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INTERVIEW WITH JOSEPH GRENFELL – HIS EARLY LIFE IN 
HUNGARY 1926 TO 1956  

 
Golders Green, London – 25 December 2019 [130 mins] 

 
 

Interviewee: 

• Joseph Grenfell – born December 1926 (as József Grünfeld);  aged 93 

Interviewers: 

• Michael Grenfell (son)   

• Sally Grenfell (daughter-in-law)   

• Dan Grenfell (grandson)   

• Saul Grenfell (grandson)   

 

Saul: Where were you born and what kind of place was it? 

Joe: Well, you want when or where? 

Michael: Both. 

Saul: Both. 

Joe: When, in December 1926, 23 December 1926.  I was born in a town called 
Nyíregyháza.  …   Nyíregyháza, which actually means – Nyír is a tree, I think 
it is elm1 or something.  Egyház is the church, next to the church, because the 
story is that there was a church there and two elm trees next to it, the Nyír 
part, so that was a church with the elm tree.  I cannot guarantee that is a true 
story but that is said. 

Michael: What kind of town was it? 

Joe: Nyíregyháza was the county town of county Szabolcs, so county town of a 
county.  And it had a population [at] that time about 50,000 people.  But it was 
an unusual town [in] that administratively it was a town which included a lot 
of little farms as well.  So it was a fairly big area, and as I said, it had a 
population approximately 50,000 people. 

Dan: OK.  Was your family very religious?   

Joe: Within the 50,000 there were about 4500 Jews. 

                                          
1 In fact it is birch. 
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Dan: OK. 

Michael: Out of 50,000?   

Joe: Fifty thousand but there were about 6000 Jews – 5000 Jews. 

Michael: So about 10 per cent? 

Joe: 10 per cent Jews. 

Michael: OK.  Next question. 

Joe: 50,000, 51,000, I think around that was the population.  It was – 

Michael: Next question. 

Saul: Was your family religious? 

Joe: You want to hear any more about – ? 

Michael: Was your family religious? 

Joe: Yes.  My family was fairly religious, not very religious, nothing like that payot 
or anything like that, nobody wore.  But Grandfather strictly kept Shabbat.  
The whole household – one thing I am not sure was whether they put the light 
on or not.  I don’t remember that.  I don’t know.  So they were a fairly 
religious family. 

Michael: Kosher?  Kosher? 

Joe: Oh yes, kosher.  Now, in Nyíregyháza there were two synagogues, one was 
which they called Status Quo, you know how to spell it?  From Latin you 
should. 

Michael: Status quo. 

Saul: Oh, status quo, yes.  One was – 

Michael: One was Status Quo. 

Joe: Which was not very – which was the less religious.  Fairly religious.  And 
there was an Orthodox which was very religious. 

Saul: And did you go to the one which was Status Quo? 

Joe: Yes, the Status Quo.  Grandfather – 

Michael: So the one we saw when we went to Nyíregyháza was the Orthodox one? 

Joe: We didn’t belong to the Orthodox one. 

Michael: Sorry.  When we went to Nyíregyháza, and we went into that synagogue – 
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Joe: Oh, that was Orthodox. 

Michael: That was the Orthodox one? 

Joe: Well, now it is I think it is the only one.  I don’t think there is now a 
differentiation between them.  I don’t know whether altogether there is –  

Michael: Right. 

Joe: It had a nice synagogue.  It had a rabbi, a very well learned rabbi, not very 
Orthodox. 

Michael: This is the Status Quo one? 

Joe: Yes.   Who beyond everything was a historian, wrote a book about the role of 
the Hungarian Jews in the 1948 – you know, in 1948 there was a – 

Michael: 1848. 

Joe: 1848 was the Revolution in Hungary as well, like in France.  You know, there 
was [revolution in] Paris as well.  So there was in Hungary as well.  The 
Hungarian Jews supported it very much, and Bernstein, the rabbi in 
Nyíregyháza, wrote a book about the Hungarians’ role in 1848. 

Michael: Saul: Where did you move to and why did you move? 

Joe: Pardon? 

Saul: Where did you move to and why did you move? 

Michael: So you moved twice in Hungary. 

Joe: Oh yes. 

Michael: Where and why? 

Joe: Now I was born in Nyíregyháza where – my mother’s parents lived there.  My 
mother2 was brought up there as well.  Father3, anyway, he had a business in 
Miskolc.  He was a timber merchant, you know, bought timber or sometimes 
he even bought part of a woodland and took out the timber and sold the 
timber.  And he had some – he moved to Nyíregyháza as well and we set up 
there for the time being because – 

Michael: When?  When did you move to Miskolc? 

Joe: When they got married.  When my parents got married. 

Michael: They went to Nyíregyháza?  And when did you go to Miskolc? 
                                          
2 Ella Grünfeld (previously Ella Führer).  Born 1893 (Nyíregyháza, Hungary).  Died 1983 
(London). 
3 Pál Grünfeld.  Born 1891 (Serke, Hungary [now Širkovce, Slovakia]).  Died 1944 
(deported to Austria). 

https://collections.ushmm.org 
Contact reference@ushmm.org for further information about this collection



Page 4 of 36 
 

Joe: Four years later. 

Michael: When you were four?  Why? 

Joe: Well, father hoped there will be better business opportunities. 

Saul: Where? 

Michael: Miskolc.  We went there - where we had the ice cream; it was very hot. 

Saul: Oh yes, I remember.  We went to Miskolc.  Why? 

Michael: Because – say again, why? 

Joe: Well, my father for business reason hoped that he will be more successful.  It 
didn’t work.  Anyway – 

Michael: So that’s in 1930? 

Joe: Yes.  But going back to 1926, I was born there.  My mother and her 
grandparents lived there. 

Michael: In Nyíregyháza? 

Joe: In Nyíregyháza.  My mother was brought up in Nyíregyháza.  You remember 
we – do you remember we went to Nyíregyháza once? 

Michael: Yes. 

Saul: Yes. 

Joe: Yes.  So you knew that.  Nyíregyháza was more – closer to agricultural place 
than industrial.  There was some industry, light industry, but not heavy 
industry.  Now, my mother and her grandparents lived there.  My grandfather, 
whose picture is in that album – do you have – Michael, do you have 
Grandfather’s picture?  I know it was in that album, in mother’s album.  Yes.  
Now here are my grandparents.  Grandfather and grandmother.  That was 
grandfather.  He was a very nice looking, tall man.  He was born – do you 
want to know that?  He was born in 1860.  And he spent most of his life – he 
wasn’t born in Nyíregyháza, but spent most of his life in Nyíregyháza.  He had 
a nice house there.  Grandmother, she managed – grandmother, in 1889 – do 
you want to write it down? 

Sally: No, they’re recording. 

Michael: They’ve got that.  It’s recording.  Then when did you move to Budapest and 
why? 

Joe: Oh, that is a long way yet. 

Michael: Well, just say, when did you move to Budapest? 

Joe: First we moved to Miskolc. 
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Michael: Yes, we’ve got that.  Now Budapest? 

Joe: I started school in Miskolc. 

… 

Dan: Did you like school in Miskolc? 

Joe: Yes and no.  Not very much.  I’m one who is very – but I don’t – I wasn’t 
unhappy there, but I didn’t particularly like it.  I started school in Miskolc and 
six years I was going to school in Miskolc.  Then in 1938 when I was around 
12, we moved to Budapest and – 

Michael: Why? 

Joe: Well, again, father hoped that he had better business opportunities.  And I 
started to go to the Jewish Gymnasium in Budapest.  Gymnasium, I tell you 
how to spell.  That is, you can say it’s equivalent of grammar school. 

Michael: It’s like a grammar school. 

Joe: It is a school where children go from the age of 10 to 18.  So it is more or less 
like grammar school. 

Michael: And did you like that? 

Joe: Not particularly. 

Dan: Was it better or worse than your previous school? 

Joe: Pardon? 

Dan: Was it better or worse than your previous school? 

Joe: What? 

Dan: Was it better or worse than your previous school? 

Joe: Well, it was all right.  I made quite a few friendships there.  Not in the first 
two years, but afterwards, with two of them I was friendly with at the end of 
their lives.  One lived in – he died as well - he lived in Hungary.  And the 
other in America.  And when we were in America we visited that man.  
Unfortunately he isn’t alive any more.  These were my really two best friends 
from that time and with whom I was friendly till the end of their lives. 

Michael: OK. 

Saul: So when the Germans invaded – 

Michael: Now we move to – 

Joe: That is a long, long way yet. 
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Michael: Yes. 

Joe: Because that was only in 1944.  We are still about around 1938. 

Michael: All right.  What do you want to say more about the period? 

