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   Abstract  

Robert Kertesz was born in Budapest, Hungary where he lived with his father who owned a 
beauty parlor and barber shop, his mother, and his younger brother.  When antisemitism got 
worse, the father sold his store and prepared to move to South America.  They were unable to 
leave and the father was inducted into the Hungarian Army.  Later the father went into the 
Jewish Labor forces and then to Mauthausen where he met the mother and they came home 
together after liberation.  Meanwhile, Robert lived in safe houses for short periods, was hidden 
on a farm by his uncle's Christian fiancée and finally suffered starvation and bombings in the 
Budapest ghetto where he cared for his brother until liberation by the Russians. 

Summary 

00:00 Tape 1, Side A  Robert Kertesz was born in Budapest, Hungary where he grew up and 
lived until he entered a DP camp in Germany.  He recalls a happy childhood prior the 
war, although there may have been some antisemitism.  His father was a barber and 
beautician and owned his own shop.  His mother was a seamstress but only worked in the 
US.  At first they did not live in a Jewish area as the ghetto was a distance from his home.  
He lived in a multi-racial area and there was some antisemitism in his four-story.  The 
non-Jewish neighbors tolerated them and were somewhat friendly.  They had no close 
Jewish friends.  He attended a public elementary school.  His brother George was six 
years younger and now resides in Florida.  His mother kept the High Holidays but did not 
pray daily.   

05:00  His father did not speak Yiddish or Hebrew and did not have a Jewish upbringing.  His 
mother had some Jewish upbringing as his grandma lived with them at the end of the war 
and was religious and read the old testament.  Robert did not attend Hebrew School nor 
did he attend synagogue on a weekly basis.  He knew that he was Jewish as others 
reminded him of the fact.  He had holidays at different times than the non-Jews and he 
did not celebrate Christmas.  When he asked why not, he was told that he was of a 
different faith.  Before the war, his parents were not upset with the gentiles but this 
changed after the war as they felt the gentiles were the cause of their troubles.  Both his 
mother and grandmother were born in Forchheim, Germany and spoke German.  
Sometimes they did not agree with their gentile friend's ideas.  He heard verbal abuse 
such as someone shouting, "dirty Jew" but he never saw anyone beaten before the war. 
He saw the Magen David (Jewish star) drawn on businesses.  His father had a rough time 
remaining in business because of the growing antisemitism in Hungary.  Prior to the war, 
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Robert did not know how people acted towards Jews elsewhere.  His parents got worried 
and his father thought he would sell his business and move to somewhere safer. 

10:00 The parents learned (perhaps in the newspaper) what was happening to some Jews and 
decided to sell their barber and beauty shop business that was located near their home.  
They thought they would move to South America where they had relatives.  His mother's 
brother had invited them to come as it was safer.  They bought passage aboard a ship but 
before they could get the required papers, Italy entered the war as it was with the Axis 
with Germany and Jews were not permitted to travel on ships through their waters.  This 
was 1941 or 1942 and his parents became concerned about what was going to happen.  
His father was inducted into the Hungarian Army and his mother would not leave 
Hungary.  Later his father was placed with special forces where he had to wear the star of 
David and dug trenches and other dirty work like a slave of the Hungarian Army.   

15:00  When Robert saw his father go off to war, he thought he looked great in his heavy 
overcoat and he helped his father fold the two pleats straight down the back.  After his 
father sold his business, they gave up their apartment and moved into an apartment with 
his grandma, unmarried aunt, and uncle so it was crowded.  His mother felt protected by 
being with the family and she received money from the father until he was placed in the 
special work force.  At that time, Hungary had a Nazi party whose insignia were two 
crossed arrows.  They hated Jews and non-Aryans and beat or killed them and devastated 
synagogues. 

20:00 His mother was frightened and did not know what to do. His father's family lived on a 
farm in a small village and had sufficient food but were more persecuted than those in the 
city.  In Budapest the people could talk things over in the ghetto but in the rural areas, the 
Jews had no support from other Jews and most perished in the concentration camps.  By 
1943 things deteriorated and the Jews' homes were confiscated and they were herded into 
the ghetto.  At first there were checkpoints with a guard though the Jews could not leave.  
Doheny Street was the focal area with a big synagogue and his uncle lived across from it.  
The non-Jews moved out so the ghetto could be sealed off.  When his mother saw 
conditions were getting worse, she gave money to the Red Cross so the two brothers 
could live in a safe house.  In Fall '43 she took the brothers to a small room with 15 to 20 
children where there was room for sleeping and they were fed. 

