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My family background

Mor Kohn was my mother’s father. He was a textile

merchant, he had his own textile shop. My grandmother, Netti Heitler was always ill. When | met
her she was already bedridden, | don’t know anything about her illness. She died when | was seven,
in 1923. My grandfather must have lived seven years longer, so he died around 1930. He was
pretty old, at least 80, so he must have been born sometime around 1850. | don’t know where they
were born. They lived in Hodmezovasarhely, but since they needed care, my father had them move
to Szentes sometime in the 1920s and they both died there. | have never been at my
grandparents’ original residence, and | don’'t know how they lived. They were Neolog 1. They
observed the high holidays now and then, perhaps they even ate kosher.

They had three daughters, one was my mother, and then there was Aunt Olga and Aunt Mariska.
My mother, Erzsebet Kohn, was born in 1887, in her birth certificate she appears as Orzsike and her
Jewish name was Eszter. Her sisters were older than her, | don’'t know exactly, perhaps four-five
years older, and they were both housewives. | know that my mother, after completing four years of
civil school 2 went to school in Temesvar [today: Timisoara, Romania] there were higher girls’
schools 3 at that time, where they learned housekeeping and community skills. | think it was for
two or three years, and my mother graduated from it. | don’t know about the schooling of her two
sisters.

Aunt Olga lived in Hodmezovasarhely among very bad family circumstances. They were poor, she
was quite deaf as well, and her husband died, so she was not capable of looking after my
grandparents. Aunt Olga’s husband, Herman Mayer, was an agent. When they were mentioned in
the family, it always came up how poor they were. They had two children, Rozsi and Lili. Lili studied
acting but wasn’t really successful, and was in some films, but always in smaller roles. And as far
as | know, she later committed suicide in Berlin [today Germany]. This all happened in my
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childhood, so I only found out about it second-hand. Rozsi lived in Bacska [Backa Palanka, Serbia]
in Yugoslavia, she married a fairly rich Topolya [Topola, Serbial] merchant called Havas. He was a
widower, and had a son. Rozsi was much younger than him, she was entrusted with bringing up the
child. But they lived well in Yugoslavia.

Aunt Mariska lived in Szabadka [Subotica, Serbia], which belonged to Yugoslavia in the years after
the war. She had a husband by the name of [Andras] Farago, who was Jewish and whom she
divorced - a big thing in those days. | don’'t know his profession but they had two boys, Pista
Farago and Bandi Farago, and a daughter, Ella Farago, who were still very small when their mother
married a lawyer named Izso [from lzsak = Isaac] Tordai. So they were brought up by Uncle Izso
Tordai. Ella was a journalist in Yugoslavia, and wrote for papers in Szabadka, Zombor [today
Sombor, Serbial, and | think in Uj Videk [Novi Sad, Serbia]. For years she ran a psychological type
section under the name Ella Havas - Emil Havas was her husband - and ran around in writing
circles all her life.

My paternal great-grandfather was a shoemaker by profession. He was called Izrael Gunst. He was
born in Albertirsa, and he worked there. [Editor’'s note: In the time of the great-grandfather the
place was called Irsa, it was joined with Alberti only in 1950, and Albertirsa was formed at that
time.] He had eleven children. The first few were born in Irsa, then my great-grandfather moved for
who knows what reason to Szentes. From then on he had his workshop and business there. Not
only did he make shoes to measure, but also for the warehouse, and he sold them. All the while, he
raised eleven children. There were huge age differences between the children, so some had
already grown up and left home when the last child was born. The interesting thing is that there
were ten boys and one girl. My grandfather only kept in touch with a few of his siblings, perhaps
not that closely with them either, so | don’t know anything about most of them.

The youngest child, Berti [from Bertalan] became famous, relatively famous. When Lajos Kossuth
[(1802-1894): Hungarian lawyer and politician, one of the leaders of the Hungarian freedom fight
against the Austrians in 1848/49] was exiled after the freedom fight was defeated, he lived the last
part of his life in Italy, near Turin and was preparing to write his memoirs. He needed a secretary
who could translate and who could get hold of the raw materials. Kossuth asked his contacts in
Pest to find him this kind of young man. Uncle Berci, who had legal training, and worked then as a
freelancer for some Pest paper, was given the job. He went abroad, and was Kossuth’s secretary
for three years, [Bertalan Gunst was Kossuth's secretary from 1879-1883] and his memoirs were
written in that time. He is even mentioned in the Szentes High School yearbook - since he attended
this school, as did my father, and then me - as a famous old pupil, Bertalan Gunst, Lajos Kossuth's
secretary. Then as a young man living in London, Uncle Berci married a girl from Budapest, yet
their wedding was in Szentes - he so clung to his Szentes identity, and those in Szentes considered
him that, too. Generally, our family is very close to their roots.

