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Esther Vamos was born on January 18, 1937, in Budapest, Hungary.  

Because of the numerous clausus for Jews wishing to study medicine, her father, Zsigmund Vamos 
(born in Budapest on January 17, 1905 into a well-to-do family), first attended medical school for 
two years in Italy and then transferred to Paris in the 1920’s. Realizing that he would not be allowed 
to practice medicine in France, Zsigmund chose to specialize in tropical diseases, which allow him 
to find work in the French-speaking colonies of Africa. 

Esther’s mother, Erna Popper (born in Budapest, 1904), was the youngest of 5 children. (Her eldest 
brother was named Hugo and the next brother named Victor, her father was a fan of the French 
author…) She attended the Académie des Beaux Arts in Budapest, but wanted to escape her family 
and left, on her own for Paris, where she spent most of her time with other Hungarian immigrants. 

Erna and Zsigmund married in Budapest in 1930 and Zsigmund obtained a job in central Russia, 
Sartov, where there was a great need of doctors. Conditions were primitive and the couple found it 
difficult to survive, so they returned to France. Annette was born in 1931. Erna returned to 
Budapest between 1932 and 1934, where she was part of a circle of people devoted to the teachings 
of Freud. She started a psychoanalysis with the anthropologist Geza Roheim, who fascinated her. 

Zsigmund was sent to French Equatorial Africa (divided into 5 territories, he was stationed in 
Chad), where he worked on preventing and alleviating the symptoms of sleeping sickness. In 1936, 
the Bulletin de pathologies exotiques published a highly-regarded article he wrote on this illness. 
Erna finally joined him there in 1935 to 1936. Inspired by Roheim, Erna started collecting 
children’s tales and games played by African children. 

After 5 years practicing medicine in French Equatorial Africa, Zsigmund returned to France with 
Erna. He decided to choose a more highly-developed country, the Belgian Congo, where he 
obtained special permission to bring his wife. He was sent to Mitwaba, in Katanga Province. 
Pregnant with their second child, Erna returned to Budapest, where Esther was born in 1937. 

Zsigmund Vamos worked for a mining company and conditions were primitive. There was not even 
a local school, so Annette was sent to a Catholic girls’ school in Elisabethville.  

In 1940, Zsigmund, who suffered from a severe heart condition (which he probably did not know he 
had), was sent to the hospital in Elisabethville, where he died after a brief illness. Esther’s little 
brother, Elie, had just been born. 

Erna could not even obtain a small pension from the company which employed her husband 
because they claimed that he had hidden his heart condition from them. Erna had to fend for herself, 
trying to make a living by doing portraits. 

There was a sizable community of Sephardic Jews from Greece and Turkey, most of them 
merchants, in the Belgian Congo at the time. Erna tried desperately to get her family in Hungary to 
come and take refuge from the war in Africa, but they seemed to think that they were safe and 
protected by Hungary, which had aligned itself with the Axis powers. She even applied for visas for 
them and members of the Vamos family, too. 
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The local Jewish community decided to give Erna a small stipend to help, but that was not enough 
to live on. She started serving meals to make more money, but her health suffered and she had to 
give this up.  

Esther said that there was no rationing in the Congo and that her mother obtained art supplies and 
musical scores from friends in England. Esther was sent to the same Catholic school as her sister, 
who was something of a rebel. 

The family was rather isolated. Erna did not fit into the bourgeois Sephardic Jewish community, or 
the Catholic European one, either. Erna was not racist, but the native black population and the white 
population lived separately. Curfews were imposed on the black1 population during the war. 

After the war, Esther joined the Habonim, the only Jewish youth movement in the Congo at the 
time, and became a fervent Zionistuntil the age of 13. Annette was sent to South Africa to continue 
her studies and at the age of 15, joined the Hashomer Hatzair, a leftist Zionist movement and 
married a South African Jew. The couple immigrated to Israel in the late 1940’s. Esther dreamed of 
leaving Africa and studying in Europe. Although she was stateless, she was given a scholarship for 
university studies in Belgium, where she later obtained Belgian nationality at the age of 20. 

Erna finally joined her daughter and son, Elie, who also studied medicine, in Belgium, after 20 
years in Africa. She returned to Hungary for a while, but did not want to live under a Communist 
regime. She seemed to have a hard time fitting-in and finding her place. She joined her elder 
daughter in Israel. Her art was figurative at a time when abstract expressionism was popular, in 
Europe and in Israel, and no one seemed to want to exhibit or buy her artwork2. She committed 
suicide in Israel while her daughter and son-in-law were away for several days, leaving a short note, 
“Do not mourn my death, mourn my life.”3  

Esther met her future husband, Henri (or Heinz) Hurvitz at the Université Libre de Bruxelles, which 
had a large number of Jewish students. (It was run by freemasons and is one of the only faculties 
which closed during WW II to protest the Nazi occupation of Belgium.) 

She decided to specialize in pediatrics and later became one of the few women who were part of a 
medical research team in Philadelphia in the early 1960’s, when she followed her husband who had 
received a grant in chemistry. Their daughter Manuelle was born in 1966 and her sister Agnès in the 
early 70’s. Manuelle works with Family Planning in London, while Agnès is a lawyer, working for 
the UN High Commission for Refugees, in NYC at the time of the interview, and in 2016, at 
headquarters in Geneva. 

 

                                                            
1 African soldiers from the Belgian Congo won important battles in Egypt and Greece and were praised in the press, all 
over the world (Congo records from the Belgian Ministry of Foreign Affairs). 
2 See photos taken at the Hurvitz home and portrait sold by Christie’s. 
3 See unpublished texts in French by Esther and her brother. 
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