Joe: Well, I went to the Jewish Gymnasium, which is equivalent to grammar 
school, in Budapest for six years, from the age of 12 until we had school 
finishing examination, so I went there.  I didn’t – I had two good friends, two 
really good friends with whom I was friendly until the end of their lives.  Now 
Miskolc from Nyíregyháza was only about 90 km and we went about twice a 
year to Nyíregyháza to visit my grandparents.  We always went for Pesach 
and in the summer, in the summer was a little longer, about three whole 
weeks, which I enjoyed.  Now in Nyíregyháza, in addition to my grandparents 
and some aunts and uncles, I had at least two or three cousins because not all 
lived there.  Two cousins who lived there and one of them even you know.  
You know Aniko in Israel?4  She was one of my cousins in Nyíregyháza.  She 
is about three years older than I am and I liked her very much.  We were very 
friendly.  And Aniko had a younger brother, Miklos – Miki5 - who was nearly 
the same, who was about two months older than I am, and we were very 
friendly.  And when I went to Nyíregyháza we were quite a bit together. 

Michael: All right.  Shall we pause for lunch now? 

Joe: All right, lunch break. 

…… 

  

                                          
4 Hannah Nisman (previously Aniko Fuchs).  Born 1924 (Budapest).  Deported to 
Auschwitz 1944.  Liberated 1945.  Moved to Palestine (now Israel) 1947.  Founder 
member of Kibbutz Ein-Dor in Israel, where she lived for over 60 years.  Now living in a 
retirement home in Israel. 
5 Miklos Fuchs.  Born 1926 (Budapest).  Died 1944 (Auschwitz). 
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Saul: When the Germans invaded Hungary, what happened? 

Joe: Well, it wasn’t really an invasion.  Although there were German troops in 
Hungary, but at that time they didn’t interfere with anything.  In late 1943, 
early 1944, virtually everyone knew that Hungary would like to get out of the 
government – of the war. 

Saul: Virtually everyone knew that? 

Michael: So Hungary, was it allied with Germany? 

Joe: Well, although Hungary was allied with Germany and fought against Russia 
with Germany, but everyone more or less knew that the government would 
like to get out of the war.  Sort of, the whole atmosphere was…  Then on a 
Sunday morning we didn’t know anything, we got up, nothing special.  I went 
out and we lived in that time in József Körút, which is one of the great main 
roads in Hungary. 

Michael: In Budapest. 

Joe: In Budapest.  There was a hotel here, the Vienna hotel which I think was 
German-owned, and quite a few people were going there – were there waiting, 
and I asked, what is it all about?  “Oh, some German general is here.”  But we 
didn’t know anything.  Then I went home and then Aniko - Hannah Nisman - 
came up and said, “the Germans have occupied Hungary”.  We didn’t really 
know; at that moment, nothing special happened. 

Dan: Aniko, how do you – 

Joe: And two days later was the official announcement, that, with agreement, 
Germans came to Hungary. 

Dan: Was it deemed as a betrayal? 

Joe: Pardon? 

Dan: As Hungary was already allied with Germany, did people think Germany 
betrayed them? 

Joe: Well, Germany was an ally of Hungary but more and more, I remember, in the 
new year 1944 one of the newspapers, which was more or less under the 
government influence, more or less giving the government’s view, they said 
something, there is always something:  that no country can be expected to 
sacrifice itself in being in the war, or something like that.  So it was clear that 
the Hungarian government would have liked to get out.  Unfortunately, the 
Germans were completely aware of that and then they decided to occupy 
Hungary.  Two days, two or three days later, it was announced that the 
previous government which wanted to get out of the war has resigned, and a 
new government under the prime ministership of a man who was Hungarian 
ambassador to Berlin, and very pro-German took over. 
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Michael: Saul, go to the next question. 

Saul: Did the invasion affect you personally? 

Michael: Or how did it affect you? 

Saul: How did it affect you? 

Michael: How did the invasion affect you personally? 

Joe: Personally, at first nothing.  Then they started to bring in more and more anti-
Jewish measures.  I think that was originally - the Germans came in on 
19 March 1944.  In I think early April they introduced that Jews have to wear 
yellow stars. 

Dan: So they came in when? 

Michael: March. 

Joe: Now schools which normally would have gone until June, normal schools, the 
eighth class in the Gymnasium, which is a grammar school, in the last year 
always finished normally I think end of April or something, because they had 
to prepare [for] the final exam.  But now every school finished at the end of 
March. 

Michael: Every Jewish school? 

Joe: Not only.  Every school.  The government told that every school, Jewish 
schools as well.  At that time they introduced first just the yellow stars and 
then Jews were not allowed to do this and that.  So it became worse and worse. 

Michael: For example?  Examples?  You weren’t allowed to do what? 

Joe: I think they couldn’t go to theatres and something like that, theatres and 
cinemas.  Cinemas, I don’t know. 

Saul: What happened to other members of your family who – 

Michael: Wait, just let him carry on. 

Sally: Carry on. 

Michael: Carry on with the story.  So then describe what happened to you after that. 

Joe: Well, not to me – first, in Budapest, not terribly much.  In the country, at first 
even less. 

Michael: In the countryside? 

Joe: The countryside.  Aniko - Hannah, you know, Hannah who is in Israel - lived 
at that time in Budapest, both she and her younger brother, Miki, who was my 
age, and was a very good friend, and they went home to Nyíregyháza and they 
wrote back, how quiet Nyíregyháza is, nothing hardly they feel, while 
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Budapest, we started to feel things.  Then suddenly the deportations started in 
April.  First far from Budapest.  Then later nearer there, but in Budapest there 
was nothing, apart from wearing the yellow star and various things you cannot 
go to, theatre and so on.  Then – yes, I was anyway in the last year of the 
secondary school, the Gymnasium which is equivalent to the grammar school.  
So we should have had our final examinations I think at the end of May or 
early June.  That was brought forward, so it was finished by 1 May.  So I got 
the final school certificate already on 1 May.  Then I worked a little bit – it 
was voluntary work and had to be done for the Jewish Council, sort of running 
about doing things and delivering things.  Then – yes.  Then normally people 
were – men were liable to go to the army 18 onwards but normally usually 
about 21.  That year, it came out that Jews had to go to labour corps in early 
June.  I had to go – mine was I think 5 June or a Sunday, first Sunday in June, 
I’m not quite sure.  I think it was 4 June, I think6.  And then I had to go – I 
said goodbye to mother and father and my sister.  Unfortunately that was the 
last I saw of my father, because mother and my sister Magda survived but 
Father was taken away and he never came back. 

Dan: Did anyone come with you to that specific labour –? 

Joe: Pardon? 

Dan: Did anyone come with you to the specific –? 

Joe: Anyone –? 

Michael: Did anyone come with you to the labour camp? 

Joe: Yes. 

Dan: To that specific – 

Joe: Yes, most of my school friends, because many of them lived in the same 
district, so we went together.  Actually, we were together with about 10 or 11 
of my schoolmates.  As I said, we had to go – I think it was – I think it was 
5 June.  We can have a look in an old calendar and all that, a perpetual 
calendar. 

Michael: OK.  It doesn’t matter.  Describe what it was like there. 

Saul: Well, how did you get there? 

Joe: Well, we went, as I said, about 10 or 11 of my schoolmates were there.  Then 
funnily enough, many things happened to me which I thought were terrible 
and it turned out were lucky things.  The thing was that when – first we didn’t 
know what will happen, we were just waiting where they send us, and then the 
rumours came that we will be taken to Bor, which is a place in Serbia where 

                                          
6 He was deported on 4 June 1944, according to a letter from the Budapest Főváros 
Kormányhivatala - Gyámügyi és Igazságügyi Főosztály (Budapest City Government Office - 
Department of Guardianship and Justice) sent to Michael Grenfell on 23 April 2018 
(reference 522870-6/2). 
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all the Jewish labour camp people from last year, about 4000, and it had a very 
bad name, it was a terrible place, and I was really very upset about this.  It 
turned out true.  So just a week after we were called in, we were taken to trains 
and we were taken to Bor.  It was about five days’ journey in cattle carriages, 
you know, train wagons, and we really were taken to Serbia, to Bor.  Bor, they 
were about 4000 people from Hungary labour camps from the previous year 
and it wasn’t a nice place.  We had 2000 to add that to it.  The following 
Monday we started working there and we worked.  Meantime also we didn’t 
know much, but we knew about the Normandy landing, the Allied troops 
landed at Normandy.  Something we knew, we didn’t have newspapers, we 
didn’t have anything, but some rumours we knew.  As I said, I started to work 
in Bor. 

Sally: What did you have to do, Joe? 

Joe: Pardon? 

Sally: What work did you have to do? 