Another of my grandfather’'s brothers was Uncle Henrik. Uncle Henrik’s story is very interesting.
Joachim Gunst, then Henrik, or as he later called himself: Henri Horn, became an artist and lived
abroad. He spent a little time in Italy, and most of his life he spent in France as an artist. He
became a kind of a bohemian man, who had three wives. He had a child from both his first two
marriages, and four children from his third wife, whom he married at the age of 50. This latter
woman was in her twenties, so there was a huge age difference between them. Four children were
born from this marriage. The first three between 1900 and 1904, and the last one in 1915, so when
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Henri was 66 years old. The boy is called Pierre, they became completely French of course, and
Pierre is of my age. Once we discovered him in a Paris directory. | knew that Uncle Henrik took on
the name Horn, and he was known under this name as an artist. | was looking for something in the
directory at the post office, and | noticed the name: Gunst-Horn. It had to be him, both the Gunst
and the Horn was right. Later | got in touch with him, and then it turned out that this Pierre also
had several children, and one of them, Olivier, who was born in 1947 in Middle-France, became a
Roman Catholic bishop somewhere. This much about the fate of a Hungarian Jewish family. | think
this is a very good story.

My paternal grandfather was called Lipot Gunst. | have seen the birth certificate, and his name is
down there as Leopold, but on the sign in the shop it was Lipot. My grandmother was Emilia
Paszternak, who was closely related to Joe Paszternak, the famous Hollywood filmmaker.
[Pasternak, Joseph (1901-1991): Born in Hungary, he immigrated to the US in 1921, beginning his
Hollywood career as a waiter in the restaurant at Universal Studios. By 1928, he had moved up
from assistant director to associate producer and then was appointed manager of Universal Studios
operations in Berlin. He fled Germany in 1933, and though he returned to save Universal from
bankruptcy with his Deanna Durban hit musical, ‘Three Smart Girls’ (1936), he lost family members
in the concentration camps. The onset of Parkinson’s disease ended his career in 1968.] We never
saw him, they didn’t correspond either, but the family connection was quite well-known. My
grandmother was born in 1849, and my grandfather was born in Irsa, in 1844,

In Szentes there lived about 500-600 Jews, and they were all middle-of-the-road religious. Mako
was 80 kilometers away, where a much more intense Jewish life went on than in Szentes. There
was an Orthodox 4 synagogue and a Neolog one, and a few thousand Jews lived there. Szentes was
nothing compared to that. The town was about as big as Mako and the region was also the same,
but the Jewry in Szentes was fairly assimilated. There was a synagogue, it was very beautiful, today
it is the town library. There was a Jewish community, my father was its vice-president, then its
chairman. There was a Chevra Kaddisha too, of course, which dealt with burials - the cemetery was
very beautiful. There was a Malbish Arumim Society which dealt with charitable works for the poor,
and there was a Jewish Women's Association, my mother was its chairwoman for a while. Even
though everyone got along in the Jewish community, there was a fairly big battle when it came to
community elections, since that’s when they decided who should be the chairman, and his people
then made up the tax committee, who took less tax from its own people, its supporters. The
community tax at that time was collected like ordinary taxes, you had to pay them. So there was a
battle mainly because of this, and the community was divided in two over it.

| know that before World War I, there was always a rabbi in Szentes. Between the two world wars
sometimes there was, sometimes there wasn’t. The rabbi, who was in Szentes when | was born, left
Szentes and for a long time there was no rabbi. So when | had my bar mitzvah when | was 13, that
is, in 1929, there hadn’t been a rabbi in Szentes for years, and at my parents’ request this rabbi
came to Szentes from Pest, where he was employed, to conduct my bar mitzvah. And there wasn’t
one for years after either. For years after that, the Szentes community sponsored and looked after
a rabbinical student, called Zoltan Kohn, who left them in the lurch. When he became a rabbi, he
simply vanished and we never saw him again. And then once again, they were looking for a rabbi
for years, and then came Jozsef Burdiger, who later magyarized his name to Berend. He was the
rabbi in Szentes at the time of the ghettoization. There was always a teacher, and he was secretary
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of the community too. There was a shammash too. There was no kosher butchery. Uncle Ungar, the
shammash went from house to house, he was the shochet and the shammash. It also happened
that they took [animals] to him.

There were six siblings altogether in my dad’s family. The eldest was Erno, then Aunt Helen, then
Aunt Maca - her name was Matild - then Regina. Then there was my father, and then Laszlo, who
died young at 16, in 1899 - | was named Laszlo after him. My father was born in 1880 in Szentes.
He attended high school there. At the time, this high school was connected with the Debrecen
Calvinist High School. Since it only had six grades, anyone who wanted to go to seventh and eighth
had to finish in Debrecen. My father didn't go there, so he only completed six grades of secondary
school. | used to know why, but now | can’t remember why he quit.

