ONE
Jewish Life in the Carpathian Mountains

My life for the first eighteen years was spent in Munkacs, a small shtetl in the foothills of the Carpathian
Mountains. It was a Jewish town. I call it that because two-thirds of its 27,000 residents were Jewish. A shtetl,
for those unacquainted with the term, is the diminutive of shtud, the Yiddish word for town. A shtetl is a
small, East European town with a large Jewish population and a particular form of religious culture. By the time
of my birth, on November 8, 1925, shtetl life and its culture were on the wane. Were it not for the Nazi
atrocities, shtetl life as it existed in the nineteenth century would have responded to the laws of evolution and
would have, most likely, disappeared by the twenty-first century. It would have died a natural death. Culture
and by that I mean the social institutions as well as lifestyles, values, beliefs, customs, and worldviews
changes with time. It changes in response to many conditions. Cultures respond to changes in technology, to
advances of knowledge and communication, and of course, to the evolutionary changes in the productive
system.
Shtetl life, that is, a life reflecting a unique Yiddish culture that existed in the latter part of the
eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth centuries until the Holocaust, was located primarily in the villages and
small towns in Eastern Europe: Poland, Russia, Austria-Hungary, and Romania. Shtetl culture was a part of life
among the Chassidic Jews that developed as a response to poverty and the harsh life that they had to endure.
Munkacs was a part of Austria-Hungary until 1918 when it became part of the newly created
Czechoslovakia. However, by 1938, as a part of the British and French attempt to appease Hitler at the Vienna
Conference, Munkacs and most of the region known as Carpathia was returned to Hungary. The majority of the

It was a Jewish town, which was evident in many ways. It was evident on the Sabbath. On that day
business halted, and instead of the weekday throngs of customers frequenting the stores and the coffeehouse, the
streets were much quieter. On the Sabbath, one saw Jews in their Chassidic garb

consisting of a long silk

caftan (bekeshe), black slippers, and fur-covered hat (straymel) hurrying to their respective synagogues. This

town, now a part of Ukraine, no longer exists as a shtetl. Most of the Jews were killed, and those who survived
immigrated either to Israel or to the United States. Munkacs, at least as I knew it, no longer exists. Today it is a
Ukrainian city with a population of over 100,000, but its most distinctive change is that it is now a city sans
Jews.
I was the oldest son of Henryk and Yolanda Schönfeld (their Hungarian names). My father followed his

father apprenticed as a printer; but after World War I, he changed his occupation, and with money that was
saved by my grandmother, he bought an existing book and stationery store. This money for starting the store
had been earned by my grandfather, Lezer Yaakov, who had spent a few years in New York City working as a
cigar roller. Like so many immigrants, my grandfather left his family and came to the United States to make his
fortune and then return to his homeland. He lived frugally and sent most of his money back to his wife, Hudje.
She guarded the money, which had been earmarked to buy a store and thereby leave the ghetto where they lived
in poverty. As a printer, my father developed an interest in and a love of learning and reading, which he sought
to transmit to me.
My mother Yolanda was the oldest daughter of Avruhom and Feige Neuman. They lived about 60
-1938 Polish-Czech
border. My grandfather Avruhom was a Vizsnitzer Chassid, that is, he accepted the Vizsnitzer rebbe as his
charismatic mentor.
I think the reader will gain a better understanding of my life if I were to describe the nature of the shtetl,
at least my experience of shtetl life. Of course, the shtetl in its heyday was quite different from life in Munkacs
during the 1930s. I was born when shtetl life was at its nadir. Most of the readers who are familiar with the

Aleichem, who told of Motel in the play Fiddler on the Roof. All of these works presented an idealized version

My life in Munkacs, like those of all observant Jews, who constituted perhaps more than 85 percent of
the Jews in the city, was governed by Jewish customs and Jewish religious laws. To a great extent, for most

Jews in my city, and I may say among all who lived in Carpathia, customs, religion, and superstition were so
greatly intertwined that they became one and the same. For instance, it was customary that when one trimmed
his finger- or toenails, one worked by alternating nails. Of course, this practice was not a part of religious law
per se; it was, I suppose, a response to a long-forgotten fear of black magic. Nonetheless, this custom was
observed as closely as were clearly stated religious laws.
The rhythm of life in Munkacs was determined by the Jewish holidays. Jewish holidays exerted perhaps
the most significant influence on life, and in some ways,

was also a cyclical movement of annual and weekly rituals. It consisted of repetitive acts of preparations for the
various religious holidays. As one holiday ended, another one loomed on the horizon. The end of one holiday
was marked by the anticipation of the next one.
Jewish holidays are historical remembrances clothed in religiously sacred garments. The holidays are the
sanctification of the collective experiences. From a sociological perspective, holidays are essential for the
is that the observance of
holidays as a collective act elevates the spirit and gives the participant a sense of well-being that he or she might
otherwise fail to experience. For the believer, the holidays are to be observed not because they have certain
specific social functions and psychological consequences; they are to be kept because they were decreed by
God. And even holidays such as Chanukah or Purim, which were rabbinical decrees, are still considered by the
faithful to have the same significance as God-given laws written in the Pentateuch.
The observance of holidays has both intended and unintended consequences. On the one hand, Jews
observe holidays because they are commandments, they are God-ordained mitzvoth; and the violation thereof
will deprive the deviant from salvation (from life in the world to come) and will surely lead also to punishment
after death. However, the observance of the laws, in general, and the holidays, in particular, had other latent
social functions.
The observance of most Jewish holidays and their rituals are decreed in the Torah, the Pentateuch. Later
on, the observance of other historical events, both feast and fast days, were rabbinical decrees according to the

Talmud, to Biblical writings, and to the Apocrypha. However, with time and depending upon place of residence,
Jews have added to and/or modified the forms of the decreed observances. Yet the observance of the holidays
brings with it important and unexpected consequences such as identity maintenance. For instance, in ancient
Israel,
(

), outside of Israel. These Jews, whether in Babylon or Egypt, did not easily assimilate into the

social milieu of their host land, because they thought of themselves as members of a community both ethnic and
religious.
Jews, even after the destruction of their homeland and their dispersion, have always identified
themselves as a nationality, a people who temporarily are without a homeland. Never in the two millennia have
they wavered from the belief that they will return to the land that was promised to them by God. Meanwhile, the
community served them in lieu of a homeland. For this reason, I believe, Jews have always placed greater
importance on the community and its needs than on the individual. It is not that the individual is unimportant.
After all, the Talmud tells us that he who saves one life saves the whole world. Yet, the ancient sages also
realized that to remain a Jew one must be a part of a Jewish collective. Thus, the observance of Jewish holidays
ties the individual to t
schools. Jewish law mandates that all communities that have at least ten children must provide for their Jewish
education; educating the children is one of the fundamental requirements of being Jewish.
Jews are also tied to economic institutions. After all, Jews have needs that are not provided for by the
larger community. They need to have kosher food and special clothing that is shatnez free; that is, the cloth is
not made from a mixture of wool and linen. Jews also maintain their own courts where cases are judged by
dayanim, judges whose judgments are rendered on the basis of Talmudic laws. These institutions, as well as the
synagogues, constitute
judgments and decisions are not individual products but are transmitted to us by the community. It is the
community that is the foundation of
For Jews, the word echod (one) is the essence of belief. As God is one, so are the Jews. This emphasis
on oneness and unity is the product of our religious belief, of our ethnicity, and of our history. This sense of the

unity of the Jewish community led to the rabbinic declaration,
best expressed by one Talmudic sage in the following organismic analogy: Jewish people, he said, can be
equated to a hand; if one finger hurts, does not the whole hand suffer? This view is also expressed in another
saying: All Jews are responsible for each other. Self-help has been and continues to be an essential aspect of
Jewish life. The holidays, including the Sabbath, became a central mechanism in the exercise of collective
welfare. Tzedokoh, the Hebrew word for charity, is a derivative of tzedek, the Hebrew word for justice. Hence,
ally an act of justice, namely an act by which one can ensure that all

organizations, the function of which is to assure that all Jews have the minimal requirements for life and for the
observance of the holidays. The requirement for the giving to collective welfare institutions does not necessarily
exempt one from personal giving, individual charitable acts. Before all holidays the poor Jews made their
rounds to their benefactors expecting and receiving alms that would enable them and their families to properly
observe the holiday rituals. An example of this tradition is
who came to the city from impoverished villages to study in the yeshivoth (rabbinic schools) were assigned by a
community committee to a household where they took their meals on specified days.
Holidays also served as a means for tension reduction. The synagogue in Mukacs was not only a place
for services, that is, a place where God is worshiped. It was not only a place to glorify God but also a place for
collective petitions for health, income, and most importantly, where the community beseeched God for
protection from anti-Semitism in its various forms. It was also where individual and collective problems could
be discussed with friends. Weekdays were devoted to work, but on the Sabbath, particularly as one walked with
friends and neighbors to the synagogue, one could discuss fears and concerns. For the youth, holidays also
provided structured means for rebellion. Such traditional forms of rebellion against authority were central in the
synagogue services during the Fast of the Ninth Day of Av (Tishah b

), the day when the Jews commemorate

the destruction of
(Eychoh), children from preteen to their middle-teen years came to the service with pockets full of cockleburs,
which they threw with great precision at the beards of older congregants. These burrs, when entangled with hair,

were as difficult to remove as chewing gum. Of course, the older men threatened the perpetrators with
informing their parents, but no one took these threats seriously. This was an established tradition that allowed
the teenagers to take revenge on their elders.
The most frequent holiday of all is the Sabbath. One may think that because of their collective name, the
High Holy days of Rosh Hashanah (New Year) and Yom Kippur (the Day of Atonement) would be the most
important holidays of all. The ancient rabbis disagreed with this assumption and considered the Sabbath to be
the holiest day of all. According to tradition, it is the day that has been sanctified and set aside by God to
c
He rested from all his work w
Preparation for the Sabbath began on Wednesday. On that day my mother (like most Jewish wives) went
to the market to buy the live chickens that would provide the main meal for the Sabbath feasts. The buying of
the chickens was a long process. First, the chickens had to be examined. Mother blew on the feathers to reveal
the color of the chic

; only those that displayed a beautiful golden-yellow skin would be accepted.