Joe: Oh, we – they were building a railway line there, and we carry sand in little 
wheelbarrows and pour out and so on, and we did that work.  And we had very 
little food.  I was hungry all the time.  Everyone was hungry and because 
everyone was hungry, always talked about food.  All of us had more or less, as 
our favourites, poppy seed noodles, and we talked about that.  That was in 
June, so we started working here, there, I think on 18 June or something like 
that, the second or third Monday of June.  We worked June, July, August. 

Michael: And what were the sleeping arrangements like?  Was it like in the 
concentration camps? 

Joe: What, the food? 

Michael: No, the sleeping arrangements?  Was it like in the concentration camps? 

Joe: No – well yes and – strictly speaking it was part under the Hungarian army.  
We were under the Hungarian army or a part of the Hungarian army as labour 
goes but worked for the Organisation Todt. 

Michael: The Todt Organisation.  But what was the sleeping like? 

Joe: Sleeping, I’ll tell you.  Sleeping was –  So it was three in a - one after the 
other. 

Michael: A bunk.  A bunk, yes. 

Joe: Bunks.  We had to take our own blankets and – 

Sally: What, take your own blankets from home? 

Joe: And I had – yes, I had a little pillow with me which I had as a young child 
which I called Ivanka.  So that was with me.  So we worked until the end of 
August. 
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Sally: Was it hard work? 

Joe: Well, yes.  Fairly hard, carrying sand and carrying – and filling in, you know, 
they tried to fill in where the railway line would go, or part of the railway.  By 
the way, afterwards I heard the railway line was built after the war.  At that 
time when we built it, it was planned as a narrow gauge railway, but they built 
a proper railway line. 

Saul: How did you leave the concentration camp?  How did you leave the labour 
camp? 

Michael: How did you leave the camp? 

Joe: I am just – I am coming to it.  Then in August we stopped working, and sort of 
they tried to make us to do something.  There was nothing really to do.  
Imagine the whole world situation – 

Michael: But who was in command, Germans or Hungarians?  Who were the 
commanders?  Were they Germans or Hungarian? 

Joe: Well, both.  We were strictly speaking under the Hungarian army.  We worked 
under the Germans.  We were rented out;  I think the Germans were supposed 
to pay for us to the Hungarians, but probably they didn’t pay. 

Michael: Right. 

Joe: Then came – we didn’t know much, but we knew something about Romania 
gave up and changed sides, which meant that if you look on the world map or 
that map of that part of - where Yugoslavia and that is, Russia is there, 
Hungary is there, and Yugoslavia was here.  So when Romania gave up and 
changed sides, the Russians went there, so afterwards Yugoslavia where we 
were, and Greece also, the Germans knew that this cannot be held.  So they 
started to withdraw.  Then they decided to take us back as well, to Hungary or 
Germany.  We were at that time about 6000 Jews there, 4000 of whom were 
taken there in 1943 and we 2000 in 1944.  First, in mid-September – no.  Yes, 
that started, early September or mid-September, I think the 4000 who were 
there since 1943 started [being] taken back to Hungary, walking. 

Dan: Were you relieved when you learned that people were starting –? 

Joe: Pardon? 

Dan: Were you relieved when you heard about people started to leave? 

Joe: I’ll tell you.  So I didn’t go with these persons luckily enough.  And they had a 
terrible fate.  Many of them were shot on the way, by the Germans.  So out of 
the 4000, only about 250 survived.  We were lucky.  We were around 2000.  
We started off, I think it was 28 September, 28 or 29.  It was a horrible day, 
raining, foggy, and we walked.  We walked about nearly 40 km, about 24 
miles or so, in that terrible weather.  Somewhere, where previously was a 
Jewish labour camp they found, where they put us to sleep.  The following 
morning it was very strange.  Nobody knew what was happening, and we 
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thought we should continue our walk.  Nothing happened.  Which I heard 
afterwards - they couldn’t decide who was in charge of us, whether we can go 
or not.  They knew there was partisan activity, but no one was there.  And if 
we don’t go, what to do with us?  Finally they decided we have to start.  We 
go.  We were going; it was Saturday morning, yes, Saturday morning.  
Raining, fog, miserable.  Miserable like yesterday.  And we walked about an 
hour or so.  Suddenly the partisans, who were anti-German partisans, standing 
on the roadside and – 

Michael: The boys don’t know what the partisans are.  Partisans are the kind of 
Yugoslav, more or less Communist, anti-Nazi – 

Joe: Well, partly Communist but not quite.  Suddenly they were there and we were 
free!  We had an escort of only about eight or ten Hungarian soldiers, for 
2000, and they were there, so they knew they couldn’t –  The odd thing was, 
they prepared for that.  A lieutenant or senior lieutenant who was in charge of 
us -  we looked round:  actually he’s dressed like a Jewish with the yellow 
star. 

Sally: Oh right.  He changed his uniform?  He changed his uniform to look like – 

Michael: Look like a prisoner? 

Sally: Like a prisoner? 

Joe: Yes.  They wanted to be with us -  Among the partisans there was a few 
Jewish ones who escaped from Bor. 

Sally: OK.  Well, just explain it to Saul. 

Michael: To the boys.  So one of the guards dressed up with a yellow star. 

Saul: What guards? 

Sally: The guards that worked – 

Michael: At the labour camp. 

Saul: The Hungarians. 

Michael: Or Germans. 

Sally: Yes.  The ones that were working – 

Joe: Who were actually in charge of us. 

Michael: And put on a yellow star to make it seem like he was one of the prisoners, not 
one of the – 

Joe: The order came - the partisans gave – that the members of the escort, the army 
escort, should come out.  Many of us looked to that lieutenant who was in 
charge.  And he knew he can’t escape, and then he went out. 
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Michael: So a little bit now, tell about what was happening to the rest of the family 
while this was going on? 

Joe: Well, I tell what happened to us yet.  We were about 10 or 11 with whom I 
was together in school, and we kept together and we started going towards 
Belgrade.  You know that Belgrade is the capital of Serbia and Yugoslavia.  
And we were really – today it is unbelievable.  Basically the front line, where 
fighting was going on and we just – 

Michael: Do you understand, they were on the front line? 

Joe: We just – went – 

Saul: Why? 

Joe: The Russians weren’t there yet.  It was only partisans so it was really a 
dangerous situation because the Germans could have come back.  The 
partisans weren’t strong enough.  About a week later perhaps, suddenly the 
Russians came up.  In a way we knew that means that, most probably, the 
Germans can’t come back.  They would have been strong enough against the 
partisans, but they weren’t strong enough any more.  Major Russian attacks, 
they didn’t. 

Michael: What was – so they are leaving the labour camp, they are making their way to 
Belgrade. 

Saul: Belgrade, why? 

Michael: It’s a big city.  It’s safe there. 

Joe: We were more or less free but it had the unfortunate consequence:  no one was 
looking after us, no one fed us, because when we were in the labour camp, not 
much but at least we got some food.  Nobody gave anything to us so we had to 
look after ourselves as we could.  We got some food which included some 
stealing as well.  Well, I feel still badly about it because when we were 
walking we found a little vineyard, it wasn’t bigger than perhaps twice [the 
size] of these two rooms, so a small vineyard, and we thought we’d eat some 
grapes.  And when ten of us, 11 of us finished with it, I don’t think any grape 
was left.  I can imagine the poor chap came next week:  “What happened?”  
But what could we do?  Then – 

Sally: Explain about the partisans, because they didn’t get all of that stuff.  Did you 
get it? 

Dan: I got it. 

Sally: OK. 

Joe: Then we started walking towards Belgrade.  We tried it – yes, then as I said, 
the Russians appeared, so we were a little bit safer, because the partisans 
weren’t terribly great.  If they [the German] wanted, with a strong troop, they 
could – the partisans would have disappeared.  By that time it was more or less 
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that, if a major German column came, they disappeared into the mountains.  
The Germans didn’t dare to go up to the mountains, but they could command 
the main roads.  So it was a sort of tacit agreement that they avoid each other.  
Then the Russians came at the end, and that is when I started to learn a few 
Yiddish words.  We never spoke Yiddish at home. 

Sally: So why did you learn it?  How did you learn it from the Russians? 

Joe: The Russian soldiers.  The yellow star was painted on our coat, big yellow 
stars, so they knew, and often Russian soldiers came to us:  “Bis du a Yid?” – 
are you Jewish? 

Sally: Right. 

Joe: “Shmiest dir Yiddish?”  Do you speak Yiddish? 

Sally: Right, yes. 

Joe: I never knew two words of Yiddish before.  My grandfather knew but they 
never spoke Yiddish at home.  Hungarian, middle-class Jews, virtually didn’t 
speak Yiddish.  There were the people who spoke Yiddish, we didn’t speak 
Yiddish.  I nearly didn’t, apart from the usual few words, mishpokhe and so 
on, but didn’t speak Yiddish.  Whatever German I knew.  A few Yiddish 
words.  Then we go – finally the Russians were going very fast at that time. 