His sisters were all educated girls, but | don’t know what schools they were in, or what they
studied. Aunt Helen married in Kolozsvar [Cluj Napoca, Romania]. | think her husband died and she
married again. Her second husband was Jozsef Weisz, he was a tailor in Kolozsvar. Aunt Maca was
married in Hodmezovasarhely, her husband was Schenk, but | don’'t know his first name. She
divorced, and then found a husband there called Droth through Aunt Helen, who was married and
living in Kolozsvar. It was a very successful marriage. He adopted Aunt Maca’s three children,
Istvan, Margit and Gyorgy. Regina married in Szentes and had her children there. Then she died
giving birth to her last child, Gyuri. He [her husband] was left a widower with three or four children,
and my grandparents took on the little child to take the pressure off the widowed man. Uncle Erno
became a mining engineer, went to Rozsaszentmarton and worked at the coal mine there as a
mining engineer and eventually became the director of the entire mine. He died of iliness there,
before the war. Since my father’s younger brother, Laszlo, had died, only my father remained in
Szentes, and he took over the business from my grandfather.

First, Grandfather ran a grocery store in Szentes, which went better and better for him, and by the
end, he became an ironmonger. So the spices and ox tongue and such that he sold at first
gradually fell off and were replaced with hardware, more spare parts, like car parts, tools for
blacksmiths, carpentry tools. Later when bicycles got big, they became a popular item. And of
course, there were enamel pots, grinders, knives, scissors and such. The shop was opposite the
Post Office, in the fourth house from the Main Square. He didn’t open his first shop there, but
somewhere in Kiser, which was an outer suburb of Szentes. [Editor’s note: As it will turn out later,
they celebrated the 75th anniversary of the ironmongery in 1943, so the grandfather opened the
shop in 1868, at the age of 24.] Then, | suppose, he must have steadily got involved there, where |
was born and the shop was. What | can remember, the shops were already 80-100 square meters
large and there were numerous warehouses on the ground floor and in the cellar, which must have
been about 250 square meters [2690 sq.ft.] altogether.

My father took over when grandfather started to get old, so | really only remember that period.
There must have been four employees at the time. My father was a very diligent man. We closed
the shop every evening at 7. At that time, you had to open from 7 to 12, then from 12 to 2 there
was a noon break and from 2 to 7 it was open again, so my father was very busy. It was open on
Saturdays - and for a time on Sundays, too - at first until noon and then from 7am to 10am. There
was no stock delivery in the area. Even while my grandfather was in charge, it was my father who
traveled for goods. One of our suppliers was the Weiss Manfred factory 5, but we were supplied by
a number of other companies, the biggest merchants in Budapest at the time. There was a
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competitor of about the same size in Szentes, the Horvaths, and there were smaller merchants in
the suburbs, they were more like general stores, but most of them had been assistants from my
grandfather’s business who then set up for themselves. None of them were Jewish, these
competitors, the Horvaths weren’t either. Ours was the only Jewish one of its kind, there wasn’t any
other in Szentes.

There was a big ledger in which the sales on credit were written. There were some customers -
Szentes was an agricultural area, most people were homestead or local village producers - who
only had money in the fall. So there were many who only paid once a year, after the summer
harvest, when they got money for wheat and other produce. Szentes was a county seat, there were
many offices and schools, so there were also customers, clerks for example, who were paid
monthly, and they paid us monthly. But you could say that at least 50 percent of the customers
bought on credit, and most of them paid, too, at the set time. It was very rare that we had to take
them to court or demand payment. Our customers were trustworthy people. There was no signing
for things, it was just written down what a person had taken. And when the farmer came to pay in
the fall, he trusted that we hadn’t written anything extra, and we trusted that he would pay. So it
was such a patriarchal period, even between the two world wars.

Growing up

My father got together with my mother in the following way: Aunt Maca was married in
Hodmezovasarhely [at that time], and my father, as a young man, used to visit her, and met my
mother there. It might have been arranged, but of course, | don’t know that. | had an older sister
who died before | was born, at the age of two and a half, of yellow fever. She was born in 1912, her
name was Eva. [Editor’s note: Yellow fever: a disease transmitted by mosquitoes in tropical,
Mediterranean regions, causing high-fever and yellow skin. Its fatality rate at this period was 75
percent. Our sources say this was not usual for Hungary, but was possible.]

When World War | broke out, my father was already 34, but he was still immediately called up. |
remember that he went into the Lugos [Lugoj, Romania] regiment - Lugos is now part of Romania -
then they were sent to Serbia. He spent the entire war there, in Dalmatia and its environs, right up
until the final retreat. He was constantly away for four years, though he got leave time by time. |
wasn’t made [sic - conceived] at home, but in Belgrade [today Serbia]. My father was given leave,
but a very short one, and they knew in advance when it would be, so my mother traveled down to
Belgrade. They met there in the officers’ wing of the barracks - my father had joined up as an
ensign officer and was a captain when discharged - and they spent a few days there, and | was
made [conceived] there in February 1916.

