-weed. Klein, who hardly had any energy left in him, yelled in alarm at me as the sound of machinegun fire burst aloud. His face turned white in fear thinking that I might die on the spot. But luckily I returned unscathed. I distributed the rapeseed-weed, which we then ate in with pleasure. It took a while for Klein to regain his calm and the fear of that moment hid in his eyes for quite some time thereafter.


On the third day, following the noon rest stop, I noticed that the sound of machinegun firing had not been heard for quite some time.


“Hey, that’s odd, but I no longer hear any machine guns firing away,” I told my friend.


Klein gave me a blank look as if he did not understand what the hell I was talking about. It was only when I repeated my discovery to him that he understood what was going on. And it seemed as though some of the worry that had wrinkled his face had gone away. 


“I guess that means that I will be staying around a while longer,” he said half-jokingly, half-dead-serious, “because I must admit to you that I am extremely tired and can hardly go on walking much further.”


“Don’t say such stupid things,” I said, trying to lighten him up, “you’ll soon be able to take a rest somehow…. After all we must not give up,” I continued, trying to sound confident, “For if you give up then it’s all over.” And I was happy to see that my words of encouragement had had a positive effect on him.


“You’re right,” he said, “I must not give up.” And with that in mind we were able to wobble on all afternoon until we arrived at a forest of fir trees. At that point we had no idea yet that we had arrived at our final destination. 


When we arrived at the camp built in the depth of the woods, I calmed down a bit. The idea that our heads would soon be covered from the weather gave me a little bit of a reason to hope. On the other hand the brutality of the SS filled me with fear. After being lined up and having our heads counted we entered the barracks.


Our new quarters were long and rather dark. Only a little light got through the small windows two meters above us. Since they were not covered with glass the wind blew in and out at its own discretion. We lay down on the hard earthen floor with Klein next to me by the wall on the left-hand side of the entrance. It was only much later on that we found out how lucky a choice our position in the barrack was. Those who would arrive on later transports could only find room in the middle of the barrack, where the only way they could position themselves was to lie back to back with their knees bent. These same poor devils were also forced to sleep in the same ever-so uncomfortable position. And though we were also quite crammed side by side, at least we could fully stretch out our legs. Once everyone had found a place they came to inspect us. We stood up and a tall, broad shouldered, fairly healthy looking man let us know that he was the barrack commander and asked us all, in our own interest, to follow his orders and behave in a disciplined manner. He took a head count and then chose four of us to accompany him to the kitchen to pick up our chow. We waited quietly. There were some amongst us who scratched away at the center of the fir-tree logs with which the barracks had been built. When I asked the guy next to me why he was doing this he replied that he was using the wood scrap to make cigarettes. Given that I too was a smoker I tried one but found them to be terrible. The smoke was too thick; it stung my nose and tongue and suffocated me.


It was a cold and dark morning. Only a little gray light streamed through the small windows. I could hardly move given how tightly packed we lay next to one another. On one side rested Klein and on the other side was Hirsch, who told me last night the sad story of what had happened to poor old Fisher. Hirsch was from the vicinity of the town of Gyor, halfway between Budapest and Vienna. The middle-aged man, once a wealthy butcher, had already been a forced laborer for four long years.


I lay on my back and watched through the window how the wind blew across the dark sky the dark clouds above. Wouldn’t it be nice, I thought, craving for a nice long rainfall, if the clouds would bless us with some refreshment. Especially now that these roofs covered us and if it rained we just might be able to collect a few drops of drinking water. After all, my painful thirst was slowly killing me.


It reminded me of the time when the cantor, at the time of ‘shomini at’seres’ (the closing ceremony on the eighth day), sang so sweetly the ‘geshem’ prayer to God for rain, so that we would then include amongst our regular daily prayer of eighteen thanksgivings till the arrival of ‘Pesach’ the words; “It is He who blows the winds and sprinkles the snow”. And the same went concerning the rain, with water being that essential part of all life, not just for our human bodies, but also for all the flora and fauna the world over. I quietly looked up to the clouds and incanted the prayer in my own mind. When had it been that I last prayed? Oh, yes…it was in Fulek, when every single day we had held ‘minyen’ (strictly male prayer groups). Once the whole contingent was inside the wood storage shed rabbi Krammer held High Prayers. Even I went in to join in prayer and oddly enough the guards did not stop us from doing so. In fact, strangely enough, on the day before ‘Yom Kippur’, the highest of Holy Days, the Staff Sergeant told the Corporal the following:


“Tell the cook to make double portions so that the boys get their hearts’ worth, after all they won’t be allowed to eat tomorrow since they must fast.”


Eventually my two neighbors started to move, so I got up. I went out in front of the barracks to take a little look around the place. Already others had awakened. Before I started out on my way I made sure to note the number of the barrack I had been placed in. Since they all looked alike it would have been easy to forget which one was mine. In the next barrack, the one numbered six, there were women. Further in the distance I could see people standing in line. They were waiting to be able to use the latrines, which functioned the way primitive latrines function outside countryside farmhouses. Some could no longer hold their water and were forced to pee on the ground. I hurried back to the rest of my barrack mates to tell them what I had just seen.


Upon reaching the entrance to our barrack I heard Langer’s voice. 


“Grab your dead and take them to where I’ve told you to take them.”


“What dead ones is he talking about?” I asked the man standing closest to me.


“Ten of us died during the night. They were already very ill while we were still marching on the road, but their fellow mates propped them up and having hidden them in the lines managed to get them into the barrack with us.” 


The sight of these dead former mates made me sick to my stomach. It was as if they were not human beings but skeletons in a horror movie. Their jaws were barely covered by a thin gray layer of skin. Some even had a shoe or coat missing. I had to close my eyes. I found Klein sitting on the floor of the barrack. He was hunched and in great sadness. 


“When you got up and left many of us began to awake. First I heard someone cry out from the middle of our barrack. The man yelled, ‘What’s wrong Chunyi (Sanyi = Alex), why don’t you respond?’ So I went over to see what was the matter. A boy around our age was bending over the body of an elderly man and started to shake the old man, but he didn’t move a muscle. That’s when somebody standing next to me said, “Forget shaking him, he’s dead!” Hardly a few moments later someone else started yelling, ‘Come, help me, he won’t move..’. I felt like I wanted to fill my ears with wax so as not to hear all the yelling.”


I sat down next to my friend and told him what I had seen hoping to take his mind off the horror. And once I had told him about the latrines I started to talk about something entirely different, in the hope of taking his attention away. But I could see that he was unable to avoid seeing the horrors that were going on right in front of him.


Our conversation was cut off by the tapping sound of raindrops falling on the roof. The rain fell even more fiercely until it sounded as if huge waves of rain were falling down. 


“It’s raining at long last!” I yelled. “Quickly, get out your mess kits and fill your canteens with the water!” Others followed our example and placed their canteens and mess-kit dishes under the pouring rain. We drank the water greedily. The weather was not that warm but suddenly I had an idea. I returned to our barrack and having dropped my clothes I ran out stark naked under the pouring rain and it didn’t take long before there was a small group of naked men standing in the heavenly shower. It was such a lively feeling I got as the cold rain ran down the length of my bone-thin body, but as I looked at the other men around me in horror I wondered if I looked the same. So this is how I look too?!? I ran back to the barracks all wet, and I pulled out of my backpack my towel and thoroughly dried myself off. It felt great to have had such a heavenly shower. I felt reinvigorated. Klein’s words spoke for me as well;


“That rain was truly something we have been missing, but we are lucky it did not come while we were being marched.”  


