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Panni Koltai lives in a green residential area of Budapest,
not far from the center. She lives alone in a comfortable
two-bedroom apartment furnished with 1970s furniture, but
her son and grandsons visit her regularly. Panni is a lively
and ironic old lady. | sat with her half a dozen times, however, because she got tired of talking for
too long. She told me colorful stories of her family and her prewar life, but she was not very
interested in talking about her life after World War Il. Her grandson Andris is very interested in the
family history and the interview was in fact made on his initiative.
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Family background

My grandparents on my mother's side come from the Pollak family. They were these so-called
Polishi Jews, Polish Jews. My grandfather was called Jakab Pollak. He was born in Gyongyos in 1839.
My grandmother Julia Pollak, nee Gajdusek, was born in Verpelet in 1848. This was a big family.
Mom had known some relatives but | didn't know any - money divided us. Grandmother's relatives,
God knows, maybe they only had a few dimes more than us, but they looked down on us, the poor
relatives.

The Pollak grandparents also lived in Eger like us. They lived in a typical Jewish building. There was
a big, shabby apartment building by the stream, and many Jews, different types of Jews, but mostly
poor Jews lived there. | had many friends from there. Grandfather Pollak was a haberdasher, as
they called it back then, so he traded in dry goods. He started trading and going to fairs when he
first came to Hungary, so the Pollak relatives were a line of merchants. He met his wife Julia here, |
guess, but even my mother didn't know anything about this. They weren't rich, but they had many
children. At that time it wasn't so uncommon to have seven children. So what if they had seven
children? They would raise them! When the Eger stream burst its banks, my grandfather was
ruined, the goods he had - and he didn't have much, because, as | said, he went to fairs and traded
- were ruined in the water. And he was completely broke.

| remember my grandmother; as far as | remember, my grandfather wasn't alive any more when |
was small, but | have a photo of him. He had a beard, but he didn't have payes. They weren't
bigoted, despite the fact that they were Polishi. Grandmother always wore a wig, even at home.
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And she was bald under her sheitl. | don't know if she had a special wig for the holidays but I'm
pretty sure she did. She must have had one because they were very fussy about these things. My
mother didn't wear a sheitl. She kept her hair after she got married. She had nice ginger hair; she
was a very beautiful woman.

My mom, Aranka Friedmann, nee Pollak, was born in Eger in 1887. She must have finished
elementary school but | don't know how many classes of it. Mom had five brothers and one sister:
Uncle Lipu, Maxi, Naci, Mendel and Hermann and Aunt Szeren. She had another seven siblings but
they died in their infancy.

Her sister Szeren Hirsch, nee Polak, lived in Kal. Aunt Szeren made a living by buying up geese; she
killed them and brought them to Eger every weekend and we sold them. They must have been
kosher geese because we sold them to Jews. Mom helped Szeren, so we always had a goose left for
ourselves and Mom cooked all sorts of stuff from it - | don't remember what - for the week ahead. |
don't remember Aunt Szeren's husband, he had already died by that time. Aunt Szeren had a
daughter called Olga and a stepdaughter who got into our family somehow.

We used to go on holiday to Kal. It was a very interesting village, very sandy, full of fine warm
sand, and we used to go around barefoot. | loved going there. My sister Piri used to go there
regularly because Olga and her cousin Iren [Uncle Lipu's daughter] were about the same age as
she. We got together every summer. Family members were much closer to one another than what
we can imagine today. Back in those days, these relationships were important.

Aunt Szeren was deported. The last week before the Germans occupied Hungary | went to visit my
parents, and Olga was also going home, and we ran into each other in the train. | was already
married by then and so was she, and we were very happy to see each other. But we were very sad
because we had a kind of premonition that something very bad was going to happen. It was so
horrible to feel already back then that there was no escape. We knew it.

Uncle Lipu was born in 1867. He was quite wealthy. There was a haberdashery in Eger, the biggest
Jewish business, which was Uncle Lipu's. Uncle Lipu looked almost like anyone else in the Pollak
family - they all had round Jewish faces. But he was blond and one could see that he had longer
payes. The Pollaks were all ginger-haired. And we all inherited this, we were all blond, my sisters
and I. Uncle Lipu had a beard, they [the male members of the Pollak family] made sure that they all
wore a beard. He also had a hat but the Pollaks didn't display their religiosity so much in their
appearance. They really observed all the religious precepts. There had always been some
disagreement between Uncle Lipu's and our family because Dad was a more modern Hungarian
Jew. My father also had a mustache [like his father], and he paid special attention to twirling it; he
was a very meticulous man. He dressed in typical Hungarian clothes as well. His shoes were always
shining. So, he put great emphasis on his appearance. Uncle Lipu died of a natural death in Eger
before the war.

Uncle Maxi lived in a small village called Borsodszemere. He married a woman from there, called
Giza. They were merchants; they opened a little store. We rarely visited them. We didn't like going
there. Aunt Giza didn't give us food when we visited them. My sister Piri was really funny once
because they put a watermelon under the bed when they were there on a visit to make sure that
they had something to eat. It wasn't Aunt Giza who gave them the watermelon, they just took it.
Aunt Giza had three daughters, two of them were still alive not so long ago, living in South-
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America. Maxi and Giza both survived the war. They had been deported to Auschwitz. They left for
Australia after the war.

Uncle Mendel died young of some disease. | didn't know him, Mom only mentioned him. There was
something messy about this Mendel; they didn't really talk about him in the family. Maybe they
were hiding something about him from us.

Uncle Herman lived in Pest [Budapest], he had a remnants and oddments store, a haberdashery,
on Kiraly Street. We always received very nice fabrics from him and made beautiful dresses out of
them. He gave us fabrics for free and we also bought some from him. He had two sons, Pista and
Laci, one was a lawyer and the other a merchant, he remained in his father's business. | don't know
if they were deported during the war or if they had died before.

We weren't as close to them as to Uncle Naci in Eger. His family came to see us very often because
we lived next door to each other. And we loved Uncle Naci's family; they were very nice people. In
fact, we were the closest to them from all of Mom's relatives. Uncle Naci owned a glassware shop in
Eger. He had a son, Gyuri, who worked for MASPED [Hungarian state- owned forwarding agency].
Gyuri and his family were very nice people; his wife is still alive. Gyuri was charming. He had a
good job and he was good at it. And he spoke several languages, including French and English, |
think.

My Pollak relatives had a very good sense of humor. And Uncle Naci picked on Uncle Lipu's family
whenever he had a chance to do so. Once one of Uncle Lipu's sons took the train together with
Uncle Maxi, and the poorer one didn't have a ticket, and when the conductor came, he asked
where his ticket was. Uncle Maxi said, 'My secretary will pay for it now'. And Uncle Lipu's son was
so embarrassed that he didn't know what to do. He took out his wallet and paid for the ticket out of
sheer embarrassment. The conductor left. 'Why did you say that | had money?' '‘Because | didn't
have a red cent.' Uncle Maxi was like this. There were some great anecdotes, which were always
quoted in the family.

The Friedmann line came from Heves County. My grandfather, Samuel Friedmann came from
Varaszo, where he was born in 1845. He lived in Recsk, and he had a tavern and a butcher's shop
there. | can't tell you whether it was kosher or not. As far as | remember, they slaughtered the
animals and sold them. Recsk is a small village near Paradsasvar. There weren't many Jews there.
But there was a synagogue there; there were synagogues back then, even in smaller places.

| knew my paternal grandfather very well. He was more like a 'peasant Jew'. He had boots and a
peasant hat, in one word, he dressed in an up-country way. Grandfather had a very handsome
mustache. He didn't have a beard; he didn't care about the outward signs of religion. The villagers
called him Uncle Samu, and loved him dearly. He had many friends, who liked him very much. They
didn't cheat on people, they were honest [straightforward merchants]. In the village he had Jewish
and non-Jewish friends, but mostly Jewish because they used to get together in the synagogue.

My grandfather had three wives. There were several grandmothers in every family at that time
because women died of childbed fever or pneumonia or of some other illness for which we have
medication now but which was incurable in those days. My grandfather couldn't afford not to have
a wife because someone had to look after the children. | don't know exactly how many children my
grandfather had, probably two or three from each wife.
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My father's mother was called Pepi Friedmann, nee Flaschner. She was born in Erdokovesd in 1851
and she died in 1882. She was my grandfather's first wife. | didn't know her. My grandfather's third
wife was Terez Hermann, whom we called Aunt Rezi and | knew her as my grandmother. And we
regarded her as our real grandmother because they lived together for many years.

Growing up

Looking back | can see now that my grandmother wore typical Hungarian clothes. She wore
dresses that any rural peasant woman could have worn: several skirts on top of one another and
blouses. She wasn't really very different from the other rural peasant women. There were certain
customs in which she was different from them, but | couldn't really tell what these were because |
was only a child then and didn't really pay attention to these things.

They weren't so strictly religious there in Recsk. The Pollak line wore sheitls, they were more
religious; the Friedmann line wasn't that religious. They observed all the Jewish holidays; all Jews
kept all the holidays in those days. It was unthinkable for them not to observe the holidays. But
some people observed them more to the letter than others. | don't know how about their life there;
| was only a small child at the time.

In those days some people owned a house, others only rented one. My grandfather had his own
house. The tavern belonged to the house. It was a two-bedroom house, a proper brick house. So
they couldn't have been too poor. In most apartments there was a children's room. All the children
lived there; it didn't matter how many boys and girls a family had. And the parents usually had
their own room. We lived like this and the Friedmann line did so as well. My grandparents heated
the house with wood and coal, and they used a kerosene lamp. When | moved to Cece [in 1937] we
still used a kerosene lamp there.

Both my grandfather and my grandmother were very hard-working people - she kept herself busy
with the rolling-pin [that is, with the housekeeping]. My grandmother didn't help in the tavern; my
grandfather probably had some employees. But | don't know much about these things because |
had never there when they still had the tavern. Then they moved to Balassagyarmat in the 1920s.
They sold the house and the tavern. One of my grandfather's daughters, Aunt Helen, had married a
man called Sandor Klein and they took the old couple to live with them. Aunt Helen's husband,
Uncle Sandor, was a master tailor and he had a workshop, and they had three children. My
grandparents died in Balassagyarmat. My grandfather died in 1933 and my grandmother a year
later.

