SEVEN
Repatriation

With care and proper diet, I gained weight and strength. I knew that soon we would be discharged from
the hospital and would have to go somewhere. But, where would I go? Foremost in my mind was this question:
How do my father and I find the rest of our family? During this time, I always wondered, were they alive? Since
my brother and sister were so young when they were taken from us, where would they be? Did they remember

be a unified family.
Most of the survivors, at least those with whom I talked, were sure that they would not return to their
hometowns. How could we return to our hometowns where we had experienced the hostility of non-Jewish
neighbors who never protested when we were shunted into ghettos and who stood gleefully by when the
Germans took us to the infamous trains? It seemed to us that many non-Jews could not wait to usurp our homes
and possessions. Most with whom I talked did not wish to return and live again among such people. Most
survivors decided to settle in other countries and not to return to their erstwhile homes in cities where their
neighbors had been their tormentors. Others, particularly younger people, having lost their families and lacking
attachment to the past and to the cities of their birth, sought new horizons. In short, the past and its way of life
ceased to hold importance.
This perspective was exemplified one day when a bus arrived to repatriate the French survivors. I do not
recall if there were French survivors among us, but two young men, originally from Poland, stood at the
hospital entrance looking at the bus. I overheard the following conversation:
Do you want to go to France? asked one of the other in Yiddish.
Why not,
And I did not wish to return to Munkacs either.
The idea of repatriation was abhorrent to me. I could not imagine returning to Munkacs, resuming my
life there, or making that city my home. Early on in the camp, when our spirits were not yet completely

destroyed, my father and I talked about the future. Back in Munkacs we had our book and stationery store, and
of course, he believed that he would continue this occupation. But instead of Munkacs, our home would be
somewhere in the United States. Coming from a town with five different ethnic groups, each with its own
school system and culture, my father felt that the States would be similarly diverse.

he U.S. be interested in books written

habitation both in
Slovakia and Carpathia went back to at least the beginning of the sixteenth century. Now, our life there had
come to an end. Two of my uncles who also survived refused to return to Munkacs at all. They were not even
interested in seeing what had happened to their property. They felt betrayed by the great number of non-Jews
who had been jubilant in our misfortune. Most of the Christians had seemed disinterested in our misfortune and
did not care what was happening to people with whom they and their ancestors had lived for hundreds of years.
Working in the hospital office, I knew that soon the time would come for me to be repatriated. By
repatriation, the authorities meant to return us to what one may call civilian life. In anticipation of being
returned, officers from the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA), a division of the
United Nations in charge of the housing and feeding of displaced persons, distributed clothes donated by
Americans right out of barrels. I was given two shirts, shorts, and a pair of shoes. But what I remember most
vividly was the suit I was given: a single-breasted, pink houndstooth-check wool suit. Since I had nothing, even
this atrocious outfit had to suffice.
The distribution of clothes was a clue to us that it would soon be time to leave. And so it was. We were
given displaced p
to Munkacs, and I would keep him company. He wanted to see what was left of our home and store. But most
important, he hoped that we might find there other members of our immediate family and be reunited. Surely, I
hoped, one of the three

my brother, sister, or mother

would be alive. I had little hope for my sister, who was

ten when we were taken to camp. My three uncles who were in camp with us, unlike my father, adamantly

refused to return to their hometowns. Instead my two uncles
his son went to Prague, Czechoslovakia. Fa
his family (his wife and two very young daughters) had survived, went to Budapest, Hungary, to join his brother
there.
I do not remember much about the trip home. I do not remember what provisions, if any, we were given
for the trip. I do remember, however, one event. Other survivors seem to have a far greater recollection of all
events in that period of their lives or, at least, claim to have. My memory is limited only to those events that
must have had a great emotional or intellectual impact on me. The following event is one of these.
The first night in our journey of repatriation we spent in Bratislava, today the capital of Slovakia. This
overnight stop was forced on us by the lack of a train connection to Munkacs. We were taken to a school that
had been converted into a makeshift dormitory for survivors solely for an overnight stay on their way home.
When we arrived, mattresses and blankets were strewn on the floor of a large classroom. An ad hoc kitchen had
also been created on the premises, and we were provided a much-welcomed hot meal. It seemed that we were
the first transport of repatriates to have stayed there. But, from the number of mattresses that were on the floor,
the organizers must have expected a greater number of people.
What was foremost in our mind was to find out what had happened to our families. At every opportunity
when we met survivors from other concentration camps, my father and I always asked the inevitable question,

hear some positive news. But alas, no one had any information; no one knew anything; no one had a positive
response to any of our queries.
But miracles do happen. There were a number of family members who, in spite of the odds against
survival, had managed to stay alive and eventually reunite. Such a miracle occurred in Bratislava. Late that
evening, as we were preparing to go to sleep, settling down on the mattresses on the floor fully dressed, another
transport of survivors arrived at the school. We all jumped up and surrounded the newcomers, peppering them
cise in

not give up hope. Each of us in the room was hoping for a miracle. We were hoping that, in spite of all the
negative odds, we would find and be reunited with our family. This hope was reinforced by a most heartrending
event.
Sometime about ten that night, a new transport of survivors arrived, mostly women. We all jumped up,
not only to welcome them and share our joy in their survival, but also to inquire whether they knew anything
about our family. I hoped that perhaps the women might have encountered my mother, who at the time of
incarceration was only forty-five years old and might have had a chance. My father and I approached the group
to seek information. Another man from our city, who, I believed, was in his mid-forties and who was resting on
a mattress next to us, also arose and approached the newly arrived survivors. Suddenly we heard a great cry, a
cry of both anguish and joy, coupled with loud sobbing. Our mattress neighbor was hugging a woman, who, we
were informed, was his wife. This reunion affected us all. There were tears in most (

) eyes,

and I knew that while we were joyful in his good fortune, we were also envious. Is it possible, I was thinking,
that this could also happen to me?
Around midnight, another transport arrived. Eagerly we rose to meet them and again to ask the same
questions. The newly reunited husband and wife also approached the group. Suddenly the wife let out a shriek;
it was neither the sound of horror nor of fear. It was a peculiar shriek, a cry of joy and anguish combined. There
among the newly arrived were their two daughters. Such a sight affected all of us. By this time, there were tears
, too, cried. My tears were not of joy
arising from the empathy of seeing a great rarity, a reunited family. I cried because their reunion reminded me
of my own loss. I knew well not only that I had lost my family but also that I had lost the world that I knew. The
world of my youth had vanished.