It was midday when the sky finally cleared again. Even the sun managed to peek through the thick cloud cover. And in the next few days it rained several times, and each time I took advantage of the opportunity to get washed, knowing it would do me some good. 


At noontime Langer, the camp commander, ordered us to assemble, and gave orders for somebody to count the number of those too weak to work. There were twenty-five of them. With Langer leading the way four of them headed towards the kitchen. This time we did not have to wait as long as we had to yesterday. Soon enough they arrived with the cauldrons of chow, but we still didn’t get bread this time round. They distributed the carrot soup. We eyed each other’s mess kit to see who got more carrots swimming in their soup. We were envious of anyone who had one or two segments more of carrot. I never thought people could stoop so low. After all, I had never been one to envy others. Whenever my mother had baked something I never looked to see who got the biggest slice or piece. Nor did I ever consider such things at school, where I was always happy to share whatever I could with those who came from poor families. 


The sun shined warmly. I stood with my back to the outer wall of the barrack and ate my soup one spoonful at a time. In order to savor the soup I ate it really slowly. I could feel the warm sun caressing my face and let it dry my wet clothes. More and more of us got sick and died. None of the doctors amongst us could do anything to help without medicines and the right equipment. Most of those of us who got sick came down with typhus, but, as I found out from the doctors, some became the victim of scurvy.


One afternoon the second transport arrived in a horrible condition. One could see that they the trip had totally exhausted them. Once they had been lines up they were led to our barracks in which were already cramped to the tilt. Around a hundred people were pressed into our midst. Both Klein and I did our best to take up even less space, in an effort to accommodate the newcomers. I watched them with pity, even as I myself deserved pity. 


Right next to us there were four boys from Budapest, each older than the other. I waited for them to catch their breath and rest a bit before I flooded them with all my many questions. I wanted to know how things had been with my newly found friends, when had they arrived, and whether their forced march had been anything like our “death march”. The oldest among them, by the name of Szanto, who had finished his education in law, told us that when our group had been lined up and taken away rumors were spread that we were being taken to the large camp and that we had been gassed and then had had our bodies burnt to ashes in the crematoriums. And he had concluded that the after we had been taken away the crematoriums had been operating day and night without stop. And there was even a version that went that since the front line was getting too close the large camp had been totally emptied. But no evacuation had yet taken place. Their trip here was horrifying given that any who could not catch up were shot in the head and the same awaited any who stepped out of line. Many of them had come down with typhus. They themselves had not yet come down with typhus but Robi Deutsch he said, pointing to one of the boys sitting next to him, wasn’t feeling right. The long road had been full of dead bodies left and right. 


“I just hope nothing is seriously wrong with Deutsch,” said Szanto worriedly. Upon hearing his name being mentioned Deutsch looked at us and with his feverish bright eyes he appreciatively nodded at Szanto, who then continued on speaking;


“We were caught by the rain but fortunately never at night so that our clothes dried on us during the rest of the otherwise sunny day. Many others remained in Mauthaussen, probably several thousands.”


Whatever must have happened to Vajda and Pick? Did they also arrive with this group? It would be real nice to meet them again I contemplated. It would also be nice to meet some of my mates from the same work regiment, but till now I had not met any one of them.


It was then Szanto’s turn to ask us questions. He was curious to know about our circumstances here, as well as our own trip here and how we had been treated. I told him everything I could about what I had experienced and had been told by others. I told him about Fischer’s death. Nor did I keep it secret just how many dozens of us were dying everyday, mostly from typhus. 


“How long can all this be tolerated?” Szanto sort of asked himself aloud, as he brushed his unshaved chin with his fragile bony hands. 

“We must not give in!” he said in a determined voice as he eyed me. “Yes in deed, we must survive!” he repeated, and made a fist out of his bone-thin hand, which turned blue from lack of oxygen in the flow of his bloodless hand. 

It then rained for days on end. The typhus epidemic took its toll and the number 

of dead grew. The SS commander had the dead bodies taken away by the weakest. They were then forced to dig deep and long ditches some distance away from the camp and after they had dumped the bodies they themselves were eliminated by the SS right on the spot, so as to eliminate any witnesses. After the end of the war it was not very easy to locate the scatter of mass graves. Only a few had been uncovered and the 1127 skulls found were first buried under the Hungarian memorial at Gunzkirchen, and later, when the forest was bought by private landowner, the memorial was relocated where once barrack number 19 had stood in Mauthaussen. The skulls were exhumed and placed there. At the entrance of the camp at Gunzkirchen the Austrian government erected a memorial in 1945, so as to remind future generations that in that romantic forest in the Spring of 1945 many thousands of Jews became victims of the seemingly unstoppable German fascist system. 

 


One night we woke up to a strange noise. It was as if they had let wild animals loose on us, people we had never known suddenly swarmed into our barracks stepping all over us without any consideration at all. Many of them climbed like clever monkeys up onto the wood planks that held the roof in place and remained there while what sounded like the cry of wolves could be heard all over the place. Mad yelling and screaming mixed with those wolf cries. Many of those who had been lying sick were nearly trampled to death, their heads kicked by bony feet. It was from one of our close neighbors that we later learnt that a third transport had arrived from Mauthaussen at night, joined by many who enslaved Poles who had spent more than five years suffering hard labor. They were Jews too and had been taken to Mauthaussen from several other camps. They had entirely lost their identity as humans. It was as if they had turned into animals after so many years of suffering and humiliation. 

 

The noise slowly but eventually disappeared and only a few groans of pain here and there could still be heard. Finally silence came. I had great difficulty falling asleep. I had a frightening nightmare.

 

I was lying down on a huge field. Colorful butterflies flew in the grass that surrounded me, and the sky was bright blue. Suddenly I heard the hoof beats of horses. I wanted to escape but he horses trampled me and knocked me around. One of the hooves found its mark right in the middle of my head. And that’s when I awoke. It was already early morning. I looked at the Poles wearing striped clothes standing on the rooftops. There were those around me who slept on their stomachs, their bony arms hanged in the air as if they were lifeless. I was sorry for them. It must have extremely painful these past five years of spending time in places more hellish than hell itself. It was a miracle that they were alive at all. 

 

The rain stopped, but the ground between the barracks could not absorb the rainwater that had fallen. The stench of rottenness and urine filled the air. A bad smell entered into all the barracks and spread all over the camp. Day by day the situation turned for the worst. Our strength was coming to an end. Szanto and I kept spirits up amongst our friends, but even we were on the verge of total collapse. Due to the overcrowding and the spread of typhus hundreds died daily. At night it was almost impossible to sleep on account of the groaning and the unbearable stench that filled our nostrils. The whole atmosphere and mood was terrible given the almost entirely hopeless situation. 