My grandmother, Emilia Paszternak, had two sisters who were also married in Szentes. Aunt Betti
and Aunt Lina. When | was born, my cousin Gyuri was sent down to get the family together. | was
born at home, by candlelight, as the electricity service went off at 9 o’clock in the evening and |
was born at a quarter to one in the morning. There was a midwife and Dr. Lowy was called, who
was an old doctor, since the young doctors were in the war. And they asked Gyuri to wake Aunt
Betti to come over. Aunt Betti had false teeth, and in her rush, she left them behind and came to
celebrate my birth. This story was told in our family for twenty years.
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When | was circumcised, my father wasn’t at home yet. [Editor’'s note: Under normal
circumstances, circumcision would happen eight days after birth, and the boy is given his name at
that time.] So they sent him a telegram and he came home quickly. The commissioned personnel,
which he belonged to, were somewhere in Dalmatia and were living in some royal or aristocratic
palace. When they found out that | had been born, they filched a beautiful album containing
members of that aristocratic family, and the fellow officers sent that as a present for me.

We lived with my grandparents. The house was in the same building as the shop, a corner building.
The shop and the warehouses were in the corner part of it, and the five-bedroom apartment was on
the Petofi Street side. My grandparents brought up one of my cousins, my Aunt Regina’s youngest
child, and one of the five rooms was his, my parents had three rooms and my grandparents had a
huge room right beside the shop. We lived like the bourgeois, | would say. We had nice furniture
and paintings on the wall. The paintings and the furniture all disappeared in 1944. | remember that
we had paintings by Jozsef Koszta. [Editor’'s note: Jozsef Koszta (1861-1949) was a significant artist,
he lived in Nagybanya (today Baia Mare, Romania), Szolnok, then on his farm near Szentes.] | got
my own room when Gyuri left home at the age of 19-20. He eventually became a doctor, and
because of the numerus clausus 6 he was only able to finish his training in Italy. Until that time |
didn’t have my own room, | slept in one room with my parents.

There were lots of books at home. There was a big bookcase with lots of books in it, books
fashionable at that time, the Hungarian classics of the time: Jokai 7, Mikszath [Editor’s note:
Kalman Mikszath (1847-1910) was a great Hungarian novelist and politician. Many of his novels
contained social commentary and satire, and towards the end of his life they became increasingly
critical of the aristocracy and the burden that he believed it placed on Hungarian society] and
Gardonyi [Editor’'s note: Geza Gardonyi, born Geza Ziegler (1863 -1922) was a Hungarian writer
and journalist. Although he wrote a wide range of works, he had his greatest success as a historical
novelist, particularly with Egri csillagok (Stars of Eger) and A lathatatlan ember (Invisible Man).] |
only remember Hungarian, French and German books, there weren’t any Hebrew books among
them. We subscribed to the ‘Ujsag’ ['News’: a liberally-minded political daily that started in 1903,
was banned during the 1919 Hungarian Soviet Republic, then continued that fall only to be banned
again by the interior minister in 1925.] which you could call a liberal paper then. Then we
subscribed to ‘Mult es Jovo’ [' Past and Future,” a Jewish literary and artistic journal], and when |
was fairly little to ‘Remeny’ [‘Hope': Jewish literary monthly]. And we had ‘Szinhazi Elet’ [‘Theatrical
Life’: A popular weekly which appeared between 1912 and 1938, printing many colorful stories
about the early theater and film world, including the text of new plays. Founded by Sandor Incze
and edited with Zsolt Harsanyi.], which my mother read, and ‘Uj Idok’ ['New Times: A literary
journal. Produced for and popular with the educated middle class, it came out in many more
editions than other literary journals.]. My father got ‘Magyar Vaskereskedo’ [‘Hungarian Iron
Merchant’] and the National Hungarian Trade Association paper, which was a professional journal.

In the early days, when the family was still large and the six of us lived together, with my cousin,
my grandparents, we had a cook and a maid. Later this was reduced to one. The cook, under my
grandmother’s direction | believe, cooked the kosher meals. My mother did the housework, and
when there were no chores to do, then she helped in the shop. She sat at the register. As my
grandmother got older my mother gradually had to take over the household. But this takeover
surely did not happen smoothly, something they generally tried to hide from me, but well, the
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tensions were running high during that time. My mother went to the market. It was near us, on the
main square, just a few blocks away. She went with a ‘garaboly’ [hamper] on her arm, sometimes
two. This is a Szentes word, it's a round basket you can carry on your arm. | haven't really heard
this word in other regions. Sometimes the maid went with her, when she saw that it would be too
much for her alone to carry. When there was a lot to slaughter then the shochet came to us, when
there was only one chicken, we went to him.

My parents lived a fairly busy social life, they had quite a few close and less close friends. My father
was the chairman of the Jewish community, my mother was the chair-woman of the women'’s
association, so they were in the middle of society things. Two or three times a week, after supper,
so around 8 or 8.30 in the evening, the guests came, or they went somewhere. Their friends were
100 percent Jewish, even our doctor, who was also the district doctor, was a converted Jew.

Since my father was a community functionary, he went to synagogue every Friday night and every
Saturday, too. At these times, my mother was in the shop, and when | was bigger, | was. My father
said that he knew how to pray. He had a tallit, but | never saw him in a teffilin. | also had to take
part in the morning prayers, as a student. Ten people were hard to gather together [for a minyan],
so those of us who were high school students, so over thirteen, we were always divided up to take
part in morning prayers. And for weekly prayers too, and then we had to put on the teffilin. |
believe that my father would have stayed even more religious, but my mother was the spiritual
dean, in that we tended increasingly towards irreligiousness.