EIGHT
Back in Munkacs

patria). I was born in Munkacs,
and thus by definition it was my hometown. Being on my way to the city of my birth meant, by definition, that I
was being repatriated. I, however, had ceased to identify myself as a Hungarian; and Munkacs, while it was the
city where I was born, had ceased to be my hometown. How could I ever see myself as a Hungarian, as part of a
country that sent me to concentration camps? Nor was I a part of Czechoslovakia, the country in which I was
born and whose political ideals I admired. Munkacs was no longer a part of Czechoslovakia. And I never could
be an integral part of the Soviet Union, the country to which Munkacs now belonged. How could I be
repatriated? How could I be sent back to a homeland that I had never had? I had never considered myself a
Hungarian, nor had the Hungarians considered me as one of them. How could I define myself as a Hungarian
when all I experienced under a Hungarian regime was oppression and rejection? If I did not feel a part of
Hungary, where I lived for the last five years before being sent to camp and whose language I spoke, how much
less could I have considered myself a Russian or a Ukrainian, let alone a citizen of the Soviet Union? I was, in
fact, a stranger

a homeless person, in its truest sense. I would have been a stranger, even were I to have stayed

in Munkacs, a city in which both my father and grandparents were born.
The fact is that we Jews in Munkacs were always strangers. A stranger is not necessarily a person who
comes for a visit. A stranger is not the immigrant who comes and within a few generations is integrated into the
country and culture of his newly chosen homeland. Strangers are people who come and stay for centuries and
who at best are grudgingly tolerated. Strangers, like me, may even be given citizenship rights but are never
perceived to be an integral part of the society and its culture. Most Jews in Europe were strangers, dwellers in a
land that was not theirs, a people without any historical attachment to any European country. Jewish history in
Europe is a history of frequent deportation, of forced ejection, of cruel treatment, and of victimization. With this
history and with my awareness of that history, how could I call either Hungary or Russia my home country?

How could I call the people in Munkacs my kindred? I had no historical claim on the land or on its people and,
now that it was the U.S.S.R., even on its government.

hundreds of years, my family and thousands of other Jewish families lived in Munkacs, and like the proverbial
worm, we thought that Munkacs was heaven. We lived in a gilded ghetto, but it was a part of the diaspora
nonetheless. The city to which I returned was not even the same city that I left; it no longer was even a gilded
ghetto. The Munkacs to which I returned was very unlike the one from which I was forcefully ejected. It was
devoid of the people who were significant to me, my extended family, my friends, my classmates.
As I got off the train and entered the station that I knew so well, I met a number of Jews standing on the
platform. They were not a welcoming committee. They were camp survivors who waited for incoming trains,
hoping to meet surviving family members. There was no laughter or joy expressed as we met them. The
prevailing mood was not even somber but deep depression and excruciating sorrow. Their slouching bodies
expressed sadness, and their deep depression was etched in their faces. One could not see a spark of hope in
their eyes. They were, however, a source of information. From them, my father and I learned that my aunt and
cousin were in the city, and they gave us their address.
Leaving the rail station, carrying with me the small valise with the few shirts that had been given to my
father and me in Germany, we went to seek these two remnants of the family.
We found them in the apartment where they resided. My aunt and a second cousin had been liberated
earlier than we had been, and hence they had already been in Munkacs for a few weeks. They shared an
apartment that they were given by the city. None of us who returned to Munkacs could return to our homes,
because as soon as we were taken away, our homes were occupied by squatters. Like me, my aunt and cousin
were ready to leave the city. They stayed there hoping to be reunited with remnants of family and friends. My
aunt waited for her husband and her oldest son to return, while my cousin prayed for the return of her fiancé.
They, like most of us, were now at a loss as to what to do. They did not work but waited for news that they
hoped would give a direction to their future.

The reunion was not a happy one. The tears we shed were not from joy. We continued crying as we
talked about all those who did not survive. My father and I were informed by my aunt that for a few weeks after
having arrived in Auschwitz, she saw my brother across the electrified fence. My mother and my younger sister
were sent, by the infamous Dr. Mengele, to the left, which meant to the gas chamber. Although my mother was
only forty-five, her prematurely gray hair had made her appear older than her actual years, and thus I assume
that she was considered too old for labor. Most of the day and night we spent in retelling our individual stories.
We inform
that Jewish life in Munkacs had come to an end, that those Jews who remained in the city would become
nothing more than the guardians of a cemetery in which our former lifestyle, the shtetl life, was buried. Most of
those who returned to Munkacs left within a few days of their arrival, leaving their homes and all their real and
tangible properties. No one seemed to have been concerned about the value of the home, the farms, or whatever
else was theirs prior to their deportation. I know that I cared little for the properties in Talamas that I, as sole
ver
entered my consciousness.
Later in the day, my father and I proceeded to visit our home on St. Martin Street. The city, even on first
glance, appeared to me like a haunted town where the ghosts of the past took over my consciousness of the
present. There was not a place that I encountered that did not bring to memory my life with my friends and
family. There on the main street, across from the city hall, was our store (seemingly intact) with the rolled-down
steel shutter guarding its entrance. Not far from the store was Hamdi, the confectionary and dessert place where,
in front of my friends, I committed my first rebellious act. It was in this store where, at the age of fifteen, I
violated the Jewish food code, kashruth, and ate my first ham sandwich. I walked in front of the Csillag (star)
coffeehouse on the corso, the wide main street where my friends and I had walked, not for the sake of exercise
but to look at the girls, who in turn looked us over. Of course, the joy and laughter of light-hearted teens was
not there. It was merely another street to traverse on our way to St. Martin Street and my home.
Finally, we could no longer escape the fearful visit to our home. With anxiety and trepidation, my father
and I walked over to St. Martin Street, No. 7, to our home in which I had spent my first eighteen years

the

place in which my brother, sister, and I were born. The house was not empty and waiting for our return. Instead,
it was occupied by Gypsies, who had moved into the house, kept the furniture, but discarded all our pictures,
books, and personal items. Standing guard at the front entrance to the house was the Gypsy family, telling us by

generated by seeing strangers in the house in which, just a scant year ago, we had lived as a happy family with
our dreams and hopes for the future. Without a word, and without entering the house, we turned around and left.
The courtyard, which in addition to our home

, was

also occupied by Gypsies.
As I left the courtyard into the street empty of my neighbors and my friends, I felt an emptiness of spirit.
I felt empty not only of their physical presence but also of the sound of Yiddish, the continual music that used to

bakery. I felt as though I was in the middle of a nightmare, soon to wake up and all would be well. But alas, this
was reality, and my sense of alienation, my feeling of emptiness, continued. Munkacs, to me, had become a
cemetery filled with the ghosts of the past, without a glimmer of hope for a future. Right then I decided to leave;
and will not stay

history of anti-Semitism, the frequent state-sponsored pogroms that Jews had had to endure, the peasa
hatred of Jews (denounced by priests as Christ killers), would not be my home. I was sure Munkacs, even
though now belonging to a theoretically secular Communist government, would not be a kind and accepting
home for Jews. Russia, by any name and political system, never had and never would accept Jews as full
citizens. I decided to leave as soon as possible.
I told my father of my decision: If circumstances were right
yesterday, the day I arrived

that is, if the borders were still as fluid as

I would leave Munkacs posthaste. The questions foremost in my mind were:

Where would I go? What will I do? And how could I resume my life? I wondered whether, indeed, I could have
a normal life at all. I had heard that Molnar, my art teacher and the principal of the Hebrew gymnasium,
committed suicide after learning about the death of his family. To him, the loss of his family deprived him of

nothing but drudgery, and such an existence is a difficult way to pass a lifetime. My life, too, must have
meaning, and I must seek it. I decided to seek again the goal that in my youth had always been central in my
plans for the future. I was going to become a physician.
To connect with my past and my life prior to the Holocaust, I reached back to my dreams and hopes of
my earlier years. At the age of twelve

Microbe Hunters. It contained

biographical sketches of famous researchers such as Pasteur, Koch, Semmelweis, Ehrlich, and many others.
These were men whom I admired and whose contributions to humanity were great. They were my models and
constituted my reference group. Their work and lives excited me and influenced my decision to study medicine.
But my desire to study medicine was not rooted solely in its nobility. Medicine, I knew, was also an occupation
that bestows upon the practitioner wealth and high social status. Even more important than wealth and status, I
believed that medicine would become my path to personal freedom. Being a good physician, I believed, would
give me the freedom from social and familial control and the constraints that I had experienced in an extremely
religious community like Munkacs. In my youthful view, it appeared to me, a great and successful physician is
independent of his patients and the collectivity in general. Rather, the members of the community become
dependent on him. It is not that I wished to be separate from the community in which I would eventually reside.
Possessing the skill of healing would, however, give me control over a scarce resource and the power associated
with it that would free me from the tyranny of the community. Of course, at that time, my view of the
community was Munkacs, where the Orthodox Jewish community was rigid and unforgiving of those who did
not conform. Individual freedom and the prestige concomitant with the practice of medicine were my primary
reasons for wanting to become a physician. Before the concentration camp, it was understood that I would study
in Debrecen, Hungary, a town fairly close to my hometown, and that my father would support me. But of
course, the destruction of my hometown and the loss of family and business changed all previous plans. I,
therefore, needed answers to two new questions: Where would I study medicine? And, how would I finance my
studies?

To study in Hungary would be the easiest course of action for me. I spoke the language fluently, and I
was quite sure that, now in the post-Holocaust period, I would have no difficulties being admitted to the
university. In addition, there were opportunities for a scholarship. I decided to leave for Budapest in search of
my future.
My Aunt Illi gave me the address of her Aunt Rose, who lived in Budapest. She assured me that I would
find lodging with her for a few days. The next afternoon, I returned to the railway station, this time to leave my
hometown permanently. I now embarked on a quest to find a new life for myself. At the station, as I was saying
my farewell to my father, he assured me that after he liquidated the store, which miraculously had not been
plundered, he would follow me to whatever city in which I had settled. I left with high anticipation, looking for
a new future. I remember distinctly the feeling of sadness that descended upon me when I realized this was the
last time that I would see Munkacs. The life that I had there had now ended. My dreams and the plans for a
future there that I had conjured in my youth would never be realized. This, I thought to myself, was the end of a
phase of my life.
The train to Budapest was full. Most people in it were ethnic Hungarians who had lived in Munkacs for
six or seven hundred years, that is, throughout the time the city had been part of Hungary. Now, since the city
had became part of the U.S.S.R., they also felt disenfranchised and were migrating to what still remained of
Hungary, wishing to settle among their own people. Luckily for me and the others in the train, the iron curtain
had not yet separated the U.S.S.R. from the West, and the borders (at least for a little while) were still open,
with travel to other countries still possible. The identity card that had been issued to me in Germany, written in
three languages, attesting to the fact that I was a concentration camp survivor, gave me free travel. In eight
hours, sitting upright through the night, I was gone from Munkacs and my past and had arrived in Budapest,
hoping for a new future.
My stay in Budapest was brief. When I arrived, it was quite evident that Hungary was an occupied
country. Russian soldiers were everywhere. For whatever reason, the Jews living in Budapest had not been
deported to camps. They were spared. Still, the Jewish community was in disarray. Synagogues were closed;
personal freedoms were being denied. Russian dictatorship was evident almost everywhere. This was not the

ment. Rose was a widow in her sixtieth
year, and I was sure that cleaning for and feeding an extra person would be difficult on her. Still, she agreed to
allow me to stay for a few days while I decided on my next steps. In Europe, many homes had kitchen tables
that could be opened and extended to form a bed. These beds were most frequently used by live-in maids. I was
given such a bed to sleep in. That evening, as I turned the lights out, I soon experienced the discomfort of being
bitten. As I turned on the lights and threw back the covers, the source of my discomfort became evident. Under
the sheets, the bed swarmed with bedbugs. I slept the rest of the night and an additional two nights sitting up.
I had decided that the political conditions in Hungary, a country governed by the Communist party and
occupied by Russian forces, would make my stay there short. This decision meant that I had to seek another
place in which to settle and another university at which to pursue my dream. My stay in Budapest was indeed
short. Three nights of sleeping sitting upright and resting my face on the table hastened my departure. Thus, on
the third day, I left for Prague. My identity card describing me as a homeless person to be repatriated was still
valid. I embarked on a train for Prague, the city that I had hoped would become my permanent residence, if not
my home. I chose Prague for a variety of reasons. First, the Czech government, as I experienced it in Munkacs,

Benes, both former professors of sociology. Because of their liberal political ethos, the Czech Republic was also

took comfort in the idea that I would not be alone.

NINE
Prague

The trip from Budapest to Prague required an overnight train ride. I arrived in Prague with my very few
possessions, most of which had been given to me when I left the hospital in Germany. My first impression,
which was etched into my consciousness when I arrived in Prague, was of a large number of people, each
wearing a white armband, which reminded me of the yellow one that I wore in Munkacs. In fact, the white
armband had a purpose similar to that of the yellow one that we Jews had worn. The white band indicated that
these were the Sudeten Deutsche, the Germans who resided in Bohemia and, in 1937, had begun agitating to
become a part of the German Reich. Now, after the war, their wish had been granted; they were being forcibly
removed from the Czechoslovak Republic and sent to Germany. It was indeed a matter of justice to have their
wish granted, to become Germans in a German country.
At the station, I inquired at the information center regarding shelter for the homeless. I was told to go to
a public school where displaced persons could receive free lodging and meals. I took the tram to the address of
a vacant school in which classrooms had been transformed into dormitories. Most important, it had a kitchen
that served two meals a day. In retrospect, it seems to me that there must have been very few homeless
displaced persons because I was the only person occupying the classroom, though it contained a number of
beds. Mine was an old, white, wrought-iron hospital bed and mattress. Having had the bad experience with
bedbugs in Budapest, I immediately proceeded to clean the bed with turpentine and other chemicals, hoping to

that sleeping alone in that big room was quite comfortable. The school was not too far from Hradcany, the
ancient Prague castle, and the little Golden Street where alchemists had tried to perform magic, turning lead into
gold.
Soon after my arrival, I met up with my uncles. First, I found Nathan (the youngest of
brothers), who lived in Prague and who had already gotten a job as a sales clerk in a bookstore. Alexander, my
other uncle, had secured a position as a physician in a noted tuberculosis (TB) sanatorium outside of the city in