It was then that an unexpected event happened which gave us new reason for hope. One late morning Langer showed up and asked for twenty volunteers to do some work. Naturally no one stood up, in part due to the fact that everyone had become too weak, and because they knew that those weakened ones taken to work were shot in the head. Langer knew our reasons for refusing. He assured us that we had nothing to worry about and that if we volunteered and so much as hair got harmed he would let us take our revenge. Eventually the volunteer group was formed and they headed on the direction of the camp kitchen. The rest of us started to make wild guesses as to what would happen next. We lived in such deep fear that all we could imagine was that something terrible would befall them. About a quarter of an hour later we saw them returning, led by the camp commanders, and holding cardboard boxes. We stood watching in amazement. My mouth stood opened in surprise since I had thought of everything bad one could imagine, but not this. Langer showed up accompanied by all twenty volunteers. The boxes were left at the entrance of the barracks. When we were all forced to stand in a line Langer gave us a short speech in which he said that the boxes had been sent by the International Red Cross and the camp chief commander had agreed to let us have them. Every twenty-five men would get one of the boxes to share. We listened to those words in utter disbelief. It was by accident that our box was placed in Szanto’s hand and our group agreed that he should be held in charge of distributing its contents. We spread out a blanket, stood around it and waited impatiently to see what would come out of the boxes. Finally Szanto tore the top off the box and we could all see the many mouthwatering, delicious sweets it contained. 

 

 

I thought to myself how easily I could eat everything all by myself. Since I was a little child I had sweet tooth. I was always being warned not to eat all of the sweet baked goods meant for our whole family.

There were all kinds of things inside the box. Chocolate, biscuits, puspok kenyer (some dry bread), as well as jars of jam, honey and who knows how many other tasty things. I saw on Szanto’s face that he was trying to figure out how to distribute the unexpected gift in a fair manner.

 

“Take out your mess-tins and place them on your blankets!” As soon as we had followed these orders he removed his jackknife, which he had managed to save during shakedown, and began to distribute the hard sweets first. It never occurred to him that the task would be so difficult. Twenty-five starving men had their all-watchful eyes paying close attention to every single move, carefully making sure that no one got one particle more than the other. He then opened up the jars and placed one lumping spoonful on each person’s mess-tin. Given that Szanto was the last one to get served we voted to let him have the right to lick clean the jam that stuck on the inside of the jar. However, he looked at his ever so weak friend Deutsch and offered him the jar, and Deutsch looked around at the rest of us and seeing that we did not object accepted it. 

 

There were those, who like hungry tigers pounced on the spoils, and who without waiting to return to their places stuffed everything down their own throats. I wasn’t surprised by this, since it would have required great self-control after having starved so much not to do so. I went about it in a different way. First I worked on eating the jam and honey. I took my spoon and dipped it into my jam and honey-filled mess-tin, then I slowly pulled it out and licked it. The point was to go about it slowly. Once I had emptied my mess-tin I made sure to lick it clean so as not to lose anything left sticking to it. Only after I had down all that did I go on to eating the rest of the food. And I kept the chocolate for last. The whole experience was so heavenly that I really can’t find words adequate enough to express just how I felt. Each time I took a bite I tried to remember when I last had eaten one thing or the other. I did my best to make the experience last as long as possible.

 

In all my life I had always appreciated whatever food I got. Not once did I ever refuse to eat what my mother had placed on my dish. That was how it always was before the war and has been since, even till this very day, even though I can now afford to pick and choose. 

 

After I had meticulously eaten off and licked clean my mess-tin I took out my canteen and took a big swig of the rancid rainwater. It was bitter and stank like hell, but after so many sweets I was real thirsty.


Hardly an hour had gone by and I felt I had to run to the latrine. Fortunately enough I got to it on time. It was terrible to feel that had become so weak, that I was in such a broken down condition. My digestive system wasn’t able to work through even that relatively small amount of food, and it so it passed quickly through me like mercury in a tube. I mustn’t give up the struggle to survive, I thought to myself while sitting on the latrine. Right in front of me I could see a towering mound of human corpses. The sight robbed me of almost all my reason for optimism. When I had returned to the barracks I saw many others suffering from the same problem as I; running back and forth from the latrines. 


Upon nightfall we gathered in small groups to discuss all the new developments. What surprised me the most was that the camp commander had allowed the distribution of the food packages. The noose must be tightening around the necks of the Germans, I thought, if he could do this. One thing was certain; the Allied Forces could not be too far away if they were evacuating Mauthausen, I ruminated. I shared my thoughts with both Szanto and Klein, and they were in full agreement. We agreed that we should do everything possible to cope and survive, since our liberation could not be too long a wait. 


A few days later we noticed that the hum of airplanes was coming closer and closer. We thought that they must be German planes on their way to attack. We were wrong they were American. They did not fly too high, so we were able to identify their markings. As I saw them I noticed what appeared to be black dots dropping off from them. I instinctively tucked my head, thinking that they would soon explode. But I could not hear any of the usual sucking sound that usually accompanies falling bombs, so I once more looked up into the sky and my breathing nearly stopped at the sight. What I had believed to be bombs were actually soldiers. Suddenly a blossoming of dozens of white parachutes could be seen basking in the sunny blue sky. One of them fell hardly a hundred meters away. A few shots could be heard now and then. I looked over my shoulders at Szanto and Klein. I could tell that they were having the same thought as I; our day of liberation had arrived in the form of green angels falling from the heavens. Now the only question left was when would they reach where we were. Everybody was overtaken by the excitement. Suddenly SS troops appeared and we were ordered back into our barracks. To my great surprise they did not shoot into our midst this time. 


The night was surprisingly quiet. However, once in a while short bursts of machinegun fire could be heard in the distance, followed by a long and mute silence.


In the morning we all got up real early. Once more many had died during the night. At first we didn’t dare leave our barracks, but eventually some of the braver souls ventured out. After they had surveyed the area they returned with the news that not one SS soldier could be seen anywhere. By then more had wandered out, and some even went as far as the kitchen facility and even beyond that. They reported having seen a few remaining SS soldiers. Gathering in small groups we debated what our next moves should be. Langer advised us to stay calm and stay put and that he would go and get information from the commander. And with that he left. That was the last time I saw him alive. No one ever found out what had happened to him.


On that day there was no carrot soup to be had, and a large lock guarded the kitchen door. We remained together inside the barracks and waited halfway between feelings of fear and hope. Later in the afternoon we heard a loud rumbling noise in the direction of the gate followed by a great deal of cheering. All of went over to the barrack’s door. American soldiers arrived on an armored vehicle. All around me my fellow sufferers greeted them, yelled hoorays and threw up their hats in utter joy. Everybody else was greeting those who arrived. I just stood there and watched somewhat stupefied. One moment my eyes caught the American soldiers’ friendly gesticulations, another moment the huge shining white star that adorned the armored vehicle, and I had trouble believing that what I was seeing was real. Yes, I thought to myself, I am free, I’ve been liberated and I am alive. I rubbed my moist eyes. And I quietly made a small prayer; “Blessed You be, Eternal God of Israel, King of all the World, who kept us alive, supported us, and who let us live to see this moment!”


Once more my eyes were taking in the scene. These wonderful Americans were our liberators. Could this all be something I am dreaming? Could it not be just a game my fantasy-prone mind is playing with me? No! NO! This was reality happening. My friends Klein and Szanto by my side, and all three of us rejoiced, grateful that they had saved us from further suffering, given that in all likelihood we had come very close to the gates of hell!