Dan: Fast where? 

Joe: Towards Germany and Hungary.  The Germans are withdrawing.  We went to 
– we got to Belgrade.  Somehow we asked someone, “where is the Jewish 
synagogue?” and so on, and so we found there were already quite a few of our 
group who got there.  Others as well.  So we went – we stayed in – what shall 
I say, not hostel, but whatever it was they looked after.  There were – in 
Yugoslavia, there were quite a few Hungarian Jews, because part of it, which 
is Vojvodina, which is Northern Yugoslavia, had been Hungarian before the 
First World War and also in 1941, Hungarians took back part of it.  So there 
we found a lot of Hungarian Jews. 

Michael: OK.  We should move the narrative forward a little bit.  So just explain – 
you’ve got back to Budapest? 

Joe: Not yet. 

Michael: Well, don’t – too much, there’s too much detail. 

Dan: No, it’s interesting, let him – 

Joe: Well, no, because it’s quite interesting.  We followed the Russians forward.  
First we got to southern Hungary in a big town, Szeged, but the Russians went 
very fast and we thought we should get nearer to Budapest and get there.  
Finally we found a train was going to a town halfway between where we were 
and Budapest, to Kecskemét.  We took the train.  We didn’t know how far it 
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went.  Kecskemét, they said we don’t go any further.  Kecskemét was a fairly 
big town, and fairly big – would have had about 40,000… 

Sally: How did you get on the train?  Presumably you didn’t have to pay a fare or 
anything?  Did you just –  

Michael: How did you get on the train?  You couldn’t pay for a ticket? 

Joe: No, we didn’t. 

Sally: So how did you – you just got on? 

Joe: There was no ticket, there was no ticket office. 

Sally: Right, OK, so it was just – yes. 

Joe: You know, it was a chaotic situation one constantly met.  We didn’t know 
where the thing was going.  You just got on. 

Sally: You just got on it?  OK. 

Joe: It wasn’t – no, that was not a bad thing.  And we went to a town, the furthest 
we could go there, about 40, 50 miles from Budapest called Kecskemét.  
Which is – you know Hungary’s map, you know where is the Danube and the 
Tisza, the two rivers, and between the two there was part of the flat land and 
there was the town Kecskemét.  Normally it had a population, I don’t know, 
about 40,000, 50,000.  Virtually no one there.  We got off the train, went back, 
we knock on houses, on the door, nothing, nothing.  We tried to open the door, 
it was open; we went in.  No one there.  OK.  Then we found – no, that is the 
centre of a very fruit-growing area and Hungarian, particularly it was war, not 
much in the winter.  So everyone made a lot of jams and so on.  And we went 
in.  And they had jams and everything.  We decided – we settled in one of the 
houses– we were four friends together.  We settled in one of the places.  We 
got jam, a jar of jam, more or less every one of every four of us had a jar of 
jam and we ate it.  We decided for the time being we stayed there.  It was a 
ghost town then, the town, Kecskemét, virtually, hardly anyone. 

Sally: And how many of you were there at this point? 

Joe: Pardon? 

Sally: How many in your group now? 

Joe: By that time we were four of us. 

Sally: Four, OK. 
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Joe: You see, we separated because already earlier we tried to get a lift, and 
nobody took 11 people.  Three or four they took.  So we separated.  With me 
was – you know Dodi7? 

Michael: Yes. 

Joe: You know Sándor Bandi8? 

Michael: Yes.  Yes. 

Joe: And I think that was four of us.  Dodi had the advantage that he could talk 
some Russian.  His mother came from Slovakia, that part of old Hungary 
which is now Slovakia, Dodi’s mother came, and Dodi learned some 
Slovakian.  Slavonic languages are very similar. 

Sally: What? 

Joe: Russian, Czech, Slovak, very similar, so Dodi could understand and more or 
less explain himself in Russian.  So we talked to the Russian soldiers.  Apart 
from that, the Russian soldiers did to us what they did to others;  [if] anyone 
had a watch, they took it.  That is, you know those Russian soldiers were 
extremely primitive – they weren’t from Moscow.  I don’t know where.  Most 
of them never have seen a bicycle before, because they found a lot of bicycles, 
I think a bicycle shop and so they all started learning cycling.  So, it was clear 
that they had no bicycles. 

Michael: OK.  Let’s move the story on because there’s a lot to cover. 

Joe: Well, not terribly much.  We were in Kecskemét for there and we – the 
Russians got nearer and nearer to Budapest and once we thought, well, 
perhaps – 

Dan: When did you come with the Russians towards – 

Joe: - we should now go.  But it was too far and we couldn't get.  So we came back.  
We stayed there until end of January.  No.  A little later.  We went, because 
we – I’m just thinking.  In Budapest there was a very big battle going on.  
Really street fighting.  Mother told me – no, my mother and sister were in 
Budapest.  I didn’t know who were there. 

Michael: Write this down.  Let’s say a little bit about what happened to the rest of the 
family at this time. 

Dan: How did you – 

Michael: Say what happened to the rest of the family in this, briefly. 

                                          
7 Dezső (“Dodi”) Gál.  Born 1926 (Budapest).  Died mid-1990s (Budapest).  School friend 
of Joe. 
8 Avraham Shavit (previously Sándor Bandi).  Born 1926 (Budapest).  Died 1980s (Israel).  
School friend of Joe. 
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Joe: Well, those who were outside Budapest, well, unfortunately all deported to 
Auschwitz.  Those who weren’t in labour camp.  So basically I think that was 
a fight between the Hungarians and the Germans.  The Germans wanted 
Jewish labour and the Hungarians wanted to keep -  It wasn’t much – 

Michael: Then explain what happened to Magda9 and your mother. 

Joe: Yes.  Jews in Hungary outside Budapest virtually [anyone] who wasn’t in 
labour camp already, were taken to German concentration – Auschwitz, 
mainly Auschwitz.  There older people, all were killed straightaway, 
unfortunately my grandmother as well and my aunts. 

Michael: And Miki? 

Joe: Miki later.  Miki died of typhoid. 

Michael: I didn’t know. 

Joe: He wasn’t sent -  Aniko and Miki were working, Miki somewhere in the 
summer got typhoid and he died. 

Michael: And say what happened to your mother and sister. 

Joe: My mother and sister, they were in Budapest.  They first had to move to a so-
called Jewish house, from their own flat they had to move to a Jewish house, 
then father was with them.  Hungary already had a pro-German government, 
but there are pro-Germans and even more pro-Germans.  Hungary finally tried 
to get out of the war and 15 October 1944 what was the head of the Hungarian 
state agreed ceasefires from the Russians, a changeover, but the Germans got 
to know about it.  They arrested Horthy, who was head of the Hungarian state, 
arrested him and they put in a completely pro-German government who didn’t 
want – wasn’t prepared to agree to a ceasefire and wanted to fight with the 
Germans.  And then they went, the Hungarians, a terrible thing, they took a lot 
of Hungarian Jews to the Danube and shot them and pushed them as they fell 
to the water.  Some survived, most of them not. 

Michael: This is the Arrow Cross regime.  Yes. 

Joe: I later met someone, more or less my age, a chap, he was – when he was 
pulled out of the water his toes were completely frozen.  They had to be taken 
off, all the toes.  One doesn’t know how difficult is to walk without toes. 

Michael: So then explain how your mother and sister survived. 

Joe: My mother, sister and father, they had to move some time in the summer, in 
July, I think, June or July, to a – July – to a Jewish house.  They got only a 
room there, very cramped circumstances, but still lived there until September/
October.  When Hungary tried to get out of the war, they issued a declaration;  

                                          
9 Hannah Magda Bolgar (previously Magda Grünfeld).  Born 1930 (Nyíregyháza).  Moved to 
Israel 1949.  Moved to UK 1957.  Died 2015 (Harpenden, UK). 

https://collections.ushmm.org 
Contact reference@ushmm.org for further information about this collection



Page 18 of 36 
 

then the Germans removed the Hungarian government and put in an even 
more pro-German government. 

Michael: OK.  But explain what happened to your mother and sister. 

Joe: Yes.  That is what I am saying.  They were there.  Then they had to move – 
then they came after a few days later in the Jewish house where mother and 
my family lived.  All the men who were 60 should come and father was – 
under 60, sorry, under 60.  Father was only 53 so he had to go.  He was taken 
away.  What we know, the last we heard, they had to walk towards Austria and 
I think some time in November I think he was taken to Austria, and that was 
the last we heard of him. 

Michael: And your mother and sister? 