Plesh. The sanatorium provided him with a home and meals. I related to the both of them the news I brought
from Munkacs. I informed Nathan that there was nothing left of his store and, to the best of our knowledge, his
wife had not returned from camp. To Alexander, whom I called Uncle Sandor, I stated that his wife was well
and would soon join him in Prague. He did not inquire about his home or any of his other material possessions.
Only recently have I found out that he foresaw the troubles, and before the advent of the war, had deposited
money in both Swiss and U.S. banks.
I discussed with Uncle Sandor my plan to attend the medical school at Charles University, his alma
mater. In the late 1920s and early 1930s, he had attended Charles University, where the language of instruction
had been both Czech and German. He was quite happy to help with my endeavors to enroll

help that I needed

since I hardly spoke Czech, in which he was fluent.
I also needed work, and as a medical student (and again with

obtained a position

in Bulovka Hospital. The work in the hospital was more than pleasant. When I donned a white coat and strung a
stethoscope around my neck, I felt that I was on my way to fulfill my dream to become a physician. My job was
and blood, testing reflexes, and performing many other examinations required by the attending physician.
Compared to the present, what I did was primitive medicine. I drew blood from patients to determine type, to

for albumen, blood, and sugar. In addition I took blood-pressure readings and, when ordered by the resident
-lead
EKG, which registered its reading on a light-sensitive photographic paper. As soon as I finished taking a strip, I
literally ran to the darkroom where I developed the strip and dried the paper before I handed it to the physician.
The task that I liked least was to extract stomach acid from patients. This was a routine examination for people
with gastric pain or discomfort. My task was to determine the degree of acidity of their stomach juices. To
accomplish this task, I had to help the patient swallow 70 centimeters of a small-radius rubber tube. Most often,
this procedure made the patient nauseated, and most of them ended up gagging during the procedure. When the

the laboratory where I determined the amount of base it required to neutralize the acid.
Twice weekly, I was entrusted with a more important task. Its import derived not from its difficulty, but

Charles University made the hospital rounds, followed by his students. On those occasions, I was selected to
-ray. I did this without lead-lined apron or gloves.
The work in the hospital was quite therapeutic for me, and I started to feel somewhat better about myself
and hopeful about my future. The dream of becoming a physician, and through it gaining status, was reinforced

she inquired.

A week after my arrival in Prague, my Aunt Illi and my cousin Charlotte arrived from Munkacs. I took
them to stay with me at the displaced persons shelter. Charlotte came to Prague to meet her former fiancé,
Fred, who had been captured by the Russians while serving as a forced laborer for the Hungarian Army. After
his capture, he had been imprisoned by the Russians. Even though the Russians knew that he was Jewish and
that he was part of a forced labor battalion, they nonetheless kept him imprisoned. After a great ordeal, Fred had
been given the opportunity to join the Czech legion, fighting as a part of the Russian Army. It was there that
Fred met a Jewish female soldier with whom he had established a liaison, and with whom he now lived in
Prague.

normalcy and whether wives, fiancées, or any other relatives would have survived the Holocaust. Most people,
like Fred, lived for the moment, without thinking of the past and having little concern for the future. Therefore,
y or betrayal. What Fred
sought was to stabilize his life, which included a shared emotional relationship with another person.
However, Charlotte wished to reestablish their old relationship. They had been engaged; that is, the
conditions for marriage had been declared. Now the problem was how to communicate her feelings and wishes.

She was reluctant to talk to Fred face to face as long as he lived with the other woman. I was enlisted to carry
messages from Charlotte to Fred and vice versa. Fred assured her that he still loved her, and that his feelings for
her had not changed. Charlotte understood that one could not blame him if he had altered his life in the two
years that he had lived as a soldier in the Czech/Russian Army. Still, Fred had a hard decision to make. To
return to Charlotte, he had to leave the woman with whom he had shared an intimate relationship for almost two
years. It was a push-pull situation, and the pull to return to Charlotte was greater than his other feelings, so he
left the other woman. In a short time, Charlotte and Fred were married.
While my father stayed, all my cousins and uncles left Munkacs. I even met some members of the
f
shame, I lost contact with them; and the older I get, the greater is my sorrow at not
having kept in touch.
until he was
able to sell the merchandise that he had found in his store. With the money, he hoped to start another business in
America. Indeed, he sent me money with my Aunt Illi and with other messengers. I considered the money to be
ght build a new future. I never used any of the money, even
though I sorely needed it. I held it in trust for him.
But the fates were against us. On November 1, 1945, the Czech government declared that all old paper
currencies must be turned in at designated banks where new currencies would be issued. True, new bills were
issued; but instead of crediting me with the amount I turned in, all monies were declared forfeited. However,
because I was a student without full-time employment, the government permitted me to withdraw 1,500 korunas
each month for living expenses. This amount was far from sufficient for food and lodging. So now, soon after
being freed from slave labor, from the starvation in the camps, I again started to feel the discomfort and pain of
hunger.
Although the work in the hospital was hard, what made it even more arduous was that, in addition to my
eight-hour shift, I also spent almost three hours commuting to work. Nonetheless, the work was very satisfying.
There was an important bonus, nam

at four in the morning, had a piece of bread for breakfast, shaved and dressed, and then made a fifteen-minute
walk to catch the tram. I had to be at the tram station by five thirty. The tram took about an hour and one-

My shift began at seven and ended at three. I arrived back at my dorm at five in the afternoon and had my
evening meal by six. I hardly did anything in the evenings. First I was too tired, and, second, I had no money for
entertainment. Occasionally, however, I went to the movies; it was my sole diversion and entertainment. On one
occasion, the auditori
feature, which started at nine. I sat down to watch the film only to be awakened by the custodian. The theater

My love for the United States has been a constant aspect of my life. If anything, the friendships I made
when I worked in the military hospital after the war reinforced this feeling. In the summer of 1945, many U.S.
soldiers came to visit Prague, a beautiful city with ancient architecture that had not been touched by war for
centuries. It was the city that Mozart loved most.
I joined a group of English-speaking people who acted as hosts to visiting GIs. I enjoyed this task. Not
beautiful cities, but I also was able to maintain my
language skills. During one of my visits to the

was given another assignment. I

was handed a number of tickets to a football game, and I was required to sell them. These tickets were for a
game to be played in Prague by two Army divisions. Of course, I purchased one ticket for myself. I have always
been a football fan, and in fact, I had

team. With great anticipation, I went to the

stadium that Sunday afternoon. When the two teams took the field and I saw their uniforms, I knew that this
was not the football I knew and loved. It was a peculiar game, a game I neither knew nor understood. I was
perplexed as the eleven men on one team formed a tight circle, putting their heads together, and then lined up in
a formation that I had never encountered. Instead of a round ball, they used an oval-shaped ball that was handed
by one player to another. The players ran at each other and hit each other with great ferocity. At other
occasions, the ball was thrown, but the hitting continued. For two hours, I watched in amazement without
knowing what in the world was going on. This, I was told later, was American football.