 

 

 

I thought to myself, I’m free at last; truly free and only one who has been denied their freedom, who has been enslaved can really know what freedom really feels like. My parents must surely be waiting for me back home, waiting for me to burst back into their lives. I was certain that they were thinking about me too. I believed in telepathy, in that strange, invisible force. So many times during my enslavement I felt as though my father was thinking about me in distance and that he was holding on to life just so that he may once more see me. It was this thought that kept me alive, helped me cope with my terrible predicament, my seemingly hopeless destiny. Perhaps they are already home and waiting for me. How many times did I dream about seeing them once more, I wondered. Suddenly I felt as though the ground I was standing on was moving, for I was near to fainting. So I returned to the barracks. Some of my fellow sufferers nearly got up and asked me what all the commotion out there was about. When I told them that the camp had been liberated many of them began to cry profusely. They tried to muster the energy to get up and go out to join in the celebration but they were so weak that they fell to the floor exhausted. They were very sick and had not enough energy to get on their feet. 


It was getting dark by the time Szanto and Klein came back into the barracks. When they saw me they both asked almost simultaneously;

“Are you o.k? You’re not sick are you?”

“No, I’m alright,” I replied, “it’s just that I got a little dizzy from suddenly experiencing this long awaited moment of joy!” 


They were relieved to know that I was all right and told me the latest news.

Virtually all of the SS escaped, and only three of them, the camp commander and two of his officers remained. They went out by the edge of the woods holding white flags towards the Americans and surrendered. And it is thanks to their having surrendered that the Americans had found us, since they had no idea that there was a camp around here. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A few years after the war had ended news spread that the Gunzkirchen camp had been mined. The camp commander had received orders that in the event that the enemy should get too close to the camp that it should be destroyed, in effect bombed into oblivion. He refused to follow through on the orders. He had realized that they were about to lose the war and knew that he would not be able to escape the most severe punishment that would certainly await him. I even heard that he had been made the Mayor of Wels for a while.

 

As to where the rest of the SS had gone to, no one knew. They had left the scene the day before.

“Where were you guys for so long?” I asked them. I saw their expressions turn grave and then Szanto began to explain.

“We heard some noise further away and we went over there to see what was going on. At first we thought that they had caught some SS in hiding. But when we got close enough we realized that our fellow campmates were trampling over each other as they stormed into the food storage facility. Those who managed to get hold of the remaining food first stuffed themselves like animals. Others tore away bread and snatched cans of food out of each other’s hands. There were some who collapsed because they had overeaten.

“It was a terrible scene,” said Klein, “Isn’t it terrible that this should happen on the morning of liberation? When we are finally free to live??”

“We didn’t join in on the action, and we didn’t bring anything,” Szanto continued, “But he wanted to,” looking straight at Klein, “but I didn’t let him.”

“I only wanted to bring some food for you guys to eat,” my friend said somewhat ashamed, and frowning he cried. 

“Don’t worry about it, I am certain there will soon be something to eat for all of us”, I tried to console them. 


We agreed that we would spend the night where we were, since it was already too late, and it would be too risky to go out into the unknown in the dark.


There was silence in the barracks. Everything was alone in their thoughts. When I lay my head on my backpack and covered myself with my blanket all I could think about was about seeing my parents again. What I had only dreamt about was now something that seemed within reach. I imagined that special moment when, after so much suffering, I could once more embrace them. And that was how I slept on the first night of freedom, waiting for the morning to come so that I might get on my way, homewards to my family, my loved ones. 


I woke up real early. When I first opened my eyes I was not sure where I was. The others had already folded their blankets and were busy conversing. It was at that moment that I remembered what had happened and realized that we were no longer slaves, but free to go home. I stood up invigorated by the very thought.


“So, are we ready to depart?” asked Szanto. Self-confidence and determination echoed in his voice. 


“Yes indeed.” We replied almost in chorus and headed in the direction of the fir tree carved main gate that was just beyond our barracks, towards our freedom. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Once we were in the woods the scent of the fresh spring air greeted us. There were others who were already walking ahead of us on the unknown road. Nobody knew where we were heading to or where we should be going. We didn’t come across anyone who could give us any directions. It was incredible! I could go just about anywhere, wherever I wanted to, and nobody was there to stop me!! And now I was not going to be stopped from going home to be with my loved ones as soon as possible. The sense of freedom gave me new strength. Even so I wasn’t able to fully comprehend it all. For it all seemed so unbelievable, so unreal to think that I was free and no one would ever again be able to take it away from me. Never again!

 

The sun appeared behind the distant hills, its rays painting the May sky, and caressing my bony face. We all headed in the direction of the rising sun, due east. After many hours of walking we arrived at a fork in the road. On the right hand side of the road there was a large embankment of fresh grass and we decided to take a rest. What a wonderful feeling it was to lie down on the fresh grass and imbibe in its fresh scent.

 

 

Szanto decided that he would take the road that branched off on the left-hand side while we decided to continue straight on. Since we had spent all these past several weeks together we had become quite close and saying goodbye took quite a while. We promised that we would meet again in Budapest. Our eyes filled with tears. Klein and I watched him disappear around the bend in the distance. We took a short and then continued on our way. We had hardly been walking a kilometer when a vehicle appeared heading our way. It was a jeep and kit approached us with great speed. I decided I would stop it and ask for help. I signaled for it to stop and it did some ten meters away. A black American soldier sat at the wheel and by his side sat a spiky haired blond American. They looked at us with both surprise and a bit of fear. It was as if they had encountered in us extra-terrestrial aliens and not fellow humans. I put all my English knowledge to work and asked them the following;

“Please tell me is the town far from here?”

 I saw that they were even more surprised than before. They looked at one another and then the blond guy asked;


“Who are you? Where are you coming from?”


“We are Jews and we were in concentration camps.” I replied.

Once more they looked at one another. It appeared that they had no yet met up with concentration camp survivors. The black soldier looked carefully at his map and then advised us to go on straight ahead and we would eventually arrive at a town by the name of Wels. He then whispered something into the ears of the blond soldier, who then turned around and picked up a large carton box. I was about to go and get it when he said:


“Stop…stop…do not come nearer.” And he placed the box on the ground next to the jeep. The black soldier started up the jeep and they quickly drove on past us. All I could hear as they went by was the blond who said, “Good luck.”. Then they disappeared into the distance not giving us a chance to thank them. 


We stood there by the carton box and stared at each other. It was then that we realized why they had stared at us in such strange way and kept their distance. We had become so used to appearing as we did that we did not think twice about it. After all, as I looked into Klein’s face I too was shocked by what I saw. His skin was so pale that it consumed the rays of the sun instantly. He looked like a skeleton wearing a hat. We really looked like a scary pair of walking dead skeletons and now understood that it was quite normal for the soldiers to have behaved the way they did. As far as they could discern we might just as well be lepers. What a pity! I would have so enjoyed talking English with them a while longer. 

 

 

It was then that I realized that it had not been a wasteful things that I had begun to learn English when I was around fifteen or sixteen years old. I got to know a red haired girl named Hanna Stroli at the Noa Nacional, and ended up escorting home several times. It was on one of these occasions that she asked me if I would like to learn English. She knew a good English lady teacher but that it took a minimum of at least four pupils to get her to start a private class. There were already three interested and I would be the missing fourth. I was more than happy to agree to be the fourth since I knew this would allow me to spend more time in Hanna’s company. The English teacher was really good too. We started to read from Oscar Wilde’s “Happy Prince” on our very first hour. And by the time we got to the end of it, several months later, I knew it by heart. Two weeks later our teacher would only talk to us in English. Learning a new language was nothing new or difficult for me as I had already learnt Romanian, Yiddish and French in school. It would never have occurred to me back then that some day I would be using English in these kind of circumstances. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“You know English?!” Klein asked me in utter amazement. (To the reader; keep in mind that the main characters of this true-life story are usually speaking in Hungarian).

