
Leopold (Leo) Smilovic was born Feb. 27, 1914 in Packanovo, Czechoslovakia (now Patskan'ovo, 
Ukraine). His father’s name was Marcus, his mother was Hannah (née Schwartz); they had 
twelve children: Rose, Silkop, Shari, Goldie, Hattie, Johnny, Rita, Flora, Barry, Shiku, and Eva. On 
the father’s return from WWI, they moved to Munkacz. Her father had been mayor prior to the 
war; his mother served as mayor in his absence.  
 
After his bar mitzvah, Leo was sent to a yeshiva at Dunaská Streda for a while, after which he 
attended some other yeshivas. To improve his secular education, he became a waiter in a large 
hotel, attending business school as well.   
 
In 1935, Leo was drafted into the Czech army infantry, serving two years. Shortly after his 
discharge, in 1938 he was recalled to the army as tensions arose with Germany. He was 
discharged three months later. The army was mobilized again after Germany took over the 
Sudetenland, calling all men under 40 back into the army, including Leo. On March 15, 1939, 
Germany proceeded to occupy the rest of Czechoslovakia without resistance. Leo was then 
drafted into the Hungarian army, allied to Germany, starting in May, 1939. In November, Leo 
was sent home to Munkacz and was soon married.  
 
Early in 1940, Leo was sent to a forced labor camp at St. Andrew (?), Hungary, and then onto 
some other camps. During the high holidays in 1941, Hungarian authorities arrested his father, 
whom he never saw again. Leo then had to return to his forced labor camp, and soon onto sent 
to the Russian front to build fortifications. He ended up near Stalingrad in 1942 as the Germans 
were being defeated. The turmoil of the retreat allowed him to escape, but he was then taken 
prisoner by Russian partisans and sent to a labor camp.  
 
Leo escaped from the camp and through a series of encounters, he met some Czech officers, 
allied against Germany, who took him in, eventually assigning him to a paratroop brigade. In 
mid-1944, he participated in a number of military actions. In August, 1944, when a Slovak 
rebellion broke out against the Nazis, he was assigned to help. However, during transit, the 
plane to which Leo was originally assigned crashed, with him listed as among the dead. He 
survived on a different plane, and joined the effort, under the direction of General Osmanov. 
Some of his exploits in this period included: 

• Capturing two Hungarian officers and receiving a medal of courage from Czech 
President Benes.  

• Steady promotions from corporal to Lieutenant.  
• Joining the effort to liberate Prague after the citizen uprising there on May 5.  

 
As the war ends, by happenstance, he meets people from his home town who inform him that 
some of his family are alive and looking for him. He soon finds one of his surviving his brother, 
Shiku, and two sisters in August 1945. From them, he learns for the first time of the 
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concentration and extermination camps, as well that his father and brother had been at 
Buchenwald. His father was executed the day before the Americans liberated the camp. Leo 
also becomes reunited with his sisters, Shari and Flora.  
 
While trying to re-establish himself in Munkacz, Leo and his family experienced some 
harassment from Russian authorities, including the theft of foods and presents for a family 
wedding and a short-lived arrest of the groom, his cousin. His resistance to official harassment 
brought unwanted attention from local commanders, especially as he tried to re-assert 
ownership of his family’s property. However, eventually he took the advice of a local 
commander, a Jew, who told him to leave. He resumed his role with the Czech troops. Later in 
1945, he met his wife, Rosina (Rose), an Auschwitz survivor, and was married Feb. 2, 1946.  
 
In 1947, there was a reunion of Czechs that served in overseas armies. He was given another 
medal by President Benes. In 1949, Leo had a son, Frank, but it was a difficult delivery that 
prevented further pregnancies.  
 
In 1952, he was arrested in the wake of the Schlansky Affair, when the head of the local 
Communist Party was purged and executed as part of an anti-Semitic campaign. He was not 
harmed, but he had to leave the army. He was then invited to run a restaurant, and then put in 
charge of the large Hotel Rathaus in Prague for six years, later moving to the Hotel Imperial, 
one of the city’s largest international hotels.  
 
In 1963, Leo visited Phoenix for his nephew’s bar mitzvah. His family began encouraging him to 
come to the U.S. but he was reluctant. In 1965, as part of the Czech Army reserves, he was on 
secret maneuvers regarding prospective war with the West. Afterwards, he began to apply to 
emigrate, but his seven applications were refused. In 1966, the Communist Party chairman, 
while intoxicated during a visit to the hotel, threatened Leo that he would never be allowed to 
join his family. Rather than fire him outright due to his renown from the war, he was demoted 
and sent back to the Hotel Rathaus.  
 
Ultimately, he bribed an official for a passport, but had to renounce his state pension. He 
settled in Phoenix and found satisfactory positions with a couple of hotels. Then, he helped 
found a successful beautician chain with a relative, working there for 16 years.  
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