Joe: My mother and sister were in that Jewish house, very cramped circumstances.  
Once poor mother had a terrible day because they came and took young girls 
and they wanted to do some work and Magda had to go and mother wanted to 
go with her and they didn’t allow her, but luckily enough in the evening they 
let Magda home and all of them.  They just had to wash a lot of floors.  
Luckily enough that was enough.  In Budapest meantime in the Jewish houses, 
the most pro-Nazi took over and they took Jews in the street, Jews also, they 
were not there because there was a curfew, there was a curfew, very often they 
took to the bank of the Danube a group and shot them all and pushed the 
bodies in the Danube.  So it was terrible. 

Michael: So how did your mother and sister survive? 

Joe: Well, I told you, they were there in the – 

Michael: Yes.  And how did they survive?  How come they weren’t taken away? 

Joe: Well, there were a few there and – 

Michael: But did they have diplomatic protection? 

Joe: Yes.  They had – but they didn’t count much.  It depended.  Yes, they had 
Swiss one.  Yes.  Some neutral countries, embassies of neutral countries 
issued to Jews a letter of protection.  It didn’t have much.  What it said, Mr or 
Mrs So-and-so is under the protection of the Swiss Embassy, even the Vatican 
issued those.  The Swiss and – mainly Switzerland and Sweden and I think 
these were the main ones.  Someone else.  The Vatican as well issued – some 
of the Nazis accepted this, some just tore it up, it doesn’t matter.  It depends 
how strongly that embassy stood up.  Then finally –.  In Budapest there was 
really street-fighting, two days, two streets, two days where mother was.  They 
were liberated on 16 January.  But the Danube bank was two streets away.  
That was only on the 18th. 

Michael: Gosh. 

Joe: And the 18th was – 
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Michael: 1945. 

Joe: January.  18 January, the whole Pest side was liberated.  Fighting was going 
on in Buda until I think 13 February – no – yes, 13 – what was it?  January – 
13 February. 

Sally: So when did you get back to Budapest? 

Joe: Well, when did I – I arrived in Budapest I think 4 February. 

Sally: Right. 

Saul: How did you get there? 

Joe: Mother and Magda were there.  I knew where they were. 

Sally: So it took you from September to February to get to Budapest? 

Joe: Pardon? 

Michael: It took you from September to February to get to Budapest? 

Joe: Well, I was in Kecskemét. 

Michael: Yes. 

Dan: How did you get there? 

Sally: Did you spend a long time in Kecskemét?  You spent months then in 
Kecskemét  

Joe: Yes.  You know, we – the Russians were going so fast, we thought it will be 
very soon.  But the Germans put up resistance in Budapest. 

Saul: How did you get to it? 

Joe: Budapest wasn’t finally liberated until 13 February. 

Saul: How did you get from Kecskemét to Budapest? 

Joe: From –? 

Michael: Kecskemét.  You walked.  How far was it? 

Joe: We walked – well, it is about 40 miles, 50.  Then we got a lift with a Russian 
soldier.  On a lorry, that was the last stages, but he took – he was a very nice 
chap.  He took us more or less to the border of Budapest.  Apparently he 
wasn’t supposed to do that, so he told us to get out. 

Sally: So what made you decide to leave Kecskemét and make the journey to 
Budapest?  

https://collections.ushmm.org 
Contact reference@ushmm.org for further information about this collection



Page 20 of 36 
 

Joe: Well, we had – there were some newspapers then, sort of sheets of newspaper.  
We knew that the Russians were going very fast.  We thought it will continue.  
But clearly the German strategy was to defend Budapest, while they withdrew 
from the Alföld [the great Hungarian Plain] – actually, luckily enough, we 
didn’t know about it because it could have been much worse.  We thought we 
were quite safe, but the Germans started a counter-offensive in south-west 
Hungary and they had some success but they couldn’t get through – they 
couldn’t stop Budapest.  They wanted to stop the Russians taking Budapest. 

Sally: And how did you survive for a few months in Kecskemét? 

Joe: I told you. 

Sally: Jam? 

Joe: It was a bumper summer for two weeks and everyone knew that something 
will happen, the Russians were coming.  So in the Hungarian, it was usually, 
people used to make jams and so on.  In that year it was a very good season 
and everyone says that the war is there, so the Hungarian population, not 
Jewish, the Hungarian population, everyone made a lot of jams and so on.  So 
when we came to Kecskemét, I told you, we had – 

Michael: Yes, but every day, day after day you had jam? 

Saul: You had jam for four months? 

Michael: You lived off jam for four months? 

Joe: Well, after a few weeks - it could be by this time early January - there was 
some Jewish organisation, the Joint10 set up something, and later there was a 
canteen where we got food.  It was in the last few weeks when things started 
to be organised. 

Sally: In Kecskemét? 

Michael: In Kecskemét. 

Saul: Will we have time for the Communists? 

Michael: I think we should move to the Communist period now. 

Saul: I’m confused by a bit. 

Sally: Which bit were you confused by?  If you’re confused then you ask questions.  
Which bit were you confused about? 

Dan: The partisans and all that. 

Sally: OK, so let’s explain the partisans. 

                                          
10 The American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee, founded in 1914. 
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Michael: He is just confused by some of it. 

Sally: OK, let’s explain what partisans are. 

Michael: I will, OK.  The partisans were Yugoslav anti-German guerrillas basically.  Do 
you have any more questions?  Right, I think we should talk about the 
Communist period now. 

Joe: Well, I got back to Budapest, we went down – [in] Budapest there was no food 
at all. 

Saul: So what did you do? 

Joe: One of the things what I took quite a bit of, whatever I could pack in my 
knapsack, some flour, fat, lard and so on.  I went home; mother didn’t have 
anything, virtually they were starving.  It went so much, mother was very 
fussy with food, [but] even she went as far that she ate from dead horse meat.  
People, when a horse was shot in the fighting, the housewives ran out and cut 
as much as they could.  It was terrible.  Luckily enough.  I didn’t take part in 
that. 

Michael: So move on now to the Communist period. 

Joe: Well, it is not yet, no. 

Michael: Dad, we have to move the narrative on a little bit.  Go on. 

Joe: All right.  First in Hungary – 

Michael: Saul, ask a question. 

Joe: Did you enjoy university? 

Joe: Well, that is what I want to go to.  I always wanted to go to study law.  I was 
always interested in law and I wanted to study.  I wanted to – I couldn’t really 
start in – yes, finally in September 1945 I enrolled to Budapest University to 
study law.  I was very interested and I achieved very good results.  At school I 
wasn’t so good, but I really wanted to learn, study law, I was interested in and 
already the first year exam in June 1946 – yes – I got good results, excellent.  I 
did for four years the law in Budapest but at that time the Communists started 
to take over more and more Hungary and I felt I can’t stay there.  And wanted 
to come out.  Unfortunately I was caught at the border. 

Saul: So by that time - ? 

Joe: The Hungarian border guards.  I was taken to prison.  I was for one year in 
prison.  Meantime my sister went out to Israel, at that time it was still 
Palestine.  After I came home, mother could – 

Michael: Your mother was still in Hungary? 

Joe: Yes. 
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Michael: So have you explained that you tried to leave Hungary? 

Joe: Well, that is what I am saying.  I couldn’t, I tried to leave Hungary, 

Sally: How did you try to leave?  How did you try to leave? 

Joe: As many others left. 

Sally: But how? 

Joe: By going near the Hungarian/Austrian border, I tried to find someone to pay 
something who would take [me] over, either on the border, [or] at least to the 
border, and he explained how to get through.  Many people were unlucky 
because there were explosives and if you kicked some explosive, well that was 
the end of it. 

Michael: Mines, yes. 

Joe: Look, at that time hundreds and hundreds of people, many people were caught 
and went in prison.  In prison I found the most interesting, you know, high-
class people. 

Sally: And what was the trigger?  What made you want to leave Hungary at that 
particular time? 

Joe: Well, that was the trouble.  I should have a few months earlier.  You know, it 
was – I wanted to finish my studies.  It was a difficult choice.  There was later 
a saying:  “1948, that is a leap year”.  Because so many people went in 1948. 

Michael: So why would it have been easier a few months earlier? 

Joe: Because they strengthened the border more and more.  [Those] who were 
caught a week or two before me, they got only a few months’ prison sentence, 
I was a year. 

Dan: What was it like in prison? 

Joe: And after – 

Dan: What was it like in prison? 

Michael: What was it like in prison?, he says. 

Joe: Well, the company was very nice.  Otherwise not.  Food was terrible.  I was 
luckily enough not really smoking.  I smoked that time a little bit but not very 
much.  [Those] who were smokers weren’t allowed to smoke.  They made it as 
unpleasant as possible. 