On the high holidays, at Rosh Hashanah or Yom Kippur, the shop was closed. Perhaps it was closed
at Pesach or Shavuot, | can't remember exactly. But on the three big holidays, we were certainly
closed, and we went to synagogue. At Yom Kippur, | started with half day fasts, so | had to fast for
the first time from early evening until lunch the next day. | must have been about eight then. This
half-day fast lasted two to three years and from then on | had to do a whole day [Editor’s note:
Children have to fast for an entire day, like the adults, only after their bar or bat mitzvah. Until then
they only fast half a day.]. This was so even when we’d already given up keeping kosher. Once,
when on the second day of Yom Kippur we were going home from the synagogue, the entire family
made my grandfather hurry, because everyone was hungry. And right after that, | think he became
ill, so they said he died because of this.

We always ate together. At the Friday night supper the two candles were burning. There was
always chulent, but we never ate gefilte fish, because my mother didn't like it, so we didn’t have it,
even when we lived with the grandparents. | also remember that Gyuri, my cousin, had an older
sister, they had a glass shop in Szentes. And her husband had come from somewhere in the
Nyirseg [region in north-eastern Hungary] to Szentes, so he was more religious by about 20-30
percent than the rest, and so it was more important for them to observe the rules related to Jewish
life. For example, there they always had a more festive Friday night supper. They always invited to
this the Szentes Jewish teacher, who was from Hajdudorog, where Jewish life was also very strong. |
had supper there every Friday when | was older.

We didn’t have a sukkah at Sukkot, but at various places in Szentes, sukkot were put up. We had a
paved yard because of the hardware shop, into which the big transport carts came in through the
great gate, they were able to turn around there, and unload the goods that came by railroad. So it
was not suitable for putting up a sukkah. If they had been religious enough, my ancestors could
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have surely found a solution, so that the carts wouldn’t have come in, but unload the goods on the
street, but this wasn’t the case.

We always lit the chanukkiyah in those days, in my childhood. | remember the small sweets and
some sort of present giving at Chanukkah. I've mentioned our doctor, who was a converted Jew. He
had come from Transylvania 8, he had a half-Jewish wife, and they had two children; a boy and a
girl. The boy was of my age, and when we went to high school we were together a lot, although he
was not one of my best friends. They held a big Christmas, and later, when | was a teenager, my
parents and | went to their house after the Christmas dinner, and spent the evening there. And
then my father bought me a present too, since the two children there got presents, and he didn't
want me to feel left out. | also remember a Christmas, when my mother and | were already
preparing for the supper, and then my father came in with a little bell and brought in the gifts like
little Jesus [Editor’s note: In Hungary and other parts of Europe, on Christmas Eve parents ring a
bell and tell the children that the baby Jesus has brought the presents]. We cheered up and
laughed, so we didn’t take Christmas seriously, it wasn’t a holiday for us. | liked trains very much,
and | usually got presents connected to them; a small train, rails, a big train, an engine you could
sit in. And then those building blocks, Matador - it was a wooden building toy like Lego. And later
there was Marklin, which was a metal erector set. [Editor’s note: Marklin -a metal construction toy
known all around the world, manufactured in Géppingen since the end of the 19th century.] | also
got books.

There was no purimshpil, but there was a Purim ball, which was always organized by the Jewish
Women'’s Association, and these were big events. And there were shelakhmones, cakes and
brioche or such, we sent them to our six to eight best friends, and they sent them to us too. There
was seder too, but that essentially stopped when my grandparents died. But at that Jeno
Grunstein’s, who was from Nyirseg, there were seder evenings there too [Editor’'s note: Jeno
Grunstein’s wife was the daughter of Laszlo Galla’s paternal aunt.] | always went there without my
parents, but | went with pleasure.

| remember in my childhood there was a huge square dining table in my grandparents’ room. At
seder all the family members gathered - my grandparents, my parents, Gyuri and |, and perhaps
some sibling or relative who was there: there were eleven siblings in grandfather’s family, so there
was always a guest, so they were great seder evenings. As far as | can remember there were a
minimum of eight of us at the table. My grandfather recited the Haggadah. It says what you have
to do in the Haggadah, and | remember we did it all. While my grandparents lived, there were
spring house cleanings at Pesach, and a separate dining service.

While we lived with my paternal grandparents, we had a kosher household, and the moment my
paternal grandmother died, she died later [than he], under my mother we gave up keeping kosher.
This doesn’t mean that we started to cook with lard but we didn’t observe the milk-meat separation
rules totally. So the whole family, as far as | know, easily bent the Jewish rules. There was religion
in the attitude, in honesty, in respect for others, love, charity and empathy. These are wonderful
moral characteristics which | noticed everywhere in my family. These indicated religiousness, |
believe, not murmuring unknown prayers or observing all kinds of regulations.