All my sisters and cousins, including the three Korosi boys [my father's sister Julia's sons], used to
go on holiday to my grandparents. And they always played very naughty tricks on my grandfather
and grandmother. For example, they would pick up some mud and throw it at the wall when my
grandmother had just finished to paint it nicely - because the walls were whitewashed there every
week to make them nice and white. Grandmother came with the scrub and gave us a good
thrashing, of course. | wasn't so much involved in this, as | was the youngest child. My sister Piri
was past- master in this, along with the Korosi boys, who were older and knew how to provoke
Grandmother.

There was an earthquake once in Eger. | can't remember exactly which year it was, but | was still a
kid. My eldest sister was going to go to the office on a Saturday morning and the steeple on the
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market place was bent. It was such a big earthquake that the newspapers abroad reported that
Eger had been completely destroyed. The Korosi boys, the three sons of my poor Aunt Julia - who
were at university abroad - read in the newspapers that Eger had been destroyed. But it wasn't
true at all, it was only that the journalists blew it up out of all proportions.

My grandfather came to visit us in Eger and was staying with us at that time and he was about to
get up - it was a Saturday morning, Mom was cutting the milk loaf because she always baked milk
loaf filled with chocolate. My grandfather was about to put on his boots and | can still see it in my
mind how he wanted to lean against the bed but couldn't because the whole apartment was
swaying. Dad ran out of his workshop and shouted, 'Come out with the children at once, there's an
earthquake'. | don't know how he knew what it was because there had never been an earthquake
anywhere near before. We children had the jitters, so much so, that we slept in the same room with
Mom and Dad that night. We didn't dare go into the other room, although we would have been
safer there, but nobody explained this to us.

Dad had one full sister, Aunt Julia or Juli, the mother of the Korosi boys. | think that Dad's sister
married a man from Miskolc and moved there from Recsk. She was already a widow when she
moved to Eger. She was a servant, she kept house for someone. There was a cheap kitchen in
Eger, it was called dime kitchen, which was maintained by the Jewish community and she worked
there. But for the most part we supported the poor woman, as much as we could. Aunt Juli died in
1940.

Aunt Juli was a poor woman and her sons paid for their tuition themselves. All three of them
became educated men. Bela became a lawyer. He courted my sister Piri; it was customary at the
time for someone to marry his cousin. Bela went to South America and settled in Buenos Aires. He
had participated in the Hungarian Soviet Republic 1 and he had to flee later. He was hiding in Eger
and before he fled from Hungary he came to say goodbye to us. | remember that he grabbed me
and gave me a kiss, and his face was so prickly that | started shrieking and kicking. | was sorry for
this later because | realized after he was gone that | would never see him again. But | did see him
one more time, when he came home on a visit. He had married there and had a son there, but |
don't know anything about him.

The second Korosi boy, Jozsi, became an engineer. His wife, Klari, was a Jew from a very religious
family in Upper Hungary 2. They ended up in the Soviet Union for some reason. He was arrested
there and taken to Siberia, | think, and he perished there. His wife and son repatriated in 1956.

The third son, Sanyi, was an ear, nose and throat specialist. He graduated from university in Vienna
because there was the numerus clausus in Hungary 3 at the time. Sanyi first went to Shanghai,
China, where he found refuge during the war. He married a Russian woman there. Later they
moved to Cleveland, USA. He stayed there and he came to visit after the war. He had a son and a
daughter. We were in contact with Sanyi. He was a splendid person, a good fellow; all three Korosi
boys were very clever people. Poor Aunt Juli couldn't enjoy much of her sons, it grieved her that
she couldn't be with them.

Uncle Lajos was my father's half-brother. He lived in Recsk. He was also a tailor by profession. And
Dad gave him money so that he could leave Hungary during the war [World War I] as Uncle Lajos
was supposed to join up, but he didn't want to and he went to America with Dad's help. And they
agreed that once Lajos was settled there, Dad would follow him. But Dad got married in the
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meantime and then said, 'l already have kids, I'm not going anywhere, I'm fine where | am'. He
never liked to change things, he was bound to one place, he had the mentality of the poor. He
didn't want to become a somebody, he just wanted to work.

Uncle Lajos went to Cleveland. There were lots of Hungarians there already back then. He married
a Hungarian woman called Malvin there. They had a daughter called Irenke Friedmann. Uncle Lajos
had a stain removing workshop and Aunt Malvin helped him in the workshop. They never sent the
family a red cent. Once a man sent by Uncle Lajos came to us. He popped into the workshop and
said, 'Your brother sent you...' And my father finished the sentence: 'l know, and it got lost, that's
what you were going to say, isn't it?' 'Yes, but how did you know?' 'l just know.' And it was as Dad
had predicted it; whatever they sent us, it always got lost somehow. We never received anything
from them. It went around the family how we almost received red chamois dresses from Uncle
Lajos, which were stolen from the man with whom he sent them. It wasn't true, of course [that the
presents got stolen]. Or if it was true, such a thing could only happen to our family. They came
home on visits several times before World War Il. They came to visit us after the war, too, and |
showed them around then.

Dad is from Recsk. But he was born somewhere else, maybe in Erdokovesd. They moved to Recsk
when he was a little boy. He came to Eger at the age of ten and became a tailor's apprentice. He
was sent to Eger because there was no tailor's workshop in Recsk. And he was sent at a very young
age so that he could earn money as soon as possible. He was an apprentice at some relative's
workshop. He was an extremely skinny little boy, thin and weak, and he had to lift those terribly
heavy irons, because the irons used for menswear were extremely heavy then. The iron was
basically a block of iron; it was put in the fire and heated up.

This aunt, or whatever relative she was, was worse than a stranger could have been. She kept
pestering him, she always sent him here and there, to do the shopping and so on. Apprentices
were very badly treated in those days. These apprentices who were bound to their masters by
force still learnt sewing somehow or other. The worst thing was that they had to run around a lot,
but only got very little food. They weren't regarded as relatives whom one would feed or treat
better, it wasn't customary in those days. From what | gathered from Dad's stories, it was a tough
life.

Dad was an apprentice for three or four years, | think. And when one had served his
apprenticeship, he either stayed with those he had been an apprentice to or went to work for
someone else. Dad worked for this relative until he got married. He lived at this relative's place. It
was a big favor that he could stay there.

Dad was a master tailor, and a gentlemen'’s tailor at that. There was another tailor opposite us, he
was a peasant tailor, as it was called back then. A gentlemen's tailor made proper suits. My dad
was a very accurate, meticulous master tailor, he turned out beautiful work. Not so long ago, my
grandson, Andris, found an article from Eger about Dad in which they said what a remarkable tailor
he was. [In fact it was not an article but an entry in a book entitled 1930 Almanac of Hungarian
Craftsmen, in which his name, age, profession and place of apprenticeship is mentioned.] Dad had
his workshop in the same house we lived in. We could only go down to the workshop when Dad
didn't see us because he didn't like it when children were hanging around there. Dad was a very
strict person, but he was a good man; he loved his family and he was very fond of children.
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He had three employees, two apprentices and an assistant. The assistant had already finished his
apprenticeship. The assistants weren't Jewish, and the apprentices weren't either. The apprentices
were peasant boys from the countryside; they stayed in his workshop for two or three years - it was
regulated how long they stayed. Dad taught them to sew and then he tested them. The
apprentices slept in the kitchen. They brought in their beds in the evening, put them on the floor
and that was it. The apprentice got the fire going in the workshop early in the morning, made a fire
in the stove for these heavy irons and put them into the fire to heat them up. Dad went down to
the workshop at 7am. The workshop was the size of about half of this room [about 6 square
meters], and his only wish was that someone would inherit it from him.

Dad earned a good living. It wasn't only Jewish clients who came to his workshop, but all those who
could afford it. He was an expensive tailor. There was a jeweler, who didn't have money - he had
quite a lot of children and he was also Jewish - and he said: 'l can't pay you, but | will give a piece
of jewelry to each one of your daughters'. So each of us got a ring, and | almost didn't get one
because | was the fourth child. Considering that Dad was poor, he always paid especial attention
not to cheat anybody. In those days merchants from Pest used to consign fabrics to tailors from the
countryside. Dad sold the fabrics but he never cheated the merchant or his clients, regardless of
whether he made a profit or not. If he was given anything in consignment, he accounted for every
cent. So he was very honest, he never wanted to make a fortune on someone else's account. Dad
didn't have many Jewish friends because he made friends mostly with tailors. Some of them had
some land or a small vineyard, and they used to get together and have a little booze-up. Dad used
to join them.

We helped quite a few family members as much as we could afford to. There was one relative on
my mother's side, Uncle Naci and his family, whom we helped. He was my uncle, Mom's full
brother. They were very poor. Uncle Lipu's family also helped them but it wasn't very pleasant
because they were such disagreeable people. We baked every Friday - Mom was great at baking,
she could make wonderful cakes - and the first thing we did was to take some over to Uncle Naci's
family. | used to take the pastry on a small plate on Saturday morning and say, 'Aunt Etelka, |
brought some pastry'.

We had some relatives on my mother's side in Eger. Most Jews lived in one quarter, in the center of
town, in Dobo Street, Dobo Square and Magyar Street. It had developed like this by chance, but
when | think of it, | can see the stores in my mind's eye. Grocery, haberdashery and whatnot.
Almost all my relatives were storekeepers. The Jews were mainly involved in commerce; they were
greengrocers, they had various stores. There were non- Jews in this quarter as well, but not too
many. And there were some Jews scattered in other parts of the town because Jews continued to
come to live in Eger from the villages around. But Jews and non-Jews didn't mix, Jews didn't move
to the Christian quarters. They didn't want to and, | guess, couldn't have moved there even if they
had wanted to.