Sally: And what did you have to do during the day? 
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Joe: We did something.  Making – what’s it called?  These big demijohns, it was 
called in Hungary which is not really – big wine holders and puts round – I 
don’t know whether you know what is it like. 

 

[After a search for “demijohn” on the internet, the conversation continues…] 

 

Michael: So you had to make those?  You had to make those?  How do you make them?  
With what? 

Joe: They give us, it is here, the main is there. 

Michael: I see.  It’s like a wicker thing? 

Joe: Yes. 

Michael: It’s wicker, with wicker?  Basketwork? 

Sally: So it’s the basket around it. 

Joe: Basketwork, yes.  That is it. 

Saul: Oh, so you made baskets? 

Michael: It looks like that, look.  It’s the covering outside of the glass. 

Joe: They make 5 litres or even bigger ones. 

Sally: When you went to prison, did you know how long you would be there for? 

Joe: Yes, a year.  Which is, I worked out [at] that time, just 31 million seconds.  
And we couldn’t – we didn’t have anything to write.  I worked it out in my 
head. 

Michael: So you had no writing paper? 

Joe: They took away everything. 

Michael: Everything?  Anything to read? 

Joe: Virtually everything [nothing] to read. 

Michael: Yes or no?  Not? 

Joe: Virtually everything, yes.  There was someone who was driving, I think, a taxi 
driver, he had a book on car driving that he was allowed to keep. 

Sally: Where was the prison? 
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Joe: Veszprém.  Veszprém is a town in western Hungary beyond – near the 
Balaton, if you know where that is. 

Michael: And could you receive visitors?  Could you have visitors? 

Joe: Yes.  Once a month, mother came down.  Once Erika11 came down because 
you know she worked one time in the Ministry, she worked in the Ministry of 
Justice and she knew someone in the justice system there then.  She got a 
special permit to visit. 

Michael: So then what happened when you came out of prison? 

Joe: Well, what happened, Mother was – Magda earlier went to Israel.  And 
Mother, there was an arrangement to transport some people who were 60. 

Michael: To where? 

Joe: To Israel.  Palestine.  No, 1948 is just about the time, it was already Israel.  
And she got on it – she didn’t want, and I forced it. 

Michael: Sorry, an arrangement by whom?  By the –? 

Saul: Where did your sister go? 

Joe: By the Israeli government and the Germans [or the Hungarians]. 

Michael: When did Magda go? 

Joe: Magda went before – I think before the State of Israel. 

Michael: 1947 or something like that? 

Joe: 1947, 1948. 

Michael: And when did your mother go?  When did your mother go to Israel? 

Joe: I went home in 1948.  I think in 1949.  1948 or 1949. 

Michael: So when were you in prison?  What were the dates you were in prison? 

Saul: We can work it out, if I work out, because he went to university for four years.  
So in 1949, so 1949 to 1950. 

Joe: I think in – just a second - February – I will have to think it over;  just how 
was it?  When did I go?  I think – yes, from 20 December 1947 I think it 
was.12 

                                          
11 Erika Loránt (previously Erika Tóth).  Born 1919 (Debrecen, Hungary).  Died 2009 
(Budapest).  First wife of Joe’s second cousin Gábor Loránt, and friend of Joe.   
12 In fact - according to a letter sent by the Budapest Főváros Kormányhivatala - 
Gyámügyi és Igazságügyi Főosztály (Budapest City Government Office - Department of 
Guardianship and Justice) to Michael Grenfell on 23 April 2018 (reference 522870-6/2) - 
he was “wrongfully sentenced” for the period 20 December 1949 to 19 December 1950. 
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Michael: 1947? 

Joe: No, 1948 or 1949. 

Michael: Until 1949? 

Joe: Yes. 

Michael: And then when did your mother go to Israel? 

Joe: After I came out of prison, I think 1950 or 1951.  After I came out, then she 
had that operation. 

Michael: Yes.  In Israel? 

Joe: No, in Hungary.  She went out - when I was in prison, just before I came out, 
out of prison - with someone for lunch and ate some meat which had a bone in 
and she swallowed – 

Michael: It got stuck. 

Joe: And at first they didn’t take it seriously.  Then she started to get an infection, 
apparently had a high temperature, then they operated, which they messed up.  
They cut the vocal cords somewhere. 

Michael: So explain then what happened when you came out of prison.  What were you 
doing? 

Joe: Then Mother had the opportunity to [with] that last group to go to Israel.   She 
didn’t really want to leave me.  And I forced her - that if she can go, she 
should go.  Hoping that somehow I will [be able to leave too], and we tried all 
sorts of things and not, not, not.  So I worked in a factory. 

Michael: And that was the only job you could have, yes?  You couldn’t have got a legal 
job or anything? 

Sally: Because you tried to leave the country? 

Joe: No.  And finally in 1956 - 

Michael: OK.  Dan, you need to start asking questions about 1956. 

Dan: Did you – 1956, the Revolution, did you play a role in it at all? 

Joe: Not really.  Not a particular role.  Well, I was in the first big demonstration on 
23 October.  I came home from work, was coming home and then everyone 
started this and there was a big demonstration going on, and I went as well.  
Later I went home, after a few hours went home, then someone told me, they 
rang me and told me the Stalin statue was pulled down.  There was a big statue 
of Stalin and apparently they had to use a trolley and pulled it down. 

Michael: So then describe, you went on the demonstration and then what? 
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Joe: After that – oh yes, I was teaching someone, a young boy, coaching him a 
little bit and I was supposed to go there but I realised that I couldn’t, so I 
didn’t go there.  I went – I was in the demonstration for some time. 

Michael: On 23 October? 

Joe: This is the 23rd.  I saw the flags of which the Communist emblem was cut out. 

Saul: So he saw it or did he cut it out? 

Michael: Saw it. 

Joe: And finally I wanted to go to teach this boy but it was impossible, I didn’t feel 
like, finally I go home and I try to –  Then Gabi Loránt13 rang me -. 

Michael: The older Gabi Loránt.  So the father of Gabi, the father of Gabi?  You know 
Gabi? 

Saul: Oh yes. 

Michael: His father. He rang Dad, and –? 

Joe: And he told [that] he was there when they pulled down Stalin’s statue.  You 
know, that was a terribly big thing but an interesting thing.  Following it was 
more or less suppressed and it was Wednesday, and Thursday, then the 
Communist government was very clear people should go back to work and 
then people went back on the third day which was, I think, the Thursday14.  
And that is when it really started.  That was I think the government’s biggest 
mistake because then workers got together and they – 

Michael: You went to work?  You went to the factory? 

Joe: Yes.  No, actually, I couldn’t get there.  When I was going, there were people 
coming away, there is no – there is strikes, there is nothing. 

Michael: Yes. 

Saul: What was it like watching the revolution pan out? 

Joe: Sort of -  I stayed then.  And then the Russians came back and I didn’t know, 
whether – how can I go out [of the country].  It looks like I can’t.  I was really 
upset I couldn’t.  And finally I met someone – Gabi Loránt knew a woman, a 
girl, and she said, “oh yes, you can go”.  And I said, I would go as well, if 
someone, she came, she said she comes.  Where did we get a third person?  
Someone as well.  We went the next morning, took a train to Győr. 

Michael: This is – what date are we now?  What’s the date? 

Joe: No, that was – yes, it was – it happened when?  I have to work it out. 

                                          
13 Gábor Loránt. Born 1924 (Budapest).  Died 1978 (Marl, Germany).  Joe’s second cousin. 
14 This is correct.  23 October 1956, the first day of the uprising, was a Tuesday. 

https://collections.ushmm.org 
Contact reference@ushmm.org for further information about this collection



Page 27 of 36 
 

Michael: In November or –? 

Joe: Yes, in November.  I think – I think 10 November, something like that.  I will 
work it out.  Then we went down to Győr and I thought, to be safer, I was 
stupid, but I bought a return ticket to say that I just visited.  Although I had no 
intention to go back.  And then I knew a few people from Győr, first of all, I 
knew someone I was in prison with, some of them.  And I saw a Jew walking.  
I asked “Do you know where Mr so-and-so lives?”  “Oh, he went out already.”  
And the third time this happened I said, “Tell me, how can one go?”  He was 
very nice.  He said, “You want to go?”  I said yes.  “Come.”  And he – there 
were two girls with me, Gabi Loránt’s friends, and then they got something.  I 
had some money with me, so we paid for it.  Next morning – 

Michael: Paid for what?  For what? 

Joe: For someone to take me over the border.  Nobody will do it for nothing. 

Michael: Yes, and how are you going?  You’re travelling by train now or how? 

Joe: Well, we went by – no, we got a taxi somewhere near to the border and the 
chap said, “Look, that way you can go.”  We went somewhere there, I don’t 
know.  I know that I remember the little village named Markrotaböröge, and 
we went there, that’s right, and there was a bridge which was the river on the 
border.  And the Russians blew up the bridge. 