was to be refitted for classes. I moved to an old college dormitory. It was a wooden structure that seemed to be a
relic from the turn of the century. Each room, although very small, was designed for two persons. It contained a
wooden bunk bed and a washstand. Since the dormitory was not filled, I had the pleasure of a room to myself.
I still had the same clothes that had been issued to me in Germany at liberation. One could say I traveled
extremely lightly. My worldly possessions consisted of the pink suit given to me in the hospital in Germany,
two shirts, two pairs of shorts, some socks, and a pair of very tight-fitting light summer shoes. For the first time
in my life, I experienced the pain of a corn and learned to cut it out. I was glad to have had a single room
because I could strip naked and wash my few items and hang them to dry in the room.
I was not aware of what the color pink symbolized. I knew that homosexuals in the camp had been
designated by a pink triangle sewn to their jacket above their numbers. But in regard to the practice for which
they were imprisoned, I was naïve. I soon learned the meaning of wearing a pink suit. My Czech language skills
were extremely poor, and I needed to have one of the medical students in the hospital who spoke German serve
as my translator. Thus, I needed a Czech-Hungarian dictionary and sought a bookstore. In my best Czech, I
asked the salesman for a dictionary. While handing me the book, the salesman looked at my pink suit and
rubbed my palm with his finger. Although I did not know for sure what he meant, I surmised that the salesman
had propositioned me sexually. Disturbed, I hastily retreated from the store. That evening, I related to my
friends what had happened. They informed me that I would, most likely, receive more such propositions
because of my pink suit. Not having the means to purchase other clothing, I had to endure my fate until I could
do something about it.
I fell in love with a beautiful red-haired Jewish girl who lived in the dorm. There was nothing that I
could do about my feelings, not only because I lacked any money, but also because I realized that my education
must come first. Soon my dilemma was solved. One day, she asked me to accompany her to Kosice, a city in
the Slovakian region. I could not leave at that time. A week passed by and she did not return to the dorm. I
received a letter from her in which she informed me that, while in Kosice, she had met someone and married

him. Fast marriages were quite common among survivors. People were lonely. Single persons without any
family married as a means to dispel their loneliness. Whether these marriages lasted, I do not know.
I wanted to study and pass my course work. But how could I pass my courses when my knowledge of
Czech was minimal? I did not even have an adequate vocabulary for simple conversation. When I began to
work in the hospital, I found someone who could speak English who helped me to slowly acquire
conversational Czech. (Of course, I would have preferred to speak German, but at that time both Sudeten
Germans and the German language were hated entities.) I purchased a used anatomy book and decided that I
would underline the words I did not know. Through hard work and the use of a dictionary, I hoped to acquire
the knowledge to pass the courses. But after attempting to read the first page, I became quite despondent. The
page had more words underlined than not. How long, Oh God, I thought to myself, how long must I suffer?
My suffering extended beyond my academic struggles. I was constantly hungry. Because I hoped to
spend most of my time in study, I gave up my work at the hospital and missed the one decent meal I received
there in the cafeteria.
It was paradoxical that now, after liberation, I should continue to suffer hunger. Throughout my
internment, I accepted hunger as an unalterable condition, hoping, of course, that after liberation I would no
longer feel the constant pangs and pains of hunger. Now, I was liberated, and I still continued to lack the basic
necessities of life: decent shelter, food, and clothing. Almost everyone suffered, to some degree or another, the
consequences of war. Food was scarce for everyone in the city, and such items as meat and butter were still
rationed in Czechoslovakia. But native Czechs, even those living in cities, were able to manage. They had
various connections and resources in the country from whom they could secure food without ration cards. I,
living in one room in a wooden dorm that was an extreme fire hazard, not only lacked the resources and money
for black-market food but also cooking facilities; thus, I had to rely solely on restaurants. These were not only
expensive, they also required food coupons. The coupons that I received entitled me to a monthly ration of 500
grams of meat (about 1 pound) and 100 grams of fat. An average portion of meat in a restaurant required at least
200 grams of meat and 50 grams of fat coupons. My coupons did not last long. They were used up within the
first week after receiving them.

Was there a solution to my problem of hunger and loneliness? I contemplated two solutions. Neither,
however, suited me. First, I could give private language lessons. For instance, I was hired by a family to teach
Hebrew as part of their preparation to immigrate to Palestine. The pay was not much, but I managed to schedule
the lessons close to dinnertime, resulting in frequent invitations to join the family. While I accepted an
occasional invitation for dinner, I was ashamed to accept more meals, or for that matter, to schedule my courses
too close to dinnertime. In my view, to have done either would be tantamount to begging; that would reduce
even more my already low self-esteem. My second solution was to find restaurants that were both inexpensive
and served food that did not require food coupons. I found a number of such restaurants. The cheapest meal
without rations was fried blood and potatoes. The idea of eating blood was, at first, downright abominable to
me. It went against everything that I had been taught in childhood. It was not that I kept kosher; one eats almost
everything when hungry. But eating blood, especially the blood of pigs, was perhaps equal in distaste to eating
dog. But hunger is a formidable force. One soon changes

values and perspectives when hunger is strong

enough, and in my case it was.
Fall comes early in Prague, and still I had nothing else to wear besides my pink suit and a pair of light
summer shoes. I was cold. Luckily, my father sent me a short coat. It was not warm enough for the upcoming
winter, but it was far better than being without it.
In September, I began my studies. If I progressed at all, it was very slight. First, my lack of the
necessary language skills handicapped me. Second, in my self-alienation, I was estranged from everything. As
beautiful as Prague was, I could not think of it as home. I could not develop a commitment to anything. I was in
limbo

in a terrestrial purgatory, neither in hell nor in heaven

either to people or to the country. My class attendance was infrequent.
My only joy was to visit my cousin Charlotte and her husband Fred. They provided me with a sense of

army for which he served as a movie projectionist. In this capacity, Fred had access to American movies, which
he brought home. In their apartment on one such occasion, I heard again the wonderful sounds of big band. He
showed us the film Sun Valley Serenade, and I fell in love with the sound that all America loved, the sound of

fluenced me just as it did countless American youths. The big-band music
was not only different from the chamber music that was popular in Prague, but it also spoke eloquently of a new
way of life, the American way. It was the music of a different world. It was a stimulus for my imagination to
dream of a world not only very much unlike the shtetl of my youth but also quite unlike staid Europe.
In August, just before the beginning of the fall semester, I moved into a new dorm. This one was a large
brick building, and I had a room set up for four students. Luckily, I now met three friends, boys who had been
my schoolmates in the Hebrew gymnasium