Once she determined that the quality was good, the bargaining began, which often lasted at least ten minutes. A
brace of chickens was brought home to be taken the next day to the shochet, the ritual slaughterer. Thursdays,
the schnorers (beggars) came to ask for donations so that they could purchase groceries for their Sabbath. Each
schnorer had, in effect, assigned households to visit; and so when they came, it was almost like a personal visit.
They knew how much money they would receive, and hence, what they could expect in total to spend for the
Sabbath. Friday morning, Grandfather, whose synagogue was near the fish market, bought the live carp for my
mother and grandmother after morning service. My mother, with the help of our maid, then prepared the gefiltefish. Since no one wanted to handle live fish, it became my task to kill the fish by hitting it with a piece of
wood.
On Friday, the special bread called challah was baked. Just before mother began braiding the strips of
dough to form the challah, she tore a piece of the dough which she then threw into the fire in the stove. This act
was the taking of challah, which symbolized the compulsory donation of food to the Temple priests in ancient
times. Friday afternoon was allocated for bathing. The more devout went to the ritual bath for the weekly

baptism, an act which consisted of total immersion in the mikvah, the ritual pool of live waters. It was also on
Friday that the men who professed an Orthodox belief (but who refrained from letting their beard grow) shaved
as
taken as a clear inhibition against the use of a razor. In order not to violate the law, Orthodox men who removed
their beards did not use a razor; instead they used a depilatory substance. The depilatory substance came as a
and then smeared on the face; after a certain number of
minutes, it was scraped off with a wooden spatula. The mixture had a terrible odor, and most Fridays, weather
permitting, the shaving was done outdoors so that one would not disturb the peace of the Sabbath with the vile
odor of the razor.
Once all ablutions were completed, Sabbath clothes were donned. For most modern Orthodox persons
that meant a business suit, but the Chassidic Jews had special garb consisting of the straymel (a soft black hat
edged with fur), a bekeshe (a long, usually black silk caftan), a white shirt (often with little strings instead of
buttons), white silk socks, patent-leather slippers, and the chagorah (a silk sash girding the waist). The
unmarried men wore black suits and beaver hats or black cloth hats with wide brims.
On most Friday afternoons, it was my task to take the sholent or kugel to the bakery. The sholent was a
bean casserole with meat, and the kugel was made from grated potatoes and meat. Both of these dishes were
taken to the bakery in the afternoon so that when the commercial baking was finished, they could be placed in
the oven and cooked slowly overnight. Each pot,

, was placed in the oven to

be claimed after services the next day. In this manner, we could have hot meals without violating the religious
injunction against making fires in our homes on the Sabbath.
Weekdays, different from the Sabbath, were days of haste. Each weekday morning we arose around six,
and after hastily brushing our teeth and washing our faces, my father and I hurried to the synagogue for morning
prayers. By seven we returned for breakfast. The rollman with his large basket filled with various breakfast rolls
was waiting for us to choose the croissant we wished to have that morning. Then, I had to hurry to be in class on
time. My siblings and I had to be at school by eight, and the trip usually took us, if we hurried, at least fifteen
minutes.

But on the Sabbath morning we enjoyed our leisure. From habit, we awoke at six; however, because our

eight, people came and left as they wished. For instance, we left for services at nine and stayed

they ended,

usually at eleven thirty. This was the Sabbath leisure; we could linger in our beds, but most of the time we
children preferred to spend the morning hours with our parents. As soon as we awoke, we rushed to climb into
their beds. I always lay down next to my father, and my younger brother and sister were most often with our
mother. On Sabbath mornings, I related to my father my weekly experiences in school, and above all, my afterschool studies with the rabbi. He in turn talked about his own dreams for the future, especially my future. In the
early part of our lives, we believed in our dreams and were secure that we had futures.
Sabbath was characterized by leisure. One never hurried on that day, with the exception of being late for
services. In the summertime, after the midday meal, the family customarily took a stroll in the park, where we
met our friends and generally spent good quality time together. Still, on this day, perhaps even more so than on
weekdays, we could not forget our obligations to others. In each synagogue,
people who visited the city over the Sabbath were assigned to Jewish homes where they would be welcomed for
the Sabbath meals. It was also the day to remember those hospitalized. Jewish women, members of the Bikur
Cholim organization (those who took on the task to visit the sick), visited many homes where they collected
traditional foods to bring to those who were in the hospital and, because of poverty or distance from friends and
family, did not have sources of traditional Sabbath food.
The right of leisure on the Sabbath was ingrained in me. I never felt guilty for not studying that day.
Quite often, especially in the winter, I took guiltless afternoon naps. But in the winter, nightfall came early, and
so did the end of the Sabbath. Early evenings after the havdalah services (a ritual designed to separate the holy
Sabbath from the profane weekday), my sense of justified leisure was over, and once again I felt the pressure to
study, to do homework for the next d
In addition to the Sabbath, life also revolved around the yearly holidays, of which there were many. The
annual cycle of holidays began with the New Year and the Day of Atonement. One began to prepare ritually and
emotionally for these holidays a month before Rosh Hashanah (the New Year).

There are ten days between the New Year and the Day of Atonement. These days are known as the Days
of Penance. It was important that we develop a proper attitude and that we prepare ourselves emotionally and
spiritually to stand before our maker, who on these ten days sits in judgment not only of us Jews but of the
whole human race. Tradition holds that on Rosh Hashanah we are judged. God in heaven examines our actions
of the prior year, and a trial ensues. The Saneygor, the accusing angel, recites our sins and misdeeds and asks
God to punish us harshly. We are, however, defended by the Kateygor, the defending angel, who always seeks
to provide mitigating reasons for our sins. God on his throne sits as the judge. We remind God that in his
wisdom, He has decreed that in rendering a judgment, it must be mitigated by mercy. Still, on these holy days
we must face justice. One can expect that the idea of being judged and being sentenced would generate fear and
trepidation among the believers. After all, can anyone be immune from fear and concern when judgment may
include illness, poverty, and even death? And so, the prayers in the synagogue are more intense, somewhat
louder than on other holidays.
Ten days after Rosh Hashanah comes the Day of Atonement. The day before, all of our family
participated in a ritual which was in essence more like magic, the ritual of kaparoth, the atonement service,
which is designed to transfer human sins onto a chicken. Holding a chick

participant

is my exchange; this is my ransom; and this is my atonement. This fowl
shall meet death, but I shall find a long and pleasant life of pea

kaparoth was instituted after

the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem and was considered to be a substitute for the ceremony of the
scapegoat. In that ritual, the High Priest transferred the sins of all the Jews onto a goat that was taken to the
desert and pushed off a cliff.
Yom Kippur Eve was a time to hurry. Before afternoon services (minchah) my father and I went to the
ritual bath, the mikvah, for our annual baptism by immersion, a ritual act of cleansing. Yom Kippur is a fast day
for all males over thirteen and females over twelve. The abstinence from all food and liquid for twenty-six
hours began before sunset and before the evening services, known as the Kol Nidre, started. We hastily finished
our meal, took our last sips of water, and made ourselves ready for the start of the day of awe.

Yom Kippur, to me, was the most dreaded day of the year. Unlike other holidays with their sumptuous
meals and associated leisure and joyful activities, Yom Kippur is a day of awe, fear, and fasting. The Yom
Kippur meal was eaten hastily. The motto that governed that meal was hurry up, we cannot be late for Kol
Nidre. As the sun began to set, we lit the yohrzeit candles, spending a few minutes to remember those in the
family who had died. Then we were ready to leave the house for the Kol Nidre services. Mother was dressed in
white, and a white shawl covered her head. Father was carrying his bulging talith batel under his arm; because
on this day, in addition to his talith (shawl), he also carried his kittl (the ceremonial white robe) that all married
males wear on the Day of Atonement. Following the tradition for this day, all of us

children and adults

wore

cloth slippers. My parents, my paternal grandparents, and an uncle shared the same courtyard; so leaving for the
synagogue, we met them in the yard where I would greet the
beyt achos a gut yuhr
was but a short walk to the synagogue, and on the way we met many people, similarly dressed
white and men in their dark suits

women in

with whom we exchanged traditional greetings and good wishes for the year.

The synagogue would be unusually bright. In addition to the regular lights, there were literally
thousands of memorial candles
sand-filled boxes

some in glasses, others, like oversized Sabbath candles, tall and slim, stuck in

all lit in memory of the departed. The floor was covered with clean straw mats so that the

worshipers would not soil their clothes when prostrating themselves in performance of the traditional korim.
The prayer stands, similar to chest-high lecterns, dark as aged wood should be, were turned over. On this day,
like mourners, we sat uncomfortably on the overturned stands, low to the ground. As the sun started to sink, the
ark would be opened and three Torah scrolls taken out. These were carried by three rabbis who were also
dayanim (judges, individuals with at least the degree of hatarath haraim) who approached the bimah. These
three persons now constituted the earthly court, the beth din. The elder of the rabbis would begin to chant,

enter, join, and pray with the congregation.
Upon completion of the declaration, the Chazzan (the cantor) would begin to chant the ancient and
haunting melody of Kol Nidre. At that moment, the women in the veiled off-balcony that constituted the

mechitzoh would begin to cry. After all, Kol Nidre is the beginning of the day in which our fate for the coming
year will be determined. On this day, according to traditional belief, not only the fate of the Jews is determined
but that of the whole world. It is on this day that the world stands in judgment before God. Surely this is an
awesome day, especially for the Jews who, since the rule of the Roman Emperor Constantine (350 CE), have
had to endure atrocities. Most Jews hold firmly to the belief that our fate, both as individuals and as a collective,
is being determined during the ten days of penance. On Rosh Hashanah our fate is being inscribed in the book
of life, and at the end of Yom Kippur it will be sealed. Surely one can understand that a people whose collective
memories are filled with insecurity will consider the weight of these days, and some will cry from fear of the
unforeseeable future. As the sound of the cries reached
lou
But even on this day of awe, we boys had our fun. On this day (at least it was a tradition in my city), we
could take our revenge on adults.