When they got married, Dad and Mom lived in a rented flat on Dobo Street. There was Rosenberg,
the textile merchant, and my father rented the house from him. The apartment wasn't big. We had
two rooms, one for the parents and one for the children. There was a small stove in the room, and
wooden floors - | remember that we had to scrub them.
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Electricity had already been installed in Eger by that time. But the water pipes were only installed
in the second half of the 1930s. There were one or two artesian wells, and we used to go there with
a bucket to get drinking water. Everybody had rainwater in a barrel in his yard. We had rainwater in
the summer, too, we collected it from the gutter. | loved it; we used to go out early in the morning,
and we would splash about in the barrel and take some in to wash ourselves. We had to wash up
every day. We went out to the barrel in the winter as well. We would put on a shawl, fill up the
basin and take it in. Most people think that we didn't have water in those days. But we always had
water, only you couldn't drink it because it wasn't good.

When we were little, we had a trough and we bathed in the trough one after the other. | remember
the times when | had to bathe after my sister Bozsi: it took her a very long time to get out of it and
I was angry with her. But we couldn't have done it otherwise because there wasn't enough water
[for everyone to get washed separately]. Once a week before Sabbath we heated water for bathing
in a laundry pot. We had a regular stove in the kitchen, which we heated with wood.

Mom was a housewife, as all women at that time who had many children. This [four children] was
already considered many children. | don't know how my parents met; they never talked about it.
Mom was 17 or so when she got married and she gave birth to Piri soon after. | was born in 1915,
Bozsi in 1910, Rozsi in 1908, and Piri was born in 1906. She was a very beautiful girl. Piri always
ran away from home. Once she ran away to the neighbors and they were standing over her at a
loss, wondering who she could be. She was a nice blond little girl and she could already talk, only
she couldn't tell what her name was and who her father was. And finally they found out who she
was because she kept saying, 'He is always ironing, he is always ironing'. And so they realized that
if he was always ironing, she could only be the tailor's daughter.

| was the youngest child and the fourth girl. My father almost threw me out! He said that if | was
also going to turn out a girl, | would be thrown into the Eger stream. He didn't mean to throw me
out, of course, he just kept threatening my mother with it because he wanted to have a male heir
who could inherit his workshop. Looking back at my childhood, it was absolutely untroubled. It
wasn't an issue whether we were Jews or not. We were on very friendly terms with our neighbors.
We didn't get together but we got on well. In school [non-Jewish] children were told that on
Saturday they had to write the stuff in our student's record and everything was going well. Nobody
touched us, all the more so because my dad was a very honest and decent craftsman.

We had a servant. In the countryside everybody had Hungarian village girls as servants, and so did
we. This was in fashion at that time, it was a rule, one had to comply with it. Servants came from
the countryside. There were people who recommended them, that is, middlemen who did this for a
living, but people usually got their servants through acquaintances rather than through them. The
servants didn't change often, we had several who stayed with us for years. But | remember the
apprentices more because they helped a lot. When Mom was very much behind with something,
they helped to do the shopping or carry heavy loads and things like that.

The servant helped with all that Mom did. Mom did the shopping but the servant went with her and
helped her carry the stuff home. Mom did the cooking, the servant didn't cook but helped in the
kitchen. She peeled the vegetables and Mom let her do the washing up as well. The cleaning was
also done by the servant - every day, as was customary in those days. There was no extra space in
the apartment, of course, but we had a kind of shed and the girl lived there.
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A washerwoman came to do the big laundry. | can't tell how often we did big laundry but it was
also a ritual for which we had to prepare. It went on for several days and it was a terribly awful lot
of work. The big laundry was done in the courtyard; and in the winter it was done in the kitchen.
We had a wash-house but it couldn't be done there because we had apprentices sleeping there,
too.

There were two synagogues in Eger, a Neolog 4 and an Orthodox synagogue, and both were close
to us. We went to the Orthodox synagogue [on high holidays] but on Fridays we went to the Neolog
one. Dad usually didn't go to the synagogue on Friday and Saturday because he wasn't so
religious. Mom used to go every Saturday. She put on her nicest dress and proceeded to the
synagogue. Sometimes she took me along, other times she didn't. We used to chatter and chortle
and laugh a lot. We could make a pass at boys from above [from the women's gallery] because
there was a grid, some kind of a railing and we leant over it and ogled at them. The adults let us do
everything, there was no supervision. You went in, you were there, you went with your mother and
that was it. But they [the adults] really prayed.

The other synagogue was Orthodox, there you couldn't look down and do other 'nonsense'. There
you couldn't really see through the grid and they had different rules. We went to the Orthodox
synagogue on high holidays when several people fainted. We always knew in advance who would
faint because there were some women there who had eaten a lot the previous evening [before the
fast started] and the following day we were waiting for them to collapse and they were then taken
outside. But we didn't take all this seriously, it was all just very interesting and funny to us. My
parents had their own seats; they had to pay for them.

As a matter of fact we were both Orthodox and Neolog. Because we were Neolog through Dad and
Orthodox through Mom. My mother's family, the Pollaks, were all Orthodox. There were sometimes
disagreements between Dad and Mom because of this because Dad worked on Saturday and Mom
didn't really like that. | wouldn't have liked it either if this had been my conviction. But | was only a
child then, | couldn't grasp it. | just always heard their dispute: 'You work, you don't observe
Sabbath'. But Dad was also Jewish in his spirit. Mom strictly observed all Jewish traditions. First of
all, she went to the mikveh as required - one had to go once a month. | can't remember any more
why we had to go there once a month.

There were some steam baths in Eger and one was opened for the Jews [on Friday]. It wasn't a
Jewish steam bath [a traditional ritual bath]. It was an ordinary steam bath and there were
occasions, usually on Fridays, when Jews could immerse themselves. | used to go the steam bath
with Mom. Mom went there to immerse herself. | liked going with her because this way | bathed
more often than my sisters. They used to go with Mom when they were little, too. But | don't
remember that because | was the youngest.

We had a kosher household. We bought kosher meat and we took animals to the butcher for
slaughtering, but | don't know what he did with them. [Editor's note: The interviewee is talking
about the shochet who kills poultry.] And we only ate goose. As | mentioned before, Aunt Szeren,
who lived in Kal, used to buy geese there and brought them to Eger every weekend, and she sold
them with Mom's help. And Mom always kept one for us and we always had smoked goose, goose
leg and other such delicacies at home. The dairy and meaty dishes were kept separately. When |
was older | used to eat ham, too, although | wasn't allowed to take it into the house. Mom knew


https://www.centropa.org/en/biography/panni-koltai
https://www.centropa.org

Q centropa www.centropa.org/en/biography/panni-koltai

about it and she told me off. So, it wasn't taken that seriously toward the end.

We usually had goose or chicken fricassee. We recited Kiddush Friday night; we had barkhes
[challah] for that. The baker made it and we bought it in the bakery. We had cholent on Saturday;
there was goose neck and all kinds of delicacies in it. It was put in a pot, and the handle of the pot
was fastened because the pots were thrown about in the bakery. Many people took their cholent
there. We had to write our name on a piece of paper and fix it to the pot, but sometimes the name
got burnt and the pots were muddled up and we had to go and find out who had taken ours. But
there weren't so many Jews there that we would have had to be concerned about where our
cholent had gone to - we never ate someone else's cholent, we always knew who the individual
pots belonged to. | remember that we went to get the cholent on Saturday, and we could hardly
wait for it. We brought it home with the servant. On Saturday it was the servant who lit the stove
for us; they were there for doing that.

We always did a proper house-cleaning before the holidays; it was unthinkable not to, it was a
must. We also did cleaning on Friday. We did the cleaning before Pesach and also got rid of the
chametz. It was Mom who knew best how to do it. She did it as she had been taught by her mother.
And her mother knew well how to do it because she was a Pollak. But I'm sure that she had
inherited these traditions from her mother in turn. It was always Mom who did these things. | can
still see her before my eyes with her little apron as she was getting rid of the chametz. | can't
remember very well how she did it. | remember, though that they wrapped something into a cloth.
They gathered the breadcrumbs..., | don't really know this part. I've never done it myself. And we
did the housecleaning - that was a great event for us. The Pesach dishes were in the attic and we
had to climb up there on a ladder and we had fun as we were handing down the checkered mugs;
they were so beautiful, these dishes, | can still see them in my mind's eye - but we only used them
during Passover.

We all spoke Hungarian as our native tongue in the family. My mother's line knew German and
Hebrew. The Pollak grandparents spoke in 'Polishi' [i.e. Yiddish]. | sometimes heard them talk in
'Polishi' but I didn't understand it, | didn't speak that language. | heard it from them but | didn't pick
it up. And we didn't study it either. We learned German in school and everywhere. It was very good
for us pupils.

There was a theater in Eger. | can't say that we went there often because there weren't
performances so often. There was a cinema, too. And there was a place in the Korona Hotel - |
don't really know what to call it - where we could entertain ourselves; dance classes took place
there and other things. | didn't go there very often because | didn't like it, | don't know why. My
parents always paid attention to having an overseer for the girls. | was the main overseer - and
how | hated it! | kept telling Bozsi, 'Look, | won't go with you. Leave me alone'. But | had to go
because Mom told me in a peremptory manner, 'You will go with Bozsi and take good care of her'.
But it was such a nasty job, so horrible because they didn't like having us go after them all the
time.

The Jews had a special place which was maintained by the Jewish community and where even an
artist, a reader of poetry, used to come to perform. He was a famous Jew, but | can't remember his
name now. And all the Jewish children went hiking together, without parents - the youth was
progressive.
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There was a swimming pool in Eger. It was unthinkable that someone couldn't swim; we all knew
how to swim. | learnt to swim at the age of 3; | was taught by a swimming instructor. Mom was
standing next to me and was having kittens that | would be thrown off from the spring-board and
would drown. And the instructor took me up the spring-board, threw me off and that's how | learnt
to swim. We loved the swimming pool, we used to go there the whole summer. We went there in
the morning and waited in the courtyard of the swimming pool until it was opened. When it was
opened, we ran in like a bunch of puppies and we got into the water and out and in again - it went
on like this the whole day. We didn't have any food because we didn't take lunch with us, but we
had fruit because Mom always bought a whole basket of fruit and distributed it among the children
in the morning. They didn't have to worry about us, we had a great time and Mom was free, too.
We, children, simply loved the swimming pool.