25:00 After a month, the Arrow Cross came and beat them to the street and forced them to 
march to the ghetto where they wandered aimlessly until they found a family willing to 
take them in.  They saw their mother once or twice while in the safe house as soon she 
was picked up and taken away to Mathausen-Gusen and did not see her again until after 
the war.  He felt that he was a survivor and he and his brother scrounged for food when 
none was offered by the family with which he was living.  They kept looking for 
acquaintances.  He was 10 or 11 and wore the Star of David badge and did not like being 
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confined nor caring for his brother who was four or five.  One day, they removed their 
badges without being questioned by the guard. 

30:00   Their uncle had a Christian fiancée and they knew where she lived so they started 
walking to her house.  Suddenly there was an air raid and they went into a shelter until it 
was over and then went to her home.  Tape 1, Side B She had relatives in the city and 
also in the country and decided to split the brothers up.  She sent his younger brother to 
act as the nephew of a family in the city and he went to a family's farm in the country.  
The fiancée hid the uncle for the duration of the war in the country.  After the war, Robert 
heard of Christians hiding Jews during the war.  His farm duties included feeding the 
chickens and he enjoyed being around the horses.  He feels it was easier for him to 
recover from such an experience than for an adult.  There were no air raids in the country.   

35:00 He does not recall if he was told to hide if someone dangerous appeared.  He had no 
contact with his brother, aunts or uncles during this time.  He feels that he must have 
missed his parents but he just lived day-to-day waiting for something to happen.  
Everyone was searching for Jews to ship to the concentration camps.  Later he stayed at a 
Swedish safe house, probably one of Wallenberg's.  It was getting to dangerous for 
people to hide him and his brother so they returned to Budapest to another building where 
an aunt (mother's sister) lived.  Then the fiancée paid for the brothers to stay in a Swedish 
safe house where they remained for a month and a half. 

40:00  He was given no explanation when removed from the farm; merely told that he was 
returning to the city.  He was happy to be back with his relatives.  Suddenly in the middle 
of the night (in the safe house) he was aroused and told to take him important belongings 
and was marched back into the ghetto with his brother, grandma and aunt.  Conditions 
were worse as the streets were filthy and the people were starving.  The ghetto seemed 
similar to concentration camps except there were no ovens.  The people were beaten, 
shot, had curfew and lived in the cellar.  During the day, he went to a soup kitchen as he 
was starving.  Along the way, he saw those who died from bombings lying in the street 
which was bombed out.  Towards the end, he fantasized that the Germans bombed the 
ghetto to get rid of the Jews. 

45:00 It was hard to find food.  The next house got a direct hit so they lived in the basement 
which they thought was safer.  The people spoke about the Germans getting them if the 
bombs did not.  Daily, the Jews were removed from Budapest and never seen again so 
when he saw people placed on trucks, he felt that one day it would be his turn.  His 
family was lucky that they were alive when the Russians liberated them.  The Jews with 
Swedish visas waited for departure in a house near the park.  He and his family had 
Swedish passports for Switzerland but they were not valid.  The Arrow Cross was mostly 
seen and the SS came when they had to transport people.   
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50:00 He felt the Arrow Cross hated the Jews as they beat them to death.  Walls were all around 
the ghetto and there were a few checkpoints to go in and out with no escape routes.  He 
remembers the corpses lying on the street that were not picked up that became an 
everyday thing.  He just was interested in his own survival.  He knew that people wanted 
the Jews in the ghetto and wanted to beat them.  His younger brother followed him 
around.  His grandmother was ill and starved to death and one day when she was about 
81 or 82, she did not awaken.  Everyone was in the same starving condition.   

55:00  When he was with his brother in the safe house, people supervised them so they should 
not leave and the boys entertained themselves.  His brother cried a lot for his mother and 
he lost patience with the younger brother.  He held his brother's hand as he knew he 
would perish without him.  His mother told him that he would be responsible for his 
brother so he tried to find some food.  Robert feels that his story might not be believable 
but it concluded well.  Eventually his father went to the concentration camp and met his 
wife at Mathausen and four months after the war they came home together. 

60:00 His father was a barber and beautician so he would shave the Germans and cut their hair 
in the concentration camp.  His mother was very sick and the father begged for her life.  
It feels like a miracle that they came home together. 

62:00  
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