Our requests

were quite often disallowed by our parents. Of course blocked goals, even such as we experienced in our youth,
led to frustration, and in turn, frustration generated anger. On Yom Kippur, we had the opportunity to vent our
frustration against adults. On the afternoon of the holiday, we proceeded to the drugstore with tiny bottles that
we had procured. The druggist filled the bottles with undiluted ammonia. By late afternoon, most of the elder
Jews, who quite often spent the whole night in prayer, were beginning to doze on their low chairs. Slowly and
quietly, we approached these people and placed the open bottles of ammonia under their noses. The fumes of
the ammonia were so pungent and strong that they could have almost revived the dead. The inhaling of these
fumes was quite painful, and the sufferers threatened us; but since it was a tradition, they reluctantly accepted
what we had done.
As the days of awe (the yomim hanoraim, consisting of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur) ended, they
were followed almost immediately with Succoth. By this time the cold winds, forecasting the coming of winter,
had often arrived. This was the time of harvesting the walnuts. This holiday had two aims. First, it was
instituted to commemorate life in the desert during the forty years of wandering after the liberation from Egypt.
Since life in the desert was temporary, Jews were instructed to construct nonpermanent structures (huts, the

roofs of which were covered with green branches). These branches must not be so thick that they keep the rain
out. Rather, they must be sparse so that at night, the sky, the moon, and stars may be visible. Our succah (hut)
was a permanent structure constructed with bricks, but with a tin roof that could be swung open so that the
covering, woven like a basket made of willow branches, was sparse enough to make the sky visible. The oneroom structure was never heated. As the ritual laws required, we took all our meals in the hut, quite often
shivering in the cold of the night. I was always grateful when the meal ended and I could return to the warmth
of our kitchen.
Succoth subsumes three holidays. The other two are Shemini Atzereth and Simchath Torah. Simchath
Torah was important to us children. On that holiday (literally, rejoicing with the Torah), Jewish communities
worldwide celebrate both the completion and the beginning again of the annual cycle of reading through the
Five Books of Moses. In Munkacs, young children (under thirteen) came to the synagogue with flags and,
together with their parents, circled the podium in the middle of the synagogue while the older children carried
the sacred scroll. It was a festive occasion, and candies and cakes were distributed to the children. Some adults
and children would leave the synagogue and continue services at home incorporating traditional lunches.
I always spent Simchath Torah morning with my paternal grandfather in the home of a friend of his. On
this day, all males were given the honor of having the Torah read to them. Even at the very young age of six, I
already knew how to read Hebrew prayers, and I could see

pride as I read the appropriate

Torah blessing aloud. I remember the delicious foods that hi

of all

was the stuffed cabbage, Hungarian style.
Chanukah in Europe, unlike in America, was considered a minor holiday. In the United States, it has
become the Jewish Christmas. The exchanging of gifts and decorating the house were not European Jewish
customs. Unlike holidays that are decreed in the Torah, Chanukah was decreed by the rabbis of the Talmudic
era and was instituted to commemorate the success of the Jewish rebellion against Antiochos, the Greek ruler of
Syria. Judea, after the death of Alexander the Great, became a part of the Syrian Empire. The holiday also
commemorates a miracle of oil. When the war was won and the Maccabeans entered Jerusalem, their first task
was to reestablish the Temple. Under Syrian rule, the original building had been dedicated to Zeus and defiled

by what Jews considered unclean offerings. After cleaning the building, when the Temple was being
rededicated to the service of Yahweh, they searched for pure olive oil, that is, oil pressed by the priests, put in
jars, sealed, and set aside for use in the seven-branched candelabra in the Temple. Legend has it that the priests
found only one jar, adequate for one day, which miraculously lasted for eight days, precisely the number of
days that were required to produce new oil. In Europe, instead of gifts on Chanukah, children received money
(Chanukah gelt), a few coins that were used by the family to play a game (and this lasted only while the small
Chanukah candles were burning), utilizing a special object called a dreidel.
Usually at the end of February or in the beginning of March, on the fourteenth day of the Hebrew month
of Adar, the joyous holiday of Purim arrived. Adar was considered to be the lucky month of the year, and its
arrival was announced by a decorated placard, the mee shenechnaz, which was nailed above the transom over
the door. The placard announced that as the month of Adar begins, we increase our joy. Of the lesser holidays,
Purim is far more important because of the preparation. For two weeks before Purim, my mother would begin
baking various cakes and tortes to be sent on Purim as mishloach manoth (gifts) to friends and relatives. This
holiday celebrates the survival of Jews in Persia. On Purim, in the synagogue, the story of the heroic deeds of
Esther and Mordecai is recited. It was customary during this recitation for children, only boys, to sneak up
behind younger children carrying celebratory paper flags and set them afire. These were just a few of the
customs of disrespect to adult authority that served to reduce built-up hostility and subsequent rebellion
associated with the frustrations of being teenaged.
Notwithstanding the joy associated with Purim was the recognition that others are in need. It was my

poor who came for alms. The holiday ended with the Purim seudah
sons in the city, came with their families. A huge table was set with a huge and well-decorated challah as its

would arrive to provide music, so essential for the completion of a feast.
The ensuing month, Nisan, was devoted to preparation for Passover. No other holiday in the Jewish
calendar commands as much time for preparation. In our home, preparations for Passover started just after

Purim. Passover dishes, which were used only during the eight days of the holiday, had to be brought down
from the attic where they were stored. The first Passover dish brought down from its storage space in the attic
was an enormous pot in which cooked red beets were placed to ferment. From the beets, borscht was made for
Passover. The house had to be properly cleaned; clothes had to be taken out to be aired; and all pockets were
cleaned out so that no bread or any other leaven should remain in them or in the house. The first room that was
matzoth and many dozens of eggs were stored. The reader must
understand that, unlike today (when eggs are commercially produced and available in vast quantities in the
supermarket), in my youth, eggs were bought from peasant women who came to the city with never more than
one dozen at a time.
My memories of Passover are always pleasant. It was the holiday that I spent with my maternal
grandparents in Talamas, a very small village in the Carpathian Mountains. Because I was their oldest
grandchild, I was sent so that they would not be alone, for during this holiday, the ceremony called Seder begins
with a chi
To commemorate Passover as another new year, it was traditional that on the first day of the holiday we
wear something new, and most often it was a new suit. It was a tradition that when one donned a new garment
on Passover, the wearer was told, Titchadesh

ay you be renewed ) instead of the more traditional wish,

Tzerass it gesunter heit (
The wish titchadesh enthralls me even today because of a beautiful story written by Yaakov Fichman.

never been wished titchadesh. The child suffers from tuberculosis and dies at an early age, when he is given
new shrouds in which to be buried. As the angels lead his soul to heaven, he finally hears the wish that eludes
him during his lifetime:
Summertime began with the holiday of

, a holiday that commemorates the giving of the Ten

Commandments at Mount Sinai. Windows were now opened, and the fragrance of blooming trees permeated
the air. The house would be decorated with flowers and the leaves from the walnut tree that grew in our

courtyard. Customarily, mother would spend time in the kitchen preparing the various dairy dishes expected for
this holiday.
The final holiday of the year was Tishah b

, a fast day commemorating the destruction of both

Temples in Jerusalem. The days were warm, and we knew that summer vacation was almost over, and the cycle
of holidays would start anew.
I firmly believe that children today lack the great holiday joys that we experienced. Jewish children
today fail to develop attachments to their community because they lack a sense of historical continuity that is
essential for developing strong Jewish identities. Just as adults, children, too, had traditions associated with each
holiday, traditions that were in addition to and independent of religious rites. Surely it was significant that the

and controlled the expressions of anger and defiance that otherwise could have led to delinquent acts.
eliefs and perspectives in Munkacs were undergoing great change during my childhood.
Even fifty years prior to my birth, Jewish life would have been uniform and homogeneous. But by the 1930s,
Jews in Munkacs had formed four distinct groups. The Chassids were still the largest group, followed by
modern Orthodox, the Zionists, and the assimilated. Each of these groups affected my own beliefs and views.
My Jewish identity, in a sense, is a construct influenced by my association with significant individuals from
each of these groups. Let me start with my association with the Chassidim, most importantly with my maternal
grandfather.
To be a Chassid (literally a pious one) means to follow a particular rebbe. The rebbe, as opposed to a
rabbi, is usually a charismatic leader; and in my time, the rebbe of a particular sect usually was either a direct

happened in Munkacs wh
by virtue of marriage, the new Munkacser rebbe. Most often, the followers of the dynastical rebbe would
d.
Thus, we had Vizsnitzer Chassidim, who followed the rebbe who lived in the city Vizsnitz; the Belzer
Chassidim; the Szatmarer; the Berditschever; the Brtazlaver; and of course the Munkacser Chassidim. Each of

these sects had their own synagogue, and each, of course, claimed the greatness and superiority of their own
rebbe over the others. Most Chassidim, however, never met the rebbe whose disciples they were and with whom
they identified. Only the more affluent were financially able to make pilgrimages to the rebbe. Like the rebbes

masters.
Chassid, as I said,
believed in the superiority of his rebbe and in charismatic powers that gave him greater ability to perceive the
future, to have special and closer relationship with God, and, of course, to have greater curative powers than
other rebbes. My mother followed her fathe

ebbe and made me wear as a talisman

a magical amulet, an antique coin which, according to family legend, was beschprecht, meaning spoken on by
the rebbe. In short, the rebbe, my mother believed, endowed the coin with supernatural powers that would
protect me from all kinds of calamity, sickness, and above all else, from the evil eye that others might cast on
me. The belief in charismatic powers is universal, because human beings, regardless of religion and geography,
have universally similar concerns, hence, the similar ways in which people seek to deal with their problems.