My parents also went to the swimming pool occasionally, my mother swam very well. Dad didn't go
swimming, he worked. But Mom used to go regularly. We used to go to the swimming pool with
Jewish girls. At that time men and women bathed separately. The Catholic Church didn't allow a
common swimming pool - we children knew about this, too, it was no secret. It was a 'sin' for men
and women to swim or bathe together. This is especially interesting because the canons - these
were priests with purple belts - refrained from going to such public places [in Eger]. At the same
time many people saw them in Pest going to swimming pools and the lido. Well, this was really not
reconcilable [with their position] and even we children reprimanded them for this, although it was
none of our business. When the [common] open- air swimming pool was finally allowed, Eger
started to prosper because it gave a boost to the town. Eger became a busy town; cheap trains
started to come from Pest. People could take cheap trains to come to the open-air swimming pool
in Eger.

Eger was under total clerical rule - it was an archbishopric. The Catholic priests intervened in
everything. Whenever the issue was raised how good it would be if the town developed, they
always put obstacles in the way. This way the town didn't really make progress. The canons lived
all along Kaptalan Street. They all had beautiful houses, riches and land; they wanted to rule
everything. And they succeeded. When my poor mother killed geese, they always took the liver to
the canons. My father worked for several canons. And they bought the liver from us. They reigned
there, so to speak. They had everything you can possibly think of and I'll never forget that there
were peacocks in these houses. Their pantries were as big as these two rooms together and there
were huge pots full of lard in them. When the apprentices who worked for us went in there, they
always came home awestruck by what they had seen there, by how rich these people were. We
weren't at home in this wealth and abundance, although we weren't so poor as to starve, but we
lived in a Jewish world nonetheless.

| went to the Jewish elementary school. | was accepted to elementary school before | reached
school age [age 6]. Mom took me to the school to enroll me. | still remember that day; it was
raining. When old Biedermann saw who it was, he asked her: 'Why did you bring this child, she isn't
six yet?' | hadn't turned six yet because | was born in November and school started in September.
And my mother said to him, 'Please accept her, they are all clever!' And old Biedermann was
listening to her lamentation until he accepted me. But he said that he didn't mind because he knew
that the Friedmann sisters were all clever. All four of us were very good students. In class | always
had my hands up - as soon as they asked something, | put my hands up to answer it. My friends
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told me later, 'You always knew everything, you were horrible!' They couldn't bear this; but | was
always ready to give a prompt. | only have one friend who had already been my friend in
elementary school; | still call her from time to time.

Then | went to middle school 5. It was a state school and we all studied there free of charge. | even
learnt to play the piano for five years, so we were really trying [to get a bourgeois education]. Piri
also learnt to play the piano a little. | would have very much liked to continue studying because |
had an ear for music and | had a private teacher. When | was in middle school, they [the teachers]
made it possible for me to observe Jewish religious traditions. On Saturday they asked the non-
Jewish children to write down in our student's record what classes there would be next week and
whatever else had to be written down. | had a friend, or more precisely a classmate, called Piroska
Toth, who used to note down for me what homework we had for the following week. We weren't
allowed to write on Saturday. It wasn't so much Dad or Mom who expected me not to write on
Saturday. This came more from the Jewish community and schools weren't anti- Semitic in this
respect. Some made remarks about this but they made everything possible, and | went to middle
school each Saturday from the 1st grade to the 4th grade and didn't write, and it wasn't a problem.

All my sisters finished the four classes of middle school. My oldest sister Piri also finished two years
of commercial school. This was a commercial high school, where nuns taught. And it was very
expensive. If someone wanted to work in an office then she, like my sister, finished two years of
commercial school and then she could become an employee [in an office]. There was a car dealer
in Eger - there was only one at that time, there were hardly any cars; we went everywhere on foot,
it was a small town, we could walk from one end to the other in two minutes - and Piri worked for
this car dealer. My parents had more money for the education of my older sisters; by the time it
was my turn, the money was gone. Sewing was almost the only trade that one could always do for
a living for sure. So, they decided that the girls should learn sewing.

Girls didn't really have the possibility to learn any other trade at that time, especially if they were
Jewish. Bozsi worked for a family, acquaintances of ours - people often learned a trade through
acquaintances. It was very good that we didn't have to go to an unknown person to learn the trade;
everybody new Dad and everybody liked him. So, these were really the good old times. All my
sisters knew how to sew except for Piri, who worked in an office. She couldn't even sew a button
on, she struggled with everything that had to do with sewing. Bozsi sewed for sale, and Rozsi was
at home after finishing middle school and helped Mom. She made beautiful children's clothes. |
have no idea where she learnt this, she probably just picked it up somewhere. She never learnt it
professionally.

Bozsi married someone from Pest. She had a great love in Eger, a boy called Pista Deutsch, but his
mom didn't allow him to court Bozsi because she was a rather poor girl. They used to meet but you
couldn't really oppose your parents at that time. We had to follow the traditions in everything. Pal
Spiegel was recommended -matchmaking was common in those days. Spiegel had a pickle-
producing workshop. It was a family business. Bozsi didn't work. In those days not everybody
worked. Her husband provided for her.

They got married in 1937, but they lived together for a relatively short time. Their daughter, Julika,
was born in 1939. The troubles started in 1944 and by that time Pal was already dead. He
committed suicide because he had asthma and couldn't sleep at night, so he jumped out of the
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window. He was buried in the Jewish cemetery, but | don't know the details how this could have
been arranged. | don't know, someone must have managed to get the permission, probably the
relatives. The whole family was shaken. Nothing like this had ever happened in our life. He was a
very intelligent nice man, only he wasn't healthy. But we didn't know that when Mom married Bozsi
to him. [After his death] Bozsi returned to Eger and lived with Mom and Dad and sew clothes for
others. She had to make a living from something.

Piri's husband was Gyula Krausz, he was a merchant. They got married in 1926. We had a cousin,
Bela Korosi. He was somewhat of an eccentric but he was a lawyer by profession. He courted Piri.
And Piri was about to marry Bela, the wedding was to take place within a week. But nothing came
of it because in the meantime Gyula Krausz also proposed to her. Mom went to Reb Shayele, who
was a rabbi, who told her not to marry her off to America and that there was this decent fellow
here and she should marry her to him. We children were eavesdropping, of course, and heard Mom
tell what the rabbi had said. The end of the story was that Piri didn't go to America. She had
everything ready, all the papers, but she didn't go to South America. She was just as 'enterprising’
as the other members of the family. That's how we became mies instead of becoming Miss. This
saying - why we never became Miss - went around in the family. [Editor's note: The interviewee
refers to the fact that the family could have gone and lived in America, and thus Piri would have
become Miss, or an American citizen. But since their father was not enterprising enough to
emigrate, they remained in Hungary and weren't very happy, but "mies", German for wretched,
pronounced "mees"].

Piri lived in the 7th district in Pest, where | also lived later when it became a yellow-star house 6.
Her husband died somewhere in forced labor in 1945. Piri took over her husband's job after the
war. She picked up bread in the big bread-producing factory and took it to various shops. This was
an independent occupation at the time.

When I finished school, | also wanted to continue studying, as Piri had done, but | couldn't because
the nuns didn't offer a commercial course that year. My parents tried to place me in a lawyer's
office but business was running low - the lawyer was a relative of ours and he did my father a favor
by employing me, but | didn't earn any money. After this job, | decided to learn how to sew. My
parents apprenticed me to a man, also a tailor, who was an acquaintance of my father, but | didn't
like it there at all. He was a Jewish tailor from abroad, not from Hungary. He was a women's tailor. |
was there for only a very short time because | kicked up no end of a racket at home about not
liking to be there. But | still learned how to sew, since we all knew this trade kind of instinctively
because Dad was a tailor.

The Greiners, my husband's family, lived in the same street as us. | went to work for Dora Greiner.
Three or four of us worked in her workshop. Dora was our boss. She was very strict; she used to
upbraid me all the time before she became my sister-in-law. After her brother married me, | used
to tell her, 'You were such a nasty boss, it was horrible'. | worked there as an apprentice for a
couple of years and | didn't get a salary; we were happy that they took me on in the first place.
After | finished my apprenticeship, | got a salary for my work. But we didn't have set working hours.
We were told at what time we had to start in the morning. | can't remember what it was any more.
| guess it must have been 7 or 8 in the morning. And in the evening we had to stay until we
finished the fancy work on a piece or whatever we were doing. As long as the Greiner girls lived in
Eger, | worked in their workshop.
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I was working in the sewing workshop of my husband's older sister and | 'kept repairing the iron'
until my husband fell in love with me and | with him and we married. | liked him very much because
he was a smart boy. He wasn't the most handsome boy in town, but he was very smart and |
always liked to learn things. He was great, my husband, very witty and smart and intelligent. And
you could learn everything from him that you ever needed in life. My husband set my attitude to
many things; because he was a communist from the beginning, already before the war. My
husband was a very decent man and | adopted many of his views because he was an authoritative
person to me. Later | also became a real atheist because my husband was a communist.

The whole Greiner family was like close relatives to me because we lived in one street. They were
very decent people. In Eger they were called the 'decent small people' because they had never had
much money but they weren't poor either and the children never went about dirty.

My husband came from a religious family. His father was a Torah teacher at the Jewish community
of Eger. There was a school and the more religious Orthodox children used to go there every
morning. The old Greiner was very quick on the uptake. He was very original and smart. He had a
beard and payes. (My husband and his brother also had payes.) But he wore a suit like anybody
else. These Orthodox didn't ware a caftan any more. They were kosher and | remember when my
poor father-in-law put the fish in a vat every Friday and scaled it. He had to do it because he was
employed by the Jewish community.

The Greiners had six children: four girls and two boys, namely Szeren, Elza, Dora, Mandi, Arnold
and my husband Pista. In those days, if someone had six children, people didn't think they had
many children. In some Jewish families there were ten to eleven children.

