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 PREFACE 

 

 On April 30, 1983, Marianna Birnbaum was interviewed on videotape by Arnold Band on 

behalf of the University of California, Los Angeles, Holocaust Documentation Archives. The 

interview took place in Los Angeles, California and is part of the United States Holocaust Memorial 

Museum's collection of oral testimonies. 

 The United States Holocaust Memorial Museum's Department of Oral History created time-

coded notes for the interview. The reader should bear in mind that the time-coded notes attempts to 

represent the spoken word in the recorded interview, yet has not necessarily been verified by the 

interviewee. The time-coded notes should not be used in place of the interview itself. 

 Rights to the interview are held by the University of California, Los Angeles. The United 

States Holocaust Memorial Museum received copies of the interviews as a gift from the University 

of California, Los Angeles. Details concerning the Museum’s rights to use and reproduce the 

interview are contained in the Deed of Gift. 
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 Time-coded notes of the 

 Interview with Marianna Birnbaum 

 April 30, 1983 

 

 

1:14 

 

Mariana was born in Budapest in 1934 and came to the United States in 1956 or 1957. She states at 

the outset that she does not feel like a Holocaust victim. She does not think that her story qualifies 

though she believes that her experience during the Holocaust has affected her whole life. 

 

2:30 

 

She discusses the difficulties of the time; about her family; about the 67 members of her extended 

family who did not survive the war; about the different regions, Czechoslovakia. All told, her nuclear 

family was the only one within the larger extended family to remain intact after the war. 

 

5:00 

 

She recalls two crucial experiences of her youth: a) the dismantling of her larger family and b) the 

arrival to her house of a woman from a concentration camp who was clothed only in an overcoat. 

 

6:10 

 

She mentions that her pares were business people - politically ignorant people who believed that 

Hungary was somehow different from the others. Mariana~s maternal grandfather was a town father, 

a consciously proud Hungarian. Mariana remembers him proudly waving the Hungarian flag in 
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Czechoslovakia. Mariana also mentions that the Czechoslovak political atmosphere was much freer 

than in Hungary. She describes her family as a very unaware family; her parents really did not 

understand, or let her understand, what was happening. 

 

9:30 

 

Mariana insists that as a child she was aware of her Jewish identity, she knew that she was Jewish and 

she knew that there was a difference between Jews and non-Jews but she never thought of it as wrong 

or unusual to be Jewish. She also mentions that she attended a Jewish school and lived in an apartment 

building that housed very few other children. 

 

11:00 

 

Mariana was age 10 in 1944 'when all hell broke loose' but before that she recalls that she rarely talked 

about things. She remembers having a German-Austrian governess who left in 1938 in accord with 

Hitler's wish not to have german women serving Jewish households. Mariana recalls that she felt a 

sense of abandonment after the loss of the tall, blond and beautiful governess. 

 

12:30 

 

On March 19, 1944, Mariana recounts that the telephone rang, her father picked up the receiver and 

soon turned pale as he heard that the German army had come in; that was the first jolt that really 

happened in Hungary during WW II. 

 

13:10 
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Mariana tells a story that relates to the Russian massacre of Armenians. She recalls that her father's 

sister had married a Jewish Russian POW of WW I; a religious man and they had seven kids together 

but he remained a Russian citizen. It turned out that he was Armenian and in 1941 his wife and 

children along with him were deemed an Armenian family. A lover of one of the daughters claimed 

to have followed them as they were pushed into Russia, forced to dig their own mass graves before 

they were shot into them. Mariana remembers that her parents were very upset when they heard about 

this. 

 

17:30 

 

In 1944, according to Mariana, the gestapo was looking for rich Jews as hostages, including Mariana's 

father. Mariana's father and his brother went into hiding while Mariana and her mother hid elsewhere 

before returning to their house - a Jewish house - and assuming the Jewish Star. 

 

18:40 

 

Mariana mentions that living in Hungary allowed for four extra years of safety for the Slovak Jews 

were deported in 1940 and the Hungarian Jews were first deported in 1944. She remembers hearing 

that her grandparents~ (?) dog was shot by the gestapo or by a Hungarian gendarme and she 

remembers her mother becoming very upon receiving a letter about her grandparents. 

 

20:45 

 

Mariana discusses what it felt like to wear the Jewish Star: At first she thought it was rather funny, 
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unusual but soon she realized that it was not so funny. One time she had to go back to the end 

compartment of a streetcar. Another time she remembers that a man gave her mother a seat on the 

streetcar. she remembers that Jews were not allowed to go into an ice cream parlor. One time she 

remembers that a German soldier took her hand and bight her an ice cream. 