transmitted by inheritance. While the first master had to prove his charismatic powers through prophecies and
epted without proof of charisma

but with faith that qualities of

greatness are transmitted to descendants. The beautiful ideals that were the common denominator of the
Chassidic movements, the elevation of spirit, the essence of joy in their relationship with God, were lost over
time. Instead of its glorious ideals, now jealousy, bickering, and pettiness became common. While the ideal of
becoming an eidler man, a sensitive and saintly soul, was still lauded, the number of Chassids who were, in
practice, sensitive and truly spiritual persons was greatly diminished.
ther, my
grandfather, Rebb Avrohom. Although he occasionally studied the Talmud, he was not a great scholar; he was,
however, a saintly and humble person, a contented person who knew what God wanted and sought merely to
fulfill His wishes. He never lectured me; he never confronted me; he never preached mussar (moral

chastisement) to me; and he never admonished me, especially in public. He believed that God merely wants us
to do our duties, to be kind to our fellows, regardless of belief and social status, treating all with dignity and
honesty. His life revolved around duties to God and family and making a living.
My grandfather lived in a very small village, Talamas, in a valley in the Carpathian Mountains. About
five in the morning daily (even on the Sabbath), he rose, donned his boots and his dark clothes, as befitting a
Chassid, and went to do his duties. Because of his firm belief in the moral dictum not to inflict pain on any
living thing, his first duty, he felt, was to the cow and not to God. God can wait for his prayers, but the cow
must be milked and fed and her stall cleaned. The cow must be taken care of, not only because she provided
ould not care for herself. It
was only after having taken care of the cow that he turned to his duty to God. Each day he donned his prayer
shawl, strapped the phylacteries on his arm and head (alternating between the Rashi and

), and

with great concentration and devotion recited his prayers. On Friday he made sure that the eruv-halachah was
placed in the proper place. The eruv consisted of an egg and a challah roll (a bilkeleh) placed under a stone.
Sabbath is of course a day of rest, and on that day Jews are forbidden from walking excessive distances. The
limit, according to the Talmud, is 2,000 feet from the last Jewish home; this is called the

. But

through the magic of prayer, this food became a symbol of a Jewish home, thus permitting an observant Jew to
walk an additional 2,000 feet. The eruv was an essential practice, because it permitted the Jews of Talamas to
walk on the Sabbath the mile and one-half to Huklivoh, a larger village, to attend Sabbath services in the
synagogue.
My grandfather, as I have said, was content with his life. He tended his store, worked the garden that
supplied his food, and on sunny summer days, time permitting, he sat on a bench outside his home and store,
facing the beautiful mountains and smoking his long-stemmed clay pipe. In his younger days he spent a few
years in New York working as a cutter in a garment factory. But he soon returned to his beloved mountains, not
to leave even to Munkacs, a scant 35 miles from his home, where both his daughters and his grandchildren
lived. Today, of course, people might consider him a deviant. They would look at this hard-working and
contented man and judge him to be without ambition, without a desire to improve his wealth and status, indeed,

to violate the work ethic. Perhaps! But in my view, my grandfather achieved what few of us ever are capable of
achieving, contentment. He accepted himself for what he was, including his strengths and weaknesses. It was
not that he was lazy and shunned labor. He worked hard, perhaps harder than any person I know. But he sought
another form of success. He was loved and respected by his community. Rebb Avruhom achieved, even without
great wealth, the status that Tevye in Fiddler on the Roof sought. He was always consulted and never
disregarded. The Talmud

person, I, today, with a bigger house and a greater income, envy him. He was at peace with himself and with
God. He was truly an eidler man. His greatest joy was to see me called to the Torah in his synagogue; and he
took great pride in my knowledge of Judaism. From him I learned the beauty of the spirit and the joy that one
can derive from belief in and communion with God.
My grandmother Feige was the epitome of the woman of valor described in the Book of Proverbs. She,
like her husband, was also kind, simple, and loving. She was kind to all her grandchildren and generous to
everyone, regardless of position or religion

the Christian peasant and Jew alike. But above all, she was a very

loving and caring grandmother. She rose early in the morning to bake bread, not only for the family, but also for
the store. Without her efforts, there could not have been a store. She came to Munkacs monthly to replenish the

leather pieces used by the peasant farmers to make moccasins, sugar, salt, and flour. At those times she always
stayed with us, and she never came empty-handed. Usually she brought fresh, golden butter that tasted
extraordinarily good, cottage cheese, or other delights for her five grandchildren. The stress of business often
resulted in headaches which she treated with old-fashioned remedies. It was my task to run to the druggist and
buy leeches, which my mother applied to her neck and upper back as a surefire remedy for her migraines. The
leeches, she told me, drew out the bad blood and thereby relieved her headache. Like my mother, brother, sister,
aunts, and cousins, she perished at Auschwitz.
is, synonymous with
paradise. Long before I had heard of Shangri-La, I experienced magic in this little village nestled in the

Carpathian Mountains. My life there during my summer vacation in July and August was free from worries,
concerns, and stress. Of course, for the most part, the sense of freedom that I experienced in Talamas was due to
the absence of stress that came from being at school six days a week and in afternoon studies with the rabbi. But
there were also other reasons. First, there was the joy of living in the beautiful Carpathian Mountains, where the
weather in the summer was just the right temperature with cool nights and warm days. The road that skirted the

when the bus from Volovec made its way to the distant villages in the mountains. When it rained, the dust
turned to ankle-deep mud. What joy it gave me to hurry out to walk in the mud, feeling it squishing through my
toes. Once a day the train from Munkacs to the Polish border chugged along, pulled by two steam engines
spouting smoke and exerting great effort to climb the steeper grades in the mountains. Often, when we heard its
whistle, we ran up the hill to the tracks to see whether we could beat the train to the crossing. At other times we
waited for it, ready with our copper pennies to place on the track and have the heavy wheels of its cars flatten
them to thin oval shapes. The cool air that descended from the snow-capped mountains mingled with the
fragrance of the tall, majestic pines and provided me, and I am sure every one there, with a most soothing
remedy for troubled minds.
There were two streams nearby. The larger one, the Kolobanye, was full of trout, and it was here that I
acquired my love of fishing. I did not need fancy gear; I did not have split bamboo rods with tapered lines and
leaders; I never saw anyone casting a tied fly or traversing the stream in heavy rubber waders. My outfit
consisted of a willow branch and a length of heavy black thread to which I

with

whatever hook I possessed. Of course, the hook was baited with flies that I managed to catch alive. I became
quite agile in catching flies with my hand. Once the hook was baited, I stood behind a boulder and danced the
fly above the stream in a quiet pool, imitating the dance of various mosquito-like creatures with gossamer wings
that danced on top of the water. The sound of the fast-rushing and clear waters of the stream and the opportunity
for solitude led me to explore my inner self. It is difficult to describe the mystical sense of calm that descended
upon me, but it was quite different from my normal experiences in the city. In Talamas one experienced a sense
of tranquility. There, I never needed to rush. There was no need for a timepiece, and life was not governed by a

timetable so characteristic of city life, even in such a small city like Munkacs. I rose when I awoke. Breakfast
was always ready, and most of the time it was just a slice of bread and butter. While all this contributed
significantly to my sense of well-being, it would have not been the marvelous place that I have in my memory

association with good people.
Spread out along the dusty road lived about six or seven Jewish families. Like my grandfather, they
were hard-working, although poor, Chassidic families with little education and hardly any knowledge of the
world and its politics. They lived in two worlds. First, there was the real world of everyday life. This was a
world of toil, of farming or some trade like shoemaking or tailoring. Then, of course, they also lived in a
spiritual world in which they had a personal relationship with God. This relationship was maintained through
their unwavering faith, their meticulous observance of the ritual laws and of the Sabbath, and a fervent belief in
life after death and the coming of the Messiah

when all the dead will rise to live in an everlasting world of

peace.
The daily life of these people took place around their village, where they worked in the fields, growing
vegetables necessary for their yearly subsistence and hay for winter fodder for the cows. They planted primarily
beans, peas, potatoes, beets, carrots, and cabbage

vegetables that could be stored for the winter. Most had

chickens and a cow, which provided milk, butter, and cheeses. All of them also had some other enterprise, be it
a store, a lumber business, a kosher butcher shop, a mineral-water bottling operation from springs on their
property, or whatever kind of business fate provided. Their diet, meticulously kosher for the most part, was the
same as their non-Jewish neighbors, consisting primarily of bread, dairy food, and hearty vegetable soups.
In some ways Jews and Christians were alike. Both lived in small, often one-room homes with a plot of
land. The observance of the Sabbath, however, made a significant difference between the two groups. Jews,
unlike the Christian peasants, were devoted to the spiritual world that was associated with the Sabbath
observance and its special meals. Tradition required that one had to have meat and fish for that day. When meat
was not available, and that was the general rule, there was always a chicken. To comply with the tradition of

having fish for the Sabbath, which was a rarity, a dish made of chicken breasts was prepared known as falshe
fish (false or substitute fish).
Huklivoh, a larger village than Talamas and a scant one and one-half miles away, was the center of the
shochet, the ritual slaughterer; the rabbi who
was qualified to judge on matters of ritual and kashruth; the mikvah, the ritual bath; and last but not least, the
Chevra Kadisha, the burial society. In Huklivoh, in short, were all the institutions that were indispensable to
Jewish life. For life in the small villages in the Carpathian Mountains was hard, a constant struggle for survival;
nonetheless, Jews and non-Jews alike accepted their circumstances without too much complaint. Both were
secure in the belief in an existence of life after death. However, Jews were also sure of the coming of the
Messiah, a time when they would be granted the ultimate rewards

the revival of the dead and their existence

in a world of peace and plenty.
My mother maintained her belief in the world to come and related to me the wonders of that era, a time
when no one would have to work, when all foods would be grown on trees, and like the manna that Jews
received in the desert, all the fruits would taste as the consumer wished. Of course, there was an additional
component to the messianic era, and that was revenge. The Messiah would take revenge on those who
contributed to our 2,000 years of suffering and humiliation. All the boys in Talamas believed in the coming of
the Messiah, and all had their own stories of the wonders of that future world. Until then, as I well knew, they
were generous, considerate, and helpful people.
There were in Talamas about eight or nine young people of my age, and I spent a great part of my
summer with them. From them, I learned to distinguish the poisonous from the edible mushrooms and the best
places to find them. With them, I went to gather wild strawberries, raspberries, and blueberries, all free for the
taking. They shared with me their secret places where the best hazelnuts grew. And it was from them that I
learned some Chassidic legends as well as their superstitions. We hunted for bats, which were nailed above the
transoms of entrance doors, assuring good luck. They reinforced the belief in the evil eye and how to negate its
power. I took part in all of the activities from cutting hay to catching fish, illegally of course, sometimes with
our hands alone and sometimes with homemade traps. Because of these friends, life in Talamas was never dull.