My husband was born Izidor Greiner. Then he magyarized his nhame to Istvan Koltai in 1946. [The
pet name of Istvan is Pista.] They had lived in Kolta and when he was asked after the war what he
wanted as a surname, he said Koltai. [Editor's note: In Hungarian the letter 'i' is added to a place
name to refer to people from that place, so koltai is a person from Kolta.] He was often asked if this
or that Koltai was a relative of his and he always answered, 'Yes, if he had been called Greiner
before'.

Pista was born in 1907. He was born in Kolta. But they moved when he was one or two years old.
My husband and his brother didn't go to a regular public school because there was no Jewish
school. They went to a yeshivah. They went to a yeshivah somewhere in Upper Hungary. Later my
husband told many stories [about the yeshivah], he could tell them in a very funny way, but | don't
remember any of them. | can't tell you for how many years they attended the yeshivah.

So, Pista was raised in a very religious family but the whole company kind of went wrong, the
children, | mean, because none of them were religious. All of them were very smart and intelligent.
The Greiner siblings didn't care a pin about what their parents told them; they didn't listen to them,
they went their own way. They were right. But it was only later, after their parents had already
died, that they got involved in politics. They observed all precepts of Judaism that their parents
forced upon them but they didn't believe in these things. My poor father-in-law was a very
intelligent man, so he accepted these things as they were; he accepted that one had to let young
people go their own way and do as they think is best for them.
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Their poor parents died very young, | think around 1930. The girls were left alone and they were
thinking about what to do and decided to move to Pest. And they did. Dora and her sister Mandi
joined forces and brought the sewing workshop to Pest. Their workshop was on Terez Boulevard
and | used to go there as if | was going home. | went to see them more often than my own sister.
They accepted me in the family as if | were a sister to them. We were very close, they were very
humorous and quick-witted, and I loved them. We were almost like sisters, we grew up together. |
knew that | could always rely on them.

Mandi was the youngest. Her husband, Gyuri Gardos, participated in the [communist] movement
here in Pest and | had many acquaintances through him here. Mandi has already died and her
husband as well. Her daughter owns a store.

Szeren married a man from Szarvas and settled there with him. She was called Mrs. Joachim
Schwartz. She was the eldest of the Greiner sisters. She had two daughters, who were deported,
and a son. They survived. They had been deported to Austria and children had more of a chance to
survive there. They emigrated to Israel and Canada right after the war.

Elza got married in Pest and she didn't have any descendants. Arnold was the youngest boy. He
was a painter. Poor Arnold died of spotted fever in forced labor somewhere on the Western frontier
of Hungary. He has a memorial plague in the Jewish cemetery in Rakoskeresztur along with the
forced laborers killed in Balf. He had been in Balf, too, and he met my brother-in-law there.

My husband worked as a clerk in the lumber-yard of David Schwartz. He was a very talented, smart
boy, so he graduated from high school. He was a private student and who do you think helped him
prepare for the graduation examination? My cousin, one of the Korosi boys - but it was pure
coincidence because we weren't related to the Greiner family at that time yet.

My husband was a member of the Social Democratic Party. He was even imprisoned for four
months in the 1930s. He was arrested in Eger. The gendarmes arrested him in Kostya - that's a
quarter of Eger where mostly peasants lived - for distributing illegal literature: pamphlets and
books but | don't know exactly which ones. He was in prison for four months; he spent two months
in Eger and two in Pest. | recognized him as my fiancée and | was judged by the same criteria, only
he was in prison and | wasn't. He learnt German then. He very much wanted to be fluent in German
and he studied it in prison until he became fluent.

Pista courted me for a very long time because he didn't have a job. He had lost his job because of
his arrest. He had to leave Eger and its environs because the police kept looking for him at my
father's place. And Dad kept telling them that he had no idea where he was because he didn't keep
in touch with him. Finally Pista got a job in Fejer County; there was a lumber- yard in the village of
Cece. There were many vacancies; they were advertised in the papers. However, we could only
choose a job at a lumber- yard because that was Pista's profession. After graduating from high
school he had learnt this trade. The lumber-yard in Cece belonged to David Schwartz. My husband
worked for two people by the name of David Schwartz. One was from Sarbogard and the other from
Eger.

We got married in Budapest in 1937. He had already got this job in Cece, otherwise he couldn't
have married me. The rabbi married us in Dora's flat. It was quite natural at the time. Most
communists were Jewish. And since our parents accepted that we were modern, we accepted that
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they weren't. So we did all we could for their sake. My sister Bozsi's wedding was on the same day
but in Eger. My parents were present at both. | have no idea how they did it. Dad did his utmost; it
wasn't so easy to marry off two girls, but he managed somehow. He didn't give me a dowry but my
husband wouldn't have accepted it anyway. Pista boarded at my parents' for years.

We lived in Cece from 1937 to 1942. When | got married and moved there, | thought that | would
move to a normal place. But when | got off the train in the evening and started looking for the
village | found nothing. Because it really was just a village compared to Eger. So, | got off the train
and said to myself: 'It's ok, | will find it in the morning'. And | woke up the next morning and there
was nothing there, just the wilderness. | just couldn't stand living in a village. Eger wasn't a big
place but it was still a town. However, | had to get used to village life because | knew that my
husband wouldn't find a job anywhere else.

Our house had two rooms but | couldn't furnish both, | only had enough furniture for one. We had
some animals, geese, ducks and so on and we also had a garden. | was always very active, and |
learned about gardens and gardening as well.

There was a farmer at the lumber-yard, who looked after the lumber-yard with his family. He was in
charge of the goods and he gave out the merchandise to the customers. Pista worked in the office.
Those yard people helped us in all they could. They were called yard people because they ranged
the tiles and everything else. We always had many dogs and we had to have many because the
money [the daily returns] was always there until we mailed it in the evening.

Cece was a shitty little village. The Jews there weren't religious. We didn't observe the Jewish
holidays either. In the village we were friends mostly with the Jews. All in all there were four or five
Jewish families in the village, merchants and an ironmonger. The Bar family owned a haberdashery.
| was on good terms with the wife. We used to get together to play cards like villagers did in those
days. And Pista and | studied French there - without a teacher; we just had a dictionary. We had a
lot of time at our hands and we didn't know what to do in the evenings. We just studied on our
own. | was quite good at writing in French. And | learnt French spelling to some extent. | liked
studying it, but | couldn't really learn it properly because | didn't have a goal in mind with French.

| didn't go home to Eger very often; it was too far. When | had enough money, | went home. |
visited my parents every year. Mom and Dad came to see us in Cece, too. And they liked coming
because | did my best to make sure they enjoyed their stay.

During the war

Pista was drafted to forced labor for the first time in 1942 - he was taken to Tokaj [wine-growing
hilly region in the north-east of Hungary], and to other places as well, | can't remember where any
more. As soon as he was back, he was always drafted again; always for a few months at a time. So
| had to learn everything [at the lumber-yard] because | took over and ran it when he was drafted
to different places. And everything went smoothly. Nonetheless we had to be very careful because
there was a lot of open anti- Semitism already at that time. But | don't remember any particular
incidents because the whole thing became so natural toward the end.

Pista didn't join any party activities in Cece; he couldn't have done so anyways because he was
there undercover. Toward the end of our stay there the notary discovered us. They didn't know
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who we were until then. Actually, we were hiding there in Cece. It seems, however, that the police
had a long arm. And they found out that he was a communist. Pista was called in and the notary
told him that we had to leave the village within a week, and that was it. He didn't give any
explanation whatsoever. The same happened to the other Jews in the village, they also had to
leave. Everybody was kicked out of the place they had lived in. Pista had had quite a good salary,
so we had bought all that we needed and could get there. And then this scum of a notary kicked us
out of the village. We had to sell everything. We had to advertise it and the villagers came and took
everything, all our belongings, apart like madmen. It was horrible! When we had to leave the
lumber-yard, a Christian took it over, he was a front for the owner [who was also a Jew and Jews
tried to secure a front to avoid losing their business when it had to be Aryanized].

Pista was probably in forced labor at that time already, and he was home just [for a short stay]
then. So | had to move to Pest alone. We had an acquaintance in Pest, a tailor, and Dad arranged
with him that we went to live at his place as lodgers. When Pista arrived in Pest, he sold pastry at
first. In those days many pastry shops baked pastry and Pista, like others, used to deliver the
pastry packed in boxes to the stores on a bicycle. He got on the bicycle and did the rounds of the
stores. My sister Piri's husband delivered bread. And that's how he knew to which stores pastry
could be delivered.

We never thought that things would degenerate to this point. It really took us by surprise. We read
the anti-Jewish laws in Hungary 7 but we would have never thought that such things would happen.
We were so naive. In our previous life, so to speak, we had never experienced that we would be
told that we were crap, the lowest of the lowest, just because we were born Jewish.

There were warning signs but we were so naive that we simply weren't prepared for this and, to tell
you the truth, the leadership of the Jewish community should have been more decent and honest
with its members and could have told us what they thought about this, if they thought anything at
all. But they took the rich Jews out of the country. [Editor's note: Panni Koltai is referring to those
rich Jewish families, which bribed the SS and the Hungarian authorities to let them out of the
country. The most spectacular affair was that of the Chorin, Kornfeld and Weiss family, which
handed over the Weiss Manfred Works, the largest engineering industry plant of Hungary to the SS
in exchange for letting them leave the country.] They didn't have to hide, they paid and they went
abroad. But we stayed because we were nobodies.

One could never really be prepared for what was to come. The Germans occupied Hungary on 19th
March 1944 8. | went home to Eger twice - the first time a week before the Germans arrived and
the second time on 18th March. At first | just went on my usual visit and then | just decided to go
again. Somehow | felt that | had to go once more. At that time | was already living in Pest and our
Julika - my parents' only grandchild - was already living with her mother Bozsi in Eger, and we
agreed that | would go to see them again the following week. Well, did | go?! By that time the
Germans had already occupied Hungary and we couldn't move at all. Whoever set a foot outside
their building was caught by the Germans and off they went.