We never spoke anything other than Hungarian, with any producer or shop, or with those who lived
in Szabadka [today Subotica, Serbia] or Kolozsvar. Despite the fact that these were annexed
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territories 9, everyone was Hungarian there, too. My father spoke fluent German, my mother also
spoke German, and she spoke French and Italian too. My mother loved languages. She learned
Italian, for example, when she was well in her 50s, as there was an ltalian class in Szentes. At that
time we were very ‘in” with Mussolini 10, so Italian was something very cultivated.

| didn’t go to nursery school, | was raised at home. There was a Jewish elementary school in
Szentes, | went there for four years. The elementary school was four grades, and all four grades
were taught in one room, there were so few children, there were about 30 students all together.
The curriculum was the same as in the other schools. | know this because we could take part in city
study competitions, and the good pupils of the Jewish school always did well.

After elementary school came eight years of public high school. | studied Latin for eight years,
German for seven and French for four. | took private English classes later. There were compulsory
religious studies. There was a separate classroom, a Greek culture classroom, and that inscription
was still there from the days when one had to learn Greek, and the Jewish religion class was held
there. There was a separate Catholic classroom, and the Calvinists studied in their classroom.
Catholics were in the majority, but Szentes was quite a Calvinist town [Editor’s note: In 1920 47,6%
of the inhabitants were Calvinists, 47,4% were Roman Catholics, and only 5% belonged to other
denominations.]. The Calvinists were better off, the middle class. There were Lutherans too, a few,
they had to go to their minister for religious instruction. | think it’s ridiculous that we learned
Hebrew prayers without having to learn Hebrew. No one wanted us to understand, neither the
teacher nor anyone else, the meaning of ‘ha-layla-haze.’ [Editor’'s note: It means “this night.” As
part of the seder ritual, the youngest child asks the person who leads the ceremony the following
question four times: “Why is this night different from all other nights?” Through answering this
question, the leader of the ceremony explains the special meaning of seder.] Yet, we had to read
and, indeed, learn texts by heart. It was the most incomprehensible thing, but we had to do it.

In the early days, there was an A and B class in high school. There were three of us Jews in our
class, | believe there were two in the B class, and in the combined class in the 6th grade, there
were three of us Jews who took finals. | didn’t experience any anti-Semitism, not once. There were
conflicts between the Calvinists and the Catholics, many more scuffles than between Jews and non-
Jews. The three Jews included Pista Schiffer who was from Kunszentmarton, so | only met him at
school, never outside it. Imre Polgar was a good friend of mine from the 1st grade. We always sat
together in elementary school, then he was put in the class B, but we kept up our friendship. He
then became a doctor. And the poor guy was sent from work service [forced labor] to a Soviet
prisoner-of-war camp [Editor’s note: According to the estimations about 20,000-30,000 Jewish
forced laborers fell into Soviet captivity.] Then he died here, in the middle of Hungary, in Baja, of
some epidemic. He wasn’'t my best friend, but we were on very good terms. | mainly made friends
with non-Jews, because there was only a few of them [Jews]. Imre Polgar was just as good a friend
as the half-Jewish boy, the son of our doctor, and the other non-Jewish boys. It wasn’t an issue who
was Jewish and who wasn't.

Besides school, | studied shorthand and took fencing lessons. | always liked sports: | played
football, tennis and table tennis. | even won a table tennis competition when | was a 7th or 8th-
grader. | also played chess. We didn’'t go on hikes - there wasn’t anything to see in Szentes. But we
did go to the beach, to the pool. There was a small fifteen meter pool in Szentes surrounded by
changing rooms, a side feature of the steam baths - | didn’t go the steam baths, the elderly did -
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and | learned to swim there. And in 1932, when | was 16, a beautiful big pool was built, with a big
park around it, and from then on, ‘pool-life’ was big, and | was a participant there every day. Our
social life went on there every summer.

Zionism 11 was certainly not an issue in Szentes during my childhood. There was a dental
technician who brought a religious assistant with him from the countryside or | don’t know where,
and | think | heard the word Zionist for the first time from him. But | heard about what the point of
it was, and what they were doing from an exceptionally religious young Jewish man, who was an
engineer for the railway. He wasn’t from Szentes, he’d come there when he was 25-30. So he had
brought his religion with him. Religion and the Zionist ideology was usually brought in from the
outside to Szentes.

| had been going to Pest since | was a small boy. We had some distant relatives there but we didn’t
go because of them only, but my father used to go to get goods. Sometimes my mother and father
traveled together, but only if there was a way to leave the shop. | was usually only with my mother
in Pest. We stayed at the Astoria Hotel, and | loved the elevator there, and | annoyed the elevator
boys, because | was always going up and down in it. Opposite the Astoria was an open air cinema,
the Markus Park Cinema, and one could see everything brilliantly from the upper floors of the hotel,
if we managed to get a room on the fifth floor on that side. | also liked watching the trams. | loved
Budapest in general by then, and | always wondered at the great traffic, and even today | don’t
understand - in Szentes few people came and went on the street, everybody did their business
wherever they were, and only went to the Post Office or shopping, if they really had to. There was
no bustle, and | wondered why did so many people have to be on the street and go here and there,
why didn’t they sit at home and do their job.

| was a very thin child, so my mother took me here and there to find out what was wrong with me.
There was nothing, it just seems | didn’t need so much food. Once my mother took me to
Tatrathaza, which belonged to Czechoslovakia at that time, in order to fatten me up. | can’t
remember any other summer holidays, and my parents didn’t really go either. They couldn’t get
away because of the shop, it couldn’t be closed, especially in the summer when the agricultural life
was booming, and every day something was needed - here a watering can had busted at the
Kovacs’, or the wagon wheel had come off at the Szabos’'.