Most of them lived in small, one-room, straw-thatched, mud-floored, adobe-like houses with the stalls for their
cows attached to the houses. They had their own fun, and sometimes it was at my expense. For instance, the
time they induced me to poke a stick into a beehive, and I was attacked mercilessly.
But unlike in Talamas, in Munkacs, most Chassidic Jews were not content with their lives. Quite often
they were hostile toward the disciples of other Chassidic rebbes. I remember when a group of Chassidim who
opposed the Munkacser rebbe came one Sabbath to our synagogue, not to pray, but to throw eggs at the rebbe.
The stain of that

we were taken away to the concentration camp.

As much as they disliked other rebbes, they all hated the Zionists with a passion. They saw Zionism as a
threat to what they considered to be appropriate Jewish life, one that was sanctioned by God. After all, did not

be legitimate when the Messiah will take us there? They also rejected the use of Hebrew as a daily language.
For them, it was reserved for the study of the Torah and Talmud and for prayers.
as they sought to make money above and beyond a
mere parnosoh (subsistence). The rich were not completely selfish, for they did provide for the poor, perhaps
not so much because of their moral sense but because they believed in the traditional dictum, charity saves one
from death. In its incipient state, Chassidic rabbis had advocated an ideal and utopian philosophy of life and
were proponents of humanism. However, by my lifetime, the beauty of its early philosophies had deteriorated
into pettiness and hatred. Their beliefs in the miraculous qualities of their own rabbis compared with other
Chassidic rabbis were similar to the futile and silly speculation of how many angels can dance on the head of a
pin. But I learned from my grandfather the tales of the great Chassidic rebbes, and I was able to derive from his
description of their lives the true beauty that was at the center of authentic Chassidism.

TWO
The World of My Youth

My parents gave me a wonderful boyhood. I was blessed with a true Yiddische mame, a very
understanding and kind Jewish mother who influenced my emotional being, and a father who exerted great
influence on my intellectual thinking.
My most memorable times are the Saturday mornings when my brother, sister, and I squeezed into my

Marx and discussed his ideas, he did not accept i
capitalism. After all, my father was a merchant, and by definition, a bourgeois capitalist. He owned a book and
stationery store located in the central part of the city, on Rakoczi Street, across from the city hall. His
intellectual curiosity had been acquired as an apprentice printer. As he was typesetting, he was also reading,
which led to his love of books, a characteristic that I inherited from him. His love of books influenced his
decision to open a bookstore.
Most important, his reading led to politics rooted in the philosophy of French socialism, especially

At the age of twenty, he successfully ran for the position of city councilman. On his advice
Penguin
Island in my teens.
he returned from the concentration camps, my father led a traditional Jewish life.
He observed the Sabbath and all the holidays; yet one already could see the influence of modernity. He shaved
and never wore tzitzis, wool fringes on a four-cornered garment, which were an absolute requirement for the
truly Orthodox. His religious Orthodoxy, I believe, was not so much a matter of conviction as it was his desire
not to hurt his parents or my mother. He was also an ardent Zionist without ever belonging to a particular
Zionist party. He called himself an algemeiner Zionist, a general Zionist, a follower of the ideals set forth by
Theodore Herzl, an advocate for the need of a Jewish homeland as a safe haven and refuge against anti-

Semitism. Still, he accepted all forms of Zionism, including the right-wing Betar movement, which advocated
military action to secure Palestine as a Jewish homeland. In fact, he took me along to meet Zhabotinsky, the
founder of this revisionist movement, when he visited my hometown in 1934. I doubt that there are many alive
who have had the privilege to meet Zeev Zhabotinsky.

and a number of others, started the Hebrew grade and high school that I, as well as my brother and sister,
attended. The Hebrew gymnasium was a Zionist school committed to two principles: Zionist idealism and
academic excellence. The school became noted for
Although the

Dreyfus (the accusation and conviction based upon false evidence of Captain

Dreyfus, a Jew, as a German spy)
great. He realized that the history of Christianity had amply shown that anti-Semitism was very much part of it
and that the future existence of Jews could only be assured if an independent Jewish state would become a
reality. Together with his commitment to Zionism, he also imparted a desire for the ideals of justice. By
establishing the Hebrew gymnasium, my father hoped to change ancient Hebrew from a language used solely to
study sacred texts to a modern language that would be an essential instrument to modernize Jews and help them
leave the medieval cocoon in which they had existed for centuries.

focus of my life. I began my religious training at the age of five when I was brought to the Cheder. The Cheder,
literally room, referred to the schools in which a Jewish boy began his studies of prayer, the Choomosh (the
five books of Moses), and the rudiments of the Talmud. In the barren room with a long table surrounded by
benches, were about thirty young boys of five and six. At the head of the table sat the teacher, stern and stoic,
who tolerated no nonsense, no frivolity, no talking, no laughter, not even smiles. He was in charge of a serious
task: to indoctrinate us into the traditions of our people and to teach us how to read our prayers. The teacher, the
rebbe, often a taciturn gaunt person with a bamboo switch in his hand, ruled the class dictatorially. Intimidation
and shaming were his tools of discipline. An offending student would have to stand on a chair while the rest of
the class passed by and hit him with the bamboo switch. There were other shaming punishments as well.

My father did not tolerate my attendance in a school with such a debilitating atmosphere, and I soon
switched to study with a semiprivate rabbi. A semiprivate rabbi took only three or four students, most often to
supplement a meager income. This person also, my father felt, was too narrow in his view and knowledge. My
father seemed to be looking for a person who could impart to me a broader perspective of Judaism. He sought a
teacher who was familiar not only with traditional Judaism, the Talmud, but also one who at the same time was
familiar with the Prophets, Jewish history, and Jewish philosophy. Eventually, I began my studies with Rabbi
Jacob, a man who had a profound influence on my thinking.
Munkacs also had scholars who found delight in knowledge, not in rote memorization, but in novel
interpretation of the ancient texts and in seeking new understanding. One such person was my rabbi, my
teacher, Rabbi Yaakov, with whom I studied for over seven years, that is, until I graduated from the
gymnasium. He was a most unusual person. He was a very devout Jew, a dayan, (a judge and member of the
Jewish court), who like all devout Jews, wore the caftan and fur hat on the Sabbath; but unlike others of his ilk,
was also a scholar of Hebrew literature and Jewish history. From him I learned not only the beauty of
knowledge but also that religiosity and devotion do not necessarily make one a

, an uncouth and close-

minded person. He was different from other hardcore Chassidim. Although, like the other Chassidim, he wore
the straymel and bekeshe, he was not encumbered by the yoke of traditionalism; that is, he was an enlightened
tuality and his willingness to explore beliefs and views beyond
the borders imposed by Orthodox
My father believed in the paramount value of education.

ne cannot

make appropriate decisions, even about religion, without wellbecome a well-rounded and educated person, which included a religious education. He did not wish that I learn
Judaism in the traditional way, to study in a yeshiva (a traditional religious school) where emphasis would be
placed on rote memorization of the Talmud with a strict acceptance of the infallibility and inerrancy of both
st lead to questioning traditional
interpretation, to probe beyond accepted meaning. Only by this method, that is, through the dialectic method,
can one gain true understanding.