“You just saw me speak it” I said, to which I humorously added, “but I didn’t get to practice much because they quickly stole away.” I turned my face down in shame. “It’s no wonder, given how we look!”

“You’re absolutely right.” My friend said in agreement, as he took a broad view of me. Meanwhile I grabbed the box, which was at least twice as big as the one we got from the Red Cross in camp. 


We sat down by a small clearing not far from the road. I opened the box and we both were delighted to find that it contained plenty of delicious items to eat. And what was even more important was that we did not have to divide the food between twenty-five other starving people. We divided the contents between us as brothers would, thus avoiding having to carry the box, and began eating away. I advised my friend to chew the food really slowly, so as to avoid swallowing large and difficult to digest lumps. There was all kinds of stuff such as crackers, chocolate, sugar, coffee substitute, and much more, which, which in spite of my knowledge of English, I was unable to determine the labeled contents. A plastic bottle contained natural mineral water. We emptied the stale rainwater that we had in our canteens and filled them with the mineral water. We drank from it, and after staring at each other for a while, we broke out in laughter, something we had not done since ages ago. What exactly caused us to laugh was something neither of us had a clue. But we were really happy. And once more we got going on our long walk down the road. Though the weight was not that great the straps of my backpack hurt the almost fully exposed bones of my emaciated body.  Reaching the top of a hill we could see in the distance the contours of a large town. It could only be Wels we wanted to think. The road on which we were going actually did head in that direction. We had to rest frequently and each time we ate some food, slowly and carefully. At one point we walked by a potato field and Klein dug a few potatoes out with his hands. Though we no longer had to fear that we would be shot in the back, Klein looked up and around every once in a while to be certain. 


“What for do we need the potatoes?” I asked my friend.


“You’ll see.” He replied, and at our next resting point, in the courtyard of a ruined and abandoned house he took out the potatoes and went over to the house’s water-well, washed them, and placed them with some water in his aluminum bowl. He found two bricks and placed a few pieces of branch-wood and set the wood alight with the matches provided in the American aid box. Surely enough we soon had potatoes boiling away. We both found them to be quite tasty and they made us feel rejuvenated. We hardly noticed how much time had passed, it was getting late and the town seemed quite a distance more to go. Finally some houses appeared. Since the sun had already gone down we decided to ask for a place to sleep for the night. We rang the bell on the first door. We waited a while but no one came to open it. We were not too happy given how very tired we were. We had already tried the third house and finally, at the fourth, an elderly woman opened the small window on the door of her house and when she saw us she was about to shut the window but I managed to say something in German. I told her we would like to have a place to sleep, and though she said there was no place inside the house for guests we could use the garage if we so chose. 


In one of the corners of the garage we found some old mattresses and empty bags, which we used to make ourselves a resting place over the hard stone floor. We did not need anyone to put us to sleep, as we were so exhausted and tired that we feel asleep immediately. In the morning when I woke up I had to look around myself for a while to remember where I was. After so much suffering one could not be too sure one wasn’t dreaming. Klein woke up shortly afterwards. I could see by his disturbed expression that he was going through the same odd experience. We then ate a little bit, put everything back where we had found it and without disturbing the old woman we got going on our way. 


We arrived in the town around noontime. There were a lot of things going on all around the place. A middle aged fellow survivor pushing a wheelbarrow showed us where to go. He took us to a large building. As I would later find out, it was the Alpenjager fort. They had made the fort accommodations for those who had been freed from the camps. In the back end of the fort they had built wood barracks. Hardly anyone had moved into them, so we moved into one of the rooms with two beds in it. I was too tired to inquire about what we were expected to do, so Klein volunteered to find out. I looked our new home to see what I could find. In one of the empty rooms I found some blankets. It was quite some time before Klein returned and I was worried to death that something bad might have happened to him. He told me that he had met up with a relative of his who had given him a place to share. He asked me not to be angry that we would no longer be together. At first I was a bit unpleasantly surprised by the sudden change but told him I understood. I had known all along that some day our road together would reach a fork and we would have to go in separate ways. So we bid each other farewell. After the end of the war I inquired about him, but no one knew anything about his fate. 


I was very sorry to have to see Klein go away; after all we had shared the hardest of our hell-wandering days together. I had found in him a good, true friend in those very hard days. I had great difficulty falling asleep that night and for quite some time I fought in bed with the tigers of dreamless sleeplessness. By the time I woke up the next morning I was swimming in my own sweat. No matter how much I wanted to get up I just couldn’t find the energy. I lay there till noon and then got dressed and went over to the fort’s main building. There were many people already standing in front of the main entrance. They explained to me that it was determined there was no more place for any one new in the building and that we were being transported elsewhere. I sat down on a bench and waited. Soon enough two trucks arrived and I pulled myself up into one of them. We stopped in front of the entrance to a tall, iron gated house.


Once I got down from the truck I curiously examined the two-story yellow building. It appeared to be a real sanatorium with its park and branch-filled trees. Where in fact it originally had been a trade’s school and had only been temporarily transformed into a hospital.


Some of us were escorted into the ground floor hallway. A middle aged German man in uniform asked us to undress. His presence displeased and outraged us greatly. American soldiers had driven the trucks and the person who had escorted us into the building was also some kind of officer’s second man. I was never able to keep in mind the type of ranks and colors worn by soldiers. It never occurred to me that we would see any Germans working in the hospital. Our displeasure and lack of confidence shouldn’t be one bit surprising considering what great suffering and pain the Germans had caused us. And given all that had happened I could not really imagine a German among them who did not really hate us Jews and who did not seek our eradication. When the American soldier returned I told him about our concern. It was obvious by his reaction that he really didn’t understand our problem. He wasn’t able to identify with our feelings and put himself in our shoes for a moment. He looked at us with eyes wide open and told us;


“You have nothing to fear from the German. He is a prisoner of war serving as a medic.” But when he saw that his explanation did not satisfy us he turned around to me and, with his eyes showing unpleasant surprise he asked me;


“Why!?! Why?! What’s the problem?”


In a quiet but firm voice I replied;


“It was enough for us what got from the Germans,” and I continued on with my voice a little bit louder, “Take a good look at us. Obviously you have never seen a concentration camp and do not know how they starved and tortured thousands of our fellow sufferers. They shot them in the head as if they were dogs and now…” But I was unable to finish what I had to say as I began to cry. The soldier listened to my outburst with shock and came closer to me, and patting me on my shoulders repeated;


“Don’t worry…. don’t worry…the war is over for you…. the war is finished!” 


It was obvious that my words had affected him. He immediately turned about face and departed. Meanwhile more and more of us undressed and threw our filthy, lice-filled clothes unto the floor. Though the German had not understood a single word that I said to the American soldier he had suddenly become very polite and considerate. In the next room they shaved our heads, shaved off our facial hair, and then in another room I was able to take a shower. It was such a wonderful feeling after so long to be able to get clean again. For a long time I let myself absorb the tickling warm feeling from the warm water and the scent of the antibacterial soap. In the next room I got a brand new pair of hospital pajamas and a robe. We were then escorted to the second floor and shown into a large wardroom where metal military bunk beds stood in a row. In the middle of the room there was a long table. I took the upper bed of the bunk bed that was closest to the entrance.