two from my class and one a class below us. All four of us

Holocaust survivors now enrolled in medical school, our pre-Holocaust dream. I hoped that living with my
friends, sharing the same dream, would alleviate my depression, my inability to study. But alas, such was not to
be. My friends suffered from the same malady. We all felt restless, unable to concentrate on our studies. Above
all, we felt rootless, as though we did not belong in this city or in this country. None of us felt that our future
would be either in Prague or in any part of Czechoslovakia. Life, at least the one we lived, was unreal. We were
constantly on edge, waiting for something to happen, for some event that would give meaning to our lives and
perhaps magically make us aware of our destiny. Perhaps, if my father had been with me, it would have been
different for me. Perhaps his presence would have anchored my life, and I could have accepted it as more or less
a continuation of my earlier existence. But of course, this did not happen.
Mail from my father had always been addressed in care of my cousin Charlotte. In his letters, he assured
me that he had not forgotten me nor our plans to immigrate to the States and open a bookstore. One day I
received a letter from my father, who informed me that someone, whose name I now cannot recall, would give
me some diamonds and $20 gold pieces. I was given the
denied that my father had entrusted him with the gold and jewels. Since this transaction would be an illegal act,
there was nothing that I could do but to suffer the loss without informing my father.
I was always hungry, and Charlotte insisted that I take some of the money that she was keeping to buy
clothes for the winter and, occasionally, even black-market food. I had refused to draw upon the money my
father sent me, but in spite of wishing to guard it, all of it had been lost when the country exchanged its

currency. The loss of the money was a harsh experience, but the next letter from him brought me news that was
even more devastating.
In one of my visits to Charlotte, in the beginning of November just before my twentieth birthday, I
received three letters from my father. Prague was already cold, and a penetrating wind made it feel even colder
than the near-freezing temperature registered on the thermometer. The letters were waiting for me on her
kitchen table. I opened the first letter and read it. Its content and tone were the same as earlier ones I received
from him. In this letter, as in all previous ones, he lamented the death of my mother and my siblings. Again, he
informed me that at the first opportunity, he would smuggle himself out of the Soviet Union to join me in
Prague. The borders were no longer in a state of flux and relatively unguarded, as they had been when I left the
Soviet Union. By the fall of 1945, the iron curtain had descended, and legal emigration from behind it was
impossible. Still, there were people who found ways to escape, and my father, at least in his letter, was
confident that he could find a way to get out to join me. Again, he assured me that we would immigrate to the
United States. I opened the second letter, and its content was similar to that of the previous one. I began to get a
feeling that, in spite of his earlier plans, the opportunity for our reunion had passed. I turned to my cousin with a
sense of resignation.

ve had enough of his doom and gloom. He writes the same lamentations in all of his

ead the next one; it may conta
Yes, the third letter was different from the others. It contained news, but it was not good, at least for me.
In this letter, my father did not start by depicting his state of sadness and his sense of loss. In this letter, he no
longer
Instead, he informed me that he had gotten married. Now that I am seventy-nine, I can understand his
loneliness, and, of course, his sexual needs. He was only forty-seven years old, a young person. But at that time,
the news of his marriage did not fill me with happiness for him. To the contrary, I felt only anger. Not only did I
feel rejected

that he chose a wife to be with instead of me

but I took h

memory. I judged him as an adulterer. My hopes for having a normal life were now completely shattered. It was
just a few days before my twentieth birthday, and I felt alone. My plans for the future had always revolved

around our being together. I had not used the money that he was able to send via messengers. It had been kept in

cousin had urged me to use that money for food. I had refused. In rejecting the use of the money, I always

money was gone, and I had to face the stark truth that I was alone and penniless. My feelings toward him had
changed. I was utterly disappointed in him; I was hurt by his callous disregard for my feelings. I felt devastated
that he had abandoned me and that I came second in his life. This experience taught me, unfortunately the hard
way, that my life had to be my own; one cannot count on anyone else, and each of us responds to our own needs
Ethics of
our Fathers
Where were my uncles during this time? They had their own concerns and problems. I seldom saw
them, nor was I invited to see them. Alexander lived outside Prague with his wife and son. Nathan was trying
hard to normalize his own life. My hope was in America. So I turned to my uncle Saul in St. Louis for help. To
have a chance to immigrate to the United States, I needed an affidavit and a ticket. He sent them to me quite
quickly. The affidavit attested that when I immigrated to the States, he would take responsibility for my welfare.
He further assured the government that I would not become dependent on state welfare. Together with the
affidavit, he also sent me a one-way plane ticket from Paris to St. Louis.
But immigration to the States was difficult. These were the days of quotas, and the quota for Czechs
seeking entrance to the States was filled, and it seemed there would not be an opening for a number of years. I
was informed that I had two problems. First, my place in the quota system would not come up til at least 1948.
Second, to be able to exit the country, I first would have to fulfill my military obligations to Czechoslovakia.
I was about to become a Czech citizen. The Czech government offered two options to persons born in
Carpathia, a part of the Czechoslovak Republic prior to 1938. The first option was to apply for Czech
citizenship; the other was to return to the region, which now was a part of the Soviet Union. I opted to become a
Czech rather than a Soviet citizen. But Czech citizenship also came with military obligations.

The political mood in Czechoslovakia after November of 1945 was becoming repressive. Both the
American and Russian occupation forces, in accordance with the Yalta Agreement, had been withdrawn by the
fall of 1945. But it did not take long for the Soviet Union to repudiate its agreement. Two weeks after it left, it
started to return, and once again Soviet soldiers could be seen on the streets of Prague. The withdrawal was a
ploy. The Soviets had never intended to free Czechoslovakia from their sphere of influence. The free and
democratic country that I had known in my early youth was being replaced by a harsh totalitarian regime. The
Czechoslovak Republic was becoming a part of the Eastern bloc.
Life in the dormitory was hard. It was winter, and there was little and sometimes no heat at all. From
somewhere, my friends acquired resistor wires which they strung, illegally of course, across the room. By the
surreptitious use of electricity, we managed to keep the room, if not completely comfortable, at least at a
tolerable temperature.
December was the beginning of the Farshing, a period of merriment that lasts through Fat Tuesday, the
day before Lent. This is observed in most Roman Catholic countries. In Brazil, it is Carnival time, and in the
United States we know it as Mardi Gras. According to local traditions, the time from Christmas through March
d to
attend it, dressed as an American GI. As a sociologist today, I would refer to this desire as anticipatory
socialization. America and Americans were becoming my point of reference. I was beginning to identify myself
as a future American. I was slowly transferring my allegiance from Europe to the United States. I was leaving
the past and looking ahead to the future, which to me was synonymous with being an American. To become an
American GI, I needed a uniform; but I knew someone who had a complete uniform, and he was kind enough to
lend it to me. I also needed two additional items, props, which I thought were the sine qua non in playing the
American soldier: American cigarettes and chewing gum. These I acquired on the black market. I was ready.
This was the first dance that I had ever attended. Dancing was not considered an appropriate activity for
Jewish teens (or adults, for that matter), and there were not any dance parties in Jewish homes. Although there
were some dances in the local hotel and coffeehouse, traditional Jews, as my family considered itself to be,
would not attend them. It is not that Jews were kept out of these places. Simply, the community would look

askance at any Jew who would violate this norm. Most adults in Munkacs would not dare to go to a dance even

When I entered the ballroom at my dorm dressed in an American Army uniform
American cigarettes and chewing gum

complete with

I attracted the attention of those present, especially the young women.