Rabbi Yaakov, because he lived in two worlds, the world of Jewish tradition and the world of Jewish
modernity, represented the type of teacher my father sought for my religious education. Like my maternal
grandfather, Rabbi Yaakov was a patient man. He was gaunt, a thin body with deep-set, dark, and fiery eyes.
His appearance projected, at least to me, the semblance of a saintly ascetic. He loved to study, to seek the
meaning in a text. No wonder he loved the ancient Talmudic scholars; he saw in them people like himself who
took great delight in learning and not necessarily in piety. One of his heroes was the great scholar, Elisha ben
Abuya, who was also known as the different one who dared to challenge the traditional point of view, especially
concerning an existential nature of God, and offer an interpretation of ritual laws. Because of him, I, too,

could impart the joy of intellectualism. With him I studied a variety of subjects: Talmud, of course, but also the
fourteen volumes of Jewish and Chassidic history by Dubnow, and later,
Perplexed

The Guide of the

The Book of Legends from the Talmud

and Midrash. Of course, he prepared me for my bar mitzvah and helped me with my presentation of a chidush,
the act of finding a new meaning to a Talmudic text. This gentle person, a true representative of an eidler man
and great scholar, did not survive the Holocaust. His memory is etched in my consciousness.
Compared to the other schools in the city, the Hebrew grade school and gymnasium were small. There
were but single classes for each grade, and none exceeded thirty students. Classes were held Sunday through
Friday. Although the school emphasized secularism and could not be considered an advocate for the Jewish
religion, nonetheless, classes were not held on the Sabbath. We also wore skullcaps so that we would not enrage
the Orthodox Jews,

n. All these

considerations were to no avail. To Orthodox Jews, headed by Chaim Elazar Shapiro, the Rabbi of Munkacs,
the Hebrew gymnasium violated a sacred tradition, for the language of instruction was Hebrew, a language
which, in his view (as well as to most Orthodox Jews), was sacred and to be reserved for the study of sacred
texts only.
In my secularly oriented school, we studied Hebrew as a modern language. Subjects like history,
mathematics, and physics were also taught in Hebrew. We used Hebrew not as a sacred language but as a

secular language, like any other language. We believed the adage coined by Eliezer ben Yehudah, the father of
Modern Hebrew: There cannot be a revival of a people without the revival of its language. Modern Hebrew was
to be the mechanism, the Zionist believed, that would change the submissive ghetto-mentality Jews into a proud
and independent people. Just as the Ten Commandments had given the Egyptian slaves a national identity, so
would Modern Hebrew transform the European Jews,

into people

with great courage and daring. This new identity would be rooted in biblical history, the heroes of which are
indisputably courageous. To the Orthodox, the language for everyday communication was Yiddish and never
Hebrew, the holy language used only for the ritual study of ancient texts. Still, there were enough people in the
city and the surrounding towns who sent their children to the Hebrew gymnasium to enable it to flourish and
expand.
The rabbi of Munkacs sought to stop what he considered the great sacrilege, the secularization of the
Hebrew language. He threatened to excommunicate all those who attended the Hebrew elementary school and
the gymnasium, and especially their parents. The rabbi, of course, did not find universal support for his
proposal. Throughout the Jewish world, the Zionist movement had begun to grow slowly, providing a substitute
for the philosophy and worldview of ancient Orthodoxy. Its followers looked forward to the establishment of
modern Israel as a Jewish homeland, without waiting for the magic of the Messiah and without reestablishing
the ancient Temple and animal sacrifices.
There were clashes between the students of the gymnasium and the students of the Munkacs Yeshiva
(rabbinical school). The Orthodox rabbis believed that only God could redeem the Jews in the diaspora, where
they had languished for almost two millennia. One such clash between the Zionists and the disciples of the rabbi
of Munkacs occurred when each group celebrated an important event on the same Sunday. One was the

These two events occurred on the same weekend in June of 1932, and both events were filmed for
newsreel. The rabbinical students became enraged and marched to the gymnasium and began to throw rocks,
til the police stopped them. Even though they never went to movies, the idea

that both events would be shown together was completely unacceptable. Intra-Jewish intolerance is not new. It
preceded this event by 2,000 years in the battles between the Pharisees and the Sadducees.
In many ways my father was a brave man. He dared to declare his political position as well as his

celebrated at a well-attended lunch. The tables were set with white tablecloths. Bottles of wine, sparkling water,
and of course, slivovitz were served at each table. At the head of the table of honor sat the Munkacser rebbe,
mohel (the ritual circumciser). I was a young boy
of eight, and my father brought me to the rebbe, sitting at the head of the table, surrounded by many of his
disciples. As the cousin of the circumcised boy, the rebbe offered me the privilege of eating sherayim (leftovers
on his plate). It was a custom that the rebbe would invite his honored disciples to eat out of his plate. As a
matter of courtesy, he asked me what grade and school I attended. Being eight, honest, and not knowing the
ward Zionism, I replied that I was enrolled in third grade in the Hebrew-speaking
school. The rabbi ended his conversation with me and turned away from my father and me. My father knew that
in a city where the rebbe had great influence,

essiah would
lead them there. This view was derived, as I have indicated, from a legend associated with the experiences of
the Baal Shem Tov, the founder of the Chassidic movement. Secondly, the Munkacser rabbi, like many other
Orthodox rabbis, was totally convinced that a school that used the sacred language for everyday communication
would lead to assimilation, to the loss of religious identity, and to the rejection of tradition and the ancient way
of life. He vehemently opposed the Hebrew gymnasium and strongly urged Jews to send their children to the
Russian-language school, which, of course, many did. Finally, the Israel advocated by the Zionist would be a
secular land without rebuilding the Temple and the resumption of animal sacrifices. This reality violated the
hopes of the Orthodox

My mother was a kind, loving, and very romantic woman. She, for instance, loved Rudolph Valentino,
especially his movie The Sheik. She
She brought love and tenderness
into our home, a place that was completely void of strife and harsh words. I did not realize how blessed our

Probably when I was in the fifth grade in the gymnasium (equivalent to the eighth grade in America), I
was invited to visit the home of my classmate Bondi; according to my mother, we were related. His mother and
my mother, I was told, were cousins from neighboring villages. It was my first visit to his house. They lived in
an upper-class neighborhood in a stately home. I was flattered by this invitation. I was brought into a large
living room with tall ceilings and impressive doors and, of course, a room without beds. In contrast, my siblings
and I slept in one room that not only was our bedroom but also served as our dining and living room. Soon,
however, I wished I were home. In the next room,
embarrassed and disturbed me. Never in my life had I heard parents argue, though it did not seem to bother my
classmate. I was used to peace and tranquility.
Sleeping next to their bedroom, I had often heard my father talk about various problems, some related to

y
She divided her time between raising the children, running a household, and working in the store where she
served as the cashier. In slack periods she kept herself busy by knitting and crocheting. She had to be
productive. As a small-village girl, she had not had an extensive education; but married to the owner of a
bookstore, she furthered her education by constant reading.
Her selection of books to read, like her selection of movies, was governed by romanticism. The authors
she admired were Cronin, Broomfield, Buck, and Margaret Mitchell. While the welfare of her children was
foremost on her mind, she also extended her protective friendship to other members of the family, particularly
to her younger sisters-in-law. She protected them from my paternal grandmother, who was a domineering
,

when she cursed me. I cannot remember the particulars. This occurred after my grandfather died, and she had
all her meals with us. For some reason, she became angry at
expression is

(The actual Yiddish

m for dying and being buried.) Regardless of what I had done and

how angry this made my grandmother, my mother would not stand for anyone hurting her children, either by
deed or word. If we honor the sensitive soul in a man, she was the true representativ
soul. Indeed, I can truly say that she, like her mother, represented the virtuous woman described in Proverbs 31.
The greatest assets of a virtuous wife and mother are love, care, and trust; and my mother was the epitome of
them all.
As I entered my teens, the question of my future became a topic of discussion between my father and
me. His dream for me was that I attain two degrees

to become a modern rabbi who also had a doctorate in

philosophy. The persons whom he admired most were people like Samson Hirsch and Samuel Holdheim,
leaders in Jewish Reform movements; Martin Buber; and historians Heinrich Graetz and Simon Dubnow. He
hoped that I would follow the path of these great Jewish thinkers who sought to modernize Judaism. I, on the
other hand, hoped to become a physician. What I sought was both freedom from small-town life and freedom
from the forces of tradition. I felt medicine, because of its high prestige and income, would give me the
opportunity to live my life as I pleased. My life, while on the one hand comfortable, was also enslaving. I was
bound to tradition. I remember one of my first acts of rebellion against religious autocracy in my preteens.

was a day of joy, and gypsy
music, befitting entertainment for a great feast. On the same day, one of my favorite Andy Hardy movies was
being shown in the local cinema. Of course, I opted to go to the movies. After all, if this was a day of joy, then I
felt I should enjoy myself and follow my own sense of pleasure. My father found me at the theater waiting in
line to enter and forced me to come home, though he could not force me to eat and be part of the feast.
Throughout my life I lived in two worlds, the world of tradition and the world of reason and modernity.
These two worlds have never been, nor are they today, in alignment. Frequently, traditional ideas and beliefs are
diametrically opposed to modernity. Traditionalism and modernity formed the thesis and antithesis in the

historical dialectic, and I have often been caught in the middle of these two forces. It has always been difficult
to resolve the conflict between my commitment to traditionalism, which has been part of my family life and into
which I have been socialized, and modern liberal views and interpretations of historical Judaism. Challenging
tradition, I suppose, has always led to battle between the generations. In my instance, this battle was not so
much between me and my father; rather, it was a battle between my two self-concepts, between my entity as a
historical Jew and my desire to be modern. This battle was the result of my education, between my Talmudic
education and modern science, and led to an emotional disturbance that comes from a divided consciousness.
Early in my teens I fell in love with America, at least with the America that I envisaged from the
movies. I perceived this country as a great and vibrant land, as lively, energetic, rich, and of course, the epitome
of freedom. I did not know the true America. I fell in love with an ideal, a vision. I fell in love with what I saw
in the movies, especially with a projected image of American youths who were free from the constraints of
tradition. I saw the country as totally committed to the future and far less concerned with the past than European
countries. I liked Shirley Temple because she expressed the joy of life and a vibrancy and optimism that was
uncharacteristic of Jewish youths in Europe. For this reason, I became a card-carrying member of the Shirley
Temple fan club. To me, the United States reflected the can-do attitude that was portrayed by Mickey Rooney
and Judy Garland in the Andy Hardy series. I fell in love with Deanna Durbin who dared to challenge the male
domination of music. In the movies I saw young people acting freely, unhampered by ancient traditions and
ritual laws. America, I believed, was where my future lay. The vibrancy of this country, to me, was also
reflected in its music. The sound, the tempo, and the excitement of jazz captivated me. I never missed a
showing of Broadway Melodies; the sound of the trumpets, and above all, the wailing of the clarinets of Artie
Shaw and Benny Goodman captivated my imagination. The term licorice stick, a term used by Artie Shaw for
his clarinet, became an integral part of my vocabulary. I was drawn to this ideal country as a moth to flames.
My brother Benjamin