Michael: Is it the bridge at Andau?  The famous bridge at Andau? 

Joe: Yes.  Well, they blew it up before.  So we arrived there.  Well, I said, if I am 
there I am coming.  And more or less everyone went.  Then it was just – goes 
down and – 

Michael: Any guards or anything at all?  Nothing at all? 

Saul: Nothing at all? 

Michael: On the border? 

Joe: They thought they didn’t have to blow up the bridge. 

Michael: Right. 

Saul: Is this how he left? 

Michael: Yes.  And on the Austrian side, any guards or anything? 

Joe: No, not guards.  The other side was Austria.  There were journalists and they 
interviewed us.  Journalists. 

Dan: Did it feel odd leaving Hungary when previously you got arrested for doing 
exactly the same thing? 

Michael: Did you hear what he said? 
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Joe: No, sorry. 

Dan: Did it feel odd leaving Hungary when previously you got arrested for doing 
the same thing? 

Michael: Did it feel odd leaving Hungary when previously you had been arrested? 

Joe: Well, a little bit, but by that time I just wanted to go.  Then don’t forget my 
sister and mother were already out, so – 

Saul: Did you leave anyone behind when you –? 

Joe: Anybody, not really.  Not close ones.   

Michael: And then what happened after?  You are on the Austrian side –? 

Joe: No, I had in Vienna the Hegedüses, you know – 

Michael: Yes, but wait.  You’re on the Austrian side of the border, then what happens? 

Joe: I’m telling you.  You know the Hegedüses? 

Michael: Yes. 

Joe: Someone, I got money for a telephone and I rang them in Vienna, that I am 
here and I am coming. 

Michael: So you are now just on the Austrian side of the border? 

Joe: Yes.  But hopefully the Russians wouldn’t come over. 

Saul: Why wasn’t it guarded? 

Joe: There were too many journalists. 

Michael: They had blown up the bridge and they didn’t think they needed to. 

Joe: There were buses taking whoever wanted to go, to Vienna without tickets. 

Michael: Right.  And you went – 

Joe: And I got a – I phoned the Hegedüses, I told them.  They said where I can go, 
or how I can go.  I was a little bit nasty with them.  They said just come on 
your own.  And I had those two girls. 

Michael: Right.  And where was Gabi Loránt in all that? 

Joe: Gabi Loránt had already left, was out of Hungary. 

Michael: So you came with the two girls, yes? 
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Joe: Yes, we arrived to Vienna.  We more or less said where we meet.  I took a bus 
there and I had the two girls.  Paul Hegedüs wasn’t terribly pleased with it;  he 
arranged somewhere for them to stay and for me to stay. 

Michael: And where did you stay?  With them? 

Joe: No.  No.  Well, later a little bit with them.  But they first put me with someone 
who – someone they knew. 

Michael: The Hegedüses were friends of his. 

Joe: Yes. 

Saul: Did you stay in Vienna? 

Michael: How did you know the Hegedüses? 

Joe: Prison. 

Michael: And how did they get out?  When did they get out? 

Joe: They had a more interesting thing, how they got out.  Paul had a – you know 
he was half Austrian? 

Michael: Yes. 

Joe: His mother was Austrian, born before the First World War, so it didn’t matter.  
And he lived there.  It is a long story.  His parents were divorced.  The mother 
was Austrian and Christian.  The father was a Hungarian Jew.  His parents 
divorced.  He lived with the mother in Austria.  That was before the First 
World War.  And in the courts I think decided that he should stay with the 
father.  So he came to Hungary hardly speaking any Hungarian.  And he 
wanted to go to Austria and he was caught as well.  Actually she as well [his 
wife], the whole family. 

Saul: How do you get from Vienna to Britain? 

Joe: How did I get to Vienna? 

Saul: From Vienna to Britain. 

Joe: Oh well.  In Vienna I was thinking what to do finally.  At one point I was 
thinking [of] going to Israel.  I could speak a little English, well, I thought I 
could speak English until I arrived here.  Then, in Vienna people started really 
thinking where to go. 

Michael: So just describe the atmosphere in Vienna.  There are lots of Hungarians –? 

Joe: Quite a lot of Hungarians.  So first Hungarians were allowed to use the public 
transport free of charge. 
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Michael: Hungarians in Vienna, they were all refugees.  They were allowed to use the 
public transport free of charge. 

Joe: And then came the – they got a certain number a free tickets. 

Michael: And how were people fed?  Who was feeding people?  What did people live 
on? 

Joe: Well, Vienna, the Hegedüses put me to someone and I went to them for 
evening meals. 

Michael: But what about other people who didn’t have any connection? 

Joe: Well, there were refugee camps. 

Michael: Right.  In Vienna, in the city itself? 

Joe: I don’t know exactly where.  I know there were some. 

Sally: So how many Hungarian refugees were in Vienna at this time? 

Joe: How many Hungarian refugees were in –? 

Joe: Altogether about 200,000. 

Michael: But in Vienna?  In December 1956? 

Joe: I didn’t count them.  You could hear a lot of Hungarians talking and you met 
people, you know, you walk down the street, and suddenly:  “Oh, here you 
are!”  We knew [each other] from Budapest. 

Sally: What did you have in your bag? 

Michael: Let Saul ask one. 

Joe: I had a briefcase, two shirts, a trouser, whatever I could put in a little – 

Sally: And what did you have, family photographs? 

Michael: Did you have family photographs, anything like that? 

Joe: Not really. 

Sally: How much money did you have? 

Joe: I had some money. 

Michael: What was that, roughly? 

Joe: I don’t know.  £50? 

Michael: £50 in today’s money or in the money of that time? 
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Joe: Well, which was already English money.  Now, I’ll tell you what;  I had 
whatever money I had, Hungarian money.  I had a funny thing.  No, I didn’t 
get that.  When I was in Vienna, Gabi Loránt, you know that he played in an 
orchestra who went to various - they went to play and the greater part of the 
orchestra never returned to Hungary. 

Michael: Right.  I think I knew that. 

Joe: And Gabi as well, actually I gave him money because when I came to – I 
didn’t have much money.  I got some money later on, I got a little bit 
organised and we got some money. 

Michael: So how did you decide – you said you thought of going to Israel, so why not 
Israel?  Your mother was there, your sister was there. 

Joe: Various things.  First of all, it was the Israeli/Egyptian war at that time. 

Michael: Oh yes, of course. 

Joe: Secondly, I didn’t speak Hebrew.  I spoke some English.  I thought:  I arrive to 
Israel without speaking two proper sentences in Hebrew; how long will it take 
before I can not only learn but study? 

Michael: Yes. 

Joe: Then there was – I could have gone to America but I thought it is terribly far.  
I didn’t realise that transatlantic travel would become so easy.  You know, it 
was a big thing in 1956; in the ‘60s, ‘70s, it became nothing.  I don’t want to 
go so far away from Israel15.  I was lucky in that I learned English in school.  
We had a choice: French, Italian or English as second language after German.  
Everyone learned in the Gymnasium German and there was a second European 
language.  Funnily enough, we didn’t have the choice.  The school had a 
choice, and luckily enough English was taught in our school, which I liked, 
because finally my bane of foreign languages was the genders. 

Sally: Yes, I know. 

Joe: In English at least there isn’t.  Both French and German you had to learn 
genders.  So I spoke some English.  I always say, up till I came to England I 
thought I could speak English then I realised that – 

Michael: OK.  So then Saul’s question is: how did you get to England, then? 

Joe: In Vienna you could go only – There was – You could apply on the English 
Consulate.  There was a committee for those who wanted to come to England 
and they interviewed me.  And they accepted that I can go to England. 

Michael: And this is what month?  Where are we now? 

Joe: Now, that was – I think it was January or February. 
                                          
15 Where his mother and sister were living at the time. 
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Michael: 1957? 

Joe: 1957. 

Michael: Then how about transport?  How did you get there? 