Everything was really strange; the clean pajamas, the snow-white blanket and pillow, the soft blanket. I tucked myself into the bed and immediately fell into a deep, sweet sleep. I woke up to the clanging sound of pots and pans being banged. They had brought us our lunch. I had never seen such a sight. Food trays formed with small and big indentations. One filled with soup, the other containing vegetables and meat, and the third one with some fruit compote. I got down from my bed, went over to the table, sat down and began spooning down the soup. It was some kind of creamy soup and went down real good. The vegetables, meat… I ate everything, and was pleasantly surprised not to feel that my stomach had been overwhelmed. True, the portions were rather small. The meals had been prepared keeping in mind our devastated condition. 


While I had been sleeping someone had taken the bed beneath mine. He slept so deeply that it was almost impossible to wake him up. He was invited to come and eat, but when he tried to get up he was so weak that he fell back into the bed. I asked him to make an effort to sit up at least. I placed a food tray on his lap. He ate a few morsels and fell back to sleep. He looked just terrible. We made introductions and I found out his name was Szekely and before the war he and his family owned a textile shop on Rackozi Avenue in Budapest.


Szekely’s condition was getting worse, and I had to escort him several times to the Water Closet because he was too dizzy and could not make it without some support. The doctors suspected he had acquired typhus. I had not gotten typhus because I had already been inoculated against it. 


My inoculation happened when I was in Fertorakos and one day an ambulance stopped in front of our camp tent. A doctor and an elderly nurse got out of it. All of us, including the weakest, were told to stand in line and that we would be given an injection. We were a bit afraid thinking that this is how they would kill us off, but the nurse calmed us by telling us that we were being inoculated against typhus and that we had nothing to fear.
 

As each day passed I began to feel better and better, such that I was able to help those who needed help the most, including Szekely.


“When we return to Budapest,” he would repeat over and over, “you’ll see just how much I appreciate your kindness.”


Unfortunately his health got much worse a couple of days later. They sent him to the wardroom one floor below ours. It was where they treated those suffering from typhus.


In my first few days there I spent a lot of time wandering around the hospital and the hospital courtyard and eventually I got used to the idea that the hospital staff were all German. Only the chief medical officer and his assistant were American. However, when I found out that the German doctors were from the SS I nearly died of fright. How could that be?! I didn’t want to believe it. The next time I saw the American chief medical officer walking down the hallway I asked him if the rumors were true. He looked at me with an expression of surprise and then asked me in turn;


“Why are you wandering about?”


As you probably know, every doctor upon graduating takes an oath, the Socratic Oath, to the effect that they are responsible to treat everyone to the best of their abilities regardless of who the patient happens to be. 


“But these are from the SS!” I protested.


“Never mind! Don’t worry! Sorry.” 

That was all he said, and then went on elsewhere. I thought about it all for quite some time but no matter how I looked at it I could not understand how it was possible for someone to be a career doctor and also a member of such a murderous thing as the SS. They were the National Socialist’s most trusted followers, known as the Nazi’s ‘elite’. What could one do but accept the chief medical officer’s explanation, albeit I had my objections well in mind.


I had already spent two weeks in the hospital and the chief medical officer could care less that I wanted to go home. He was inflexible. He gave me a long discourse on a certain disease and all I could understand was that there was still a chance that I might develop it. Unfortunately the chief medical officer was right, for by the third week I was affected by the disease. Although it caused me a very high fever I felt no pain. Thus, just as soon as there was an empty bed, I too was placed in one of the wardrooms on the first floor. 


I shall never forget when the door of the wardroom swung open and the tall, slim, spectacled, former SS doctor, whom I had already met and had nothing good to say about, entered the wardroom. ‘This is going to be great!’, I thought sarcastically. A male nurse, a medic, accompanied him. He would become my ‘dear nurse’. After the doctor examined me he gave the nurse instructions on what treatment I should receive. He asked me if I knew any German. When I told him I did he bombarded me with dozens of questions. Every answer I gave he jotted down in a small notebook he had produced from the pocket of his white lab coat.  He had done my overall case history.

As soon as the doctor ended his visit and left with the accompanying medic I examined the wardroom. It was furnished with about 25 to 30 painted white hospital beds. Most of the patients showed signs of improving health.  They sat on the edge of their beds and were talking to each other. There were a few whose condition was really serious, who lay on their backs and who occasionally groaned in pain. 


I introduced myself to everyone, although a few of them had already met me before. 


“Have you also come down with the sickness?” asked an old acquaintance by the name of Szekely, who knelt up on his the bed. I was happy to find him in a much better condition, no longer in mortal danger. 


“Yes, unfortunately,” I replied, “but I guess I have good reason to hope I will get better seeing that you are doing fine. 


“Yes, I really do feel better, although I still have a little bit of a fever to deal with,” Szekely said happily, “at this rate, if my condition continues to improve, I will be able to travel home by next week.”


“You’ve still got to wait a while for that,” said one of the others, “for that we’ve all got to wait a little longer.”


I had already been lying in the wardroom for five days and though I was taking aspirin my temperature was still hitting near or at forty degrees high centigrade.  And in spite of my constant fever I got the same food as the rest. Strangely enough I was surprised to find that I had quite an appetite. Even so it was the doctor’s opinion that I should eat everything I got without having to worry about anything. Eating helped regenerate my body’s natural health, and my big appetite contributed to my talking at night about the food and all the delicious items we could imagine. Everyone talked about what would be the first thing they would request to eat once they got back home. The hospital food wasn’t all that bad, and what’s more it was rich in calories. The meal plan was based on traditional German diets and in that sense the flavors could not be compared with what we were used to getting back home. Everything was flavored with plenty of “general sauce”. 


The mood in the wardroom wasn’t always a happy one, mind you. It wasn’t uncommon to find that one or two of our fellow patients did not wake up in the morning, and on those days we all were in a bad mood. Sadness filled my soul and I cried their death as if they were closely related to me. No matter how indifferent all the horrors of Mauthausen, the death march, and later Gunzkirchen had made me, I still found room in my heart to cry for my fellow sufferers. It was terrible to think that after having waited for so long to regain their freedom, having suffered such horrors that were beyond anything the human mind could cope with, they should have to depart this earthly life so soon after their first hopes seemed to have been answered. It wasn’t really up to these doctors to save the lives of those who had no more reserves left. 


The doctor lived with us in the same building. In a sense he was a prisoner of war whose duty was to watch over us day and night and his face would turn mortified after every single death. He would take off his foggy glasses and slowly wipe them with a piece of cloth. And it was the same day in and day out. He would do his meticulous observation visits and have his assistant take down his latest orders. He usually spent more time at my bed. 


On the sixth day, after taking some time to study my bed-chart he bent over to his assistant and whispered something. As soon as his assistant, the nurse, left, he sat down at the edge of my bed, took my pulse and, as he had done so many times, asked me how I was feeling. I told him that I was feeling weaker and weaker as the days went by and that there was this feeling that something was squeezing my heart. All while he listened to me I could see tight wrinkling of his forehead.


“Yes, yes,” he said with great concern, “You know, this sickness is a very dangerous thing, even for those who aren’t in as bad a condition as all of you are.” And as soon as he saw that I had turned pale in fear he added, “Of course it is not always as dangerous for everyone, and as you can see,” pointing to some of the other patients walking about, “the end result isn’t always so tragic. What worries me about your case is your high fever. Your complaints about how your heart feels don’t make me very happy either. Of course,” he continued, as if in self-consultation, “your fever is a heavy burden on your heart”. So, we’ve got to somehow do everything to bring down your fever.” 