The forced laborers were taken away, some came home from time to time, others didn't. My
husband was in forced labor, he was drafted, then sent home, then drafted again. This happened
several times. When they felt like it, they drafted him. Those who were clever and smart did
something to avoid it. But one couldn't really evade it. It was too well organized.


https://www.centropa.org/en/biography/panni-koltai
https://www.centropa.org

Q centropa www.centropa.org/en/biography/panni-koltai

We received postcards from the Jewish community, which said that my parents were alive and fine.
Everybody was 'fine', only they were no more alive. They were exterminated on 7th June 1944.
They had been taken to Auschwitz - my mother, my father, my sister Bozsi, who had a little
daughter, Julika, and Rozsi. Rozsi was married and her husband was in forced labor somewhere,
and he also passed away. All the Jews in Eger were collected. The ghetto was simple. They said
that it would be where the synagogue was, next to it there was a what-you-call-it, and they were
collected there. | don't even know how it exactly happened in Eger. When Rozsi came back, we
didn't question her because we felt sorry for her. Bozsi and her daughter were gassed immediately,
just like my parents. Julika was six years old. She was a beautiful little girl, smart and intelligent,
and she was to start school that year. They would have never thought in their worst dream to what
place they were being taken. Who would have thought that such an evil thing could happen in
civilized Europe.

It's pure luck that we have survived; because we had been taken to so many places. We lived in a
rented apartment, then we moved to my sister because Jews had to move to yellow-star houses.
My sister Piri lived in the 7th district and her building became a yellow-star house. And it was
simpler to move in with my sister than with a complete stranger. There was another Jewish woman
in the apartment who was sent to live there by the Jewish community or someone, I'm not quite
sure. My sister worked; she delivered bread to stores. | did some sewing for people in the building.
The Arrow Cross 9 men often came in the evening or in the morning and drove us out of the
apartment. They told us that we had to go to the Turf. And then we sat there on the ground the
whole day and ate. And then they changed their mind because there wasn't any place where we
could sleep and it was already 11 at night or so and they told us to get the hell out of there and go
home.

Once they came and drove us out of the apartment to the Turf. And | wore the ring, which | had
received from that jeweler through my poor Dad. | thought that I'd better hide it. And | heard from
several people that one could open the lower part of the toothpaste tube and hide the jewelry
inside the tube. Who would think to look for jewelry in the toothpaste? And in the morning | was
pondering on what to do with this ring of mine because | had nothing else by then; | had been
deprived of all my things. And | had a sudden thought and threw it down into the courtyard - it was
a typical apartment house with a square yard that you find so many of in Pest - just to make sure
that at least they [the Arrow Cross] wouldn't lay their hands on it.

We were sent home in the evening. We gathered our stuff, our packs and everything, and we
started off home on foot. | couldn't believe that they really let us go home even when we were
already on our doorstep, | kept saying, 'lt can't be, they couldn't have really let us go home!' We
were already lying in bed - we fell into bed immediately, we were so tired - and | said to Piri, 'What
do you think could have happened to that ring?' It just occurred to me then that the ring could
maybe save us. She said, 'Come on, let's go down and check'. We put our bathrobes on and a
woman asked us, 'Where are you going?' 'Don't worry, we'll be back in a minute.' We went down to
the yard in the dark and what do you think we found there: the toothpaste lying on the ground. No
one had swept the yard that day: it would have been stupid of the janitor to sweep because there
was no one to do it for, there were no tenants. And | was saved by that ring. Later | gave it to the
person who really saved me.
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| went to the KISOK sports ground 10 as well - one has to try everything, right?! The Arrow Cross
men appeared in the morning and they shouted up to us and rang the bell and everything, and we
packed all we had. | will never forget this: | used eau de cologne and it had a rather strong scent,
and | put the bacon and some other things in the briefcase and put the eau de cologne in as well - |
had just been my birthday and | got it from Piri - and it spilled over the bacon and the bread and it
was impossible to eat them.

Piri had her leg in plaster because she had had an accident at work and | had to carry her and pull
her and take care of her, and | told her that we were in no hurry. As a principle | never hurried no
matter where they were taking us. And | never hurried anywhere, it was best to fall behind. God
only knew where we would end up when we had to set foot outside the apartment. We settled
down there at the KISOK sports ground, we had backpacks and everything on us, we were
expecting to be taken away. It was pouring with rain, it was in October, after the Arrow Cross
takeover, and all at once someone said that Szalasi pardoned the Jews. We were breathless.
Allegedly Szalasi himself appeared there [on the KISOK sports ground]. But | don't know if he really
was there. How would | know?! | didn't know him personally. | was never introduced to him. And we
were singing the Hungarian national anthem, we, Jews. | said to myself, 'What idiots they are!', but
| didn't dare say it aloud. | didn't utter a sound. | was happy to be alive. And we were sent home.
We had three or four such incidents, when we were taken somewhere and were later sent home.
And then, one day, there was no more messing around and we weren't sent back home. Or, to be
more precise, we knew that we had to leave the building because no good would come of it. And so
we fled from there.

Piri knew a grocer called Szucs and we went there. He was a client of my brother-in-law, Gyula
Krausz. The old Szucs was always coughing, spitting and sickly, but he was an incredibly decent
man. There was a gallery above his store from where we could see who entered the shop but no
one could see us. If Arrow Cross men came into the store to buy something, he started talking
loudly so that we knew up on the gallery who came in. And he held them up. He also gave us food
and tried to provide for us as best he could. He had a very large clientele with many Jewish clients.
He hid a whole family in his home. His daughters were very nice and decent. He had a big family.
His son was in his teens but he didn't grass on us either. | was hiding there with Piri for a while;
then we separated. That's how the two of us survived in Pest. If Bozsi had remained in Pest, she
would have survived, too, but she wanted to go back to my parents in Eger. And off they went to
Auschwitz together.

| have a prayer book, which used to be Piri's. When we were in hiding in 1944, she had the prayer
book on her. And she went out to get a Schutzpass 11 through a Catholic friend of hers. And she
was halfway already when she remembered that she had a Jewish prayer book in her pocket. She
ran back, lest someone would find it on her.

Then we went into the ghetto. | can't remember exactly when. We went when we had to go. We
were obliged to go because he [Szucs] was risking his whole family. The ghetto was a calmer place
for me. I'm not saying that it was a great place but we thought that it was safer to be inside. We
couldn't take everything there, but | can't remember any more what exactly | took with me. There
were many people in the apartment where we stayed but | can't remember exactly how many. It
depended on which apartment one lived in. | can't tell you any more the address where we lived. It
was all so chaotic, so messy. | don't even want to talk in detail about it. We lived in two or three
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places and then it was all over one day.

Liberation was most complicated because we were in constant fright about how they would
execute us. We weren't sure if we would live to hear them say farewell to us. We heard the
Russians and the Germans fire away at each other and we were having the jitters. We never knew
who was shooting and from which direction. Let's not talk about it. | simply can't talk about it, don't
even ask me please.

When the ghetto was liberated, everyone ran wherever they could. | went to the Greiner sisters
because we had nowhere to sleep. | only spent a few days at theirs. During the war, when they had
all scattered, | once went to see their apartment to check what had happened to it. Dora was in
Pest; she had been in hiding at someone's place. Dora had a neighbor - they lived on Lenin
Boulevard - and this woman worked at Hotel Beke [which was on the same boulevard]. And she
told me that there was some work there. | was really hungry, and | went there and did washing-up
in the kitchen in exchange for food. And there was no electricity and so many things were missing
that | can't even list them all to you, because such a thing only happens once in one's life.

When we were liberated in Pest, | was walking along the Grand Boulevard and trying to nick some
shoes because | didn't have shoes. Finally | went into a shoe shop and everybody was looting there.
The store was full of boxes - you could find plenty of shoeboxes there, only there weren't any shoes
in them! And | dropped my photos and papers and everything in that mess. | got home and |
started looking for the papers and | couldn't find them anywhere. They had fallen out of my pocket.
| ran back to the store, of course, and | was in luck's way: | found all my papers.

When Pista was liberated, he didn't know yet that | was alive, he had no idea. We didn't know
anything about one another, we didn't correspond [during the war]. | only knew that he was alive
because forced laborers started coming back from the front and someone hinted at it that Pista
was maybe alive. Then he was told in Eger that | was alive - it's a very interesting story how he was
liberated. They were coming back from somewhere, | have no idea from where. And he knew the
countryside around Eger pretty well because he had traveled around there on business when he
worked at the lumber-yard. One day they arrived in Ostoros and he just slipped away. He stepped
out of the row and started off alone.

He went on and on until he found a field-guard's hut somewhere near the village where he could
hide. And as he was pottering around in the hut, suddenly some Germans who were raiding the
area entered the hut. And they started talking in German; Pista was fluent in German by that time
but he pretended that he was stupid. And they started questioning him, asking him who he was
and what he was doing there. But he didn't say a single word - where would a Gypsy man know any
German from?! Because he looked like a Gypsy, as he was very dark-skinned and dark-haired, and
he was dressed in ordinary Hungarian clothes - the forced laborers wore their own clothes. So,
finally the Germans left and he thought that it wasn't safe to stay there and decided to go to Eger.

The lumber-yard was near the railway station and he had worked there, so he knew some people
there, but they told him, 'How dare you come here?! Don't come here, they just executed someone
yesterday'. So, he slid away. And he was hiding in Eger [until the liberation]. Then he came up to
Pest and he started looking for his sisters, Dora and Mandi. He found them and they knew where |
was because | had been in touch with them all the time - at the beginning, when | went into hiding,
and also later on when | was in the ghetto. And they told him where | was and we were very happy
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to see each other again. My husband took me back to Eger.

Pista joined the Communist Party right after the liberation. Pista already had an apartment there [in
Eger], which the Party gave him. And we had lunch at the canteen of the Party - we got bread there
but they were quarrelling with me because | got an extra slice as | was pregnant with Karcsi. And
they were quarrelling with me because of this; those were such bad times back then. Pista worked
in the Party and | also worked there. He was the head of some department but | can't remember
now what department it was. He went around the countryside on a motorbike. | was the leader of
the MNDSZ in Eger. This stands for the Democratic Union of Hungarian Women. We organized
many things. We went around the countryside on a dray or on any other kind of transportation that
we could lay hands on. We did many things. We opened a nursery in the garden of the Archbishop
of Eger for peasant women so that they could go and work in the fields in the summer. And there
was a nursery for their children in the garden of the archbishop as well. All work was done by the
same few people until all of them managed to find good positions later on.