Joe: Well.  No, no, no.  When the English accepted me, then they said “Come back 
tomorrow at 10 o’clock to the British Consulate”.  I think they said 10 o’clock, 
or before 10.  Then – yes, then they got the information from the railways, 
how many free places [there] are.  There were three carriages going to Ostend, 
how many free places [there] are, unsold places.  The red cross was paying 
apparently for our journey and they wanted to pay the minimum amount so 
they got free tickets or very cheap tickets for this.  And they “So, six, 
eight…”, and then we who stood there, we were there:  “One, two, three, four, 
five, six, seven eight…  Come back tomorrow at 10 o’clock with your 
luggage”, or something like that.  All right, then at least I know.  If not, if you 
weren’t [included], then they said, “Well, come back tomorrow at 10 o’clock 
and we will see”.  It went on [for] a few days, and one day I was counted in, 
and they said, “Go home, get your luggage” and that was 3 o’clock in the 
afternoon to come because the express train to Ostend left, I think, at 5 
o’clock.  So I went back to where I stayed, I went to the Hegedüses and told 
them.  It was very nice of them.  I had to go to the British Consulate at a 
certain time, I think 3 o’clock or something I had to be there.  There was a 
coach there, they checked my name.  I had already – they gave me this – I still 
have that “aliens book” in Hungarian, already that was given to us.  And I 
went there, there was a coach which took me to the Westbahnhof.  Then there 
was a chaperone from the Red Cross who arranged it.  Then the Hegedüses 
were very nice, they came out to the train and I got on the train. 

Michael: So then, Dan, you want to ask more questions.  About arriving in England – 

Saul: No, this was my – 

Michael: Oh yes.  Saul? 

Dan: So you arrived England.  How was it adjusting to this new life in Britain? 

Joe: Pardon? 

Dan: How was it adjusting to the new life in Britain? 

Michael: How was it to adjust to the new life in Britain? 

Joe: Oh well, it took a longish time.  As I said, I knew some English.  First of all, 
they took us to Staffordshire somewhere.  Oh, I knew the place – 

Michael: Hednesford. 
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Joe: Hednesford, yes.  From Vienna I already wrote to Mici16, and I had her 
address and “I’m thinking to coming to England” etc, and she wrote back a 
somewhat pessimistic letter, that now, because of Suez, there are not so many 
jobs available and her brother I think wrote as well.  Anyway, I came here.  
We arrived to Victoria and then there was a coach which took us to Euston 
Station and then the Red Cross arranged a supper for us and we had to wait.  I 
think the train left only about 11 at night, a night train to Staffordshire.  And I 
went there.  We went to a camp.  Funnily enough it turned out that Harry 
Selby17 was in the same, it was an army – 

Michael: As a soldier. 

Joe: Yes, as a soldier. 

Michael: Harry Selby who lives round the corner. 

Joe: Do you see him ever? 

Michael: No. 

Joe: I don’t know whether – I was thinking of ringing him. 

Saul: Did the Red Cross organise supper for them and what? 

Michael: In a camp in Staffordshire, yes.  OK, yes, carry on. 

Joe: So I stayed there three weeks, I think – then I think, “well, I didn’t come to 
England to stay in a refugee camp”, because actually quite a few people stayed 
there until April or May.  I came to get a job.  So Paul, Mici’s brother, was 
very nice.  He got a furnished room for me and paid the rent for four weeks.  
Meantime I went to the labour exchange.  Since I worked in Hungary in a 
factory I said I know something, [about] machines and so on – 

Sally: What did you do in the factory in Hungary? 

Michael: In Hungary. 

Joe: Yes, in Hungary.  Working, making – I don't know, not very much.  On a 
machine making things. 

Michael: Making what? 

Joe: Parts of – I don’t know what they made.  Oh yes, it was – yes, a crane factory. 

Michael: OK, cranes. 

                                          
16 Maria Matild (“Mici”) Partos.  Born 1908 (Budapest).  Died 2001 (London).  Cousin of 
Joe’s mother, and friend of Joe’s wife Eva. 
 
17 A former colleague in a British accountancy firm, and friend. 
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Joe: Big cranes.  Bits and pieces, cutting and - I don’t know.  Without much 
success, I don’t think I was very good at it.  And here, so I said I worked in a 
factory and there was no difficulty with it.  The labour exchange sent me to 
CAV, I think, near Uxbridge. 

Michael: Yes. 

Joe: So I went there and got a job.  Everyone just gave me money.  Because - very 
nicely - although I got that job, my first wages would have been a week later.  
So I got – I don’t know, £20, £30.  £10 or £20.  [At] that time [there] was 
something called National Assistance Board, and they gave me something and 
it was I think on a Thursday, and I said that I start on Monday.  They said, 
“you can come tomorrow”.  So I went on Friday.  It was a funny thing, I 
haven’t started to do anything, I got money. 

Joe: OK.  Saul, the next question? 

Saul: How did you meet your wife18? 

Joe: How did I meet Mum?  I’ll tell you, do you know – you didn’t know Mici? 

Michael: You don’t know Mici.  My grandmother’s cousin. 

Joe: She worked somewhere, and Michael’s mum was a colleague of hers. 

Saul: So Granddad’s cousin. 

Joe: Actually she [Eva, Michael’s mother] was one of the first persons I met in 
England because Mici worked in Baker Street.  She said “come up”.  I went 
from Euston, she explained how - which bus, and so on.  So I went up and 
when I went up on the stairs in the office, [and] a woman came down and said, 
“I am Mici’s friend” and so on, and we talked a little bit and that was Eva.  
Then Mici said “put my luggage” - I should go back to Euston.  Somewhere I 
could put some left luggage, I put the luggage in, collected Mici at 5.30.  And 
then she came and when she got my luggage she said, “oh, we’d better take a 
taxi”.  Then Paul, Mici’s brother, got as I said a room for me in West 
Kensington, near where Mici lived. 

Dan: So did you ever get a job in law? 

Michael: Did you ever get a job in law? 

Joe: No, unfortunately not.  I would have liked to.  That was the other thing, I 
always think, perhaps more force and more -.  First of all someone introduced 
me to a barrister, a lady barrister who was of Hungarian – 

Michael: That’s Valentine Korah. 

Joe: Well, yes.  To her, yes.  Do you know, is she alive? 

                                          
18 Eva Grenfell (previously Eva Loewy).  Born 1921 (Breslau, Germany [now Wrocław, 
Poland]).  Married Joe 1961.  Mother of Michael.  Died 2012 (London). 
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Michael: Well, I don’t know whether she’s still alive, but she became a famous 
competition lawyer.  Yes, she is very well known.  She is retired now but she 
was one of the first competition lawyers. 

Joe: You didn’t tell her the - 

Michael: Well, by the time I knew that you knew her it was too late. 

Joe: Anyway, she tried.  Then Mici introduced me to Winter.  You know George 
Winter,  

who was an accountant, and he suggested accountancy.  If I still would have liked law, 
but when I talked to Mrs Korah, she told me the possibilities, it sounded all 
good, but then at the end she asked me, “Do you live on that?”  I said, “Well, I 
have nothing else to live on.”  “Don’t do it.  For the first few years, if you 
become a barrister you won’t earn what you pay for the seat in Chambers.”  
Ten years later I could have. 

Michael: Yes.  That’s true. 

Joe: But at that time there was nothing.  And, you know, the general English 
attitude, if I said something, that was “be glad that we gave you asylum”.  So 
then Winter said accountancy.  Well, so in the summer I still looked here and 
there and anyway, that time my English wasn’t really good for working in an 
office.  By September perhaps a little better.  I got a job – oh, I’ve forgotten 
the name; they still exist - with a firm of accountants.  But what I didn’t know, 
that it was basically a bookkeeping job and not accountancy.  I did it for two 
years.  I think it would have been enough one year.  Because I thought “oh, 
they gave me a job, I should do – “.  It would have been enough for a year.  
Then I got a job at Gerald Michaels.  It was all right.  It was all right.  He had 
a partner.  I was told, someone told me there was another Jewish woman, an 
Austrian Jewish woman, and that man pushed her out.  She said that man 
won’t let anyone who knew him before he became a partner.  It more or less 
turned out like that.  But at that time I didn’t mind very much because by that 
time I had started looking for another job.  I knew it is not really a future.  But 
it wasn’t easy.  [My] language wasn’t too bad but it wasn’t too good and I had 
no accountancy knowledge whatsoever.  I would have liked, you know, 
solicitors at that time five years’ articles.  The law course, what you have to do 
before starting – [at] that time it was in the middle of it, not paid.  If your 
parents weren’t rich enough to pay, you couldn’t.  So a barrister – well, either 
you are very lucky and, you know, without connection it wasn’t, so – 

Michael: All right.  Go on, one more question. 

Saul: What was it like watching Dad grow up? 

Michael: Ask again. 

Saul: What was it like watching Dad grow up? 

Michael: How was it, watching me grow up?  He is asking. 
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Joe: Oh I see.  Oh, he was a horrible boy.  I can’t say he was always good.  He was 
a clever boy and he learned – he was good at school and it was all right.  And 
he passed the entrance exam for Haberdashers’. 

Michael: And the rest is history.  All right, I think that’s it.  OK, thank you very much.  
That was excellent. 

Joe: Well, I am here, and looking, I have two horrible grandchildren, awful.  Aren’t 
they awful?  No, they are not really awful. 

Sally: If you have any more questions you can do it on another Friday. 
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