or Bejnish, as we called him in Yiddish was five years my junior; my sister

Esther, or Edit, was nine years younger. I am sorry to say that I have few memories of them, but I was eighteen
and had graduated from the gymnasium when Edit was only nine. The gap between my brother and sister and
me was far too great at that time in our lives, and consequently, we shared very few experiences. It was only in

our last year together that we began to have more in common. My brother, who was just thirteen, fell in love
with the girl I was dating. It was the first time that we had a brotherly heart-to-heart talk. A more poignant
memory that I cherish comes from late fall in 1943. Since I could not enroll in the university, I worked in my
ions. I was given a salary,
and hence, I considered myself affluent, at least for a boy my age who lived at home. One late afternoon I saw
my sister in the company of her girlfriends on her way home from school. I stopped them and asked my sister to
join me for cake and a soft drink in a patisserie nearby. She had great pride that her older brother asked her out.
She was nine years old, soon to be taken to the gas chambers of Auschwitz.
Munkacs, originally Mukacevo, while part of the Czechoslovak Republic and populated by four
nationalities, was nonetheless a tranquil city. Jews, like all other nationalities, had citizenship rights; and
although there were many individuals who were anti-Semitic, unlike some other countries in the thirties, the
Czechoslovak Republic did not institute any anti-Jewish laws. But by the mid-1930s, we had begun to see the
signs of change, of impending doom for European Jews. Even in countries not yet occupied by Hitler, such as
Poland and Romania, there were attempts to institute anti-Jewish laws. These countries, for instance, sought to
outlaw the slaughter of animals in accordance with Jewish ritual laws, in essence disallowing kosher meat. But
of course, the greatest threat to continued Jewish existence was the rise of Hitler. Germany, a country that had
prided itself in its high achievements in literature, philosophy, and human rights, turned away from the
humanism exemplified by the Frankfurt School of Social Research and embraced anti-Semitism.
I remember the Friday evening service in the spring of 1938 when, at the age of twelve, I became
conscious of a future of foreboding. When my father and I arrived at the synagogue for the Sabbath service, I
noticed a change in the mood among those gathered for prayer. The congregation, instead of devoting itself to
prayer and to the chanting of joyful Sabbath songs, was talking in low voices. Instead of the joy and calm that
usually reflected the peace of the Sabbath, faces now expressed nothing but sadness as congregants discussed
their grave
Austria. Their immediate concern was: Does this event foreshadow dire things to come?

Anschluss of

The summer of 1938 was a difficult period in the lives of all Jews in Czechoslovakia. This small
country, the most democratic country that I have ever known, was sacrificed on a putative altar of peace. I am
speaking, of course, about the infamous Munich Conference. The Munich Conference consisted of discussions
among Chamberla
and Hitler, German Chancellor. Both France and England conceded to the dictates of Hitler and agreed to
accept the division of Czechoslovakia. According to the agreement, Germany would get the Sudetenland, the
Western part of Bohemia where many Germans lived, and Hungary would get the southern part of Slovakia and
of the sub-Carpathian region, Ruthenia. My hometown Munkacs, a city in Ruthenia, would be turned over to
Hungary. I still remember the newsreel depicting Chamberlain, as he disembarked from the plane that brought

know, his well-intentioned appeasement of Hitler did not work. Hitler and the Hungarians were to occupy their
territories on November 1st, just a week before my bar mitzvah.
The news of the change in our status brought sadness to all of us who lived in my city, save the
Hungarian nationals. The few months before the Hungarians were to take over the city, the community was in a
state of turmoil. All the Czech nationals moved out of the city and returned to the part of Bohemia that they
hoped would remain an independent Czech republic. But what mattered most to me was that most of my
teachers who were Polish citizens saw the handwriting on the wall and opted to leave to try to find their way to
Palestine.
On November 1st, Mukacevo, my city, became Munkacs, part of the Kingdom of Hungary. Suddenly, I
was no longer a Czech citizen, but was I a Hungarian? Hungary had already established anti-Jewish laws
brought along with the occupation of my town. Only those who considered themselves Hungarian nationals
were happy about the change in governments. To the rest of us, the Hungarians in the area were, for the most
part, illiterate peasants.
There is a story that was told about a ceremony at the bridge crossing the river Latorca. This river
marked the new borders between Hungary and the newly created mini-country Ruthenia. At the river, a Czech
captain formally turned the city over to a Hungarian colonel. The Czech captain gave a formal speech in his

own language. Of course, the Hungarian colonel did not understand what the other was saying. Out of courtesy,
the Czech officer repeated his speech, now in English; still the Hungarian colonel did not understand. As a last
resort, the Czech repeated his speech in French, the language of diplomacy, and left. Turning to his soldiers, the
Hungarian colonel sai
A week after the Hungarians took over the city, I became thirteen and performed my rites of passage,
my bar mitzvah which, according to tradition, marked my transition from childhood to adulthood. Because of

Jews in my hometown, had changed. Instead of the jubilant and optimistic spirit characteristic of our
community during the Czech regime, the faces and body language of the Jews in the city reflected an overriding
depression, a sadness precipitated by a sense of foreboding of evil times. We were already aware of the hostile
laws enacted by the Germans in their country as well as the anti-Semitic laws in Hungary. For this reason, my
parents wished to cancel my bar mitzvah celebration. Only because of my insistence, pointing out to them the
numerous hours I had spent in mastering the Hebrew texts and in memorizing the chants and the speech that I
was to give in Hebrew, did my parents relent and give in to my pleas.
However, it was not the great and joyous celebration that I had hoped for. Compared to the original
plans discussed a year earlier that would have included more guests and my classmates, the scale of the affair
was drastically reduced. My parents invited far fewer people, excluding my friends, to a

. On

Sabbath, according to tradition, Jews partake in three feasts: Friday evening, the Sabbath noon meal, and the
hopped fish
dish, often called gefilte fish in Yiddish, cakes, wine, and slivovitz, a plum brandy. In attendance were my
family, some of my paren
Absent from the celebration were my maternal grandparents who lived in the newly created mini-country of
Carpathia. This country had a very brief existence; in January of 1939, the Hungarians invaded the country, at
which time, my grandparents were reunited with the family.
and chidush, an exegetic interpretation of a
passage from the weekly chapter of the Torah. My fraternal grandfather, Elezer Yaakov, sat with a great,

pleasant smile on his face. I was his oldest grandson living in our city (the eldest grandson lived in St. Louis at
the time), and he took great pride in my achievement. He bestowed upon me the greatest honor I could have
expected. At the end of my recitation, he came to me, took out his gold Elgin pocket watch and chain (his prized
possession, bought during his stay in the United States) and gave it to me. Alas, this watch, together with other
prized possessions, has been lost, taken from our home when we were deported to the concentration camps.
In spite of these political changes, I went to school the following Sunday. There were very few teachers,
and the language of instruction had also changed. Most of my Hebrew-speaking teachers left seeking an
opportunity to enter Palestine, and with their departure, the dominance of the Hebrew language and the spirit of
Zionism also vanished. Instead, the language of instruction, at least for a brief time until other Hebrew-speaking
faculty could be hired, became predominantly Hungarian. Although I spoke some Hungarian, it was not my
native tongue, and I was hardly proficient in it. Until I was about four, my great-grandfather Reb Beynesh, who
spoke only Polish or Yiddish, lived with us. Hence, I grew up speaking Yiddish. At the age of five I started
kindergarten where only Russian was spoken and had acquired it as my second language. Then, at six, I began
speaking Hebrew. In haste I had to become proficient in Hungarian, now the primary language of instruction. In
consequence of the new governmental orientation and the fact that most of the new teachers at the gymnasium
were not Hebraists, many of the subjects that had been previously taught in Hebrew were now offered in
Hungarian. Needless to say, the school also lost its great commitment to Zionism.

THREE
Prologue to the Holocaust

The history of yellow badges, yellow stripes, yellow circles, and yellow pointed dunce cap-like hats
which were used to identify and denigrate Jews through the second Christian millennium in Europe

had

become familiar to me in my youth. But I had never thought that now, in the middle of the twentieth century, a
time that was post-Enlightenment, when Europe had experienced democracy, we would be forced to wear a
yellow armband, the symbol of shame and denigration.
The Hungarian regime that now ruled my hometown was an ally of Germany. In addition to its standing
army, the Hungarians also introduced the Levente movement, an organization that functioned to train boys
between the ages of twelve and eighteen in military skills. Then, when they were inducted into the army at age
eighteen, they would then need less training. Every Thursday afternoon, donning our military caps, we started
our training with close-order drills, marching, turning right and left and making about-faces, and especially
standing at attention. A few weeks after this start, we were introduced to guns. We were issued a .22 caliber
single-shot rifle and began our training in marksmanship.
Guns and hunting have never been a part of Jewish culture. Jewish laws forbid the eating of anything
that has been killed improperly, that is, not according to ritual law. First and foremost, Jews may eat only those
animals that chew their cud and have split hooves. These animals are to be killed by a special knife while they
are sanctified by prayer. The eating of animals killed by gun, or even bow and arrow, is not permitted according
to ritual law. Hence, guns and shooting never became a part of Jewish life. Guns and hunting belong solely to
the non-Jewish world. Nimrod was a hunter, so was Esau, but not Jacob. Instead of being a hunter, Jacob was a
scholar (at least so we were taught), and scholarship was the Jewish ideal. We always juxtaposed what was
considered the Jewish ideal against the rest of the world, particularly the Christian world. Guns, hunting, and
killing belonged to the Christian world. This view has been central to the Jewish culture of the diaspora. It is not
that Jews were always antigun or antiforce. We still celebrate Jewish victories defeating the Canaanites and
especially the Maccabean victories against Greece. The latter is commemorated as the Chanukah holiday. In

spite of the many wars Jews had waged when they were still in their homeland, Jews have always stressed the
universal value of peace. Peace is a moral value and ideal reiterated by most of the prophets and repeated by the
rabbis in the Talmud. We were taught, for instance, that God did not permit David to build the Temple to His
service because he was a warrior. His son Solomon, as the meaning of his name indicates, was a king dedicated
to peace who was given the task of building the Temple in Jerusalem. In fact, the rabbis have written that the
surest sign that one is a true descendant of Abraham is if one is a seeker of peace (one who runs after peace).
Neither my parents nor most Jewish adults in the city considered shooting and the acquisition of gun skills
desirable activities.
In spite of the great em

view, was not rooted

either in biblical or Talmudic laws. Instead, antiweapon, antimilitary prowess was a reaction against the values
the acquisition of military skills (and that
includes any use of weapons, even for hunting) is a form of a re-sentiment, namely, the attribution of value to
qualities that stand in opposition to those of the ruling dominant group. In the d

ress on

scholarship and opposition to gun culture are similar to the first- and second-century Christian emphasis on
meekness, turning the other cheek, and love. These values, enumerated in the beatitudes, were the consequence
of Christian subordinate status in the Roman Empire. However, after Constantine, when Christians gained
power and became the ruling class, humility had lost its original value.
Similarly, when the Jewish state Israel was born after World War II, militarism and gun culture again
assum