 

23:00 

 

On October 15, the family was separated. Mariana remembers gathering all sorts of citizenship papers. 

Her parents were committed not to live in the ghetto and euphoria swept the streets as there was talk 

about a separate peace. Mariana's mother was very optimistic about her parents returning. Hungary 

was the last country occupied by Hitler though it was surrounded by German forces and the extent of 

information available to Hungarians was extremely limited, unlike, as mariana mentions, in the 

United States. Mariana's father took the Star off of the house and, along with his brother paid money 

to hide in a German building during the massacre of the Hungarian Jews, then they fled but were 

betrayed by a worker. Mariana's father escaped from a camp with a soldier who deserted. Mariana's 

mother also was taken but was saved by a Hungarian Nazi. 

 

29:00 

 

Mariana describes her experience during this time when she was alone - she slept under a bridge, in 

railroad stations, in a cellar; she recalls being scared mostly of the rats. She took off her star the 

moment she went into hiding; she remembers pulling the threads out with her teeth. She obtained 

false papers later when she was reunited with her mother in November. Mariana's mother could have 

taken Mariana along with her when she originally went into hiding but she thought that her daughter 

had a better chance at survival without her. 
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33:00 

 

Mariana describes the tiny hiding place she stayed in with her parents and others for six and a half 

weeks, cuddled in a small space blocked off by a brick wall, their stomached at the mercy of the 

janitor of Mariana's uncle's building who would provide food for them - a piece of bread with 

margarine for each. Eventually they were found by members of the Soviet Army equipped with 

stethoscopes. Mariana recalls that there was no conversation behind the wall. It was a small area and 

there was tension between Mariana's parents and her aunt and uncle (Her parents were angry that her 

uncle and aunt had not taken care of her during that period of separation. While behind the wall, 

Mariana remembers that she was confident of liberation and she fantasized about finding her 

grandparents. She was not really frightened. The area was bombarded all the time and there were so 

many overpowering fears - her greatest fear during the war was of the rats in the cellar when she was 

alone. She huddled with her mother and father. They were very hungry and they embraced. Mariana 

describes it as a very close thing. She was elated when the Russians found them and she remembers 

that for a long time she held a conception of the Russians as good. She remembers that the Russian 

soldiers were very good to the children. 

 

40:00 

 

During the aftermath, Mariana recalls that it was very difficult to hear of her grandparents' death and 

the family gradually found out how relatives had died - one cousin had been hanged in Auschwitz. 

Mariana spoke English and at age 20 she recalls interpreting for a Danish delegation and talking to a 

man who had been in a camp and remembers a deranged man calling out Mariana's middle name - it 

might have been her grandfather, then again it might not have been. 
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43:00 

 

Mariana goes back into the story to the time when she was alone. Mariana remembers wandering 

back to her old area without a Star and she was dumped into a column which was probably headed to 

the Danube. She remembers that there was a tunnel before one reached the Danube in Budapest and 

that she hated this tunnel so she simply walked away from the column as it approached the tunnel 

which probably averted her almost certain death. 

 

 

 

She was on her own for a few weeks, eating what she could steal sauerkraut, pickles - and sleeping in 

railroad stations and in that cellar in addition to a few nights atop a bombed house which had a rush 

(?) kitchen. She remembers sleeping inside a dryer. She mentions that she was euphoric when she 

was reunited with her parents at her uncle's house but that her parents looked very sickly. 

 

48:20 

 

when they were all in hiding behind that wall, an Armenian who had saved a lot of Jews and 

Communists during the war broke into a Hungarian confectionery - the most elegant place - and 

swiped huge boxes of cooking chocolate and strawberry jam. He gave chocolate to the group hiding 

behind the wall and, so, they ate chocolate at the end of their time there. 

 

50:00 
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She discusses how it has affected the rest of her life in irrational ways: she feels strange about killing 

ants and one time - she was a teacher in Germany - a man who she thought was nice in Germany told 

her that he had inherited the wooden chest in his house from his grandmother and Mariana remembers 

becoming upset about her own grandparents. 

 

52:00 

 

Mariana suggests that she has a great feeling of hostility towards Hungarians though she is involved 

with Hungarian culture. After 1945, she insists that she never identified herself with Hungary. (What 

does she do? She represents Hungary in some way - UN?) She says that for 23 years she has been in 

the United States and she talks about the hostility towards her exhibited by Hungarians. She describes 

herself as, first, a Jew and perhaps, afterwards, a woman. (She laughs). She discusses the nature of 

Hungarian Jewry; how Hungarian Jews truly used to feel Hungarian; no one in her family even spoke 

Yiddish. 

 

56:00 

 

she shows photographs. 
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