Rozsi came back and they had notified us already that she was coming back and then she arrived
in Eger in July [1945] and | went to meet her. | will never forget how | got hold of a car and put
Rozsi in it. My father had given his gold watch to a friend of his - he wasn't Jewish - to give it to us,
his children, when we returned. He was expecting somebody from the family to return. And the guy
was skulking off. He used to go to the offices of the Communist Party where Pista worked and he
kept saying how he felt sorry for his pal, the poor Ferenc, that is, my father. And then one day
when he heard that our Rozsi returned he dropped in to the party offices and said that he brought
a watch that dad had given him for safeguarding and he safeguarded it and would now like to give
it back. We were dumbfounded because he had met my husband God knows how many times by
then, only he hadn't given us the watch back because he wasn't sure that somebody would return.
But when Rozsi came back, he thought that we would all come back and start to press him for the
watch. This is so typical of people, playing such dirty tricks. And this was Dad's best friend!

Rozsi worked for the Joint 12 in Eger. The Joint set up offices in Eger, too, it had offices in many
towns back then. And she was the boss. This was lucky for me because my son was small and she
helped me. Later she got married and stopped working. Her husband was called Dezso Schwarz. He
was a merchant in Eger and had a stall at the market-place. | don't know exactly what he traded
with but I think they made a living from this. Rozsi's second husband wasn't a good man, at least
he wasn't good to my sister.

Post war

[After the liberation] Piri went home - she had an apartment and she went back there. She then
saw that everything had been stolen. The apartment wasn't completely empty but all valuables
had been stolen. And then people started to return from forced labor and it turned out that her
husband didn't return. My brother-in-law, Arnold, died at the same place as her husband; they were
in the same company, but we didn't know it and they didn't know about each other either. They
both died in Hungary, in Sopronkohida. Piri continued the same work she had done before the war -
she delivered bread on a cart. Later she had many other jobs, she dickered and | don't know what
else she did. Both my sisters married a second time and both their second husbands had lost their
first wives and children [during the war]. And neither of my sisters had children. | don't want to say
anything more about Piri's second husband, Deri, he doesn't deserve it. | didn't like him.
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Rozsi remained in Eger. She was ill with cancer for ten years. She died in 1968. Piri died in 1972.
Both of them are buried in the Jewish cemetery in Eger, next to each other. We had Piri taken
there.

We finally moved to Budapest in 1948. My son Karcsi was already two years old by then; he was
born in Eger in 1946. The Party Headquarters allocated us this apartment. It worked like this back
then: if someone was transferred from the countryside to Budapest, he was allocated an
apartment. I've been living here ever since. | couldn't leave my son to anyone in Eger, there was no
nursery school, so | had to take care of him. When we came to Budapest, Karcsi went to the
kindergarten of the Party.

My husband was departmental head [of the party membership department] in the Party
Headquarters. He traveled around the country; he accompanied these big bosses. He was very
much involved in all this. He never talked about his work. And | never asked. | saw it and | agreed
with them completely and that was it.

This whole 1956 thing [the Revolution of 1956] 13 was very frightening. We thought that the
country would have a quiet time and all of a sudden we had to be afraid once again; we only saw
from it what made us frightened. We had done a lot of things out of [communist] convictions
because we thought that we were right. We felt that we had done all we could, yet what came out
of it wasn't what we had wanted. And we were very much surprised that it turned out the way it
did. 1956 was a big disappointment for us.

It made me feel the way | felt during World War Il because Pista didn't come home. | was coming
home from work - at that time | worked at the Public Servants' Trade Union in Puskin Street, and |
got home without any problems - and | was thinking as | was walking on the street, 'How funny,
where are these people marching to?'. | didn't like the look of them, somehow. | had been through
so many things and | felt that somehow all this wasn't quite square. | got home and Karcsi was
already at home doing his homework. | said, 'Dad?' and he replied, 'He is not back yet'. Then |
shitted my pants a little, so to speak. He finally came home [that night]. | tried to attenuate things
as much as | could. | took Karcsi to my workplace every day. We walked from house to house,
talked and got a little drunk - we took some alcohol with us. We walked a hell of a lot; | took him to
my workplace, then home, then to my workplace, and home again.

Pista didn't come home for five days because he was departmental head in the Ministry for Food at
that time and he organized the provisions for Budapest. It was a hot potato because he had a great
responsibility. The ministry was located in the building where the Ministry of Agriculture is today,
opposite the Parliament. [Editor's note: on 25th October there was a massacre in front of the
Parliament when the armed forces opened fire on the mass of demonstrators. AlImost 100 people
were killed and 300 injured.]

He remained in his post after 1956, too; he was departmental head, just like before. He retired
from there. He didn't talk much about his work.

| worked as an independent trade union secretary in the KSH [Central Statistical Office] for three
years. The Party Headquarters sent me there. They didn't send just anybody there, only those who
worked out of real convictions. We did all kinds of things: we organized members for the trade
union, set up kitchens and social care institutions. All those who are still important people in the
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KSH were already there at that time. Then | was sent to the Headquarters of the Public Servants'
Trade Union and | was involved with the trade unions there as well. | worked for quite a number of
years in the trade union movement. | retired from there.

| didn't participate in high politics on principle because it was none of my business. At my
workplace | was sitting opposite a woman who was Jewish and we didn't know this about each
other for at least ten years. | can't remember exactly any more how we found out in the end. It
wasn't common to talk about one's family at the time. We strictly followed the party line.

| was a party member until the dissolution of the Party [the Hungarian Socialist Workers' Party]. |
didn't join the MSZP [Hungarian Socialist Party], I'm too old for that. Back then | didn't miss out on
anything, | was involved in everything. But | don't remember any more what exactly we did in the
Party.

Karcsi went to school close to us, to the Istvan Gymnasium [one of the top high schools of
Budapest, especially strong in mathematics]. And he went on to the Technical University. My son
isn't circumcised. Because my husband said no, although his family had been very religious [in his
childhood]. We didn't hide it that we were Jewish. This simply couldn't be a secret in our family. I'm
sure that Karcsi heard anti-Semitic remarks at school and was surprised at them. But we didn't feel
it in his behavior. We didn't observe Jewish holidays, but we didn't have a Christmas tree either.
Karcsi didn't miss it, either, he never asked us to have one. | always went to the synagogue on high
holidays. This wasn't a problem. | think they must have known about it [at the trade union]. But I'm
not sure. | don't know about us having to be afraid because of this. When | could, | would take
along Karcsi. Pista never came. Karcsi is interested in the Jewish religion but not as much as his
children. They went much farther than their parents. Karcsi doesn't go to the synagogue.

We have been on holiday everywhere where we got a holiday coupon - in Yugoslavia, Romania, the
seaside, East-Germany. We came home from there and the wall went up the next day between the
two halves of the country. [The interviewee refers to the Berlin Wall.] These were all guided tours,
organized by the trade unions. They were great, and | had my share in everything because | always
got rewards. It could never happen that | wouldn't go on a holiday - with my family, of course. We
went on holiday somewhere within Hungary every year. | didn't ask for the holiday coupons, | was
given them. Honestly, it was really like that back then. It's not like that any more.

We had a plot that the Ministry of Food had sold to us. Someone at the ministry put a flea in my
husband's ear; he didn't want to buy it but this man kept telling him that he had to buy it until he
did. This was at the time when it became fashionable to have a plot [in the 1970s]. It was right next
to the holiday resort of the ministry in God. The plot was small, there wasn't enough room [for our
friends]. There was a proper stone house on it but it was so small that only the family could stay in
it. We went there every week. We made a little kitchen garden, but it wasn't the thing for us. Pista
was competent at gardening but he didn't have the physical strength any more. And then Pista
died and Karcsi sat down to read his newspaper. 'Now, shall we work a little?', | said. And he just
went on reading his newspaper. And then my grandson Andris said: 'If you want, | can cut the
grass'. He was ten years old. | said to him, 'Fine, cut the grass then'. None of us knew anything
about gardening. So, in the end we sold it rather than spoil it completely.

We had a non-Jewish circle of friends. We didn't think it was important. We didn't have such
principles. Whoever was a good person, was a good person whether Catholic or not and who wasn't
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a good person, wasn't. God only knows where we had our circle of friends from. They must have
come from our workplaces. We didn't have much of a social life - who had time for that?! We
worked like crazy and we thought that we would save the world.

Karcsi's circle of friends is not so mixed. His friends are mostly Jewish. His wife Eva is also Jewish. It
did matter to me but | told him that | would accept whoever he chose. Because | had lived in a
world where it mattered and | was more attached to these things than Karcsi. Because Karcsi was
born into a world where he could be like this or like that, whatever he chose. Eva is a very clever
woman, a nice, smart woman. They are the same age. Eva is a chemical engineer by profession but
she works in foreign trade.

My grandson Andris was born in 1974 and my other grandson Robi in 1975. When they were ill, we
would get a phone call in the evening: 'Mum, can | bring them over?' '‘Bring them, my girl." And |
had a crying baby at hand the next morning. | didn't have the slightest idea how to look after a
baby boy or any baby at all. And we made drawings and wrote and had a good time. | was
exhausted by the time the evening came - but not they! They could have gone on drawing and
what not. | played a lot with them and | liked them a lot. They were great. They adored me and
they still do.

Andris graduated from the University of Economics majoring in international relations and Robi
graduated from the Department of Informatics of the Technical University. Andris is working for a
company in Germany, he coordinates for them. He is about to move back to Hungary; his contract
is over. Robi works as a computer specialist. He has worked in Italy. He works as an informatics
specialist at a subsidiary of the Siemens Company now. | haven't been to Israel because | have
been too worn out to go. Karcsi has been there. And both my grandchildren have been there; Robi
even worked in some factory there.