The medic nurse returned, with a small tray and two towels. I looked back and forth between the two, wondering what was going to happen. 

“Don’t be afraid,” my doctor said in a kind voice, “we are going to apply an ancient method of treatment. Take off your pajama top.” When I did so the “friendly nurse” dipped one of the towels into the still water, twisted the towel in order to remove the excess water, and tied it around my chest for a while, then dried my chest with the other towel. Thereafter, at regular intervals, she changed the cold compress. Two days later my fever had dropped down to 39 degrees, and the following day to 38. My overall feeling improved as well, but the painful gripping sensation around my heart did not go away. Ten to twelve days later my fever was gone, with a slight increase in temperature at night. I had survived the crisis and had good reason to think I would be fully cured.

The doctor who had been treating me spent more and more time by my bedside. Though I had not asked him to, he told me a lot about his life and youth. My first surprise was to find out that he was only thirty-two. He appeared to me to be much older. Of this he was not one bit surprised. 

“It’s the result of almost three long years I spent in Russia,” he said. I found out that he had grown up in a rich family. He was a member of the Hitler Youth and as soon as the war broke out he was called in to join the SS. He worked in a military hospital on the Russian front and that’s where his leg got injured during a bombing raid. He knew all along that they were sending Jews to concentration camps, but until I told him about the real horrors he had had no idea of the kind of brutal treatment that I had experienced and witnessed. He had always been a doctor and all that concerned him was saving lives and healing the sick, as he had sworn to do. 

On one of his visits he brought me a wine red covered book;

“I brought this for you. I know that you like poems. You can now read the poems of one of the greatest of German poets.”

I reached out for the book. I could never have imagined that of all the German poets one would think he knew he would gift me with a collection of Heine poems. I was so surprised by the gold-leaf inscription on the cover of the book that I hadn’t noticed him leave the wardroom. Though the book was printed in gothic lettering and I had some difficulty reading it, it was the first time I had ever read Heine’s poetry in its original German. 

The next day when I thanked him for the gift he looked quite disturbed. I did not ask him where or from whom he had gotten hold of the book. He knew that I knew that upon gaining power Hitler had ordered the burning of all works by Jewish artists and scientists. So how was it possible that this volume of Heine poems had survived?

Although I had finally shaken off my fever I was very much weakened and according to the doctor I required plenty of rest.

It happened one particular night that I slept uncomfortably and felt very ill. I did not want to wake up any of my fellow wardroom mates so I made an effort to look for whoever was on night duty. It was hard to see my way in the hallway for only a few weak light bulbs lit the clean stone floor. I went in the direction of where I thought I would find the doctor. At the end of the hall were three doors side by side and so I made a wild guess and opened one of the three doors only to find it pitch dark inside. At the very moment I had opened the door a naked figure ran as past me as fast an arrow into and through the hallway. Whoever it was ran as if I had not been there. In my utter confusion and surprise I proceeded to open the next door. In that room a half naked nurse lay on a bed. Sleepily the nurse asked me what it was I needed. Speaking rather rapidly I told the nurse that I had accidentally opened the door next door and… But before I could finish what I had to say the nurse got up in a flash and also ran out and down the stairwell. 

I found the night duty doctor’s room downstairs. I knocked on the door and entered the room. The American chief medical officer’s assistant was on duty. 

“”What’s happened?” he asked as soon as he saw my pale face. I explained that I wasn’t feeling well and had tried to locate him but had accidentally opened the door of the dark room on the first floor and ….. He immediately interrupted and asked me;

“And what happened then?”

“The nurse went to search.” I replied. He took a deep sigh of relief. It was from him that I found out that it was a young Polish man who had lost his sanity who I had seen running out. For years he had been in the concentration camps and could only be held in a dark room, otherwise he was harmless. 

In the middle of June they placed a good-looking female nurse, from the same town, as an assistant to the male nurse. Every other day they exchanged places. It didn’t take me long to make friends with Grethen, given my good knowledge of German.

On the 27th of June Grethen was on duty. She came in into our wardroom that morning, heading straight towards my bed and handed me a small package and wished me happy birthday, turning slightly pink in embarrassment. I was very excited unpacking the gift that turned out to be a brand new toothbrush and tooth cleaning powder. I turned pink in embarrassment having had no idea of what day it was and not having expected such a thing to happen to me. 

“Forgive me for bringing you this gift but it would be a pity if your nice set of teeth were to rot away. I thought this would make you happy.” 

I thanked her and ran off to brush my teeth. The tooth cleaning powder was in menthol flavor, which was my favorite. 

When I had entered the camp I brought with myself a toothbrush and some toothpaste. After some time the toothbrush wore out and I was unable to get another one inside the camp. I found a little bit of toothpaste while in Mauthausen that had gotten stuck to the bottom of my backpack. Back then I used my finger to brush my teeth with the paste but the flavor of it was so good that I swallowed it. I “consumed” the very last bit of it in Gunzkirchen.

 

 

 

My condition improved day by day while my thoughts always took me back home. My desire to return home grew stronger and I let my feelings known to the American chief medical officer, but all he could do was to ask me to be patient, as not one Hungarian group had yet returned home. Besides, he said, I should first finish my heart-strengthening therapy. There was no option but to respect his well-intended advice.

 


The sunny July weather was wonderful and so I spent most of my time either walking through the tidy courtyard or sitting on a bench under the shadow of chestnut trees that lined the fence. I observed the pedestrians passing by on the outer side and thought to myself how nice it would be to take a little stroll around the town. Though I had been liberated I still didn’t feel so liberated. Besides, I didn’t possess any civilian clothing and I wasn’t going to venture out into town in my pajamas and hospital-issued robe. 

 


One end of July day the German doctor, accompanied by a nurse, made one of his regular morning visits. From their facial expressions I could tell that they were in a very bad mood. When they finally came over to my bed and greeted me, the tone of their voices confirmed their grave expressions. The doctor looked right at me and, with his eyes showing a deep sadness, the only thing he could say was:


“Unfortunately our road together has reached a fork and today is the last day we will be seeing each other.”


“What’s up? What happened?” I asked bewildered.


“They are taking us to a prison camp tomorrow”, he said with a lump in his throat. And the he gave me a folded piece of paper. 


“This is a hospital-release form, of course it is not official and please forgive me for having to write it by hand. Hopefully it’s legible enough. When you get home give it to your own doctor and take good care of yourself”, he said extending his hand and firmly squeezed my still weak fingers. He then turned about face and left the wardroom. The nurse followed suit.

 


 A few days later the American doctor-in-chief appeared before us accompanied by a sergeant and they wrote down the names of those who wished to return home. In our wardroom there were two other persons who came from Transylvania, the rest being from Budapest. 

 


The following day several army transport trucks arrived in front of the school and we were on our way to Linz. It was definitely a memorable trip. Not just because we knew that we would soon be home, but because the way the enlisted black truck driver drove made us real dizzy. All along the way we were afraid that we would end up flying out of the truck into the mountainside and we all had a sigh of relief when we finally stopped in the courtyard of a giant military fortress. We were then led into a large hall where we had to undress and were given some kind of uniform to wear. I felt rather odd in those clothes and said as much to an American soldier who simply shrugged his shoulders. 

 


“Unfortunately,” he said, “we do not have any civilian clothing. Until you arrive home they should do you well. After that you can throw them away, if you wish to.”