That was my desired effect. I was seen as an American, and I also pretended that I could not speak Czech. Some
of the young women there spoke English, and from my few months of association with Americans, I now spoke
with enough of an American accent that my disguise was believable. I enjoyed listening to the women
discussing me, especially as they were working out agreements among themselves regarding who would dance
with me. For a young man of twenty, all of this fuss over me was more than gratifying; it was ego enhancing.
Toward the end of the evening, I chose to stay in the company of one young woman. After midnight, following
tradition, I revealed who I really was, and everyone accepted me, with no one really angry at my deception.
That one particular young woman and I began dating. While I took her to the movies and for a hot dog at
an outside stand, she took me to the theater and to restaurants. She justified her extravagance with the
explanation that she had a well-paying full-time job in an office. I was grateful to attend the theater, particularly
Don Giovanni at the Estate Theater. I did not know who my date really was. I knew her name, but the
family name itself did not mean anything to me. I took her word that she was from a middle-class family and
that her father was a businessman. In fact, I did not have either her address or her phone number. We had what
Europeans at that time referred to as a rendezvous, that is, an agreement to meet at a certain designated place,

home and did not get an opportunity to meet her parents.
A few months after our initial date, the woman (whose name I have by now forgotten) gave me a letter
to read. The letter was a response to one she had written to an uncle. In her letter, she wrote about me and my
desire for and difficulty in attending medical school. She informed him that I was a Holocaust survivor and that
we had been dating for a while. Most surprisingly, she told him that she had fallen in love with me and that she

could join him in his new home in Brazil and become a part of the family business. The letter was signed

with the largest European manufacturer and distributor of shoes, socks, hosiery, and many other related items.
His factories in Czechoslovakia were located in Zlin, and it was said that in 1938, his company had more
airplanes than the Czech Air Force. When the Germans occupied Bohemia, he escaped to Brazil, and his
company became a worldwide manufacturer and distributor of footwear. The offer to marry into a family of
great wealth was tempting, but my youth kept me back. I was barely twenty and did not have any desire to settle
down into married life. Also, I had a deeply rooted and unshakable belief that I must not, under any conditions,
marry someone non-Jewish.
The mere fact that I dated a non-Jewish woman was itself a deviation from my inculcated norms. Never
in my life in Munkacs would I have dared to date any one but a Jewish girl. Even in my little shtetl, status
considerations were very important. In a search for status honor, all Jewish families hope that their children will
marry well, with wealth and connections to a desirable family. A good marriage brings yichus shat (status
honor) to both families; honor is extremely desirable. The parents of a child who marries well become the
object of envy. But no marriage, regardless of wealth and family status, is a good marriage if it is exogamous.
Not only would the violator of the norm of endogamy be sanctioned but so would the extended family. The
pressure for intrareligious marriage in my town, in which the Jewish population was the majority, was
enormous. The violator of endogamy was cut off from the Jewish community and ostracized. Most frequently,
the family of the exogamous person would declare their son or daughter dead and perform the rituals associated
with death.
In Munkacs, fortunately, it was easy to stay within the bounds of expectations. Consider my case. I lived
in a town that was primarily Jewish, on a street in which only one family was non-Jewish; I went to a school in
which the language of instruction was Hebrew, and hence, it was attended by Jews only. My only contact with
non-Jewish girls was when I helped as a salesperson in our store. For all practical purposes, I was cut off from
most associations with non-Jews.

In Prague, conditions were different. My association with Jews in Prague was limited to my uncles and
to Charlotte. I lived in a dorm that, with the exception of my three roommates and me, was occupied by nonJews. I worked in a hospital in which, to my knowledge, there were no other Jews. Hence, the necessary
propinquity for intrareligious marriage was absent. The young women I met at the hospital and at the university
were non-Jews. There is a sociological dictum,
Prague was mainly with non-Jews. Moreover, a large city also affords the kind of personal freedom that one
does not experience in small towns. In Prague, I was not subject to communal pressures to be endogamous.
Why then did I not marry this rich, good-looking young woman? The answer lies in my education, my
Holocaust experience, my continued association with my uncles, and perhaps most importantly, my desire to be
free.
It is only now, in retrospect, that I can understand my decision not to marry a non-Jew. Of course, I
cannot totally discount my anticipation of the severe negative sanctions my surviving relatives would have
imposed on me. I was fearful of alienating myself from the few surviving members of my family, even though I
suspected that their concern for my happiness was not genuine. In fact, later experiences in the United States,
especially when it came to their recommendation as to whom I should marry, were ample evidence that their
wish was to have control over me rather than a genuine concern for my happiness. One particular uncle who
sought to act in loco parentis told me that he would find me a wife from a wealthy and socially important
family. My interpretation of this desire is that it was perhaps more for his benefit than mine. Were I to marry
into wealth, he could have divested himself from any sense of responsibility for my welfare. In fact, should I

likely would not have objected too much.

my worldview, and most importantly, in my overwhelming commitment to my Jewish identity. This identity did
not reside in religion. In my teens, I had started to rebel against unexamined faith. I could not understand the
need for unquestioned obedience to God or the dutiful performance of rituals just because such obedience was

faith. Even though there were synagogues in Prague, I cannot remember having attended any, even for High
Holiday services. I did not obey the kosher dietary laws; to the contrary, I ate food that would have been
considered abominable by even non-Orthodox Jews. Instead of religion and cult, my Jewish identity was rooted
in my commitment to Jewish moral philosophy, to Jewish culture, and to Jewish history. I felt bound by a
ated, I did not agree with the Orthodox view that we
must perform rituals because God demands it, more specifically, as His Torah ordains it.
Still, I did not reject in Prague, nor do I now reject, all rituals. I observe some rituals because I see them
as necessary for maintaining my Jewish identity. My performances of Jewish rituals, then, as they are now, are
symbolic acts and overt declarations of my ties with my people. By performing the rituals, I declare that I am a
part of my people and that their fate is my fate. Curiously, my Holocaust experiences, my suffering because of
being Jewish, did not diminish this sense. To the contrary, it strengthened it. Not too long ago, someone asked if
I fast on Yom Kippur. I replied in the affirmative.
magical
effica