Even though my parents didn’t go on holiday, we went to Szabadka, and Kolozsvar; they could
somehow take a couple days off, they found someone to substitute them. In Szabadka, my lawyer
uncle had a villa in Palics - a pretty summer vacation place near Szabadka. | was there too. My
grandparents died when | was in my teens; until then even though my grandfather was already old,
they could leave him there for two-three-four days or at Christmas time. We often spent Christmas
and New Year's Eve in Kolozsvar. | have very nice New Year's Eve experiences from Kolozsvar. My
uncle, Aunt Helen’s husband, was a tailor. Their apartment and workshop was on the main square
in a tenement. The workshop alone had three or four rooms, there were assistants, apprentices.
Their apartment was right next to the workshop. By the way, he was the tailor for the Hungarian
Theater in Kolozsvar, and was on very good terms with the actors. After the New Year’s
performance, the actors came over, already a little tipsy, and gave another performance to the
guests there, to my uncle’s circle. | was allowed to stay up until midnight, occasionally until after
midnight, and could watch this performance. They gave a great cabaret there on New Year’s. | will
never forget.
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| graduated from high school in 1934. After that, it didn't even occur to me to go to university.
Partly because | didn’t know what | wanted to be. | knew one thing, that | didn’t want to be what
my father was, a country ironmonger. For a while | was forced to, anyway. | believe my father took
it with mild resignation. He would have liked the business to go on forever and grow. My father,
who was one of the most known people in his profession in the country, had been asked by the
Weiss Manfred factory for 15 years to come to Pest and be the factory’s iron merchandise director.
And my mother kept going on about it, and at the end reproached him when the trouble came, that
if we had lived in Pest, then what happened to my father wouldn’t have happened. Well, my father
didn’t want to leave the shop for anything, he liked working there, and he would have liked me to
take over the shop.

After graduation, | went to a cousin of mine in Kolozsvar, who had a pretty successful transport
enterprise, as a trainee, and | was there for a short time. Then | was sent to Pest to a post-diploma
course. The course was eight months, and there they taught sales management - in today’s terms.
About two years after graduation, | came home to Szentes, and from then on, from 1936 until
1947, | worked in the shop.

In 1936 | was 20, the best age for a boy. | had a quite busy social life, but somehow then | moved
more in Jewish circles. Earlier when | was at high school, and we lived together with Christian boys,
naturally | spent more time with them. My best friend at that time was a Christian boy, with whom |
had been at school for eight years. Then he went to the Ludovika 12, the military academy, and
became an officer, so from then on | only saw him when he got leave, but then always. We
maintained the friendship, despite the fact that we never wrote a single letter, but when we were
together, then we were just as good friends as ever. Then the war came, and the poor guy died
somewhere near Gyor. [Editor’'s note: In November 1989 the Szentes City Council erected a
monument in the memory of those citizens from Szentes who had lost their lives in World War 11.
On this monument it can be read that Janos Imre Csalah died in 1944.]

My other good friend, who was my friend until he died, was the Jewish teacher, who was always
there on Friday nights and seder at my aunt’s, and who | have mentioned earlier. The brother of
the teacher, Miklos Klein, later Fabian, was a rabbi. He became my best friend when | came back to
Szentes in 1936. He was seven years older than I. When he had come to Szentes at the age of 20, |
was thirteen and misbehaving at synagogue, and he came over to tell me off, tell me a few more
things, and drive me away. But then the age gap closed, and from then on he was my best,
perhaps my only real friend, and we always shared our troubles. We were together in forced labor.
He got married in Szentes. They have two children, both pedagogues. Gyuri and Judit are married,
everyone in the family is a pedagogue. Miklos Fabian worked at the education department of the
county council as an assistant director. When the chief town of the county became
Hodmezovasarhely instead of Szentes, they moved there, and later, when the chief town of the
county was changed again [1961], they moved to Szeged. He worked at the education department
of the county council, and he died there in Szeged, in 1995.