-thousand-year-old value of peace had lost its

moral force. Rather, that meek submissiveness had also died, together with most of the diaspora Jews, in the
Holocaust. We still hope for the coming of the messianic period to bring a world in peace, but we no longer
wait for Elijah the prophet to come and avenge us for all the injustices imposed on us in the last one and onehalf millennium.
Regardless of how my parents felt about guns, the Talmudic

was because as a young Jew I was already imbued with a reaction against the submissive philosophy that was at

the center of Jewish-Christian relationship. Even though I had only a single experience with shooting, it was
sufficient for me to acquire a taste for firearms. First, to my own surprise and that of the rest of the group, I had
four bu s-eyes out of five shots, which gave me some prestige. Second, because the government gave me a
gun, I thought that I was to be equal to non-Jews. But my sense of equality did not last long. In fact, at the next
guns for practice shooting. Instead we were given shovels,
and with it my experience of humiliation began. We were issued and ordered to wear yellow armbands and
were brought to military stables with instructions to clean them. Notwithstanding our continued use of army
caps, the yellow armbands that we were ordered to wear became, in our eyes, precisely what they were meant to
be

badges of shame; and the loss of gun privileges were an official sign of distrust. For the first time in my

life, I was confronted with the hostility of Christians toward Jews.
The Hungarian government quite rapidly began instituting various anti-Jewish laws. I soon became
acquainted with numerus clausus, an impressive Latin word which is a euphemism for quotas. Unlike some in
America today who argue for the inclusionary character of quotas, I see quotas as exclusionary social devices.
They do not reflect the ideals of universalism, the treatment of all people according to the same standard. To the
contrary, quotas demand that some people, for whatever reason, should be treated differently, either to be given
preferences (as, for instance, the privileges given to the nobility) or to be systematically denied their
constitutional rights and privileges. The numerus clausus with which I became familiar were of the latter. In my
community, where the Jewish population was over 60 percent and most stores had Jewish ownership, the law of
numerus clausus limited Jewish ownership to a scant 6 percent of stores. Consequently, a great number of stores
,
under the law, they were denied merchants licenses. Many Jews tried to circumvent the law and started to do
business sub rosa from their homes. Of course, such business enterprises were limited to intra-Jewish economic
exchanges.
The same quota system was applied to university attendance. First, universities had to limit the
attendance of Jews to 7 percent. But in a short time the laws of numerus clausus were changed to numerus

nullus, meaning the total exclusion of Jews from universities. With this edict, my chances to attend the
university and my hopes to become a physician were, at least for the time being, eliminated.
These edicts were issued in 1939. The future for Jews was clearly visible, and it was a future of doom.
as just thirteen, the future for Jews in Munkacs looked bad even to me. In
January of 1939, I wrote to my Uncle Saul, in St. Louis, asking him to bring me to America. I sent him my birth
certificate and informed him that conditions for Jews in Munkacs were deteriorating. I even confronted my
of course, neither of
these was possible. The gates of the United States were shut and guarded by an immigration quota system
instituted in 1924. It strongly limited immigration, particularly for people from Eastern Europe.
My family, like other Jewish families in Munkacs, and for that matter in all of Hungary, settled down to
wait out the storm that was soon to become World War II. History has shown that such anti-Semitic flare-ups
have frequently occurred in European countries. These historical events, at least as my parents interpreted them,
taught them to become invisible, to be quiet, not to make waves, and to wait out the storm. In colloquial terms,
we need but hunker down, and this too shall pass. Life will continue.
September 1, 1939, the Germans entered Poland from the west; Russia began its occupation of Poland

least no one whom I knew, believed that appeasement would work. No one wanted war, but in this instance, war
was seen as the only means to our liberation. Huddled around the radio, with me as the guru and master of the
controls, we listened to the BBC and hoped for prophetic en

our radios were

confiscated, my f

victory, but to no avail. War, at least for a while, settled down to stalemate with occasional exchange of
gunshots between the French at the Maginot and the Germans at the Siegfried lines. In May 1940, the Germans,
as they did in World War I, entered France from the north. They subdued both Holland and Belgium, and by
June, after the tragic events at Dunkirk, France became a vassal state of Germany. Our hopes for a quick
resolution of the war were shattered.

When Russia had occupied the e
countries now shared a border. At the same time, Stalin and Hitler entered, at least for a short while, into a
covenant of peace and friendship. This friendship also affected the Russo-Hungarian relationship. Hungary, a
member of the Axis and a friend of Germany, also benefited from the peace-and-friendship treaty. As a gesture
of friendship, Russia returned the battle flags it had captured in 1849 when the czar came to help his cousin
Franz Joseph subdue the Hungarian Revolution. In turn, Hungary added a third rail to the track between the

widening the tracks, Hungary accommodated Russian trains. This friendship did not last long, for soon
Germany attacked Russia, and Hungary allied itself with Germany and joined the war on the Axis side.
Conditions in 1941 seemed, to us Jews, quite devastating. On the western front, German bombers were
hammering England; London was being destroyed; and at the same time Russia was forced to retreat almost to
Moscow.
It was about this same period that my family first experienced the Holocaust. We received a letter

Germans. More so than before, we kept listening to the BBC, daring to disobey the law. More than ever, we
surreptitiously listened to the Hungarian edition of the news, hoping for some flicker of something positive.
Alas, nothing in the news could cheer us. By this time, Jews could not leave the country, and many young
Jewish men of military age were conscripted into work service. They were taken to the Russian front, not to
fight as soldiers, but to construct bunkers and quite often to clear minefields. On the High Holidays, our prayers
,

ost
of the middle-

salvation was at hand.

Perhaps my parents were right about our course of action in the meantime. Perhaps, if we kept quiet and
did not draw any attention to ourselves, the storm generated by Hitler would blow over and we would survive.
For the next three years, we continued to live an almost normal existence. These were my late teen years, and
my studies at school and with the rabbi continued. Spring 1943 came, and I prepared for my Matura. The
Matura is the last examination, which covered all the subjects ever taken in the eight years of gymnasium study.
One could achieve passing grades in all his classes, but still, to receive a gymnasium diploma (the Bacheloriate)
one needs to pass this last examination. The Matura consisted of four days of written examination; essays in
Hungarian, Hebrew, and English; and the translation of a text from a selected Roman writer, in my instance, a
selection from Marcus Tullius. A week later came the oral examination in which three students faced an
examination board consisting of my gymnasium teachers and a chairman, usually a representative from a
university. At my examination, this was a professor from the University of Debrecen in Hungary. I still
remember all the questions to which I had to respond on my oral examination. I had to derive the formula for
the
The Tragedy of Humanity

Faust

philosophy (in Hebrew), to give a brief resumé of Keats, and to recite ten lines from A Thing of Beauty.
European high schools levels of achievement then far exceeded those in the United States. The struggle
against the remnant of the feudal social system still continued. Social status was still rooted in the tradition of
family name. True democracy, however, cannot be achieved unless and until the individual is given a chance for
social mobility. A new social system, one rooted primarily in meritocracy, can rise only from educated classes.
Hence, schools and education must be open to all, regardless of family background. Admission must be

mobility, and thus, performance in class must be the means to mobility.
With great joy I was informed, a week after completing my examinations, that I would be awarded the
Matura. Christian students with their Matura were heading for various universities or inducted into the military
as officer candidates, but my fellow Jewish students and I were barred from the university. All we had to look
forward to was being taken into the Hungarian Army for forced labor on the Russian front. Meanwhile, I went

in the store was to manage the book department,
that is, all the books except textbooks. I had a steady job and an income that far exceeded the allowance I
ll new
books, fiction as well as nonfiction, a task that required continual reading.
There is a vignette I can recall from my very brief relationship with my sister Esther. Whenever I think
of her, my memory reverts to this episode. My relationship with her had just been beginning to develop as she
approached her tenth birthday. I mentioned it earlier, but now I shall describe it fully.
It was a late afternoon on a weekday when I accidentally met my sister, together with all her girlfriends,
coming home from school. On this street was a Jewish bakery, a cukrazda in Hungarian, a confectionary where

suddenly occurred to me that it would be nice to ask her to come with me to the confectionary and be treated to

added. Her eyes lit up; a
pleasant smile came to her face. I could see the great pride that enveloped her. I could see the envy on the other
of
her age seldom, if ever, got. I doubt that this memory, my only significant memory of Esther, will ever be
eradicated from my mind.
I worked and hoped for the end of the Hitler-generated nightmare and to be freed from the oppressive
anti-Semitic laws, as we heard about each Allied victory. The victory at El Alamein, the German defeat in
Stalingrad, and the successful invasion of Italy, each was taken as a sure sign of the forthcoming freedom.
However, all our joyful anticipation of a new era soon turned to unspeakable tragedy.