In this manner, I tie myself to the worldwide Jewish collective. Being Jewish, being a member of this
historical people, was then (and is now) very important to me. I could not conceive of marrying and living with
someone who did not share this view. And after the Holocaust and the destruction of a great part of my people,
the need for endogamy is indeed crucial and central to Jewish survival.
There may have been a third reason for my reluctance to marry this rich woman, and this arose, perhaps,
from my desire to be free and to seek my own goals. Marrying into wealth would have subjected me to her
would have tried to make me conform to its view of what my life should be. My
mother, a romantic, often remarked that marrying for the sake of wealth is to invite problems. She taught me a
ventually the money will disappear but the
klipotoh

related to marriages of convenience. I am not sure that my rejection of this opportunity and later similar
ed other such opportunities to
marry into wealth. In my mind and in my view, marrying for the sake of gaining wealth is tantamount to giving
I was extremely reluctant to do.
My sense of impermanence in Prague and my perception of being a stranger in a strange land constantly
haunted me. Although I was proud to have been born in a country whose presidents were intellectual giants like
Masaryk and Benes, still I lacked both the emotional and intellectual ties that could connect me to the country
and its people. I did not have, and I could not develop, a sense of belonging. I came to Prague not because I
sought to be a part of the country, but because I wished to escape from the Soviet Union, and there was no other
place, at least at that time, where I could have gone. I knew that my life in Prague was temporary, that I would
stay there only until I could immigrate to the United States. My aim since I was thirteen years old was to go to
America,

, these were the same

feelings expressed by both my uncles. I think most survivors lost their desire to remain in Europe with its
history of both official and sub rosa anti-Semitism.
-and-pull forces. First,
one must feel the pressure, a stress, which compels the person to want to leave his country. Second, one must
have positive images of the country of destination to desire to become part of it.
I made my decision, and the country to which I sought to immigrate was America. The United States
was my ideal. I did not know much about its history nor about the real America. What I knew about the United
States was derived from the movies I had seen and from the GIs with whom I had worked at the hospital after
my liberation. At that time, I perceived America as a democratic ideal, as the country where any person is free
to achieve his dreams. It was the land of Horatio Alger. England was not an option to me. I could never become,
or would want to become, a part of a country that had reneged on its agreement with the Jews. In my opinion,
England was a country that was, and still is, without moral integrity in its politics. In its view of its own national
superiority, the English do not have to be moral, since they are quite certain, and have made it abundantly clear
to everyone, that God is an Englishman. As a Jew imbued with Zionist ideals, how could I live in a country that

lacked the moral courage to carry out the promise of its Prime Minister, Lord Balfour, to make Palestine a
Jewish homeland, Israel? Neither was France my ideal. This was a country which, although espousing the
slogans of liberty, equality, and fraternity, was also guilty of the Dreyfus affair.
My compulsion to immigrate to the United States made me jealous and envious of any person who
gained the permission to immigrate there. I was asked to attend a farewell party given by some students for a
young woman who was leaving for the States. I reluctantly accepted, only to make a fool of myself. I usually do
, we always had wine on the table on
Shabbat. I just never had the urge to drink as a means to enjoy a party or as an escape mechanism. But in this
instance, because of my envy, I sought to escape my own reality, to disguise my hurt and jealousy. I drank
brandy, the only alcohol available. Since I did not like its taste, I sweetened it with sugar. The combination of
sugar and alcohol not only made me drunk, it also made me sick.
In early 1946, we heard a persistent rumor, which like all rumors in those days, one took seriously. This
one had severe political implications if it was true. My experiences in the concentration camps had led me to
take rumors at face value, for life in the camps and the experiences before camp made me fearful. Hence, in
hearing a rumor, I never

rumors predicted, were true and I had not prepared a defense. For instance, in November of 1945, I had heard
rumors that the old Czech korunas (the old bills) would be exchanged for new ones and that the government
would not necessarily make an even exchange. Although I could have exchanged the old money on the black
market for dollars at a devalued rate, I chose not to heed the rumors. Consequently, I lost the money my father
sent me.
I had learned the hard way that one must consider that rumors may indeed have a factual basis. The
rumors that we now heard persistently from a number of different persons could, if true, literally destroy my
life. It was rumored that the Russian secret police (NKVD), operating in the Czechoslovak Republic, was
gathering and sending back to the Soviet Union all those who came from Carpathia and had applied for Czech
citizenship. The Communist Party in Czechoslovakia, with Soviet help, was becoming emboldened. This was

the period when Jan Masaryk, the son of the founder of modern Czechoslovakia, supposedly committed suicide
by jumping out the window of a tall building. No one accepted the legitimacy of the suicide report. We all took
it for granted that he had been murdered. In this atmosphere, we believed most rumors we heard, especially
about the possibility of being arrested and taken back to the Soviet Union. The four of us, friends and
classmates

Chaim, Dudi, Hershi, and I

living in the same dorm and hailing from the same region in

Carpathia, agreed that we must leave Prague immediately.
Since we could not go to the United States, we felt that there was but one place where we could go for
the interim. A place that, because of being occupied and governed by America, could provide us safe shelter:
West Germany. But how did one get there? How could we cross the Czech-German border without any

Jewish Federation. Its people were willing to help us, but with one condition; we must take with us over a dozen
children, aged twelve to fourteen. The children were survivors of the Holocaust, and they, too, were seeking to
settle in another country. I agreed. Of the four of us, only Chaim Sternbach and I were going immediately, and
we agreed to take the children. We were told that we must leave in two days. We were to meet and pick up the
children early in the morning at the Federation building on Parizska Street in the old Jewish quarter. At that
time, I was told, we would also be given further instructions. By telephone, I informed my two uncles of my
decision. They tried to dissuade me. They told me not to give credence to the rumors, and they promised that
they would help me legally immigrate with them. I could not take that chance. I countered their argument by
pointing out that because I was of military age, I could not secure exit permits until I fulfilled my two-year
obligation. In two years, who knew what might happen. In fact, by late 1948, the borders of Czechoslovakia,
like those of the U.S.S.R., were totally shut, and no one was permitted to exit. Thus, my family and I parted,
hoping to be reunited later in St. Louis, Missouri.

even those going to Czechoslovakia, were censored, and my father did not want to indicate in his writing that he
had a son in another country. In fact, in his last letter, he informed me that he could no longer write, and he

would start communicating again at an appropriate time. Not wishing to harm him, I wrote him a note as a
stranger, delivering a message, informing him that his nephew had left Czechoslovakia without leaving any
forwarding address. Any hope that my father would join me in Prague had now been lost, and there was nothing
to keep me there. The push forces to leave had outweighed any reason for staying by far. It was time to say
goodbye to that city and leave for Germany.
In spite of the reason and logic for the return to Germany, to assure a good future for myself, I was
nonetheless very apprehensive about returning to the country where I had been enslaved. After all, it is difficult
to return to a country whose population had sought our destruction. Germany was responsible for all the
tragedies that had resulted from the war it had started against civilization. Germans were also directly
responsible for all my present problems: the loss of family, my dislocation from the town of my birth, my
poverty, and my emotional distress. But like the heroes of Greek tragedies, I found my destiny to dictate my
return to Germany. I had no other choice.