 


And on the afternoon of that same day we were taken to the train station. We were placed in sleeping cars, whose beds were covered by freshly cleaned sheets, and the train began to chug away towards our long-missed homes. 

 

 

 

EPILOGUE

 


Our trip took us through Austria and Yugoslavia. At the border between Austria and Yugoslavia a group of partisans met our train and a brass band played a tune for us for we were the one’s being celebrated. Everyone was all so friendly and heart-warming. One of the partisans took my cap off…which was a German soldiers cap…. and in its place he placed his partisan’s cap on my head. We were met with equally friendly receptions at Ljublana and especially in Zagreb. Those who greeted us in Zagreb celebrated our freedom with a spontaneously improvised entertainment production, and we spent the whole day in a pleasantly furnished hay silo. A young Jewish partisan showed me the town, took me to a pastry shop and, later on, took me to see a movie. To satisfy his curiosity I had to tell him all I could about the forced labor camps, especially about Mauthausen and Gunzkirchen.

 


I crossed the border into Romania on the 31st of July 1945. In Temesvar we, some of my fellow survivors and I, were guests of the local Jewish community agency (Joint). Two days later I boarded a train on my way to my final destination of Kolozsvar. I felt a great sense of euphoria as the train arrived at the station in Kolozsvar. It was noontime, and as soon as I got off the train I walked fast towards Arpad Street. When I finally reached the front of my family home the excitement and anxiety was so great that I felt as though my heart was throbbing in my throat. I knocked and an elderly woman opened the door and looked at me with eyes of great surprise. As soon as I had told her who I was she invited in and explained that her family had been placed into our home after a bombing raid destroyed their home. With a sense of great disappointment I hastily exited the house, which was once my home. While walking down the street I met an old friend of the family who told me that those who had returned from deportation were being guaranteed housing in the villa on Peter-Paul Street (Peter-Pal utca). Once more excitement rushed through me as I hurried over to the villa and, before doing anything else, inquired about my parents, but nobody knew anything at all about them. At that point I was very bitter. My heart filled with weak thuds, the beat of deep sadness. This was not how I imagined my return home.

 


I then decided that I would travel up to Budapest. When my uncle saw me he looked at me as if he was seeing a ghost. Judit, his oldest daughter soon told me why, for as far as anyone knew I had been captured by the Arrow Cross in 1944, who then shot me in the head and dumped my body into the ice cold Danube, along with countless others. The same story had been told to my mother and sister. So I immediately went back to the train station and almost falling into another misadventure I returned to Kolozsvar, where I hurried to the villa on Peter-Paul Street (Peter Pal utca).

 


The moment in time that I had waited for so long, which had filled my dreams and become my sole desire, finally arrived as I finally was able to hug my mother and sister for what seemed an eternity. We cried so intensely that it took quite some time before we could finally catch our breath and utter any words. The tears of happiness mixed with the painful tears of yet unfulfilled yearning that came from the fact that my dear father was still missing.


My mother told me how my uncle in Budapest had informed her of my demise, such that she cried all the way to Kolozsvar. When she finally got news that I was alive at the villa she started to regain her calm. They had no idea of what had happened to father after their final moments together before women and men were separated upon entering Auschwitz.

I was not going to give up my hope too easily. In fact I was nearly fanatical in my belief that father was still alive and would soon return home to us. One day that October I met a barber we knew from before the war by the name of Kertesz whose shop was on Egyetem (University) Street. He was standing in front of his shop and gazing out into the main square, as if patiently waiting for someone. He did not recognize me when I first greeted him. When I told him who I was, he greeted me in a friendly way. Without having to ask him, he told me that he had been in the same barracks in Auschwitz with my father. From there they were later taken to Dachau. For a while both of them were in relatively fine health, working, until my father got sick and was sent to the infirmary and that was he last time he had seen my father. At the time of the Nazis evacuation from Dachau they sent those in the infirmary to Kaufering. As to what happened after that he didn’t know anything. I felt a mix of sadness mixed with hope upon hearing the news. From then on I went to the train station everyday and waited, hoping that the next train arriving would bring him back home to us. I was becoming more and more restless. Eventually I decided I would travel again up to Budapest. I went to the Joint (Jewish community services) in Budapest and tried through them to locate my father. I returned day after day, hoping some news might arrive. They saw how disheartened I was becoming and constantly attempted to keep my hopes alive by telling me that I should be patient since there were many still being treated in hospitals who had not yet returned. I had nothing else to do but keep hope alive. Like a sleepwalker I wandered around the streets until one day I realized that I was taking the same route that I had taken with my father in 1943. Upon reaching the main city park (Varosliget) I sat down on the very same bench on which he and I had had our last long talk. I sat there for hours imagining within myself that my father, to whom I was so grateful for so much, was sitting there by my side. 

 

 

 

 


I really owe him a great debt of gratitude. How wonderfully happy I would be if he were alive and I could tell him all of these things in person. I can actually imagine seeing him, as he modestly brushes off my thanks, and yet know that inside he would be filled with an infinite sense of happiness, fulfillment. 

 


Years went on by and I still hoped I would see him once more. I could not and would not face the idea, the likelihood of his disappearance, my eternal loss. 

 


In 1974 I visited Munich. I asked my acquaintances there to take me to Kaufering, the last place my father is known to have been. The reason I had not gone there anytime earlier was because I was afraid that I would not be able to take the shock that I knew that place would cause me. It was December, and that year the snow was real deep and thick. 

 


Upon arriving in Kaufering a pedestrian I asked pointed me in the direction of the one-time side-camp. Not far from the border of the town we found an old, painted, road sign that indicated the road to the camp. We stopped the car and continued our journey on foot. I asked the person accompanying me not to come with me and then continued on my own walking through the two-foot snow. Sometimes my heart beat fast, and once in a while I felt as though it was not beating at all. Not far from the road there was a group of trees that towered above the snow-covered vista, surrounded by a fence. In the midst of this group of pine trees stood a monolithic black marble memorial stone piece. My feet became rooted in the cold ground as I stood there in utter shock and desolation, my knees began to shake, and my heart was like a heavy metal hammer pounding away. I tried to take a few unsteady steps closer, tried to read the golden letters engraved in the thick stone, but everything turned dark around me and I fell with my face hitting into the fresh snow. I cried as only a child does. My entire body shivered and it was as if the tall, skyward pointing pine trees were crying with me.

 


I do not remember exactly how long I lay there, only that I could almost see my father standing there in front of me. His tortured, skinny to the bones body, his sunken face, from which somehow his warmly shining eyes smile at me with all the love he had for me. 

 


I raised myself up with the help of one of the pine trees and took a few weak steps up to the stone. With my heart almost melting into the black marble slab I closed my eyes shut and spoke a Kaddish. When I finally opened my eyes again and looked up at the dark cloud-covered sky, I saw a small opening form in the clouds, and through it shined down a ray of sunlight. It shined right into the small opening among the pine trees where I stood, mysteriously lighting up the memorial!

 

 

 


I felt as though my father was right there, standing by me, wiping my tearful eyes, and holding my hands as he guided me back to life, to the world of the living!

 

At the time, when I was writing this book, I felt as though it was he who was holding my hand, directing my pen and my thoughts. It was his memory that I wanted to keep alive, and that of the six million Jews and others, who were the victims of the utter brutality of Hitler’s most murderous machine; the concentration camps and all the horrors that they tried to conceal in them.

 

 

******
 
 
 
 
(NEVER AGAIN!)
 