When Pista died, everything changed. He died young. | wish he had lived to be a hundred and that |
had only lived up to half of it. The children are very nice, Karcsi comes to see me every week, and
my grandchildren come, too. There are occasions when the whole family gets together. We
celebrate birthdays and everything and we can get together whenever we want. | don't like going
out any more, my legs aren't what they used to be. | go out if | have someone to come with me but
if  don't, | stay in. | have someone who does the shopping for me and cleans the apartment.

I have nothing to say about the change of regime in 1989. | can't follow what's going on any more. |
have gradually come to feel that | don't understand anything and | don't want to, either.
Sometimes | go straight up in the air when | watch TV, so | don't want to hear about politics any
more.

Glossary

1 Hungarian Soviet Republic

The first, short-lived, proletarian dictatorship in Hungary. On 21st March 1919 the Workers' Council
of Budapest took over power from the bourgeois democratic government and declared the
Hungarian Soviet Republic. The temporary constitution declared that the Republic was the state of
the workers and peasants and it aimed at putting an end to their exploitation and establishing a
socialist economic and social system. The communist government nationalized industrial and
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commercial enterprises, and socialized housing, transport, banking, medicine, cultural institutions,
and large landholdings. In an effort to secure its rule the government used arbitrary violence.
Almost 600 executions were ordered by revolutionary tribunals and the government also resorted
to violence to expropriate grain from peasants. This violence and the regime's moves against the
clergy also shocked many Hungarians. The Republic was defeated by the entry of Romanian troops,
who broke through Hungarian lines on 30th July, occupied and looted Budapest, and ousted Kun's
Soviet Republic on 1st August 1919.

2 Upper Hungary/Felvidek

The northern part of historical Hungary, which had both a Slovak and a Hungarian population.
Following the Treaty of Trianon after World War |, this territory passed over to the First
Czechoslovak Republic; today it is part of Slovakia. There is still a considerable Hungarian minority
living there.

3 Numerus clausus in Hungary

The general meaning of the term is restriction of admission to secondary school or university for
economic and/or political reasons. The Numerus Clausus Act passed in Hungary in 1920 was the
first anti-Jewish law in Europe. It regulated the admission of students to higher educational
institutions by stating that aside from the applicants' national loyalty and moral reliability, their
origin had to be taken into account as well. The number of students of the various ethnic and
national minorities had to correspond to their proportion in the population of Hungary. After the
introduction of this act the number of students of Jewish origin at Hungarian universities declined
dramatically.

4 Neolog Jewry

Following a Congress in 1868/69 in Budapest, where the Jewish community was supposed to
discuss several issues on which the opinion of the traditionalists and the modernizers differed and
which aimed at uniting Hungarian Jews, Hungarian Jewry was officially split into to (later three)
communities, which all built up their own national community network. The Neologs were the
modernizers, who opposed the Orthodox on various questions.

5 Middle school

This type of school was attended by pupils between the ages of 10 and 14 (which corresponds in
age to the lower secondary school). As opposed to secondary school, here the emphasis was on
modern and practical subjects. Thus, beside the regular classes, such as literature, maths, natural
sciences, history, etc., modern languages (mostly German, but to a lesser extent also French and
English), accounting, economics were taught. While the secondary school prepared children to
enter the university, the middle school provided its graduates with the type of knowledge, which
helped them find a job in offices, banks, as clerks, accountants, secretaries, or to manage their own
business or shop.

6 Yellow star houses
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The system of exclusively Jewish houses which acted as a form of hostage taking was introduced
by the Hungarian authorities in June 1944 in Budapest. The authorities believed that if they
concentrated all the Jews of Budapest in the ghetto, the Allies would not attack it, but if they placed
such houses all over Budapest, especially near important public buildings it was a kind of
guarantee. Jews were only allowed to leave such houses for two hours a day to buy supplies and
such.

7 Anti-Jewish laws in Hungary

Following similar legislation in Nazi Germany, Hungary enacted three Jewish laws in 1938, 1939
and 1941. The first law restricted the number of Jews in industrial and commercial enterprises,
banks and in certain occupations, such as legal, medical and engineering professions, and
journalism to 20% of the total number. This law defined Jews on the basis of their religion, so those
who converted before the short-lived Hungarian Soviet Republic in 1919, as well as those who
fought in World War |, and their widows and orphans were exempted from the law. The second
Jewish law introduced further restrictions, limiting the number of Jews in the above fields to 6%,
prohibiting the employment of Jews completely in certain professions such as high school and
university teaching, civil and municipal services, etc. It also forbade Jews to buy or sell land and so
forth. This law already defined Jews on more racial grounds in that it regarded baptized children
that had at least one non- converted Jewish parent as Jewish. The third Jewish law prohibited
intermarriage between Jews and non-Jews, and defined anyone who had at least one Jewish
grandparent as Jewish.

8 19th March 1944

Hungary was occupied by the German forces on this day. Nazi Germany decided to take this step
because it considered the reluctance of the Hungarian government to carry out the 'final solution of
the Jewish question' and deport the Jewish population of Hungary to concentration camps as
evidence of Hungary's determination to join forces with the Western Allies. By the time of the
German occupation, close to 63,000 Jews (8% of the Jewish population) had already fallen victim to
the persecution. On the German side special responsibility for Jewish affairs was assigned to
Edmund Veesenmayer, the newly appointed minister and Reich plenipotentiary, and to Otto
Winkelmann, higher S.S. and police leader and Himmler's representative in Hungary.

9 Arrow Cross Party

The most extreme of the Hungarian fascist movements in the mid-1930s. The party consisted of
several groups, though the name is now commonly associated with the faction organized by Ferenc
Szalasi and Kalman Hubay in 1938. Following the Nazi pattern, the party promised not only the
establishment of a fascist-type system including social reforms, but also the 'solution of the Jewish
question'. The party's uniform was consisted of a green shirt and a badge with a set of crossed
arrows, a Hungarian version of the swastika, on it. On 15th October 1944, when governor Horthy
announced Hungary's withdrawal from the war, the Arrow Cross seized power with military help
from the Germans. The Arrow Cross government ordered general mobilization and enforced a
regime of terror which, though directed chiefly against the Jews, also inflicted heavy suffering upon
the Hungarians. It was responsible for the deportation and death of tens of thousands of Jews. After
the Soviet army liberated the whole of Hungary by early April 1945, Szalasi and his Arrow Cross
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ministers were brought to trial and executed.

10 KISOK-ground

The KISOK-ground originally hosted the competitions and championships of high school pupils and
the levente members from all over Hungary. The ground situated in the 14th district of Budapest
was built at the crossing of Mexikdi Ut, Erzsébet kirdlyné utja and Columbus Street, in the late
1920s. According to the Szalasi-government's mobilization decree all Jewish women between 15-45
had to register at the KISOK-ground for "defense work" till 23 October 1944. All the Jewish women,
those who showed up at the KISOK ground, along with those captured in police raids (approx.
20,000 persons) after a week of digging ramparts around Budapest, were deported afoot to the
German camps, Lichtenwoerth and Ravensbruck.

11 Szalasi, Ferenc (1897-1946)

Leader of the extreme right Arrow Cross movement, the movement of the Hungarian fascists. The
various fascist parties united in the Arrow-Cross Party under his leadership in 1940. Helped by the
Germans who had occupied Hungary in March 1944, he made a coup d'état on 15th October 1944
and introduced a fascist terror in the country. After World War, he was sentenced to death and
executed.

12 Schutzpass (Free-pass)

Document emitted by the diplomatic missions of neutral countries, which guaranteed its owner the
protection of the given country. Theoretically this document exempted the Jews from several duties
such as wearing the yellow star. Most of the free-passes were emitted by the Swiss and Swedish
Consulates in Budapest. The Swiss consul Karl Lutz asked for 7,000 emigration permits in April
1944. The emission of the Swedish Schutzpass for Hungarian Jews started with Raoul Wallenberg's
assignment as consul in Hungary. Free-passes used to be emitted also by Spain, Portugal and
Vatican. Although the number of Free-passes was maximized to 15,600 in fall 1944, the real
number of the Free-passes in circulation was much higher: 40-70,000 emitted by Switzerland, 7-
10,000 by Sweden, 3,000 by Spain, not to mention the fake ones. Referring to the high number and
the falsification of passes Nyilas groups started to carry off also the people with a pass from mid-
November 1944. During raids Nyilas groups shot and threw into the Danube all the tenants of
Jewish houses.

13 Joint (American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee)

The Joint was formed in 1914 with the fusion of three American Jewish committees of assistance,
which were alarmed by the suffering of Jews during WWI. In late 1944, the Joint entered Europe's
liberated areas and organized a massive relief operation. It provided food for Jewish survivors all
over Europe, it supplied clothing, books and school supplies for children. It supported cultural
amenities and brought religious supplies for the Jewish communities. The Joint also operated DP
camps, in which it organized retraining programs to help people learn trades that would enable
them to earn a living, while its cultural and religious activities helped re- establish Jewish life. The
Joint was also closely involved in helping Jews to emigrate from Europe and from Muslim countries.
The Joint was expelled from East Central Europe for decades during the Cold War and it has only
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come back to many of these countries after the fall of communism. Today the Joint provides social
welfare programs for elderly Holocaust survivors and encourages Jewish renewal and communal
development.

14 1956

It designates the Revolution, which started on 23rd October 1956 against Soviet rule and the
communists in Hungary. It was started by student and worker demonstrations in Budapest started
in which Stalin's gigantic statue was destroyed. Moderate communist leader Imre Nagy was
appointed as prime minister and he promised reform and democratization. The Soviet Union
withdrew its troops which had been stationing in Hungary since the end of World War Il, but they
returned after Nagy's announcement that Hungary would pull out of the Warsaw Pact to pursue a
policy of neutrality. The Soviet army put an end to the rising on 4th November and mass repression
and arrests started. About 200,000 Hungarians fled from the country. Nagy, and a number of his
supporters were executed. Until 1989, the fall of the communist regime, the Revolution of 1956
was officially considered a counter-revolution.
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