During the war

When Hitler came to power in 1933, we didn’t feel the effect of it in our daily life yet. Naturally, we
heard about it in the newspapers and on the radio, but somehow we didn’t think it was that
serious. In 1938, the first anti-Jewish law 13 was passed. This affected our lives. But we didn’t
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believe what ensued. Up to 1939, life went on in the normal routine, but then war broke out, and
things changed in a lot of ways, whether you were Jewish or not. In 1940, | was a forced laborer
once for three months and once for two. The 1940 work service 14 lasted for three months in Tecso
[today Tyachev, Ukraine], in recently re-annexed Subcarpathia 15. Interestingly enough, there
were lots of Christians designated politically untrustworthy with us. [Editor’'s note: Not only Jews
were drafted into forced labor, but also communists, social democrats, or people who were
considered politically untrustworthy because of other reasons.] This was in Tecso in the spring,
around April, May, then in October and November, | was in County Bekes near the Romanian
border, in Okany, for two months, and then | was discharged.

| was at home in 1941 and the ironmonger’s was operating. It also went on later too, it celebrated
75 years of existence in 1943, and my father had a gold-colored emblem made which they stuck on
letters and on the corner of invoices. It said, ‘Sandor Gunszt, wholesale. 75 yrs.” There was a
garland around it. Even then it never occurred to us, that it would have to be abandoned.

Then, from the beginning of 1942, | was continually a forced laborer. We had an exceptionally
unpleasant company commander but his subordinates behaved more sympathetically towards us.
Nobody in the company died, we covered all Transylvania, the Alfold, Transdanubia [eastern
Hungary]. When Szalasi 16 came to power on 15th October 1944 17, we were in Baja.

| was in forced labor until 1944 when we were handed over to the Germans at Hegyeshalom [on
the current border with Austria], but not as laborers but as deportees. Then we were brought down
to Harka with a little trip through Austria and then to Mauthausen 18 where we were for about two
weeks. In Harka, we dug tank traps for the Russian tanks. We spent nearly five months there.

On 28th March 1945 they took us from Harka. | was liberated in Gunskirchen [Austria] in May 1945.
Then we wound up in Wels [Austria] in a reception camp, and the International Red Cross
transmitted the names of who was there on various radio stations. Some people in Szentes heard it
on the radio and went to my mother, and out of breath, told her that | was alive. In Wels the news
was always going round that now we were going home. There was a gentleman there called Hiller
who was agitating for us not to go home, but to Israel [at that time Palestine] or some other
western country. | wanted to know what was going on at home, how my mother was, what
happened to my father, so | never even gave it a thought. On 1st August we got under Soviet rule
instead of American rule because of a territory exchange, and my chance came in the middle of
August: | went straight home, a good way on foot. As it turned out, the place where my mother was
deported and Harka, where | was, were only about 40 kilometers apart, but we had no idea about
each other.

My father was deported shortly after the Germans entered, on 19th March 1944 19. He was the
chairman of the Jewish community at that time, and he and other notables were rounded up at the
Szentes police station. He managed to submit an appeal against his internment, naturally he
thought he was innocent, and he knew that they only rounded him up because it was easy to find
him through the Jewish community. Well, you can imagine what happened to that appeal, and the
following week they deported him to Auschwitz, to be more precise, he was taken from Szentes
first to Pest [Budapest], from there to Sarvar and then to Auschwitz and there he was
exterminated. [Editor’'s note: Randolph L. Braham mentions Sandor Gunst by name: he says that he
was first taken to Topolya, with other prominent members of the Szentes Jewish Community and
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was deported to Auschwitz among the first. See Randolp L. Braham: A magyar Holocaust,
Budapest, Gondolat, e.n. (1988). According to the interview, in the meantime he was also in
Budapest and Sarvar.] It is very hard to distinguish what | heard at first. But at the time, | think we
didn’t really know about Auschwitz. My father wrote postcards from Pest and Sarvar, which my
mother didn’t only keep and take to the ghetto and into deportation, but also managed to keep and
bring back home.

There was a ghetto in Szentes and the polemics were flying about where to demarcate it - there
wasn’'t much time to decide, of course. The Turul Association 20, a right wing student association,
got involved. One of its members was the son of one of the Szentes Calvinist pastors, who was a
university student, and along with his associates, suggested that the ghetto should be near the
railway station, since the English or Americans would probably bomb it, and then at least the Jews
would be killed. It was put there, not so close but quite close to the railway station. In Szentes,
there must have been 400-500 Jews who were not in forced labor, but the Jews from Szegvar, who
were very few, less than 100, were also put in the Szentes ghetto. For sure there were six or eight
to a room. Single-story family houses were appropriated from the residents. My mother went there
in May 1944. Our forced laborer unit, which had been in various places over the years, was in
Szentes when ghettoization took place, indeed the authorities took twenty men from our company
to build the fence around the ghetto. | know that the company commander made sure when he
picked the twenty, that Szentes men or men from around there should not be involved as they
would surely help, or make contact with the Jews there.

| was not able to meet my mother then, who was later taken to Szeged, because the Jewry from the
region were rounded up in the ghetto there and were deported from there. And by chance our unit
was in Szeged when my mother was put on the train, and by chance, | was working at Rokus
station under German military command when my mother was put in the wagon. The two German
NCOs in charge were very decent: Corporal Maschke and Lance Corporal Till who were
exceptionally nice men, especially Maschke, who was a post office clerk in Germany, he hated the
whole war and Hitlerism and because of this was on very good terms with us. When | saw that they
were leading Jews off and went closer -